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Prologue

Pudge squinted through the scope of his rifle. Not just any rifle. A Tac Ops Tango 51, the ultimate tactical precision rifle. It weighed 10.8 pounds, was 44.3 inches long and had a guaranteed accuracy of .25 MOA. Its stock incorporated a semiwide beavertail—

He paused in his mental recitation of the Tac Ops catalog description to peer at the weapon, not quite sure what a beavertail was. It sounded almost sexy the way it read. A semiwide beavertail. Beaver tail. Beaver. Tail. The whole description of the weapon was sexy. For instance, it was suppose to have “dual palm swells.” He wasn’t sure what those were, but it made him think of boobs. Of course, most things made him think of boobs.

Yep. He was holding “beavertail” and “dual palm swells.” Awesome.

The sudden blare of a horn made him start and nearly drop his rifle. Grasping it protectively to his chest, Pudge glared down at the dark street below. He’d chosen the rooftop of this building because it afforded a bird’s-eye view of the parking lot across the street. It had never occurred to him that it would be completely unsheltered up here on the roof and cold as an Alaskan winter. If Etienne didn’t hurry, Pudge was going to freeze to death waiting for him. He scowled at the possibility. How long was the jerk going to be in there, anyway? It was already past midnight. This was—

“Shit!” The toothpick he’d been chewing on slipped from his lips as the man in question exited the building and started into the parking lot. Etienne Argeneau. And he was alone.

Pudge froze for one moment, then scrambled into position. He peered through the scope, got a bead on the guy, then hesitated. He was suddenly aware that his breath was coming fast. He was panting as if he’d been running for miles, and despite the cold he was sweating heavily. Norman Pudge Renberger was about to kill a man. And not just any man. Etienne Argeneau. His nemesis.

“Bastard,” Pudge muttered. With a slow grin, he directed the laser sights of his gun onto his target’s chest. There was no sound as he pulled the trigger. He had  outfitted his Tango 51 with a Tac Ops 30 suppressor, a silencer, so the only noise was a pfft of air. If it weren’t for the way the rifle jerked in his hands, he might not have believed it fired.

Hurrying to focus on Etienne again, Pudge squinted through the scope. The man had stopped dead, staring down at his chest. Was he hit or not? For a moment Pudge was afraid he’d missed altogether, but then he noted the blood.

Etienne Argeneau raised his head. His silver eyes found and focused clearly on where Pudge was positioned on the rooftop, then the light in them faded and the man fell flat on his face on the pavement.

“Yes,” Pudge breathed, a shaky smile coming to his lips. He worked clumsily to dismantle his rifle, ignoring the sudden trembling of his muscles as he replaced the pieces in their case. His sexy Tango 51 with dual palm swells and beavertail had cost him nearly five thousand dollars, but it had been worth every penny.




Chapter One

“Yo, Rach. I’m gonna grab a java. You want anything?”

Rachel Garrett straightened and wiped the back of her gloved hand across her forehead. She had been bouncing between the chills and fever since arriving at work two hours earlier. At the moment, she was in a hot phase. Sweat was gathering across her back and along her scalp. She was obviously coming down with something nasty.

Her gaze slid to the clock on the wall. Almost one. Two hours down, six to go. She almost groaned. Six more hours. The way this flu bug was coming on, it was doubtful she’d last half of that.

“Hey! You feeling all right, Rach? You look like hell.”

Rachel grimaced as her assistant moved to her side  and felt her forehead. Like hell? Men could be so tactful.

“Cold. Clammy.” He frowned and asked, “Fever and chills?”

“I’m fine.” Rachel pushed his hand away with embarrassed irritation, then reached into her pocket for some change. “Okay, Tony. Maybe you could get me some juice or something.”

“Oh, yeah. You’re fine.”

Rachel stilled at his dry words, suddenly realizing she had pushed her smock aside and shoved her hand into her pants pocket without removing her bloody rubber glove first. Great.

“Maybe you should—”

“I’m fine,” she said again. “I’ll be fine. Just go on.”

Tony hesitated then shrugged. “Okay. But you might want to maybe sit down or something till I get back.”

Rachel ignored the suggestion and turned back to her cadaver as Tony left. He was a nice guy. A little weird maybe. For instance, he insisted on talking like a Goodfella from the Bronx when he had been born, raised, and never left Toronto. He also wasn’t Italian. Tony wasn’t even his real name. The name he’d been given at birth was Teodozjusz Schweinberger. Rachel had complete sympathy with the name change, but she didn’t understand how the bad accent came with it.

“Incoming!”

Rachel glanced at the open door to the main room  of the morgue. Setting down her scalpel, she stripped the rubber glove from her right hand and walked out to meet the men propelling a gurney inside. Dale and Fred. Nice guys. A couple of EMTs whom she rarely saw. They generally delivered their clientele to the hospital alive. Of course, some died after arrival, but it was usually after these two had already been and gone. This patient must have died in transit.

“Hi, Rachel! You’re looking . . . good.”

She crossed the room to join them, politely ignoring Dale’s hesitation. Tony had made it more than plain how she looked. “What have we here?”

Dale handed her a clipboard with various sheets of paper. “Gunshot wound. Thought we got a beat before transporting from the scene but might have been wrong. For the record, he died in transit. Doc Westin pronounced him gone when we got here and asked us to bring him down. They’ll want an autopsy, bullet retrieval, and so on.”

“Hmm.” Rachel let the paperwork fall back into place, then moved to the end of the room to grab one of the special stainless steel gurneys used for autopsies. She rolled it back to the EMTs. “Can you switch him over onto this while I sign?”

“Sure.”

“Thanks.” Leaving them to it, she moved to the desk in the corner in search of a pen. She signed the necessary papers, then walked back as the EMTs finished shifting the body. The sheet that had covered it for the  trip through the hospital was now missing. Rachel paused and stared.

The latest addition to the morgue was a handsome man, no more than thirty, with dirty blond hair. Rachel took in his pale chiseled features, wishing she’d seen him while he was alive and that she’d known what he looked like with his eyes open. She rarely thought of her work as having been at one time living, breathing beings. It made her job impossible if she considered that the bodies she worked on were mothers, brothers, sisters, grandfathers. . . . But this man she couldn’t ignore. She imagined him smiling and laughing, and in her mind he had silver eyes the likes of which she’d never seen.

“Rachel?”

She blinked in confusion and stared up at Dale. The fact that she was now sitting was a bit startling. The men had apparently rolled the wheeled desk chair over and urged her into it. Both EMTs were hovering over her, worry on their faces.

“You nearly fainted, I think,” Dale said. “You were swaying and all white-faced. How are you feeling?”

“Oh.” She gave an embarrassed laugh and waved her hand. “I’m fine. Really. I think I’m coming down with something, though. Chills then fever.” She shrugged.

Dale placed the back of a hand to her forehead and frowned. “Maybe you should go home. You’re burning up.”

Rachel felt her face and was alarmed to note that he was right. It crossed her mind to hope that the speed and strength with which this bug had hit her wasn’t an omen of how bad it was going to be. And if it was bad, she hoped it would burn out as quickly as it had come. She hated being sick.

“Rachel?”

“Huh?” She glanced at the concerned faces of the EMTs and forced herself upright. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. Yes, I might go home early when Tony gets back. In the meantime, I signed for the body and everything.” She retrieved the necessary paperwork and handed back the rest. Dale accepted the clipboard, then exchanged an uncertain glance with Fred. Both appeared reluctant to leave her alone.

“I’m fine, really,” she assured them. “And Tony just went out to grab us some drinks. He’ll be back shortly. You two go on.”

“Okay.” Dale still sounded reticent. “Just do us a favor and keep your butt in that chair till he does, huh? If you faint and hit your head . . .”

Rachel nodded. “Sure. You two go on. I’ll just rest till Tony gets back.”

Dale didn’t look like he believed her, but he had little choice. He followed Fred to the door. “Okay. Well, we’re out of here then.”

“See you later,” Fred added.

Rachel watched them leave, then sat still for a moment as promised. It wasn’t long before she became  impatient, though. She wasn’t used to being inactive. Her gaze slid to the body on the gurney. A shooting vic. Those were rare. It meant there was a shooter out there running around Toronto. It also meant this man had become her top priority. The police would want the bullet for forensics testing, which meant she wasn’t going home after Tony came back. At least, not until she had removed the bullet. The official autopsy wouldn’t be done until morning, but retrieving the bullet was her job. As head coroner at night, it was her responsibility.

Straightening her shoulders, she stood and moved to the table. Peering down at her newest customer, she said, “You picked a heck of a night to get shot, my friend.”

Her gaze slid over his face. He really had been a looker. It seemed a real shame that he was dead—but then it was always a shame when people died. Shrugging such thoughts aside, Rachel grabbed her tray of equipment and rolled it over. She looked the body over once more before setting to work.

The EMTs had ripped his shirt open, then laid it back across his chest. He was still fully clothed and in a rather sharp—not to mention expensive—designer suit. “Nice duds. Obviously a man of taste and means,” she commented, admiring the cut of the suit and the body beneath. “Unfortunately, your suit has to go.”

Picking up the shears from the equipment table, she  quickly and efficiently cut away the suit coat and shirt. As the cloth fell back, Rachel paused to take in what was revealed. Normally, she would have simply moved on to remove the cadaver’s pants and underwear, but the fever was affecting her strength. Her arms felt all rubbery, her fingers limp and awkward. She decided a change in routine wouldn’t hurt. She would start recording her findings of his upper body before she moved on to try to remove the clothing from his lower body. With any luck, Tony would be back by then to help.

Setting the shears aside, she reached up to swing the overhead light and the microphone directly over his chest. Then she switched the microphone on.

“The subject is . . . Oh, shoot!” Rachel flicked the microphone off. Quickly retrieving the paperwork Dale and Fred had left behind, she scanned the information in search of a name. She frowned. There wasn’t one. He was a John Doe. Well-dressed, but without identification. It made her wonder if that was the reason behind the shooting. Perhaps he’d been shot and robbed of his wallet. Her gaze went to the man. It seemed a real shame he was dead for nothing more than a couple of bucks. What a crazy world.

Setting the paperwork down, Rachel flicked the microphone back on. “Dr. Garrett examining shooting victim John Doe. John Doe is a Caucasian, male, approximately 6-foot-four,” she guessed, leaving actual  measurements for later. “He is a very healthy specimen.”

She turned off the microphone again and took her time looking him over. “Very healthy” was an understatement. John Doe was built like an athlete. He had a flat stomach, a wide chest, and muscular arms to go with his handsome face. Picking up one arm then the other, Rachel lifted each to examine its underside before stepping back with a frown. He hadn’t a single identifying mark. No scars or birthmarks. There was nothing that could be considered an identifying feature on the man. Other than the gunshot wound over his heart, the man was completely flawless. Even his fingers were perfect.

“Strange,” Rachel muttered to herself. Usually there were at least a couple of scars—an appendicitis scar, small ones on the hands from past wounds, or something. But this man was completely unmarred. His hands and fingers were even callous free. Idle rich? She wondered and peered at his face again. Classically handsome. No tan, though. Jet-setters usually had tans from the sunny spots they visited or from the tanning salon.

Deciding she was wasting time on such suppositions, Rachel gave her head a shake and turned the microphone back on. “Subject has no identifying features or scars on the front upper body except for the gunshot wound. Death, upon first glance, appears to  be due to exsanguination caused by the aforementioned wound.”

She left the microphone on as she reached for the forceps to remove the bullet. The recorder was sound-activated, so it would only record what she said anyway. Later she would use the tape to write up her report, leaving out any muttered comments it caught that were irrelevant to the case.

Rachel measured and described the size of the gunshot wound, as well as its placement on the body, then set to work cautiously easing her forceps into the hole, moving slowly and carefully to be sure she was following the path of the bullet and not pushing through undamaged tissue. A moment later, she had reached and grasped the missile and was drawing it carefully back out.

Murmuring a triumphant “Ah ha!” she straightened with the bullet caught in the spoon of the forceps. Turning toward the tray, Rachel paused with irritation when she realized there was no container for it. Such things weren’t normally needed, and she hadn’t thought to grab one. Muttering under her breath at her lack of forethought, she moved away from the table to the row of cupboards and drawers to search.

While looking, Rachel pondered where Tony had got to. His five-minute trip in search of beverages had become a rather lengthy absence. She suspected it was a certain little nurse who worked on the fifth floor who was holding him up. Tony had fallen hard for the  girl and knew her schedule like the back of his hand. He usually arranged his breaks around hers. If she was in the cafeteria when he arrived, Rachel could count on his taking his full break now. Not that she minded. If she did go home after removing this bullet, he would have no one to relieve him for the rest of the night.

Finding what she’d been looking for, Rachel packaged the bullet, then carried it to her desk to make out an identification tag. It wouldn’t do for evidence to get misplaced or to be left lying around without a label. Of course, she couldn’t find the labels right away and wasted several minutes looking for them. Then she messed up three before getting one right. It was all a good indication that Rachel wasn’t on the ball tonight, and that going home was a good idea. She was a perfectionist, and such little mistakes were frustrating, even embarrassing.

Exasperated with herself and her weakened state, Rachel smoothed the label onto its container, then paused as she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned, expecting Tony to have returned, but the room was empty. There was just herself and John Doe on the gurney. Her feverish mind was beginning to play tricks on her.

Rachel shook her head and stood. Alarm shot through her as she noted that her legs were a touch shaky. Her fever was skyrocketing. It was as if a furnace switch had been flicked on, taking her from cold and clammy to burning up in a heartbeat.

A rustle drew her attention back to the gurney. Was that right hand where it had been the last time she looked? Rachel could have sworn she’d laid his hand back palm down after examining it for identifying scars, yet now it was palm up, the fingers relaxed.

Her gaze travelled up the arm to the face, and Rachel frowned at its expression. The man had died with a blank, almost stunned look, which had remained frozen in death. But now he wore more of a pained grimace. Didn’t he? Maybe she was imagining things. She must be imagining things. The man was dead. He hadn’t moved his hand or changed his expression.

“You’ve been working the night shift too long,” Rachel muttered to herself. Slowly she moved back to the gurney. She still had to remove the rest of the corpse’s clothes and examine his lower front body.

Of course, she would need help from Tony in turning the man to examine his back. His lower front could wait until Tony returned too, but Rachel decided against it. The sooner she got out of there and went home to bed, the better. It was smarter to get as much done as possible now, before her assistant returned. Which meant cutting away the shooting vic’s pants. To that end, Rachel reached for the shears—then realized she hadn’t checked for head wounds.

It was doubtful he’d been shot in the head. At least, she hadn’t seen any evidence. Fred and Dale would have mentioned it too. And despite their claims of thinking they’d got a heartbeat, then losing it, the man  would have died instantly when the bullet hit his heart. Still, she had to check.

Leaving the shears where they were, Rachel moved to stand at the top of the gurney and did a quick examination of the vic’s head. The man had lovely blond hair, the healthiest she had ever seen. Rachel wished her own red locks were half as healthy. Finding nothing, not even a small abrasion, she gently set his head back down and returned to the side of the gurney.

Retrieving the shears, Rachel opened and closed them as she eyed the waist of the man’s suit pants, but she didn’t immediately start cutting. Oddly enough, she was rather hesitant to do so. She hadn’t felt shy about cutting off a guy’s pants since medical school, and had no idea why she was now.

Her gaze slid up over his chest again. Jeez, he was really built. His legs were probably as muscular, Rachel supposed, and she was chagrined to note that she was more than just a little curious. Which was probably the reason for her hesitation, she decided. She wasn’t used to feeling anything like this while examining a subject, and she felt embarrassed. Man, this fever was really playing havoc with her thinking.

Even pale and lifeless, John Doe was an attractive man. Mind you, he didn’t appear quite as pale and lifeless as the usual clientele. He looked as if he were simply napping.

Her eyes traveled back to his face. She found him  really appealing, which was alarming. Being attracted to a dead man seemed a little sick. But Rachel reassured herself that it was just a reflection of how dry her social life had been. Her work hours made dating difficult. While most people were going out and having fun, she was working. Yes, the nightshift had put a real crimp in her lovelife.

Well, in truth, her lovelife had never been very exciting. Rachel had shot up in height as a pre-teen and remained taller than all the other kids in her age group through high school. It had left her shy and self-conscious, and had managed to ensure that she grew into something of a wallflower. Getting the job on the nightshift at the morgue had merely increased her difficulties. But it had also been a handy excuse when people asked about her non-existent lovelife. She could easily blame her job.

Things were getting pretty bad, however, when she began finding herself attracted to corpses. It was probably a good thing she was trying to get off the nightshift. All this alone time couldn’t be healthy.

Forcing her gaze away from the corpse’s too pretty face, Rachel let her gaze slide over the instruments of her job and once again marvelled that she had chosen to work in this field. She had always hated anything having to do with doctors and doctor visits. Needles were a nightmare and she was the biggest wuss on the planet when it came to pain. So, of course, she’d got a job in the morgue of a hospital where needles and  pain were a constant companion. Rachel supposed it was a subconscious rebellion of sorts, a refusal to allow her fears to hold her back.

Despite herself, Rachel eyed John Doe’s chest, pausing abruptly at the gunshot wound. Had the opening grown smaller? She stared at it silently, then blinked as the chest appeared to rise and fall.

“Eyes playing tricks,” Rachel muttered, forcing herself to look away. She’d pulled a bullet out of the guy’s heart. He was definitely dead. Dead guys didn’t breathe. Determined to get this over with quickly so that she could refrigerate him and stop imagining things, she turned back to his pants and slid one blade of her shears under the material.

“Sorry about this. I hate to ruin a perfectly good pair of pants, but . . .” She shrugged and started to slice through the material.

“But what?”

Rachel froze, her head jerking toward the man’s face. The sight of his eyes—open and focused on her—made her shriek and leap back. Almost tumbling to the ground on shaky legs, she gaped in horror. The corpse stared back.

She closed her eyes and reopened them, but the guy was still lying there looking at her. “This isn’t good,” she said.

“What isn’t good?” he asked with interest.

His voice sounded weak. But, hey! For a dead guy,  even a weak voice was a neat trick. Rachel shook her head in awe.

“What isn’t good?” the corpse asked again, sounding a little stronger this time.

“I’m hallucinating,” Rachel explained politely, then noticed the stranger’s eyes. She paused to stare at them. Rachel had never seen such gorgeous eyes. Like her earlier imaginings, they were an exotic silver-blue. She had never seen eyes that shade before. In fact, had she been asked, she would have said they were a scientific impossibility.

Rachel relaxed, and the fear and tension slipped out of her. She had never seen silver eyes before. They didn’t exist. Earlier she’d imagined his eyes were silver, and she was obviously imagining now that they were wide open and that color. There was suddenly no doubt in her mind; she was hallucinating, and it was all due to her skyrocketing temperature. Jeez, it must have hit dangerous levels.

The corpse sat up, drawing Rachel’s attention back to him. She had to remind herself, “It’s a hallucination. The fever.”

John Doe’s eyes narrowed on her. “You have a fever? That explains it.”

“Explains what?” Rachel asked, then grimaced as she realized she was talking to her hallucination. Which maybe wasn’t much worse than talking to dead people, she reasoned, and she did that all the time. Besides, the stiff had a really nice voice, kind of warm  and whiskey smooth. She wouldn’t mind some whiskey. Tea, lemon, honey, and whiskey. Yes, a hot toddy would fix her right up and nip these hallucinations in the bud. Or simply make it so she didn’t care about them. Either way would be fine.

“Why you won’t come to me?”

Rachel glanced back at the corpse. He wasn’t making much sense, but then who said hallucinations had to? She tried to reason with him. “Why would I come to you? You aren’t real. You aren’t even sitting up.”

“I’m not?”

“No, I just think you are. In reality, you’re still really lying there dead. I’m just imagining you sitting up and talking.”

“Hmm.” He grinned suddenly. It was a nice grin. “How do you know?”

“Because dead men don’t sit up and talk,” she explained patiently. “Please lie back down now. My head is starting to spin.”

“But what if I’m not dead?”

That stumped her a minute, but then Rachel recalled that she was feverish and he wasn’t really sitting up at all. She decided to prove her point by stepping forward and swinging out, expecting her hand to sail through thin air. Instead, it slammed into a hard chin. The corpse cried out in surprised pain, but Rachel hardly noticed—she was busy shrieking and leaping away again. Her hand stung, but she was too busy yelling to care. The dead man was sitting up.

The room that had been spinning moments before suddenly stopped. It began to darken. “Darn. I’m going to faint,” Rachel realized with horror. She told her corpse almost apologetically, “I never faint. Really.”

 



Etienne watched the tall redhead slip to the floor, then slid carefully off the cold metal table and peered around. He was in the morgue. The realization made him grimace. This was not somewhere he’d ever, in three hundred years of living, aspired to be.

Giving a shudder he knelt to examine the woman. The moment he bent to touch her forehead, though, the room immediately began to revolve. It was a result of his weakened state. He’d lost way too much blood—first to the chest wound, then to healing it. He would have to replace that blood soon, but not with this woman’s. She was obviously ill, which meant her blood would do little good. He would have to find another source, and soon. But for the moment he would have to ignore his need and weakness the best he could. There were things he had to do.

Etienne brushed the hair away from the woman’s face and took in her pallor. Her head had hit the floor with an audible crack. He wasn’t surprised to find a bump and an abrasion there. She would have a terrible headache when she awoke, but otherwise she would be fine. Reassured that she was relatively unscathed, he concentrated on attempting to ensure that she wouldn’t recall his arrival—that memory, combined  with his disappearance from the morgue, could raise all sorts of questions he didn’t need. Etienne sought her mind with his own, but found her oddly elusive. He couldn’t seem to get into her thoughts.

He frowned over the turn of events. Most minds were open books to him. He had never run into this problem before. Except for Pudge, he admitted with a touch of regret. He had never been able to get through the pain and confusion in that boy’s head to reach his thoughts and eliminate his knowledge of Etienne’s family’s special situation. Had Etienne been able, things would have never reached this juncture.

He blamed himself. Etienne considered his inability to sort through the pain and loss in Pudge’s mind as a personal failure. Pudge had suffered greatly in the last six months or so: the loss of Rebecca, a woman he had loved and been engaged to marry. Etienne had known her. She had been a processor of high caliber and as sweet as a sunny summer day. She had been something special. Her death in a car accident had been tragic. For Pudge, it had rocked his world. The subsequent death of the man’s mother had finished pushing him into a world of pain.

Etienne simply wasn’t strong enough to suffer with the lad. The one time he had tried, the loss tearing at Pudge’s thoughts had touched Etienne in ways he wouldn’t even admit. He didn’t know how anyone could suffer the heart-sore state Pudge did without losing his mind. Etienne had barely touched those feelings  and had come away both sad and terribly depressed. Pudge experienced it twenty-four hours a day on a daily basis. Etienne fully understood how the other man would seize on the knowledge he had garnered regarding Etienne’s supernatural status and use it to give him a purpose in life. It gave the boy something of a shield between himself and his loss.

Etienne had experienced such pain and compassion for the fellow, he had refused to try to sort through his thoughts and try to eliminate the more dangerous memories. But that had left him wide open to attack by the man, which wasn’t the most ideal scenario—as tonight’s latest murder attempt proved. It was time to try a different tactic. The problem was, Etienne didn’t know what that should be. Eliminating the problem seemed easiest, but such a solution was always a last resort. Besides, Etienne couldn’t accept the idea of killing someone who was suffering so horribly. It was rather like kicking a dog when it was down.

Shrugging away his upsetting thoughts, Etienne contemplated the redhead again, wondering why he couldn’t seem to get into her mind. Loss and pain and teetering on the verge of insanity were not what he was sensing from this woman. The only sensation he had felt was an infinite sense of loneliness, something Etienne was used to feeling himself.

His difficulty now must be because he was so weak, he decided. Well, the woman’s fever combined with  the knock on her head should convince her she had hallucinated. The woman had claimed he was an hallucination while still conscious, so perhaps that was enough.

Etienne’s fingers were smeared with blood when he set her head back on the floor. After a moment’s hesitation, he lifted his fingers to his nose, sniffed the sweet scent, then chanced a lick. He frowned. The poor woman needed vitamins or something; she was bordering on anemic. Or perhaps that was just a result of her illness.

Despite himself, his gaze went to her neck. He was  so hungry. Etienne fought the temptation to bite her. He needed blood, but it wouldn’t help him to take it from someone who was ill. And this woman was definitely ill. Her skin had felt on fire under his cool hand, and her face was flushed with blood. The scent of it was driving him wild and making his body cramp with hunger. His body didn’t care that she was ill and would do him little good, it smelled blood and wanted some.

Forcing his basest instincts away, he straightened, grabbing weakly at the edge of the table he had been lying on to keep his balance when the room again swayed. He was waiting for his legs to regain some strength when the swinging doors behind him suddenly opened. Etienne turned his head slowly. A man had entered and stood frozen just inside the room.

“Who—?” The guy’s gaze went from Etienne to the  woman crumpled on the floor, then back to Etienne’s naked, bloodstained chest. “Oh, man!”

Much to Etienne’s amusement, the guy glanced around wildly, then held out the coffee he carried as if the hot liquid were a deterrent. “What did you do to Rach? What are you doing here?”

“Rach?” Etienne glanced down at the woman on the floor. Rach. Short for Rachel, no doubt. A pretty name for a pretty lady. A pretty sick lady, from what he could tell. The woman should be home in bed. He glanced at the newcomer. “Are you sick too?”

“Sick?” The fellow straightened somewhat, bewilderment crossing his face. Apparently that was the last thing he’d expected to be asked. “No.”

Etienne nodded. “Good. Come here.”

“I—” The man’s mouth froze in the refusal he’d been about to make, then his hands lowered and he moved forward as if compelled. Which, of course, he was. Allowing the orange juice he held in one hand and the coffee he carried in the other to hang at his side, the man continued forward until he stood directly before Etienne.

“I need some of your blood. I need a lot of blood but will only take a bit from you,” Etienne explained. Not that it really mattered or he expected permission; the man stood silent and still, his gaze unfocused.

Etienne hesitated. He hadn’t bitten anyone in a long time. In years, really. Doing so was frowned upon by his people now that there were blood banks. Still, this was an emergency. He had lost a lot of blood, and it  had left him extremely weak. He needed to feed to restore himself enough to get home.

He cast an apologetic glance at his victim, then used a hand at the back of the man’s neck to tilt his head, nicely exposing the throat. The man stiffened and made a slight sound of protest as Etienne’s teeth pierced his skin, but he relaxed with a moan as Etienne began to drink. The blood was warm and rich, nourishing. It was also much tastier than the cold bagged blood he’d become used to. It reminded Etienne of days gone by, and he partook of a bit more than he intended. It wasn’t until his donor sagged weakly against him that he forced himself to stop. Easing the fellow into the rolling chair next to the woman crumpled on the floor, he checked him to be sure he hadn’t done any lasting damage. He hadn’t.

Relieved to find the man’s heartbeat steady and strong, Etienne took the time to wipe his memory clean, then straightened, his glance catching on a container on the desk. He immediately recognized the object inside: a bullet. His hand moved to his chest to absently rub the still healing wound, then he reached out for the container and checked the label.

This was the bullet that had stopped his heart. The woman’s removal of it had allowed his body to heal. Otherwise, he’d still be on the table. It was proof of his existence and couldn’t be left behind.

Pocketing the bullet, Etienne did a quick search of the room. Finding the paperwork left behind by the EMTs, he realized he would have to find them, clear  the memory of the incident from their minds, and get their paperwork as well. He supposed there would be police reports and other things he would have to take care of too. It was going to be a bigger project than he liked, and one with which he would need help. The thought made Etienne grimace. He’d have to ask Bastien, which meant the family would find out, but there was no help for it. This incident had to be removed from public memory.

Resignation overwhelming him, Etienne collected his shredded shirt and suit jacket, and did one more quick search of the room to be sure there was nothing of his left behind. Then he borrowed one of the lab coats hanging from a peg by the door. He donned it, found a garbage bag for the bullet and his ruined clothing, then quickly left the morgue.

Bastien would have to be called in to help clean up. Etienne just hoped his older brother wouldn’t tell their mother. Marguerite would have fits if she caught wind of this. She had gotten a taste of Pudge’s suffering from Etienne shortly after his attempt to read the other fellow and, a very soft-hearted woman, she had agreed with Etienne that Pudge shouldn’t be killed. But she hadn’t had an alternative solution, and she’d been annoyed with Etienne for being unable to come up with more useful ideas himself.

Etienne grimaced as he made his way quickly out of the basement of the hospital. He hated failure in any form.




Chapter Two

“Well, that was depressing,” Etienne commented as he led the way out of the crowded theater.

“It was supposed to be a comedy,” his mother Marguerite said apologetically. “It was advertised as a comedy.”

“Well, it missed that boat by a mile at least.” He clapped Bastien on the back. “Still, happy birthday, brother.”

“Thank you.”

Bastien sounded less than enthused, but Etienne couldn’t blame him. After four hundred years, celebrating birthdays was probably a bit of a drag. Hell, after only three hundred, Etienne would gladly let his own pass without notice, but he knew he would be no more fortunate than Bastien at avoiding some sort  of celebration. Their mother would insist on marking their births every single year, no matter how many accrued. Marguerite Argeneau loved her children. She was glad they had been born and believed life was to be celebrated. Etienne supposed he should be glad she bothered. It was good to have family.

“Oh, dear. It’s raining,” Marguerite said as they joined the milling throng under the building’s awning. The theatergoers were obviously reluctant to brave the downpour.

“Hmm.” Etienne glanced out into it. His gaze flickered with disinterest over the autos moving slowly by, but halted rather abruptly on a car parked across the street. Recognition struck him like a bolt of lightning. It looked very like the car with which Pudge had run him down. That incident had occurred a couple of weeks before the shooting, but Etienne had walked away from it. His body had repaired in a few moments the broken femur and fractured skull he’d suffered. Fortunately, no one had witnessed the attack or his spontaneous healing.

As he watched, Pudge’s vehicle’s engine started, the driving lights came on, and it pulled into traffic. Etienne had just relaxed when his mother asked, “Was that him?” He immediately tensed again.

His mother knew everything. She had been fretting over the situation since the shooting. After being asked several times what he intended to do about his assailant, Etienne had been forced to admit that he  didn’t know. He had tried to reassure his mother by promising he would be more careful and that it was all really amusing, but she hadn’t taken the comment well at all. Now, here was Pudge making his life more difficult.

“No. I’m sure it wasn’t,” he reassured her, then attempted to head off another lecture. “You two wait here, and I’ll bring the car around.”

He left before they could debate the matter. The theater had no valet parking, but Etienne had been fortunate enough to find a spot a bare half a block away. He was grateful for that now, escaping as he was any chance of a lecture by rushing off through the rain. He nodded at the lot attendant as he passed the booth, then rushed to his car, pushing the button on his keychain to unlock the doors. He then pushed the second button to start the vehicle for him, a nifty little gadget he’d had installed just the week before in preparation for the coming winter. Winters in Canada could be bitterly cold, and there was nothing as nasty as getting into an icy vehicle.

He was only a few feet away when he started the car this night. He was reaching for the door handle when it revved to life, and that’s what saved him. Had he been inside the vehicle, the explosion might very well have finished him. As it was, he was caught by the blast, a red hot wave that picked him up and threw him back several feet. Etienne smelled burnt flesh,  pain radiated through him, then he felt and knew nothing.

 



“Hey, you’re back!”

Rachel glanced up from her overdue paperwork and smiled at Fred and Dale, who wheeled in a covered gurney. It was her first day back since the night she’d been so sick she’d fainted on the job. She’d woken some time later to find Tony kneeling over her, weak, pale, and claiming he’d caught her flu bug because he didn’t feel well, either.

Rachel didn’t recall much about fainting. She had a vague dreamlike memory of Dale and Fred bringing someone in, but didn’t recall anything more than that, and there had been no new bodies about when she regained consciousness. Positive that it had all been part of some fever-induced hallucination, Rachel had decided bed was the place for her and called in a replacement. She’d asked if Tony wanted a replacement as well, but he’d felt better after a couple of moments and insisted he would be fine.

Rachel had been sick as a dog for a week. She’d suffered some of the strangest dreams too, filled with handsome, silver-eyed corpses that sat up on gurneys and spoke to her. But those had stopped as she started to feel better, and for the first time since she’d got the job on the hospital morgue night shift, Rachel was glad to be coming to work.

Well, mostly glad. She was a morning person and  genuinely hated working nights. She liked daylight. Working all night then sleeping all day was annoying and made her moody, and she couldn’t seem to sleep in the evening. It was only after her shift, when Rachel dragged her exhausted self home, that she was able to sleep, and then it was interrupted slumber, up and down, waking then falling back to sleep.

“I hear you were pretty sick. This isn’t much of a welcome back. Sorry,” Dale said as Rachel grabbed a table and wheeled it over next to the stretcher.

“What is it?” she asked curiously.

“Crispy critter.” Fred tugged the sheet free to reveal the charred remains of a burn victim.

“House fire?” Rachel asked with a grimace.

“Car explosion. He was caught in the blast,” Dale answered.

“Yeah.” Fred stared at the body, then shook his head. “Strange thing was, we thought there was a heartbeat. We got him in the ambulance, no beat. Then, halfway here, there’s another beat. Then no beat again. The guy couldn’t decide if he was dead or not, I guess. The doc pronounced him dead when we got here.”

Rachel glanced curiously at the corpse, then took the clipboard Dale held out.

“Where’s Tony?” the EMT asked as he watched her sign the necessary papers.

“He’s off. Sick.”

“Caught your flu bug, did he?” Fred chuckled.

“Not from me. From his nurse friend.” Rachel watched them shift the body to the steel table, then she returned the clipboard.

“So, I hear we’re not going to have your smiling face around here at night anymore,” Dale said. “Congratulations.”

“Congratulations?” Rachel stared at him blankly.

“On getting the assistant coroner job. Tony told us about it last time we were here.”

Rachel’s jaw dropped. “What?”

Fred and Dale exchanged glances, but it was Fred who finally said, “Er . . . Tony said Bob was going to tell you as soon as you got back to work. Bob told you, right?”

Rachel just stared. Bob was Robert Clayton, the coroner. He worked the day shift but often dropped in to give instructions and get reports at the beginning of the night. He hadn’t done so tonight. “Jenny told me he called in sick today too. I guess it’s his turn to have the flu,” she said.

“Oh, shoot, we ruined the surprise.”

Rachel continued to stare, but she found herself grinning. She had gotten the assistant coroner’s job. She would be off the night shift soon. She’d got it! “Guys!” Rachel began excitedly, then hesitated and asked, “This isn’t a joke, right? You aren’t pulling my leg?”

Both men shook their heads but looked apologetic. “Nope. You got the job. Just try to act surprised when  Bob tells you. I don’t want to get Tony in trouble.”

Dale grunted as she launched herself at his chest. Catching him in a hug, she squeezed as tight as she could and laughed happily. “I got the job! Thank you, thank you, for telling me. Man! This is great news. No more nights. No more trying to sleep through buddy next door mowing his lawn. No more not being able to go out with friends ’cause I have to work. This is brilliant!”

“I take it you’re happy, then?” Fred laughed as she released Dale and turned to hug him.

“Oh, you’ll never know,” Rachel said blissfully. “I absolutely, positively hate the night shift.”

“Well, we’ll miss your smiling face,” Dale said. “But we’re glad you’re happy.”

“Yup. Just remember to act surprised when Bob tells you,” Fred said, patting her shoulder. He glanced at Dale. “We should get back to work.”

Rachel stood, smiling as they left, then turned to the gurney and surveyed her guest. She would have to remove his belongings if there was anything left intact, then strip him, tag him, and move him to one of the freezer drawers. She couldn’t do it by herself; she’d need help moving the body.

A glance at her watch showed it was nearly midnight. Beth should be arriving soon, a part-timer who filled in when someone was ill. The woman was really getting the hours lately. Normally Beth was the most dependable of workers too, arriving early and willing  to work late, but today she’d had car trouble and called in to warn Rachel she’d be late. The woman was waiting for a friend to pick her up and drive her.

She’d be in within the half hour. Once here, Beth could help strip the body, but in the meantime, Rachel herself could remove his possessions and tag him. She glanced down at the unfortunate fellow, then stilled. He didn’t seem to be in quite as bad a shape as he had first appeared. In fact, he seemed a lot better. When she had first glanced at him, he had seemed almost completely charred, with very little flesh. Now, a lot of the charred color seemed gone. In fact, Rachel realized, it was flaking off, and a lot of it now lay on the metal tabletop. Reaching out, she brushed at the skin on his face, fascinated to see the blackened flesh crumble, revealing healthier skin beneath. She’d never seen anything like it. He was shedding dead flesh like a snake.

Rachel straightened and stared, her heartbeat accelerating. How was this happening? Or was what she thought happening at all? Perhaps that wasn’t charred flesh brushing away; perhaps something had been blown onto him by the blast. Perhaps he hadn’t been badly burned at all, he just looked as if he had. Rachel knew it was silly; Dale and Fred were excellent EMTs. Still, she found herself looking for a pulse in his wrist. When more of the charring crumbled beneath her fingers, she feared it might interfere with getting a pulse, and she bent to press her ear to his chest instead. At  first she felt foolish looking for life in a dead man, but then a thump sounded. Rachel straightened with amazement, then lowered her ear again. Silence followed for an extremely long time, then another thump.

The door banged behind her. “Get away from him! He’s a vampire!”

Rachel straightened and whirled gaping in surprise at the man standing in the open doorway. He looked quite mad. It wasn’t just the army fatigues he wore under the huge trench coat he opened, or the fact that he had a rifle swinging from a strap over his shoulder and dangling under one arm, or the ax that hung from the other. All of it, plus his wild eyes and his very expression, screamed escapee from the booby hatch.

Rachel eyed him warily and raised one hand. “Now, look, friend,” she began in reasonable tones. It was as far as she got. The man charged forward and shoved her aside.

“Didn’t you hear me? Get away, lady, get away! He’s a vampire. A monster. A beast of the night. Demon spawn. A hell-breathing bloodsucker. I have to dispatch him.”

Rachel grabbed the gurney to keep from stumbling, her eyes wide as the man unstrapped his ax and hefted it over his shoulder with both hands. She couldn’t believe it. The fool really intended on cutting the head off her corpse. If he was a corpse, she reminded herself. She had heard a heartbeat. Her gaze  shot to the man on the table to see that even more of the charring had flaked onto the table. Rachel could make out his features more clearly and he appeared familiar to her.
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