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TWENTY-SEVEN YEARS AGO


Her baby wouldn’t stop crying. She’d started fussing at the last station, when the Greyhound bus out of Bangor stopped in Portland to pick up more passengers. Now, at a little after 1 A.M., they were almost to the Boston terminal, and the two-plus hours of trying to soothe her infant daughter were, as her friends back in school would say, getting on her last nerve.


The man beside her in the next seat probably wasn’t thrilled, either.


‘I’m real sorry about this,’ she said, turning to speak to him for the first time since he’d gotten on. ‘She’s usually not this cranky. It’s our first trip together. I guess she’s just ready to get where we’re going.’


The man blinked at her slowly, smiled without showing his teeth. ‘Where you headed?’


‘New York City.’


‘Ah. The Big Apple,’ he murmured. His voice was dry, airless. ‘You got family there or something?’


She shook her head. The only family she had was in a backwoods town near Rangeley, and they’d made it clear that she was on her own now. ‘I’m going there for a job. I mean, I hope to find a job. I want to be a dancer. On Broadway maybe, or one of them Rockettes.’


‘Well, you sure are pretty enough.’ The man was staring at her now. It was dark in the bus, but she thought there was something kind of weird about his eyes. Again the tight smile. ‘With a body like yours, you ought to be a big star.’


Blushing, she glanced down at her complaining baby. Her boyfriend back in Maine used to say stuff like that, too. He used to say a lot of things to get her into the backseat of his car. And he wasn’t her boyfriend anymore, either. Not since her junior year of high school when she started swelling up with his kid.


If she hadn’t quit to have the baby, she would have graduated this summer.


‘Have you had anything to eat yet today?’ the man asked, as the bus slowed down and turned into the Boston station.


‘Not really.’ She gently bounced her baby girl in her arms, for all the good it did. She was red in the face, her tiny fists pumping, still crying like there was no to morrow.


‘What a coincidence,’ the stranger said. ‘I haven’t eaten, either. I could do with a bite, if you’re game to join me?’


‘Nah. I’m okay. I’ve got some saltines in my bag. And anyway, I think this is the last bus to New York tonight, so I won’t have time to do much more than change the baby and get right back on. Thanks, though.’


He didn’t say anything else, just watched her gather her few things once the bus was parked in its bay, then moved out of his seat to let her pass on her way to the station’s facilities.


When she came out of the restroom, the man was waiting for her.


A niggle of unease shot through her to see him standing there. He hadn’t seemed so big when he was sitting next to her. And now that she was looking at him again, she could see that there was definitely something freaky about his eyes. Was he some kind of stoner?


‘What’s going on?’


He chuckled under his breath. ‘I told you. I need to feed.’


That was an odd way of putting it.


She couldn’t help noticing that there were only a few other people around in the station at this late hour. A light rain had begun, wetting the pavement, sending stragglers in for cover. Her bus was idling in its bay, already reloading. But in order to get to it, she first had to get past him.


She shrugged, too tired and anxious to deal with this crap. ‘So, if you’re hungry, go tell it to McDonald’s. I’m late for my bus—’


‘Listen, bitch—’ He moved so fast, she didn’t know what hit her. One second he was standing three feet away from her, the next he had his hand around her throat, cutting off her air. He pushed her back into the shadows near the terminal building. Back where nobody was going to notice if she got mugged. Or worse. His mouth was so close to her face, she could smell his foul breath. She saw his sharp teeth as he curled his lips back and hissed a terrible threat. ‘Say another word, move another muscle, and you’ll be watching me eat your brat’s juicy little heart.’


Her baby was wailing in her arms now, but she didn’t say a word.


She didn’t so much as think about moving.


All that mattered was her baby. Keeping her safe. And so she didn’t dare do a thing, not even when those sharp teeth lunged toward her and bit down hard into her neck.


She stood utterly frozen with terror, clutching her baby close while her attacker drew hard at the bleeding gash he’d made in her throat. His fingers elongated where he gripped her head and shoulder, the tips cutting into her like a demon’s claws. He grunted and pulled deeper at her with his mouth and sharp teeth. Although her eyes were wide open in horror, her vision was going dark, her thoughts beginning to tumble, splintering into pieces. Everything around her was growing murky.


He was killing her. The monster was killing her. And then he would kill her baby, too.


‘No.’ She gulped in air, but tasted only blood. ‘Goddamn you – No!’


With a desperate burst of will, she snapped her head into his, cracking the side of her skull into her attacker’s face. When he snarled and reared back in surprise, she tore out of his grasp. She stumbled, nearly falling to her knees before she righted herself. One arm wrapped around her howling child, the other coming up to feel the slick, burning wound at her neck, she edged backward, away from the creature that lifted his head and sneered at her with glowing yellow eyes and bloodstained lips.


‘Oh, God,’ she moaned, sick at the sight.


She took another step back. Pivoted, prepared to bolt, even if it was pointless.


And that’s when she saw the other one.


Fierce amber eyes looked right through her, but the hiss that sounded from between his huge, gleaming fangs promised death. She thought he would lace into her and finish what the first one had started, but he didn’t. Guttural words were spat between the two of them, then the newcomer strode past her, a long silver blade in his hand.


Take the child, and go.


The command seemed to come out of nowhere, cutting through the fog of her mind. It came again, sharper now, spurring her into action. She ran.


Blind with panic, her mind numb with fear and con fusion, she ran away from the terminal and down a nearby street. Deeper and deeper, she fled into the unfamiliar city, into the night. Hysteria clawed at her, making every noise – even the sound of her own running feet – seem monstrous and deadly.


And her baby wouldn’t stop crying.


They were going to be found out if she didn’t get the baby to quiet down. She had to put her to bed, nice and warm in her crib. Then her little girl would be happy. Then she’d be safe. Yes, that’s what she had to do. Put the baby to bed, where the monsters couldn’t find her.


She was tired herself, but she couldn’t rest. Too dangerous. She had to get home before her mom realized she had missed curfew again. She was numb, disoriented, but she had to run. And so she did. She ran until she dropped, exhausted and unable to take another step.


When she woke sometime later, it was to feel her mind coming unhinged, cracking apart like an eggshell. Sanity was peeling away from her, reality warping into something black and slippery, something that was dancing farther and farther out of her reach.


She heard muffled crying somewhere in the distance. Such a tiny sound. She put her hands up to cover her ears, but she could still hear that helpless little mewl.


‘Hush,’ she murmured to no one in particular, rocking back and forth. ‘Be quiet now, the baby’s sleeping. Be quiet be quiet be quiet. . . .’


But the crying kept on. It didn’t stop, and didn’t stop. It tore at her heart as she sat in the filthy street and stared, unseeing, into the coming dawn.
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PRESENT DAY


Remarkable. Just look at the use of light and shadow. . . .’


‘You see how this image hints at the sorrow of the place, yet manages to convey a promise of hope?’


‘. . . one of the youngest photographers to be included in the museum’s new modern art collection.’


Gabrielle Maxwell stood back from the group of exhibit attendees, nursing a flute of warm champagne as yet another crowd of faceless, nameless, Very Important People enthused over the two dozen black-and-white photographs displayed on the gallery walls. She glanced at the images from across the room, somewhat bemused. They were good photographs – a bit edgy, their subject matter being abandoned mills and desolate dockyards outside Boston – but she didn’t quite get what everyone else was seeing in them.


Then again, she never did. Gabrielle merely took the photographs; she left their interpretation, and ultimately, their appreciation, up to others. An introvert by nature, it made her uncomfortable to be on the receiving end of this much praise and attention . . . but it did pay the bills. Quite nicely, at that. Tonight, it was also paying the bills for her friend Jamie, the owner of the funky little art gallery on Newbury Street, which, at ten minutes to closing, was still packed with prospective buyers.


Numb with the whole process of meeting and greeting, of smiling politely as everyone from moneyed Back Bay wives to multipierced, tattooed Goths tried to impress one another – and her – with analyses of her work, Gabrielle couldn’t wait for the exhibit to end. She had been hiding in the shadows for the past hour, contemplating a stealth escape to the comfort of a warm shower and a soft pillow, both waiting at her apartment on the city’s east side.


But she had promised a few of her friends – Jamie, Kendra, and Megan – that she would join them for dinner and drinks after the showing. As the last couple of stragglers made their purchases and left, Gabrielle found herself gathered up and swept into a cab before she had a chance to so much as think of begging off.


‘What an awesome night!’ Jamie’s androgynous blond hair swung around his face as he leaned across the other two women to clutch Gabrielle’s hand. ‘I’ve never had so much weekend traffic in the gallery – and tonight’s sales receipts were amazing! Thank you so much for letting me host you.’


Gabrielle smiled at her friend’s excitement. ‘Of course. No need to thank me.’


‘You weren’t too miserable, were you?’


‘How could she be, with half of Boston falling at her feet?’ gushed Kendra, before Gabrielle could answer for herself. ‘Was that the governor I saw you talking with over the canapés?’


Gabrielle nodded. ‘He’s offered to commission some original works for his cottage on the Vineyard.’


‘Sweet!’


‘Yeah,’ Gabrielle replied without much enthusiasm. She had a stack of business cards in her pocketbook – at least a year of steady work, if she wanted it – so why was she tempted to open the taxi window and scatter them all to the wind?


She let her gaze drift to the night outside the car, watching in queer detachment as lights and lives flickered past. The streets teemed with people: couples strolling hand in hand, groups of friends laughing and talking, all of them having a great time. They dined at café tables outside trendy bistros and paused to browse store window displays. Everywhere she looked, the city pulsed with color and life. Gabrielle absorbed it all with her artist’s eye and, yet, felt nothing. This bustle of life – her life as well – seemed to be speeding by without her. More and more lately, she felt as if she were caught on a wheel that wouldn’t stop spinning her around, trapping her in an endless cycle of passing time and little purpose.


‘Is anything wrong, Gab?’ Megan asked from beside her on the taxi’s bench seat. ‘You seem quiet.’


Gabrielle shrugged. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just . . . I don’t know. Tired, I guess.’


‘Somebody get this woman a drink – stat!’ Kendra, the dark-haired nurse, joked.


‘Nah,’ Jamie countered, sly and catlike. ‘What our Gab really needs is a man. You’re too serious, sweetie. It’s not healthy to let your work consume you like you do. Have some fun! When’s the last time you got laid, anyway?’


Too long ago but Gabrielle wasn’t really keeping track. She’d never suffered from a shortage of dates when she wanted them, and sex – on those rare occasions she had it – wasn’t something she obsessed over like some of her friends. As out of practice as she was right now in that department, she didn’t think an orgasm was going to cure whatever was causing her current state of restlessness.


‘Jamie is right, you know,’ Kendra was saying. ‘You need to loosen up, get a little wild.’


‘No time like the present,’ Jamie added.


‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ Gabrielle said, shaking her head. ‘I’m really not up for a late night, you guys. Gallery showings always take a lot out of me and I—’


‘Driver?’ Ignoring her, Jamie slid to the edge of the seat and rapped on the Plexiglas that separated the cabbie from his passengers. ‘Change of plans. We decided we’re in the mood for celebrating, so ixnay on the restaurant. We wanna go where all the hot people are.’


‘If you like dance clubs, there’s a new one just opened in the north end,’ the cabbie said, his spearmint chewing gum cracking as he spoke. ‘I been takin’ fares over there all week. Fact, took two already tonight – fancy after-hours place called La Notte.’


‘Ooh, La No-tay,’ Jamie purred, tossing a playful look over his shoulder and arching an elegant brow. ‘Sounds perfectly wicked to me, girls. Let’s go!’


The club, La Notte, was housed in a High Victorian Gothic building that had long been known as St John’s Trinity Parish church, until recent Archdiocese of Boston payouts on priest sex scandals forced the closings of dozens of such places around the city. Now, as Gabrielle and her friends made their way inside the crowded club, synthesized trance and techno music rang in the rafters, blasting out of enormous speakers that framed the DJ pit in the balcony above the altar. Strobe lights flashed against a trio of arched stained-glass windows. The pulsing beams cut through the thin cloud of smoke that hung in the air, pounding to the frenetic beat of a seemingly endless song. On the dance floor – and in nearly every square foot of La Notte’s main floor and the gallery above – people moved against one another in writhing, mindless sensuality.


‘Holy shit,’ Kendra shouted over the music, raising her arms and dancing her way through the thick crowd. ‘What a place, huh? This is crazy!’


They hadn’t even cleared the first knot of clubbers before a tall, lean guy swooped in on the spunky brunette and bent to say something in her ear. Kendra gave a throaty laugh and nodded enthusiastically at him.


‘Boy wants to dance,’ she giggled, passing her handbag to Gabrielle. ‘Who am I to refuse!’


‘This way,’ Jamie said, pointing to a small, empty table near the bar as their friend trotted off with her partner.


The three of them got seated and Jamie ordered a round of drinks. Gabrielle scanned the dance floor for Kendra, but she’d been devoured in the midst of the crowded space. Despite the crush of people all around, Gabrielle could not dismiss the sudden sensation that she and her friends were sitting in a spotlight. Like they were somehow under scrutiny simply for being in the club. It was nuts to think it. Maybe she had been working too much, spending too much time alone at home, if being out in public could make her feel so self-conscious. So paranoid.


‘Here’s to Gab!’ Jamie exclaimed over the roar of the music, raising his martini glass in salute.


Megan lifted hers, too, and clinked it against Gabrielle’s. ‘Congratulations on a great exhibit tonight!’


‘Thanks, you guys.’


As she sipped the neon yellow concoction, Gabrielle’s feeling of being observed returned. Or rather, increased. She felt a stare reach out to her from across the darkened distance. Over the rim of her martini glass, she glanced up and caught the glint of a strobe light nicking off a pair of dark sunglasses.


Sunglasses hiding a gaze that was unmistakably fixed on her through the crowd.


The quick flashes from the strobes cast his stark features in hard shadow, but Gabrielle’s eyes took him in at once. Spiky black hair falling loosely around a broad, intelligent brow and lean, angular cheeks. A strong, stern jaw. And his mouth . . . his mouth was generous and sensual, even when quirked in that cynical, almost cruel line.


Gabrielle looked away, unnerved, a rush of warmth skittering along her limbs. His face lingered in her head, burned there in an instant, like an image set to film. She put down her drink and braved another quick glance to where he stood. But he was gone.


A loud crash sounded at the other end of the bar, jerking Gabrielle’s attention over her shoulder. At one of the crowded tables, liquor seeped onto the floor, spilled from several broken glasses that littered the black-lacquered surface. Five guys in dark leather and shades were having words with another guy wearing a Dead Kennedys wife-beater tank and torn, faded blue jeans. One of the thugs in leather had his arm slung around a drunk-looking platinum blond, who seemed to know the punker. Boyfriend, apparently. He made a grab for the girl’s arm, but she slapped him away and bent her head to let one of the thugs put his mouth on her neck. She stared defiantly at her furious boyfriend, all the while playing with the long brown hair of the guy fastened to her throat.


‘That’s messed up,’ Megan said, turning back around as the situation escalated.


‘Sure is,’ Jamie added as he finished off his martini and flagged a server to bring another round. ‘Evidently that chick’s mama forgot to tell her it’s bad news not to leave with the guy who brought you.’


Gabrielle watched for another moment, long enough to see a second biker move in on the girl and descend on her slackened mouth. She accepted both of them together, her hands coming up to caress the dark head at her neck and the pale one that was sucking her face like he meant to eat her alive. The punker boyfriend shouted a string of obscenities at the girl, then turned around and shoved his way into the spectating crowd.


‘This place is creeping me out,’ Gabrielle confided, just now noticing some clubbers openly doing lines of cocaine off the far end of the long marble bar.


Her friends didn’t seem to hear her over the driving pound of the music. They also didn’t seem to share Gabrielle’s unease. Something wasn’t quite right here and Gabrielle could not shake the feeling that eventually the night was going to get ugly. Jamie and Megan began talking between themselves about local bands, leaving Gabrielle to sip what was left of her martini and wait on the other side of the small table for an opportunity to break in and make her excuses to leave.


Essentially alone at the moment, her gaze drifted over the sea of bobbing heads and swaying bodies, as she surreptitiously searched for the sunglass-shaded eyes that had been watching her before. Was he with the other thugs – one of that gang of bikers still stirring up trouble? He was dressed like them, certainly carried the same dark air of danger about him.


Whoever he was, Gabrielle saw no trace of him now.


She leaned back in her chair, then nearly jumped out of her skin when a pair of hands came to rest on her shoulders from behind.


‘Here you are! I’ve been looking all over for you guys!’ Kendra said, sounding breathless and animated at the same time, as she leaned over the table. ‘Come on. I’ve got a table for us on the other side of the club. Brent and some of his friends want to party with us!’


‘Cool!’


Jamie was already on his feet, ready to go. Megan took her fresh martini in one hand, Kendra’s and her pocketbooks in the other. When Gabrielle didn’t rush to join them, Megan paused.


‘You coming?’


‘No.’ Gabrielle stood up and looped the strap of her handbag over her shoulder. ‘You go on, have fun. I’m beat. I think I’m just going to catch a cab and head back home.’


Kendra gave her a little-girl pout. ‘Gab, you can’t go!’


‘You want some company for the ride home?’ Megan offered, even though Gabrielle could tell she wanted to stay with the others.


‘I’ll be fine. Enjoy yourselves, but be careful, right?’


‘You’re sure you won’t stay? Just one more drink?’


‘Nah. I really need to take off and get some air.’


‘Suit yourself, then,’ Kendra chided with mock venom. She stepped in and planted a quick peck on Gabrielle’s cheek. As she withdrew, Gabrielle caught a whiff of vodka, and, beneath that, something less obvious. Something musky, queerly metallic. ‘You’re a buzzkill, Gab, but I still love you.’


With a wink, Kendra looped her arms with Jamie’s and Megan’s, then playfully tugged them toward the churning mass of people.


‘Call me tomorrow,’ Jamie mouthed over his shoulder as the trio were slowly engulfed by the crowd.


Gabrielle immediately started her trek for the door, anxious to be out of the club. The longer she had stayed, the louder the music seemed to get, drumming in her head, making it hard to think. Hard to focus on her surroundings. People pushed at her from all sides as she tried to pass through them, squeezing her into the press of dancing, flailing, gyrating bodies. She was jostled and nudged, pawed at and groped by unseen hands in the dark, until, finally, she stumbled into the vestibule near the club’s entrance, then out the heavy double doors.


The night was cool and dark. She drew in a deep breath, clearing her head of the noise and smoke and the unsettling atmosphere of La Notte. The music still throbbed out here, the strobe lights still flashed like small explosions behind the tall stained-glass windows above, but Gabrielle relaxed a bit now that she was free.


No one paid her any mind as she hurried down to the curb and waited to hail a ride home. Only a few people were outside, some passing by on the sidewalk below, others filing up the concrete steps and into the club. She spotted a yellow cab coming her way, and thrust out her hand to call it over.


‘Taxi!’


As the empty cab navigated across the lanes of nighttime traffic and roared up beside her, the doors of the nightclub burst open with the force of a hurricane.


‘Hey, man! What the fuck!’ Behind Gabrielle on the steps, a male voice rose to an octave just north of fear. ‘Touch me again, and I’ll fuckin’—’


‘You’ll fuckin’ what?’ taunted another voice, this one low and deadly, and flanked by several others that were chuckling in amusement.


‘Yeah, tell us, you little asswipe punker piece of shit. What’re ya gonna do?’


Her fingers gripping the door handle of the cab, Gabrielle swiveled her head, half in alarm, half in knowing dread of what she would see. It was the gang from the bar, the bikers or whatever they were, in black leather and shades. The six of them circled the punker boyfriend like a pack of wolves, taking turns jabbing at him, toying with him like prey.


The kid threw a swing at one of them – missed – and the situation went from bad to worse in the blink of an eye.


All at once, the scuffle came crashing toward Gabrielle. The gang of thugs threw the punker up against the hood of the cab, slamming their fists into the kid’s face. Blood splattered like raindrops from his nose and mouth, some of it hitting Gabrielle. She took a step back, stunned and horrified. The kid scrabbled to get away but his attackers stayed on him, beating him with a fury Gabrielle could hardly fathom.


‘Get off my goddamn car!’ the cabbie shouted out his open window. ‘Jesus Christ! Take it somewhere else, you hear me!’


One of the assailants turned his head toward the cabbie, smiled a terrible smile, then brought his large fist down on the windshield, shattering the glass into a spiderweb of cracks. Gabrielle saw the cabbie cross himself, his mouth working soundlessly within the car. There was a grinding of gears, then a piercing screech of tires as the taxi jerked into reverse, dislodging the burden from its hood.


‘Wait!’ Gabrielle screamed, too late.


Her ride home – her escape from this brutal scene – was gone. With a cold lump of fear lodged in her throat, she watched the cab speed off, careering into the street and its taillights disappearing into the dark.


And on the curb, the six bikers were showing their victim no mercy, too preoccupied with beating the punker senseless to give Gabrielle more than a passing thought.


She turned and bolted up the steps to La Notte’s entrance, all the while fishing in her pocketbook for her cell phone. She found the slim device, flipped it open. Punched in 911 as she threw open the doors of the club and skidded into the vestibule, panic rising in her breast. Above the din of music and voices, and the thundering pulse of her own heart, Gabrielle heard only static on the other end of her cell. She pulled the phone away from her ear –


Signal faded.


‘Shit!’


She tried 911 again. No luck.


Gabrielle ran for the main area of the club, shouting into the noise in desperation.


‘Someone, please help! I need help!’


No one seemed to hear her. She tapped people’s shoulders, tugged on sleeves, practically shook the arm of a tattooed military-looking guy, but no one paid any attention. They didn’t even look at her, merely continued dancing and talking as if she wasn’t even there.


Was this a dream? Some twisted nightmare where only she was aware of the violence taking place outside?


Gabrielle gave up on strangers and decided to search out her friends. As she wended through the dark club, she kept hitting Redial, praying for a decent signal. She couldn’t get one, and she soon realized she would never find Jamie and the others in the thick crowd.


Frustrated and confused, she ran back to the club’s exit. Maybe she could flag down a motorist, find a cop, anything!


Frigid night air hit her face as she pushed open the heavy doors and stepped outside. She dashed down the first set of concrete steps, panting now, uncertain what she was walking into, a woman alone against six, probably drugged-out gang members. But she didn’t see them.


They were gone.


A group of young clubbers came strolling up the steps, one of them playing air guitar while his friends talked about hitting a rave later that night.


‘Hey,’ Gabrielle said, half expecting them to walk right past her. They paused, smiling at her, even though at twenty-eight she was likely a decade older than any of them.


The one in the lead nodded his head at her. ‘ ’Sup?’


‘Did any of you—’ She hesitated, not certain she should be relieved that this was not, evidently, a dream after all. ‘Did you happen to see the fight that was going on out here a few minutes ago?’


‘There was a fight? Awesome!’ said the headbanger of the group.


‘Nah, man,’ answered another. ‘We just got here. We ain’t seen nothin’.’


They passed by, climbing the rest of the steps while Gabrielle could only watch, wondering if she was losing her mind. She walked down to the curb. There was blood on the pavement, but the punker and his attackers had vanished.


Gabrielle stood under a streetlamp and rubbed a chill from her arms. She pivoted to look down both sides of the street, searching for any sign of the violence she had witnessed a few minutes before.


Nothing.


But then . . . she heard it.


The sound drifted from a narrow alley to her right. Flanked by a concrete shoulder-high wall that acted as an acoustic aid, the almost lightless walkway betrayed its occupants whose faint animal-like grunts carried out to the street. Gabrielle could not place the sick, wet sounds that froze her blood in her veins and tripped off instinctual alarms in every nerve in her body.


Her feet were moving. Not away from the source of those disturbing sounds, but toward it. Her cell phone was like a brick in her hand. She was holding her breath. She didn’t realize she wasn’t breathing until she had walked a couple of paces into the alleyway and her gaze had settled on a group of figures up ahead.


The thugs in leather and sunglasses.


They were crouched down on their hands and knees, pawing at something, tearing at it. In the scant light from the street, Gabrielle glimpsed a tattered scrap of fabric lying near the carnage. It was the punker’s tank top, shredded and stained.


Gabrielle’s finger, poised over the Redial button of her cell phone, came down silently onto the tiny key. There was a quiet trill on the other end, then the police dispatcher’s voice shattered the night like cannon fire.


‘911. What is your emergency?’


One of the bikers swung his head around at the sudden disturbance. Feral, hate-filled eyes pinned Gabrielle like daggers where she stood. His face was bloody, slick with gore. And his teeth! They were sharp like an animal’s – not teeth at all, but fangs that he bared to her as he opened his mouth and hissed a terrible-sounding foreign word.


‘911,’ said the dispatcher once again. ‘Please state your emergency.’


Gabrielle couldn’t speak. She was so shaken, she could hardly breathe. She brought the cell phone up to her mouth, but could not make her throat form words.


Her call for help was wasted.


Knowing this with a certain, bone-deep dread, Gabrielle did the only logical thing that came to her. With trembling fingers, she turned the device toward the gang of sadistic bikers and clicked the image-capture button. A small flash lit up the alley.


They all turned toward her now, raising their hands to shield their sunglass-shaded eyes.


Oh, God. Maybe she still had a chance of escaping this hellish night. Gabrielle clicked the picture button again and again and again, all the while making her retreat back up the alley to the street. She heard murmured voices, snarled curses, the movement of feet on pavement, but she didn’t dare look back. Not even when a sharp hiss of steel rang out behind her, followed by unearthly shrieks of agony and rage.


Gabrielle raced into the night on adrenaline and fear, not stopping until she reached a standing taxi on Commercial Street. She jumped in and slammed the door. She was panting, out of her mind with fear.


‘Take me to the nearest police station!’


The cabbie slung his arm over the back of the seat and turned around to stare at her, frowning. ‘You okay, lady?’


‘Yeah,’ she replied automatically. Then, ‘No. I need to report a—’


Jesus. What did she intend to report? A cannibalistic feeding frenzy by a pack of rabid bikers? Or the only other possible explanation, which wasn’t any more believable?


Gabrielle met the cabbie’s anxious eyes. ‘Please hurry. I just witnessed a murder.’
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Vampires.


The night was thick with them. He had counted more than a dozen in the dance club, most of them trolling the half-dressed, undulating crowds, selecting – and seducing – the women who would Host their thirst that night. It was a symbiotic arrangement that had served the Breed well for more than two millennia, a peaceful cohabitation that depended on the vampires’ ability to scrub the memories of the humans on whom they fed. Before the sun came up, a good deal of blood would be spilled but in the morning, the Breed would be returned to their Darkhavens in and around the city, and the humans they had enjoyed tonight would be none the wiser.


But that was not the case in the alley outside the nightclub.


For the six blood-gorged predators there, their un sanctioned kill would be their last. They were careless in their hunger; they hadn’t detected that they were being watched. Not when he was observing them in the club, nor when he had trailed them outside, surveilling them from the ledge of a second-story window of the converted church.


They were lost to the high of Bloodlust, the disease of addiction that had once been epidemic among the Breed, causing so many of their kind to turn Rogue. Like these, who fed openly and indiscriminately from the humans who lived among them.


Lucan Thorne had no particular affinity for humankind, but what he felt for the Rogue vampires before him was even less. To see one or two feral vampires in a single night’s patrol of a city the size of Boston was not uncommon. To find several working in tandem, feeding in the open as these did, was more than a little troubling. The Rogues were growing in numbers again, becoming more bold.


Something had to be done.


For Lucan and several others of the Breed, every night was a hunting expedition aimed at routing out the diseased few who would jeopardize all that the vampire race had worked so hard to achieve. Tonight, Lucan tracked his prey alone, not caring that he was outnumbered. He had waited until the opportunity to strike was prime: once the Rogues had greedily fed the addiction that ruled their minds.


Drunk on more blood than they could safely consume, they had continued to savage and fight over the body of the young man from the club, snarling and snapping like a pack of wild dogs. Lucan had been poised to dispatch quick justice – and would have, if it hadn’t been for the sudden appearance of a ginger-haired female in the darkened corridor. In an instant, she had thrown the entire night off course: following the Rogues to the alley, then unwittingly drawing their attention away from their kill.


As the light from her cell phone’s flash exploded in the dark, Lucan descended from the shadowed ledge of the window and landed on the pavement without a sound. Like the Rogues, Lucan’s sensitive eyes were partially blinded from that sudden spark of light amid the dark. The woman fired a series of piercing flashes as she fled the carnage, those few panicked clicks likely all that spared her from the wrath of his savage kin.


But where the other vampires’ senses were clouded and sluggish with Bloodlust, Lucan’s were ruthlessly clear. From beneath his dark trenchcoat, he drew his weapons – twin blades wrought of titanium-edged steel – and swung to claim the head of the nearest Rogue.


Two more followed, the bodies of the dead thrashing as they began their swift cellular decomposition from oozing acidic pulp to incinerated ash. Animal shrieks filled the alleyway as Lucan severed the head of one more, then swung around to impale another Rogue through the torso. The Rogue hissed through bared, bloody teeth, its fangs dripping gore. Pale-gold eyes held Lucan in contempt, the huge irises swelled in hunger, swallowing up pupils that were narrowed to thin vertical slits. The creature spasmed, long arms reaching for him, its mouth stretched into a hideous, alien sneer as the specially forged steel poisoned its Rogue blood and reduced the vampire to smoldering stain on the street.


Only one remained. Lucan whirled to meet the large male, both blades raised to strike.


But the vampire was gone – fled into the night before he could slay it.


Damn.


He’d never let one of the bastards escape his justice before this. He shouldn’t now. He considered chasing the Rogue down, but it would mean leaving the scene of the attack unsecured. That was the greater risk here, letting the humans know the full measure of the danger that lived among them. Because of the savagery of the Rogues, Lucan’s kind had been persecuted and hunted by humans throughout the Old Times; the race might not survive a new age of retribution, now that man had technology on his side.


Until the Rogues were suppressed – better yet, eliminated entirely – humankind could know nothing of the existence of the vampires living all around them.


As he set about cleaning the area of all traces of the killing, Lucan’s thoughts kept returning to the woman with the sunlit hair and sweet, alabaster beauty.


How was it she had been able to find the Rogues in the alley?


Although it was widely held among human folklore that vampires could disappear at will, the truth was only slightly less remarkable. Gifted with great agility and speed, they could simply move faster than human eyes could register, an ability that was augmented by the vampires’ advanced hypnotic power over the minds of lesser beings. Oddly, this woman seemed immune to both.


Lucan had seen her in the club, he realized now. His gaze had been drawn away from his quarry by a pair of soulful eyes and a spirit that seemed nearly as lost as his own. She had noticed him, too, staring at him from where she sat with her friends. Even through the crowd and the stale odor of the club, Lucan had scented the trace notes of perfume on her skin – something exotic, rare.


He smelled it now as well, a delicate note that clung to the night, teasing his senses and calling to something primitive within him. His gums ached with the sudden stretching of his fangs, a physical reaction to need – carnal, or otherwise – that he was powerless to curb. He scented her, and he hungered, little better than his Rogue brethren.


Lucan tipped his head back and dragged the essence of the woman deeper into his lungs, tracking her across the city with his keen sense of smell. The sole witness to the Rogues’ attack, it was more than unwise to let her keep the memory of what she had seen. Lucan would find the female and take whatever measures were necessary to ensure the protection of the Breed.


And in the back of his mind, an ancient conscience whispered that whoever she was, she already belonged to him.


‘I’m telling you, I saw the whole thing. There were six of them, and they were tearing at the guy with their hands and teeth – like animals. They killed him!’


‘Miss Maxwell, we’ve been over this numerous times already tonight. Now, we’re all tired and the night is only getting longer.’


Gabrielle had been at the police station for more than three hours, trying to give her account of the horror she witnessed outside La Notte. The two officers she spoke with had been skeptical at first, but now they were getting impatient, almost adversarial. Soon after she had arrived, the cops had sent a squad car around to the club to check out the situation and recover the body Gabrielle had reported seeing. The call had come up empty. No reports of a gang altercation and no evidence whatsoever of anyone having met with foul play. It was as if the entire incident had never happened – or had been miraculously swept clean.


‘If you would just listen to me . . . if you would just look at the pictures I took—’


‘We’ve seen them, Miss Maxwell. Several times already. Frankly, nothing you’ve said tonight checks out – not your statement, and not these grainy, unreadable images from your cell phone.’


‘I’m sorry if the quality is lacking,’ Gabrielle replied, acidly. ‘The next time I’m witnessing a bloody slaughter by a gang of psychos, I’ll have to remember to bring my Leica and a few extra lenses.’


‘Maybe you want to rethink your statement,’ suggested the elder of the two officers, his Boston accent tinged with the Irish brogue of a youth spent in Southie. He stroked a chubby hand over his thinning brow, then slid her cell phone back across the desk. ‘You should be aware that filing a false police report is a crime, Miss Maxwell.’


‘This is not a false report,’ she insisted, frustrated and not a little angry that she was being treated like the criminal here. ‘I stand by everything I’ve said tonight. Why would I make this up?’


‘That’s something only you can answer, Miss Maxwell.’


‘This is unbelievable. You have my 911 call.’


‘Yes,’ agreed the officer. ‘You did, indeed, make a call to emergency dispatch. Unfortunately, all we have is static on the recording. You didn’t say anything, and you didn’t respond to the dispatcher’s requests for information.’


‘Yeah, well, it’s hard to find the words to describe seeing someone get their throat ripped out.’


He gave her another dubious look. ‘This club – La Notte? It’s a wild place, I hear. Popular with the goths, the ravers . . .’


‘Your point being?’


The cop shrugged. ‘Lotta kids get into some weird shit these days. Maybe all you saw was a little fun getting out of hand.’


Gabrielle exhaled a curse and reached for her cell phone. ‘Does this look like fun getting out of hand to you?’


She clicked the picture recall button and looked again at the images she had captured. Although the snapshots were blurry, diffused by the flash, she could still plainly see a group of men surrounding another on the ground. She clicked forward to another image and saw the reflective glow of several eyes staring back at the lens, the vague outlines of facial features peeled back in animal fury.


Why didn’t the officers see what she did?


‘Miss Maxwell,’ interjected the younger police officer. He strolled around to the other side of the desk and sat on the edge before her. He had been the quieter of the two men, the one listening in careful consideration where his partner spewed nothing but doubt and suspicion. ‘It’s obvious that you believe you saw something terrible at the club tonight. Officer Carrigan and I want to help you, but in order for us to do that, we have to be sure we’re all on the same page.’


She nodded. ‘Okay.’


‘Now, we have your statement, and we’ve seen your pictures. You strike me as a reasonable person. Before we can go any further here, I need to ask if you would be willing to submit to a drug test.’


‘A drug test.’ Gabrielle shot out of her chair. She was beyond pissed off now. ‘This is ridiculous. I am not some tripped out crackhead, and I resent being treated like one. I’m trying to report a murder!’


‘Gab? Gabby!’


From somewhere behind her in the station, Gabrielle heard Jamie’s voice. She had called her friend soon after she arrived, needing the comfort of familiar faces after the horror she had witnessed.


‘Gabrielle!’ Jamie dashed up to her and surrounded her in a warm hug. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner, but I was already home when I got your message on my cell. Jesus, sweetie! Are you all right?’


Gabrielle nodded. ‘I think so. Thanks for coming.’


‘Miss Maxwell, why don’t you let your friend here take you home,’ said the younger officer. ‘We can continue this at another time. Maybe you’ll be able to think more clearly after you get some sleep.’


The two policemen rose, and gestured for Gabrielle to do the same. She didn’t argue. She was tired, bone weary, and she didn’t think even if she stayed at the station all night she’d be able to convince the cops of what she witnessed outside La Notte. Numbly, Gabrielle let Jamie and the two officers escort her out of the station. She was halfway down the steps to the parking lot when the younger of the men called her name.


‘Miss Maxwell?’


She paused, looking back over her shoulder to where the officer stood beneath the floodlight of the station.


‘If it will make you rest any easier, we’ll send someone around to check in on you at your home, and maybe talk to you a bit more, once you’ve had some time to think about your report.’


She didn’t appreciate his coddling tone, but neither could she find the anger to refuse his offer. After what she had seen tonight, Gabrielle would gladly take the security of a police visit, even a patronizing one. She nodded, then followed Jamie out to his waiting car.


From a quiet corner desk in the precinct house, a file clerk hit the print key on his computer. A laser printer whirred into action behind him, spitting out a single page report. The clerk drained the last swallow of cold coffee from his chipped Red Sox mug, rose from his rickety, putty-colored chair, and casually retrieved the document from the printer.


The station was quiet, emptied out for the midnight shift break. But even if it had been hopping with activity, no one would have paid any attention to the reserved, awkward intern who kept very much to himself.


That was the beauty of his role.


It was why he’d been chosen.


He wasn’t the only member of the force to be recruited. He knew there were others, though their identities were kept secret. It was safer that way, cleaner. For his part, he couldn’t recall how long it had been since he first met his Master. He knew only that he now lived to serve.


With the report clutched in his hand, the clerk shuffled down the hallway in search of privacy. The break room, which was never empty no matter the time of day, was currently occupied by a couple of secretaries and Carrigan, a fat, loudmouthed cop who was retiring at the end of the week. He was bragging about the primo deal he had gotten on some backwater Florida condo while the women basically ignored him, the two females lunching on day-old, frosted yellow party cake and washing it all down with Diet Coke chasers.


The clerk ran his fingers through his pale brown hair and walked past the open doorway, toward the restrooms at the end of the corridor. He paused outside the men’s room, his hand on the battered metal handle, as he casually glanced behind him. With no one there to see him, he moved to the next door down, the station’s janitorial supply closet. It was supposed to be kept locked, but seldom was. Nothing much worth stealing in there anyway, unless you had a thing for industrial-grade toilet paper, ammonia cleanser, and brown paper towels.


He twisted the knob and pushed the old steel panel inward. Once inside the dark closet, he clicked the push-button lock from within and retrieved his cell phone from the front pocket of his khakis. He pressed speed dial, calling the sole number that was stored in the untraceable, disposable device. The call rang twice, then fell into an ominous silence as his Master’s unmistakable presence loomed on the other end of the line.


‘Sire,’ the clerk breathed, his voice a reverent whisper. ‘I have information for you.’


He spoke quickly and quietly, divulging all of the details of the Maxwell woman’s visit to the station, including the specifics of her statement about a gang killing downtown. The clerk heard a growl and the soft hiss of breath skating across the cell phone’s receiver as his Master absorbed the news in silence. He sensed fury in that slow, wordless exhalation, and it chilled him.


‘I ran her personal data for you, Sire – all of it,’ he offered; then using the dim glow of the cell’s display, he recited Gabrielle’s address, unlisted phone number, and more, the servile Minion so very eager to please his dreaded and powerful Master.
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Two full days passed.


Gabrielle tried to put the horror of what she had witnessed in La Notte’s alleyway out of her mind. What did it matter, anyway? No one had believed her. Not the police, who had yet to send anyone to see her as they had promised, and not even her friends.


Jamie and Megan, who had seen the thugs in leather harassing the punker inside the club, said the group left without incident sometime during the course of the night. Kendra had been too involved with Brent – the guy she picked up on the dance floor – to notice any trouble elsewhere in the club. According to the cops at the station Saturday night, the story had been the same from everyone their dispatched patrol had questioned at La Notte. A brief scuffle at the bar, but no reports of violence in or outside of the club.


No one had seen the attack she reported. There had been no hospital or morgue admissions. Not even a damage report filed by the cabbie at the curb.


Nothing.


How could that be? Was she seriously delusional?


It was as if Gabrielle’s eyes were the only ones truly open that night. Either she alone had witnessed something unexplainable, or she was losing her mind.


Maybe some of both.


She couldn’t deal with all the implications in that idea, so she sought solace in the one thing that gave her any joy. Behind the sealed door of her custom-built darkroom in the basement of the townhouse, Gabrielle submerged a sheet of photo paper in the tray of developing solution. From pale nothingness, the image began to take shape beneath the surface of the liquid. She watched it come to life – the ironic beauty of strong ivy tentacles spreading over the decayed brick and mortar of an old Gothic-style asylum she had recently discovered outside the city. It came out better than she had hoped, teasing her artist’s fancy with the potential of an entire series centered on the haunting, desolate place. She set it aside and developed another photo, this one a closeup of a pine sapling sprouting from between a crack in the crumpled pavement of a long-abandoned lumberyard.


The images made her smile as she lifted them out of the solution and clipped them to the drying line. She had nearly a dozen more like these upstairs on her worktable, wry testaments to the stubbornness of nature and the foolishness of man’s greed and arrogance.


Gabrielle had always felt something of an outsider, a silent observer, from the time she was a kid. She chalked it up to the fact that she had no parents – no family at all, except the couple who had adopted her when she was a troubled twelve-year-old, bounced from one foster home to another. The Maxwells, an upper-middle-class couple with no children of their own, had kindly taken pity on her, but even their acceptance had been at arm’s length. Gabrielle was promptly sent to boarding schools, summer camps, and, finally, an out-of-state university. Her parents, such as they were, had died together in a car accident while she was away at college.


Gabrielle didn’t attend the funeral, but the first serious photograph she took was of two maple-shaded gravestones in the city’s Mount Auburn Cemetery. She’d been taking pictures ever since.


Never one to mourn the past, Gabrielle turned off the darkroom light and headed back upstairs to think about supper. She wasn’t in the kitchen two minutes before her doorbell rang.


Jamie had generously stayed over the past two nights, just to make sure Gabrielle was all right. He was worried about her, as protective as a big brother she never had. When he left that morning, he had offered to come by again, but Gabrielle had insisted she would be fine by herself. She was actually in need of some solitude, and as the doorbell sounded again, she felt a niggle of mild annoyance that she might not have any alone time tonight, either.


‘Be right there,’ she called from inside the apartment’s foyer.


Habit made her check the peephole, but instead of seeing Jamie’s blond sweep of hair, Gabrielle found the dark head and striking features of an unfamiliar man waiting on her stoop. A reproduction gaslight stood on the sidewalk just off her front steps. The soft yellow glow wrapped itself around the man like a golden cloak draped over night itself. There was something ominous, yet compelling, about his pale gray eyes, which were staring straight into the narrow cylinder of glass as if he could see her on the other side, too.


She opened the door, but thought it best not to remove the chain lock. The man stepped in front of the wedge of open space and glanced at the tight chain length that stretched taut between them. When his eyes met Gabrielle’s again, he gave her a vague smile, as if he thought it amusing she would expect to bar him so easily if he truly wanted in.


‘Miss Maxwell?’ His voice stroked her senses like rich, dark velvet.


‘Yes?’


‘My name is Lucan Thorne.’ The words rolled past his lips in a smooth, measured timbre that eased some of her anxiety at once. When she didn’t say anything, he went on. ‘I understand you had some difficulty a couple of nights ago at the police station. I wanted to come by and make sure you were all right.’


She nodded.


Evidently the police hadn’t completely blown her off after all. Since it had been a couple of days with no word from them, Gabrielle had not expected to see anyone from the department, despite the promise to send a patrol out to look in on her. Not that she could be certain this guy, with his sleekly styled black hair and chiseled features, was a cop.


He looked grim enough, she supposed, and apart from his dark, dangerous good looks, he didn’t seem intent on causing her any harm. Still, after what she’d been through, Gabrielle thought it wise to err on the side of caution.


‘Have you got ID?’


‘Of course.’


With deliberate, almost sensual movements, he opened a thin leather billfold and held it up to the crack of space at the door. It was nearly dark outside, which was likely why it took a second for Gabrielle’s eyes to focus on the shiny policeman’s badge and the picture identification card next to it, bearing his name.


‘Okay. Come in, Detective.’


She freed the chain lock, then opened the door and let him enter, watching as his broad shoulders filled the doorway. His presence seemed to fill the entire foyer, in fact. He was a large man, tall and thickly hewn beneath the drape of his black overcoat, his dark clothes and silky jet hair absorbed the soft light of the pendant lamp overhead. He had a confident, almost regal bearing about him, his expression gravely serious, as if he would be better suited to commanding a legion of armored knights than schlepping out to Beacon Hill to handhold a hallucinatory female.


‘I didn’t think anyone was going to come. After the reception I got down at the station this weekend, I figured Boston’s finest had written me off as a nutcase.’


He didn’t acknowledge or deny it, merely strode into her living room in silence and let his gaze roam freely over the place. He paused at her worktable, where the roughs of some of her latest images had been arranged. Gabrielle trailed after him across the room, casually watching for his reaction to her work. One dark brow quirked as he perused the photographs.


‘Yours?’ he asked, turning his pale, piercing eyes on her.


‘Yes,’ Gabrielle replied. ‘They’re part of a collection I’m calling Urban Renewal.’


‘Interesting.’


He looked back to the array of images and Gabrielle felt herself frown slightly at his careful, yet indifferent response. ‘They’re just something I’m playing around with right now – nothing I’m ready to exhibit yet.’


He grunted, still considering the photographs in silence.


Gabrielle moved closer, trying to get a better handle on his reaction, or lack thereof. ‘I do a lot of commissioned work around the city. In fact, I’ll probably be taking some pictures of the governor’s place on the Vineyard later this month.’


Shut up, she admonished herself. Why was she trying to impress this guy?


Detective Thorne didn’t seem overly impressed. Saying nothing, he reached out, and with fingers entirely too elegant for his profession, gently rearranged two of the images on the table. Inexplicably, Gabrielle found herself imagining those long, deft fingers touching her bare skin, splaying into her hair, cupping the back of her skull . . . guiding her head back until it rested on his strong arm and his cool gray eyes drank her in.


‘So,’ she said, snapping herself back to reality. ‘I’ll bet you’d rather have a look at the pictures I took outside the club Saturday night.’


Without waiting for him to reply, she walked to the kitchen and grabbed her cell phone off the counter. She flipped it open, brought up an image, and held the device out to Detective Thorne.


‘That’s the first shot I took. My hands were shaking, so it’s a little blurry. And the light from the flash washed out a lot of the detail. But if you look closely, you’ll see six dark shapes huddled low to the ground. That’s them – the killers. Their victim is that lump they’re tearing at in front of them. They were . . . biting him. Like animals.’


Thorne’s eyes held fast to the image; his expression remained grim, unchanging. Gabrielle clicked to the next photograph.


‘The flash startled them. I don’t know – I think it might have blinded them or something. When I clicked these next few shots, some of them stopped to look at me. I can’t really make out features, but that’s the face of one of them. Those weird slits of light are the reflection of his eyes.’ She shuddered, recalling the yellow glow of vicious, inhuman eyes. ‘He was looking right at me.’


More silence from the detective. He took the cell phone from Gabrielle’s fingers and clicked through the remaining pictures.


‘What do you think?’ she asked, hoping for confirmation. ‘You can see it, too, can’t you?’


‘I see . . . something, yes.’


‘Thank God. Your buddies at the precinct tried to make me think I was crazy, or that I was some drugged-out loser who didn’t know what I was talking about. Not even my friends believed me when I told them what I saw that night.’


‘Your friends,’ he said with careful deliberation. ‘Do you mean someone other than the man you were with at the station – your lover?’


‘My lover?’ She laughed at that. ‘Jamie is not my lover.’


Thorne looked up from the cell phone’s image display to meet her gaze. ‘He spent the past two nights with you alone, here in this apartment.’


How did he know that? Gabrielle felt a jolt of outrage at the prospect of being spied on by anyone, including the police, who probably would have done so more out of suspicion than as a means of protecting her. But as she stood beside Detective Lucan Thorne in her living room, some of that anger seeped out of her, replaced by a feeling of calm acceptance. Of subtle, languid cooperation. Strange, she thought, but found herself fairly unfazed by the idea.


‘Jamie stayed with me for a couple of nights because he was concerned about me after what happened this weekend. He’s my friend, that’s all.’


Good.


Thorne’s mouth didn’t move, but Gabrielle felt certain she had heard his reply. His unspoken voice, his pleasure at her denial of a lover, seemed to echo from somewhere deep inside of her. Wishful thinking, maybe. It had been a long time since she’d had anything close to a boyfriend, and merely being in the presence of Lucan Thorne was doing strange things to her head. Or rather, her body.
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