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For Scott Ham—

who can be clever and inspiring

even while driving in heavy traffic







Chapter One




“The suspects finally answered the phone. Looks like we have a robbery gone sour. Maybe we can work with their demands.”

The negotiator’s voice, heard through Colin Foxe’s headset, sounded relieved.

“Do you want us to hold?” Colin’s team leader questioned.

After a considerable pause, the negotiator said, “Get your team in place, but wait for a go.”

There was already an officer down inside; a cop who’d noticed something suspicious while driving by. She’d called it in, then gone inside. Shots had been fired. The situation escalated quickly after that, and now Colin’s SWAT team was on the ground and on the move.

He could smell the wounded officer’s blood through a bullet hole in the window. He could also sense the faint flutter of her heartbeat. She wasn’t dead, but she didn’t have much time. He couldn’t see inside, since curtains had been pulled across the wide windows at the front of the office building, but he could sense a tangled mixture of physical markers and high emotions.

It was everybody on the team’s job to stop this situation, but Colin took it very personally. He’d taken vows to protect and serve humanity that were far stronger and more binding than even his oath as a Los Angeles police officer.

He and his SWAT team were here to see that the hostages and injured cop were saved. It was a great team, well trained, well coordinated, well led; he was proud to be a part of it.

Dressed entirely in black, he moved in line with the rest of the team. Crouching low, they formed in a loose circle that was stealthily closing in on the one-story building. Their target was a small publishing company located in an office park on a quiet side street. There were at least four armed men inside, holding a dozen hostages.

The cloudy night covered the team’s movements. They used nightscope goggles to focus on their objective—all but Colin, who’d perched his on the brim of his helmet. He could see in the dark.

Though he was outwardly calm, the excitement of the hunt burned through him. He was aware, the extra senses he reined in much of the time now fully focused. He could smell fear, and taste it as well. The threat of violence hung around the office building like a pall of smoke. And one touch of anger scratched across his senses like nails on slate.

He didn’t think the fury was coming from one of the perps. It was one of the hostages, and she—yes, that was definitely a strong sense of femaleness—she was royally pissed off. In a hostage situation, it was better to be scared than angry. Scared people were more likely to keep their heads down and do as they were told, increasing their chances of survival. Colin didn’t like this; it added risk to the situation. If this woman did something stupid…

Telepathy wasn’t his strongest sense, and using it might distract him from the team effort. Besides, there were far too many people with heightened senses inside for him to affect one individual. Still, he risked sending one thought toward perps and hostages alike.

Calm down.

I am calm, came the immediate reply.

It took all his training to keep him from surging out of his crouch in surprise. She heard him! And answered! And the brief touch of her mind on his made him red-hot.

Shouts erupted from the building, followed by shots. And screams.

“Go!”

He was up and moving even as the command came.

He was the first one through the door, rushing in just in time to see the flying side kick that knocked away the gun of the man who would have shot him.

“Hey!” Colin shouted at the woman who’d disarmed the shooter.

“Thanks for the distraction.” Then she jumped and kicked again, straight up, taking the bad guy under the chin. He dropped like a rock.

Colin grabbed her by the waist as she came back down, and pushed her to the floor.

“Stay put,” he ordered, as the rest of his team came boiling in through the door he’d broken down.

Big brown eyes looked up at him, full of shock and fury that sizzled all the way through him. He pointed for her to get under a nearby desk, then turned and took out another gunman. There was already a third man down; no doubt the Karate Kid had gotten him. Which was probably why the shooting had started.

Farther back, in the rooms beyond this reception area, he heard shouts and screaming. Members of the team were heading that way at a run. A medical team was already working on the injured cop; others were cuffing the downed men.

“You could have gotten everybody killed!” Colin yelled at the woman.

“Well, I didn’t!” she shouted back.

This was no time for an argument. Colin quickly rejoined his team and got into the well-practiced rhythm of a rescue operation. But even as he helped to secure the rest of the bad guys, part of him was still aware of the impression of soft, warm flesh over hard muscle that he’d gotten in the moment he held her. Her skin held the scent of ginger and her psychic signature was pure heat, as if her blood was laced with chili peppers.

He couldn’t let it go. He marched back to the front of the building as soon as the whole place was secure. By now she was out from under the desk, and one of the medics was arguing with her. Colin noticed that one side of her face was badly bruised, and she was cradling her left hand with her right.

Anger shot through him, and a hot, possessive protectiveness. “Who hurt you?” he demanded.

She looked around, and her dark brown eyes locked on his. “I’m fine.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

Her gaze flickered to an unconscious perp on the floor, then back to Colin. “I took care of it.”

Her response only served to redirect his annoyance at her. He ripped off his helmet and headset to glare at her fully. “You had no business doing what you—”

“Hey!” She interrupted him. “I saved your ass.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“He was going to shoot you when you came through that door.”

“He wouldn’t have.” Colin took the woman by the shoulders and was instantly and intimately aware of the warmth of her skin. “My job is to do the rescuing.”

Her anger was incandescent. “You were a little late. Those men held us hostage for four hours. Where were you?”

“Organizing a safe rescue.” Everything about her burned him, but he liked it. She infuriated him, needed to be tamed, and he liked that, too.

“Did you stop at Starbuck’s for a few hours on the way?” She jerked her head to where the medics were working on the wounded officer. “She could have died. We all could have. Somebody had to do something.”

“So you took it upon yourself to play hero? Bad move, sister.”

Her head came up sharply, brown eyes flashing. He could have kissed her then and there. “I am not your sister.”

“And you’re no hero, either,” Colin shot back.

“Officer,” the medic cut in. He put a hand firmly on Colin’s arm. “Officer.”

The Prime part of Colin almost turned on the medic with bared fangs, as if the man was challenging him for a mate. It shocked him that the instinctive impulse was nearly triggered by a mortal, and it took him a moment to get the vampire part of himself under control. He had to close his eyes, take a deep breath—and let the woman go.

“Ms. Luchese’s injured,” he heard the medic say. “We need to get her to the ER.”

“I told you I’m fine,” she said.

This reminded Colin that a few moments ago, his impulse had been to make someone pay for hurting her. He looked at her and said, “Luchese, you always think you know best, and never do what you’re told, right?”

She smiled. It was wicked and edgy, and that lit a different kind of fire in him.

“Yeah,” she acknowledged.

“Go with the medic,” he told her. She would have protested further, but he sent a stern command into her mind. Go.

Then his team commander called him, and Colin went back to work.

Several hours later, he met the Luchese woman in the ER waiting room as she came out of a treatment room. There were plenty of cops around, making his presence fairly anonymous in the hubbub, so it didn’t look like he was hanging around waiting for her. Yet she spotted him instantly, as if she was as drawn to him as he was to her. He watched her look at him, then look away. He felt her consider walking past him and out the door. Her left arm was in a sling, and a shiny cream covered the bruises on her face. Her shoulders had a tired slump to them, which she consciously straightened when she saw him. Apparently she was ready to do battle all over again.

“You look beautiful,” he said, coming up to her.

Her eyes went wide in surprise. She clearly thought he was making fun of her, and asked, “Officer, are you supposed to talk like that?”

“I’m off duty.”

“You’re not here to—take a statement, or something?”

“Didn’t an officer talk to you already?”

“Yeah. He told me everyone got out okay. But why are you—”

“I wanted to check on you.” He couldn’t help but run a hand up her uninjured arm. He felt her shiver. “How are you feeling?”

“Nothing’s broken, just a sprained wrist,” she answered. “I don’t need the sling, but I promised the nice intern who looked at it that I’d wear it until I’m outside the hospital door.” She took a deep breath, and made a wry face. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. You risked your life to save us. Thank you.”

He gave a slight shrug, and refrained from telling her that she shouldn’t have risked her life when he was there to take care of her kind. Mortal life was precious; it was an honor to protect the helpless—even if Luchese here didn’t think she was.

“I was scared,” she went on. “That made me—testy.”

“What were you doing out in the front office with your captor? Why weren’t you tied up in the back with the others?”

“I thought you weren’t here to ask questions?”

“Not officially. I’m curious. You were up to something, weren’t you?”

“They were making ransom demands,” she answered. “They were incompetent idiots with guns. They—”

“Had the wrong building,” he filled in. “We know that from questioning them. By the time they figured out they’d screwed up, the officer had called the robbery in. But what were you doing?”

“Trying to split them up, so I could take one down and get his weapon. They were demanding a lot of money, and threatening to kill people if they didn’t get it. So I said I was an heiress, and if they’d let me call my family, they’d be rich. I got one of them to take me up front so I could use the receptionist’s phone, while one of the others was occupied talking to your negotiator in the back. It worked.” She laughed, but the sound was a little shaky. “And I was only there to pick up my friend Courtney for lunch.”

He shook a finger under her nose. “Luchese, that was very stupid of you. But brave,” he added, as a flash of annoyance went through her. He touched the tip of her nose, then found himself tracing the outline of her lips. Soft, full, warm lips. They sent a wave of hunger through him. He was going to kiss those lips soon. The smoldering look she gave him told him she knew it, too. He was going to taste her. But this was not the place.

He made himself take a step back. “My name’s Colin Foxe,” he finally introduced himself. “You have a first name, Luchese?”

“Mia,” she answered. “Mia Luchese.”

Mia. A short, pretty, uncomplicated mortal name. It had nothing in common with the complex, beautiful names of vampire females. Someday he was going to bond with a vampire female, but right now he wanted this human woman.

He reached out and took her uninjured hand. “I’ll take you home.”









Chapter Two



Six months later


It wasn’t true that he came here every night.

Only the nights when he wasn’t on duty, or when sex with anyone else was out of the question, or when he was in town. All right, he came here a lot—but that didn’t mean he was a stalker.

He certainly wasn’t in love; it wasn’t an emotional attachment. It was just a physical thing, a visceral thing, a psychic residue messing him up.

In fact, Colin was furious—with himself, and with her—because he hadn’t yet been able to let it go.

It was just an ache. He’d go so far as to admit to an obsession. A short-term one.

He got hard just thinking about her, and her scent on the air drove him mad. Occasionally he caught a stray thought or emotion at a distance, and that was worse. Even such accidental intrusion was wrong. The memory of the taste of her kisses, and of her skin—hard muscles beneath ginger-scented, satiny flesh—was torture.

But he knew he’d get over it.

All it needed was time, and detachment, and making love to enough other women to drown the memories of how sweet it was with her. He refused to give in to the call to go to her. It had nothing to do with respecting her feelings, and everything to do with mastering his own. Wanting Mia Luchese was an obsession he would master. He was stronger than she was.

So Colin stood here, across the street from her place one more time, looked at her house perched on a hillside above Coldwater Canyon, and fought the compulsion. He’d beat it. Get over her. Get on with his life.

She was mortal. If nothing else, he’d outlive the object of his desire. She’d get old, and die, and he’d go on—without her.

“Oh, goddess!”

The first month hadn’t been so bad. She’d picked up and left town, no doubt researching articles for travel and extreme sports magazines. Even without the writing, Mia could afford to go when and where she pleased. It turned out what she’d told the perps about being an heiress was true. Colin remembered how he’d found out.

The balcony off her bedroom was small, hardly more than a perch with a wrought-iron rail, but it was perfect for looking at the spectacular view. It was a little past midnight, with a cool breeze drying the sweat on their skins, and a full moon high overhead. To him it was as bright as day, and Mia was beautiful by moonlight, her creamy skin bathed in silver.

He’d come to her straight from a very tough operation. Someone had died, and it hadn’t been one of the bad guys. He’d needed her, and she’d taken him to her bed. The sex had been frantic, cathartic, wonderful.

Now they were out on the balcony, pressed so closely together, naked skin to naked skin, that he couldn’t tell where he stopped and she started. His hands were around her waist; her head was tilted back, resting on his chest while she looked at the moon. He felt her trying to think of something to say or do, to keep his mind from going over and over what had gone wrong.

He welcomed the distraction, and helped her out by asking, “What are you doing living in a house like this?” The Spanish-style house wasn’t big but it was very nice, with a pool and a half-acre of gardens surrounded by a high stucco wall.

He knew she was a freelance writer, but she also spent much of her time practicing a lot of dangerous, physically demanding hobbies. She ran, she was into karate and kung fu; she liked target shooting, and competed in traditional archery. She’d told him about the skydiving, the snowboarding; they’d gone rock climbing together. She was female, but not at all soft.

He liked that she shared some of his interests, and that she competed hard even if he never quite let her win. Competent or not, Mia was a mortal woman, and he wouldn’t encourage over-confidence even if she was never likely to be in danger again.

She was a major jock, and being a jock on the level Mia practiced took not only time, but money. He’d made sure they didn’t have many personal conversations. He listened to whatever she chose to tell him, but he didn’t ask, and he never volunteered anything. He’d kept everything in the present tense, because vampires had to guard their privacy, and because he wasn’t planning on staying. The less he knew about her out of bed, the better. He shouldn’t be prying into her personal life now, but he was suddenly curious.

“I inherited this place,” Mia answered. “The house belonged to my grandmother. It’s one of the things she bought when she finally reconciled with her father.”

“Reconciled?”

“Long, sad story. I’ve heard a lot about him, and about his side of the family, but I’ve never met the old man. He left my great-grandmother when Grandma was a kid. I hear that my great-grandfather’s richer than God, and has a few years on Him, as well. Grandma was middle-aged, with kids and a perfectly good life, when a lawyer brought her a letter and a check from her long-lost dad. Grandma didn’t use much of the guilt money he dumped on her for herself, but she invested wisely, and left fortunes to my sister and me.”

“So, you have a fairy grandfather—”

“Great-grandfather, and he’s more of a—” Mia shrugged, and desire shot through Colin as he felt the movement all along his body.

He moved his hands up from her waist to her lovely, round breasts and—

He remembered the sex now—her sharp gasp of pain and pleasure when he sank teeth into flesh; the way the world turned to fire when he entered her—and it was far more vivid and important than any memory of conversation. It wasn’t who she was, but how Mia made him feel that drew him to her like an addiction. He didn’t understand what she’d done to him.

It wasn’t as if he’d taken much blood from her. He’d done his best to keep the psychic connection between them as tenuous as possible. He’d only wanted her as a bed partner.

He still wanted her.

He’d known when she’d returned, knew the instant she was back in L.A. He’d dismissed the knowledge as his imagination, and hadn’t given in to the impulse to just drive by her house for another month. But here it was, three months after the end of a three-month affair, and things were getting worse instead of better. He sure as hell hoped she was heartbroken and emotionally devastated, because he didn’t want to be alone in this hell.

But she was mortal, a brief candle, a butterfly, a bright burst of fireworks—lovely, warm, and exciting—but ephemeral. How long could something as finite as a mortal creature feel hurt?

She was doubtless over him. In fact, someone as passionate as Mia had probably had at least one lover since they parted.

The very thought of Mia in anyone else’s bed set his fangs on edge, and hit him like a hard punch in the gut. But he told himself it was only because Primes were proprietary. He’d unconsciously marked her as his, which was what this returning here night after night was about. It was a sort of instinct.

It’s really good practice, he told himself. This pallid obsession was a way of preparing for the extreme emotions inevitable when the opportunity for a true bonding with a female of his own kind came his way.

In the meantime—

Thoughts of the future disappeared abruptly, and Colin’s whole body tensed as Mia’s garden gate opened across the street. Pounding need drove through him when he saw her step away from the gate. For a moment she was illuminated under the glow of a streetlight, wearing a red tank top and shorts that showed off her toned body. While she was poised like a pop singer under a bright spotlight, Colin couldn’t help but take a step forward, his hands stretched toward her.

She was unaware of him, of course. His kind had a knack for using shadows to their advantage, blending into darkness as if it was their natural coloration. If he tried, he could use his other senses to measure her heartbeat, the temperature of her skin. Her scent was alive on the breeze. When she turned and began to run, he beat down the hunter’s instinct to follow.

She’s exercising, you fool! She was a normal mortal, doing normal mortal things. He had no business being here, let alone pursuing her. He threw his head back, bumping it against the bark of the palm tree under which he stood. No business being here at all.

So he began to walk—not back to where he’d parked his car, but the way Mia had gone. He was not following her—he was just stretching his legs.

*   *   *

Mia didn’t normally go running on the streets, especially this late, but something about the night had called out to her. The walls of the house had made her feel claustrophobic, and she needed space. Restlessness clawed at her. Surfing the Net hadn’t helped; watching television hadn’t held her attention; listening to a book tape while using the treadmill had bored her. She’d thought about calling her girlfriend Courtney, but her mind was too much on Foxe, and any conversation would only degenerate into another bitching session about “that jerk.” Why go over that ground again, when she was trying to forget him? She must have bored her friends to death with the subject by now—she wasn’t the suffering-in-silence type.

I’m not suffering, she told herself as she eased her body into the rhythm of running. It was just that sometimes it felt like he was nearby, like she could reach out and touch him, and then—

Then she’d wake up from a dark, erotic dream, and be alone in her bed, and all the sexual energy was still there, simmering—

It was bound to wear off eventually. She’d meet someone else. Life would go on.

Some nights were just worse than others, and this was one of them. Mia figured all she had to do was drive herself to exhaustion; then she could fall asleep without dreaming. So she ran.

Except for the occasional passing car, the street was empty. The sidewalk was clear of pedestrians. There were lights in a few houses, but the neighborhood was mostly dark. Too dark, she thought after a while, and way too quiet.

A sensation of dread began to creep into Mia’s consciousness, a feeling that she was being watched, even stalked. That something wanted her to be out here. It wasn’t anything tangible. She didn’t see or hear anything out of the ordinary, though she slowed down and looked around carefully. It was just there.

She turned around and headed back home. She trusted her instincts, even if there was no evidence. She knew she was being hunted. She didn’t know if making it back to her house would mean making it to safety, but making it home was the only goal she could reach for as she ran through the darkness.

And it was getting darker. It was a cloudless night, but the stars seemed to be fading. Each streetlight she passed seemed dimmer than the last. She couldn’t make out any lights in the houses; in fact she couldn’t even see the houses anymore. The trees and bushes lining the sidewalk became dark, menacing shadows.

Then the darkness moved, resolved into a man-shaped shadow. She thought she caught a glimpse of bright, glowing eyes. The apparition reached for her with pale, clawed hands.

*   *   *

Colin was running even before he heard her angry shout up ahead. He cursed himself for not noticing the depth of the darkness sooner—that it had solidness, weight, and menace—for not noticing that there was another vampire in the area.

Motion swirled inside the darkness that spread like a scrim across the sidewalk. Emotion swirled as well, and Colin recognized more than just Mia’s shock and controlled fear. She was putting up a fight. Like a cat playing with prey, the other vampire projected fierce joy at her puny efforts to kick and punch her way out of trouble. No Clan or Family Prime would take his pleasure like that.

“Tribe.” Colin breathed the word as a curse as he sped forward.

It felt as if he had to rip through a curtain covering his mind, but he came through it at a rush to find the pair locked in combat in the small space between a tall hibiscus hedge and a parked SUV. Colin caught a brief impression of Mia twirling and kicking, and the vampire’s preternaturally swift feint. The Tribe vampire’s light hair was worn in a long braid that hung down his back and swayed as he moved, silver in the moonlight.

Colin grabbed the thick braid and used it to haul the Tribe Prime away from Mia. The Tribe spun around, showing a mocking grin, and fangs bared in challenge. When the other Prime grabbed his braid and tugged, Colin let it go.

“Run!” he called to Mia, and barreled forward to grab the Tribe around the waist and forcibly haul him through a narrow gap in the hedge.

The Tribe fought his way out of Colin’s grasp, deeply clawing Colin’s arms to do so.

“Scared to fight in front of a girl?” the Tribe asked when they faced each other again.

Colin’s own claws and fangs were out by now. He sneered, and gestured the white-haired vampire forward.

The Tribe laughed, and they crouched and circled, taking on the ritual movements of two Primes fighting over possession of a female. Fangs and claws flashed, bodies moved at lightning speed. Blows were struck and avoided. The object was to draw blood.

On the other side of the hedge, Mia shouted, “What’s going on? I’m calling the cops!”

Why hadn’t the fool woman run?

“I am the cops!” Colin yelled back.

“What the—Colin, is that you?”

“She doesn’t sound happy to see you,” the Tribe sneered.

The mockery infuriated Colin, but he didn’t let it distract him. He lunged forward, and this time he got under the other vampire’s guard. Colin’s claws raked across the Tribe’s smirking face, leaving four thin lines of blood across his cheek.

The Prime howled and leaped away. He disappeared into the waning night within moments, though cold laughter echoed back out of the darkness. Tribe Primes weren’t known for their honor, but this one seemed to abide by the rules of mating challenge, accepting defeat at the loss of first blood.

Colin’s first impulse was to howl in victory and take possession of his prize—who was on the other side of the bushes. The emotions emanating from her were anything but simpering delight in having been defended by a champion Prime of Clan Reynard. He’d made the decision that she would never know about vampires when they first met, and he fought off the impulse to change his mind now.

Colin closed his eyes and took a few moments to calm down. He shook from adrenaline and need, but he balled his fists and wouldn’t move. His body screamed at him that he was crazy—she was so very close—he should drag her down on the grass and take her!

“Colin!”

“Go!” he shouted.

Mia stuck her head through the gap in the hedge, framing her face in hibiscus blossoms. “What are you doing here?”

He’d managed to draw in his fangs and claws just in time. He slapped his mental shields in place, not wanting to give in to what he felt. He didn’t want to know what she felt, either, not in the vivid way of his kind.

He stepped forward, relentlessly making her move backward until they were both back on the sidewalk. He could sense the racing of her heart.

He put a hand on her arm. As dangerous as it was to touch her, he kept hold of her and made her walk with him toward her house. “I told you to get out of here, Luchese.”

“What are you doing here, Foxe?” she repeated.

“Saving your ass—as usual.”

“I was doing fine before you showed up.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

“You’re the one who could have been—”

“Could have been what?” he demanded when she bit off her words.

She shook her head. “Shouldn’t you be chasing the bad guy?” she countered. “Officer.”

“I will, after I escort you home. Ma’am.”

“That isn’t necessary.”

“No. But I think I left some CDs at your place,” he offered as an excuse. “I stopped by to see if you had them.”

“Anything you might have left, I burned, or used as target practice.”

“That’s fair enough.”

Colin glanced at the sky as they walked. Dawn wasn’t that far off. Most Tribe Primes made a point of perverse pride in not taking the daylight drugs that allowed Primes like Colin to emulate mortal existence. Mia would be safe from dawn until dusk. And by nightfall, Colin would have tracked down the Tribe scum who had dared to try to touch her. He’d have to inform the local Matri and elders right away that at least one Tribe was playing the old games in Clan territory; then he could get on with his own hunt.

He would not love this woman, but he would protect her.

It was his fault the Tribe Prime had chosen her as a victim. Though Colin hadn’t shared his blood with Mia, they had shared an intense physical relationship. Though she wasn’t aware of it, Mia was psychic, and they had sometimes touched on that level, as well. The residue of that sharing was what kept Colin coming back over and over, while he waited for the connection to fade.

That residue must also have been sensed by the Tribe Prime. In the old days, when the Clans, Families, and Tribes fought one another, the Tribes counted coup by stealing mortal lovers from Clan or Family enemies. The world was supposedly a safer and more peaceful place for vampires these days, but the Tribes were still vicious, unpredictable bastards.

And it was going to be a pleasure to kill the one who’d attacked Mia.

Mia drew more in on herself with each step, her silence stubborn and angry. She would not glance his way. She suffered his touch, but tried to pretend he wasn’t even there. She certainly didn’t want him there.

He deliberately didn’t talk about the attack. She hadn’t mentioned any details about it, and if she’d seen anything as outrageous as fangs or glowing eyes, she’d likely put it down to her imagination or stage makeup. After all, this was Hollywood, where anything was possible. And no sane person believed that vampires really existed.

When they reached her gate, he let her go, though the gesture automatically turned into a caress down the length of her arm. He was too aware of her shiver, and the way her skin heated at his touch. His own breath caught as desire curled through him. They both took a quick step back. His fingers slowly reached to touch her cheek without conscious volition, but at the last moment, she turned her head away.

“Go away,” she said, voice tight and barely audible. “Just go away.”

It hurt to hear the words, far more than he thought it could. But he could do nothing but obey her. After all, it was what he wanted, as well.

*   *   *

Mia couldn’t breathe for a few moments because of the tears that choked her throat.

How dare the gorgeous bastard show up and save her life again?

She fumbled at the latch, and nearly fell through to the other side when it opened. She slammed it behind her as hard as she could. The wrought-iron gate shrieked on its hinges, and bounced back to hit her on the wrist.

She welcomed the sharp pain. It helped clear her head of everything but the memory of his touch, the cocky confidence in the way he moved, the dark red hair that framed his angular face, the heavy arch of eyebrows over the darkest eyes in the world, the way she missed his body covering hers, the sound of his voice, the heat of his kisses.

The way he’d left her for no reason at all.

She swore, and clutched the aching wrist in her other hand. “Have to ice this,” she murmured. She went into the house, and made herself think of more important things than Colin Foxe.

Vampires, for example.

Vampires were far more important to someone of her ancestry than obsessing over a callous, uncaring, total jerk like Foxe.

Still, whatever his faults, Colin was a human, and she was glad the vampire hadn’t hurt him. No human deserved to be attacked by a vampire.

It had been a vampire that attacked her, she had no doubt. The pale-haired monster had been a thing of unearthly beauty, looking rather like Legolas gone bad. It had smiled at her, showing long, bright fangs. It had been overwhelmingly male, and utterly repellant.

My species, right or wrong, she thought, going into the kitchen.

She’d known vampires existed all of her life, but she hadn’t known if she’d come into contact with them. Her mother’s family had been vampire hunters for hundreds of years, and passed the knowledge down from generation to generation. But nobody in the Garrison family had actually hunted vampires for a long time. Nobody had staked a vampire’s heart, or cut off its head, since her grandmother’s grandparents, she thought. Mia wasn’t even sure how accurate anything her grandmother had told her was. She’d read some old records and family diaries, stuff that made the exploits in Dracula seem asinine. But the glory days were gone. Apparently there was some kind of truce in effect with the monsters, and most of the hunter families had gotten out of the business of protecting humankind.

But Mia believed the family legends, and the records. She had made a promise to her grandmother on the old woman’s deathbed, a promise to prepare herself in case one day the truce was broken. She’d kept herself strong; learned how to defend herself. She’d done everything she could on a physical level, but nobody had taught her how to hunt vampires. She’d been hopelessly outclassed in fighting the monster.

She wished she knew how Colin had driven the creature off. She was also thankful that Colin hadn’t noticed the monster’s otherness. Maybe you needed vampire hunter genes to see them for the monsters they really were.

There was so much she didn’t know.

Like how the vampire had found out that there was a hunter, albeit a very untried one, in Los Angeles. However, he’d done it—found her he had. The truce was broken. She had to fight.

She knew that crosses didn’t work, but that garlic did. And silver. She’d inherited a silver necklace from her grandmother. It was a wide, flat chain with an intricate locking clasp, which fitted snugly around her neck. It was heavy, hard to fasten with her sore hand, and Mia had never been one for wearing jewelry—but if she didn’t want to get bitten in the neck by a vampire, this necklace would probably help.

Probably.

That was the annoying part, knowing what might work rather than exactly what would work. By tradition, knowledge of vampire hunting was passed on orally. She had a few documents to draw on only because somebody in the last generation of real hunters in the Garrison family had decided to leave a few obscure, almost coded clues, just in case.

Sitting alone in her kitchen, pressing an ice pack to the wrist she’d bruised, and nursing a broken heart, Mia realized she was woefully unprepared. And it scared her to death.

It was after dawn when she remembered that her grandmother had left her a bank safety deposit box. Maybe there was something hidden in the box that would help her. All she had to do now was remember where she’d put the key, and wait impatiently for the bank to open.
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