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CHAPTER ONE
He had blood in his future. A lot of blood. From the looks of things, it wasn’t going to be very hard to obtain. All he had to do was decide.
Hmmm.
It appeared that making a decision would be the tricky part.
Devereaux eased back onto a lamppost, making sure the move didn’t alter anything. Not that he weighed more than a large man should, but immortality had its plusses. Super strength was just one of them. The last thing he wished to do was uproot one of these street lights.
Although...
He slid a glance both directions. Now that he’d noticed, there were more than enough large men milling about to harm historic landmarks. The lamp on his left carried a rainbow of cheap, plastic, metallic-colored beads that some enterprising gent had draped all about the top of it. That was a hard reach. Devereaux wasn’t certain he could manage it even if he stretched. Once he’d been stand-out tall, but each generation got larger. He had lots of company at six foot three anymore – including women, but he hoped they were in heels.
Hell.
He was almost average.
What a depressing thought.
Devereaux narrowed his eyes on the shoulder-to-shoulder crowd clogging Bourbon Street; or Rue Bourbon if he used the French pronunciation; or Calle de Bourbon as it was known when Spain had claimed the territory of Louisiana.
Ah...
The Spanish years. Now, those were some good times. Especially back when he’d first arrived. Just after the 1788 fire. During the building boom. There was a reason most of the buildings in the French Quarter or Vieux Carre looked Spanish. That regime was in control when they’d been designed and constructed. Most of the roofs were tiled and flat, while all sorts of fancy scrolled wrought ironwork graced their balconies. And back then a man could take a good feast without causing all sorts of sensation.
Because nobody would even notice. Or care.
Devereaux moved his eyes, scanning the crowd. There was a vast selection tonight. Hard to decide. His meal could come from any source. Everywhere he looked was a possibility, every size, shape, sex, and age. As long as they had a good dose of liquor in them. He’d prefer a teetotaler to a walking drunk but Akron was most specific. He’d put Devereaux Castillion under an ‘inebriation clause’. Cause and effect. Devereaux had to feed from someone drunk enough they wouldn’t remember. Or he had to go much farther afield. Anything else might bring attention again. Like that woman...
But she’d been so beautiful! So winsome. So sweet. So sensual. So easily mesmerized and romanced. And so bitterly accurate the next day with her police report. Because he hadn’t stayed as she’d demanded.
Devereaux Castillion stay with a woman? To what end?
The drawing they’d rendered was probably still pinned on more than one establishment billboard. It didn’t favor him much or he was better looking than he remembered. But it did bring about his ordered sequester at Vampire Assassin League Headquarters, the place called Castle Tirgoviste Number Two. It had also brought the ‘inebriation clause’. No member of VAL allowed activity this close to his home. They didn’t leave trace evidence such as puncture wounds. No weird DNA that stymied the forensics department. No witness statement about a large, muscular fellow with a foreign, semi-French accent; dressed in a midnight blue velvet coat that fastened with what looked like real silver buttons. And no listing of the sword he rarely left behind. The one with a hilt fashioned with the Castillion family crest. Especially that.
Damn her.
That woman had been too accurate. And he’d had to switch to this – a burgundy coat. Gold-dipped buttons. His hair pulled back into a queue. No weapon. He felt naked without the sword. He wouldn’t allow it to happen again. That’s the prime reason he was on this corner, watching this particular drinking establishment. If he had to select a drunkard, he’d rather one that was imbibing rum. Not the Kill Devil rum they poured into plastic cups from almost every doorway. Devereaux wanted dark rum. Over-proofed. The kind from the country of his birth. Produced from molasses and then aged for at least a year in heavily charred barrels.
Hard to find that kind of rum, even here in New Orleans. The kind his father’s family was known for. From Santo Domingo. Back before rebellions eliminated the entire Castillion dynasty, including the illegitimate line that came from his father’s fancy for a mixed-blooded woman. Devereaux hadn’t been around to see any of it. Why stay if all he could do was prowl the night, watching life happen around him? His half-brother inherited the plantation. His sisters married. His mother, rest her soul, passed on. Life just kept moving along and he was stuck. Undead. Unnoticed. But that’s what came of romancing and then bedding the neighbor’s daughter.
Actually...
The duel that had killed his neighbor, and would’ve done the same to him was a result of being caught while bedding said daughter. And she hadn’t even been very good. Too many had already plowed that furrow. Devereaux had a lot of time to think it through during the seven days he’d suffered deadly infection. Alone. Disowned. Gangrenous. Akron had come to him the eighth night, his appearance locked into a fever-induced dream. He’d given Devereaux immortality. And this. A Friday night spent prowling the alleys of New Orleans. French Quarter. Bourbon Street.
No. Wait.
Devereaux pulled his gold pocket watch from an inner vest pocket and checked it. It was past midnight. That made it Saturday morning. Early. Heat radiated off the crowd, adding to the mix. Hormones were in the air. Street hawkers shouted and cajoled, while all sorts of smells emanated from nearly every door, vying with each other for supremacy. A brass band added to the cacophony of sound, while several doors sent bass notes and other sounds out to throttle it. No other place was as wild as New Orleans, Louisiana. As alive. As visual. Dangerous. Sexy. Sinful.
“Yoo-hoo! Handsome!”
A strand of purple Mardi Gras beads smacked onto his shoulder. Devereaux tipped his head and looked up. A half dozen women lined the railing above him, waving and calling and dangling more beads. They weren’t addressing anyone in the street. They were all young. Ripe. Effusive-sounding. Backed by some throbbing dance music getting pumped through the building about them. Perhaps they were also soused. And maybe... just maybe, they’d ordered their rum from the place across the street. As he watched, two more women joined the others. All with great figures. Pretty. Or disguising any lack with cosmetics. From the looks of it, there wasn’t much of a dress code up there, either.
He pointed to his chest.
“Yes! You!”
Strands of beads got loosed on him from about two feet up. That’s what came of bending forward so far over the wrought-iron railing they were in danger of falling out of more than their bra tops. The beads were an irritant. Innocuous. Light. Devereaux shrugged them off before stepping out from the curb, in order to look back up at what now looked to be a dozen women. Maybe more.
“Ooooh! I misspoke! You’re not just handsome. Wow. What a hunk!”
“Yeah!”
“Where have you been all my life, Gorgeous?”
They were speaking of him? Hmm. Maybe those police sketches were accurate after all.
“You wanna come up here and join us?”
Devereaux cocked his head slightly.
“We’ve got the entire balcony reserved!”
The owners of these establishments didn’t have it right. That wasn’t a balcony. It was a gallery. Good thing, too, since even more women seemed to gather on it as they kept calling to him. A balcony would’ve collapsed. A gallery had posts holding it up.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, ladies.”
Devereaux finally spoke, putting too much volume in it. The area about him reverberated with bass tones. Too loud, Dev. He could sense the reaction to his voice happening all about him. He didn’t have to see it.
“Why not?”
“Yeah? Why not?”
More of them spoke, all of it carrying the same general intent. And they were frowning. And tossing more beads. Devereaux started catching them and lacing them onto his left arm. Without even looking.
“Because I am a vampire.”
The resultant squeals were loud, gaining the scene even more attention. Good thing the Vampire Assassin League declared the entire city clean over a week ago. That was why he was out tonight. Hungry. Prowling. Devereaux wouldn’t have left his mansion if the Hunters hadn’t evacuated their lodgings and given up.
And then the ladies started talking to him again.
“A vampire? A real one?”
“Holy shit!”
“That’s so cool!”
“Oh... sweet!”
Sweet?
 There had to be exceptions to the ‘inebriation clause’ if they knew he was a vampire first. Regardless of how drunk they were. Devereaux smiled up at them. He didn’t have his canines at full length, but it was enough for a peek. Several of the girls giggled, and bumped against each other, matching the thump of music from somewhere behind them.
“You ladies still interested, are you?”
“Heck yeah!”
“Hands? Who’s with me? Yep. Looks unanimous, Handsome.”
“Any rum up there?” Devereaux asked.
“All kinds of rum. All proofs. We even have the good stuff. 151. Along with whiskey. Wine. And we’ve got tequila. And vodka—”
“And why the hell would a vampire care?” somebody inserted.
“Any gents up there?” he asked instead.
“Why? You gay?”
“Oh. No. Just checking the lay-out, ladies. And the competition.”
“Competition? You’re joking, right? We’re just getting started, Hon. We’re pretty particular about who we invite up. It’s going to be hard to match you, though.”
“We still have to try. Come on, Shirley, there are... fifteen of us. Fifteen? Right?”
“Sixteen.”
“Okay. There are sixteen of us. Up here. And just one of you. Down there. What kind of lay-out you want?”
“Sounds perfect,” Devereaux replied.
“So you coming up? Or do we have to come down there and get you?”
 “You need to step back now. Give me some room.”
“For what?”
In answer, Devereaux took two steps to the lamp post, twirled once around it, and went airborne, easily grabbing the bottom of the gallery. He launched up from there to leap over the rail, landing right between about four of them. He didn’t need any of that, but he already had an audience out on the street. He could hear the applause and shouts and whistles at his ascent already. He turned and waved at them and then the ladies pulled him into the house, all seeming to talk at once.
“Wow.”
“Screw that, Shirley. That was major wow!”
“You hiding a six pack under all that clothing, Love?”
“You got a name?”
“Devereaux. But you can call me Dev.”
“Dev? And you’re really a vampire? A real one?”
“Oh yes,” he replied.
“Wow. It just doesn’t get much better.”
She could say that again. This was probably an undead version of paradise. He’d never been around this many breasts. And arms. And pouting mouths. And really lovely... necks. Pulsing with elevated heartbeats. Pumping warm, thick, fluid...
Devereaux stabbed into the closest neck. Sucked. Heard moans. Someone relieved him of his coat. More hands took his silk neck cloth. He stabbed into another throat. This time his groan added into the mix. Somebody started unbuttoning his vest. His teeth sliced into another neck. Another. He was wrong. This wasn’t just paradise. It surpassed that. Somebody pulled at his vest. Devereaux shrugged his arms from it, remembering at the last moment to grab for his pocket watch, in order to shove it into a trouser pocket. Another neck came into view, the vein throbbing just beneath the surface. Devereaux stabbed into it. Rapture ensued. These ladies had definitely been drinking all sorts of spirits. He no longer cared if it was rum and what country had distilled it. His shirt got pulled off. His belt was the next casualty. He was well on his way to losing his pants when the first of a series of tremors occurred. The floor rocked with it, and then the sensation went through the soles of his leather boots and right up his spine.
Devereaux lifted his head, licked at his lips, and snagged the hands attempting to maneuver his pants off his hips, as if they’d find anything there other than disappointment. Another tremor came, riding atop the humid air as if searching him out somehow. Just him. Relentless. And instantly enslaving.
“What’s the matter, Love?” one of them asked.
“Oh... snap. He’s not going anywhere. Not with what he’s got.”
Dev smacked the speaker’s hands off his crotch. This was getting complicated. In hindsight, he should’ve stuck to the ‘inebriation clause’.
“Too much for you, Handsome?”
That question had a snide undertone to it. It would probably get him featured on another police sketch, too. He couldn’t help it. Or her. Or the orgy of feasting that he’d put into play and now had to leave. Something odd was happening. Something wonderfully odd. Perfect. Inescapable. He cleared his throat and looked over the tops of their heads.
“Apologies, ladies. Sincerely. I have to go.”
“What?”
That was screeched from more than one throat. Devereaux didn’t care. They no longer mattered. The next moment, they’d ceased to exist. His entire focus right now was on the next tremor. And what it might mean. And the fact that each tremor seemed to be losing power. As if moving away.
“Seriously. I... need to leave. Now.”
He snagged his jacket, but couldn’t see his shirt. Or his neck cloth. Looked like the vest was going to be a casualty to this aborted feast, as well.
“And just how are you planning to manage that?”
“You tell him, Shirley.”
“Yeah. It’s sixteen to one. Remember?”
Dev launched upward, clinging to the ceiling as they seemed to collapse into the space where he’d been standing. They made a haphazard pile of shapely limbs and bare breasts, and if he wasn’t mistaken, more than one wasn’t wearing her panties, either. Yet, not one of them noticed where he clung to the shadowed space beside their chandelier.
“Holy shit! Did you see that?”
“I think that guy really was a vampire.”
“No way.”
“Well, I think he was gay. He probably frequents St. Ann’s.”
“I think we all could use some more tequila. Marge? Set up some shots!”
Good plan, ladies. And then Devereaux ceased hearing or seeing anything from the room below him. Another tremor finally occurred. Vibrating all the way through him. Lifting hairs on his scalp. Faint. Yet insidious. He had to find the source. Something made that inescapable. And immediate. And intense. He was on the gallery a second later, dropping into the crowd the next, shoving his jacket back on as he moved. And then he was on the prowl and seriously hunting...
His mate.







 
CHAPTER TWO
“Well... looks like we got the hot and steamy part covered. Even in the middle of the night, New Orleans is a sauna. With benefits.”
“What benefits?”
“Aroma. Music. Views.”
Sydney wrinkled her nose. “That isn’t aroma, Stan. That’s smell and odor and stink. That’s not music, either. It’s a blending of every raucous sound known to mankind. At ear-blistering level. Thank heavens the studio doesn’t want a locale in the party zone – that Bourbon Street nightmare back there. I’d quit.”
“You’re just having trouble with all the hunks that keep coming out of the wrought ironwork to block your path. Can’t say I blame them. Everybody wants a part in the movies.”
“Maybe you should’ve picked a realtor with a smaller mouth.”
“And maybe you shouldn’t run around with ‘studio location scout’ emblazoned across the back of your jacket.”
“Oh, shut up and help me.”
“I’m not pulling weeds if this isn’t our site. Do I look that stupid?”
“Do I have to answer that with a straight face?” she countered.
“Cute.”
“Anybody see the realtor yet? We can’t select a site if we don’t get in and check rooms!” She yelled it over her shoulder toward her three-member crew before turning back to shine her flashlight on what might be a courtyard of a late eighteenth-century mansion. It was also the eighth building they’d checked. All vacant-looking. Most intact. Most of them with the characteristics of the vampire pilot the studio wanted. All she needed now was the inside layout. Damn realtor.
“We’re early, Syd. You said two. It’s five of. And you know those Southerners.”
“Do tell.”
Hmm. That looked like the innards of an old mattress against one wall. A rust pile that might be a chair. Sydney shuddered and kept moving her light. Oh look. Right next to her was a big fountain. Or bird bath. It was crafted of stone. And heavy. Probably why it hadn’t been carted off.
“Everything is slow down here. Like molasses. I can see why. Who could move fast in this heat?”
“Must you go on and on about it?”
“Shit. Me? You know the actor they’re considering for the lead. Franklin. He’s pure prima donna. At this rate, we’re going to need air conditioning in every corner of every room.”
“Well. All of that is contingent on finding the right house in the first place, now isn’t it? And then we have more trouble. Get on the cell. Call the realtor. Find out what the holdup is.”
“On it.”
“And check on building codes. Modifications. We’re going to need more than air conditioning. We’re going to need municipal power. And wiring that won’t fry the place the moment we flip a switch. Jeez. This just gets better and better. They probably don’t even allow air conditioning in this section.”
“Oh. They allow it. Look up. The place next door has a little air conditioner unit attached to every upstairs window. Like a cheap motel.”
“Looks like they quit working sometime around the Vietnam War era, too. Thanks Stan. Thanks a lot. Why did I bring you again?”
“Mule. You got heavy equipment. I get to haul it.”
“And nowhere in that job description does it say smart-ass remarks. Oh, look. We got another one. Where the hell is security?”
Sydney pushed her glasses up her nose and looked across the yard at yet another gorgeous fellow. Stan hadn’t been exaggerating earlier. She’d seen enough hot males this evening to populate a male revue show. And yet, she instinctively knew they had nothing on this guy. His face was half-shadowed by the street lights behind him, but the half she could see gave her heart a healthy punch. Wow. If handsome had a visual description, she was looking at it. And he was tall. Extremely broad-shouldered. Thickly muscled. Black slacks rode his thighs all the way to his open coattails. And that old-fashioned velvet coat was gapped open, as if he needed those abs and pecs framed and displayed. He was leaning against the gate post and he was focused entirely on her.
Entirely.
Her heart gave another lurch.
“All right, guys! Who ordered a male stripper? ‘Fess up, and I won’t—”
“Stan,” Sydney stopped him.
“What?”
“Stop that. As far as you know, that’s the realtor.”
“Not hardly... unless he sounds like a sixty year old woman on the phone.”
“Go give him a card. One of mine.”
Her employee gave her a look that spoke volumes before sighing heavily and approaching the newcomer.
“Hi. Listen. Buddy. You’re encroaching. We got private business here. And we’re not casting extras until next month. Here’s a card. Okay? Next month. See you then.”
Stan handed the guy a card. The stranger took it without moving his gaze from hers. And then he spoke. One word.
“Extras?”
Hell’s bells. His voice was incredible. Deep. Magnetic. Sydney dropped her flashlight, sending an arc of illumination along the brick wall before it stopped rolling. Every hair on her body whispered upright with the accompanying shiver. There was the strangest sound in the air, too. A deep, pulsating throb. Like a vibrato note.
“Yeah. Extras. For the series we’re developing. And please. Don’t tell me you didn’t know. And expect me to believe it, anyway.”
“Series?”
Man! The guy had the most amazing voice! It was tinged with a slightly foreign accent. Each syllable perfectly enunciated. One word from him could melt ice. It was doing a fair job of it already on her legs. And arms. And starting a tingling where she wouldn’t even admit. She didn’t have permission to look for cast members. But if the studio head could see and hear this guy... well. Hell. He’d probably get a walk-on part. Maybe even some dialogue.
No. Wait. They’d already interested Franklin in the lead. He was a hot ticket. They needed him to help get financing. Franklin demanded a contract proviso that nobody in any project got to be prettier than him. He got final approval. And that included the actresses. Mr. Perfect here was never getting past that proviso... which was just as well. He was messing with her concentration and doing a major number on her nerves. Even as he’d moved his attention, seeming engrossed now with Stan. And Stan wouldn’t quit talking and explaining. Like he’d turned into one of those chatty dolls and someone had pulled his cord and until it rewound, he just couldn’t shut up. That was really odd. She wasn’t the only one with raised eyebrows. And rapt attention. The three members of her crew and more than one bystander beyond the iron rails fronting the courtyard were all watching and listening as if opening night was already happening.
“We’re developing a series. It was in all the trade journals. And all over the internet. Couldn’t keep it quiet if we wanted to. And we don’t. That’s why we booked a full page ad in all the tabloids.”
“Tabloids?”
“You didn’t see it? Damn! That was my idea and cost a fortune. We’re trying to get buzz started. For our series. We’re calling it Intimate Secrets, but the title has to await studio approval.”
“Intimate...secrets?”
His voice! Those words! Holy shit. Her knees trembled. Weakened. She’d have probably fallen if the stone bird bath wasn’t there beside her. Her palm gripped the edge while her knees just kept shaking. An instant flash of heat arced through her bosom, too.
“Yeah. Just think of it! We get people to confess their deepest, darkest secret desires when they think they’re off-camera, and then we make it happen. The first one is already scripted. It’s a kick-ass episode all about vampires. I know. Why don’t they just throw another sinker when I’m looking for a curve ball? What can I say in defense? Vampires are still popular. That’s why we’re out here, in this god-forsaken section of the French Quarter, in the dead of night. We’ve got to find the perfect spot for a vampire to hang out.”
“You think this is where a vampire would... how did you phrase it - hang out?”
“Maybe not this exact building. But hey. We’ve seen some other places. We’ve got options.”
“Derelict places?”
“Well... yeah. It’s easier to deal with empty buildings.”
“Really?”
“Lots easier. You know the hell we have, otherwise? Much easier to get leasing agreements if the place is off the beaten path and unoccupied. Tons easier to modify pre-existing walls and such for our needs. And don’t get me started on the insurance. Then there are the municipal factions, building permits, utilities, ecological concerns, trash removal, and let’s not forget – the ever-present gawkers.”
The man turned his face back to her, lowered his chin a fraction, and somehow gained a lot more light on his face. Stan not only shut up, he visibly sagged, before catching any reaction on the opposite gatepost. Part of her noticed that. The other was solidly enthralled. And she didn’t even know a good description for that word until right now.
Oh dang. Mister Perfect had little lines in his forehead. She’d never seen such a look. She was in danger of swooning. Big time. A tingling sensation hit her nose even as she panted for air. She watched him lift the little business card in his hand and scan it.
“You agree with all this, Miss Sydney Ross... LLC?”
“Please. It’s just Sydney.”
He smiled. The world shifted. He grew in stature and definition somehow. Or maybe it was just the lights. Everything flared up for the briefest of moments before sinking back to a poorly lit section of New Orleans in the middle of the night.
“Very well. Sydney. Are you in agreement that a vampire would reside in an abode such as that?”
He gestured to the building backing her with an arm that contained every bit of the disdain already in his voice. Sydney didn’t dare move her eyes. Or her hand from where it still clung to the fountain edge. Or even her feet.
“Well. Maybe... not exactly that one. But one like it. I mean... after we get done with restoration and modifications. You know. We’d inspect it first – for soundness of construction. Foundation status. Wall stability. Then we’d clean. Put in new floors and stairs if we have to. Paint. Wallpaper. New floor coverings. Furniture. Lighting effects. That’s why we need building permits. And lease agreements that are favorable toward restoration efforts.”
Now, why the hell was she a chatty doll all-of-a-sudden? Part of her noticed her crew looking at her with the same raised brow look she’d worn earlier. Not Stan. He was still leaning against the post, looking at his feet or something else on the ground. The other part of her was abuzz with... something. It resembled the sensation she’d felt one summer out in the lake in a canoe with her cousin, Ron, during a lightning storm because their parents had told them not to do it. Hair raising. Electrifying. Slightly scary. Totally titillating. Heady.
But worse.
This sensation was addictive.
“You know... you could always find out where a real vampire would reside in the first place. And save yourself all that trouble.”
Chuckles followed his statement. Probably due to the absurdity of it. Sydney didn’t join in. Maybe it was the look on his face. Or perhaps it was the absolute magnetism of the guy. Man! If she could get him any kind of part, the series would rocket off the chart. She didn’t have to guess at it. Something made it inevitable. Inescapable. This man radiated vibes that contained pure sex appeal. He even managed to look like he’d just come from an interrupted tryst with a lover. Or a score of them. That would certainly explain the half-dressed view. The female demographic on viewership would go right off the charts. If he could act, he’d even be a good replacement for their lead.
Franklin could take a flying leap off the nearest cliff.
Hell. She’d assist him.
She cleared her throat. It helped somehow. “Well... I don’t happen to know how to find a real vampire. And the realtor wasn’t forthcoming about her knowledge, either. Speaking of....”
As if it was a cue from stage right, headlights entered the street from that direction, highlighting Mister Perfect even more as it approached. Stopped. Everyone held a collective breath at seeing such an expensive, really old model limo. It was painted in a pearlescent tone that reflected what light the street lamps were willing to part with out there. The engine turned off, and then a petite, perfectly groomed woman stepped out. Her dyed black hair was pulled into a bun atop her head. She wore a dress with a cinched-waist and stiletto heels. And two strands of pearls around her throat. In the middle of the night. It was amazing she’d foregone a chauffeur and actually drove her own vehicle. And if this was the realtor, she was charging way too much for her services.
“Hello there! My. My. Look at you. Ah. To be just a decade younger. You in charge around here, Young Man?”
Mister Perfect ignored the woman. He didn’t look to have moved his full attention from Sydney. She managed to return it despite the buzz that grew until she had to strain to hear over it. She thought she heard him ask something. And her voice replying. It might have been in her head, just as easily.
“Do you wish to?” he asked.
“Do I wish to...what?”
“Know a real vampire? And where they’d... reside?”
Okay. It was a trick question. It had to be. Anything else was nonsensical. Sydney pulled her gaze away and shook her head, and somehow gained a bit of sanity back. She looked down at the ground. Located her flashlight. Frowned. The realtor lady was still talking.
“Gentlemen. Please. This place isn’t what you need. It requires way too much work. We’ve got a place over in the Garden District... well. It’ll knock your socks off. Just got the listing yesterday. You’re getting first peek. And at fifteen thousand, it’s a steal.”
“Fifteen thousand? Is that all?”
One of her crew answered. Sydney was still trying to avoid looking anywhere near them – and the man. Mister Perfect. The guy who seemed to alter the elements. Or something. Hell. She glanced at Stan and then back to the ground. He still looked and acted like a limp dishrag.
“Fifteen thousand and some change. Per month. I can offer you an open or closed-end lease. Perfect for what you need. If you’re ready, I’ll be happy to transport you—”
“Whoa. Lady. That’s well out of our budget. Back me up here, somebody. Sydney?”
She shook her head again. The interaction over at the gatepost sounded and looked like it was a block away. Maybe more. Or space was changing on her. This was entirely too weird. And she hadn’t even drunk anything.
Yet.
“Oh, come along boys. What have you got to lose? And I even brought the limo. I’ve got my Class C license, too. No worries on that account. Now. Everybody in. Buckle up now. Champagne’s in the bucket in the middle. Cold beer in the ‘fridge. You need anything else, you just let me know.”
Sydney had to look, despite how the view included Mister Perfect. She narrowed her eyes and attempted to send him to the peripheral area. What the hell? Her entire crew was getting hustled into the back of the car, without the slightest regard for her. She’d heard of Southern hospitality and charm, but this was ridiculous. From the looks of things, that realtor was more than worth her fee. Good thing nobody had contracting authority on this trip.
She swiveled, knelt, and scooped up her light. Put her fingers around the handle. Lifted the beam... and then gasped as the light illuminated dark trousers and that spectacular span of abs. He’d moved? That quickly?
Holy shit.
“You ready yet?”
“Uh...”
“You might wish to close your eyes.”
He stepped closer. Put his hand down toward her.
“Where are we going?”
“I am going to show you where a real vampire would reside.”
“And you would know this...how?”
Sydney ignored his hand and stood on her own power, and then wavered in place at being this close to him. Sweetness! His voice was still sending out vibes that seemed meant just for her, while she could swear she smelled a blend of spices. Her body got the instant impression of warmth. The impression was heady. Euphoric.
She forced her gaze up over the rim of her glasses; met his eyes, and felt her knees buckle. The fall sent her right into contact with him. She wrapped her arms about him, nestled her nose right beneath his chin, and breathed in short little gasps. The feeling of actually touching him was even more visceral. And a moment later, her entire paradigm shifted as the earth beneath her disappeared. And then he answered.
“Because I am a vampire.”
Oh.
Shit.







 
CHAPTER THREE
Okay. She was only going with him to see where a real vampire would live. For the series. Right, Sydney? That was the only reason. How they got there was going to be an issue. And when situations ripped a big hole in the fabric of reality, there were three options that immediately came to mind: Ignore it. Fight It. Embrace it.
Ignoring anything was going to be difficult. This guy had impossible-to-look-away-from eyes, and a body worth clinging to, even as she told herself she had to hang onto him or fall into the abyss below them. That was a lie and a pretty bald one but Sydney was very good at those. Wasn’t that what she’d used to get through the “Irreconcilable Differences” petition her ex had sent her last year? Their marriage had crumbled because he was a self-serving asshole with a thing for hot blondes with hotter figures. And no integrity or honor. And Sydney was a certifiable brunette. With morals. And she wasn’t remotely frigid. Chris had just been a lousy sex-partner.
Frigid, my ass.
She was proving that. Every bit of connection with Mister Perfect here sizzled. Heat and tension and electricity went to amperage generation level, until she was about ready to embarrass herself and climax without even being touched intimately.
Right, Sydney.
Back to options. First - ignore this. Disregard the fact that she was clinging to a man who moved faster than physical probability? Hard to overlook that. And while neither proved he was a real vampire, they didn’t disprove it, either. She could try ignoring that they were flying, too, but that shouldn’t even be in the equation. Flight wasn’t possible unless he’d found a wormhole or changed the time-space continuum, or done something else that was theoretically possible. But to do that, he’d need to reach the speed of sound squared.
No wait. That was nuclear fusion. In order to fly, he’d need to be following the theory of general relativity.
No...
Oh...who the hell cares, Sydney?
She couldn’t recall off the top of her head, and now was a stupid time to try. She’d helped her ex with his physics homework back when they’d met and connected, despite their differences. Chris started as her “man-panion”, graduated to boyfriend, and then limped into being a husband. He’d never altered. He’d been in full science mode, twenty-four-seven, while she liked living life not just examining it. He’d also claimed to like brunettes with glasses. And he called her the liar.
So. Back to the physics stuff – from when she’d first met Chris. Flirted. Studied together. Occasionally she’d listened to him read about his field of study. Given it her attention. Learned some basic formulas. To what end? When she actually could’ve put some of that to use, she couldn’t remember. So, whatever the formula, it should mean that Mister Perfect couldn’t actually be flying... unless he was using the theory of special relativity. Ah ha! That was it. Special Relativity was the theory about time traveling forward. General relativity was the one about time travel back. Or, was it the other way around?
Buggers.
Whichever, Syd. Mister Perfect could have found a way to use a theory about time travel. And was taking her along.
Mister Perfect? Hmm. She really needed a better name for him. He already had self-confidence and arrogance in spades. Heaven knew how big his head would get if he heard the moniker she’d assigned him. Hard to think of another one at the moment, however. He really was rather perfect. At least, physically. Gorgeous face. Cut physique. The view was spectacular. The actual connection even better. The guy had a major six-pack and solid pecs and more hard muscle just about everywhere she touched. Yep. Darn near perfect...
Well. Ignoring him wasn’t working. That moved her to option number two.
If she decided to fight against this, she’d probably need medical, psychological, and pharmacological help. Along with a straitjacket. None of that would be cheap. Delusions of flight while in the arms of a solidly muscled guy claiming vampiric powers was probably not covered under the group health plan. Besides, she didn’t use medicinal panaceas for anything that happened to her. Regardless of how depressed she’d gotten over her divorce. She’d seen enough of the mile-long stare coming from the zombie-creatures that got created by using the new wonder drugs. She’d rather be insane.
...which did bring her to the third option: Embrace it.
Sure. She could accept this bit of psychosis. Pretend it really was happening. Play-act through it. She was a fine actress. She’d taken a year of drama in college, pondered a Minor in theater to accompany the Major in fine arts that got her nowhere jobs. Acting was something that came naturally. She was very good at it... because acting was akin to living a lie and she excelled at those.
And why was she now quoting her ex?
“You can open your eyes now. We’re here.”
Okay. That voice was enough to curl leather when it was just an auditory sensation. Feeling it reverberate from the chest she was hugging was just beyond necessary. The effect sent her heart into circus antics and her hormones into shock. Or something. Shivers rippled down both arms, her legs, and modified her spine into an icicle. And that’s when she decided that embracing this bit of insanity might actually be worth it.
And it would make a hell of an entry in her memoir later.
“Um. Where... is here? Exactly?”
She managed to answer although her lips didn’t function properly. And her voice was breathless. That’s what came from trembling that just wouldn’t cease. His arm tightened.
“My abode.”
“Look. Mister Per—”
Her voice stopped. Not because she didn’t want him to know what she called him, but because she’d opened her eyes, and her jaw dropped and words failed her. They were standing in a foyer. Or rather, he was standing there. She was in his arms, with her legs wrapped about his hips, and she didn’t know how she’d managed that without at least noticing it. And then she factored in the space they stood in. Holy smokes. The guy had space. The area looked cavernous. It even felt large. Echo-inducing large. The entryway was in the usual antebellum style, wasting square footage with the width of it, while an elegant staircase climbed the left wall, curving at the top into the second floor some eighteen to twenty feet above them. An enormous chandelier blocked the view as it dangled down from what looked like the second floor ceiling. Or third level floor. Or attic. Sweetness. The foyer was amazing. Totally.
“Devereaux.”
“What?” she asked.
“My name is Devereaux. Not Mister anything.”
“Um. You should put me down.”
“As you wish.”
No. She was wrong. He shouldn’t have put her down. The moment her feet touched what looked like marble floor, things changed. Sydney stepped back a step. Another. She gained a little of her common sense back. And sense of propriety. Heck. She might be in the Big Easy, but the last thing you could call Sydney Ross was easy. Or cheap. Or available. Or open. Free. Uninhibited.
She repositioned her thick rimmed glasses to the correct position atop the bridge of her nose and looked across and up at him. And felt her heart quiver. Or something that gave her voice the same affliction. “Listen... uh Mister... you have a last name?”
“Why don’t you just call me Dev?” he offered.
Now. Episodes from reality weren’t supposed to include gorgeous guys with devastating smiles that included equally devastating accents. Nor were delusions to have decadent, old-world, romantic-sounding names. This sort of combination was inducing more than insanity. The next thing she knew she’d be envisioning him... naked. Against her... hmm. In the same state of undress. What a nice dream. Way too nice for psychotic episodes. Then again, what did she know? Maybe this was why folks in a mental ward were so happy. And here she’d thought it was the drugs.
Wait. Sydney. You’re not cheap. Or easy. And this guy was way out of her league. If she even claimed one. But... wow. His stance, with hands on hips, just gapped his jacket open, highlighting spectacular abs and mid-section, while framing slim hips and really nice, lengthy legs. Those trousers of his might as well be spandex for the way they clung to what looked like amazing thighs. Double trouble wow.
Her legs weren’t just experiencing rivulets of shivers, they were trembling, too. Good thing she wore loose-fit denims, the jacket Stan had already noticed... a button-up blouse in graduated peach shades. And beneath that was a thong with matching push-up demi-bra; ordered from that erotica catalogue that was guaranteed to give her kissable cleavage. And this Devereaux looked like the perfect guy to test that on.
Hmm.
Oh... buggers. What was she doing? Thoughts like this might fit the embrace the madness section of her options, but that didn’t stop them from being way out of line. Way, way, way out. She licked her lips, and got down to business.
“So. Hey. This is your place then?”
He nodded.
“What’s the square footage?”
His lips twisted. Her innards mirrored it.
“Am I here for a tour or what?”
His eyebrows lifted at that one, highlighting little lines on his forehead. And her heart swooped this time. Fully. Taking a dive to her belly where it seemed to radiate pulse beats from there. Or something of that nature.
“I believe I’ll go with the ‘what’ portion of your query,” he finally answered.
“Well... while you do that, I’ll just take a look around. Fair?”
Sydney turned her back on him. That was probably stupid, but looking at him was overwhelming just about every sense she had. And some she hadn’t known she possessed. There was a large doorway on her right. She went through it. She found herself in another large bit of space. The room had another high ceiling, a marble fireplace along the inner wall that looked like it rose from the floor, the entire thing overseeing about eight hundred feet of space. Maybe. It looked about twenty feet wide by at least forty in length, but the far end was in complete shadow. The room contained long windows along the outer walls, topped with plaster designed cornice pieces. Each window had a valance across it and drapes at the sides that were so long, they made puddles of material on the floor. They did nothing to cover over clear, perfectly polished glass that showed a view of closed painted shutters, in what looked like a forest green shade. The window decor was a French design... from last century sometime. Her grandmother had redone her entire house in it. It was wasteful and stupid back then. It looked elegant and absolutely perfect here. The dark burgundy material sat atop more marble floor, and served as a divider for the pieces of perfectly crafted and old-fashioned furniture. Sydney moved her eyes. Wow. He even had a grand piano in here, atop a pedestal, so highly polished, it shone,
And Devereaux was seated at it.
Sydney gasped and stepped back a fraction.
Buggers. She’d forgotten how fast he moved.
“Hi there,” he said.
Sydney cleared her throat. It sounded raw and unladylike, but she had to find her voice somehow. “This room is perfect for gatherings of the undead. Or... perhaps for sending one to stay and wait until they’re granted an audience. Truly. I can just see it.”
“Can you now?”
“Is this a parlor, then?”
“More or less.”
He ran a finger along the keys, putting an eerie flourish of sound into the room. That lifted more than goose bumps. It chilled. Sydney clasped her hands together in what she hoped didn’t look like a defensive move and turned around.
“All right, then. I’ll just do a bit of touring myself. I’m going to guess you have a study or something on the other side of the entrance hall here?”
She was walking as she spoke and was completely wrong. It was a dining room. Or might have been designated as one. But this one was of immense proportion. A quick glance showed a long dark wood table looking pretty tiny down the center of the room, despite having about twelve chairs on either side. She didn’t count for accuracy. There appeared to be a doorway at the far end, but that portion of the room was shadowed. Indistinct. Not here at the front of the room. This room was almost as breath-taking as the foyer had been. Or the parlor. And basically the same dimensions. The walls were hung with larger-than-life-sized paintings, most featuring men who looked exactly like Devereaux in various poses and in various period costumes. They almost covered over the wall space done in off-white wallpaper of a fleur-de-lis pattern. The entire room was large and light and airy. Or meant to be. The fireplace in this room was even crafted of a lighter shade of stone. The windows appeared to be the same floor-to-ceiling proportion as his parlor, and had the same shuttered view from between the drapes. Only difference was these window treatments were done in a tone-on-tone striped pattern in the same shade as the walls.
And then she saw Devereaux.
He stood at the far end of the table, his hand resting on the back of a chair, as if it was nothing to race that far in a blink of time. At least, nothing on that chest or belly looked out of breath. It just looked fine. Sculpted. Masculine. And just maybe if he fastened his coat or donned a shirt, she wouldn’t have to keep noticing all that.
Get a grip, Sydney. He’s a vampire. Vampires do not breathe. Geez.
 “Well. This looks perfect for any scene with dining we might script. What am I saying? Vampires don’t dine. They don’t... do they?”
“What do you look like beneath those spectacles of yours?” he asked, right out of the blue.
Her heart skipped a beat. And damn that organ for being so attuned to everything about him! Sydney tipped her head sideways and regarded him for long moments. It didn’t seem to do much. He didn’t even look like he needed to blink.
“Like a person who can’t see. All squinty-eyed and lost. What’s through that door, there? The kitchen?” She pointed.
“Butler pantry.”
“And behind that is the kitchen?”
“You wish to see?”
“That is why I’m here, Mister... uh... Devereaux. I’m seeing how a real vampire lives. Right?”
“Live is such a contentious word,” he replied.
“You have a pretty extensive vocabulary for a dead thing.”
“I have a lot of time. I read.”
“Right. How?”
“Like anyone else, of course. I love reading.”
“And you just happen to be in a book club or two? Or maybe you have a library card and the library here in New Orleans stays open all night?”
He smiled. She should have known what was coming.
“I have a staff. How else would I keep my abode in perfect condition? They keep me apprised of maintenance issues. I have it centrally conditioned to any climate change, so I don’t have to redo the interior constantly. Humidity is an issue on old wallpaper fixatives.”
“I’ll bet,” Sydney replied for something to say.
“My staff also orders books for me.”
“What kinds of books?”
“All kinds. Literary. Non-fiction. Commercial fiction. Mysteries. Romance. Science fiction. Would you like to see?”
“Uh...”
“My library?”
Oh no. He has a library?
She was going to have a really hard time fighting an attraction to him now. This was cheating. Nobody who looked like him needed more. That was just adding unnecessary kindling on the fire. Sydney licked her lips. Gripped her hands tighter. Conquered the urge to approach him. And then her feet just did it. Coming within an arm-span of touching him. And that just meant she had to look up.
“Is your library close?”
“You like books, do you?”
“Devereaux.”
“Sorry, love. I was just pondering the vagaries of fate. And irony.”
“Irony?” she parroted. Oh my! He’d just called her ‘love’.
“I’ve met lots of women... none of whom liked me because of my tomes. This must be what is meant by poetic justice.”
“I never said I liked you at all.”
He grinned, putting pretty sharp canines on view. “Well, we’ll just have to do something about that, won’t we?”







 
CHAPTER FOUR
He shouldn’t.
He really shouldn’t.
It wouldn’t be fair. Or honorable. Or moral.
And why the hell should he care about any of that now? Merde! He didn’t question the vagaries of fate. And he never hesitated. Devereaux Castillion jumped at what was offered. Always had. And yet, now... he dithered? And pondered honor and amoral behavior?
When had that happened? And why now? With her?
He sucked in his cheeks, putting minute slices into his lower lip with his canines. Tipped his head slightly. And shook in place. Again.
This was incredible! He had his mate. Right there! There wasn’t any doubt, either. This mating thing was creating all kinds of havoc throughout his frame - havoc of a sort he’d thought long gone. Lost. For all eternity. Acceptance was better than hoping. Wishing. Longing. Yearning.
He’d suffered all of that, but never mentioned it. Nobody did. That was a sure path to complete insanity. Akron had been succinct. He’d warned Devereaux. And re-warned him. Some vampires found their mates and it was a glorious thing. Some were never that lucky. Devereaux had listened that entire night, deep in the grip of fevered tremors, panting with each agonized breath. And then he accepted what Akron offered. Dev had no one to blame but himself.
Vampirism wasn’t eternal life. It was endless existence. Lifeless. Chilled. Emotionless. Bereft of any passion except that for blood. And that’s exactly what it had been. Until now. With her. This Sydney Ross, LLC. Looking across and up at him.
Right there!
Dev shook again with the awareness before he could halt it. He’d found her! Sweet paradise! And while things within him had started changing the moment he’d sensed her, nothing could’ve prepared him for direct contact. Holding her altered the physical realm even more! His heart beat in accompaniment to hers, while newly-awakened senses bombarded him with emotions: Lust. Craving. Hunger. Passion. Want. Need. And all of that just ratcheted higher each moment he spent in her presence. An endless series of tremors ran through his frame. His knees weakened more than once. He was amazed she didn’t notice.
What the hell?
Where was the justice in this? Dev had her completely in his thrall. He was one of the best at projecting control over humans. And keeping it. And yet... right now –faced with sweetly pursed lips, a frame that sent pulses of electric charges, and the sight of one little vein, tapping against the flesh of her throat – he hesitated?
Dev looked deeply into the gray-toned eyes of his mate, watching him from over the rim of her disfiguring glasses. She had stunning eyes. Truly. Surrounded by lush, dark lashes with the darkest outline of deep blue all about the iris. She had a hard-to-define shade of eyes. One moment they appeared blue, the next silver, and the next, a purplish tone. He’d been studying them. The color depended mainly on how the light hit them. And how impacted she was by his power. That’s when they looked blank - like hammered silver.
Eyes like hers should be clear and untroubled. Easily probed. Plumbed. They shouldn’t be riveting him in place, grabbing at him; suctioning him into depths that promised everything. Why... even as he gazed into her eyes, snagged by something indefinable, the room about him faded into nothing but a background for her beauty. Was she enthralling him? How was that possible? That was his modus operendi.
Ah, to hell with it.
Indecision was for cowards. Devereaux opened his lips in a semi-snarl, reached for her shoulders and bridged the distance between them. Then he was lifting her at the same time that he lowered his head, fully intent on that vein. Once there, however, he wavered, prolonging the moment, running his tongue along her skin and raising goose bumps. He knew she’d be nirvana. Perfection. He opened his jaw to stab through skin and then the greatest shriek stopped him.
Dev jumped, going airborne before he could prevent it. He spent the next micro-second dropping back to the floor. The shriek came again. Insistent. Piercing. Sydney shook her head slightly, blinked several times in rapidity, and then moved to pull a cell phone from a jacket pocket. Dev frowned.
Not good.
“Oh. Hi Stan.”
Dev listened to the answer with half an ear and no interest. He was intent on counting seconds. Tracing time. Damn it.
“Oh. I’m fine. Yes. Really? It’s four? Already?”
Some more words. He could make them out, but he’d reached twenty seconds of his count. She had twenty-one left.
“Too much? Is it negotiable? Well, we might not need it. This place is fantastic. Oh. I don’t know. Another hour. Maybe more.”
Another hour? How about an eternity of hours?
“I’m about to tour the kitchens. Actually, as old and perfectly maintained as this place is, I’m going to guess the kitchens are outside. Maybe in a different building. We’ll probably have to cross a courtyard. What? No. Don’t wait up. I’m fine.”
Another smattering as Stan replied. She had ten seconds before Dev was going to have to end her call. That might not go over well. Eight. Seven. Six.
“Take care. Yeah. Later.”
She clicked her end button. Devereaux held out his hand, palm up.
“What?”
“Phone.”
“Why? You have a problem with cell phones in this place?”
“Now.”
She looked up at him and sent a thrill right through his newly awakened heart. That almost stopped him from using his mesmeric power. Almost. There wasn’t an option. Hunters weren’t stupid. They’d barely left the vicinity. Having Sydney Ross, LLC, disappear would probably engender another vampire alert. Two of them in that span of time would just get more Hunters descending on New Orleans. And more notice. Devereaux would probably be ordered to report to VAL headquarters again, too.
“Will I get it back?” she asked.
She wasn’t enrapt? Under his spell? His enthralling powers must be weakening or something. Dev frowned at the proof before his eyes. What the heck was this?
“Please?” he said next. It sounded like a plea. It probably was. He didn’t delve into it too closely. In a moment he was going to snatch it.
She handed him the phone without looking. He crushed it.
Her eyes went wide at the sound and then she looked down, watching with open mouth as bits of plastic and circuitry filtered to the floor.
“What did you do that for?”
“I’m protecting you.”
“From Stan? Or... my crew? Or what? The world at large? Are you crazy?”
“Shush.”
Dev lifted the hand she was watching and put a finger up. It didn’t do much.
“That was the latest thing in smart phones. It costs a pretty penny. You’re going to replace—”
“Sydney.”
She moved her gaze back up his chest, hovered for a bit at his jaw line, and then finally lifted her eyes to his. A large whoosh accompanied the locking of their gazes, caused by the flare of every chandelier rocketing into full light throughout the lower floor. And probably the ones in the upper floors as well. The amount of illumination was staggering. Eye zapping. They both had the same squint as he consciously extinguished each and every light, except the one behind her; the one atop his dining table. That one he left as if a beacon. Surrounding them. Isolating them.
“Did... uh? Wow. Did you just do that?” she asked.
He nodded.
“How?”
“I told you. I’m a vampire.”
“And that means you have what? Superpowers?”
She looked worried. He smiled crookedly, hiding his fangs.
“Some. It comes with the territory.”
“You’re not kidding, are you?”
He shook his head.
“You’re really... a vampire?”
She swallowed between the words. He heard it. He almost felt it; which was amazing enough to make his eyes intensify, while hers widened.
“Oh yes,” he finally answered.
“You’re not going to hurt me, are you?”
He couldn’t help it. He grinned. And she fainted.







 
CHAPTER FIVE
This wasn’t her hotel room. This wasn’t even her hotel.
Sydney blinked on the gloomy image of high walls, lofty ceilings with molded plaster, an ornate window treatment – which didn’t do much to assist whatever the flickering light source was, and the impression of vast space. She groaned.
“Good. You awaken from a faint quickly. I’ve brought spirits.”
Sydney turned her head. It was the vampire man. And how was it possible that he looked even better than before? He should probably fasten his coat. Or put a shirt on. Or find loose-fitting pants. Or maybe shave his head. Gain some acne. Grow a beard. Hell, do anything other than be the most gorgeous thing ever, even while looking slightly mussed and a little uncertain. And he was making the view extraordinary, since he was crouched at her side, holding a tray with all sorts of cut-glass decanters with one hand, while the other fussed with a shot glass. One hand, Sydney. As if that tray weighed nothing. Well, what did she know? To him, it probably did.
He looked up at her, putting a slight crease in his forehead. Her heart reacted with a thump that almost hurt. She had to look away for a moment before the blush betrayed her. He might be a monster. As if they existed. He might be insane. Psychopathic. Delusional. But damn! None of that curbed the effect he seemed to have on her. Again. Still.
“You were out four minutes, eleven seconds.”
“Really?”
“Not bad, actually. I’ve seen longer. You probably need reviving. You have a preference?”
He started shifting bottles.
“To what?”
“Most ladies require smelling salts after a swoon. Or at the least, a shot of something strong. I’m a bit out of touch. What do ladies drink nowadays? This flavored vodka stuff? Or... tequila? Perhaps whiskey?”
“You have liquor?”
“No. Not me. I purloined this selection from the staff quarters.”
“You purloined it?”
“I wouldn’t claim most of these concoctions. They don’t even stock dark rum.”
“Dark rum? Ugh.” She pantomimed a shudder.
“You’re no taste for dark rum? That’s... distressing. I was hoping for a bit of—um. I’ll save it for later.”
“Where am I?”
“On a couch.”
“Where? Exactly?” Sydney asked.
“Oh. My home. First floor. Morning room. Or you could call it the withdrawing room.”
“Withdrawing room?”
“That’s what it used to be called. Now, I believe the term has been shortened to drawing room. I modeled it after those in English baronial estates. Women used a room such as this when they retreated after dinner, leaving the men to drink their port. This room also catches the morning sunrise. So you can call it the morning room if you like.”
“Are the windows shuttered?”
“Of course.”
“Wonderful. Guess that’s out, then.”
“What?”
“I’m talking to myself, okay?”
“Why? I’m here.”
Sydney sat. He’d been a little off. It wasn’t just a couch. It was a Victorian-era settee, covered in dark-colored velvet material with a tuck and button design, that was then affixed to an ornate curved-back, wooden frame. In perfect, mint condition. The armrests were even rolled and tucked. This piece belonged in a museum with a ‘Do Not Touch’ sign on it. And she was sitting on it. She hoped she hadn’t drooled.
“Look. Uh... Devereaux. That is your name, isn’t it?”
He nodded. Dang! The guy was stirring. Everything about him seemed to pull at her. Everything. She had to dart her eyes away and selected a matching Victorian era cabinet behind his left shoulder that probably stood ten feet. That piece of furniture supported candelabra with a full complement of lit candles atop it. Well. That explained the flickering light source. She looked back at him; narrowed her eyes to absorb the impact; started speaking.
“Look. Devereaux. I think we got off on the wrong foot. We weren’t even properly introduced. My name is Sydney Ross.”
“No LLC?” he enquired.
She smiled. She couldn’t help it. “That stands for Limited Liability Company. I’m a contractor. For a film studio in California. That’s why I’m here, actually.”
“Oh... is it now?”
“You heard my employee... um...?” What the hell was his name? And why was it so hard to focus?
“Stan,” he supplied.
“Oh yeah. Stan. Are you using some sort of mind control on me again?”
His eyebrows rose. Her heart decided to move to her throat and pound away from there. That was going to make speech difficult.
“Well?”
She was right. Her voice was croaked. And it pained to make the sound.
“I’m not using vampiric powers on you. Not right now. And... I’ll try not to use them again. Fair?”
It was her turn to lift her eyebrows. She watched his eyes dart away this time. As if she affected him. It wasn’t possible. The most handsome thing in existence? No way. Not Sydney Ross. That would never happen. But buggers! It was thrilling to just think it!
“You’ll try not to?”
She prompted it after long moments when he just crouched there. Looking at something on the settee behind her. Or maybe the wall. Completely immobile. Demonstrating not one hint of expended energy from holding up what looked like fifty pounds of tray. Statue-like. Nothing flexed. Nothing trembled. He didn’t even look to be breathing.
Impossible. Unless he really was a vampire. Come on, Sydney. Get a grip here.
He moved his eyes back to her, snagging and then holding hers. Damn! His gaze was hypnotic. Dark. Intense. Powerful. Her pulse ramped into a higher tempo and sound, making it difficult to hear his words. But at least her heart had relocated from her throat.
“I can’t promise I won’t use them again. I’m not that noble.”
Well. At least he was honest. Or he looked honest as he said that. And what were they talking about anyway? His promise about non-use of a concept that didn’t exist? This was insane. What was option three again, Syd? Oh yeah. Embrace the impossible. Embrace him?
Oh shit. Her body gave an instantaneous lurch, sliding her thighs along the velvet. Toward him. That prompted a tingling she was going to ignore. She started talking to disguise it. She didn’t even care what she said.
“Okay. Fine. We’ll move on, then. I’m on assignment here. I came to New Orleans to scout locales for a possible series... and while this home of yours is amazing and probably perfect if we make it look a bit dusty, I can’t imagine what price range you’re talking.”
“Devereaux Castillion.”
“What?”
“It’s an introduction. My full name.”
“Oh. French. And Spanish?”
His jaw tightened and he flushed. Or something. It was hard to tell with the lack of light. Whatever it was, the view just got more amazing. Stirring. Endearing. As if he was troubled. Unsure. Thank goodness for the candlelight. That was one point in her favor. It muted some of his impact. Oh what was she thinking? Any light on him was too much.
“My father was a plantation owner from the old country. Spain. The Castillion plantation was large. Sugar cane. In Santo Domingo. My mother was... uh... she was one of the non-hired help. Of mixed blood. Mostly French.”
“You’re... Creole, then?”
“Does it matter?”
“Of course not. Look, all I’m here for is the house. Doesn’t really matter who owns it, their history, or their ancestry. As long as they’re legally entitled and mentally competent to sign a lease, that’s the bottom line. Got it?”
“No. You’re here because I brought you here.”
Sydney tilted her head. Hard to argue that. “True,” she finally remarked.
“And the real reason is a bit more complicated.”
“Try me.”
He glanced down at the tray he still held and back at her. “You don’t need a restorative?”
“Do I act it?”
If an undead thing sighed, he would have. She got that part from the exasperated sound coming from somewhere between his teeth. And that reminded her... she hadn’t noted any elongated canines recently. And that’s what had started this spate of nonsense he called swooning. She watched him swivel and place the tray on a low table right behind him. Actually, she watched the muscles in his legs flex and move beneath his trousers as he did it, but that wasn’t something she was willing to admit.
Damn! If he was a vampire, she was up against some major odds. She’d heard about their allure. That’s why they were starting this series with a vampire episode. Everywhere she looked was advertisement about how sexy a vampire is. She hadn’t believed it. She still didn’t, even with one of them right there! Within touching distance. And the propaganda was dead on, too. Vampires were very sexy. This one in particular was oozing sex appeal with every passing second. Hell... nobody in the real world would believe this.
Maybe she should search out an option four here.
“Okay. So. How about I start? How much are we talking to lease your place? It’s got three floors, right? Or... make that two habitable floors and an attic. And I know you’ve got a servant’s wing. I’m going to guess at least what – three bedrooms? Maybe four? And I’m also going to guess you’re a bit low on bathrooms, so we’ll need to bring in our own port-a-units. Stop me if I’m wrong.”
He ignored her for the most part, thank goodness! She’d kept talking as he stood, ran his hands along his coat edge before pulling his pant legs out from where they were pressing on some very interesting parts, and then he simply swiveled and took up the space right beside her. On the settee. And that just matched one of those really nice muscular thighs against one of hers. Only now she got to experience exactly how hard and masculine it felt, too. She couldn’t face him. She clasped her hands together and tried to watch them and not the leg right beside hers.
“How old are you, Sydney?”
“That’s pretty personal information to ask a potential lessee, isn’t it?”
“Twenty-six?”
She smiled. “Almost thirty. Next month. Thank you.”
She pulled in a breath and moved her head to face him. And got some sort of electric shock the moment her eyes met his. She watched as his eyes widened, too. As if he also felt it. But that was patently ridiculous. The entire situation was.
Option Four must be to get drunk. Perhaps she should start. She didn’t even care if it was dark rum. Or vodka.
“Hmm.”
That bit of growling noise he gave sent shivers through her spine. Down her arms. Legs. Hell, even her fingers and toes tingled. Sydney swallowed and moved her view to his chin.
“Look. Devereaux. I need an opening figure.”
“I’m twenty-six,” he replied.
She snorted. “I’m older than you? That’s funny.”
“Age is a variable here.”
“How about I start? I’ll offer... six. Six grand a month. With utilities.”
“I was turned in the year 1783.”
Her mouth opened. Nothing came out.
“I was dueling.”
“Dueling? Right. Swords or pistols?”
“A sword is a gentleman’s weapon.”
“Interesting. So. How about I move to seven grand? And we’ll pay water and sewer. And what the hell, I’ll toss in refuse removal.”
“I didn’t lose the duel. He did.”
“Okay. I’ll ask. How do you... um... well. Die isn’t the right word, now is it? Go undead? Yeah, that works better. How do you go undead from a duel you won?”
“Penicillin didn’t exist then. I was wounded.”
“Ouch. Bet that was un-fun. How about eight? I’m not sure I can go higher without calling for authorization. And you made that a bit difficult with your phone stunt earlier. You have one I can use, though? Right?”
“Vampirism isn’t what they say.”
“There are too many versions. Which one are you talking about?”
“It’s not eternal life.”
“Okay. Let me get this straight. You’ve been a vampire for over a couple of centuries and that’s not eternal to you?”
“It’s more about the life part of that. It’s non-living. And it’s endless. Forever.”
“Sounds pleasant. I’ll keep that in mind. Are any of these figures tempting you? Or will I have to match that damn realtor’s figure?”
“Nothing has meaning. Each night follows the next. Ceaselessly.”
“Hey. Are you interested in leasing your place, or am I just wasting breath here?”
“There’s only one thing that changes this endless existence, Sydney.”
Oh shit. Again. He said her name. With the slightest warble to it. And then he reached for her entwined hands and held them in one of his. And she didn’t even fight it? Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.
“One thing. And it’s such amazing beauty, I find myself nearly speechless with receiving it. I’m not even sure I can explain.”
No. She wasn’t responding. Not a word. Not even a grunt. She was suddenly cold. Allover cold. Shaking with it. He lifted her entwined hands to his lips and spoke the words to her fingers. As if he was just as afraid of her reaction as she was.
“We find our mate. The one. The only.”
And then Sydney surprised even herself. Her lips worked. “I think... I’m going to need that drink now, Devereaux.”







 
CHAPTER SIX
He stopped her on the second drink. She’d picked up a decanter that contained whipped cream flavored vodka. Or maybe it was vanilla. Didn’t matter. It was good. Even at room temperature. Went down easy. Especially if you swigged it. And that, after clinking the bottle against the shot glass since the drinks were at knee level. That made pouring difficult. That was okay by her. The clinking helped disguise the shaking.
And then Devereaux loomed beside her, stopping her from filling her shot glass for the second time by just plucking the decanter out of her hand.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
She snorted. “What does it look like I’m doing?”
“Inebriating yourself isn’t going to change anything. Weren’t you listening?”
“Inebriating? Listen. Devereaux. I plan on a good drunk. Not just a little inebriation.”
“Why? It won’t help.”
“Oh... I think a good drunk followed by a nice bit of blackout might be very beneficial at the moment. So... if you don’t mind?”
“Answer the why, then.”
She reached for the vodka. He lifted it higher. She narrowed her eyes. He still looked good. And with the bottle held aloft, it just opened his jacket more, and that just gave her an even broader view. Fine. The man was fine. Didn’t look remotely dead. Or like a figment of her imagination. He looked male. And fit. And all of that just kept sending that same sort of electrical vibe she’d noted earlier. Only now it was even stronger. And he sported a six-pack just ripe for running her fingers down. She barely caught the move to reach and do that very thing. Bad Sydney. She had to get her mouth moving and not her appendages.
“Why am I drinking? Ahem. I should think it obvious. Alcohol is an option I hadn’t considered. It’s clearly option number four. I should have figured it out earlier. But what’s the loss of a few minutes, give or take?”
“Option four?”
Damn. He wrinkled his forehead as he considered it. That was just adding unnecessary ballast to an already heavy portfolio. He didn’t need one more affectation to make him any more desirable. Or attractive. Or just plain salivating hot. She swallowed in order to reply.
“Yep. Option four. Avoidance. And this is really smooth vodka by the way. I figure I can drink myself insensible and by the time I wake up, you’ll be a figment of the night and everything will be back to normal.”
He shook his head.
“Okay. I’ll settle for semi-normal.”
He shook his head again.
“Buggers. You mean I won’t have a nice hangover?”
“I’m not a figment of the night, Sydney.”
Damn. He said her name. Again. With a slight warble. Her heart did a solid thump and that was just annoying. And confusing. And it was ceasing.
“Oh yeah? Well. I think you’re missing a big chunk of this plan.”
“Really? Which part?”
“By the time I get to the hangover stage, it will be solid daylight outside. You know it. I know it.”
“Why would you want that?”
“Vampires. Daylight. Duh.”
He shook his head.
“What? You don’t turn to dust in daylight?”
“That only works with the newest turned. I’m old enough for a bit of immunity. I might get some nasty burns though. Is that what you want?”
Now it was her turn to wrinkle her forehead. “That’s it? Sunburn?”
“It won’t be enough to keep me from you, Sydney.”
There went her name again. With just a touch of tremor. Dang! She was having a hard enough time keeping from reaching for him. Did he have to add to it? She cleared her throat and ordered her mouth to keep moving.
“Okay. Then... even if vampire lore wasn’t quite right, there will be staff running around. I could probably get one of them to assist me.”
“Assist you with what?”
“Escape.”
“Why would you want that?”
“Because you’re a figment of my imagination. This is a really bad version of a Sci-Fi movie. And I’m way over my head here.”
He shook his head.
“What? I’m not in over my head?”
“I’m not a figment of anything. Here. Allow me to demonstrate.”
And then he lifted the glasses right off her nose. She watched him fold them and secret them away in one of his jacket pockets. Using one hand. Okay. He was fast. He had fantastic dexterity. He was really good to look at. Wow. Stop that, Sydney. Damn! Why wasn’t she more near-sighted? That way, maybe he’d be blurry. As it was, anything within ten feet was crystal clear. Since Devereaux Castillion was about a foot away, he was in perfect focus. And perfectly highlighted by the candlelight. And in a perfect state of undress with a lot of skin on display. And he had perfect features. Perfect height. Perfect build. Admit it, Syd. He was just plain perfect.
“That was cheating,” she informed him.
“You’re beautiful.”
“Uh... and. And. And. What?”
“I’m amazingly favored. I almost can’t believe it.”
“Listen. Devereaux. I need my glasses.”
“Can I touch you?”
Oh... major frickin’ wow. Good thing she didn’t have the decanter. It would’ve hit the floor. She almost did as every part of her weakened and went limp-overcooked noodle limp. He loomed a bit nearer somehow, too, although she didn’t think his feet had moved. Or the candlelight flickers were lying.
“Um. Those specs were expensive. And I didn’t bring a spare pair.”
“Maybe even... kiss you?”
He licked his lips. Sydney rocked in place. Say something. Anything.
“I. Uh. I—”
“Please?”
Oh.
Hell.







 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Devereaux rocked slightly as Sydney lunged for him, spanning any space between them, and then she sent his spirit into the stratosphere by burrowing beneath his jacket, locking her arms tightly about him. And the next moment she had her mouth fully against his.
The decanter fell. Probably broke. He didn’t care. He had his hands about her shoulders to lift her. Gain her. Press her to him. Hold her. Oh joy! Heaven. Oh bliss. Shaking overtook his entire frame as he held her, devouring her tongue and lips as she was his. Sensation rocketed through him, manufactured and then shipped everywhere by the absolute pleasure. Sweetness! Light! Paradise! He’d forgotten what a kiss felt like. No! He’d never known such a kiss as this. His eyes watered. He slammed them shut. And that put the situation beyond the scope of containment.
Somehow he had to contain the ignition. The absolute need. Powerful craving. Intense want. Somehow rein back the absolute passion that was overtaking him. If seeing his fangs caused her to faint, just a glimpse of the bestial side would terrify her.
It was scaring him.
Devereaux locked his limbs. Tightened his muscles. Strained to pull back desire that was proving uncontainable. His canines lengthened despite his effort. Razor-sharp. Efficient. They scraped along the sensitive skin of her inner lip, opening a cut. He rocked back at the first taste, and then his entire frame reacted, lifting them almost to the ceiling. And she wasn’t helping. Her every breath alternately burned then cooled. The moans she made only added to the blazing urgency. While her movements...! Oh sweetness! Every move seemed calculated to stoke the conflagration higher. It was her hands shoving his jacket from his shoulders, and pushing it to his elbows. Her form pressing closer, shoving nice-sized breasts against his pecs. Her fingers moving up his throat, threading through the hair he’d tied back... pulling it loose. And her teeth somehow slicing into his lip.
Oh love!
Devereaux pulled away to howl, his voice loud enough to make the chandelier beside him rattle. And then he released one hand to slide his sleeve off. Replaced it at her shoulders. Released his left hand. Shook the jacket free. He didn’t care where it fell. It wasn’t possible to ignore the throb of vein at her throat a moment longer. And he stabbed fully into it, sucking like a thing possessed, and shaking along with every tremor of her frame as she cried. And sobbed. And made exquisite sounds of ecstasy that surrounded him. Weaving a symphonic aura so vivid, it almost supported them.
Her cries changed to little mews that sounded like they carried pleasure. And then weakness. Devereaux wrenched himself away, spraying her fluid through the space, while his groan only intensified the scene. No! He wasn’t changing her. He had to stop. Somehow. Pull back. By some means. Despite how every atom throughout his body felt as if it hated him. And seemed to promise to make him pay. He still wasn’t changing her. Not yet. Not unless she asked. He wasn’t taking the choice from her.
And why the hell did he have to get that noble all of a sudden?
“Oh. Devereaux. Wow. Devereaux. Oh. Devereaux.”
She was whispering the words. Like a sonnet. She had her head lolling back and forth along her shoulders. Her lips pursed into a kiss whose power was broadened by the hint of blood droplets on them. His entire body pulsed against the constriction he’d placed on it, his head barely missing the plastered ceiling. It took three of her heartbeats in time before he had it conquered. And then he gazed back at her. Grinned. Watched her eyes widen.
“Oh. You haven’t seen anything yet, Love,” he informed her.
The trill that went through her and transferred into him probably had laughter at its core. She didn’t make much sound with it, but he felt it. Reveled in it.
“Oh...wow. Will I...survive it?”
He chuckled. “I don’t even know if I will.”
“Wow. Oh... Devereaux. Wow. What are we waiting for, then?”
She’d been wrong with her assumption to her employee, Stan, earlier. Devereaux had eight bedrooms in his estate. Along with eight bathrooms. All added through the decades as plumbing technology advanced. That made eight bedroom suites. There were two in this wing alone – one in the room directly above where they hovered. That one was furnished with a massive four-poster bed. Canopied. Specially made and ordered. King-sized. Engraved with the Castillion family crest, carved into each post, the headboard, footboard, and canopy as well. Even the bedding had the Castillion crest woven into it.
And it was way too far to go.
He dropped them onto the couch he’d placed her on earlier, swiveling to take the brunt of their landing on his back. This piece was almost perfect, and proved it could take a sound blow. That was probably due to the horsehair stuffing the manufacturer had so meticulously sewn into place with each button that now bit into him. Their arrival made the piece shudder and creak somewhere in the frame, and then it accepted their combined weight. But nothing gave. It didn’t even bounce.
And his mate was becoming a wild thing. Devereaux’s hands were shoved off as she gyrated her way out of her jacket, tossed it somewhere behind her. It was followed by her top as she yanked it over her head. That move disturbed the clip she’d been using, sending waves of red-tinted brown hair past her shoulders. Her hair framed her face, displaying her beauty. Devereaux kept his eyes locked to hers as his hands ran up her toned midriff, his flingers slid beneath her brassiere, and then...
Oh. Sweetness!
They came completely off the sofa when his body arched, while his throat felt like it tore with the strength of his groan. Devereaux filled his hands with her flesh; his fingers cupping and molding and adoring while his thumbs massaged her nipples into tight nubs. He never moved his eyes from her, watching the pupils of her eyes enlarge and darken, even as his palm flesh ignited with awareness. Everything vibrated. Revved. And the uproar of sensation just kept coming, radiating outward from his palms.
Because he could actually feel them!
He dropped. The sofa creaked beneath them. He barely registered that it held. Realization that he was actually there – on the precipice of actual physical pleasure – ratcheted his muscles into complete tautness. Devereaux fought harder for control. Struggled to maintain. Begged the fates to give him stamina. Strength. Something that could mute the absolute need to rip the rest of her clothing off, find her softness, and fill it. Get buried. Sheathed. Caressed. Stroked. Anything. Because rocket flares were shooting right to his cock, making the zipper a barrier that felt like it cut.
“Oh my. Oh Love. Oh Sydney. Oh...sweet!”
Every word accompanied a shove against her. Against the barrier of cloth. Her jeans. His trousers. Her mouth snagged his, stopping the litany of words. And then she bit him.
Oh merde.
He’d been mistaken. The feel of her lips suctioned to his while she gulped and licked sent full-on fireworks through his head. Bright. Sizzling. Incredible.
Devereaux moved an arm, and shoved at the back of the sofa until it split, slamming limply into the wall. Good. He’d created a surface the size of a double bed.
“You... broke... the settee.” She panted the words between kisses that stung, caressed, and then oozed absolute nirvana.
“I’ll replace it.” His voice was guttural. Barely recognizable. He was actually surprised his throat worked.
“But— that... was an antique.”
“Don’t care.”
He rolled, placing her beneath him, and with only a smattering of wood groaning and a bit of give, the back of the couch held. And then he was working to get these damn trousers off. And her hands were helping. At first.
The moment he’d shimmied the pants to his hips, she grabbed him, launching Devereaux nearly airborne again. At the touch. The feel. The sensation of her fingers wrapped about him. Encasing him. Sliding along his length. And back to the tip. Again. Only this time she squeezed with her hands, making an even tighter restriction.
“Ooh.”
Her purr accompanied her hand movements, while her hips lunged up at him in little jerks as if to connect them. And that’s why he grabbed the waistband of her pants and ripped the damn things open. It was her fault.
She didn’t wear panties. Or, if she did, they were a casualty along with her pants because the moment he had her denims splayed open, he was in. Hilt deep. Gripped in place. Held tight. The sensation was accompanied by his deep cry that resounded through the entire square footage of his lower floor. The feel of her obliterated everything in his entire repertoire, overriding experiences, and creating new ones. He nearly sobbed aloud at it.
“Oh. Wow.”
Her words reverberated with absolute awe. Amazement. Maybe even the same tension, desire, and complete need he faced. He’d ask, but he wasn’t willing to wait long enough to find out. Her legs moved, locking about his hips as Devereaux pulled out only to ease back in. And then he did it again. And again. Each move accompanied by shaking. His shaking. Brought on by the actual physical feel of each coil and ridge about him. Again. He moved a bit faster, the increased motion adding realms of heat and thrill and friction to each thrust while the couch flexed and creaked beneath them. The sound grew. In volume and tempo. Matching their rhythm. Again. Over. He watched with unblinking eyes as his mate panted, gasping for air, little cries accompanying each breath, as her release grew nearer. Closer. Devereaux increased his strokes. His timing. Working and striving, and then watching raptly as Sydney flung her head back to keen a cry into the room. Ecstasy filled him at her shuddering. Her release. And that thrill carried pride because it was him giving it to her. Masculine pleasure. And he wanted it again. And more of it. Lots more.
Dev pushed his upper torso up, gaining more stability. Her legs gripped tighter to him. The couch creaked and groaned with every thrust he made. But it held. Supported. Anchored.
And then he felt it. The loss of command. The rigid restraint slipped. Perfection of experience and sensation blended into a flurry of basic need. And want. And primal power. His own body betrayed him. Devereaux couldn’t control the thrusting power of his own frame, dominating his will, manipulating his stamina. And she helped. Her cries coming one upon the other, while her loins pounded against him. Over and over. Again and again. Every thrust starting to gouge a chunk of plaster from the wall.
He couldn’t halt it. He couldn’t stop it. He couldn’t even modify it. All he could do was careen right over a precipice and into a pool of such wonder, he was sobbing. And shaking. And emptying. Heat and fulfillment shredded through centuries of nothingness. Accompanied by the longest, harshest groan he’d ever given. He’d never felt like this.
Ever.
He didn’t know what to do. What to say. How to act.
Devereaux’s cry ended with a harsh sobbed note; his body slowly stopped pulsing, and then he looked down. Into the beatific features of his mate. So beautiful. So loving. So amazing. She smiled up at him. And...
Oh no.
She had fangs.







 
CHAPTER EIGHT
“VAL Headquarters. Nigel speaking. How may I direct—? Oh. Hi D.C. Long time. Like... three days. How’s the weather down there in NOLA? Hot, steamy, and ‘ditch-the-clothing’ humid?”
“Hi Squirt,” Devereaux answered.
“Any sweet happenings? Man! You have the perfect un-life! Living in U.P.C. like that. I’m so stinkin’ jealous I could spit nails. If - of course - I ate them. Hey, I wonder...? Any chance you could talk to the old man for me? I mean wow. Think of the potential. U.P.C. and me. And I gotta tell you, Man. We’re missing a huge opportunity here. I really know how to par-tay. I could show them how it’s done.”
“Nigel.”
Devereaux recognized Akron’s voice and tone. Nigel just winked before replying.
“Yes Sir?”
“Who is it, please?”
“Oh. Just D.C. From NOLA. U.P.C. And dang! I’m jealous.”
“Since I don’t speak acronyms, you want to translate? Or do I need to cut down on your video gaming time again?”
“Oh. Yes, Sir. Ahem. D.C. is short for Devereaux Castillion. NOLA stands for New Orleans, Louisiana. Everyone should know that. And U.P.C.? That was my own creation, Sir. It stands for Undead Party Central.”
“Why didn’t you just say that?”
“What? And ruin my mojo?”
“What era spawned you again?”
“Cross-over, Sir. I like to call it ‘late Hippy/early Disco’... although I tip more toward the 70’s. Loud shirts. Polyester clothing. Bell bottoms. Platform shoes. Boom boxes. Long hair. Down with the establishment. Keep on Trucking. Drive-in movies. Muscle cars that waste gas and heavily pollute... just about everything. Nice back seats - just made for free love. Hand-rolled weed. And who can forget 8-track tapes? You know. The seventies.”
“Ah yes. I remember. That explains quite a bit, actually.”
“So, how about it, Sir? Any chance I can go down to NOLA and—”
“You know, Nigel... most of our associates only call this line because they need something.”
“Oh. Right. Got it, Sir. Devereaux has called. I should find out what he wants.”
“You might want to notice that we don’t have much time left on this call before it’ll be disconnected, as well. Devereaux?”
“I’ll call right back.”
Dev hit the END CALL button; pitched the cell into the trash; picked up another cell from the drawer; pushed four numbers; got Nigel’s electric signature again.
“VAL Headquarters. Oh look. It’s Devereaux Castillion from New Orleans, Louisiana calling. Wait one moment while I transfer you to His Highness.”
“Nigel—” Akron’s voice interrupted.
Dev chuckled. He was still smiling when his screen bisected, giving him Nigel’s image on one side, and an empty-looking desk beneath an alcove on the other. That’s the only image anyone ever got of Akron.
“Hello, Devereaux. How can we help you? And where do you think you’re going, Nigel? Stay connected.”
“I have a problem,” Dev began.
“I did a bit of searching while you reconnected, Devereaux. Seems pretty tame from this prospective. How many incidents did you find, Nigel?”
“One hundred and two.”
“All vampire sightings?”
“You told me to look for anomalies featuring the undead. I didn’t eliminate the twenty-three zombie sightings, fourteen witches, assorted werewolves, the angel, and—”
“How many vampires?” Akron interrupted.
“Um... thirty seven.”
“Very good. Bring them up on the screen please. Good. Here’s the listing of incidents from last night in Undead Party Central. Five vampire sightings coming in from assorted area super markets. Four more on Chartres Street, two in Jackson Square, one loud one in Jean LaFitte’s Blacksmith Shoppe who thought he could karaoke. Bail denied, thankfully. He’ll ruin our image. There are fifteen sightings from above-ground cemeteries. No surprise there. Those places are hotbeds of vampiric activity. Always have been. Ten more sightings on Bourbon Street... and just look. Hmm. Here’s one about a vampire who supposedly crashed a sorority strip party and left a shirt, vest, and neck cloth behind – none of which has an identifying feature.”
“They actually filed a complaint?” Devereaux asked.
“Didn’t say that. The ladies appear to be posting photos of puncture marks, blood droplets, and the aforementioned clothing. It appears they’re setting up an online auction. Good thing you actually took my advice and left the sword at home.”
“I never said it was me,” Dev answered.
“Man. Just take the punishment, D.C. It’s easier in the long run. Trust me,” Nigel inserted.
Akron ignored the interruption. “What happened looks like a typical Friday night in New Orleans, so we also ran a little search on Beethan and company. Nigel?”
“Right. Fifteen hunters booked on International Flights to all sorts of destinations in the Far East. Bangladesh. India. Mostly Indochina. Cambodia. Thailand. Myanmar. No. Make that seventeen of them. Two more just got booked to Beijing. Looks like they’re setting up a Hunter Convention, Sir. I hope they don’t think they’re being sneaky. You want me to send an associate?”
“No need. I have a good idea what they’re up to. What I want you to find out is if anyone is heading to NOLA.”
“Not that I can see, Sir.”
“Did you check on their newest corporal, Lance Reed?”
“Who?”
 “This is your prior organization, Nigel. You really should keep up.”
“His prior what?” Dev asked.
“Nigel is a Beethan, Devereaux. Their leader, Chester? Well. He’s Nigel’s son. I know. Hard to believe.”
“Now wait just a minute, Sir. Just because my girlfriend went off the pill without telling me does not make me a father. It makes me an unauthorized sperm donor. And I wasn’t joining the Hunters anyway. That’s the fight that brought on my accident. And really. Manchester should’ve had that tree removed long before I ran into it.”
“I’m not blaming you, Nigel,” Akron replied. “And I’m rather glad you’re a terrible driver.”
“Sir?”
“I hope I don’t regret saying this, but I like having you about. Now, will you check on Reed?”
“Right. Lance Reed. What am I checking for?”
“Location. He’s their replacement for Von Holstaad. Top Hunter ranking. Specializes in taking out pairs. Sneaky bastard.”
“Oh. Wow. You’re right, Sir. I probably should keep up with that son of mine. Or... maybe I should just visit his mother. It would probably give her a heart attack. She’s near seventy. That might be fun.”
“Corporal Reed, Nigel?”
“Got him. Looks like he’s stationed in Po-Dunk, Wyoming, Sir.”
“Where?”
“All right. Fine. Take away all a guy’s punch lines. Make that Gillette... and checking. Wow. You’re good, Sir.”
“On his way to New Orleans, is he?”
“Flight just took off from Denver.”
“Well Devereaux, looks like you’re about to have company. We’ll send back-up.”
“That’s not why I called,” Dev replied.
There was a distinct pause. And then Akron spoke one word. It was elongated and extremely eerie sounding, as if a voice synthesizer was being used.
“Real...ly?”
“We’ve got a little over ten seconds left on this call,” Nigel remarked.
“I’ll call back,” Dev replied, and did the exact same maneuver as before. He ditched the used cell phone. Picked up another. This time when he called he got Akron and Nigel at the same time. And Akron started the conversation.
“Hello again, Devereaux. We did a more thorough search this time. Came up with a very interesting item. A film crew is apparently picking through U.P.C. looking for a location for a series featuring a vampire. Strangely enough, one of their members failed to use her key card to access her hotel room last night. She’ll probably be reported missing today. Nigel?”
“You called it U.P.C., Sir.”
Akron’s sigh had the same vibration and volume as his voice.
“Fine. Just the facts. Got it. Her name is Sydney Ross. She’s a film scout for—”
“I know who she is,” Dev replied. “That’s why I need help.”
“Let me guess. She’s your mate,” Akron said.
“Yes.”
“We’ll send human interference. Nigel, get Vaughn. Set him up with a fake wife. They’ll be replacements for when we lease Devereaux’s place to this company. And I want you to know I’m fully toying with sending you to Timbuktu, Devereaux.”
“Do you have an assignment a little closer?”
“As a matter-of-fact, yes. Belize. Is that close enough for you?”
“Perfect.”
“Nigel? Cell-jack Miss Ross’s connection and start texting everyone. Type something like she’s found the love of her life. Don’t call. She’s fine. She’ll be in touch.”
“That’s pretty lame, Sir.”
“Make something up, then. Use your imagination. Go brainstorm or something.”
“Her cell doesn’t have a signal, Sir.”
“I destroyed it,” Dev informed them.
“Good move. We can still find it. Nigel. Start looking for the last call.”
“Got it, Sir. To some guy named Stan. He’ll be first on my list. And then I’ll book travel for Devereaux and his honey. Dang. How do you handle this, Sir?”
“Handle what?”
“Having all these associates find their mates while we just exist. Alone and unmated. Bachelors for eternity.”
A heavy sigh echoed through the speakers. “It’s a very good thing I like you, Nigel. I handle it by ignoring it. Perhaps you’ll try that?”
“Good plan, Sir.”
“Anything else we should know, Devereaux, before we sign off?”
“Uh. Yeah.”
“And it is—?”
“I turned her.”
“What?” The word came simultaneously from both Nigel and Akron. That made it extremely loud and annoying.
“She was a bit insatiable. And I... well... I. It’s been a long time. I lost control.”
Silence greeted him. It lasted two seconds. And then Nigel spoke.
“You’re absolutely right, Sir. Ignorance is best. I guess this means I need to arrange night travel to Belize. For two. On it.”
“Just stay hidden, Devereaux. And keep her out of sight as well. We’ll be in touch with particulars.”
And with that, the screen went black.







 
CHAPTER NINE
Sydney didn’t awaken. Her eyes popped open and she sat up, instantly bombarded with sensory overload. Sound. Sight. Touch. Taste. Smell. Hearing was first, however. All sorts of sounds filled the space, blending into a rush of noise that begged ear plugs. She had to consciously mute it. Sydney was good at that, though. It was a learned skill. There wasn’t any other way to get things done at the studio with hundreds of people about and a job to do.
Next came sight. Something was peculiar with her vision, too. Although the room was dim, she could make out everything in perfect clarity: wallpaper from some prior century. Furnishings to match. Glass globes dotted the wall at regular intervals. She was atop a smallish canopied bed. And she didn’t even need her glasses.
As for her tactile senses! Wow. Sheets of an incredible count caressed her bare skin. The comforter was hand-loomed out of tiny strips of linen. It was meant to be light and airy; a barely-there coverlet. Yet she could feel every inch of its weight. Even the air had scent and texture to it. She moved an arm and actually experienced the resistance. The musty smell. The warmth. Humidity. Slickness.
All of this was bizarre, and then even that got trumped. Sydney concentrated on her own body. She’d never felt better. Ever. She hummed with energy. Glowed with vigor. Vibrated with a sense of wellbeing she couldn’t ever remember experiencing.
“Hello Love.”
Sydney’s head turned, her eyes instantly finding the speaker, that way-over-the-top gorgeous vampire guy. Devereaux Castillion. Dev. Her body pulsed in place as their gazes connected. Oh my. He’d dressed differently, but even in faded denims and a navy-colored t-shirt that molded about pectoral muscles doing nothing to disguise well-toned shoulders and arms, Devereaux was impressive. The man was pure visual eye-candy. He wasn’t just good to look at, either. He was an incredible lover. Everything those dark eyes promised, they delivered. More than once. And longer each time. And she really didn’t need to remember that. Not right now, anyway.
Sydney narrowed her eyes as he neared, although nothing on his lower body moved. No steps were being taken. No stride used. Was he... gliding? She’d have glanced down to check, but couldn’t seem to move her eyes. She wet her lips with her tongue before running it over her teeth; checking, even if it was foolish. Nope. Nothing out of place. Nothing sharp. Elongated. Pointed. Just teeth. Oh brother. She was becoming as delusional as Devereaux.
“Where... am I?”
Now, that was another bit of weirdness. Her voice sounded sultry and warm, even to her own ears. It carried a sensual timbre she’d never noted before. If she’d possessed this voice earlier, she’d have been a shoo-in for radio. Maybe she should change her field.
 “Uh... my sanctuary.”
“Sanctuary?”
“I had it specially designed. Attic room. Hidden behind one of the fireplace walls.”
“What... time... is it?” she asked.
“The sun has just set. And I mean just set. I must have forgotten that.”
Oh no. She’d had the best lovemaking session of her life and then slept all day? What would Stan be thinking?
“I have to get up.”
“Yes,” he replied.
“And I have to get dressed.”
“Yes,” he replied again.
“I don’t suppose you have anything in my size?”
“I’ve got your suitcases. There were four of them, yes? In matching tan leather. You don’t travel light, do you?”
“I’m planning an extension of this trip to Ohio to see my aunt and her family, and – wait a minute. Why do you have my luggage?”
“You’ll need it. Unlike some of my compatriots, I didn’t have the foresight to purchase a wardrobe just for you. Foolish. I know.”
“All right. Let’s just move past that non-answer. Have I been asleep all day?”
“Not... literally,” he replied.
 “Literally?”
“How do you feel? Are you ready to get up? Get dressed?” He held out his hand as if she’d take it.
“What’s going on? And explain it in plain terms, okay?”
He pulled in his cheeks and moved from their eye connection to look at something over her right ear. Even if Sydney wasn’t well-versed in what a lying face looks like, she’d have still known one was coming.
“Nothing much.”
“Define nothing. And then you can clarify the much portion of that.”
He looked back to her. She got sucked into his gaze again. It wasn’t hard. It was actually difficult to think of doing anything else. He had eyes just formed for delving deep into. Losing oneself in. They were impossibly tempting. Incredibly dark. Mysterious. Her nipples tightened. Something flitted through her belly, and it did resemble the butterflies from poetry. Her thighs quivered. Her loins joined in. Moistening. Preparing. All of her seemed steeped in anticipation of something so vast she had no description, and then he ruined it.
“Ah. Love. If only—! Please. I beg you. You need to cease that and rise. Get dressed. Please. Now.”
“Right now?”
“Time is our biggest enemy at the moment.”
Her shoulders fell. She sighed. And then she just opened her mouth and put it in words. “Are you that desperate to get rid of me?” she asked.
His eyes flared. The glass globes matched it, sending intense light into the room before they sank back into the dimness. Sydney blinked once. That was another unusual item. Her pupils hadn’t even reacted. She hadn’t even squinted.
“Take my hand. Now.”
“Why?”
“I will explain everything later. I promise. Once we’re airborne. But please. For now, you must hurry. Get dressed.”
“What’s wrong with now? You have another appointment—excuse me. Did you just say airborne?”
“We have a flight scheduled.”
“Not a chance, Devereaux. I’m not going anywhere.”
The close-lipped growl he gave was probably an answer. But it wasn’t one she wanted to hear, anyway. Sydney tipped her head to the side.
“Okay, Devereaux. I’ll play along, but just because it’s entertaining. Where. Exactly. Are we flying to?”
“Belize.”
“Belize?”
“Central America. It’s a very small country, just below Mexico.”
“I know where Belize is.”
“Then hurry. Please?”
“Why? Are we going to miss our flight?”
“We have a private jet. Come. Hurry.”
“You know, most guys ask, Devereaux.”
“Most guys don’t have a Hunter on their ass, a film crew overtaking their heretofore peaceful abode, or such an argumentative woman to deal with, either.”
“Oh. Right. Argumentative? Me?”
“Sydney, please. This Hunter I speak of. He’s good. He left Denver this morning. He’s had all day to hunt you.”
“Me?”
“It’s not going to take him long to find you, either. You’re way too noticeable.”
“I’m noticeable? Look who’s talking.”
“You disappeared from a film scout crew. That is noticeable. Even here. In New Orleans. In this day and age.”
Her mouth opened to contend that but a blur stopped her. It crossed the section of bed before her, shifting air, and sending a whining noise. She didn’t even have time to gasp before Devereaux launched through the space, his right hand snagging what looked like a spear; an archaic, deadly, five-foot long, spear.
That had been sent right at her.
Sydney would’ve screamed, but didn’t have time. Devereaux landed on the far side of the bed, the spear in his right hand while his left arm was fully about her waist. And she hadn’t even felt him yanking her down to crouch on the floor beside him. Thudding sounds followed, one atop the next, in a rapidity of sound and sensation. The wood beside her cheek echoed with it. And when she peeked, her eyes were riveted to the headboard which was now sprouting innumerable arrows as if some hedgehog had decided to burrow into the wood.
And then everything filled with hellish liquid fire. Droplets rained down onto them as if a sprinkling system had decided to react, spewing acid. Or something worse. Sydney couldn’t look to see. The moment the hiss of sound came, Devereaux reacted, bundling her into a ball within his arms, his body taking the brunt of the assault. It had to be impossibly painful. Just the hint of air-borne mist pained her eyes, burned her throat, while Devereaux jerked and tensed, every move accompanied with an agonized grunt.
And then a canister hit the polished wood floor beside them, rolling to a stop near her toes. Devereaux leapt upward, taking her with him. They landed atop the canopy, Dev straddling one of the posts while Sydney clung to him, her arms and legs locked about his torso. The acid-stuff hurt and it warped the view, making a filter of green and blue sparkles she had to look through. She squinted. Blinked away the moisture. And spied their tormentor the same moment Dev did. She could feel it as everything about him tensed; predator spotting prey; defender finding killer.
A man stood just inside the room, illuminated by light that poured in from where he’d apparently burst through the door. He was large, or maybe he only looked that size through the mist and silhouetted as he was. He was definitely a hunter. The green camouflage attire screamed that fact. As did the crossbow in one arm, the strange rifle-thing in the other, and the big night vision goggles on his face.
Dev moved. Sydney moved with him. And the hunter went from standing, ready to send some other noxious weapon toward where they’d been huddled, to a large chunk of meat slammed and then pinned to a wall. The spear Dev had launched had gone right through the man’s torso. It didn’t appear to have killed him instantly, because gurgling noises accompanied the wash of dark fluid starting to stain the wallpaper on its way down toward the floor. Sydney couldn’t move her eyes. Fascinated at the blood. Horrified at the carnage. Intrigued at the essence. Drawn by the scent. Enthralled by the sight. Something weird was happening. Her mouth was altering. Her canines felt really strange. She ran her tongue along her upper teeth and felt the sting as razor-sharp teeth sliced her own flesh. And the instant taste of blood caused such an ache for sustenance, she trembled with it.
“You okay?” Dev whispered it.
She nodded.
“You may not want to watch this.”
Devereaux’s muscles flexed, and he tightened his arm about her before he jumped, taking her with him to land lithely on the floor beside the pinned man. She heard the groan of the bed frame behind them as it absorbed the maneuver.
“Why not?” The words were slurred, almost unintelligible. That’s what came of a swelling tongue, outsized canines, and increasing thirst. That was more oddity.
“I’m going to feed. And we never take fluid from a corpse.”
“We...don’t?”
“Not if we have a choice. Leaves a terrible after-taste. The carrion can have them.”
“He isn’t dead?”
“Not yet. Uh... Sydney? Love? Um... perhaps I’d better explain a few things. You ready?”
Devereaux whispered it to the space near her ear. Sydney turned her head toward him, slit her eyes to view the perfect span of neck he put on display, licked her lips. And bit him.







 
CHAPTER TEN
Sydney slid her index fingers along her upper teeth again, checking for abnormalities. Enlargement. Oddities. Anything out of the normal.
Face it, Syd. You’re looking for fangs.
So if she had fangs, she wondered how and when fangs worked. She’d tried forcing growth. She’d concentrated on focusing and experiencing each canine, imagining them as spikes that tore into flesh and sucked blood. She knew that happened. She’d done it. To Devereaux. She’d refused to suck blood from that hunter guy. Sydney had shuddered at how gross it all was, before trying anew. They were controllable. They had to be. She re-focused. Nothing much happened.
So, she’d tried something different. She’d sent her mind past just her canines, moving to encompass her entire mouth, her lips, tongue... her palate. Other than a loud buzz through her ears, she’d gotten nothing for that, either. It was still better than trying to ignore where Devereaux sat across the little table from her, in what was a very nicely-appointed main cabin in a very expensive-looking private jet. She refused to look at him after the first time. He wasn’t making it easy, either, sprawled as he was in a chair, one arm dangling over an armrest, while the other armrest held his thigh. Occasionally he swung his leg, as if taunting her not to take notice. The guy was a complete failure at air traffic safety. And that was a really stupid thought.
But damn everything. Did he have to be so masculine? So incredibly gorgeous? So physically fit? So stinking perfect? That attire of his did nothing to help, either. His t-shirt and jeans seemed fashioned to make sure she noticed every bit of his physique. Hell. It looked like he displayed it for her.
Oh, bugger.
Her teeth tingled beneath her fingertips as she mentally reconstructed the image of him, despite not looking. Her canines didn’t enlarge, though. Nothing sharp grew. Sydney checked for it surreptitiously, as if there was nothing on her agenda other than studying the span of aircraft wing outside the window at her left ear.
“What are you doing?”
She dropped her hands to her lap as Devereaux slid soundlessly into the swivel captain chair beside her matching one. She placed him by his voice, since nothing reflected in the window other than the rest of the cabin interior.
Well, at least that was an accurate bit of vampire lore. They didn’t have a reflection. Neither of them.
“I am not speaking to you, Devereaux,” she told the window.
“Why not?”
“Because I can’t give you time-out like my parents used to do to me. Well. I can. But I probably can’t enforce it.”
“Time out?”
“Yes. Time-out. In the corner. It’s a form of punishment.”
“Punishment? For what?”
“For what? You are truly unbelievable. I was just coming to grips with the reality of pushing thirty, I’ve got a mountain of college debt that I might never repay – especially since all I can land in the film industry are peon jobs that barely cover rent – and then add in my failed marriage and the news that I’m never going to be a mother without involving science, because that’s what happens after two ectopic pregnancies and a hysterectomy. And why on earth am I telling you this, anyway? It’s totally old news, completely personal, and I’m not even supposed to be speaking to you. Remember?” Her voice caught. She hoped he wouldn’t notice.
“Why are you telling me, then?”
He hadn’t noticed. “Hmm. Good question. Look. Dev. I like to think I’m a rational person. Not prone to fits of hysteria. Fairly normal, really – if a bit inventive. But this? This? Well. This is beyond even my imagination.”
“What is?”
“Are you for real? I’m a vampire! That means I’m dealing with being dead. D. E. A. D. Dead. Oh bugger. I should probably say undead, shouldn’t I?”
“Oh. That.”
“Yes. That. Duh. I’m a real, suck-blood-no-matter-how-gross-it-is, vampire. You turned me into this thing and that’s all you have to say about it?”
“I don’t know what you want to hear.”
“How about ‘I’m sorry’?”
“But... I’m not sorry.”
“What?”
Sydney’s voice elevated slightly and with that, her teeth reacted. Her eyes widened at a sensation not unlike a dental hygienist probing about with a tool in her mouth.
“I didn’t mean to... well. Uh. I can’t even say that. I did mean to. Just not quite at that time. Is that what you want to hear? Because I can’t say I’m sorry. How can I be? It was inevitable, actually.”
“Excuse me?”
“Didn’t you listen, earlier? You’re my mate, Sydney. Mine. Just as I am yours. We’re destined for each other. Our worlds entwined. Fused. Forevermore. And by the sweetest, ficklest, most generous turn of fate, we actually found each other. It isn’t something we can fight. It isn’t negotiable. It isn’t deniable.”
“You’re talking the mating thing? Again?”
“Again? No. Always. I will never cease speaking of it and it will never change. Don’t you see? We’re mates. You and me. For all eternity.”
“See? There you go. And isn’t there supposed to be a few dates, some fantastic sex, and then, maybe - if we’re real compatible - maybe a proposal tossed out? And maybe accepted? What happened to all that?”
“You let me speak, but either I’ve lost my ability to articulate or you’ve already closed your ears. You’re not listening.”
“Oh. I listen. I’m just not that gullible anymore. Maybe it’s because I’m older than you. More mature.”
“We’re mates, Sydney Ross LLC. It’s a fact. Face it.”
“And, there you go again. Just like a broken record.”
His answer was in an even deeper voice, gaining a range of bass tones that reverberated through the cabin and then filtered through her spine.
“Some vampires never find their mate, Sydney. They’re doomed to an eternity of loneliness. Our oldest associate has wandered the earth for thousands of years, alone... bereft. It’s rumored he once spoke of it. Of his uncertainty. And that just maybe his mate had already had a lifespan here. And he’d missed her.”
Damn everything.
His voice had warbled slightly and what should be a dead heart pinched her from within her breast. And that was just not possible. So it wasn’t happening. And she refused to accept it. And that was that.
But it still happened.
“I can’t imagine how that must feel... especially now. I mean, I wasn’t truly caring before - one way or the other. I’d learned to avoid consideration of anything tactile in this undead existence. Pleasure. Passion. Kisses... ah! I avoided even thinking of them. I sent any consideration of physical and emotional love deep into the recesses of memory... because it was lost to me. Gone. And gradually even the thought faded; obliterated by time, just as everything else is. And then... I find it difficult to find words. You... uh. Oh Sydney... you arrived! Like it was nothing to upend my entire world. Just like that. I am so lucky! So incredibly lucky. Please understand. I had to change you. My only other recourse was to watch you grow old as you age, and then allow you to die... and leave me. I’d be alone again, but it would be immeasurably worse than before. Because now I know how it feels.”
His voice had cracked twice more during that speech and her canine teeth vibrated oddly against her lips each time. It harmonized with the shudders consuming her entire body. And the little thrill that coursed her limbs with his every word, each nuance of inflection in his voice. The tremor. The deep timbre of his voice. The message that seemed to reach out....
Stop that, Sydney.
She was not willing to feel anything for him. She had to end this insanity. Despite his declarations of forever love and mating, and the fantastic passion stuff, she wasn’t at all sure she wanted to reciprocate. How could she? He might be gorgeous. Moving. Immensely loving. Completely amazing in the sex department. But he was a vampire. A blood-sucking fiend. An evil creature of the night. Nothing more than a dead body that moved. A monster.
Exactly like her.
Sydney narrowed her eyes and tightened her jaw, and thought she detected a prick into her lower lip. A quick check with her tongue vetoed that idea. Nothing was elongated. Or sharp. Or out of place. Nothing had changed. Little had changed about the view out the window as well. And ignoring Devereaux wasn’t changing anything. She’d never been so stuck. Captured. Imprisoned. Without one bit of recourse.
She pulled in a big draught of air before realizing the stupidity of it. She didn’t breathe anymore. That was insanity at its finest. Another was the belief that the hollow thump inside her was a beating heart. She frowned and forced her voice to be steady. Firm.
“Can I ask you a question, Dev? Uh... off the record?”
“What record?”
“You’re in time-out, remember? I’m giving you the silent treatment. The least you can do is accede and keep up.”
“Oh. Right. Very well. Ask your question and I’ll answer. Off the record.”
“Well. Look... if I’m going to decide on this vampirism thing, I’m going to need some more info.”
He snorted but stopped instantly. And if he said one thing about how she was already turned, and the decision made, she was never speaking to him again. At least, not for the duration of this flight. And just why was it taking so long to get from New Orleans to Belize anyway? It wasn’t that far.
“I’m trying to be mature here and talk in a logical fashion, which is exactly what my ex-husband constantly accused me of avoiding. Is that alright with you?”
“Forgive me. What do you wish to know?”
“I’m dead. Right?”
“Undead.”
“Devereaux.”
“Again. Forgive me. Yes. You are technically dead. Yes.”
“And that equates to – um. I shouldn’t have a heartbeat. Or, or. Or... the need to swallow. Or feel warmth. Or chill. I shouldn’t feel anything. Right?”
“Normally. But you skipped that phase, Love.”
Love?
She was in trouble now. The word slipped off his tongue and what couldn’t be her heart reacted. Something within her chest felt like it swelled and warmed, and that made her eyes smart with what couldn’t possibly be tears, while her throat sealed off with a fist-sized obstruction. And none of this should be things she had to deal with if she were dead.
“How?” she asked.
The word was choked. Barely intelligible. Damn everything. He probably knew why, too. That fact carried through the sinfully warm tone of his voice. And the feel of breath against her throat as if he’d gotten close enough to have that effect. As if he actually breathed.
“Normally, vampirism is a living death, exactly as you suspect; a continual span of nothingness; a quest for sustenance followed by a span while we wait for the next need for blood. I’m with the Vampire Assassin League for a reason. I like the difficulties of an intricate assignment because they’re interesting. I accrue worldly goods for the same reason. It provides something to occupy the time. In the undead world, you learn that nothing really has much value. Iron rusts. Springs sag. Bricks can even crumble. Every night is the same. The only thing that can possibly change that is if we find our mates. Then all kinds of wonderful things happen. It’s... akin to rebirth. Reawakening. Sensation returns, feelings grow, passion reignites, and parts... uh. Well. Parts reanimate. Everything lost to us comes back. Everything. That’s how I knew what you were to me. I felt you.”
“How? Your dick grew hard?”
He growled with a massive throb of tone that slammed into the cabin walls, stretching seams while the window she watched actually cracked, right down the center. And her dead heart pulsed with what actually felt like fear. And then her teeth really did slice her inner lip. Sydney lifted a hand to touch them. She wasn’t mistaken. Her fangs really were sprouting.
She twisted to face him, and that’s when she knew exactly what it felt like to have her heart sink. It was visceral. And painful. And it just sent beat after hurtful beat from the pit of her stomach, as if any of that was logical or physically possible, or even sane.
“You dare belittle me?”
Oh... major wow. Her heart didn’t just enlarge or choke her off. It was painfully hitting at her ribs. Devereaux’s eyes were narrowed, yet she didn’t have any trouble interpreting the absolute rage radiating from them. His mouth was at full snarl, his fangs on full display. She’d never seen anything as frightening. Nor as exciting. Riveting. Electrifying.
“Uh...Dev?”
That breathless, smoldering voice couldn’t be hers, could it? Because she sure hadn’t meant to sound like a sex siren at full alert. Where was the justice in that? Devereaux pulled his head back, closed his mouth, and then he regarded her with a frown between his brows. That look was worse than stimulating. Every prolonged bit of viewing him sent trills of shivers coursing her skin.
“Um...my fangs. Look. They...grew.”
She used the same throaty voice, the one that sent sensual vibes without a hint of effort. She watched him lick his lips before he dipped his chin to regard her; his obsidian dark eyes still narrowed. Unblinking. Everything on her body ratcheted up a notch in anticipation. Or something.
“Yes,” he answered finally.
“I get it. It’s emotion that triggers it. Right?”
“Yes,” he replied again.
“And what makes them retract?”
Before he could answer, the intercom came on, disrupting and altering what was turning into a vortex of want. Need. Sexual urgency. Fervency. Craving. Sydney glared at the speaker at the same time she silently thanked it.
“Good morn back there! Looks like we’re coming up on Belize City, folks. Should be touching down in about ten minutes. And not that anyone ever does, but if you’d like to take a seat and fasten a seatbelt, well. Now is your chance.”
“Vaughn?” Devereaux enquired.
“Yep. In the flesh.”
“Why aren’t you at Casa Castillion, renting the estate to that film crew?”
“Anyone can do that. We do have Power of Attorney paperwork. You should know. You signed it. And I’m a pilot. The best. Akron changed the plan. So. You ready to land or what?”
“How long until dawn?”
“Right. Vampires. Give me a sec. Let’s see... sunrise? Belize City? Looks like you got... two hours, eleven minutes.”
Devereaux hadn’t moved his gaze from hers. He lifted his eyebrows as if awaiting something.
“What?” Sydney asked.
“You ready to accept me?”
“Now I get a proposal?”
“Sydney Ross LLC. It’s your decision. You want to land? Or... you want to circle for a bit while you work on those fangs of yours?”
“You’re actually giving me a choice?”
“And a condition.”
“Oh really. What is it?”
“You accept me. Us. I won’t take it any other way.”
“It?”
Sydney licked her lips. He pulsed in place. She watched it. Gloried in it. Barely kept from launching into his lap over it.
“Women! Can’t live with them. Can’t live without them. Whoever said that was a genius.”
“How original,” she replied in the same low voice.
“I speak and it still comes out wrong. Sydney. Please. You are my mate. My one. My only. I cannot change that and I don’t want to. You want an apology? I can’t speak one. It would be false. I may not have been an honorable man, but something about you changes me. Please understand. I cannot believe how much I love you. Already. And I want you. Need you. Crave you. Merde! Everything on me is in revolt because I won’t act on that desire. I don’t know what else to say. The two hours before you’ll need rest is barely enough time to begin.”
“You still listening, Vaughn?” Sydney turned her head to ask it.
“Oh. I—uh...”
“Well... turn off the switch and start circ—”
Devereaux’s kiss interrupted her. He hadn’t been exaggerating his need. Or his readiness. He was just lucky he didn’t say a word about how well it matched hers.







 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Devereaux had read the file while his beloved rested, her body in a stasis resembling death, although the bloom on her cheeks and her lips belied it. She was stunning. Wonderful. Extremely agile... and he truly appreciated it. Vaughn probably had a laugh at their expense when he saw the wreck they’d made of the aircraft cabin. Dev didn’t care. He had other options. He’d already ordered a replacement jet for this evening. They could destroy that cabin, too.
What a pleasant thought.
The file had been large. Complete. It took up a few bytes on his inbox before he’d deleted it. It hadn’t been original but it was still interesting. Devereaux smirked through most of the words. Humans and greed and family ties. He’d lived some of those plot points and read more than his share over the years.
Looks like he had a family blackheart to assassinate.
It would be a pleasure.
The assignment was Anton Carlotti Hughes. Height: a shade under six foot. Weight: too much. According to the photo attachments, he looked to be carrying some table paunch around. He was a fairly young twenty-seven. Arrogant. Self-confident. Aggressive. Spoiled. Flamboyant dresser. Italian descended... through his mother’s side. He had a receding hairline he blamed on his matriarchal line. It was especially noticeable, since he wore his hair long and pulled back in a shoulder-length queue. The ladies apparently found him handsome enough, or the photos were inaccurate.
That might be due to his income more than his looks, however. Anton Hughes held an extremely well-paying job. Being nephew to the Carlotti Brothers Menswear founder and CEO was a lucrative position. Apparently his uncle had put Anton in the finance department, reporting directly to the Chief Financial Officer.
Tsk. Tsk.
The Senior Carlotti hadn’t even checked on his nephew’s job performance until two of his heirs and sons were assassinated. Fairly recently, too. The money trail pointed right to the embezzling nephew, Anton Hughes. That information sent Carlotti Senior to VAL. And that took Devereaux and Sydney to this area of jungle watching one small wood-framed bungalow as the night got blacker, the insects more voracious sounding, and then a slight mist decided to add to the setting. His denims darkened with moisture as they got heavy with damp and then clung. The t-shirt was the next casualty.
“We don’t need insect repellent, do we?” Sydney whispered at his ear.
He shook his head.
“Nice. Perfect vision. Super strength. Flight. And immunity to insects and spiders. Like I said. Nice. Hmm.”
His groin kicked in on that little purr of hers. He would’ve warned her not to do it again, except it was fairly pleasant. And he’d been on a drought for centuries. Dev turned his attention back to his mark. Focused. And found him again.
Looks like Anton knew he’d been found out and targeted. There were clues. Why else would he hole up in this technologically dead spot? Continually light cigarette after cigarette behind the screened-in porch? Post six gentlemen with AK-47s in the grounds of his rented house? They weren’t the only bodyguards. Anton had two more burly types accompanying his every move from behind the screened porch. All packing the same hardware. Anton even carried a short sword at his belt.
Not one of them had a crossbow. Or a flame suppression tank with CO2 canisters and Holy Water. Nowhere had they strung up lines of garlic buds. Although garlic was ineffective, they wouldn’t know that. Nobody even looked to sport a crucifix. Or, if they did, it was hidden beneath their clothing, where it might hurt, but wouldn’t stop an approach. Interesting. Anton had contacted and used VAL to assassinate his own cousins... and he hadn’t even done his homework?
He didn’t know he was dealing with real vampires. Piece of cake.
“What are we waiting for?”
Sydney spoke again, using that low whisper of hers that carried sensual undertones that reached out and grabbed—
“Dev?”
“Uh... sorry. What did you ask?”
“Why are we sitting out here getting wetter by the moment?”
“We’re assessing potential collateral damage.”
“We are?”
“Here’s the quandary. We can leave a mass carnage scene the authorities may never decipher, or a clean, one-man hit that no one sees coming. Which do you prefer?”
“Three is mass carnage?”
“Three?”
She pointed to the house and counted aloud. “One. Two. Three. Duh.”
“Ah. I do love you, Syd. You know that?”
“D-do you ever give a straight answer?”
Her voice had stuttered just slightly. He smiled at what it might mean.
“Open your senses more, Love. You’ll see and smell and hear five more men, posted on the ground in intervals of forty yards. There’s another one staked on the roof, flat on his belly, melding to the peak. He’s facing the wrong way, which is rather amusing. You see him?”
“Oh. Wow. Yeah. I see four. Five. Yep. Got them all.”
“So. Which is it to be, Darling?”
“Kill all of them? Or just one? Is that what you’re asking?”
“Yes.”
“Then why didn’t you just say so in the first place? Honestly, Dev. You spend way too much time being overly-eloquent and showing off a massive vocabulary when a few words work just fine.”
“Really?”
She smiled. What light there was glistened on perfect features. She really was beautiful. And that safari-style shirt she wore was plastered to that nicely-rounded bosom of hers. Just right for—
“What did they do?”
He moved his gaze to hers and blinked. “What?”
“Yeah. What? As in... what did they do?”
“Who?”
“Who? The other guys out there. The ones we’re debating killing. You having attention deficit issues, Devereaux?”
Was he ever.
“They, uh. They—”
“Yes?”
He had to look away in order to get his own tongue to form words. She had the most mesmeric gaze and wasn’t even adept at using it yet! It was a combination of her lush lashes, her silver-hued eyes that her spectacles had previously distorted, and the way she could flash a look at him. Just him. He was worse than salt clay in her hands. He was even trembling. And this was ridiculous.
“Are we, or are we not, here to assassinate somebody?”
“We are,” he answered the night.
“And did you or did you not ask me to decide the fate of the others?”
“I did.”
“Then, why on earth are you having trouble with my request for more information?”
“Because you’re here. With me. Right there.”
“Yes, I am, Dev. Just as I have been since I woke. Or whatever we call it. Are you okay?”
He sucked in his cheeks, turned his head and got snared by her eyes again. “Okay?”
She nodded.
“I may never be okay again, Sydney Ross LLC. I—I.” He swallowed in order to make sense. “I love you. I mean... I never really considered everything that word meant until—”
“Oh. Dev.” She stopped him with a finger to his lips. And her voice sounded strange.
“If you say my name like that again, Syd, we’re going to have a hard time killing anyone... for a span, anyway.”
“Oh yeah? Well, don’t you even think of making me say it while I’m debating life and death, either.”
“Say what?”
“I just told you, don’t make me say it.”
“You love me!”
He had her lips against his, that mist-encased form of hers pressed to him, his chest heaving against her breasts, his belly slammed to hers, his thighs... oh! His thighs were against hers—
“Devereaux Castillion.”
The moment Akron spoke, Dev yanked his head back. His next move was to separate his entire form from the absolute nirvana of holding onto Sydney. The voice had been so commanding and clear he was actually surprised to find nothing more than wet jungle all around them.
“What is it?”
Her voice trembled on the words. His matched when he answered.
“Uh... incoming message. From the boss.”
“I didn’t hear anything.”
She was pouting. He shouldn’t look. It made the place where his heart had reanimated hurt. He still looked. “Oh, Syd. I love you. I do. More than I believed possible. I truly look forward to demonstrating it... uh. Just as soon as we finish with the assignment. We have a deal?”
“I guess.”
“All right. So tell me. Which is it? All of them? Or just one?”
Her shoulders fell and he almost grabbed her back up. Two things stopped him. One, she’d turned back to contemplation of the bungalow, and the other was Akron’s voice as he cleared his throat. The sound came right through Devereaux’s head again.
“What did he do?”
“Who?” Akron?
“Who? That guy down there. Honestly, Dev. Do you want to get this over with or not?”
“Oh. Him. He stole money from his uncle. Used it not only to rent this lovely abode in the middle of nowhere, but he also paid to have two of his uncle’s sons assassinated.”
“No!”
“Oh yes.”
“His own cousins?”
“Yes.”
“That’s awful.”
“It’s human nature, Syd. Well... the dark side of it. When you live a bit longer you’ll see. Well? You make a decision yet?”
He was getting impatient. His voice wasn’t the only thing demonstrating it. He was starting to move from foot to foot as he waited.
“Oh. That Anton is dead meat. I want his head.”
“Fair enough. And the others?”
“What did they do?”
“Associated with the wrong man.”
“He’s paying them, though? Right?”
“Well, yeah. They’re not friends.”
“How do you know?”
“Human nature. When you’ve lived longer—”
“That again?”
“All right. You win. I read it in his file. Anton doesn’t have friends. He has employees.”
“How can we even think of killing them, then? We’d have it on our conscience for like... ever.”
“We’re vampires, Syd. We don’t have consciences.”
“Oh yeah? Well, if I’m going to be a vampire and I’m going to be your mate, then you’re finding a conscience. Or-or-or, I don’t know. You can grow one. You got that?”
Devereaux regarded her for the count of three while every bit of him sparked. Gyrated. Effervesced. He pulled every muscle taut with the effort of holding the surge of emotion back. It was akin to being a rocket and having thousands of fuses lit. All at once. And somehow he had to avoid the explosion.
She didn’t realize what she’d said.
“You got a problem with any of that, Devereaux Castillion?” she asked.
Okay. Maybe she did know exactly what she’d said. Dev responded with a grin so wide, it should’ve torn a cheek. And then he cleared his throat in order to answer.
“Oh yeah. I got it, Love. One head coming up. Everybody else lives. You stay here. I’ll be right back.”
“But—”
She may have said more. He was out of range. Moving silently and with a speed that sent any drops from the leaves he touched into the airstream created by his passage. He was at the porch before the first bit of firepower started spattering the leaves he’d disturbed. By then, he’d launched right at the netting, taking it inward with his lunge, before the moorings ripped free of wood. Bullets were getting nearer as the shooter attempted to catch up with Devereaux’s movement. One housebound guard moved to lift his rifle. He got a kick to the throat, just enough to incapacitate him for a bit, not kill. The other got slammed through a wall, taking wood shards with him.
Anton’s face was a mixture of disbelief, horror, and fatalism. Dev grabbed the man’s pony-tail with his left hand, the short sword with his right, and sliced. Quick. Clean. Mercilessly. Bullets were slapping into the walls all about, showing most of the outside guards reacting. Dev jumped upward, slamming through the trusses with his shoulders. That move dislodged the roof sniper and sent debris raining down onto what was left of Anton.
The sniper fell heavily, taking one of the shrubs with him. A grunt of pain shoved from him as he landed. Dev sent a glance there. The fellow might have broken a limb, but he’d live. Bullets and shouts were riddling the porch area now, as the guards assaulted it, adding chaos to the aftermath. A wall fell. Another groan came as more of the structure joined it.
And then he was back.
With her.
“One head. As requested.”
He lifted it, and did his best to ignore where it dripped already coagulating blood down his forearm.
“They have alligators here, don’t they?”
“Crocs. The tributaries here are salt water.”
“Fine. Whatever. They’ll still eat... uh... severed heads. Yes?”
Devereux smiled. She returned it.
“Didn’t you have something to tell me?” he asked.
“Yeah. I do. But I’m not telling you I love you while standing here with a dead guy’s head. I refuse.”
There went the rocket fuses again. Devereaux jerked with holding it back. Anton’s head went flying. He didn’t even care where.
“You hear me, Mister Perfect?”
“Uh. Sydney. Love?”
He was failing. And then she was at his side, holding to him, while he wrapped his arms about her. And just stood there. Shaking.
“So. You planning to let me speak it? Or are we just going to stay here?”
“Speak?”
Damn. The word was garbled. His lips were even shaking.
“Just get a move on, Handsome. Or I will. How do we fly again?”
Devereaux didn’t bother with any explanation. He demonstrated.
-o0o-
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CHAPTER ONE
“What f-stop you using again, Griggins?”
“It won’t matter what f-stop, what shutter speed, or even what lens, if we don’t get set up before zero dark thirty. Get a move on. We’re being paid for shots of Ta Prohm Temple. At dusk. They specifically want atmospheric and eerie. Looks like we got both. And by-the-way, it’s Len.”
“Right. Len.”
“It’s short for Leonard.”
“Oh. Well, you better call me Stan, then.”
“I thought your name was Roger.”
“It is. Roger Stanislaw.”
“Cute. And not expected. If you don’t mind my asking, who came up with that?”
“You spend a lifetime in an eastern bloc army...you answer to what they call you.”
“Stan works.” Len smacked at his thigh. “Bastard mosquitoes. Worse than any vampire can possibly be.”
“I brought spray. 100% DEET. Here.”
Stan tossed a can. Len tossed it right back. “Keep it.”
“Why?”
“Smell. It’s like a beacon. Besides, I think the bugs out here got weaned on the stuff. I’m seeing... eight o’clock. Second tier. I suppose you brought your tripod set-up?”
“Eight o’clock. Got it. And I already told you, I never go anywhere without the tripod. Fits my new SLX with the f/4.0 lens. That way shutter speed isn’t an issue.”
“Shutter speed is not going to be a problem, Stan. We’re filming an ancient, overgrown temple, not a sports event.”
“Well. You never know. Action and movement might just happen. And I’ll be ready for it.” The man took a deep breath and coughed. “Shit. You were right about the DEET. Down and dirty.”
“Exactly. And...look. There’s another great shot at two. Eagle.”
Len watched Stan drop his duffle bag containing not only his tripod, but two long range rifles, assorted handguns, and ammo. Stan unzipped a section, got out a lens, and started scoping, supposedly for the best shot of the Ta Prohm Temple, one of the most unique temples in the Angkor Wat complex. And then a light rain began to fall, just to make things interesting.
Angkor Wat. Cambodia. Fantastic place. According to the pamphlets, it was built in the twelfth century. Looked it. Supposedly the entire place was a map in stone of the mythological Hindu cosmos. It was meant as a heaven on earth, featuring corridors that ran for a half mile, every bit of them carved with deities from the Ramayana stories. Someone also said that interpreting the carvings and praying to the gods created an elixir of immortality.
Hmm. All that work and everybody still died. Len shrugged. The builders of Angkor Wat had it wrong. They should have worked for the Vampire Assassin League. Immortality wasn’t an issue. It was in his future...when he was ready. And he got to visit unbelievably cool places. Like this one.
Len had done a bit of brushing up on the place during the flight and hotel stay. It helped temper the droning voice of the audio course on Khmer language basics. He probably should’ve paid more attention. Then again, maybe he’d be lucky and everybody he’d run into would speak English. Of course, he could always talk to Stan, over there. But talking to Stan was exactly what it amounted to. Talk. And it was Len doing the talking. Stan was a closed book. No history. No interests. No life. This little camera jargon was the closest the guy came to small talk. That was the first he’d heard of the guy’s stint in an army.
Maybe he was as good as Akron said.
The pictures and video feed of Angkor Wat didn’t do it justice, either. The entire acreage exuded a mysterious quality, not just the Ta Prohm Temple, although it was the most picturesque. It was almost sacrilege to have the place overrun by Hunters. One was even perched atop the platform at the east gate. The one used by King Suryavarman II and his heirs. That platform was built so a rider could mount his elephant right from the stone. That was a wasted vigil but it told Len what he needed to know. The vampire’s lair wasn’t there. And they hadn’t found it yet.
He and Stan were on assignment, all right. But it wasn’t to shoot photos. This came from the big guy, himself: Akron. It involved protecting one ancient vampire with a badass complex, from a shitload of Hunters. That’s what happened when said vampire drained the blood from a supposedly well-known German archeologist intent on this place...along with three of his team members. And since they were at a world heritage protected site, a 4D Team was the last option.
Len hadn’t been given much information on this vampire, but he’d turned the page, unread, anyway. He’d get back to it after he learned the language – which was never. He’d rather meet a new vampire cold. Make up his own mind. Besides, a vampire was a vampire. Most of them arrogant as shit, bull-headed as hell, and completely immune to Len’s charm, or even his cute phrasing.
So. Akron had called. He wanted this done with real humans. And here, Len was beginning to think Akron had shelved him, what with an extended vacation at Bora Bora, followed by weeks of tedium that Len called a life. It felt good to get back into the ring. He was also overseeing the new recruit, Stanislaw over there. Len watched the guy spin his lens, focusing on the roof containing one high perched Hunter. Stan was dressed in nondescript khaki slacks, an almost-matching shade of shirt and jacket, and a baseball cap. It was getting plastered to him with the rain. Len was a match, although his attire was black, and he’d foregone a hat. He was having the same issue with the heat and humidity. Everything stuck. Defined. He hadn’t wasted any of his off time on his butt. He’d been at the gym every day. He’d had to move up a t-shirt size because of it. Not Stan. Len hoped Stan had more to him than it looked. The guy was thin. Wiry. Hungry-looking. Then again, Len hadn’t much knowledge of eastern bloc army life.
Back to the job at hand. The Hunters. They were absolute bastards. Zero compassion. And zero integrity. Len had learned that from his recent stint in Texas. He wasn’t interested in a replay of being in their hands. Wait a minute...
Len sucked in on a cheek as if pondering light. There was another Hunter on the ground level, just inside the aperture their vampire probably used. He’d moved. Sneaky bastard. That made four of them at Ta Prohm. Another six in complexes he and Stan had walked through. Probably more in the ones they hadn’t visited. Some days it was a pure pleasure to eliminate them, especially as poorly as they staked a place out.
Look at the first one Len had spotted. On their left at eight o’clock, second level. Terrible job of concealment. If you’re going to blend in with stone, you can’t wear green camouflage pants. The other one was on the flat rooftop, trying for the eagle eye view, but he forgot that in silhouette, butt and shoulders are easy to see. The fourth was doing a fairly decent job if he hadn’t moved. And then there was the hidden one. The one beneath the sod. Fantastic sniper location. Great disguise. Virtually invisible...if he hadn’t coated himself with DEET first.
Some days, you just had to love a Hunter.
Len wasn’t carrying a duffle bag. He preferred a backpack. It was heavy. Loaded. He walked to a certain spot on the stone where sod shouldn’t be growing, unhooked his bag, and let it drop...to a satisfying crunch. He took one step backward, and – if he didn’t miss his guess – effectively stopped any crossbow action as the arrow was the casualty beneath his boot heel.
“So...hey! We’re here. The House of Fire. Set your tripod up, already. Time’s wasting, Stan-the-man!”
“On it.”
Len bent and started rifling through his bag. Two nine mils. Four packed spare clips. An AK-47. Spare rounds. Grenades. Combat knife. Yep. There it was. Finally. His newly purchased camera. Len’s didn’t have a fancy f/4.0 lens, so he settled with an f/2.8. Heck, if he set his shutter speed at 1/100, he’d get the same shot as Stan using 1/50 speed. Or so, the camera expert at the counter had advised him.
Wow. This place was really sweet. Eerie. Creepy. Atmospheric. And with the light rain falling, it added a nice layer of mist. That Hunter beneath the sod probably hated every second of it.
“Gloomy place, yes?” Len said it as he hung the clips on his belt. Shuffled around in the bag some more. Palmed a 9mm, and then stuck it in his underarm holster. He stuck the other in the back of his belt, just above his jacket hem.
“Double yes.”
“Hey, Stan?”
“Yeah?”
“Pass the repellent.”
The guy looked over at him with raised brows. Len winked.
“Okay.”
The can sailed through the air, catching flicks from the last of the fading daylight, as well as a nice coating of rain. Len caught it with the left hand, and then stood, looping the camera strap over his head with his right and then hefting his camera. One handed. That camera expert guy was right. This was a great camera. It ought to be with that price tag. And it had an auto-focus. Point and shoot. Easy. Supposedly he’d have professional grade photos. And hell. He might as well get some picture taking in.
That was a great shot of the House of Fire. Len held the button down and took repeating shots, stopping only when his finger got tired. This was definitely the place. The sun was just going down. Their vampire was going to awaken any second now. He started subconsciously shaking the insect repellent spray can. He planned on pegging the lower three Hunters, leaving the top one for Stan. And he was starting with the asshole beneath him.
Wait...
A shadow slithered around the stone, passing almost imperceptibly along the tree root of a silk-cotton tree. Or maybe that one was a strangler fig tree. Didn’t really matter. Most of Ta Prohm was covered in tree roots, leaving it in a permanent state of decay. On purpose. According to those pamphlets, that was exactly what they’d had in mind when they’d first started preserving and restoring the place.
The shadow enlarged as a huge chunk of darkness loomed up a tree, gaining dimension and bulk at its base. He’d been wrong. This vampire didn’t come from the House of Fire. It was using the Hall of Dancers behind them. Shit. And if what he was seeing was accurate, this was one large vampire. No wonder they’d sent so many Hunters.
Len pointed the spray can down at the sod and started spraying.







 
CHAPTER TWO
The reaction was immediate and expected, although Sodman was a bit lankier than Len expected. It wasn’t much of an issue. He was doubled-over, coughing and hacking, and a scissor-kick later, he was flat on his back, with his nose kicked into his brain, pretty much silent. The move even saved Len from a headshot, although the bullet grazed the top of his ear, cauterizing as it went. It stung, but it was better than the alternative.
They were using silencers, too. Good. No reason to alert anyone, like Cambodian authorities, or other Hunters. Which did mean they probably had other ways of signaling for help. But that would take time, and they weren’t getting any. Len dove onto the ground, pulling the back 9mm as he went, rolled, and then nailed the idiot in green camo pants right in the forehead. Laser sights were a decided plus in this, too.
A thud somewhere to his right was Eagleman landing ungracefully. A glance proved that. Which left the guy hidden in the gloomy aperture. Len wasn’t sure Stan had even seen him, but the vampire certainly did. Akron had been specific with his description of this vampire. The bastard was vicious. And a complete badass. Dark spurts of liquid that were probably arterial spray shot out in heartbeat rhythm from where the man used to be standing. Len couldn’t quite make out the vampire. Laser sights had their limits, and an instant after his red light touched a dark form, Len got lifted and slammed against one of the temple walls. That hurt, and then it got hard to breathe as debris mixed with rain fell onto his head.
“Wait! I’m on your side!”
His voice was an octave higher than normal. He was surprised it worked. And Akron was a non-specific asshole. The entire enclave at VAL was probably having a huge laugh over this. This wasn’t a guy. This was one, smoking hot, vampire chick. Len got an eyeful before she hissed, letting him see a nice set of blood-coated fangs.
“Wait! Your side! Me. You. Uh...him.”
It was easy to gesture. She had him by the ribcage so his arms were free. He wasn’t at all sure where Stan was, so he sent a vague finger-point to his last location. But something had stopped her from making Len her next meal. He watched as she tipped her head, sending a slide of black hair over her shoulder. She had glossy, straight hair. Lengthy. He couldn’t see where it ended. He didn’t dare move his eyes to check. It was probably pitch black. As were her eyes. Really black. And she had some killer lashes, too. Figures. Len was looking at his private wet dream come to life, and he’d never even told anybody. Shit. It didn’t get much worse.
She pursed her mouth covering fangs with lush lips that were shaded a deep, red color. They gleamed as if she’d just applied wet gloss. And dang! She had one kissable pout.
Okay. It was getting worse.
Len swallowed and tried again, this time using newly-learned Khmer words. “Friends. You. Me. Us.”
 Stan started laughing. The vampire scrunched her brows and brought her head back upright. Len should have paid more attention to the Khmer language course.
“What did I say?” Len hissed.
“Something about restrooms and rice.”
“You speak Khmer?”
“Some.”
“Then you tell her! And before I lose blood flow to my dick. Okay?”
“You could just show her your tat.”
Oh great. Stan was an asshole, too. He didn’t say much, but when he did it was accurate. Smart. Pointed. And if he hadn’t chuckled through it, he wouldn’t be such an asshole. Len flipped him off before catching his jacket collar and t-shirt and yanking the right shoulder off and down. He probably should’ve opted for putting the tat on his wrist. Or a pec. Or even his neck, where it would be easily visible...but no. He’d wanted a full shoulder design. And that meant he had to pull and rip material, but it was the t-shirt collar that got damaged, and he’d only paid a buck forty for it at the dollar store in the first place. No sense wasting good fashion on a hunt. He let the vampires do that.
He watched her flick a glance to the VAL tattoo on his shoulder, and damn everything, if it didn’t look like her eyes widened for a bit before she looked back at him. And then she licked her lips. Len couldn’t stop the jerk his body made. All he could do was bluster his way around it, but before he even started, she spoke. And with a voice so vast and soul-sapping, it felt like even the rain stopped to listen.
“You’re with the Vampire Assassin League?”
“Yeah. Special Ops. And—what the hell? You speak English?”
“Oh yes.”
“Then why the hell didn’t you say so?”
“I just did.”
“I mean earlier.”
Uh oh. She was leaning toward his bared shoulder, sending his skin into all sorts of antics, and that included gooseflesh. She had her nose just beneath his jaw. This was insane. Len had prior and vast knowledge. Eight years of it. Vampires didn’t breathe. And they were cold. But he could swear his skin was feeling heat. And air. And all sorts of other stimuli.
“What’s a dick?”
Funny she should ask that. Right now, it was getting all sorts of signals he wasn’t sending, and making him wish he’d worn silk boxers and sweats, rather than cotton bum-huggers and twill slacks. Shit. Things were about to go places he didn’t ever go. Not with a vampire. He’d seen them in action too many times. He wasn’t remotely interested. N. O. Besides, he was only thirty-two years old. Forty sounded early enough to worry about wrinkles and aging and dementia... especially when the cure included blood-sucking reality.
And that meant he needed to get his mouth in gear and start blustering. Double time. He’d start with Stan and his snorts that were withheld laughter. Len preferred the guy’s silence.
“Shut up, Stan. It isn’t funny.”
“You want me to tell her?”
“No. I want you to start gathering gear, and then check for collateral damage.”
“Collateral damage?”
“Yeah. Historic preservation-type damage. You know. Bullet holes in the rocks. That sort of thing.”
“I hit everything I aimed at.”
“No shit. Me, too. But I haven’t met a Hunter yet that was accurate.”
“Oh. Right. Where you going?”
“Well. Little Miss vampire here, is going to lower me back to the ground. And then we’re going to find her lair...and slow down there, sister. We don’t have time for a midnight snack.”
“Midnight snack?” she queried.
Damn! She would have the most astonishing voice. The most amazing eyes. One hell of a kissable mouth. And he really had to get his brain working.
“Later. Maybe. And that’s a big maybe. In the meantime, we gotta get you relocated.”
“But this is my home.”
“Not anymore it isn’t.”
“And you are going to use what army to move me?”
Great. He didn’t just have a gorgeous, babe, vampire chick to handle. He had one who sent all kinds of unsolicited vibes his way and then topped it with arguments. All of that should cancel out the rampant testosterone overload he was experiencing. Or, at least make it manageable. He gestured over her shoulder at the grounds.
“See those Hunters out there?”
“Yes.”
“Well. They have friends. A lot of friends. Some of them are here, staked out throughout the place. That means they’re going to notice when four guys don’t answer the next check-in. And we’ll be lucky if it’s Hunters finding four dead bodies, and not some tourist who is probably just looking for the Stegosaurus stone said to be carved into the Ta Prohm Temple. Because if that happens, we’ll have an International inquiry to deal with. That will include major publicity on a global scale. Which does mean your sojourn at this temple of eternity here is over. And that is why humans are handling the situation and not one of the associates.”
“Three and a half,” she replied.
Damn it! There was that kissing shape again. Focus, Man. Focus. Len took a deep breath. That just expanded his lungs and ribcage, and that just got him more sensation as her palms held him up.
“Three and a half, what?” he asked.
“Bodies.”
“Your guy?”
She nodded.
“You left half a guy? Figures. Okay. Some poor tourist is going to stumble on three dead bodies and one pulverized corpse, and that’s really going to get some attention. You want to debate details some more? Oh. Trust me, babe. I’m your man. But we really need to get moving. I’ll help you pack. Or... screw that. I’ll just help Stan while you pack. Get moving. They probably check in every hour or so, and that gives us a window.”
“Every thirty minutes,” Stan supplied.
“Aren’t you supposed to be busy?” Len asked.
“Oh. I am. But I have great hearing.”
“Figures,” Len mumbled.
“They check in every thirty minutes. I heard it. We have about twelve left.”
“I sure hope you live close, sister, because I—”
She didn’t wait for him to finish. Or even get a breath. And close wasn’t appropriate. She lived right beneath the House of Fire. She flew past where the half body resided and then went up a wall. Through a dark area that became a ledge and then dropped into an abyss of black that just kept going down. That’s when he lost sight. It was too black. And it seemed endless. The entire thing felt like a span of tunnels or streets or something spacious, intersecting throughout the entire place.
She didn’t have any qualms about traversing the area in the dark. At hyper speed. Without touching the floor, the walls, or the ceiling. And his one hundred and ninety pounds weren’t doing a damn thing to slow her. And then they went up again. And for some reason, it got lighter. As if the ceiling had access to daylight. But that was ridiculous. They were too far underground. And the sun had set. It didn’t change the obvious. Maybe she had access to electricity. Or a lot of torches. Because the place was light enough to see, so somewhere way above him was a light source. And he was in for more fun. It looked like the vampire babe lived in a span of carpet-covered luxury. She had leagues of drapery-lined walls, and an acre of bed. And that’s where she dropped him. Len bounced twice before coming to a stop and rolling onto his belly. For preservation and concealment purposes.
“You live here?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“By yourself?”
“Yes.”
“With this much uh... space?”
He had to get his mind moving. This span of bed was giving him images. As were the gossamer trousers she wore. And the blue silk, square bodice thing that didn’t even have a back to it. He’d been a bit off on her hair length, too. It reached mid-thigh. She had to swish it behind her as she kneeled at the edge of the bed, putting a really nice rounded ass in his line of sight. Those trousers weren’t sufficient. They might be made of layers of material, but each one was worthless as a covering. And they cinched at the ankles. Like a harem outfit. Or a genie.
“I like the space, as you call it. It makes me feel... sinful. And sensuous. And decadent. And lush. And a thousand other words I’d like to learn.”
He swallowed hard. Moved his eyes. Did a few push-ups that made the bed bounce. And made his mouth work, somehow coming up with light, bantering words. “Okay. But we’re going to have a hard time taking all this with us. This bed alone is going to take up some major air cargo space.”
“Oh. No. I only have a pallet. And some dirt.”
“Then why the huge bed?” And why did he have to ask?
“I found it centuries ago. In the palace. It was just left like this. To decay. Just like the drapes. And carpets. And my clothing. They all came from...the harem.”
“Figures,” Len mumbled again.
“You like it?”
Like was not the word. And if she didn’t get a move on, he was afraid she’d be finding out exactly what sensuous felt like. On this span of bed. With a bit of bounce to it that would definitely match sinful. And rhythmic. And powerful. Deep...
Len. Stop. She’s a vampire.
“Well?”
“You really need to quit wasting time and just get your stuff. Okay? I’m taking you out of Cambodia. Tonight. Before they shut down the air travel due to things like finding corpses at Angkor Wat.”
“Where are you taking me?”
“Good question. I had planned on stashing you at my place until Akron gave me specifics...but that is not happening now, is it?”
“Why not?”
“Because you are not a guy. And I am. And I’m a confirmed bachelor. My neighbors will probably notice.”
She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled. And his cock went even harder. He had to shuffle a bit to find room. Stupid. Tight-ass. Briefs. Bane to mankind... Keep your mouth moving, Len.
“And I live in Malibu. Lots of sun there.”
“I’m old, Leonard. I don’t have much trouble with the sun.”
“How... do you know my name?” His heart ramped up. No. No. Not happening, Len. Never. Ever.
“It’s beneath your VAL tattoo. In small letters.”
The relief was tangible. And cooling. And totally needed. Len licked his lips. “Oh. Yeah. That. Look, we gotta go. Stan is probably wondering what the hell happened to us.”
“Do I frighten you, Leonard?”
Oh shit. She was on her hands and knees and crawling toward him, hauling a piece of roughly woven cloth in one hand. And that little square piece of material she wore for a bodice was just perfect for sending cleavage right into his line of sight. Good thing the mattress of hers had major give to it, because he shoved his hips into it and tried not to grind them.
“Uh...no.”
Damn it. Damn it. Damn it. He lowered his forehead next. Clamped his eyes shut. Tried to bring Stan’s face to mind.
“Not even a little?”
She was right in front of him. He didn’t have to look. He could feel her breathing again. And vampires didn’t frickin’ breathe. This was insane.
“Frighten is not the word, babe. It’s closer to terrify.”
She had a laugh that probably stopped traffic. Light. Shiver-inducing. Sweet-toned. And she was a vampire. This wasn’t acceptable. Leonard Griggins worked with vampires. He did not bed them. He didn’t lust for them. And he refused to start now. He had a decade of training on controlling every bit of his reactions. Now was not the time to lose that. He didn’t care if she had the most winsome face he’d ever seen, the most rocking ass, the sweetest voice. The lushest lips. Mouth-watering tits. Thighs that would look good on a gymnast. And vibes that sent him into overdrive. He refused to have anything to do with a vampire. Because mating was an eternal sentence. There was no going back. No second chances. And there wasn’t a woman around that would put up with him for a week.
Hell.
Less.
She’d break up with him, and then his existence really would be hell. And it would be eternal.
“You ready yet?”
The words came out guttural. Thick. Almost unintelligible. That’s what happened from speaking them into a mattress, with every muscle at his command in a rigid, tense state. Including his dick. That part wasn’t obeying a damn thing except giving him fits against his zipper and fly. Because these hellish underwear had a front slot and his cock had found it. Contact with a zipper should pain, or at least chill. Nope. It felt more like a mouth caress. With teeth.
“Oh, yes.”
She replied with that voice that created a whole new level of definition on the word sin.
“Then get moving. And don’t touch me.”
“You won’t be able to find your way out if I don’t.”
“Just get walking, sister. I’ll be following. Now.”
She sighed heavily. No big deal there. That was a normal reaction women gave him. It was also ridiculous. Vampires didn’t sigh. Len looked up just as she disobeyed completely, pulling him to her, and acting a bit surprised as his problem stabbed into her lower abdomen. And then they were up. Moving. She stopped at the entrance to her enclave, slammed a fist to the wall, and Len watched the ceiling start to collapse onto that massive bed. Her motion started a slight rainfall of earth, dirt, and rocks, and then it became a massive wall of it, until even the light source got obliterated by debris. The cave-in sent a wall of dust swirling outward. It would’ve choked anyone who wasn’t flying. As it was, the smell of decay followed their flight. Yep. That was exactly what a vampire liked. Dirt. Decay. Dust.
So, why the hell didn’t his body listen?







 
CHAPTER THREE
Tassanee hadn’t been exactly truthful. She hadn’t found anything in a decaying harem. She’d actually been in there when King Suryavarman II was killed during yet another military campaign. There followed a succession of claimants to the throne, each one ending more violently then it began. Nobody was safe, including the women of the harem.
Especially the newly chosen ones.
The third king had noticed her. And that’s when Tassanee had been poisoned. Akron had come to her that night, appearing out of the dark beside one of the pools. Tassanee had crawled there and dropped, driven near mad by thirst, yet too numb to drink. He’d been there just as darkness was climbing through every section of her body. He’d offered her an eternity, a position in his corporation. Told her about vampire mating, and finally he’d guaranteed revenge. That’s why she’d done it. She’d taken the bed that belonged to the king’s favorite. Nobody had noticed more bloodshed and missing women, especially if they disappeared along with their bed.
But all of that was ancient history when placed beside this moment. Now. With Leonard.
Her mate.
She rolled her belly like she’d been taught so long ago and felt his rod-part slide against her lower abdomen. He shuddered, and sent a whispered curse into the spot right above her left ear. The man was better than blood to her. He had no idea. Which was an oddity. He was a league member. He’d been around vampires. Surely he knew all about vampire mates. His body certainly did. She knew exactly what that signified. His desire was more than tantalizing. It was close to swoon-inducing.
He was still trying to ignore her, though. That was evident the moment they reached the open air once again. Twilight was settling in. It was still misting rain. That combined to show her how incredibly handsome her mate really was. She was glad he didn’t wear a hat. It would’ve have shielded how the rain flattened his hair to his scalp, as well as slid over the planes of his face. He was studiously looking over her head with his teeth clamped shut, if the line of his jaw was any indicator. She looked in that direction as well. His partner was just disappearing around a tree.
“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”
Her mate snapped it. The sound was still sweet. Deep. And reverberated through where she had him locked against her bosom.
“Oh. You’re back. Finally. I thought you guys might need help.”
The guy turned back around and just stood there, with a hand on his hip.
“Me? Or the vampire chick?”
“It’s Tassanee,” she told him.
Leonard looked aslant at her, stopping her newly awakened heart for a full beat. And it felt amazing. She almost laughed.
“I don’t want to know your name, ok?”
“Too bad,” she replied, and blew him a kiss. And watched his eyes go wide and his breath skip.
“Uh...you.”
It was his partner interrupting. They both turned their heads toward him again.
“Why? We were gone what? Four minutes... and...,” Len lifted his wrist and checked something before finishing. “Eight seconds. It’s not even dark yet. We’ve got at least five minutes left.”
“More. They sent a message. Check-in is cancelled.”
“Well. They are dumb pricks. Nice to know they keep proving it.”
“Don’t you even want to know why?”
“I’d rather know if you handled collateral damage.”
“None found.”
“The bullet that grazed my head found a home somewhere. Find it.”
“You have a head wound? No wonder you’re acting funny.”
“Put me down, sister.”
Len dipped his chin and whispered it at her ear. The result was a blizzard of gooseflesh. She had to swallow to get her mouth to work.
“Don’t make me ask again,” he continued.
“Why don’t you ask once?” she replied.
“Please.”
It wasn’t asked. But he gave her another sidelong look, and she really liked the kick her heart gave over it. So Tassanee hovered above ground for another pulse beat of time and then lowered both of them to the stone. But she didn’t loosen her hold around his waist. Not just yet.
“Who shot you?” his partner asked.
“Camo pants.”
“Right. That puts the trajectory from there... to over here. Add in a slight deflection from grazing your hollow head, and...”
His partner was moving. His voice gave it away. Leonard wasn’t watching. Tassanee wasn’t either. Leonard was studiously looking over her head, more like he was avoiding her than watching anything. Tassanee was observing him. It was totally fascinating. And then he looked down.
“Tassanee. You need to let me go, already. I’m the senior operative here. He’s the novice. I need to check his work.”
“You’re my mate, Leonard.”
He took a breath so deep it moved her. And then he let it out in a rush with air that cooled. And that had the opposite effect on her as something sparked deep into life. In her lower belly. Maybe lower. She had to narrow her eyes to hide it.
“How about we discuss that issue... uh, later?”
“What’s wrong with now?”
“How about you do one thing I ask?”
“What if I don’t want to?”
“Look. Lady. You got me. You can outmaneuver me. Out-dexterity me. You got me hands down on strength and ability. Agility. Speed. Stamina. About the only thing I can do better than you is bleed to death. You say I’m your mate? Fine. We’ll argue for points later, after the assignment is finished and we check in with the boss. That puts us in a dead-lock here. And I can’t change it. Only you can. So, how’s about taking a timeout on the mate thing? You’re making me look bad to the kid over there. And I don’t need much assistance with that at the moment.”
“You need help?”
The other guy asked it. He chuckled through the words. He was pretty loud, too. Tassanee watched the skin of Len’s lower jaw darken as he flushed. Ah. This was a man ego thing. She didn’t have much experience in real males. It was mystifying. She not only made him powerless, but she did it in front of another. She shouldn’t do that to her mate. She took one last lingering look and opened her arms. He didn’t move. Only his head swiveled, giving her a nice view of neck. And jaw. And everything on her went up another degree in heat.
“What happened to quiet and covert, Stan? We’re surrounded by Hunters.”
“Thought you’d never ask.”
“And the answer is...?”
“Oh. They carried walkie-talkies. Message came through about action over at Krol Ko. Dust cloud coming from temple doors. Possible cave-in. That’s where I was heading.”
“Seriously? Why? You planning to stand in for the missing Hunters?”
“I thought it might involve you and your new friend... Miss uh... her. The vampire chick.”
“Her name’s Tassanee. And it did involve us. She hit the light switch with a little too much punch. It’s a vampire thing. They can’t seem to figure out how much power they’re packing.”
Len stepped out of her embrace. A second later her arms fell. She instantly felt weird. Odd. Bereft.
“And... found it. Looks like we have a .38 slug in this tree. You got a pen-knife?”
“You lose yours?” Len asked.
“It’s in the Flying Hunter’s neck. I figured he could keep it. It’ll give the forensics team something to do. If they even have forensics teams here.”
“I’m really starting to like you, Stan. You should talk like me more often.”
Len shuffled through a jacket pocket with one hand, while the other was pulling at the material of his crotch. He found a metallic looking thing in his jacket and tossed it. His partner caught it and turned back to his work.
“Don’t worry. I won’t let it go to my head. So... tell me. Did you ask your new friend how she knows English, yet?”
Len looked back at her and raised his brows.
“I taught myself,” she answered.
“Right. Let me guess. You had a set of encyclopedias down there. Damn. And I was worried about collateral damage topside. Having them stumble on an underground library at Angkor Wat – in English – is really going to spark some publicity.”
“I have a laptop,” she replied.
He tipped his head to one side next and tried to look stern. She almost smiled.
“Okay. I’ll just wait to ask the how, but first I need to know why, if you actually have a laptop, did you leave it back there?”
She lifted her burlap sack, and saw his eyes flick to the distinct flat bulge in the bottom before returning.
“Okay. Now answer the why. And then the how. Why do you have a laptop and how the hell do you power it?”
“I had power. Didn’t you notice the lighting?”
He was giving her an indecipherable look. It sent worse than sparks. Even her nipples tightened in reaction.
“That’s the how. And it’s out of order. But, let’s just say no, I didn’t notice, and move on.”
“A man was drilling holes for electric lights in the temple walls back in ‘09. It woke me. I think he had twenty of them done before he stopped. It was an International incident, reported everywhere.”
“Let’s just say I might have read that. Go on.”
“He disappeared. Nobody ever claimed responsibility.”
“Let me guess some more. You let him live long enough to wire your place?”
“Longer.”
“He’s still alive?”
“I didn’t say that. Hong-Ye left... a bit ago. I didn’t care. He gave me what I needed.”
“What?” His voice was a grunt.
“He became my teacher. In English... and modern affairs. We bartered.”
“With what?”
“His life and my protection. For his knowledge. And the use of his cellular telephone.”
“His cell?”
“I’d check my language skills with it. Nobody ever checked if the system got linked up. Or how much power gets used. And nobody shut down my connection. They just keep paying the bill. I don’t think anybody’s ever going to claim responsibility. They’re still hiding it.”
He started chuckling. And shaking his head. “Dang. You are sharp. Impressive. And really cute. It’s almost a shame—no. I’ll just stop there. So. You ran across an electrician in Cambodia in 2009, and he just happened to be drilling holes in a world protected site – and nobody copped to the deed. Bet you were a surprise.”
“Well. He did wake me.”
“And this Hong-Ye just happened to have an English-speaking laptop that was registered to Electronic Zone One?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Rewind. You had him wire the place and you’re using his connection and IP address...and it wasn’t Zone One?”
“He had a smart phone. One of the first models, I think. It spoke several languages. I learned them all while I made calls and listened in.”
“You pranked people with random calls? This is classic. And I’m really starting to like you. And that’s a really bad thing.”
“But why? You’re my mate.”
“That’s a timeout violation, Tassanee. We’re talking smart phones, illegal wire tapping, theft, and...I might as well toss in murder. None of which sounds like eternal damnation to me. You want to keep on task, please?”
“Eternal damnation?”
“You call it your way. I’ll call it mine. The phone?”
“Oh. That. It was fun at first. And then it got slower and slower. I didn’t know how slow it was until recently.”
“Recently?”
“I got the laptop a few months ago. From a scientist fellow. Or one of his men.”
“Ah. The doomed archeological team rides into the mix. And look. You stole their equipment after killing them. Damn. I do like vampires. They’re so compassionate and gentle.”
“It was their fault. They shot at me. I got angry. Besides...they didn’t need it.”
“Wow. Okay. You about finished, Stan?” He turned his head and said the last toward his partner. But he didn’t take his eyes from her. “You know, the more I hear, the more I think I like you. It’s almost a shame I’m such a confirmed bachelor.”
“But, you’re my mate.”
“That is another timeout violation.”
“You brought it up.”
“Woman argument. Unfair advantage.”
“What?”
“When women argue, it’s unfair. They keep changing the rules and taking advantage.”
“What rules?”
“And just when you figure out what debate method they’re using, they snap in another direction entirely.”
“What debate?”
“You know, we need to get moving. Hunters may be at Krol Ko, and they could be right behind that wall. We’ve got bikes parked near the gates. It’s quite a hike. Oh. I might as well tell you. We opted for the pedal kind, for covert purposes. Not that you’ll have trouble.”
“We can fly.”
“Let just say, I don’t want to do any more vampire shit at the moment, okay?”
“Leonard. I am a vampire.”
“No kidding? You got anything new you want to tell me?”
“I’m immortal. I suck blood to survive. I sometimes kill. And I have extraordinary powers. One of them is I can fly.”
“None of that is new, lady.”
“But you don’t want to hear the mating part.”
“Ah. The eternal damnation thing again.”
“I’m your mate, Leonard. And that does mean...you are mine.”
“I’m afraid you got short-changed, lady.”
Tassanee smiled. Oh. He was very fun. Fast. Quick-witted. Even more so than the eunuch that guarded her for years, teaching her not only the cut and thrust of repartee, but the basics of the Cambodian martial arts called Bokator. And her mate was handsome. Fit. Lean in the right places...hard and muscled in others. Very hard. Firm. Rigid. She dropped her gaze to the one thing he couldn’t control. Oh. He was large, all right. Immensely fascinating. And delineated by the amount of rain his trousers had absorbed. And she’d been trained in just about every art of love.
“Oh. I don’t think so.” she replied, lowering her voice to a throaty purr.
He jerked before lurching back a huge step. His eyes went huge and she could have sworn he gulped. And then he turned his head and yelled at the other man. Which was stupid. He was right behind Len.
“You about done, Stan?”
“On your six, Boss.”
“Of course you are. Figures. Duffle bag?”
The man lifted a hand and shook the big bag he carried. That was impressive for a human. It looked two-thirds his size and almost as heavy.
“Backpack?”
That must be what Stan carried in his other hand. He lifted it and shook it.
“Then we better get moving.”
“Why don’t you have her pick us up and fly?”
“Because I’m not doing any vampire crap at the moment. Since you’re such a good eavesdropper, you should have already heard that part.”
“I did.”
“Figures.”
“Well...it’s hard to ignore a lover’s spat in the middle of a rainstorm, in the center of Ta Prohm Temple complex, amidst a bunch of corpses. But I did try.”
“Then, maybe since you already know the score, you’ll just sit out the rest of the game?”
“And miss this?”
“I liked you a lot better when you were silent, Stanislaw.”
“I have to point out, Boss, that I do think you’re pretty lucky. She’s damn smart. And gorgeous. No offense, uh...Miss Tassanee.”
“None taken,” she replied. Just like she’d seen in one of the movies she’d watched and mimicked.
“Do I look like I need your help here?” Len asked.
“Okay. I’ll shut up. But first, let me point out the obvious. We can either take a couple of hours getting out of this complex, doing our best to avoid any Hunters who might have stayed at their posts, followed by another couple of hours pedaling our asses off, and by the time we reach the hangar it’ll be almost dawn, and I’ll be exhausted. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t have much of an ass to lose. Or...we can ask your mate real nice to pick us up and take us with her to the airport. And we’d be out of Cambodia within what? An hour? And I hope you decide fairly quickly, because these bags are not getting any lighter and I’m not getting any drier standing here holding them.”
Tassanee looked at Len. Stan looked at him. Len’s face fell. It matched his shoulders within his jacket.
“Oh. What the hell. Tassanee?”
She had them both and was airborne before he finished speaking.







 
CHAPTER FOUR
“You’ve reached VAL Headquarters, where the contract is just the beginning. How may I direct your call?”
“Akron?”
The voice started laughing. Stan didn’t know why. It wasn’t funny.
“Oh. Classic. I can’t wait to tell him that one. Wait. Who the hell are you and how did you get this number?”
“Stan. New guy.”
“Stan. Stan. Hmm. I don’t see a Stan on any of our lists. You might wish to disconnect before one of our associates locates you.”
“Oh. Try looking for Stanislaw. Roger.”
“Ah. Here you are. Roger Stanislaw. Ex-Croatian military. How can we help you?”
“Why can’t I see you?”
The guy laughed again. Stan didn’t know why. It still wasn’t funny.
“I’m a vampire, man. I can’t be photographed. Or taped. Or filmed. Or even reflected.”
“Then why is there a video feed?”
“Wait a sec. I’ll fuss a bit with the electronic imaging and...there! See me now?”
There was a vague image of a kid, with purple fuzz around him. He was lanky. Needed a haircut. And he looked about fifteen. Maybe sixteen. Stan’s brows lifted.
“What?”
“This is the Vampire Assassin League Headquarters? Right?”
“Duh. Next question.”
“You’re...one of them?”
“Duh. Again. Next question.”
“How old are you?”
“A little over sixty... maybe closer to sixty-five. I lost count. Why?”
“You look fifteen.”
“Yeah? Well you look about as old as your IQ. And I’m being generous. And now that we have all that decided, want to tell me what you want, Coleslaw?”
“It’s Stanislaw. And I go by Stan.”
“Okay. Fine. So, what do you want?”
“Yes, Nigel. What does he want?”
A deep, booming voice came through the speaker on the laptop, sounding like it was a PA system in a concert arena. Stan jerked back and hit the volume switch, and then swallowed around the ringing in his ears.
“Oh. Crap. It’s the old man,” the kid whispered.
“Nigel. Even if I wasn’t in the adjoining room, I’d be able to hear you.”
“Oh. Yeah. Right, Sir.”
“So. Are you going to ask him what he wants? Maybe...soon?”
Stan worked at adjusting the sound so he’d be able to hear Nigel, and not get his eardrums ruptured by Akron. The leader’s voice was amazing in scope and range. Like it was the return echo off a deep canyon wall or something that vast. Stan had worked with Reika, and now Tassanee. He’d thought female vampires had tear-inducing voices. They’d just been trumped. It must be a vampire thing.
No. That couldn’t be true. Nigel sounded exactly like he looked. Like a smart-mouthed teenager.
“Yes, Sir. I was just getting to that. Apparently the new guy is calling in.”
“The new guy?”
“Yeah. You know. The guy named Roger, last name something-or-other that rhymes with coleslaw.”
Akron must have sighed. The entire room around Stan reverberated with it. He turned the volume down lower.
“Antagonize him later, Nigel. For now, find out the particulars. And before I expire of old age.”
“Oh. Very funny, Sir. Well? You heard the man, Stan. You’re on. Speak up. How can we help you? And make it quick. We’ve only got eleven seconds left on this call.”
“Len told me to call. He needs a 4D team.”
“He what?”
Stan jumped. Good thing he’d put the volume knob on the first notch. The thatch above him started shaking over Akron’s two word question. And then bits of straw, and whatever else they’d roofed this shack with, started filtering down, catching the light in little specks.
“What happened to Angkor Wat?”
“Nothing, Sir.”
“Nothing?”
“No, Sir.”
“Then why do you need a 4D Team?”
Before Stan could speak, the stool that was the lone piece of furniture in the only other room of this place came through the wall. Or the bit of cardboard-thick paper that went for a wall. Stan barely ducked in time. And then, Len’s voice came through the gap. It sounded like he’d changed his tactic. He might be trying to plead now. Stan peeked over the table edge at the screen.
“We’ll call you right back, Stan. Don’t move.”
Don’t move. That wasn’t a hard order to follow. It wasn’t safe to move. Nothing was safe near Len and the vampire chick. Nor could Stan help eavesdropping. Maybe he should have kept the volume up. Or stuck cotton in his ears. Or started whistling. Because Len’s words came through the hole in the wall just fine.
“Look. It won’t work. Okay?”
That was Len. Yep. Stan had been right. Len was pleading. He couldn’t hear Tassanee’s reply.
“You’re wrong. Come on, babe. See sense. Or at least, reality.”
Stan still couldn’t make out her words. She really had a wonderful range of tone. This time it was light. Like a wind crossing through the drapes. He decided to invent her responses.
But you’re my mate, Leonard.
She said Leonard in a really cute, foreign way, too. She had trouble with the “r.” Stan thought it was cute. Len was immune or something. All he acted was angry.
“I’d have to quit, damn it.”
We could work together. Be vampire assassins.
“Shit. Of course I know. I have three exes,” Len told her.
Stan’s brows rose at that information. His expression was reflected in the dark gray tone of his blank monitor. It matched the tone of Tassanee’s reply. Even if he couldn’t make out her words, he had zero doubt about their content.
What do you mean... three?
“And I like to keep my stuff, okay?”
Oh. Bad move, man. Never. Ever. Under any circumstances, give any woman ammo like that. Wow. Accusing her of not only being a next ex, but taking his possessions, too? Stan didn’t have to be a relationship expert to know where this was going. He crawled beneath the desk and reached up to pull the laptop down with him. And then he started whistling.
“Stanislaw? You there?”
Stan rolled his finger on the mouse pad. The image was a split screen. Nigel’s purplish toned visage came into view on the left side. The right side contained a desk, backed by a lot of books, a stone wall, and a dark spot shadowed by a slant of some kind. Maybe a staircase. Looked rich. Old world rich.
“Yeah,” he answered.
“We did a bit of checking while we reconnected, Stan. It seems that absolutely nothing out of the ordinary has happened at Angkor Wat, Cambodia,” Akron informed him.
“I know. I told you that.”
“It also appears that one of our private jets has been seized and is being dismantled by the authorities while they look for drugs. We don’t traffic in drugs.”
“They’re not going to find any, either.”
“So why do they have the jet?”
“The Hunters are smart, Sir. They must have noticed our arrival or something. Apparently somebody called in an anonymous drug tip while we were handling the pickup. And when we got to the hangar, they were waiting. The plane had already been seized and moved. And there was a lot of legal heat on site. Guns. Uniforms.”
“You got arrested?”
“Oh, sweet! And so you need us to get you out of jail? This is so cool!”
“Nigel. Focus here. They’re not in jail.”
“How do we know that, Sir?”
“Because Stan’s signal is coming from somewhere in southern Laos. And that is even more mysterious. How did you get to Laos?”
“That’s as far as Tassanee could fly. Before dawn, anyway.”
“Why didn’t you just go to Thailand? We have contacts there.”
“Len, Sir. He said Hunters knew we’d been at Angkor Wat, they knew how we’d arrived. He didn’t know how far up the chain their knowledge went. They might be waiting for us in Thailand. So, when things get this messed up, you do the unexpected.”
“Well. That was unexpected, all right.”
“I don’t think he was caring where we got to, Sir, as long as it was off the grid.”
“Well, that does explain why you’re in a two-room vacant shack just outside the Phu Chong Na Poi National Park. Everything else go okay?”
A thump hit the dresser beside him, startling Stan, and sending an echo through the area. He also hunched his shoulders. He thought they were out of objects to throw.
“What is going on over there?” Akron asked.
“That’s why I called. Tassanee... uh. She...uh...well.”
“Oh. Speak no more, Coleslaw. We got it.”
“You’re reading it wrong, Nigel.”
“Oh. I don’t think so, Sir. I’m just wondering why I’m surprised. Duh. It was right in front of me. It’s obvious. Roger Stanislaw there, starts with us a couple of months ago, and already he has not only found his eternal mate, but he gets the most rocking hot vampire chick this side of the Atlantic, too.”
“I think you mean the Pacific, Nigel.”
“Thank you, Sir. Thank you. Like I need help with my lamenting. You know, if I wasn’t already dead I’d go kill myself.”
“Nigel. Stop. Focus. And then think. Would Stan be hiding under a desk if he was Tassanee’s mate?”
“You’re hiding under a desk?”
“Uh...” How the hell does Akron know that?
“But I don’t understand, Sir. If Stan isn’t—oh. No. No. Not Leonard Griggins. You’re joking, right?”
“Do I look like I’m joking, Nigel? How about Stan? Does he look like he’s joking?”
“But...Len? And Tassanee? No. Somebody tell me it isn’t true. The guy’s a menace to relationships. He’s still got claw mark scars on his chest from his last uh...significant other.”
“Claw marks?” Stan asked.
“According to Len, the prettier they are, the crazier they get. And he likes them pretty. So he gets them crazy. And that one was over the edge, even to his standards.”
“He really has ex-wives?”
“We make sure the court ordered payments are deducted from his account every month. Like clockwork. And she’s a real piece of work when the money is due. We have eight numbers set up every month to field her calls and re-route them. Isn’t that right, Sir?”
“What all that means, Stan, is yes. Len has an ex-wife. It also means no. He doesn’t have multiple ex-wives. Does that answer your question?” Akron inserted.
“Then why would he tell Tassanee he has three of them?” Stan asked.
This time it was Akron laughing through the speaker system. Stan decided it still wasn’t funny.
“Oh. Forgive me, gentlemen. This is very amusing. And I don’t get much of that in my position.”
“He told Tassanee he has three ex-wives?” Nigel asked.
“Yeah.”
“Is he stupid or what? Is he trying to drive her off?”
“Very good, Nigel. Very good.”
“What did I say?”
“Can either of you think of a better way to halt a woman’s interest?” Akron asked.
“Don’t look at me, Sir. I spend most of my time trying to get their interest.”
Akron laughed again. Even with the volume at the lowest range, it was impressive. The wood beside Stan’s ears shuddered.
“I do like you Nigel. If I haven’t said it before, I’ll say it now. You are a breath of fresh air in an otherwise tainted un-life. Where was I? Oh yes. Think of this from Len’s perspective. Len’s never managed a relationship with a woman that ends well. Can you imagine how things might work should Tassanee become a disgruntled ex? For eternity? You think fielding calls from a human ex-wife is fun. I can’t imagine having a vampire ex-wife with a vendetta.”
“Oh.”
Both men said it simultaneously.
“Which does explain Len’s argument...doesn’t it? Sit tight, Stan. We’ll send a 4D Team your way. And try to stay out of the way of projectiles.”
“Are you sure he’s Tassanee’s mate?” Nigel asked.
“Oh. Yes,” Akron replied. “I’m positive.”
“How can you be so certain?”
“She hasn’t killed him yet. Oh, Stan? Ditch that laptop. It’s been hacked. And a trace was just started. Nigel? Scramble.”
Binary code started filling Len’s screen. He flipped it over and slid the battery out. And that just made it easier to hear the other two again. Len was past pleading. Sounded like he was begging.
“Come on, babe. It won’t be so bad. You’ll see.”
Some more lightly spoke words.
“If you cry, that’s it. I’ll call another timeout. Debate over.”
Tassanee may have replied again. It could be the breeze through the open window just as easily, too.
“Women always use tears. It’s their biggest weapon. And if that happens, there goes reason and accountability, and any ability to argue logically. Right out into left field.”
Stan decided that was as good a time as any to start whistling again.







 
CHAPTER FIVE
This was such shit.
He didn’t want to be a vampire. And he shouldn’t have to up and make a decision right now. Without notice. And with such strings attached.
But Len was at the end of his rope. The length of his tether. All out of options. On his last nerve. The edge of disaster. The last bastion of defense. He wondered how many more clichés he could hit with the description. Last card in the deck. Final match in the pack. Hell. He didn’t even have enough rope left to hang himself.
Len settled his head back against the head rest. Nice. Akron’s jets were that, though. If a body had to take an unplanned transcontinental flight, at least it was in luxury. In a well-equipped cabin. Clean. Dimly lit. These were comfortable seats, too. They had adjustable lumbar supports. The seats could easily accommodate a six foot two frame, if he moved the head rest up far enough and didn’t care how far his feet hung over. The seats even reclined. Stop right there, Len. Reclining was dangerous territory.
He should be exhausted. He’d talked until he was hoarse. He could feel the scratch in his throat. He’d paced and ranted and tensed, and tossed things until his muscles complained. Every bit of him felt pretty abused, like he’d done a full day gym session, with a physical trainer. Being up forty-some odd hours straight was adding to the mix. But he wasn’t sleepy. He was too keyed-up.
Because of her. Tassanee. His nemesis.
She sure was beautiful. And extremely well-packaged. And sexy as hell. She sent vibes shooting at him with every passing moment in her company. Even as she just sat there. Opposite him. With a little table between them. In those cute, little harem pants. And that little square, backless bodice. Covered over in a cloak he’d stolen off some poor woman’s laundry line and given Tassanee to wear when he’d been scoping the area out just after dawn. It was a nice cloak, if a tad worn. And he wasn’t backing down. She was to wrap herself totally in it. That instruction came with more arguments that didn’t touch on the real reasons. Her little outfit was too explicit. Entirely too immodest.
And way too frickin’ sexy.
The cloak didn’t help. It only outlined and defined curves he’d practically memorized. Damn. She was gorgeous. Every inch. Starting with her striking, bottomless dark eyes, set in a singularly stunning face, surrounded by lush lashes...and then moving to that kissable mouth of hers. That lengthy, silken slide of dark hair she kept tossing over her shoulder. Oh, she was beautiful. And way too unsettling. No wonder he’d fantasized about her for years.
She was still watching him. He didn’t have to look. He didn’t dare. It was enough he’d almost made her cry. Hell. He was ready to cry. Pitching items against walls and through the window was better than doing what every cell on his body craved and demanded and then fought him over. Grab her. Kiss her. Make her his. Take hours to make slow love to that perfect woman, and then follow that up with a hard, fast, and heavy pounding that would be guaranteed to make certain neither of them had this wakeful, primed problem.
Stan had walked in, saving that disaster. His insertion into their stalemate had been pretty much heaven-sent. Tassanee hadn’t been crying, but her eyes sure looked glossy. Stan had brought the laptop for Tassanee to obliterate. A length of silence later, a chopper had arrived. Could have been minutes. Could have been hours. Len didn’t recall and he didn’t care. Nobody said anything during the ride. Len didn’t remember VAL having a base in Laos, but Akron had connections, and Len didn’t care about that, either. If he remembered right, Len had lifted a hand in farewell as Stan had boarded a different jet. But he didn’t remember or care about that, either.
He was all out of remember and care.
Len licked his lips. They were chapped. He should probably see if he’d stuffed lip balm into a pocket. But that would require moving. And that would alert her that he was still awake. Aware. And supremely interested.
This was such shit. Again.
He didn’t want to be a vampire’s mate. There was too much life change involved. He still lived in the apartment he’d taken when his ex-wife threw him out of his own house. And he was fond of daylight. Loved the warmth of it. Sunbathing out on a nice beach with the water lapping at the shore was his idea of mini-heaven. He spent a lot of time in Bora Bora getting this tan. And he liked bacon and eggs. Fries. A thick, grilled steak. A cold beer. Sleeping in on his days off. All the human stuff.
There was more.
The list of what he’d lose was endless.
Then again... at some point in this life, vampirism might be a viable option. He didn’t want to deal with all the age-related losses: hair, hearing, vision, memory... bone. Muscle tissue degeneration. And he mustn’t forget the other issues, like hemorrhoids, arthritic joints, enlarged prostate problems, bladder control issues, erectile dysfunction... that sounded most unfair. He rather liked his willy exactly where it was and working exactly like it did. Old age sounded like shit. Becoming a vampire might actually be a good idea about then. Or maybe...before his sack started sagging.
All of which was years away at the moment. Lots of time to make heavy duty decisions like turning into a blood sucking entity. Hell. He hadn’t even started a retirement portfolio yet.
Then there was the huge possibility that he’d screw up. His ex-wife had been his high school sweetheart. They’d wed right out of school just before he entered basic. It lasted three years, mainly because he was on active duty the entire time. When he got back and tried to play house, he found out how ill-equipped he was for love and relationships. He didn’t know how a woman’s mind worked, and what he was supposed to say and when. He was clueless that when she asked if she looked fat, she didn’t want the truth. He always said the wrong thing. And just why did the one thing a woman found charming and funny in him become the same thing she ended up hating, anyway? Women didn’t remotely make sense. So, he was sarcastic and a smartass. It wasn’t hidden. They knew that going in.
Tassanee was almost his equal at both, though. She had a mouth and a quick wit, and was one hell of an opponent in a debate. So... maybe, just maybe... he was looking at this wrong. Maybe he should ask her if the vampirism part of this mating thing could wait. See if she’d considered a trial run and wait for him to decide. That might work out. Or she might get pissed off at him and that would be the end of that. And him.
His last relationship had lasted six weeks. Six weeks. And potential death at the end of it. Hmm. It might be worth it.
“Can I sit here?”
He lolled his head her direction. Blinked. That was stupid. It moved his lids over his eyes with a feeling like sandpaper on wood. His eyes watered in defense, blurring everything for a bit. It didn’t change, though. Tassanee was still standing, poised at the seat beside him, waiting. And behind her he could just make out the door to the cockpit. Someone had stuck what looked like the handle of a safety ax through it, effectively locking it. From this side.
Great. She wanted privacy. There wasn’t anyone around to buffer this. And he wasn’t in any condition to fight. But at least, she’d asked. He licked his lips again. Yep. Still chapped. He should have found a lip balm.
“I promise not to touch you,” she continued.
“Wow. You’re really doing a number on my machismo, babe.”
“Your what?”
“It’s a term. For how we guys look at ourselves. I guess the better phrase would be how we project ourselves. You know. To the world.”
“Oh.”
She wrinkled her forehead slightly. That was cute. She didn’t look convinced. She didn’t even look like she understood. Len sighed a little soft sound. Damn. He couldn’t even get his lungs to expand for a big breath. That was going to be awkward.
“Sit down, Tassanee. We have to talk.”
“Again?”
“Yeah,” he replied.
She slid into place, her ass getting sucked into the leather seat like the spot was created especially for it. But what did he know? Maybe it was. It sure didn’t feel like leather caressing his butt at the moment. More like sandbags. A lock of her hair slid across his arm, resting on the elbow of his jacket. He considered it for a bit. And then looked up.
Something pretty damn powerful whooshed through him the moment his eyes connected with hers. It was vast. And sweet. And sent his heart into another level of cardiac rhythm. He had to look away. And fast.
She’d moved her hand to where her hair grazed him. Her finger trailed along the leather of his jacket sleeve. Len considered it for a moment.
“I think you’re in violation, babe.”
“What?”
“No touching. Remember?”
“Oh! You’re so unfair!”
She lifted her hand.
“I’m unfair? Come on. We need to face facts, sweetheart. I’m not the one leaping into your life, claiming instant ownership with no expiration date, no option, and no return clause.”
“What do you want me to say? It’s not like I wanted it.”
Len chuckled. “That’s probably true.”
“Of course it’s true! Everything I’ve said to you is true. Uh... almost everything.”
“Babe. Please. Nobody is accused of telling falsehoods.”
“Yes, you did. You just said that.”
“No. I didn’t. Look. Can we declare a truce here?”
“Truce?”
“I’d like to talk. Not argue. And it’s not me on your side of the cabin, now is it?”
“But you don’t understand! Everything about you calls to me. It’s like... my entire body altered the moment I touched you. I have a heartbeat again. I’m breathing. Sweating. I’m warm. Really warm. I can even swallow!”
Funny she should mention swallowing, but his was more a gulp. Len started searching his inside jacket pocket for a lip balm.
“I can’t stay away from you, Leonard. Don’t you see? You’re my mate. Staying apart from you is like asking a fish to stay out of water.”
He found the tube of lip balm. It was right next to his VAL cell phone. He almost hooted in exultation. Len pulled the stick out, took off the cap and rolled it out a hair, slathering his lips as if that’s all he had to do for the moment. And like nothing she said meant a damn thing. If his hand wasn’t shaking, it would have worked. And, of course, she’d have to notice and speak of it.
“You’re shaking.”
“Yeah. Fancy that,” he replied.
“Why?”
Len used the same concentration as he put the lip balm away. It still didn’t work. But at least his lips felt moister. And a kiss from him wouldn’t scrape the ruby shaded perfection of her mouth.
Shit.
Get the brain working, Len. Say anything. However inane and stupid.
“You’re messing with the male machismo again, babe.”
“I am?”
“You know, we guys like to pretend that we’ve got everything handled. We’re in charge. In control. Stuff like that.”
“In control of what?”
“Oh...you know. What we’ll have for lunch. Where we’ll spend our free time. Who we’re going to text. Our own destiny. You know...stuff like that. It’s usually a farce. But nobody calls us on it. Except you. Right now.”
“Oh.”
He’d done a piss-poor job of explaining again. She looked even more confused. Like he needed more proof that women didn’t think at all like men. This time his sigh had a bit more air to it. It actually lifted some of the strands of her hair still caressing his jacket sleeve.
“Let’s set some ground rules. Okay?”
“To what?”
“Our little conversation. Rule number one. No touching. At least...not unless it’s asked first and approved. Rule two. No kissing. Same clause. Rule three. If rule two gets broken, there is absolutely no fang-work allowed.”
“Fang work?”
“Blood exchange. None. Zero. Zip. Zilch. Got it?”
“This is stupid.”
She slunk a little lower in her chair and huffed a bit, proving she definitely had the capability to breathe, and she was already pretty adept at using it as a weapon.
“You want to stay here or return to your side of the cabin?”
“I am a vampire. I can do what I want.”
“True. Unfortunately, since you are a vampire that means I can’t do what I want.”
“What?”
“Exactly.”
He waited. She didn’t get his meaning. She looked even more confused than before. And he really needed to move his eyes from hers if he wanted to continue making words. But somebody else was in control of his movements. And his mouth.
“I’m saying I’m not immune to you, Tassanee. Okay? Far from it. Light years from it. I’m in sixth gear on a five speed. My body is driving me bonkers with it. Now, wait. Stop that. No touching Leonard. First rule. Remember?”
“To hell with the rules.”
Her voice sent shivers. And then she was straddling his lap, shoving his jacket open, and ripping the rest of his t-shirt apart. Good thing it was cheap, dollar store material. And then she ran her hands over abs he’d toned to rope-like consistency, and pecs that shuddered beneath her touch. His skin was in worse shape. Gooseflesh rose and flowed outward in waves from everywhere she placed her fingers. But he was the violator of Rule Two. It was him going in for the kiss. And it tasted exactly as he’d suspected. And twice as hot.
Oh, he was in trouble. Tassanee had some major kissing skills. Every flick of her tongue sent signals shooting through him. They raced to beat the shivers scoring his belly, all of it going one place. Down. And then he felt a slice on his inner lip, and at the first taste, Len’s body went stiff with the reaction. The wonder. Delight. Like an entire rack of firecrackers had decided to go off, taking his nervous system with it.
And she was absolutely right. To hell with the rules.







 
CHAPTER SIX
First things first. While he could still think. Maneuver.
Hell.
Breathe.
Len reached down and yanked on the recline lever, sending the chair into a flat surface that angled his hips upward. And oh... sweet! She seemed to know exactly what to do. Her legs shimmied the length of his thighs, so she could settle right atop the bulge at his crotch, and start rocking, as if there weren’t at least four or more layers of material in the way. Maybe more. He hadn’t been counting all the gossamer folds on her harem pants. And he didn’t dare tear them. It would be bad enough arriving stateside looking like an advertisement for lust and passion. It would be worse if he tore her clothing. Oh. This was bad. Insane.
Unbelievable.
Her cloak slid to the floor. It might have been him shoving at it. It was probably more the way she shrugged it off while her hair enwrapped him, surrounding him with a curtain that felt exactly like it looked. Silken. He had to brush strands of it aside to reach her waist. Slide his fingers up the sides of her little square bodice. Slant them inwards...and then...
Holy shit.
Len lurched at the first touch, each palm experiencing absolute perfection as he framed and explored and cupped. She had perfect breasts. Pert. Sizeable. Topped with little nipples that stabbed at his palms as he massaged and enjoyed. Her little bodice top was attached with a string about her neck and one about her waist. Neither one did a thing to hamper him. The bodice seemed crafted for ease of access. Len scrunched it into a twist of material down her front, dividing and displaying, and...wow. The view of cleavage hadn’t lied earlier. She was perfect. And he couldn’t get enough. His fingers massaged and held and adored. She was perfect. Absolutely perfect. To a groan-inducing level. She may have felt the same since the moment his groan separated the suction of their mouths, she arched backward with some really sweet-sounding cries that rebounded off the cabin walls. And they ended with little, panted pleas for more.
As if he needed the encouragement.
Len was already sitting up, bringing his mouth to one of her perfect nipples, and at the first lick she turned into shuddering woman and feminine whimpers. Her fingers raked through his hair, clenching almost to the pulling point as she alternately clutched him close, and then tried to squirm away. And he wasn’t allowing that. Every part of this was so enjoyable, his chuckled more than once, putting cold air atop the erect nub of flesh he’d created. That bodice made a great handhold, too. Especially for bringing her down with him as he reclined again. This was beyond fantasy land. It was right in there with first orgasm heaven.
And he’d been right about her legs, as well. She had really nice, firm, muscled thighs. Gymnast fitness level. They were gripped to both sides of his hips, latching her in place so she could do some sinuous movements specifically targeted to his groin. Holy hell. She was good. Every motion of her body seemed calculated to drive passion higher. Send temperatures higher. Sweeter. Enhancing the moment of entry into a driving need. Bone crunching want. Hip thrusting carnal requirement. And that just got him the grind of metal zipper against his cock, and that was ceasing.
Right now.
Len kept her balanced with one hand about the rope he’d made of her bodice while the other flipped his waist button loose. The zipper wasn’t an issue. It practically unzipped itself as he yanked his fly apart, releasing one straining hard rod. Guess those cotton briefs were a good idea, after all, because there wasn’t anything between his cock and complete succor now...except about a thousand some-odd gossamer layers of material. Damn these stupid harem pants!
He used to think they were cute. Right now they were the equivalent of jail. Maximum security prison. Solitary confinement. Without food and water. Shit. Shit. Shit. Everything on him was primed and loaded and ready to delve into warmth, and moist, and wet-dream-level tight. And those trousers of hers were in the way.
“Oh babe. Help me. Babe. Help. Babe.”
He matched each word to a hip lunge, gaining swirled cotton-candy feel where he needed tight chasm. Liquid warmth. Coiled valley.
“Hmm...”
She was peppering his face with kisses, scraping her lips on stubble he hadn’t been able to shave off. And sending little murmurs with every kiss. While her fingers were twisting his nipples into pleasure-pain status.
“Trousers?”
The word was a guttural groan, as his free hand started searching along her waistband while the one holding her aloft shook so badly, her breasts jiggled. And that was even more eye candy that ramped the heat level and zapped the air. This was hormone hell and testosterone tease. He might as well be pinging through the cabin like a ball in a pinball machine. The entire place felt like it was starting to go in one big spin. And that’s when she moved a hand and finally started helping.
No. Wait. She wasn’t helping at all.
Her pants fastened at the back, and once the laces were untied and pulled, it worked like a lock or something. Ingenious design. Once he knew how it worked. The material just opened up, separating the legs of her pants into two halves. Len didn’t need another clue. He released her bodice so he could shove both hands at material, bunching it to either side of him. That gave him access to grasp her hips and grab handfuls of what hadn’t just looked like a perfect ass. But then she latched onto his rod and put everything into hyper spin level.
And his choked growl didn’t do a damn thing to stop her.
Her gasps accompanied every motion as she wrapped fingers about him and slid down, and then slowly corkscrewed her way back up with a back-and-forth motion. Again. And again. Each move was accompanied by the slide of her entire body. And...oh shit. She was going to get exactly what she bargained for, but in the wrong order, if she didn’t stop that.
Len shoved her hands aside with his right hand and rammed her down with his left. And then got blocked by the tightest, most vast obstruction in the world. And that’s where he stopped, his tip getting massaged by heat and construction, while the rest of him went into tensed disbelief.
No. No. This was even worse than bad.
“What?”
Her voice had the ability to raise gooseflesh. And send commands. And his hips wouldn’t obey the slightest thing as he kept doing little lunges that pushed more of him into her with each one. And it got tighter. Almost painful tight. And pleasure wide.
“Oh...babe. No. You’re a virgin?”
She nodded. Her eyes were solidly black. Totally deep. And endlessly enthralling. And his cock just kept pushing into her with little spurts he couldn’t stop.
“How can...that be? You’re too good and—shit. My ex-wife wasn’t even a virgin.”
“Is it wrong?”
“Oh hell, no. But I need...to do some preparing. Some...tongue action. Something to make it...less painful. Easier. And...oh shit! Babe! Don’t move!”
She’d locked her legs about his hips and slammed down, sending him right into depths of constrictive pleasure while a long, throat-tearing cry emitted from her throat. Her body encased him in tight sensation, wrapping him in walls that enclosed and kneaded. Taking him so near climax, he had to call on every reserve to halt it. He grabbed her waist and pinned her in place, shaking so badly, the chair beneath them rattled. Hell. He’d thought he shook earlier. No. That was but a prelude. This was such intense amazement, he started laughing through it.
Oh man. And he’d fought this?
She’d finished her cry and peered back at him, her face and upper body silhouetted by the dim cabin lighting behind her, while the waterfall curtain of her hair shielded them. Stan had been totally right. Len was one lucky guy. It was even hard to breathe, as if he’d been benching 300 lbs, and let the bar rest atop his chest. He’d never felt anything like any of this.
She wasn’t exactly obeying, either. She might be just sitting atop him, watching him, but her nether regions were working and milking and driving him mildly crazy. But he had it controlled. And that was what mattered. Len grinned and then he reached up and stroked a stray lock of hair of her shoulder.
“I’m so sorry, babe. Is it bad?” he asked.
“What?”
“Uh...the pain.”
“Oh. I expected that. They tell me it eases...but. Um. You’re so big, Leonard.”
Well. Hell. With words like that she should have expected the reaction as it felt like he swelled, and that got him clamped even tighter, while her eyes went even wider, matching her mouth.
“Oh...Tassanee. Babe. Damn. I’m not sure I can hold...much longer.”
“Hold what?”
She didn’t know. Oh...baby! The emotion hit his head. Stung his eyes. And sent a riot of something effervescent bubbling through him. That sensation got him chuckling again. Which just had her clenching him deep within her again, and that just got him in gear.
 “Okay, babe. I hope you’re ready.”
“For what?”
He was really getting fond of her confused look. Hell. He was already half in love with everything about her.
“This.”
He put both hands about her waist and lifted her, shoving his ass down into the seat to pull out at the same time. But he went back in with a slow, easy motion, giving her time to acclimate to his size. Length. Circumference. And giving him time to ease his way back into his own personal heaven. Oh man. This felt good. Soft and yet solid. Taut and moist. Tense and yet flexible. Nirvana. Paradise.
He repeated the move. Exactly. Again. And again. While the drone of the engine vibrated through the cabin, and the chair started squeaking in accompaniment. Again. Over. Pulling out of her haven only to shove back in. Again. And again. Until the rhythm was about as inevitable as breathing.
Her gasps had accompanied the first strokes, and then her little mews of delight. And by the time he was working her up and down like a piston, she was sending lengthy cries that gave him shivers. And that was all a prelude to when she jerked backward, yanking against his hold while she shrieked something that should have shattered the windows in this plane. Oh baby. This was incredible. Awe-inspiring. Heart-stopping.
Len slowed his movements to a lulling sensation, waiting. Watching. And just experiencing exactly what it felt like to know it was his efforts behind her ecstatic cries. And then things went even higher as she brought her head back down and looked down at him with those dark eyes of hers. And he could have sworn there were tears glistening in them.
“You okay?” he asked softly.
She nodded and the move brushed strands of her hair across his torso. So he started again, only this time, she was doing the driving. Len ran his hands along toned legs, reaching her ankles in order to reposition her feet, bracing her against the chair arms. That was so he could push her backward, pulling out and down as he did so. The return move had her sliding forward while he shoved back up, rejoining them. And it didn’t take twice.
And...oh hell.
She was a master in a beginner’s body. A siren. A seductress. A sex goddess. And every other creature guaranteed to take a man and sap him dry. Len had to grab her waist to hold her in place as her rhythm kept increasing along with the cries she gave, until she was screaming with enjoyment again. The sound filled the room, reverberating off the walls, and then it was impossible to stop one damn thing. Or even slow it. His body went crazy, bucking ceaselessly into her. Deeper. Harder. Her gyrations drove him crazy, until he was slamming into place again and again while the seat beneath them took the brunt of it. Squeaking and creaking as if they worked bolts loose.
Nothing ever matched this. The scope. The power. The absolute encapsulation of spine-cracking bliss. Len arched right off the seat, heaving in non-rhythmic spurts that finished pulling the right side of the seat free. Reality shattered. Warped. Everything he’d come to believe about vampires went with it. He was sobbing before he finished, his body completely drained. Emptied. Replete.
He dropped back into place. The seat lurched to one side before righting once more. And Tassanee was there. Waiting. Her dark eyes delving into his for the longest time while his ears resounded with heavy, thick pulse beats. And then a smile tipped her mouth as if she’d seen what she searched for. He didn’t imagine the patina of tears atop her eyes this time. Hell. He had to blink around his own emotion. And that’s when he decided that it didn’t matter when this ended, or if she yelled hate-filled words at him. Hell. He didn’t even care if she killed him. Because, right now...this feeling was worth whatever he had to pay.
Now or forever.







 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Tassanee had been six when her parents decided she was pretty enough to offer to the king. Since she was their only child, they had the highest hopes for her. She couldn’t remember much before that time, but before her seventh birthday, she was on one path. Given instruction on dancing. Elegant gestures. Trained in musical instruments like the stringed khim, and the finger chimes. She’d been released from any sweat-inducing chores and pampered, her skin kept pristine soft and white, her hair oiled and perfumed, her body carefully scraped of any hair. And all for the Preah Reach Pithi Chrot Preah Neangkol. The Royal Ploughing Ceremony that was held each year to mark the beginnings of the rice planting season. Sacred cows would be sent across the fields, and just before dusk, the populace would have the chance to present their daughters before the king’s advisors. And if they passed inspection, they were taken before the king himself. All of it set up so if the girls were selected, they’d join the royal harem, gain immense honor for their family, and with that came financial gain.
Tassanee was twelve before it happened. She’d been brought to the ceremony since she was nine but failed to catch attention. Her father grew more and more disgruntled over it, despite her mother’s assurances. But all that changed in 1140. She was one of forty girls selected that year, and she’d been so pleased! It was the twenty-seventh year in the reign of King Suryavarman II. She didn’t realize that meant the king was an old man. And that he already had close to a thousand women in his harem. Or that all of them vied for musical and dancing talent, while each face seemed more beautiful than the last. What started as an excitement beyond belief turned quickly into an existence of never-ending tedium punctuated with evil-natured jealousy, gossip-mongering, and nefarious plots. And always there was instruction. How best to approach the king. How to move the body in order to incite sensual interest. How to prolong the bliss. How a man’s pleasure was to be achieved. Should she ever be lucky enough to be favored by his attention.
But then the king was killed, and it got worse every time a usurper came to the throne. Word would rush through the harem rooms to prepare. Dress in their finery. Work their hair into elaborate arrangements. Put on their arm bands and ankle charms. Display themselves. All so a stranger could walk through their ranks, pointing every so often. Pleasurable sounds and cries accompanied some of his selections, but sometimes they were screams of horror. Because he wasn’t just picking favorites. He was selecting the women to be put to the sword, as well.
Tassanee was glad to be overlooked and passed over. And then even that changed. She’d been twenty-four; old by any standard of the day when it happened. She’d been in shock. Rooted in place. Her eyes locked to his. He was slightly taller than her. Stocky. Unattractive. And unbathed. She was actually surprised the man wanted her in his bed, and not beneath his sword. Her unabashed look must have been what caught his attention and stopped him. That was when she’d discovered that she really wasn’t afraid of death.
Life in the harem was no honor. It was imprisonment in a silken prison. That’s why she knew, even as the poison had taken effect, it had actually been a release. She’d had to be convinced to accept this eternity that Akron offered. She wanted nothing to do with the Vampire Assassin League, or killing for profit. It was difficult enough at first just to kill. Akron had contacted her occasionally over the centuries. Always asking. About her condition. Her frame her mind. Her readiness to join VAL. His words would just be there. In her head. And he spoke Khmer. She never questioned it.
But she mustn’t forget how much she owed the eunuch, Hashovarn. He was the only thing that had made life in the harem bearable. He was assigned to her in her third year. And every night, Tassanee would sneak from her luxurious prison cell to join Hashovarn in the gardens, learning not only the basics of the Cambodian martial art of Bokator, but also the skills behind communicating. How a word or two could convey feeling. Generate emotion. A gesture could mean a thousand things. A lingering glance even more.
But nowhere in her twelve years in there had she realized what was meant by real, physical mating. She hadn’t heard one thing about how pleasurable it was for the woman. The heights of joy her spirit soared to. The thrum of ecstasy her body experienced. The absolute wonder that had been making love to her mate.
Leonard.
Tassanee leaned a little closer to study him, smiling slightly at how he sprawled in his chair, taking up the entire thing with his length. He had his head pillowed on an upraised arm, while his legs overhung the bottom by a good foot. Maybe more. The man was truly immense. It couldn’t just be her perception. He’d been taller than his partner, Stan, hadn’t he? And he was very fit. He hadn’t fastened his jacket and where she’d ripped his shirt apart, she could see all sorts of valleys and shadows that seemed to draw the eye. As did the little line of hair he had leading straight down to...
Oh my.
He was very sizeable there, too.
Tassanee hadn’t much comparison, other than the drawings and sculptures she’d been trained on, but those pictures and objects weren’t any kind of preparation for what a man’s body really looked like. Or the artists hadn’t ever seen anything like Leonard. She looked down, twisted her lips, and actually blushed. And then her eyes went wide. She didn’t remember ever blushing. And yet, it still happened. Because she’d found the one man destined for her. For all time. She didn’t have to be told.
She knew.
She was very lucky, too. Not only was Leonard large and manly, but he was handsome as well. He had a full head of hair, in a medium-brown shade. It was a riot about his head at the moment. She could see a curl peeking from behind the ear on this side. He also had a dark growth of whiskers on his cheeks, chin, and upper lip. None of the eunuchs in the harem had facial hair. Now that she thought of it, none of her victims over the centuries had sported any, either. Very intriguing. Interesting. It actually added to the passion-filled kisses they’d exchanged. Her lips still felt a bit sore from where she’d scraped them.
“Penny for your thoughts, babe.”
He cracked open the eye closest to her. He had very clear, blue-shaded eyes. She gasped and pulled back slightly.
“My...thoughts?”
“Yeah. As in – what are you thinking?”
“Oh. I’ve just been...um...watching you.”
“Seriously? Did you get any...uh, rest? Or whatever you undead call it?”
She shook her head.
“No? You’ve spent all this time watching me?”
“You’re very handsome,” she replied.
“Well. Hell. For that sort of remark, you can have a quarter.”
“What?”
“A penny for your thoughts, remember? That is a cliché for asking what someone is thinking, and offering to pay to hear them. And you told me, so I’m saying those kinds of thoughts are worth a bit more.”
“Oh. You’re speaking of monetary remuneration in American coinage.”
“Holy smack. Where did you learn English again?”
“Hong-Ye. And his cell phone.”
“Oh yeah. That’s right. You just randomly called numbers, and the best party you could reach was an economics professor with a minor degree in snooty-sounding English?”
“I’ve been watching movies, too.” Her tone was defensive.
“You have?”
“On the laptop.”
“What kind of movies can you get in this part of the world anyway?”
“Mostly black and white. But I put them in English and read the subtitles, so I learned even faster that way. I also know some Spanish.”
“Let me get this straight. You took out an archeologist team for a blood fix, stole a laptop that was probably monitored, and used it to stream a bunch of dusty, old movies. You’re really cute. You know that?”
“And you’re handsome.”
His eyebrows lifted. “I really hate to disillusion you, Hon, but I’m pretty much average.”
“No.”
“Oh yeah. Average build. A bit tall, maybe, depends on the hemisphere I’m in. If I get sent to any Scandinavian country, I’m actually a tad short. But there you have it. Average is my middle name.”
“No.” This time she shook her head.
“Tassanee. I really like the way you think, but I have to be average. That’s how covert operations work. You blend in. You don’t stand out. Nobody really notices you. That way nobody can do much of a recollection later. But I do like the way you think.”
“You are not average. You are way too handsome.”
“Okay. I give. You can have a dollar. But that’s my top offer.”
“I was also looking at your...whiskers.”
He turned his head to completely face her. “What?”
“If you pay me, I should give you your money’s worth.”
“Wow. You are definitely a woman who takes a man at his word.” He ran a hand over his jaw. “I don’t usually look this rough. So I’ll make a deal with you. When I get near a razor and shower, I’ll handle it for you.”
“You will?”
“I don’t give razor burns on purpose, love.”
“Razor burns?”
“Your lips a little sore? Maybe your chin line? I didn’t mark you too much, did I? Oh damn. You even have a hickey.”
She frowned.
“A hickey. You know. Like a bruise, from sucking a little too hard in certain places. In your case, it would probably contain two puncture marks. From these.” He pointed to his own canine teeth.
“Oh. A neck mark.”
“Yeah. And you have one, which is going to be an instant indicator that we had a great time with in-flight entertainment. Especially since it’s not turtleneck weather.”
She frowned again and scrunched one eye.
“I really like that look of yours, Tassanee. Really.”
“Look?”
“The confused, ‘what the hell is he talking about?’ look. Yeah. That one. Promise not to lose it too soon. Okay?”
He was smiling through it and she matched it. And then his smile faded. He cleared his throat.
“I suppose we should put the cabin back in some semblance of order.”
“Len?”
“Yeah?” he answered it from over his shoulder.
“Will you make love to me again?”
She watched as he went statue-still and then reached for the lever, putting his chair back upright so it matched hers.
“That is not a good idea.”
“Why not?”
“Time, mainly. This jet is bound to need refueling soon. We’ve been flying for...” He lifted his wrist and checked the thing on his arm again. “Damn. I knew I should have bought the water resistant one. Let’s just say five hours. No. Wait.” He looked about him and narrowed his eyes. “This is a Gulfstream...G Series. Wow. Depending on modifications, we can probably go twelve to fourteen hours before needing refueling. Then again, I don’t know how long we’ve been flying or how much fuel we had when we started, or what the weather and wind conditions are, all of which affect fuel usage. This is a nice ride, babe. Pricey. But nice. Really nice. I might have to look into getting one myself. I might even have enough funds one of these days since all I do is stick my paychecks in various accounts and sit on it. Oh. And pay taxes.”
“But vampires can fly.”
“Right. I am not touching that. Not even with a ten foot pole.”
“What?”
“Vampires might have the power of flight, but even they have their limitations. They sometimes need to fly beyond daybreak. That’s why VAL has lots of corporate jets. Like this one. Only not quite as nice. Dang. This is a really nice jet.”
“So...we do have time?”
“Tassanee. Babe. I’m beginning to think you have a one-track mind.”
“I do?”
“And trust me. I am definitely your man. I’m just saying time is not our friend at the moment.”
“It’s not?”
“On a flight this long, we might even have two pilots up there. That means one or both are probably due for a pit stop. And that means we’ll have to yank that ax handle loose and release them. And hey. I could go for one, myself.”
“One what?”
“Pit stop. Restroom break. Going to the head.” He shook his head. “Vampires.”
“So...you will make love to me again? Later, maybe?”
“That’s what you were asking? Tassanee. Babe.” He swiveled in his seat, put a finger beneath her chin and lifted her face to his. And he was grinning. From a finger-length distance away. “You have got to be joking. Do I look that dense?”
She shook her head.
“There are not enough munitions in the armory to stop me, sweetheart.”
She frowned.
“No idea what I’m saying, huh? Okay. How about they’re going to have to hog-tie me and sear my ass to the ground. That work?”
She shook her head again.
“Damn. I’m really going to have to use declaratory words, aren’t I? Yikes. I don’t know if I remember how. Or even, if I ever knew. Still nothing, huh?”
She blinked a few times. His grin widened until he was chuckling. And then he stopped, took a deep breath and looked very serious all of a sudden.
“Tassanee. Babe. What happened between us was the most amazing experience of my life. Bar none. And...oh, what the hell. I’m falling for you. Like...hard. The love stuff kind of hard. And that means this mate thing might not be such a bad—whoa there, babe! Watch the seams! I only have one jacket left!”
She was in his arms, and showing him exactly what a hickey from a vampire felt like, and moaning and writhing the entire time. He wasn’t immune. She knew exactly what the bulge at his groin signified now. And when he spoke, it was in panted breaths.
“Okay. You’re right. And when you’re right…you’re right. And we never did get to the ‘Len is on top and in charge’ position. Hold on, babe. We’re going down. I just hope this chair survives it.”
He grabbed the lever, pulled, and sent the chair right back in a horizontal position.







 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Something was wrong.
Len came awake, immediately aware, cognizant, and absorbing all sorts of sensory details. Without one bit of effort. The hum of the engine beneath him was still there, providing background noise as well as the slight vibration about them. Everything was exactly as it had been for hours now. The cabin was dimmer than before...which was strange. If he had to guess, he’d say it was near dawn. There wasn’t even an outline of light around the window cover. It may be dark, but he didn’t have any trouble picking out the window, the shutter he’d pulled down so any sun wouldn’t disturb Tassanee, the fabric of the walls. Oh. Shit. There appeared to be a dusting of blood droplets along the closest wall. He narrowed his eyes. It probably came from when she’d sucked at his neck. Or maybe it was when she’d raked her fingernails along his chest, giving so such pleasure with the pain that he’d jammed it into memory for recollection later. Or maybe those droplets came from when he’d actually been doing the biting and sucking sometime during some really soulful kissing...
No. Too much spray. Probably the neck thing.
Len rolled his head slightly, looking up. The lighting system was in dual tracks above them. Right now it was just a thin line of red blinking dots. He moved his eyes. The ax handle was still in place, sealing the cockpit shut. It rattled slightly. The sound would be imperceptible to normal hearing. But nothing would be visible if his eyesight hadn’t become extraordinary, anyway. He didn’t know why he questioned it. This was the reputed side-effect to blood exchange with a vampire. One of the really pleasant ones. Elevation of all the senses.
Superpowers.
Instantly delivered.
He sat up without the least bit of effort, trying not to disturb Tassanee’s form in his arms. She was all curled up; fetal position. That was against type, wasn’t it? Weren’t vampires supposed to rest in a funerary position? Like a corpse in a coffin? A mummy in its sarcophagus? Arms crossed before their breast? Stop already, Len. How would he know anyway? He’d never been invited into their resting places.
It sure wasn’t how Tassanee rested. She had her nose tucked into the curve of his elbow, and since his jacket was somewhere on the floor behind them and he’d yanked off the remnants of his t-shirt sometime before hammering his way to bliss, he didn’t have any barrier against her. Literally. And figuratively. He could feel every slight breath she made. Her knees were tucked into the opposite elbow, pushing slightly against a bicep. That was the literal part.
His heart gave a solid thump before deciding it really would find a normal heartbeat and return to it. Tassanee was just way too much woman. And he was way too unprepared. And that was the figurative part. He’d probably fibbed earlier. He wasn’t just in danger of falling. He was definitely already over the edge on this.
That meant he loved her. And that changed the rules of the game. It wasn’t just insane anymore. It was dangerous.
It was time to quit playing. And way past time to get his ass back in gear.
“Tassanee?”
He whispered it the same time he jiggled his arm, moving her head slightly. Her eyes opened. Caught his. And then she smiled. And his heart gave another powerful thump.
“Oh...Leonard.”
“Later, babe. We got issues.”
She frowned. And he really loved that confused look of hers. And that meant he really had to look at something else. Like that ax handle. There wasn’t a pilot in VAL that would stay in there like that. Not without one word of complaint, anyway.
“Something’s not right, babe. I have to check in.”
“Check in?”
“Yeah. Cell phone. Um...jacket pocket. And that means...I have to...move you.”
Wow. He could really get used to these new powers. Placing her into the adjoining seat and moving back at a crouch to his jacket didn’t take any energy or make much sound. She was practically weightless. But since she followed him, he probably should have just taken her along in the first place.
“What is it?” she asked.
Oh. Hey. Look at that. He hadn’t been a complete hormone-crazed lunatic when they’d boarded. Despite the fact his dick had been in charge and it had all been hazy. He’d brought the backpack with him. And dumped it at the back of the cabin. His jacket was resting atop it.
“We got problems, babe. I just need to find out how big and how many.”
“How do you know?”
“A decade of training and a lifetime of saving my own ass. Trust me.”
She scrunched her forehead again. He couldn’t help smiling as he rummaged through his pockets. Damn! He really loved that look of hers. His fingers locked on the cell, sliding it open before he even had it out of the fabric. And...
Oh hell.
The screen had three numbers and a dash displayed. Sixteen. A dash. And then an eight. It also showed that he was off on time somewhat. It was 0300. A.M. EEST. Eastern European Summer Time. They’d been flying west. Not east. No wonder it wasn’t dawn. They were flying away from it. That put them somewhere in Stan’s alma mater. The old USSR eastern bloc. Ukraine? Lithuania? He’d worry about that part when they landed. Len slid the cover closed.
“What is it?”
He needed to work on his poker face if she read his expression that easily. “Oh. It’s a code.”
“What did it say?”
“It said we got problems.”
“Like what?”
“Nothing much.”
“Len. I’m your mate. I’m not stupid.”
“Oh hell, babe. You’re so far off that, I might need help keeping up.”
“Then tell me what it said.”
He handed her the phone. “Don’t touch anything. Even if it won’t connect, it’ll probably send a signal. And I don’t want any more signals sent. Oh. Fuck!”
She jerked a bit at his expletive.
“Oh, hon. Sorry. I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at me. I had the clue the entire time! But I let my judgment get clouded. And then some. Training and resourcefulness went right out the window the moment I met you, I think. I have really messed this one up, love. Big time.”
“How?”
“Your laptop. You know. The one from the German archeology team?”
“Yes.”
“You’ve used it for what? Two months? Maybe more? And not one person stopped you, did they?”
She shook her head.
“Well. When I told Stan to call for help, I assumed he’d use his cell. He didn’t. He’s new. Damn everything and everyone! Mostly me. I wasn’t paying attention. He used your laptop.”
“So?”
“When he brought it to you to destroy, that was a huge clue. He said it was hacked. I should have been on top of things and already moving. Damn me.”
“Why?”
“That unit was zeroed in and monitored...and tracked. That’s why nobody ever stopped you from watching movies. Son-of-a-bitch. Leonard. You asshole! They were treading water after losing you at Angkor Wat. They were really shitting bricks when you didn’t show up at the hangar after their drug trafficker trick. They’d lost your sorry ass. And Stan. They’d even lost the vampire! All they could possibly do was hang out at their monitors and hope like hell you turned the laptop back on so they’d get a fix on your location...and you did! Like the dumbest new recruit! You didn’t even notice it wasn’t a VAL pilot in the chopper’s seat when you got picked up! Ah!”
He smacked his forehead with a palm. As much power as he used it should’ve hurt. Nope. Must be another premium benefit to this partial vampire thing.
“Len?”
“Yeah.”
“You are not making sense.”
“Oh Tassanee. I’ve got to finish kicking my ass before I make sense. Look at the cell screen. What do you see?”
She slid the top of the phone open and looked at it. And then back at him. With that cute expression of hers. And his heart gave another stutter. Damn thing.
“It says sixteen dash eight.”
“Yeah.”
“That’s the code? What does it mean?”
“The first number is the level of danger. Twenty being imminent death. Two is akin to telling you to tie your shoe laces or something like that. Sixteen is somewhere between bad and pretty damned bad.”
“And the second number?”
“Well. That specifies the level of threat.”
“Is eight bad?”
“Actually eight is good. The second number is based on a fraction of the first. Stop me if I’m going too fast. If it’s a quarter of the first number, then the threat is minimal. That would be a four. Local authorities, mainly. Civilians with arms. Nobody with much power. If it’s three quarters that means we’d be facing a difficult foe. If that number was twelve, it means someone in-the-know is right on our tail. Could be another immortal. Or a well-equipped small army. Or a mass of Hunters with intelligence leading them. A full number would mean the threat is imminent and deadly. We usually have two options then.”
“What are they?”
“Hide and then run. Or run and then hide.”
“Those don’t sound like good options.”
“Right. That’s why it’s a good thing it’s an eight. Half of the first number. That means it’s a small band of Hunters. I liken it to half a brain. There’s like half a brain per whole Hunter. Get it?”
“They’re not very bright?”
“Yes and no. They’re not exactly rocket scientists but they’re not walking masses of matter, either. So. All of that aside, we’re facing a mid-level threat. More than one Hunter. Less than say...twenty.”
“How do we know that?”
“We’ve got at least two of the bastards to deal with. Even if we’ve only got one pilot, he’s going to land at some point, and he’ll have ground help. And don’t forget. Stan got in one of their planes, too.”
“Will he be okay?”
“Tassanee. Babe. Keeping you safe is my major objective at the moment, Okay? I’ll worry about Stan later.”
“Oh...Len.”
“No tears. Remember? It’s a rule. Here.”
He fished out his little packet of tissues and handed one to her. And then he was sorting through his backpack and checking rounds. Just in case they’d been messed with when his brain had been disengaged. Whew. Still had both 9mms. His shoulder holster. The Ak-47. Spare rounds. And look. There was the camera, too.
“These Hunters. They’re human?”
“Yeah. Mostly. Some might be half-turned. With special powers. Like you made me.”
“Why do you consider them so stupid, then?”
“Bright. You are very bright, Tassanee.” He took a deep breath. “They aren’t stupid. I just like to put them in that box. Know what I mean?”
She shook her head.
“It helps prepare for an enemy if you make fun of them. It’s kind of like psyching yourself up for an opponent. You make fun of them. Jeer at them. Belittle them. It helps up here.”
He tapped his forehead. She was giving him that confused expression again.
“No dice, huh? Okay. How about this one? If you already have a foe beaten in your head, it’s easier to do battle against them once you get to the physical realm. Get it?”
She nodded. She didn’t look convinced, though. And damn! He really loved that confused look of hers.
“Bottom line, sweetheart – I know they’re not stupid. They’re actually fairly sharp. They’d have to be. The Hunter Organization goes back years. Decades. Maybe centuries. Right now, I like to think there isn’t a lot of brain power at the top. Couldn’t be...if DNA means anything. It doesn’t faze them much, however. They may have less-than-optimum brains running the show, but they’ve got funding to buy strategists and military geniuses and premium equipment. I mean, they own at least one, multi-million dollar, Gulfstream G-Series jet, right? I think the Beethans founded a railroad or a cotton mill or a shipping line or something equally as lucrative back in the day. And so now they don’t have to do anything other than spend the bazillions of pounds in their bank accounts.”
“They’re rich?”
“Yep. But rich doesn’t buy brains, babe. Or class. Chester Beethan is living proof.”
“Do you have a plan?”
“I’m working on it.”
“Let me help.”
“Tassanee. These guys are serious. They’re going to be using crossbows equipped with sanctified wood arrows, flame throwers modified to shoot Holy Water. Crucifixes. Ultraviolet light. All sorts of religious iconography. They’re fully equipped to handle everything a vampire can throw at them. And we’ll probably land in full daylight. I’ll probably even need my sunglasses. Wait. I’ve been half-turned. I’ll definitely need the shades.”
“But I have skills.”
He chuckled. “Yeah. I know. Trust me. You’re the most skilled woman on the planet. But that is not helpful at the moment. I have to be able to walk. Shoot straight. You know. Things like that.”
“I wasn’t talking about those kinds of skills. I learned more things in...there.”
She was blushing. Or something that sent a rosy shade all along her cheeks. That was almost as adorable as her confused look. And he needed to get his mind and eyes moving.
“Now, babe. I might be dense, but I’m not that dense. I’ve already figured a few things out. Like...you didn’t just steal things from a harem. You came from one. Yes? That explains the outfit, and that bed, and your particular skill set, although the emperor was a complete dumbass for ignoring you. Yet another example of how money does not buy brains.”
“It wasn’t an emperor. It was a king. And his successors. Well. Some of them.”
“Right. And those are just titles for dead guys who had you in their cadre of women and yet didn’t know what they had. Like I said. Dumbasses. The entire lot of them.” He looped the shoulder holster over his head, slipped a clip into a 9mm, and holstered it.
“Leonard. I can help.”
“Just fly out of the way and stay hidden. That will help. Okay?”
“But I know Bokator.”
“Boka-what?”
“It’s one of the earliest systems of Khmer martial arts.”
“They taught that in the harem, did they? Do I really look that gullible?”
“I had a teacher. One of the eunuchs.”
“Oh. Right. Look. I just need you to stay out of sight. I’m an expert level sharpshooter, Tassanee. Expert. This means I’ve passed multiple tests and achieved Designated Marksman level. I’m ranked on long range sniper rifles, marksman rifles, close quarter submachine guns, and personal defense firearms. I have the military bars to prove it. That’s why VAL hired me. I do not miss.”
“Well, I achieved blue krama level in Bokator while I lived. I have since earned the tenth degree in black. There is no one to best me. If there is, we have yet to meet. It isn’t because I was better. It takes a lifetime to earn the tenth degree black krama. And I’ve had more time than that.”
“What the hell is a krama?”
“A scarf. It’s tied about the waist to show the level of expertise. I use mine for my top. But I also have red and blue sangvar day that I can tie elsewhere.”
“What the hell is sangvar day?”
“Red and blue silk cords. They fasten my trousers.”
“I suppose all that means you have the ability to kick major ass, even if you weren’t a vampire. Yes?”
She nodded.
“Okay. I give. You do your thing. I’ll do mine. I’ll try not to shoot you and you try not to knock my head off. Between us, there shouldn’t be anyone left standing. Now. Listen up. We are in the enemy’s hands. We’re going to be landing somewhere in Eastern Europe. And they probably have a nice little torture session prepared for us. Me, for sure. I’m rather worried that they’ll just take you out without time to shout a warning first.”
“Why?”
“They really want Akron and VAL Headquarters. And I know where it is.”
“Ah. I see.”
“Now. For the advantages.”
“They don’t know about us.”
“Well. Yes and no. It’ll be an advantage for about a second and a half. Maybe less.”
“What?”
“That’s how long it’ll take before I make sure they know I’m your mate.”
“Oh. Leonard.”
“You’re not going to cry, are you?”
She shook her head.
“Good. Hear that?”
She shook her head again.
“The engines have changed. Not much. If you know what to listen for, you’d notice. If I don’t miss my guess, we’re going to start descending any time now. So. No tears. Geez. Why would you do that?”
“You said...you’re my mate.”
He grinned. “Well...yeah. Let’s debate that later, okay? We really don’t have time to prove it again. Deal?”
She smiled back. And then gave him that confused look again. “So why would you tell them?”
“Because I need to give you value the moment they see you.”
“Value?”
“Listen. We’re going to play like this is just another stop on a VAL mission, and nothing’s amiss. We’re going to use our first moments acting like nothing’s up. That way we’ll get the layout. The targets. Their objective. And if they think they can use you to get me to talk, they won’t be trying to shove a stake through your heart right away. Don’t worry. They wouldn’t succeed. But it would force my hand and tip the scales in their direction. And then we’d be in a complete disadvantage and shooting blind. Got it?”
She nodded.
“Good. Now for the other advantages. VAL Headquarters knows about this. They probably tracked us. And if we’re very lucky, we’ll have associates on the ground and ready.”
“They know?”
“In all likelihood, that’s who sent the code. I’d like to think it’s because Stan escaped and told them, but I’m going to go with worst-case scenario and guess it’s because they got to the pick-up point and we were AWOL.”
“Ah. That is Absent Without Leave. Because we weren’t in the shack in Laos. I learned that term in a war movie. Very amusing. You have a gift with phrasing, don’t you, Leonard?”
“I like to think so. I hope you don’t get all pissy on me about it.”
“Pissy?”
“Look. Tassanee. Since we’re going to be mates for like eternity and all that, I should probably warn you. I’m a smartass. I put my mouth in gear before the transmission is ready, and I say things I shouldn’t. A lot. I’ve been called a sarcastic asshole more than once. Okay. Almost daily. Can you put up with that?”
“Oh...Leonard.”
“And there she goes with the tears again. You are really cute. Know that? Here. Tissue. Buck up, babe. We’re starting the descent.”
But then, he softened his words by opening his arms and taking her close. And darn if his heart didn’t give him another stutter.







 
CHAPTER NINE
The plane cabin was spacious. Even Len had room to stand and bend his head back and forth emitting cracking noises from somewhere in his torso. And he was well-defined and very visual. Tassanee licked her lips. He should probably find a shirt and don it. Or fasten his jacket.
“Now that was one smooth landing. Really smooth. You wouldn’t know, though. Would you? This was probably your first ‘non-Tassanee-powered’ flight. Come on. We should probably thank our pilot. Or both of them, in the event we have two.”
The plane was still moving, but it was jolting a little. That must be what Len was referring to as he approached the front of the jet.
“We should?”
“Yeah. That gives us a good reason to open this door. Wait. Hear that?”
The sound outside had changed. The engine sound was echoing weirdly. She nodded.
“That is the sound of a private jet entering a large cavernous space. Something on the lines of metal and concrete. Get it?”
She shook her head slightly.
“We’re in a building. Maybe underground, but it’s not a cave. That is not an earth-sound. We wouldn’t have that kind of sound reverb. That’s metal. And from the size of the echo, it’s large. And that means there probably won’t be a lot of hiding spots close by. If I can just get...this loose—what the hell did you use on this ax? Cement?”
Tassanee watched him push the ax she’d shoved into place for several moments before reaching behind him and smacking the center of it. The wood splintered. The handle part fell out easily. The ax part dropped next, making a dull thud in the carpet. Len looked over his shoulder at her and raised his brows, putting his eyes above the rim of his sunglasses as he peered down.
“Thank you. Thank you very much. Remind me to have you around when I need a jar opened.”
“All right,” she answered.
“That was sarcasm, Tassanee.”
“Why?”
 “Because it covers up my failure.”
“What failure?”
“Things like...inability to open a door.”
“But I had the handle jammed in there. And I am stronger than you.”
“Right. Like I said. Thanks. Maybe you could give me a bit of leeway next time. Allow me to work things out on my own before stepping in?”
“Why?”
“My machismo. Remember?”
“You need to be in charge?”
“Never mind. Look. We’re just going to pull this lever, and wow. This is unexpected. Hi there.”
Len’s right hand went up while he moved his shoulders that direction, shielding her. His left was around the handle of the gun tucked into his belt at the back. Right at her bosom level. Tassanee went on tiptoes to see. The cockpit was smaller than the cabin, and had a lot of switches and dials and monitors and flashing lights. There were two pilot men. One was sitting in his chair, looking wide-eyed up at them. The other one was standing. He was shorter than Len and had a gun pointed right at Len’s chest.
“So. Hey. How about lowering that thing, buddy? Or at least taking this back into the main cabin? No reason to ruin a multi-million dollar cockpit, now is there?”
“You make no sense.”
“I mean, the lady and I might want to do another flight, and blood splatter would make everything so... messy.”
“What blood would splatter this direction?”
The last was a lot higher. Probably because Len had his gun at the guy’s groin.
“Yours,” Len answered.
“Even if you get the shot off, you’d be dead. Your heart would be the first casualty.”
“Did you hear that, Tassanee? The man is threatening me with a bullet. I guess nobody told him he was transporting vampires.”
“But Len—”
He interrupted her.
“Okay. Your little bullet might do a little damage for a little bit of time, but hey. Mine is going to make you a lifetime soprano. If you live through it. You know. I think I’ll try and make certain you do.”
The man’s hand shook slightly, and Tassanee reacted. She grabbed Len’s jacket shoulder, the move pushing him to the left against the cabin wall. That gave her room for a spin kick. Her left toes kicked the man’s gun into the belly of the other man. Her right foot took the pilot’s head off. His head bounced off the left window, ricocheted off the right and then flew back past them, landing somewhere in the cabin since Len dodged to avoid it. The headless torso sagged slowly down the consoles, spurting blood outward in a disjointed rhythm that caused all sorts of hissing and ringing sounds from the instruments beneath him.
“Wait! Don’t kill me!”
The little man screamed it as the body flopped back into the spare seat, blood finally slowing and then turning into a thin flow. Tassanee worked at pulling her fangs back as she looked up at Len. She’d ended up almost in his arms. He didn’t look pleased. He didn’t look displeased, either. His eyebrows were raised, he’d sucked in his cheeks, and he’d stuck his lips out, putting some of the light coming through the windows on the whiskers of his upper lip.
“I’m just a pilot! Don’t kill me! Please?” The other guy screamed it again.
“Oh shut up already. And get up. Tassanee?”
Len stepped back, taking her with him, and then he pulled his sunglasses off, found another tissue from his jacket somewhere and started wiping his glasses off. The entire time he was looking at her. And then he shook his head.
“Well. That’s that, I guess.”
“What?”
“That is exactly the blood mess I was referring to. Maybe worse. Nobody can fly a plane if the controls are all...uh. Yeah. Pretty much out of commission. How about it, buddy?”
The other pilot was standing in the doorway to the cockpit. He was her height. And covered in blood spray. He looked faint. Or maybe he was that pale and shaky normally. He shook his head.
“Yep.” Len put his glasses back on. “One multi-million dollar jet. Out of service. Just like that.” He snapped his fingers.
“I’m sorry,” she replied.
“Oh hell no, babe. That was incredible. You are something, you know that? I mean, Akron told me you were a badass, but hey. He didn’t tell me how bad. I suppose that was a Bokator move?”
She nodded.
“Well. Babe. What can I say? You are definitely on the team.”
“What team?”
“Ours.”
“Oh.”
“So, hey. Buddy. You got any information that will keep her from knocking your head into next week? Or...maybe I’ll have her aim for the luggage compartment this time.”
“Well I...”
“Speak up already. Or...oh, what the hell. Start talking or we get to see the next Bokator move. I’ve heard it’s a doozie.”
“I’m just a pilot!”
“Yeah. I heard that part. You heard it, too, didn’t you, honey?”
Len looked over at her. She nodded.
“But little weasel guys usually hear a lot more than they admit. So, tell me. Where are we? What kind of force is out there? And what kind of firepower?”
“I don’t know anything!”
“You don’t even know where we are?”
“Longitude and latitude! That’s all I was given! I swear!”
“Speak. Now already. Or forever be silent.” Len put his pistol against the man’s temple and cocked the mechanism.
“I didn’t memorize them!”
“Why on earth did they hire you? And why on earth am I wasting my time? Jeez. You even make a piss-poor weasel.”
“I told you! I’m a pilot!”
“Right. And I’m just an innocent bystander. Tassanee?”
“Yes?”
“Eliminate this bum.”
“Wait!”
A red sphere lit the man’s head before she could move. And then his skull exploded, splattering brains and gore all over, making almost as big a mess as the cockpit. And then Len grabbed her and slammed into a side wall, taking the brunt of it with his body.
“Can you get us through the roof?” he hissed.
She nodded.
“Then do it!”
A loud whine accompanied his words. Tassanee hit the ceiling with her back, pulling Leonard with her, at the exact moment the entire plane became a fireball, shooting flames out in every direction, singeing her feet, and starting his pants on fire. And still she ascended, going up until the top of the cavern stopped her. That’s when she dropped slightly, ending up crouched atop an iron cross piece. She still had Leonard in her arms, slapping at his pants and gyrating, making it difficult to keep him from plummeting back to the floor. And it looked a long way down. She held him until he straddled a beam and locked his ankles under him. Even then, she kept her hands close.
“Shit. And shit again. That was close.”
“What was that?”
“My pants were on fire. Damn. And I paid almost twenty bucks for these.” He grinned at her, but it looked sickly. And his sunglasses were broken and hanging crookedly from one ear.
“Is that a lot?”
“No. Actually it’s a pittance. Hell. I know associates who pay upwards of a thousand for their leather slacks. Rafaele something-or-other Santiago, for instance. He loves the premium leather look, and he likes them tailored. And he’s large so the poor guy has no choice. He has to get them tailored.”
“Larger than you?”
“I told you babe. I’m fairly average.”
“I still don’t believe it. But if you didn’t pay much for your clothes, why do you care about damage? I don’t understand.”
“If I make fun of the small shit, the big shit gets easier to deal with. It’s part of the smartass and sarcasm package.”
“Oh. I get it. Well...in that case. Look what it did to my pants.”
“Whoa, Tassanee. Babe. That is not a good idea. Especially now.”
“Why?”
“Well. I’ve got a few well-armed Hunters chasing us, I’m lost somewhere in Eastern Europe, I’m perched some ten stories in the air, and I’m astride an iron beam that’s about what? Four inches wide?”
“Closer to six inches. And you never did say why.”
He pulled off his glasses, folded them as if they were perfectly aligned and straight, and tucked them into an inner jacket pocket. And then he looked back at her. And her reawakened heart skipped a beat. She actually felt it.
“Tassanee. You are too gorgeous. And way too curvy. And I am not immune. I am your mate, remember? Everything about you calls to me. It’s like a never-ending signal. So. Right now? It would be mucho appreciated if you wouldn’t call my attention to the fact that you don’t wear enough and never have. And where in the hell is your cloak, anyway?”
“Down there.”
She pointed. The both looked down in time to watch the plane explode again, this time with less sound and debris, although it sent more flames and black smoke out the sides and then billowing up. And coming out of the sides of the area were small figures toting equally small guns. They looked like little ants swarming an ant hill.
“Well. Look at that. A bonfire. And I didn’t even bring marshmallows. I would say this is another prime example of Hunter intelligence. And lack, thereof.”
“What is?”
“They think we’re still down there. They’re waiting to stake your heart and put a bullet through mine, should we make it through the flames. Not one of them thinks we’re fast enough or smart enough to escape an RPG. I’m telling you. Some days they don’t demonstrate the brains Mother Nature gave an onion.”
“Onions don’t have brains.”
“Yeah. I know.”
She laughed. “I get it. I do. You’re very funny.”
“You’d think Chester would teach his minions some fiscal responsibility, wouldn’t you? Then again...maybe he doesn’t care how many English pounds they blow up. Must be nice to have so much money you need to burn it.”
“They must want you really bad, Leonard.”
“Oh no. Not me. More you. But I think their real objective is Akron. They look like ants on an ant hill, don’t they?”
She caught his eye.
“What?” he asked.
“I was just thinking that.”
“Wow. I think there’s hope for us yet, babe.”
“That looks like more than a code eight on the threat level, Leonard.”
“Well. We didn’t check for updates. But you’re right. This is getting close to a sixteen.”
“In that case, it’s a good thing we went with your original plan.”
“Oh, we did, did we?”
“Wasn’t I supposed to fly up out of the way and hide?”
He grinned. “Oh. Yeah. Good one.”
Sounds of gunfire started erupting below them. They both looked down again, although Len rocked a bit on his perch before steadying himself.
“Hey. Check it out. A 4D Team has finally decided to rescue us. About time. Man. I almost wish I had popcorn. Talk about a front row seat. And look. Isn’t that Stanislaw at the front? In the khaki outfit?”
“What’s a 4D Team?”
“A group that excels in mayhem, death, and dismemberment. Looks like they sent us the Blue Team. Our operative, Sasha, leads that one. With her not-so-attractive mate, Stuart. And that really is Stan with them. Will wonders never cease? Because rescuing him was my next objective. Nice to know I can move onto the next one.”
“Why is it called 4D if they deal in mayhem, death, and dismemberment?”
“You are way too sharp, babe. It’s actually Deploy, Destroy, Disinfect, and then Disappear. I like to name things different, just because it makes me different. Makes me a little more than your average guy.”
“But you aren’t that.”
“I love you. If I forget to say it later, remind me.”
“Oh. Len.”
“You’re not going to cry are you? I might be out of tissues. Nope. Got one left. Oh come on. What’s wrong with a few blood droplets between vampires and almost-vampires?”
He grimaced at the packet and put it back. “You know, Tassanee. You are really good in a tight spot. Really good.”
“I am?”
His praise made everything go warm and constrictive warm about her heart.
“Well. Yeah. I mean, I wouldn’t trade you. Not even for a signed baseball from the 1918 Cubs-Red Sox series. The season with the huge scandal. And babe. Trust me. If I could find one of those, I’d be in sports memorabilia heaven.”
“You’d trade me?”
“Oh hell no. What I meant was I wouldn’t trade you. Ever.”
“Ever?”
“You’re going to make me do this now, aren’t you?”
“What?”
“My next objective. From twenty-plus stories in the air, atop a six inch iron beam. I’m telling you. It’s a woman thing. It has to be.”
“I don’t think it’s that high, Leonard, and—what are you doing?”
He was shifting, using his arms to push up so he could balance on his knees. And then he lifted his right leg, and slid his boot to the spot directly in front of his left knee. And then he straightened his back and regarded her, with an elbow atop his bent thigh. He looked wobbly. Unsure.
“What am I doing? I’m proposing. Why? What does it look like I’m doing?”
“Oh. Leonard.”
He cleared his throat and locked gazes with her. “Tassanee. I love you. I want to marry you. Be with you. For now. And Forever. No matter what the future holds. Including the vampire side. So. What do you say? You in?”
She should have taken the tissue. Her eyes were filled and overflowing. And it felt like warmth wrapped her. Everywhere.
“Is this a yes? Because they’ve stopped the action down there, and we’re getting noticed. And this is probably going to be all over the VAL video feed, if I don’t miss my guess.”
“Would you care?”
He tipped his head and scrunched one side of his face as if pondering it. And then he sobered.
“That will depend entirely on your answer. Yes? No? I’ll think about it? Go to hell. Something?”
“Oh yes, Leonard! Yes! And another yes! Yes!”
She leaped into his arms, and then had to grab the bars behind him to keep them from careening into space. But nothing had ever felt as secure and protective and wondrous as his arms wrapped about her, holding her tight. She stuck her nose into his collar and breathed deeply.
“I’m sure glad that was a yes. And I’m doubly glad that we didn’t fall. You have no idea.”
“I don’t?”
“Turn around, babe. Take a look.”
She pulled her nose out of his jacket collar and turned. There were at least a dozen vampires hovering in the space behind them. And several had their cell phones held out at arm-length.
“Hello Sasha. And look. There’s the better half, Findlay. You guys filming this, are you?” Len asked.
“Well. Akron did ask us to. He said this would happen.”
A stunning dark haired woman answered. She was wearing a black mini skirt and matching suit jacket. And really high stiletto heels. And she already looked tall.
“Figures. You’re getting this right?”
“Oh yes.”
“With sound?”
“These are top of the line phones, Len.”
“Well, then. Akron? I have to hand it to you. You were right. And when you’re right...oh. To hell with it. Bug off. All of you.” Len turned back to Tassanee, matched his nose to hers, and kissed her.
Soundly.
-o0o-
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CHAPTER ONE
“You promised me heat, Lizbeth. A vacation full of heat. Hot days. Hot sun. Hot sand. Hot guys. You know. Hot.” Darcy spit out another strand of wind-blown, rain-filled hair, making the last word sputter.
“You wouldn’t know what to do with a hot guy, kiddo.”
“Look at him. Duh.”
“Well, in that case, the guy at the gyro stand in town was hot.”
“He was also a midget.”
“Everyone is a midget to you.”
“Funny. Funny. Ha. Ha.” Darcy replied.
“I don’t know why you keep complaining.”
“Right. You’ve got me in some completely forgotten corner of this dig site, standing in the continuous drizzle in order to hold a light for you since it’s dead-thirty at night, and yet you wonder why I’m complaining? Really? I mean, really?”
“You know this area is off limits during the day. And come in a little closer. I can’t quite make this out.”
Darcy moved a step and lowered the penlight a fraction. “Look. I agreed to be your ‘Plus-One’ on this trip because it sounded like a fantastic vacation for the price. I mean who could resist your sales pitch? The Mediterranean coast. Great food. Olives. Cheese. Amazing wines. And all at a villa amid sun, sand, and surf. And let’s not forget the promise of hot guys. Twenty-four seven. Wow. I’m amazed at my gullibility.”
“This is a villa, Darcy.”
“I think somebody forgot to mention that it was last occupied in Roman times, and that it’s roofless so we’d be relegated to sleeping in a tent. Oh. And let’s not forget that this place might not have a rainy season, but you couldn’t prove it by me. And while I’m at it, let’s just add in that the only guy in sighting distance out here is over seventy.”
“Somebody should’ve asked for specifics. And the professor is not that old.”
“In comparison to what? This column?” Darcy slapped at the marble beside her.
“That column is a classic example of an Ionic column. Beautifully rendered.”
“Right. It’s a column. They’re everywhere around here. Some standing. Some fallen. All of them identical. Just like that one you’re digging under. Who cares?”
“They’re not identical,” Lizbeth answered in the clinical, non-emotional tone she seemed to always use. “These are actually Ionic columns. A fact that helps date the site.”
“Right.” Darcy looked at the nicely fluted and worn structure and then leaned against it. It was a column. Same as every other one she’d seen. This particular one was also blocking a bit of the wind-driven rain on this side. She was all for that.
“You can tell columns by the top design, my friend. Flat is Doric. Rolled ends that look like scrolls are called Ionic, and the intricate, leaf-looking ones are Corinthian columns.”
“Oh. Well. Just let me file that away in useless facts, along with the knowledge of algebra.”
“Bring the light closer, would you? And lower your voice already. What we’re doing could get us arrested.”
“For what? Digging up rocks? Isn’t that why you came?”
“This is a piece of pottery, not a rock. And we’re not supposed to be here at night. This is a newly discovered area and it’s already been rifled. The professor is worried.”
“How can you tell?”
“Several items have gone missing. Already. And there’s a huge black market for artifacts.”
“I mean how can you tell he’s worried? The guy has a perpetual frown, and a lot of lines.”
“Cute. I can tell because I overheard him posting guards just this afternoon. Tilt the light just a hair, would you? I think this might be an inscription.”
“We have guards? When did that happen? And why didn’t you say something? They might be hot. This sounds promising.”
“You haven’t seen the inside of a Greek cell if you think that. I need the light closer, Darcy. Tonight. Okay?”
Darcy took two steps closer and squatted beside her friend, trying to keep her chino-covered knees dry. “How much time could we get, you think?”
“I’ll be done in a few minutes.”
Darcy lowered her voice to a theatrical level. “I mean...in a cell. Just think. Us. Alone. Amid all sorts of horrors.” Her tone brightened. “Then again. There will probably be guys.”
“Yeah. Fat, ugly guys who don’t bathe. Hold it steady. I think I can just make out what looks like an inscription. Right beneath the image of a man. Can you see it?”
“A man? That looks like a porn shot of two guys. And that one has a really nice sized—”
“Darcy!”
Lizbeth interrupted. Darcy grinned. And then she heard voices weirdly echoing through the area. Male voices. They were speaking in low tones. Out here? In this muck-filled archeological site? In the middle of the night?
“You hear that?”
Lizbeth whispered it. Darcy killed the flashlight but the area was still illuminated. Both women moved as one to peer over the column edge. The reason for the light was instantly obvious, even through the rain-filled night. One of the small High Intensity Discharge lights from the dig site was held aloft by a cloaked figure. It was shedding light on the professor and four other dark-cloaked figures. The professor and one guy were gesturing and arguing. Even to an untrained eye, it looked like they were making a deal or trying to. The professor held out a large wrapped bundle. Somebody snatched at it. That didn’t look to go over well, as the professor tried to grab it back and got material, while the light glinted off an urn-thing.
“Isn’t that the professor?” Darcy whispered, stating the obvious.
“Shh!”
“And isn’t that one of your newly-discovered artifacts?”
“Will you hush?”
“Are you joking? Your precious professor is over there making a black market deal, and you’re shushing me?”
“You want them to spot us?”
“We’re not that loud. I mean listen to that argument. Wait a second. I have my phone.”
“Why? It doesn’t work out here.”
“Habit. And the camera function doesn’t need a link.”
“Oh. Good call. You can film this. I can’t believe the professor! Selling artifacts? I mean...I’m seeing it, but I just can’t believe it.”
Lizbeth’s whisper sounded full of shock and disgust. Darcy slid her cell from her pocket, tapped the screen on, and then pressed the camera button. The next moment she was aiming it, and got a perfect shot as one of the cloaked fellows rammed what looked like a long knife right through the professor’s chest cavity.
It happened so fast! And so quietly. The phone dropped. Darcy’s mouth was right behind it, while her eyes went wide and shocked. It was her best friend, the completely level-headed scientist that turned into a moron. Lizbeth stood up and started screaming. The sound caused the cloaked figures to turn in their direction, while the HID light fell and rolled, sending arcs of illumination that sharpened every nose into a beak and every mouth into a fang-filled snarl. But that was impossible and she was over-imaginative, and right now her mind was working overtime. Lizbeth clamped a hand to her mouth, but that was beyond stupid. And way too late. Darcy yanked her back down behind the column, and then watched as the professor’s body sagged, in a slow-motion fashion, to its knees before going full-out onto its front.
“Oh my God!”
Lizbeth whispered it, but it didn’t matter now. The cloaked figures were moving toward them. Growing larger and blacker as they neared. Lizbeth had pegged one thing accurately earlier. These guys were probably the type that belonged in a cell. They were ugly enough, but none of them looked remotely overweight. And then, oddly enough, Darcy couldn’t hear anything over the loud thump of her rapid-fire pulse slamming through each ear. Why on earth did it feel like her body was rooted, and nothing worked, anyway?
The light stopped moving behind the figures, silhouetting them from the ground up. Making them appear larger and even more menacing.
Oh shit.
They needed a miracle. She and Lizbeth were about to join the professor in death. Their bodies discarded. Or killed, then hacked up and then discarded. Or maybe they’d be fed to the sharks while still alive. Or better yet, they’d be sliced in various places and kept barely alive so their blood trail would bring the creatures quicker. Or...maybe they’d get tortured first. Raped. Then killed. Then dismembered. Buried with the other ancient stuff in this site. And all without one person knowing.
No. Wait.
There was her cell phone. She’d filmed the professor’s murder. Maybe that would be enough...if someone managed to find it before the next millennia, since it was now part of this archeological site. And just why did she have to go through all these scenarios in the span of a few moments, while nothing worked at what she should be doing? Like escape. All she could do was hyperventilate and watch things happen? Where the hell was the adrenaline boost? The fight and flight syndrome she’d heard about for years?
The bad guys loomed over them, and then the loudest boom hit the area, reverberating through the rain-filled air, and making the column they crouched beside tremble. It was accompanied by an influx of light so bright, it was retina-searing. Darcy couldn’t see for several moments as her vision filled with a kaleidoscope of colors, all rotating and changing. And then it was highlighting what looked like a real, honest to goodness, avenging angel as he dropped out of the sky into the area behind the bad guys.
An angel.
Right, Darcy.
The bad guys saw him, too. They’d turned from their murderous intent on Darcy and Lizbeth, to surround the newcomer. Looked like everyone possessed not only a life-ending sword but they appeared pretty expert at using them. The angel had one, too. And his was really long and wicked-looking. Rain-flecked sparks shot off his blade with his first swing, lopping off a head. Flashes of light flickered off all the weaponry and then another bad guy’s head got separated from its body. Another fellow lost both arms before losing his head, while his compatriot was flung through the air to slam against one of the still-standing Ionic columns with a splat of sound that didn’t sound fortuitous to continued life. Darcy didn’t know what Lizbeth was doing. She’d just collapsed or something. Darcy didn’t move her eyes to check. She was glued to the action right in front of her. It was better than a front row seat at the movies. And this was so not happening.
Was it?
Her mind was a never-ending well of creativity, an endless field of imaginary creatures, a potential tangle of possibilities, but even she couldn’t have conjured this fellow into being. The man who’d swooped into the midst of the bad guys wasn’t real. He couldn’t be. He was better looking than her imagination, and a lot more ripped. Grecian gods didn’t have this amazing physique, or the sculptors back then needed a lot more training. Darcy blinked several times, and then swished her hand across her eyes. The angel didn’t disappear. Nor did the last bad guy. He appeared to have a gun and despite putting several fairly soundless bullets into the angel, it didn’t stop him from being the last headless torso.
And then it was over. Just like that.
The gunman’s head smacked against the column they hid behind before landing in the muck right beside Darcy, where it splashed, and then rolled to a stop. She watched it with her peripheral vision. The angel had a really sharp blade, although she hadn’t much clue. But the severed head still wore the cloak hood. She didn’t imagine any of that. She could reach out and check for certain, but that was too gross to consider.
They’d gotten a miracle and an angel right out of the sky. And she hadn’t even prayed. This didn’t bear thinking on. Because it couldn’t be real. He couldn’t be real, either. Thank goodness it was night, and the rain dimmed the light too much to see color. Ugh. Darcy watched the angel guy slide his fingers along his blade, cleaning off gore, and then he replaced it into the scabbard at his back. All without taking his eyes off her general vicinity. The move rippled all kinds of muscle on his chest. Abdomen. Wow. She’d been dead-on with her first impression of that physique. And not a shade off on his looks, either. He should probably wear more than a little leather-looking skirt thing, too.
Darcy had never seen a kilt in real life, but it looked pretty darn good. Especially with those legs and thigh muscles, and man! They moved very nicely as he approached them. And her knees actually worked at lifting her. Darcy stood, albeit shakily, and locked gazes, standing nearly eye-to-eye with him. Lizbeth would probably fit beneath his arm...if she were still conscious. Darcy should’ve checked, but first things first.
She had to thank their rescuer and not just look him over. But hey. This was exactly what she’d been talking about! Only even better. Here was a definite hot guy. A tall hot guy. With a body that looked like a fitness trainer. He was a little on the brutal side...but hey again. He’d saved them. And those guys didn’t look like the type to play with. Their rescuer tipped his head and narrowed his eyes, and darn everything but with the light source behind him, it wasn’t possible to see him well. And here she’d been thanking the dimness just a few seconds before.
“Uh...hi?” she offered.
Nothing. Maybe he didn’t speak English, but she was woefully inadequate at secondary languages.
“Thank you?” she continued. And this time she nodded.
“I don’t think...he understands you.”
Lizbeth spoke from Darcy’s side, answering the state of her health and mental faculties with the same breath. No worries there. But Darcy wasn’t moving her eyes to check anything. The way this guy watched her was hypnotic. Every cell on her body was affected. Or something worse was happening. It was probably the near-death experience combined with watching this guy take out five men in about six seconds.
“Are you an angel?” she asked next.
He grinned, and then he spoke, altering the elements with one hell of a voice. She supposed it matched the view, but she could’ve done without the slight chuckle he gave at the end of his one word.
“No.”
“A...god?”
She actually asked it next, although the words were faint. He looked disbelieving. Her expression probably matched. She couldn’t believe she was asking. She didn’t need his laughter, either.
“Afraid not.”
Damn. He had a voice and a half. It sent a solid shiver up her back, down her legs, and racing along her arms. All at once. She almost hugged herself.
“Okay. I give. And Lizbeth gives. What are you, then? A concerned citizen who just happens to fly? And was just in the vicinity at dark-thirty, with a sword, and looking for a couple of women to rescue?”
He sobered. And the next moment he was right in front of her, somehow leaping the column without one bit of effort. Darcy was going to faint or something close to it. Her heart swooped into her lower belly while her pulse was singing with more rapidity than the murderers had caused. And the shiver feeling was increasing. Overwhelming. Every breath got harder and harder to make. And they carried a hint of scent. Raw. Male. There was a myriad of flying images in the air about his head, too. She’d call them dots, but they wouldn’t stand still long enough to verify it.
He really had mesmeric eyes, too. Especially at this range. Dark. Intense. Consuming.
“I’m a vampire.”
That reply came from a long way away. And it wasn’t possible. Or likely. Or even real. But everything on her body ratcheted to an even higher degree as he seemed to move even closer, violating personal space and then some.
“Right.”
Lizbeth answered for her. Darcy didn’t know if her mouth would work. Or if her mind would control the output. She watched his lips twist as if he knew, too!
“You don’t believe me?”
He may be addressing her friend, but he wasn’t moving one iota of attention from Darcy. She swallowed. Her ears popped. She found him totally believable. And infinitely intriguing.
“Uh...no. I don’t believe the authorities are going to believe it, either. I don’t suppose you have access to a SAT phone?” Lizbeth was a science major. That’s why she studied archeology. She had zero imagination and less belief in anything that couldn’t be proven. It showed in her words and tone, although the words shook.
“SAT phone?”
He was answering Lizbeth and at the same time sending waves of sensation at Darcy. It felt like tendrils wrapping all about her. Drawing her closer. She swore she could already feel her breasts smashed against his impressive pecs. Getting dampened by the contact and then seared by the heat. Oh dear. This was terrible.
And wonderful.
No.
Terrible.
“Yeah. SAT phone. We’ve got to report a major crime scene at a protected archeological site. Forget it. We’ll just scout out one of the missing guards and get it handled. But you might want to do a disappearing act in the interim.”
His forehead wrinkled. Something deep inside her whispered into being. Oh. This was terrible.
No.
Wonderful.
“Disappearing act?” he asked.
“Claiming vampirism is probably not going to get you out of a bit of police scrutiny over all these dead bodies. You’ll probably get some time in a cell. And I’d hate to see your valiant rescue of us repaid that way. You coming, Darcy?”
Darcy opened her mouth. He replied for her. And with words she wouldn’t have used.
“No. She is not. The Amazon is coming with me.”
Amazon?
And a moment later, she was airborne.







 
CHAPTER TWO
He lived in a cave. Or something akin to one. It was pitch black. Frighteningly so. It felt cavernous, too. Her breathing even echoed, when she could hear it above her heartbeat. Darcy’s boots touched solidness with a thump that jolted her knees. And then he opened his arms. Darcy almost grabbed for him as he moved away, leaving her. But that was stupid. She settled with clasping her arms about herself and hugging.
No way was she going to believe the vampire bit. Or the god stuff, although that was proof she’d spent way too much time watching and reading up on the subject of Greek mythology since that’s all Lizbeth stocked for entertainment. And since neither of those descriptions deserved merit, this guy had to be an angel. Yep. Her first impression had to be right. He was an avenging angel. Or maybe a fallen one.
Hmm.
Getting rescued and then abducted by a fallen angel should be terrifying, not pretty damned stimulating. Her skin still ran with goose bumps from being held so tightly against him. Or perhaps it came from flying without any means of support. Like wings. Weren’t angels supposed to have wings? And if they did, wouldn’t there be a flapping motion? Honestly. Shouldn’t there be some evidence of flight other than the slight unease she’d experienced in her belly, the slip of air across her face, accompanied by tendrils of hair, and the popping of her ears?
She could’ve checked for how he’d moved. Right, Darcy. She didn’t even know for certain that he had flown. She’d been too surprised. Shocked. Stunned. Shaken. Scared. And enough of the “S” words already. She’d kept her eyes shut and continually counted, so she couldn’t be at all certain of anything. She didn’t even know how far he’d taken her, although she’d reached one thousand, four-hundred, and twelve in her count. That feat not only reiterated her OCD diagnosis from grammar school, but put a time of about twelve minutes of distance to it. That wasn’t remotely helpful, though, unless and until she added his speed of flight into the equation.
If he really did fly.
Oh hell. She didn’t even know if this was a cave. Or just a great big void. Like death.
Wow. That thought hadn’t occurred to her until right now. Was this death, then? And just maybe instead of an escort by the grim reaper, she’d received a gorgeous angel-claiming-to-be-a-vampire instead? Was that it? Had he simply been sent to transport her to purgatory? Purgatory? Wasn’t that the place of temporary punishment while sins of the soul were weighed and destiny decided? Oh no. She was thinking in religious terms now? She must be really scared. The sum of everything just didn’t compute and this impenetrable blackness wasn’t remotely helpful. And she really needed to control her rampant imagination.
“Don’t move.”
The words touched her ear, making her jump slightly. They were also unnecessary. Like she needed that instruction. She hadn’t moved since he’d touched her. One thing was absolute fact, however. This guy had a fantastic voice. Full of deep tones that reached out and grabbed and then physically made her tremble. He was definitely rock solid, and all male, too. Her breasts were still tingly-feeling from where they’d been pressed right against rock-solid chest...while her arms had been wrapped about one trim waist. And...oh hell. Now her knees were wobbling.
Wow.
Darcy licked her lips. She really should stop the reminiscing.
A light came on, shedding a mellow light on what looked like a big leather couch situated with a couple of ottomans. Or maybe it was a grouping of furniture that market gurus liked to call a theater set. Whichever, they were about thirty feet away. Maybe more. Another light followed, even farther away. Every bit of illumination was accompanied by the slip of shadow as the vampire/angel man moved, turning on each light source. He had old, low-wattage bulbs, or something else that shed golden light, revealing a really large space, smoothed stone walls, and all kinds of shadowed niches.
And within those niches, it looked like metal glinted as each light was lit. Well. He hadn’t said she couldn’t move her eyes...and maybe her head. Darcy craned her neck a bit to check the closest niche. It contained what looked like a shield, a really intricate, amazingly detailed shield. With an embossed depiction of a coiled snake wrapped about a sword right in the center of it.
All right.
It appeared her first impression wasn’t far off. This definitely looked like a cave. And if he lived in a cave, might that mean something? The facts, Darcy. She was in Greece, she’d been transported to some weird realm, and hadn’t their god Zeus been hidden in a cave when his mother replaced him with a stone, so his father Kronus could swallow it rather than yet another child? And hadn’t Zeus lived in his cave to manhood so he could release his siblings from their father’s belly and they could all fight the other Titans for control of the cosmos? And hadn’t she just spent days watching this ridiculous story from one of Lizbeth’s more entertaining research shows? And what kinds of drugs were these ancient Greeks taking when they penned that stuff anyway?
It was a confusing jumble of just-learned, useless myths and legends in her head, and she wasn’t the artifact analysis archeologist student who’d just been awarded a big enough grant she could work on a dig site to earn her Master’s Degree. That was Lizbeth. Darcy was the roommate who’d quit college in her second year and worked as the dispatch clerk at a trucking company with a lot of loud, noisy, bearded, uncouth truckers. Truckers came in three types. Really skinny which meant they chained smoked. Or really hefty, which meant they chain-ate. Or really buff, since they’d just started and thought being a long-haul trucker was the epitome of great jobs.
Wait just a minute...
What the vampire/angel man was revealing with each light he turned on looked like a trucker’s idea of heaven. This was definitely a cave...on a colossal scale. Any male she knew would be salivating. Most of the women truckers, too. Darcy hazarded a glance upward. Yep. The ceiling was high enough she couldn’t see it. About the only thing he looked to be missing was a gigantic flat screen television. And maybe surround sound.
“I apologize.”
Darcy jumped at his voice, moving a full step backward. He was right in front of her, his arms full of large catalogs and magazines, while a lock of his hair appeared to have come loose from his band to reach a shoulder. He had dark brown hair, and even though she had some light now, she still couldn’t tell what color his eyes were. They were dark. And totally deep. There was a really strange buzzing noise in the air, as well. Oh...wow, Darcy. She broke the gaze and the sound halted instantly. But nowhere was safe to look. The view was spectacular. He really was gorgeous. Hot. Ripped. And since all he wore was a little mini-skirt thing fashioned of leather strips, sandals that laced to his knees, a large belt scoring his chest that held his huge-ass sword against his back, and a worried look, it was hard to get her mouth to work.
“Uh...”
“You’ll overlook the clutter?”
Darcy’s brows rose.
“I wasn’t expecting...company.”
Company? She’d been relegated to company? And he was worried over clutter? What kind of nonsense was this? And how was she supposed to answer as he moved even closer, taking over her personal space again? And worse. He just stood there; holding about fifty pounds of printed material like it was nothing. He wasn’t moving. Not a muscle. Not even to breathe.
“You do speak English, yes?”
Darcy cleared her throat and gave an answer. It wasn’t much, but at least her voice worked. Finally.
“Uh...usually.”
“Usually?”
“Listen. Uh. Yes. I speak English just fine. But...I’m going to have a hard time speaking anything if I have to look at you while I do it.”
Oh great, Darcy. What idiot was in control of her mouth?
He grinned. Her heart dropped again.
“I know the sensation,” he replied. “I’m having difficulty with words, as well.”
Okay. Darcy thought she’d had every pick-up line tried on her. This one was new. Her heart decided it would rather shove its way up to her throat, blocking any attempt at swallowing. Thank goodness he wasn’t watching! This was completely worrisome.
“I need to put these away. You won’t move? You’ll stay right here?”
He was really rather cute. He even appeared to flush as he asked it. Darcy nodded.
Man! The guy could move. One moment he was right in front of her, and the next he was way over on her left, opening a cabinet, shoving his stack of magazines and catalogs inside, and then slamming the door. A blink later he was back. All, without expending one bit of effort. No harsh breathing accompanied any of it. And she had a very good view of his torso. She’d be able to spot breathing. Or maybe she imagined his movement. And this cave. Flying. The death and chaos scene back at the archeological site. Maybe this was all a dream. Maybe he wasn’t even real. But that would mean the fallen angel theory was wrong. Darn. It had been a rather fun thought, too. Darcy inhaled. His entire frame seemed to tighten. Or something that made striations ripple through his pecs. And she really had to look away if she wanted to make sense when she spoke.
“Where...are we?” she asked.
“Below the acropolis.”
“We’re in Athens? You have to be joking. That’s like...miles away.” And he couldn’t have flown that far or that fast. Or could he?
His forehead wrinkled. Dang! That was cute, too.
“Why do you ask that?”
“Because the acropolis is in Athens. It’s got a complex of buildings on it called the Parthenon. And I don’t normally know this stuff, but I’ve just spent the last week or so getting a crash course on all kinds of Greek stuff, despite every inclination against it.”
His puzzlement cleared and he grinned again. He had some very nice smile lines, and really fine, straight, white teeth. And there wasn’t a fang anywhere in sight. And there went the vampire thing, too. Right out the window.
“Every city has an acropolis. It’s a term for high city. Acro is a root word that means high. It is in words such as acrophobia, which is fear of heights. The other part: polis? That means city. It’s the root of several words as well. Police. Politician.”
Oh. Great. She had to dream up a gorgeous Greek guy just so he could turn into a fountain of useless facts, too? She must’ve read too much after eating a really tainted meal and then tried to sleep. None of this was real. And that meant she could just go with it. Because sooner or later she was going to wake up. And while that would be a shame, given the view, it was still inevitable. She gave him a deadpan expression.
“So, if we’re under an acropolis, what city is above us?”
“Hephaestia.”
“Right. Hephaestia. That name sounds familiar. Is that another god?”
He nodded. “Hephaestus. Aphrodite’s husband.”
“Oh yeah. The guy in charge of fires and forges. The one tossed out of Olympia by Hera because she didn’t like his face or something. And didn’t that cripple him when he landed? But hasn’t he got an entire island named after him or something?”
“Several cities as well. Including the one above us.”
“Well. That just clears everything up, doesn’t it?”
His brows drew down and his eyes narrowed, and Darcy’s pulse decided to ramp into a staccato-type rhythm. Wow. That sort of look was enough to make any woman’s knees weak. She had to lock her legs to keep from swaying.
“Are you making fun of me?” he asked.
Darcy gulped. Okay. If this wasn’t a dream, then she was really being stupid. She’d just seen him murder a bunch of guys prior to abducting her, and now she was alone with him. And he might be the best looking thing around, but he was probably certifiably insane. The last thing she should do was piss him off.
“No,” she answered.
He grunted and his eyes came out of their ‘I-could-kill-you- and-enjoy-it’ mode. He still looked dangerous. Or maybe what he really looked was deranged. She had to keep him talking. Speech. Communication. Thought processing. That was the ticket to sanity. Or so, her Psych professor had always claimed. Maybe she should’ve stayed in college.
“Wh-what is your name?” she asked. Good. The first word was stammered, but the rest came out just fine.
“Thanos.”
Thanos? Damn! Sweet name. Totally fitting. And her mind had to keep moving so her mouth would keep making words. “What is your last name, Thanos?” Saying his name aloud gave her worse than goose bumps. She trembled before she could halt it.
“Last name?”
He stepped closer to ask it, sending vibes she could almost see. And definitely feel. And she wasn’t the only one. That little leather skirt of his wasn’t hiding much. And he was hefty sized there, as well. Damn. Damn. Damn. Words, Darcy.
“Um...you know. A last name. Family name. You know...like Smith. Jones. Or since we’re somewhere in the vicinity of Greece, maybe something that ends with ‘-sis’? I’ve met a few of them.”
“I’m from Macedon. I only have one name. Thanos.”
Darcy was tingling everywhere. Like an electrical current was in the air. It just wasn’t possible. She’d never felt this incredibly hyped. Turned on. Craven. And nothing she tried worked at halting the mix of sensation. Or even muting it slightly. She could try arguing. But he’d already shown he possessed a really wild-man, bad-boy side. She didn’t need to find out if it had been just for show. But then, just as she wondered what would open an argument, he cocked his head to one side and asked a question that was almost guaranteed to get him one.
“You are an Amazon, aren’t you?”
Darcy gulped, and tried ignoring where his hips were nearly touching hers. But he wasn’t wearing enough! And he was more than large. Or she was way out of practice.
“Oh. Right. An Amazon? Like I never heard that before. The answer is no. But thanks. Thanks a lot. You know, where I come from, six foot blondes are a dime a dozen. You can find them on just about every street corner. At the grocery store. In the mall. It’s not that unusual.” Keep talking Darcy...
“You are not six feet tall.”
Her mouth opened. Shut. Words, Darcy. Just keep spouting them. She opened her mouth again.
“Fine. I’ll cop to five-eleven and a half, but I have half inch soles on these boots. I’d say that makes me pretty close.”
“But I am six feet tall.”
“Uh...no. I’d go with six one. Maybe taller.”
“Impossible.”
“Maybe you grew.”
He smirked, putting his lips into a semi-pout. Darcy’s entire body lurched toward him without one bit of volition. That placed her so close to his flesh she was vibrating to the sparks shooting off him. And worse. Her nipples tightened as if in answer. Oh! This was bad. Insane. Amazing. Awesome. Thrilling.
No.
It was bad.
“I can’t have grown. You are wrong.”
And you are way too close!
“Um. Look. Thanos. I had to get shots for this trip, and that means I had to visit the doctor, and they just measured me, and I am five feet eleven and a half. You’re the one who’s off.”
“Hmm. You are also not blond.”
He’d leaned even closer to say it, putting the words against her cheek...and damn! She barely caught the move to reach for him. Jam her breasts against his chest. Yank him closer...and lock lips.
Lock lips?
Oh shit! Talk, Darcy! She had to get her mouth moving on something besides kissing him!
“Yeah. Well. Um. I...like to experiment...you know. With color. I had this red tint applied...uh...before. Just before...we left Vancouver.”
He was so close! His lips hovered right above hers. In a pout. Looking totally kissable. And immensely desirable. And her mind wasn’t functioning. Only her hormones. And this was completely outside the norm. Or sane. Or rational.
“It resembles dark wine.”
“If you don’t...like it, just say so.” The words came out chopped. That’s what happened when you tried to talk when every breath was short. Clipped. Almost panted.
“Who said I didn’t like it?”
Oh...hell.
He was too much male. Too finely arrayed. Gorgeous. Muscled. Primed. And he was so close. And she’d been celibate so long, she was nearly virginal again. There just wasn’t any stopping what happened next. Darcy lunged blindly, wrapping her arms about his waist to yank on him, although her body was the one that moved, and then she locked her lips to his. And the solid groan that emanated through the space didn’t come only from him.
Damn hormones anyway.







 
CHAPTER THREE
The gods be praised!
Thanos thrilled over every inch of the goddess hand-delivered to him. Just him. She seemed fashioned with everything he most liked. Tall. Athletic. Trim. Passionate. Sweet Aphrodite! He’d lay out sacrificial wine the moment he had a chance.
He’d guessed the moment he saw her, and knew for certain when they touched. Kissing. Licking. Sucking. Nipping...
Oh sweetness! Light! Paradise!
At the first taste, he arched upward, pulling her with him. His hands beneath her arms, while hers were still wrapped about his torso.
It was ecstasy! Rapture! Complete and total and vast.
“Uh...Thanos? Wait. Please?”
She lifted her lips from his to whisper it, taking her sweetness from him. He nearly growled.
“No flying stuff. Okay?”
He consciously forced his body back to the ground, landing lithely and easily. And exactly as she must’ve wanted, for she started moving her hands, running her fingers along his back...beneath his scabbard. Along the ridges of his shoulder blades.
“Oh sweet! We...mustn’t...go too fast.”
He was panting between words, alternately licking at her lips, and then toying with another kiss.
“Oh yes, we must,” she answered.
And then she moved her hands to his waist and pushed away from him!
Thanos shook in place, his arms dropping to his side as he fought some inner demon. His eyes narrowed. His hands balled into fists. He locked his entire body against an infusion of such heat he was at a loss on how to contain it. It was as if fire ate away at his muscles, straining against his hold, while everything got washed with a red hue that got darker with every heartbeat his dead heart gave.
His heart was beating. And he actually felt it!
Oh...paradise! Everything he’d been told was true. He had his mate, and he had his life force back. With an intensity that was nearly impossible to absorb. It was better than wondrous, more satisfying than an untainted, week-long blood feast. And almost worth the wait. It was almost uncontrollable. He’d been wrong, too. She was a better than an Amazon in the flesh. She was pure goddess.
No.
Wait.
She was undressing?
Oh, Zeus! His knees wobbled before he locked them, forcing his legs to support him. His eyes slowly opened, and then went wide as she pulled the buttons of her shirt apart, yanked her arms out of the sleeves, and tossed the garment aside. She wore a breast band, but like none he’d ever seen. Women warriors of his age had worn such items, but always tight across their chests, constricting bounce and movement, pressing their bosom flat so it wouldn’t be an encumbrance in battle. The garment his mate wore did the opposite, lifting and holding her breasts up, so it was impossible to look away for a moment. It flashed through his mind that those Macedonian women may have had it wrong all those years ago. Any man catching sight of what he was looking at right now would be a dead one.
Her breast band was vibrantly-colored, with bright pink polka-dots atop a vivid green backdrop. Odd. Why waste such fabric and color on a garment that wasn’t seen? And he’d been wrong. Her frame was a bit too slender for goddess ranking. It was much closer to his first impression. Amazonian. She was definitely fit...and she was also most definitely curved. And luscious. Her skin appeared soft. Unblemished. Untouched by much sun. Ripe. Tinted a rosy shade by her life fluid pumping just beneath the surface. Her blood. His ambrosia. Thanos sucked on his upper teeth, striving to control the fang growth.
Not yet.
It was next to impossible! The shadow of her cleavage drew his gaze as she moved, working the buttons of her trousers loose. Thanos stood straighter, absorbing more strangeness and even more sensation. His hands relaxed. The heat cooled. He no longer saw anything through a red haze. But his canines were still pinging with anticipation.
“I mean...I’ve never done...uh...this before.”
The fire sensation slammed back, bringing worse tremors than before, along with a worse sharpening of his fangs. And worse. Her words came out disconnected between pants for air. She was suffering breathlessness. He matched it. And what she said just couldn’t be true.
“You’re...a maid?”
She chuckled. “Uh...no comment. I mean, I’ve never attacked a man I’d just met. Never. Nobody would believe this. I don’t even believe it. It’s...uh...”
Her voice drifted off. His was missing. It had to do with the way she shoved her trouser waistband open and pushed the loose-fit pants to her ankles, revealing a slip of cloth in the same vibrant color scheme as her breast band, but striped rather than dotted. That little triangle didn’t cover much, and had little inch-wide straps holding it together across her hips. And he’d been off on his evaluation. Those legs definitely belonged on a goddess.
He grunted something she took for an answer. She panted her way through a lengthy explanation he tried to follow. Just because her mouth was moving. He could almost sense each breath she gave as it brushed his exposed skin. Feel the thump of her pulse through her veins. Taste her fluid...
And there wasn’t any holding back the fangs.
“I think it’s a combination of things. You know. For every action, there’s a reaction. Like...my ‘fight or flight’ response finally kicked into gear or something. I’ve got the shakes from escaping certain death, and that’s combining with shock and awe from witnessing a very violent and bloody fight. Dang! I can see why the Romans had such a fixation on their gladiators. It’s an incredible high. And you were really something to watch. Really. Oh. Shit. Look at me. No wait. Don’t. I already have the shakes. What am I saying?”
She might be asking things. He might actually be hearing them. He didn’t answer. And he didn’t obey. His eyes were glued on her. His mouth was dry. She was wearing so little! She had a body worthy of a master sculptor. And each thread seemed designed to show it off.
“I’m suffering an out-of-body experience here. That must be it. And it’s canceling out any kind of barrier – including guilt. I mean...damn! I’m a ball of estrogen, spinning almost out of control, and at the center of all that is you. The man with one name. Thanos.”
“Me?”
He had a voice. It sounded like the rumble of a small earthquake just before it hit. It didn’t sound remotely like him. And he’d lost control over his canines. They were elongated and sharp. He had to lift his upper lip to give them room.
“Yeah. You. Um...yeah. You just happen to be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, Thanos from Macedon. You might be the sexiest thing like...ever. Trust me. Every nerve in my body is pumping adrenaline through me. And it just keeps getting higher and higher. I’m totally afraid if I slow anything down, reality is going to intrude, and it’s going to be a bitch. So, you might want to get in gear, and ditch the sword and skirt thing, or we’re going to have an issue here. Got it?”
He had the buckle on his sword band opened before she finished talking, and told himself he didn’t care where it dropped or how much damage it might suffer. He’d worry over his blade later. Her hands were behind her back fussing with her breast band thing, while Thanos yanked on the clasp at the back of his attire. He flipped the clasp open and his clothing fell off.
“Holy shit! I mean wow. On a major scale. Look at you. I’m so glad I have an imagination to die for.”
Her eyes were wide and she put a hand over her mouth. Thanos looked down and then back to her. And then he grinned as a jolt of pure energy slammed through him. And that was stupid. It wasn’t possible to hide his canines. He was just grateful she was looking elsewhere. But then she licked her lips, sending flames rocketing through him, and it didn’t matter what she saw. Thanos threw his head back and howled the reaction into the air.
The sound hadn’t finished throbbing through the entire cave when she slammed into him, wrapping not only her arms about his shoulders, but her legs went around his hips, locking her loins right to his. And if that wasn’t enough provocation, she was grinding against him, swamping him with cotton, and making everything go to a complete and total shudder. There wasn’t a chance he’d stay connected to the ground. He couldn’t. His entire body was adrift in an agony of frustration and craving, rinsed through with pure carnal need. They hovered several feet above the chamber as he grabbed the back of her clothing and yanked it apart.
“Wow. Oh...Thanos. Wow.”
Her murmured words were the spark to his ignition. Thanos lowered his head almost violently, maneuvering hers sideways to display her neck. To him. A bluish tinted line scored her skin, tapping with her pulse as it sent blood racing her veins. His arms locked. His legs were next. He had to have her. Now. His entire body was afire for her, but before he could act, she slammed against him, ramming his cock into her chasm. Hard. Deep.
By the gods! She was incredibly tight. Unbelievably hot. Moist. Wrapping him in sensations that he hadn’t known existed. They couldn’t. There was no measure for such bliss. No description for it. Thanos shook with an experience few gained, or if they did, they lacked any talent at narrating. He’d never felt such a frenzy of passion, and with the next move he stabbed her neck, finding even more.
Lightning raced through him, shooting arcs of electricity everywhere. If he looked, he’d probably see them illuminating his cave. And still she hammered her body onto his, alternately sucking him into a vortex of sensation too vast to describe, and then shimmying back off. Again. And again. Gaining speed and intensity to her motions that threatened an eruption. And it was too soon. Not this way. Not with his goddess-mate.
Oh no. No.
Thanos locked his hands about her ass cheeks, clamping her into place in order to arch backward, uncaring where he landed, or how; even if it was in the space between an ottoman and sofa, slamming his back onto the uncarpeted floor. And he laughed soundlessly when it happened, because it hurt.
It actually hurt.
It also unlatched him from her neck, sending arterial spray in a light-imbued arc about them. Thanos licked at the dual puncture marks, while she writhed and gyrated atop him, her moans intensifying, getting louder and louder, heavier and deeper. He was watching, stunned; as she locked her limbs about him, clamping her hips to his, while her entire body pulsated and shuddered in place. And it was all accompanied by the longest, shiver-inducing shriek.
Thanos couldn’t prevent another series of soundless laughter. It was too amazing. And she was too beautiful. And what was happening was too incredible. Well beyond anything he’d been promised. And dreamt. And sought.
And she just wouldn’t cease using her hips against him, her hands skimming along his belly and to his shoulders over and over in a movement designed to drive him into madness and beyond. That was before he factored in the continual pumping of her body onto his. Alternately gripping and squeezing. And it didn’t seem possible that she hadn’t any Amazonian side, since she was more than leading this. She was orchestrating a response beyond his scope of experience. Beyond even his fantasies.
Her body shimmied again. Shuddered. It was accompanied by another long cry that ended with gasps, and then she lowered her face to him, brushing his cheeks with her breath, before attacking his lips in a kiss that grabbed and stalled his newly awakened heart. The thump as it started up again was thick and almost painful. And alive.
His canines pierced her inner mouth, gaining harsh moans from her that harmonized with his...and then she nipped back. The slightest prick of pain accompanied her act. And then rapture. Elation. Amazement. The sensation grew as she licked, and then sucked, driving him into whorl of agitation that wrenched any semblance of control out of his grasp. He grabbed her waist and arched up from the floor, shoving his shoulders back into the sofa edge and seizing the ottoman with his legs, gaining stability. Balance. Buttressing. That way he could buck up and into her, each time going deeper with each thrust. Harder. Again. And again. And over and over, lifting and jolting her with a pace that matched the furious sensation thudding through his back before it moved, hitting his groin, and then shattering everything.
Even time.
Thanos threw his head back, his mouth wide to let the longest cry out as everything exploded. Millennia of time disappeared. Legions of endless existence evaporated. Prior experience got obliterated and then overwritten. He’d never felt like this. Never experienced this. Never would he have dared imagine it. The cry turned to bliss-filled sobs as he emptied into her, moving them both with his lurching, spasmodic shudders.
Thanos of Macedonia. Warrior. Sobbing helplessly.
And he didn’t even care.







 
CHAPTER FOUR
“Thanos.”
The sound of his name went through his mind. He knew that voice. And that tone, although he rarely heard it. Thanos immediately opened his eyes. He was in his domicile. Atop his marble slab. All was the same.
Or was it?
This particular marble slab had been taken from the library at Persepolis while the rest of Alexander’s army destroyed the Persian palace. This piece of marble had two slight flaws. One was near the top, below where his shoulders usually rested. That nick was where the spear that had taken his mortality had glanced, mutely testifying not only to the power of the blow, but the closeness of his killer. And it hadn’t told why. No Persian soldier had been behind the blow. It was a fellow Macedon warrior; one with a jealous streak, murderous intent, and no eye to consequences. The man hadn’t even stuck around to make certain of his kill. That had been the fellow’s death warrant.
He hadn’t died pretty, but he had died. Thanos made certain of it, watching his trussed-up killer burn alive in the flames. Yelling. And then screaming. And finally cursing Thanos, his executioner. But he was too late for that. Thanos was already cursed.
The other flaw in the marble slab was a nick along one edge where Thanos’ chisel had slipped while carving it out. It wasn’t noticeable because he’d hidden it beneath a bed frame of iron, intricately wrought to look like tree limbs, almost like the marble was suspended in midair. That had taken decades to design and craft, once he realized he’d have a lot of time on his hands in this afterlife, and absolutely nothing better to do.
“Thanos.”
Akron was louder this time, the name more defined. It sounded as if Akron knelt beside this cool marble slab in physical reality.
Wait a moment...
The marble was cool against him.
Thanos grunted and rolled off the side, landing on his knees. It took a few moments to blink his resting place into complete focus. Another to adjust to the jolt that he’d actually felt. He was grinning as he rubbed at both knees.
It was all true! And had happened to him! He had emotion and sensation back! And why? Because he had a mate, and he’d actually found her. And she was still here! Right there! He studied her from a like height, since he still knelt at his bedside. Her cheek was resting on a palm. Her eye lashes fluttered while she slumbered away, lost in dreamland. She’d actually slept in his arms, swathed in a double layer of cloth against the hard, unbending surface of his marble.
And that after another round of lovemaking that had collapsed one of his tables in the outer chamber.
“Thanos!”
Ouch. Thanos slapped both hands to his ears. Akron wasn’t shouting, but it was loud enough to cause ringing in both ears. Thanos was on his feet and out in his corridor before he got called again.
He padded on bare soles that felt every nuance of his cool tile floor, reaching his Recon room. The door knob was slick and cold to the touch. And he felt it. If he’d ever giggled, he supposed that what was happening as he slid into a leather chair and tapped a forefinger to one of his monitors. A dim beep accompanied the instant image of a large room, an ornate table beneath a curved staircase that shadowed the area, and the back of an open laptop. Nothing else. It was all anyone saw of Akron.
“About time.” Akron’s voice came through the speakers in a rush, showing his agitation.
“Yeah. About time.” Nigel’s voice was right behind Akron’s, but not near the volume or depth.
Akron’s sigh was loud and lengthy, causing such a throb of sound it was almost a visceral being of its own. Long moments followed the end of it when nobody said anything.
“Well? What is it?” Thanos asked finally.
“Good thing you live in the middle of nowhere, Thanos, and have little to do with the modern world and real-time technology. I’ve been trying to reach you via all the usual methods of communication. The least you could do is pick up.”
“Yeah. Pick up,” Nigel parroted Akron.
“Why?” Thanos asked.
“It’s about your assignment. Professor Erickson.”
“Yeah. Professor Erickson,” Nigel added.
“Nigel,” Akron asked.
“Sir?”
“What are you doing?”
“Emulating you, Sir.”
Akron laughed. The sound reverberated through the room, rattling every monitor on the counter. Thanos tipped them down one by one before they fell over.
“You are copying me, Nigel, not emulating. And what on earth brought about this phase?”
“It’s not a phase. It’s a change. I’m tired of everyone treating me like I just parachuted in here. They respect you. Everyone thinks I’m a joke.”
Akron laughed again. Even louder.
“You see what I have to put up with?” Nigel complained.
 “Enough. We’ve wasted enough time, and that’s not why I called. How much time is left, Nigel?”
“Eleven seconds, Sir.”
“Hmm. We’ll call you right back, Thanos. Move to line eight.”
The line went dead. Thanos spent the intervening moments skimming his palms along his thighs, raising hairs he could feel against his fingers. It was incredible. Wondrous. And then the monitor went live again, and Akron was talking. Or maybe it was more akin to lecturing.
“...not given. Respect is earned.”
“How do I do that?”
“By upholding standards day in and day out. Without fail. Speaking of — there’s Thanos back on the line. Good. Technology keeps changing and it’s a doubled-edged kind of thing. Complete benefit on one hand, a decided curse on the other. You need to go underground, Thanos.”
“I am underground.”
“I meant figuratively. Go off grid and stay there until we contact you again.”
“What? Why?”
“It’s about your little excursion last night.”
“Yeah. Last night,” Nigel parroted.
“Last night?” Thanos asked.
Akron’s sigh this time was short. It had a growl beneath it, too. Thanos straightened in the chair.
“You were assigned a hit. Professor Erickson. It was easy. Quick. Clean. You could’ve handled it blindfolded.”
“Oh. That.”
“Yes. That. One body has somehow become six of them, mostly decapitated. And guess what? Those deceased men worked for the fellow who contracted us. I’ve already made arrangements to counteract that, since the only quiet man is a dead one.”
“Oh.”
“That’s not the worst of it. There was a frantic call made. I believe they’ve got a written transcript already on the internet. A Lizbeth...ah yes. There it is. Smith. Lizbeth Smith reported something about a black-market antiquity deal gone wrong. According to her statement, Professor Erickson was killed trying to halt it. Hmm. Shows even an archeology artifact student can concoct a decent cover story, doesn’t it? Time, Nigel?”
“Thirty seconds.”
“Good. So, Thanos. To complicate matters, there is now an international search taking place for a missing person named Darcy Mullins, formerly of Vancouver, British Columbia”
Her name is Darcy. How perfect.
“I can explain,” Thanos started.
“Yes. I know you can. Allow me. You’re mated. It’s wonderful. Everything is sublime. You’re reborn. Nigel and I both send our congratulations.”
“He’s what?” Nigel burst out.
“I should’ve called in a 4D team,” Thanos said.
Akron sighed again. At length. And louder. “Hindsight is always twenty-twenty, gentlemen. That cliché happens to be perfectly true. This is beyond a 4D Team now. It was the moment that woman’s statement included the word vampire.”
“She actually said that?”
“Only after her third interrogation, if that helps. She gave a fairly good description of you with her statement, too. And your sword. As well as your abilities with it. Time, Nigel?”
“Ten seconds. Nine. Eight.”
“Line six. We’ll call right back.”
Thanos slapped the disconnect button hard enough that it cracked. He grabbed up another monitor and had it live just as the image of Akron’s study came back into view. This speaker wasn’t as nice. It crackled with the volume behind Akron’s voice.
“You back? Your next contact will be on line thirty-three. On this one monitor only. Disable every other connection you have in that place. Immediately.”
“Immediately?”
“Do I stutter?”
“No.”
“You are about to go back in time, Thanos.”
“I am?”
“Not literally. We aren’t that good yet...although our technicians keep trying. I meant, I need you to cut off everything modern...except your generator. You may continue running it. For now.”
“For now?”
“According to our records, you got your tanks filled...oh. Looks like almost six months ago. You have enough for a few more weeks, maybe months?”
“Yes. But how far are we talking? What era?”
“Oh. I’m thinking seventeenth century should do it. Before global communications.”
“Cable, too?”
“Everything. I don’t want any kind of signal coming from anywhere on that island until further notice. And try to keep smithy work within acceptable levels.”
“Acceptable?”
“I understand mating can be a tricky business, Thanos. I’m going on hearsay, but I’ve been told it’s like a delicate dance, fraught with trauma. Tears. Rage. And sometimes it gets violent. Just don’t go taking out any frustration on metal...beyond your normal. The last thing we need right now is a geological team checking on that pseudo-volcano of yours.”
“Are you ever going to tell me why?” Thanos asked.
“Oh. Of course. Apparently, your mate and this big-mouthed archeology student are BFFs, Thanos.”
“BF—what?”
“Best Friends Forever,” Nigel inserted.
“Forever? How can humans say that?”
“Don’t try and figure out modern lingo now, Thanos. We’ve only got a bit more time, but we are to the worst of it now.”
“And that is?”
 “Hunters are on site. They got to your mate’s BFF before we could. I’m already working to countermand that as well, but I don’t want another international incident. I have to go on supposition that this Lizbeth person is cooperating fully with them and work from there. That means your Darcy is not to contact her in any way, shape, or form. Not even smoke signals. Got it?”
“Got it.”
“I do have one pertinent question for you, Thanos. If you would.”
“Yes?”
“Why didn’t you just take both of them?”
“What am I supposed to do with two women?” Thanos asked.
“Oh no. No. He did not just say that. And I did not just hear it. And they call me wet behind the ears.”
Nigel sounded disgusted. Akron was chuckling. Thanos was frowning.
“Signing off now, Thanos. Good luck. Oh. And I suppose congratulations are in order as well. Nigel?”
And the line went dead.







 
CHAPTER FIVE
She’d never felt better in her life.
Darcy rolled onto her back and stretched, her head smacking something hard. Oh. She’d forgotten. She wasn’t in some fantastic cloud of bedding. Oh no. Not her. She wasn’t that lucky. She was on the ‘vacation of a lifetime’, accompanying Lizbeth to an archeological site; complete with ancient villas, equally ancient men, and a cot that wasn’t remotely long enough for a good night’s sleep. Their cots had a bar across the top and bottom to hold the cross-pieces together. And just like everything else on this trip, the cot seemed designed with Lizbeth in mind. Not Darcy. Lizbeth fit the airline chairs and could even curl up to sleep. She had no trouble with the bus seats, or even the little speedboat that had brought them out here. The boat had an awning to block wind and rain and sea spray. Liz fit perfectly. Darcy could only fit if she slouched. And that had given her a really nice back ache.
Ah...to be just a few inches shorter! Or even five foot, like Lizbeth. She slept in perfect comfort, while Darcy’s ankles were slung atop the end bar, dangling her feet in midair. And if she didn’t watch it, her head would smack into the top bar.
Just like now.
Hitting her head on solid matter smarted slightly, but not enough to worry over. Darcy finished her stretch. Wow. She felt good. Like her entire body was aglow still from the aftermath of extreme sexual satiation. Sensual bliss. Carnal pleasure. Gratification on an inconceivable level. Double wow. That was the best dream she’d ever had. She’d never experienced such an erotic level. And that man! That Thanos fellow. Holy shit. He was the most gorgeous thing she’d ever seen. Or imagined. His hands and body were beyond any fantasy – on any level. Making love to him left her more than breathless. And what he could do with his tongue and mouth defied description. Darcy slid a tongue over her lips, tasting salt...no. It was more like...
Blood?
Wait a minute.
Her hands splayed outward from her body, finding nothing but more cool, unbending, and slick surface. Darcy sat, as if she did sit-ups for hours on end every day. Without one bit of effort. Not one grunt. Nothing. That was odd. There was a lot of light coming through the ceiling area somewhere above her, but it wasn’t like the daylight through their tent walls. This was a more diffused glow, and it shed light down on what looked like light-colored marble columns amid bits of off-white, diaphanous draping.
Uh oh.
Darcy shoved off the platform. She’d been atop what looked like a big slab of polished rock, and what felt like cool tiles were beneath the soles of her feet. If she was still in a dream state, it was unbelievable. And if she was awake, it was even more unbelievable. It just wasn’t possible.
Because vampires did not exist.
Period.
Darcy unfurled herself from yards of material, discovered nothing except a few bruises, gasped, and then wound the sheet-thing back around her, yanking one shoulder into a knot. She probably looked like an ancient Greek, but she knew how to tie a toga. She’d been to toga parties. It wasn’t hard. But everything in this room seemed that way. Hard. And cool to the touch. And aglow with yellow and pink tones from the light source overhead.
She padded across the floor, shoving drapes aside in her quest for a door, and finally found one with an ornately carved jamb, and an even more ornate top cornice piece. Damn. It was like she’d awakened in Mount Olympus or something. Maybe this was yet another dream.
And she could go with that.
The hall outside was rock-hewn, but smooth to the touch. And cool. And vaguely familiar. Darcy stood for a moment, debating. Should she go left or right? Toward the dark or to the light? That’s it, Darcy. Choose already. You want Hades or Olympus? There was the slightest humming sound coming through halls. She couldn’t tell from where it emanated. She concentrated to hear better, but the moment she did that, all kinds of sounds bombarded her. Worst of all was the sound of her pulse in each ear. Like a whoosh of sea wave or something. And it kept getting louder. Faster. Strident. She’d never had such acute hearing. She wasn’t at all sure she liked it.
Screw that. She didn’t need to ask. She detested it. And her vision was worse. Or better. Depended on her outlook. She had ultra vision, or something. She could practically make out each granule comprising the rock in the opposing wall.
She’d head toward the light on her right. Time enough to visit the Hades portion of her dream. Or nightmare. And if she was lucky, she’d find a stock of stiff ouzo. Or at the very least, a giant mug of really thick coffee. Darcy started walking, skimming the floor with little effort, passing niche after niche. Yep. They were just like she’d seen last night...or whenever she’d started on this trip off Planet Earth. The rock walls had recessed areas spaced about eight feet apart on alternating sides of the corridor. Each one contained a display of weaponry on a scale that would have Lizbeth salivating, just before she spewed useless facts. Each shield was unique and really eye-catching, as if an artist had designed and fashioned it. That wasn’t all. There were hammer-things, axes, all kinds of swords, and more than one alcove thing had a spear in it as well.
She finally reached the large, man-cave area: the place with the couches and lamps, and all kinds of fur rugs. And absolutely nothing looked out of place. She could’ve sworn they’d toppled one of his tables with their second round of lovemaking. And she was not blushing here!
Wait. Shouldn’t her bra be hanging from a lamp or something? And wouldn’t discarded clothing that included ripped panties be tossed about? There must be something to show that wild sex had happened with a man conjured from her fantasies.
Nope. Nothing looked out of place at all. Was any of this real?
Darcy crossed to the cabinet where he’d shoved all his magazines. Time to do a little sleuthing; check out Mister ‘Looks-Good-in-a-Skirt’ Thanos. Maybe he was a world-class playboy with all kinds of girlie mags. Or maybe a geek with computer skills. Or a true crime aficionado with a ton of whodunits. Or a survivalist. Or...
What the hell?
She’d opened the cabinet and got bombarded with the stacks of catalogs and magazines he’d shoved in. She let them fall to the floor, where they all settled, pages falling open from use. He’d also done a bit of marking on his pages. Hmm. Looks like her host was into mechanics. Metallurgy. With a dash of alchemy on the side. Gears. Shafts. And there it was...all sorts of articles on shield design and weaponry through the ages. He’d checked through stuff like alloy comparison. Forge temperatures. Quenching procedures. Looks like she’d dreamed up a guy that was into all kinds of guy stuff.
Figures.
No wonder he’d kept calling her an Amazon.
Darcy spent the next few minutes checking the room for any exit other than the way she’d come, ignoring how loud her breathing was in her own ears. She failed on both accounts. There was only the one corridor in and out of here. And nothing anywhere that looked like a kitchen. Another bit of oddity. She should be hungry by now. And she should be nearly demonic from lack of coffee. She checked her watch. Five. But was that AM or PM? Saturday? Or Sunday? And why hadn’t she gotten one of those watches like Liz wore? The ones that kept all kinds of info – like temperature. Date. Time zone.
Alternate universe data.
Oh, enough nonsense, Woman.
She’d go with five AM. So...if that was true, it was too soon for a caffeine withdrawal fit. She might be feeling a bit of hunger pangs though. She hadn’t eaten much last night before Lizbeth decided a night excursion into the forbidden area of the dig site was warranted. And Darcy had spent a lot of energy in the interim making love with Thanos. If – of course – it had even happened.
Stop it, Darcy. No more nonsense. There was reality in here somewhere, and she really needed to find it. And that meant she had to check out the dark side now. Great. She was going into Hades. Perhaps she should take a shield with her. Or a blade.
And this direction wasn’t as obvious as the other. The corridor kept branching into more of them. There was the oddest thudding sound coming from the depths of the place, too, while the humming only occasionally bothered her. At every juncture, she took the hall that seemed warmer, as well as lighter. A bit lighter. And...okay. It didn’t take long to get lost.
The air was now a bit hazy with smoke, too. But it was getting light enough to see it. Excellent work, Darcy. She was having the dream from hell and nothing seemed to change it. She even tried pinching herself. Yep. It hurt. And it didn’t awaken her. So, now what? She was in the midst of the labyrinth, and with her luck a Minotaur was going to be somewhere in here, too. A Minotaur? Where did that come from? Oh no. Was it possible she’d ingested ridiculous myths and useless facts from watching Lizbeth’s videos and reading her books? Maybe through osmosis? Oh. Great.
Just frickin’ great.
The thudding had changed to a ringing type sound. And it was louder. It came over and over to add to the cacophony of sound already in her ears. It was also getting beyond warm. The stone at her fingertips felt hot, while she made each step gingerly until her toes acclimatized to the heat. And she knew she was getting close to the heat source. It was a lot brighter, while shadows flit about the rock walls, looking like demon-inspired fingers or something worse. This was a hell of a dream/nightmare, an unpaid excursion into madness, or a trip off the far side. And nothing worked at altering it. Darcy fully expected to see the real Hades, or maybe that three-headed dog thing, as she poked her head around each corner.
Holy smack.
She had a fabulous imagination. Truly...fabulous. A blast of heat hit her face. Her jaw dropped. It was Thanos. He was sideways to her, putting all kinds of shadows into play with each movement. There was a fire behind him in a huge kiln-thing, making whooshing sounds as it ate up fuel. His arm was the origin of the banging sounds, for he was swinging one badass hammer, hitting again and again on what looked like a sword blade even to her untrained eye. And every muscle on that guy was defined and moving. He was wearing his little skirt thing again, but it wasn’t hiding much. She’d seen pretty much all of him last night. Wow. Again. It hadn’t been enough preparation. A jaw drop wasn’t sufficient. She could barely breathe.
Someone else was in charge of her feet, too. She was almost to him before he saw her. He jerked upward, lost his grip on the hammer, and he was probably lucky that it hit beside his foot and bounced away from an ankle, rather than maiming him.
“Hi there.”
The words came out in a breathless, sexy-voice she didn’t know she owned. That was another oddity. But she could go with it. After all, this was her fantasy, and she couldn’t seem to stop it. Might as well enjoy it as long as it lasted; worry over recriminations later. That should be in the rule listing for this kind of thing.
Because...look here. She’d definitely dreamt the perfect male into place. He was even taller than her. In this country? What a plus. And he was more than fit. Every bit of work-out time he spent in a gym was getting highlighted and sculpted by firelight. She could tell his eye color now. They were a nice, warm shade of brown. And he was worse than gorgeous. Or was that better? Either, way, it was true. There was no denying what was right before her. Especially since he had his eyes widened, his nostrils flared, and had pulled his head back just slightly. His chest looked to enlarge with what could be a huge breath, or a bit of masculine preening. But that couldn’t possibly be a flush touching the tops of his cheeks...could it?
“What’re you doing?” she asked.
“Uh...You. Uh. Y-yes.”
He stuttered. Damn. He was rapidly approaching the realm of cute again. His eyes darted away for a moment, before returning to hers with an intensity that momentarily stunned. And she’d been off a hair on color. They shifted...looking red. Dark red. Blood...dark red.
She swallowed before answering. And the same voice came out. And damn, but it was warm in here!
“Yeah. Me.”
“You...uh. You...”
Darcy stepped closer, nearly touching the anvil thing. He appeared to have stepped the exact space back from her. Toward his fire. That was even more endearing. She couldn’t help the slight smile.
“Are you making a sword?” she asked, putting the tip of a finger to it and running it along the raised ridge of his project.
“Uh...yes.”
“Why?”
“You. Uh. You.”
“Yes. Me. You already said that, Thanos.”
“I meant...the blade. It’s...for you.”
He answered in a faltering fashion, as if unsure she’d approve. Or accept. Or do anything other than continue stroking the raised line along the upper part of the blade. And she’d been wrong. It wasn’t just warm. It was sweat-inducing hot. The drapery was sticking to her in places.
“Me?” she asked.
“Uh...”
His hesitation was probably due to how she moved her eyes from the blade and got captured again by his gaze. The feeling was incredible. Mesmeric. Enrapturing. Enthralling. It was difficult to make her mouth continue to form words.
“You’re making...a sword...for me?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Something to, uh. Yes. Do. Something to do.”
“Oh. Well. If that’s your worry...”
She let the sentence trail off. She had enough to do with handling every bit of reaction just from saying something so provocative and forward. He was definitely flushing now. The fire highlighted two rosy spots along his cheeks and jaw line. And then the coloration hit his neck. It made her entire body pulse toward him, because heat and all kinds of magnetic impulses made the move inevitable.
“You may not wish to do this, Darcy.”
Darcy? He knew her name? When the hell did that happen?
“Why not?”
“I’m not sure...I can stop.”
“Well hell. That’s the least of my problems. Come up with another reason.”
“You don’t understand. I crave...”
He didn’t finish. He simply vibrated in place with a motion that nearly matched her trembling. He looked locked in position, showing off all sorts of muscle-bound shadows and valleys. And that was fine with her. And right. And exactly what this fantasy deserved.
“Yes?” Her sexy voice had changed to the timbre of a husky whisper.
“You...play with fire.”
“Well. It was my turn,” she replied.
His eyes narrowed to slits, sending spiked shadows across his cheeks from his lashes. And then he snarled, showing some really white and really sharp spikes where his canine teeth should be.
Darcy let out a sigh. “Oh. Come on, Thanos. Don’t do the vampire stuff again. Okay?”
“Vampire stuff?”
“Yeah. The fangs. The blood sucking. The ultra-sexy licking. Not again. Okay? I’m still sore from last night.”
That made him grin, putting elongated fangs on display. And then he reached out, put both arms about her, and brought her right against him. His skin was cool to the touch. Cool? That was insane. They were in a fire-filled room and the instant she touched him, she felt chilled? No way could he feel like he’d been in a refrigerated room.
“But Darcy. My love. My only love.”
Oh. She was in trouble now. He said the l-word. Twice. And he’d used a whisper that lifted goose bumps down her skin. It also weakened places – like knees, and it sent a slither of feathery reactions all the way through her.
“Yeah?”
She’d lost control of the husky, sexy voice. Her response was one word. And it was harsh from coming between pants for breath. This wasn’t happening. She couldn’t lose control in her fantasy. Could she?
“I am a vampire.”
Oh shit.







 
CHAPTER SIX
Okay. She needed a reality check.
There was no way Thanos was a vampire. No way. They did not exist. But what if they did? Oh shit again. Think Darcy. Thanos couldn’t possibly be a vampire. He didn’t look remotely dead. Or corpselike. And the last thing he appeared was demonic.
Descriptions flashed through her brain without one bit of asking.
Vampires were monsters. Demons that animated at night in order to feed off the living. Curst creatures that roamed the earth, looking for victims. Blood sucking fiends. Evil. Immoral. Malevolent. Oh. Wait a minute. Weren’t they also supremely sexy? Able to hypnotize their prey with a smoldering gaze from dark mesmeric eyes?
Man. Good thing they didn’t exist. Because if they did...she was in major trouble here. Because this Thanos had the sexy part covered. In spades.
Time warped. The room shifted. Light dimmed. And there wasn’t any stopping this. Darcy was the instigator again, wrapping her arms about his shoulders, threading her fingers through his hair in order to pull his head to her, locking lips...but the sound that resonated outward came from both throats. Her inner lip pained minutely as he must’ve sliced it open, mingling their blood, and that’s when reality took a complete nosedive.
He stumbled, but caught it. The sword he’d been fashioning sounded like a casualty of his movement. Darcy heard it clattering as it fell somewhere. It was followed by a thud as what could be the anvil tumbled off its perch. An influx of heat and light came next, accompanied by a huge roar as if the fire had received a large infusion of oxygen. He might have stepped on his bellows thing. Or maybe he could control such things subconsciously. Whichever. She wasn’t checking.
Staying plastered to Thanos was too devastating: his kiss a blend of passion and bliss; the touch of skin too addictive; the sensations he put into play absolutely overwhelming. Her toga knot slipped. She helped unfasten it with one hand. The other stayed clenched in his hair. Holding him. Maintaining this. The craving was too overpowering. He must feel the same, for she felt him fumbling about at his waist, the move freeing him from his little skirt, and the next moment she was straddling his hips, and riding his rod. And he was massive. Thick. Hard.
Readied.
He yanked his head back from hers, breaking the kiss, sending droplets of red fluid with the motion, and flexing against her hold. She didn’t care. Her entire focus was on grabbing him. Working a hand along his shaft. Guiding. Positioning. Holding...and then engulfing. And nothing ever felt so wonderful!
Thanos must agree. The cry he put into the cavern sure sounded it. Especially as it ended with a hint of joy-filled laughter, and then a grunt, as he rammed against her loins and held her there. He brought his head back down, his eyes demanding her gaze. His eyes weren’t brown anymore, or even dark red. They were deepest black. And covered with a patina that glistened.
“I need you, Darcy.”
His mouth didn’t seem to move, but she heard it. And his voice was deep. Guttural. All-encompassing. She nodded, and a blink of time later, he was placing her onto linen-covered softness with the slightest give to it. Like a mattress. Atop a real bed. She’d check, but she wasn’t moving her gaze from him. Her entire sphere was just Thanos...and the sensations his body was giving her. She didn’t close her eyes. She didn’t even blink. Her eyes filled with the sight of his body pumping mercilessly into hers, each stroke delivering more sensation, more breadth, scope, making whatever structure they were atop creak in submission.
“You certain, my love? You must be sure.”
Uh oh. There was the l-word again. He’d said it. She heard it. But this time his lips didn’t seem to move at all. Not that she cared. His movements were too visceral, each thrust sending sensation atop sensation as he worked harder. Faster. And each one took breath as well as sanity.
She nodded and gripped her legs about his hips. Grasping. Clenching. Striving.
“Ah...Darcy, my love. My. One. True. Love.”
The last four words were separated. Distinct. And accompanied by the slow slide of his tongue along her neck. It didn’t match the rest of him. Thanos’ body continued pumping into hers, flexing her legs with each move, and ramping anticipation beyond containment.
“Oh, Thanos, yes! Yes! Yes!”
Darcy’s reply came amid slams of his body into hers. She was amazed it made sound. She barely felt him piercing flesh and then sucking. She couldn’t. Each thrust she met doled out pleasure on a scale beyond comprehension. It stole breath. Ignited starbursts. She slammed her eyes shut, somehow absorbing absolute ecstasy. Supreme bliss. Amazement. The experience didn’t just hit her; it filled and then zoomed outward like so many rockets. The room beyond her eyelids burst into brightness, showering both of them with fireworks, sparking with each contact, while her heart went into cardiac shock or something.
She’d never felt such wonder. And then it ratcheted even higher as Thanos joined in, lifting his head from her neck with a harsh movement that matched how his body stiffened. Went taut. Incredibly hard. Heavy. Everything on him seemed to shake in non-rhythmic surges while all sorts of growls came from his throat. Sounding bestial. Immensely satisfied. And very far away.
Somewhere in here, she’d not only lost reality, but she didn’t even miss it. Everything was wonderful. No. Better than that, if there was such a thing. She could almost believe in the l-word if it was attached to him. And this. But that was ridiculous. Fantastic sex did not a relationship make. How many times did she need to learn that?
But man. Was this sex ever fantastic!
“Oh...Thanos.”
Her whisper barely made sound. Thanos collapsed onto her and rolled, taking her with him, keeping their bodies connected. And she was still twitching and pinging. Dang! They were perfectly matched. Everywhere. Her nose fit nicely just beneath his ear. Her breasts smashed against his pecs. Her legs linked with his. Hmm. He even smelled nice. Darcy nuzzled her nose against his throat. He wasn’t at all cool to the touch anymore.
Yep. This was pretty much perfect. Even their heartbeats matched. Heavy thump to heavy thump. Harsh and heavy at first, and then slow. Steady...
Wait a minute.
The beats matched exactly.
Darcy concentrated and listened. Yep. It was exact. THUMP-thump. The first one was heavy and loud, the second one slighter, like an echo of the first. As the left ventricle did its job. Or whatever. She couldn’t recollect and didn’t care.
“Thanos?”
Her whisper was accompanied by the slide of her lips along his flesh...then her tongue. He tasted nice, too.
“Yes, love?”
He used the l-word again. She let it go. She’d worry over it later.
“Your...heart beat.”
“Yes?”
He chuckled as he said it, making the slightest tremble in his throat. It fascinated. Interested. Drew. Darcy ran her tongue along vague scratchiness of whisker-covered skin. Mmm. She’d been off a bit. He tasted better than nice. And something was happening with her teeth. Something weird. Some of them were actually tingling.
“And your...breathing.”
He chuckled again. “Yes. Yes, I am.”
“No. Not that. I mean it matches mine.”
“Yes.”
“Exactly.” Ouch. Something pricked at her bottom lip, stinging momentarily before she sucked at her own blood. It got even weirder. She started trembling in semi-ecstasy at the taste. Darcy opened her upper lip in reflex, and that released her skin, stopping the flow of fluid but not her tremors.
“I know,” he answered.
“But...why?”
She was having a hard time hearing over the ramped-up thumping of her own pulse. It matched his, causing a little vein along his neck to hammer against what had to be her teeth. Darcy tipped her head and lapped against his throat. Her teeth actually felt like they pushed through skin. And if it wasn’t so damned intriguing and attracting, she’d be horrified and repulsed.
Maybe.
“You are my mate, Darcy.”
Oh no. Did he just say mate?
Her head lifted slightly, pulling what couldn’t possibly be fangs from contact with him. And everything in her body tightened, as if annoyed at the denial. It matched how everything about him hardened and tightened as well. Especially where they were still joined. Meshed. His groin pulsed against hers, too, sending a flash of fire racing her spine. Climbing the back of her head. Hitting her nose.
Her canine teeth.
“You heard me, darling.”
“No.”
“Oh yes. You are my mate, Darcy. And I am yours.”
“No,” she replied again. The word didn’t have much conviction behind it. The moves he made within her were too corporeal. Too amazing. She was also closing in on his neck again, too. She couldn’t help it. Something else was in charge of her will. Something entirely too vast. Necessary. Needed.
“Oh yes, Darcy. Love. We are mates. I thank the gods I’ve found you!”
His voice deepened, filling the room with sound. It hammered through her consciousness, mixing with surges of desire that hit her teeth, elongating them. Sharpening them. This wasn’t possible. No. It couldn’t be.
“After centuries of waiting. And longing. And searching. Yearning. Hungering. Craving.”
He punctuated each descriptor with a thrust deep within her, igniting passions that wouldn’t stay banked, thirsts that defied quenching, and hungers that begged staunching. Their shared pulse went faster. Going heavier. Thicker. Louder. Blood filled the vein that pulsed in his neck.
Darcy shook for a moment longer, before surrendering to a yearning beyond her scope of comprehension. Or range of experience. She lowered her mouth to his throat and bit him.







 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Her watch had quit working. Again. Still. Either that or eight minutes had elapsed since she first woke in this fantasy realm atop a marble slab. Eight minutes that included time spent searching for Thanos as well as the amazing interlude of sex with him that had ensued. More than once. So either her watch had stopped, or she’d lost twelve more hours.
She decided to go with the stopped theory.
Darcy unclasped the wristband and rolled to her side to set her timepiece on what could be a nightstand. She sent a glance out into the area. She could be in what passed for a bedroom – if it had been hewn from rock walls because it was in a cavern of an underground labyrinth. She could even be atop a four-post, king-sized bed, set high off the floor. A bed, furthermore, that had a really intricate framework made of wrought filigree formed into all kinds of woodland symbols. All worked in some kind of reflective metal.
Her imagination was awesome, as always. But it usually wasn’t this succinct and visceral. The bed shifted slightly. Darcy rolled the other direction and collided with a large male. There went her imagination again. Still. The Greek archangel/god Thanos was here. And wow. He was naked. Lying on his belly. And he had a fine ass.
His shoulders shifted as he lifted his head and grinned at her. Darcy’s heart swooped with a really strange sensation as their glances touched. She managed an answering smile, but it probably looked as unsure as she felt.
“You rested?”
All kinds of muscles moved as he put a finger to her arm and trailed it from her elbow to her shoulder. Damn! He had the best body she’d ever seen or imagined. And he really knew how to use it! Just his touch sent shivers.
“Uh...” What kind of answer was she supposed to make?
He moved his gaze to where he was now drawing circles about her upper arm.
“Thanos?”
“Yes, love?”
“Why do you call me that?”
“What?”
“Love.”
His grin widened. He truly had a very nice smile. White teeth. Not one fang in sight. Anywhere.
“I say it because it is true.”
“You love me?”
“Oh yes. Positively. Totally. For all eternity. Forevermore. I swear it.”
“You...actually sound serious, Thanos.”
He sobered. “I am serious.”
“You know it isn’t possible. We just met. And nobody believes in love at first sight anymore.”
“Have I said something to make you disbelieve me?”
“Uh. Yeah,” she answered.
“When?”
He frowned slightly as he puzzled it. Dang! He was showing off those cute frown lines across his forehead. Her tongue was giving her trouble. But it was time to point out the obvious. He was delusional or insane. Hopefully he wasn’t also homicidal, schizophrenic, or psychotic. Even if he was any of those things, she’d just have to face it and work from there. Wasn’t that in her resume when she’d applied for her job? She worked well under pressure. Came up with options. Worked her way out of a tangle. Punted. She drew a breath.
“Every time you claim to be a vampire, Thanos.”
“But I am a vampire.”
“Oh, come on already. Enough is enough. Vampires don’t exist. I was not born yesterday, okay? And I am not going insane. I really should get dressed now. And find a way out of this maze. Contact Lizbeth. She’s probably frantic with worry at my disappearance. People might even be looking for me. Where are my clothes? I mean...drapes?”
She sat up without one bit of effort and started looking, but everywhere seemed to contain naked guy. Really nice naked guy. Prime. Muscled. She’d been right, too. He had a very nice ass.
“You doubt me?”
His words were low-voiced, sending a tremor of something along her spine. What lights the room contained flared and then dimmed. Thanos added unnecessary atmosphere to everything by growling at the end of that. Or something that sounded just as threatening.
“Uh...yeah.”
It was better to keep searching. Somehow find the material she’d been wearing. Or maybe pull some more of the bedding off this mattress and fashion another toga. That might work.
“Why?”
The lights flared again, as if driven by his voice. Darcy swallowed.
“Why? Oh...lots of reasons. We can start with the major ones and move on from there, if you want. Screw it. Let’s just start with the main one. Vampires do not exist.”
“They do. They have for millennia.”
“Right. And everyone knows this but me,” she replied.
“Very few know, because we want it that way. We’re hidden. It’s best.”
“The only place you’ll find a vampire is in folktales written to scare readers. Lascivious stories meant to terrify. Fiction designed to titillate and entertain.” And when the hell did she pick up such a vocabulary? She was starting to sound like one of her professors. Or Lizbeth.
“All of it based on sightings, I wager.”
“Right. There you go, adding ballast to the delusional diagnosis. And here I was having such a nice time.” Ugh. She was spouting more big words. What the hell was wrong with her?
“Oh. The nice time’s just starting, love.”
Oh, hell. Her hands were trembling now. Good thing she had them hidden in folds of bedding. “Give it a rest, already, Thanos. You are not a vampire. You don’t even have fangs.”
The lights went really bright before shuttering. The resultant dimness should be even more difficult to pierce. It wasn’t. She could see everything almost like she had night vision or something.
“Darcy.”
He drew out her name in bass tones that reverberated around the room. Then it surrendered to an echo that lingered on the air. Vibrating almost through her. In waves.
“Yes?” The word was whispered through a dry throat.
“Look at me.”
Oh, no way. He was starting to scare the hell out of her. She shook her head.
“How can I prove it if you won’t look for yourself?”
“You won’t...force me?”
Darcy’s voice squeaked. More embarrassment. When had she picked up such a little girl voice, anyway? She was a confident sort. Fit. Smart. Able to take on truckers’ comments all day with a bite of sarcasm and a huge dose of wit. And right now, she sounded lost and excruciatingly young. About six. Maybe seven.
“I will never force you. Or harm you. Or do anything other than serve. Protect. Love. I vow it. You are my mate. And I am yours. I have been waiting for you for centuries. Just you. Don’t you understand yet?”
Every word hit her heart, making it thump in a beat that hadn’t much rhythm to it. Dare she turn? Because if he really had fangs, she’d have to face it. She was dealing with a real vampire. They existed. No more dream sequence nonsense.
Well. Somebody had to break this impasse.
Darcy straightened her back, looked toward the ceiling for no particular reason except to stall, and finally swiveled. Thanos was propped on an arm, twisting to display massive pecs and perfect frame. She moved her gaze higher. His upper lip was lifted in a snarl in order to show off impressive, white, sharp-looking fangs.
“You have fangs,” she told him.
His mouth changed to a wide grin, keeping his canines on display. Despite everything, Darcy leaned forward, reaching to touch and then trail a finger along one of his spikes. A slight cut opened in her finger, and she eyed it with something akin to interest and nothing of what should be happening...like horror. She eased her body lower, going alongside him in order to do the same thing to his other fang with her other hand. Her own teeth started tingling. She moved her gaze to his.
“Oh. Wow. Thanos. You’re a vampire. You are.”
“Yes,” he replied, moving his lips across her fingers.
“No. I mean...you’re a real vampire.”
He chuckled. That raised goose bumps. And other things. Like nipples. Senses. Passions. Desires. Wow. The guy exuded pure sex. It needed leashing. Her hands cupped his chin, slid to his throat...
“I told you as much,” he finally responded.
Something beyond weird was happening to her mouth. Darcy ran her tongue along her upper tooth line. Her tongue found obstructions where her canine teeth should be; long, sharp, extensions that pricked her tongue. And it got worse. The taste should be making her cringe, not starting a hunger from somewhere deep within her. This wasn’t happening. She was not craving blood. She refused. Darcy locked every muscle in an effort to tamp unreasoning yearning. Immense desire. Incredible longing. Everything on her shook with the effort. The bed frame rattled.
Thanos moved, ducking his nose beneath her jaw line to tip her head up. His tongue laved along her neck, running from the sensitive spot beneath an ear to her shoulder and back. Oh...hell. She couldn’t fight her entire body a moment longer. This might be totally wrong, but it sure didn’t feel like it.
They matched perfectly. Fused as one. Their bodies. Their bites. Their heart rate. Their desire. Their mating. Everything.
Everywhere.







 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Thwack! Thwack! Thud. Clank. Thwack! Clank. Clank. Thud.
“Damn it!”
Darcy lowered her sword in disgust. No matter what she tried, Thanos met every thrust. Every swing. Every single maneuver. As if he knew where her sword was heading before she even made the move. He had an amazing ability to sense and see and be in place to deflect. He was lightning fast at times. And for some reason, she had no trouble following him.
“You wish to try again?” He asked it while holding his sword horizontally at his chin level; one hand on the hilt, the other on the blade.
“This is stupid.”
“No. It is necessary.”
“Well, how necessary is this breastplate armor thing? Because I’m telling you yet again, I don’t like it.” She knocked on the metal plate covering her from neck to just below her belly button.
“I will readjust it later, although it should be perfect. I fashioned it to your exact measurements.”
“I’m not even going to ask how you got them but I got news for you. You’re off. It’s tight, uncomfortable, and restrictive.”
“It will keep you protected.”
“Why don’t you wear one, then?”
“You haven’t landed a blow yet.”
“No lie. You’re a vampire. And I can’t get through your defenses.”
“Ah. You are learning.”
“What? Frustration?”
This was her fault. Thanos had decided they could spend time practicing with the blade he’d fashioned for her. Darcy had responded with something flippant as to how hard could it be? It’s a sword. You swing it and hack away with it. He’d given her a look that spoke volumes before challenging her to show him. He wouldn’t attack. He’d only defend. He’d prove the value of training.
And what felt like hours later, he was still proving it.
 “Have you altered your perception yet? That handling a sword is more than slashing and cutting and thrusting? And about how difficult it would prove to be?”
“Oh, shut up.”
Thanos grinned and lowered his blade. The man was unbelievable. He used every surface of his weapon, too. Even the hilt stopped more than one of her blows.
“It is defense that will save you in any battle, Darcy. That is why I fashioned your breastplate and why you wear it now. Defense. No arrow can pierce it. Nor any wooden spikes aimed at your heart.”
“Where am I going to run across arrows and wooden spikes?”
“You would be surprised,” Thanos replied.
“I feel like I’m wearing a small car. And it’s stifling.”
“Forgive me, love. But I insist.”
“And I can still complain. I’m not used to having an extra two inches around my body. It’s affecting my aim.”
“The thickness is necessary, love. That particular breastplate was forged of three layers of the lightest steel alloys with gaps of air between.”
“Three? No wonder it’s stifling. But you forgot to factor in the two layers of dresses you gave me. And are making me wear, too.”
“I allowed room for that.”
“Really? Well, maybe you should’ve allowed for things like...you know...breasts.”
“Ah. You are still annoyed at the design. Forgive me, love, but a bosom is a handicap in battle. Women of my time bound their breasts for that reason.”
“Maybe they liked looking as flat as a pancake. I’m from a different generation, Thanos. I wear push-up bras that lift and enhance for a reason.”
“Truly? What is it?”
Darcy raised an eyebrow as she regarded him. He was giving her a blank look, as if what he said wasn’t remotely sarcastic.
“To attract the opposite sex,” she informed him.
“Precisely. That is why you wear the long dress. A woman does not show her legs on a field of battle. It would create all kinds of havoc.”
“No lie. What’s your excuse then?”
“Mine?” His head went back a bit and his eyebrows rose.
“How am I supposed to keep my attention on my sword work with you running around almost naked?”
She should’ve required him to find a pair of trousers. And he had to own a shirt. Getting fully dressed first should have been in the rules because his little leather skirt thing kept gapping, flashing side butt-cheek that hadn’t seen as much sun as the rest of him, as well as a lot of leg. The only other thing he wore was his sword band across his chest, and all that did was highlight all kinds of muscle in his abs and chest. The view was extraordinary. And he acted innocent.
“My attire...bothers you?”
He lowered his chin and looked at her with a bit of line across his forehead, as if he puzzled it.
“Yes. And then some,” she answered.
“Truly?”
“Oh, come on, Thanos. You’re babe gorgeous and packing major muscle. And you’re amazing in the sex department. And then you add to that by wearing little teeny skirts to show it all off. Why on earth do you even ask?”
He could manage to look stunned. His eyes were wide as he met her gaze, enhancing their brown color.
“You think those things...of me?”
“Oh. I’m fairly certain I’m not the only woman who would.”
“But you are the only one that matters.”
“Do we really have to go into that again?”
“What?”
“The mate thing. Look. Thanos. Don’t get me wrong. I like you. I do. But I don’t happen to believe in love at first sight, okay? And why does this feel like a blog on gender reversal?”
“Darcy.”
His voice raised shivers. Hair. He had an incredible voice and could wield it so easily! The tones sought out and conquered the cavern they fought in before sneaking around the corner where it dissipated somewhere out in the corridor. They were in yet another cave room, this one lined with all kinds of weapons displays, mostly shields.
“Don’t take that tone with me, Thanos. I’m trying here. I already said one l-word. I’m not willing to say the big l-word.”
“Love?”
“Yeah. That one. That word smacks of lifetime commitment and I’m not doing divorce. My parents did one. My mom then had four more before cancer got her. I’m not repeating history.”
“Oh Darcy. Darling. You are wrong. What we have is not a lifetime. It is forever. And I am already committed. Fully.”
Darcy gave him her best deadpan look. Eyes half closed. Lips pursed. It didn’t do much. Every hair on her was still alert with goose bumps.
“You know what, Thanos? I’m thinking we need a little breather here.”
“Breather?”
“Yeah. Timeout. You know...like a lapse in our proximity. I could use it finding a bathroom. I might use the facilities. I mean, just because time stopped when I arrived here, doesn’t mean physiology did, too. I could go for a shower, too. You might not need one, being undead and all, but I sure do. I’ve been working out for hours while wearing a ton of iron...and prior to that, I was doing some pretty heavy bedroom exercise.”
He didn’t change expression, although his eyes didn’t look remotely brown anymore. They were obsidian black. Reflective. Looking into them caused tremors along her legs that culminated in shaky knees. But because he’d made her wear mid-calf length, short-sleeve, linen dresses for their swordplay, that part of her reaction was completely hidden.
“And after that, I’ll search you out in the man-cave room of yours.”
“Man-cave?”
“Where you had all the catalogs and magazines. The place where we first...uh. You know. Tore our clothes off.”
He nodded. She blazed on.
“So. Hey. It’s a plan, then? I’ll go and find a shower, and you’ll – I don’t know – hang out in a coffin or something. Or maybe you could go add a little weight to the end of my sword with your big hammer?”
“You need to take it with you. Get used to how it feels.”
“And I sure will, just as soon as you add a little weight to the end so it doesn’t feel like I’m swinging a light stick. Okay?”
Darcy held it out to him by the blade. He finally reached for it, rippling all kinds of muscle. She almost sighed. Dang! He was one fine male! And she had to get her mouth in gear, or they’d probably be doing their other time management item: making love. And that was a really pleasant thought. She cleared her throat.
“And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go find a shower, and...you know. Freshen up. You do have a shower around here, yes?”
Nothing moved for the longest time, and then he nodded. Once. In slow motion. The look he was giving her slapped her heart into an almost-painful thud. That was odd. She hadn’t even noticed a heart rate during their training session. With her expenditure of energy her pulse should have been hammering more than once. That was more weirdness.
“...and you have hot water?”
“I run a generator. I have all the amenities.”
“All right then. How about some directions through your labyrinth? And we’ll meet up in about an hour. Fair?”
For a bit there, she didn’t know if he’d answer her. He wasn’t giving her any sign, one way or the other. And then he finally told her, in a combination of turns she should have paid closer attention to.







 
CHAPTER NINE
Oh shit. And damn. And rat-bastard. And a few other choice words. She was frickin’ lost. Again. She hated this maze of hallways! They all looked alike. She hated the mass of corridors, even if they were nicely lit. She was growing to detest rock. It was so...dull. Black. Gray. Sometimes speckled with lighter gray. Ugh. Good thing she wasn’t claustrophobic because everywhere she looked she got a view of rock and more rock. Walls. Ceilings. Floors.
And then there was the smell. She’d gone down corridors that smelled dank, hallways that reeked of wet earth. Both probably meant she was near a water source, but she’d been unable to find it. It hadn’t been a bathroom with a shower. That span of rock hadn’t led anywhere except to a corridor she’d already been in. And then, near the generator area, there had been the most unpleasant burnt odor. Damn everything! She was rapidly growing to hate this entire place. The continual humming of his generator, as well as the heat that came from the span of hallways she just entered. And look. There was the smoky haze she had to see through again.
Darcy narrowed her eyes. Smoky haze? Damn everything! She’d gone in circles again.
“Ah!”
Darcy flung her head back and voiced the frustration in a long drawn-out note that lingered in the air, and somewhere in this labyrinthine hell she heard Thanos replying. Only his howl sounded like it carried laughter. Of course it would. He’d carved this monstrosity in the first place, or had centuries to figure out the floor plan.
She decided to go right this time and took the right corridor whenever an option presented itself, and then, out of the blue, she found a hall that had doors branching out of one side. Thank goodness. She might actually have found something even better than a bathroom. She might have stumbled on an exit.
Nope.
The first wooden door had a placard at her eye level - which was his eye level as well. It said library. Library. Interesting. What might a vampire from somewhere in the fourth century B.C.E. stock in a library?
She twisted the handle, opened the door, groped for a switch...and holy hell. He had a librarian’s dream in here. Every spot was filled with shelves of books. All kinds. All shapes. Everywhere she looked. Lizbeth would be in raptures over this...just before she keeled over. Too bad Darcy wasn’t much of a reader. But she supposed if she did get bored she could always search out useless facts so she could spew them, too.
Now, that would really be a waste of time.
She shut off the lights, closed the door, and moved to the next one. It was marked supplies. Supplies. She wondered what an ancient vampire considered supplies. Probably not toilet tissue. Maybe...blood bank vials? Yuck. Darcy twisted the knob, pushed the door open, hit the light switch, and stuck her head in. Well. Looks like supplies meant filling a cavernous space with body shop stuff. Thanos was warehousing all sorts of odd-shaped paraphernalia. Containers, some metal, some not. Tools. Wood. Piles of warped and distorted metal items. Was that an anvil? One thing looked like an old plow, maybe. Another stack looked like dented helmets from some archaic battle. While another contained...were those shields? Wow. If the mangled circle-shaped things were shields, they didn’t appear to have worked very well. And that answered that. Thanos had pure guy mess in a room that he’d marked supplies.
He was welcome to it.
Darcy shut that door and moved to the next. This was beginning to feel like a game show lottery. But she was no nearer a bathroom or an exit. Finding the way out of here would be the big prize. Darcy stopped for a moment as her heart pumped painfully. Was that reaction from just the thought of leaving him?
No. Get a grip, Girl. She didn’t love him. Not this soon. It wasn’t possible.
The next door was marked Recon. What the hell did that mean? Well...whatever recon meant, he kept the door locked. Darcy gave the knob a jerk in disgust, and it broke off in her hand. Holy smack. She watched the broken knob unseeingly as the other part landed somewhere inside the room. She’d broken a door handle? Without one bit of effort?
All right. That did it.
She was finished with Thanos and his maze of nonsense. She clenched her teeth to keep the reaction unvoiced. She didn’t need his laughter again. Damn vampires, anyway. Darcy smacked at the door next, expecting a slight sting to her palm. Her jaw dropped as the door launched right into the room, leaving a trail of wood splinters that slowly settled after it.
What on earth was going on? Was she going crazy? Could this be what insanity felt like? Supreme well-being? Strength? Fitness? Senses that were elevated to an unbelievable level? Sexual satiation? Oh wow. Just the thought of Thanos and his loving-making started a nice tingle all along her spine. Oh, stop it already, Darcy. She had to face facts and possibilities here. Because if she wasn’t crazy, then...what?
Oh no. No.
She’d been ignoring and denying and avoiding and now she was just plain scared. She wasn’t a vampire. She couldn’t be. Darcy Mullins? Didn’t she have to die first? Get reborn? Something traumatic? Painful? Moving to an undead realm shouldn’t have been an orgasmic experience.
No. It wasn’t possible. It just wasn’t. There had to be some other explanation.
Darcy’s legs were shaking as she stepped over the broken door, the flat leather sole of her sandal sliding slightly along the wood. That was a reminder of facts. She could start with that. Facts. She needed to find her hiking boots and her trousers. As far as she recalled, neither item of clothing took damage from her first romp with Thanos.
Ah. That had been an excellent romp, too.
Geez, Darcy! She was trying to figure out how to leave here, not reminisce! She needed to find her trousers. And if she hacked this dress thing she was wearing shorter, it wouldn’t impede her as much. And then she needed to find some way out of here.
Wait just a minute.
Recon must stand for techno-junkie heaven. On a heart-stopping level. Darcy stopped and listened. Waiting. And felt her heart thump again. It was faint. And very slow. But it was still there. She had a heartbeat! And that meant she hadn’t joined one of the undead. Right?
Time for answers. And talk about luck! She’d actually found the perfect spot. The Recon room looked like a theatre for the nerdy set. Dark maroon drapery hid what was probably rock walls and ceiling. The drapes originated from one super cool, crystal chandelier, set about two stories above her, surrounding the area with a sense of opulence. Luxury. It was reflected in the entire wall of flat screens on her left, making a span of black gloss. A long table thing faced the flat screens, matching the curve. Thanos appeared to have a plethora of laptops and old desktops on the table thing, segmented by wooden dividers. Each station had its own computer, lighting system, and chair. The chairs were mismatched. Different. All unique. All really cool looking. Darcy honed in on the closest station. This breastplate was not only restrictive and annoying, it itched. And if her skin itched, that was another sign she wasn’t dead...wasn’t it? She dropped into what looked and felt like a really expensive, ergonomically-designed leather chair, picked up the keyboard, and hit the on switch. A few moments later she was selecting the internet icon on his screen. And in another minute, she’d be reaching reality, and—
“Oh. Hey. This connection cannot be completed...uh. Not at the present time. Sorry.”
A young male voice spoke through the screen, just before it went black. Then even the power switch went dark. What the hell? Darcy turned the laptop over. Everything looked fine. She put it back on the ledge, sighed, and then moved to the next work station on her right. This chair was fabric covered, and seemed to envelop and capture her buttocks and thighs. It would probably do the same for her back if she wasn’t wearing this armor. Hmm. Looks like Thanos liked his chairs set for his exact proportion. What a plus that they were almost the same size.
What did she care? She had a world to contact, or at the very least, a SOS to send, and a lot of options for it. Thanos had about fifteen laptops along this table thing, in various stages of modernity. Why...over at the far end, it even looked like he had an archaic 1970’s set-up. That, or a large refrigerator.
She snickered and picked up the laptop at this station. A few seconds later she had it live, and since Thanos obviously was a man of habit, the icon listing was identical to the first one. Darcy once again clicked the internet icon, and almost immediately got the same male voice.
“Oh. Um. Look. This connection cannot be completed either. I’m under orders here. Sorry.”
The screen went black again, followed by the resultant loss of power. Okay. She was not going to get annoyed. Not yet. She had a lot more computers to try, and all of them couldn’t possibly reach the same young male.
Could they?
“Look. I’m sorry. You can’t get through already. You really need to stop trying, okay?”
“Who are you?”
Darcy almost got the question out before the screen went black. She’d been wrong. They could all connect her to the same young male. But it wasn’t a computerized voice, so that meant it was a real guy. And a real guy should have real answers. She moved to the fourth computer down. This one was a desktop, with a large, laser-guided mouse. That was almost funny. It got unfunny fast since it took more than a minute to boot up. She’d forgotten how slow these things used to be.
And the same asshole answered. This time he was in a monotone, however, as if she was a recalcitrant child with a bent toward delinquency.
“I’m sorry. You can’t get a connection—”
“Bullshit! I’m connected to you, aren’t I?” Darcy interrupted him with rapid-fire words.
“Oh. Well...yeah. I guess. But only for forty-two seconds. Max.”
“What happens then?”
“Tracings finish bouncing and start homing in.”
“Fair enough. So, tell me. Who the hell are you? And what the hell is going on?”
“You must be Thanos’ babe, Darcy. And I have to tell you. Nice haircut. Do you have to work it or does it spike naturally?”
“I’m getting annoyed!”
“You don’t have to shout. Geez. Women. Fine. I’m Nigel. With the Vampire Assassin League. What else did you ask?”
 “The vampire what?”
“Assassin League.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
“No. We’re all vampires. And we’re all assassins. Or didn’t you notice that when Thanos was busy hacking heads off at that archeological site? That was a sanctioned hit. On the professor.”
“He didn’t kill the professor.”
“No?  Well, he killed someone.”
“Yes. Everyone else. He saved us.”
“Great. He did the hero thing, too. Figures. No wonder the ladies never look at me. So...hey. Did he ever finish with that gargoyle-head embossed shield? That was the most amazing design. I’m hoping he’ll sell it to me.”
“Are you for real?”
 “Look. I was told not to let you connect with anyone. I wasn’t told not to talk to you. We got about eleven seconds. What do you want to talk about?”
“I need a rescue.”
“Right. Look. Akron is already rescuing your BFF. As soon as he’s done there, he’ll be coming in your direction. I think he’s delivering your archeology friend to Thanos.”
“No! Wait! She can’t come here!”
“Why not? I think you two make a great start on a harem...if she shuts up long enough. Signing off now.”
He hit the power switch before she reacted. With the way she tossed the monitor at one of the flat screens, and the resultant chunks of debris that fell, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway.
The next station had an even older desktop. But, for some reason, this one already had the power on. Good thing. She was way too ticked to wait for it to power up. Darcy had to consciously force her own hands to work the mouse carefully, ignoring what felt like rage. She’d never felt so angry and unsettled...and jealous. Jealous? No way. Not her. It just couldn’t be. But something was happening; something odd. Almost as if she looked through a red haze or something. Which was ridiculous. She couldn’t possibly be jealous. Because she wasn’t in love. She wasn’t possessive because she didn’t care who he bedded, or how many times, or in what chamber...
The mouse shattered into pieces. She narrowed her eyes as she considered the myriad of cuts in her palm that started healing before her eyes. Well. That answered that. She more than cared. She wasn’t sharing that gorgeous male specimen with anyone. He was hers.
All hers.
“Hey. You’re not supposed to be on this one!”
This time the young male voice had a hint of panic in it.
“Why not?” she asked.
“This is the secure link. The boss is probably having it monitored. Oh hell. He’s going to have my ass.”
“You don’t have much of an ass, Nigel. Why would I want it?”
Wow. The voice that answered rattled every unsecured item in the geek room. Darcy’s eyes went wide. So did her mouth.
“Sir. I can explain. It’s not my fault. She started it.”
“No time. Darcy. You listening?”
It took a moment to realize he’d addressed her, another to get her voice to work. Man. She’d never heard such a voice. He was rattling the chandelier above her. “Yes,” she managed to answer.
“My name is Akron. We can do introductions later. I have your friend, Lizbeth. Of immediate concern is your own safety. And that of Thanos. Is he with you?”
“Uh...not exactly,” she answered.
“Find him. You’re about to be hit by a covert team of killers. Hunters are either much smarter than I gave them credit, or I have an infiltrator in my midst. I’m hoping it’s the former.”
“Covert...team. Of...?” Her voice just kept dribbling words. And then it gave out completely.
“Don’t just sit there, get—!”
He didn’t finish. The computer wasn’t the only thing that went black this time. Everything did. And a moment later, even the humming stopped.







 
CHAPTER TEN
Thanos launched upward, adhering to the rock, instantly aware, alert, and then – was it possible? Was he feeling...fear? By the gods! How could he have been so stupid? His gut had been warning him. Instinct had saved him numerous times on countless battlefields in his remote past. And he’d shoved the unease aside...why? Because he’d found Darcy. His mate. And she was perfect. Tall. Lean. Curvaceous enough to scramble any battlefield into chaos. He’d known better than to let her roam these halls outside his protection! And she didn’t even have her sword. He did.
That same sword shook for an instant before Thanos stopped it. He’d never felt such debilitating weakness. Was this...fear? Him? Thanos of Macedon? No. Not him. He’d been the head smithy of Alexander the Great. Honed all sorts of blades and wielded them with all kinds of courage. He’d been there, cutting a swath through Persian soldiers that got him labeled more than once a scourge from Hades.
So. If this was fear, he was conquering it. Now. Fear did things. It weakened and confused when he needed strength, wits, and abilities. It might be nothing. This particular generator had failed before. Years ago. It had been his fault. He’d ignored the slight gap in its humming noise. So, he’d fixed it, maintained it, and...by the gods! Who cared when and why? He had to locate Darcy. That was the most important. But where could she have wandered? Thanos shifted against the rock. He didn’t loosen his grip on either the rock or her sword. And that’s when he caught a slight whiff of something unpleasant. Burnt. Rotten.
And that smell meant Hunters.
The bastards had somehow found his home. He didn’t question it. He knew. What he didn’t know was how many, or how well prepared they were. Therefore, he had to assign them every benefit. They might know the layout of his cave system. They could’ve studied it. That might be how they’d entered without his knowledge. Conversely, they might have gained access because he’d been focused so entirely on his mate he’d missed the security breach.
Darcy!
His newly awakened heart slapped into his ribs. His eyes misted. His mind went into a flashing sequence of images, one after the other. His mate. Her beauty. Her spunk. Her frame. Unclothed. Against his. Holding to him. Making him whole for the first time. Ever. He’d just found love. He couldn’t lose it!
Thanos had to consciously force down an emotion so close to panic, he’d die before admitting to it. He couldn’t afford panic. Not now. Not ever. Panic was another killer in any battle, right beside fear. Thanos gripped the handle of her sword until it warped slightly, and finally had the blackness conquered. The shuddering calmed. His mind settled. His eyes cleared.
He’d lost his head there. And he hadn’t much time. He needed to use it to think. Reason. Evaluate. He had the advantage. Every Hunter in here was facing death. Thanos knew the immediate location of at least one of them – the generator room. If they were really smart, they’d have separated and gained positions before shutting off the power. If they were doing it by rote, however, they were probably fanning out from the generator room right now in a leapfrog fashion, covering each other as they moved. They’d be wearing some sort of night vision aid and they’d be packing weaponry. All of which would be visual and audible to any vampire. And he knew this labyrinth. Every inch. His nose wrinkled in distaste, and then he was moving.
They were smart. Or they’d gone rogue. There were only two Hunters in the generator room. And they’d set a trap. They hadn’t done their homework very well, though. They’d spritzed the area with Holy Water, not realizing it wouldn’t stop a vampire spawned before the Christian era. If they really wanted to stop him, they needed a pagan icon; something the masses from his era put their faith in. A Star of David. A bit of sacrificial blood. A piece of altar. But no. They’d used Holy Water.
It wouldn’t stop him, but it was still going to hurt.
Thanos gripped the sword hilt, swooped into mist that burned, and lopped one man’s head off before swiveling to the other. Darcy might actually be right about the balance on this blade. It might need more weight on the tip. That might be why his move to cleave the other Hunter in half only managed to separate him from his breathing apparatus, flak jacket, and most of his gear.
Oh. They’d sent a very special unit after him. These Hunters had been chosen for more than skill. Thanos didn’t have to ask. The man didn’t even panic, ignoring the long scrape in his belly as it reddened with blood. He was already sending bullets in Thanos direction; bullets that smelled of cedar. Thanos felt one rip past his ear. Another grazed his neck. One thudded off his sword scabbard belt buckle, while one went through his upper arm, searing its way out the other side. That was lucky. They were using sanctified wood, but since the man shot without aiming, his lone hit had been a fleshy part that cauterized as it exited.
That was the last shot he fired. Thanos slammed into the man, lifting him off the ground with his left hand and snarling as blood smell permeated his senses, elongated his canines, and filled his eyes.
“I’ve...found him!”
The Hunter’s words of warning were choked off. Thanos shoved Darcy’s blade right through his rib cage, the kill dousing his hand and arm with blood. Thick. Dark. Tangible. Cloyingly sweet. He could almost taste it on his tongue. Feel it sating his thirst. His senses altered. Opening. Needing. Requiring a feeding. Lust filled him. Supreme. Carnal. Necessary. And it got denied.
Not yet. Not until he had his mate. Safe. Beside him.
Thanos fought his own body, clenching his entire frame, working to extinguish cravings he’d never stifled before...and something finally worked. He had it tamped. For now. Seated deep in his gut where it throbbed and reminded; red-hued and burning and angered. Thanos threw his head back and howled, using deep, full tones that radiated outward, filling the hallways with sound.
And someone out there reacted.
Metal shifted and fell, clanking as it landed. Thanos whipped his head down and toward the sound. One of them had just disturbed weapons from a niche in his display hall. The sound wasn’t much, but enough for an undead creature with senses tuned for it. Thanos was already moving, skimming the ceiling. Was his Darcy there? Had she finished her shower? Damn him for letting her leave his side! The room she called a man-cave was reached through the display hall. What if she’d gotten there first? What if they were using her for bait, tormenting her?
Thanos worked at calming the thoughts as well as an unbelievable shake that had just taken over of his sword arm. Is this what love did to a man? Weakened him? Debilitating and enervating when he most needed strength and agility?
Not good.
The next Hunter wasn’t in the display hall. He was attempting to hide in the shadow cast by a portal to the library room. He wasn’t alert enough. Thanos saw him first. It may have been the man’s first and only mistake, but it was definitely his last. Thanos swooped in and took the man’s head off, dodging as it bounced off the library door and into the chasm behind him. Darcy’s blade may not have much thrusting ability, but it was sharp; perfect for carving and slicing. The Hunter’s body slowly sagged to the floor, drenching Thanos’ thighs with fluid that spurted outward, matching the dying rhythm of the Hunter’s heart. This time Thanos was prepared for the instant rush of feeding frenzy that rumbled through him, although it took every bit of strength he possessed to temper it again. And it only worked due to his immediate movement up and away, closing in on the display hall and his next victim.
And Darcy?
By Zeus, he had to find her! And soon! The need to reach her and protect her overwhelmed him. She was easy prey for this killing team. Easy and available and unarmed. Thanos’ heart clenched painfully within his breast with every passing second. Blast this maze of tunnels! The time and ability he’d had to carve them out! The bent of mockery that found it amusing to create a labyrinth capable of hiding a Minotaur. If he’d known he’d someday be spanning these same halls, frantically searching for his mate, he’d have crafted them in straight lines! Or built something entirely different for such a prize as his Darcy. A multi-level palace. No! He’d have crafted a small, cozy bungalow. Something small. Compact. That way he’d never have such trouble and worry trying to locate her.
The next Hunter was hiding in one of his niches. As if Thanos didn’t know every single one by heart. He smiled sardonically as he noted how far the shield, pike, and sword had been moved to one side, leaving just enough space for one, almost-perfecting-camouflaged Hunter. Oh. This kill was going to be pure pleasure.
Thanos halted just shy of the niche opening, flat against the wall as he listened to the Hunter’s breathing, evaluating the man’s heart rate while waiting the opportune moment. But the decision was made for him as Darcy’s voice split the area, answering several questions at once. She was in the area she called his man-cave. She wasn’t dead. She was facing more than one Hunter. And she was angry.
“You complete and total assholes!”
The hidden Hunter moved, knocking the displayed weaponry outward. The pike came first. This particular one came from the time before Alexander’s father, Phillip. It was still over eight feet long, requiring a lot of room to wield. Thanos grabbed it mid-shaft in his left hand and stabbed it into the Hunter, smashing through ribs and lungs, before it exited the man’s back. He didn’t even feel the knife blade that slashed at his cheek as the man fought. It didn’t last. Thanos had the Hunter fully impaled before ramming the pike’s tip into the rock above them. And he was moving before the dying Hunter made a sound. He heard it, when it came though. It was gurgled. Full of liquid. Sputtered.
“And tossing acid? What the hell is wrong with you two?”
A rumble of voice answered Darcy, unintelligible to Thanos in his sense of urgency. Worry. Fear. He flew around another corner. Another.
“Holy Water, my ass. That was acid, and you have zero reason to—don’t you aim that thing at me. Don’t you dare...ah!”
A thwacking sound came. Thanos shot around the next corner.
“You shot me! I can’t believe it! You. Fucking. Asshole!”
Each word was punctuated with a loud thump. Things shattered. Fell. Furniture? His Darcy? Thanos’ reawakened heart pumped a spurt of pure agony through him.
“And just what is it supposed to do anyway?”
Nobody answered.
 “Well, you’re going to have to come up with better than that if you want to kill me. You jerks!”
And then he was in the room, watching as his mate chucked all kinds of things at the two Hunters who’d ducked behind his sofa. Lamps. Tables. An enormous sideboard that shattered upon impact with the far rock wall. She was still wearing battle attire, including the breastplate...and it had worked. The broken end of an arrow shaft was protruding from the left breast area. He’d make offerings to the gods later. He had another problem. Darcy was so focused on annihilating the Hunters who’d tormented her she didn’t notice the one sneaking up behind her, sword held high. Ready for a killing blow.
Thanos dropped into the spot right behind her, back-to-back, and felt her turn as his blade caught the blow. The Hunter meant business. The blow rang solidly, nicking a shard of steel from the blade before he tried again.
“Oh, Thanos. Thanks goodness.”
Her relief was as palpable as the man’s urgency. It didn’t help him. Thanos blocked the Hunter’s blow with Darcy’s sword and sent his fist right into the man’s chest, getting his hand caught on ribs for a moment before he yanked back out. And before the man fell, Thanos had his crossbow, too. For some reason, he didn’t have any trouble stanching blood lust this time. Because of her.
His mate.
“Hello, love.”
Thanos swiveled, wrapped his arm holding the crossbow around her and sent an arrow into one Hunter’s eye. It was the lone target the man presented as he peeked over the sofa edge. It was a difficult shot. Worthy of a Macedonian warrior. She didn’t seem to notice.
“Where the hell have you been?” she demanded before the body had even fallen.
“Uh. Busy.”
“Busy? While these guys have been trying to kill me? Busy!”
“You want your sword back now?”
Her eyes narrowed before she smiled. He handed it to her, and watched as she slashed it at the air a few times. She had full fangs on display. He wondered if she noticed.
“Wait! I forfeit! Don’t kill me!”
What could be the last Hunter was waving empty hands in the air. The rest of him was completely hidden behind the couch. This was a surprise and completely against the rules of engagement, if there was such a thing. Thanos lifted his eyebrows and turned to Darcy.
“What do you think, darling?” he asked.
“Are you kidding? That Akron guy said this was a covert killing team, and that guy is the one who shot me!”
“You spoke with Akron? When?”
“Earlier. In your Recon room. I...uh. Can we talk about it later?”
Thanos smiled before turning back to the sofa area. “Well, Hunter! Surrendering requires relinquishing your weapons. All of them! What do you have to say now?”
Weaponry started raining over the back of the sofa, some of it landing on the seat, most of it bouncing from there to the rock floor. A crossbow. Canisters that would explode on impact. A quiver of arrows. A backpack tank that probably contained Holy Water. A sword. Three knives, one after the other.
“Not much for bravery, is he?” Thanos observed before addressing the man cowering behind the furniture. “So tell me, Hunter! How many came with you?”
“Six.”
“You certain?”
“Two in the room with your generator. Two roving and hidden. These two. Six.”
“I wonder how honest a Hunter is when he’s trying to avoid certain death...or a potential draining of blood. You?” Thanos turned back to Darcy.
“What about the others?” she asked instead.
“Trifles.”
“Trifles?”
“Dead. I told you I’d been busy.”
“Well?” The Hunter called out. “Are you accepting my surrender?”
“Not sure yet. I’ve never been in this situation. I believe I’ll need a bit of time to ponder it.”
“How long?”
“Oh...I think we can wait for the 4D Team. They’ll have facilities for captives. Means to interrogate.”
“4D?” Darcy asked.
“Stands for Deploy. Destruct. Disinfect. Disappear. You say Akron called. That means a 4D Team is imminent. They’re very thorough. Efficient. Why...if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say my home is about to become an active volcano site.”
“All of it? Even the library? Your weapons?”
He nodded. And then he heard the slightest gurgling sound coming from behind the sofa. Thanos shook his head. “Well. I believe that answers that question.”
“Which one?”
“How trustworthy Hunters are when facing certain death. They’re not. He’s gone and killed himself.”
“How do you know?” she asked.
The sound of the last Hunter sagging onto the floor answered her. He was still fully behind the sofa, but a blood trail started to ooze from beneath it, glistening as it moved.
“Oh,” Darcy said.
“Pity. We could have fed. Taking from a dead body leaves the vilest taste.”
“Yuck,” she replied.
“It’s a small price to pay for immortality, my love.”
“It’s still gross.”
“You might grow to like it.”
“And I might toss my cookies, too.”
“What cookies?”
“Am I really a vampire, Thanos? Really?”
He nodded, extremely wary of what the glint of moisture atop her blue eyes might signify.
“And you didn’t think of asking first?”
“I...uh.”
He almost spoke up in defense, by saying he had asked. He wanted her to be sure. And she’d responded in the positive. But something stopped him. He’d add that to his prayers to the gods later. He gulped, stood a bit straighter and started speaking.
“You’re...my mate.”
“That’s no excuse.”
“I couldn’t help it.”
“That’s worse, Thanos.”
“Eternity was...so empty without you.”
“Better.”
She moved, closing the distance between them, and a hand crept along his arm and then she wove her fingers into his hair at the back of his neck. Thanos’ knees wobbled, knocking together before he stiffened them. This was ridiculous. He wasn’t remotely weak. He never had been before, anyway. By the goddess of love, herself, Aphrodite! This love emotion was amazement beyond description.
“And I...love you.”
“Oh, Thanos.”
Her mouth hovered tantalizingly close to his. Their shared breath mingled on his lips. This time he couldn’t control the tremor that scored him, although his legs held. He cleared his throat.
“And I would be the luckiest man ever...if you would be my wife.”
“You’re proposing?”
He nodded. It was the most he could manage. She’d stuck her tongue out and licked his bottom lip! Sweet gods of Mount Olympus! If she kissed him right now, he was going to keel over.
She kissed him. And the roof exploded, raining a wall of dust and rock onto everything.







 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
“Hold your peace!”
“That’s hold your fire, Haestpeis.”
“Cease calling me a horse penis, Rasshol.”
“Enough already! And where did you two learn your explosives technology? From Thor? Good thing this isn’t a real volcano. We’d be facing one hell of an inferno.”
“You told us to find an entrance.”
“I meant an existing one, not to make—! Oh, never mind. I’ll look for the Macedonian and his new mate. You two use the heat sensors. Start searching. You find any Hunters, you let me know, you hear?”
“After I drain him first. Right, Darryl?”
“You would not share with me? Your own twin brother?”
“Yes. It is true. You are my twin, Ethelstone. But I am the handsome one.”
“Bastard!”
“Oh, enough of that already. Get searching, guys. We’ve not got all night. Reika gave us ten minutes before she comes to check. And we don’t want her checking, now do we?”
“Ten minutes? A lifetime!”
“I suppose. To some. Oh! And Athlerod? Why don’t you be in charge this time?”
“Him? Are you dense?”
“Ha. You heard him. Get moving, brother. I’ll go right. You take left. We’ll make a contest of it. First to find a Hunter – wait! I did not say to start! Rasshol.”
That particular voice faded. Sounds of shuffling took over. She heard the sounds clearly, even through the mass of debris atop her. Choking her. Stifling. Pressing her down into rock with the sheer weight.
No.
Wait.
It wasn’t rock atop her. It was Thanos. He’d covered her with his body and taken the brunt of the cave-in. She should’ve known he’d be heavy. But this was ridiculous. A cave-in couldn’t hurt them. She shouldn’t be feeling anything. Should she? Weren’t they immortal? What good was immortality if pain and suffering were still involved? Darcy shifted. His body shifted slightly. Inanimately. As if—
No.
Her eyes filled. Her heart thumped in a beat that contained pure pain. And that’s when she knew for certain. She didn’t just like him. She was in love with him. Hopelessly. Fully. Completely. And if she lost him...
Stop it, Darcy! She wasn’t finishing the thought. He was a vampire, for pity’s sake. He couldn’t die. She wouldn’t allow it! Darcy maneuvered a hand free, ran it up his arm, along his chin, and then used it to tip his face down to hers.
“Thanos?” she whispered.
No answer. Darcy ran her thumb along his lower lip.
“Thanos? Please answer me. Please? Oh my heart! I love you! I need you. You can’t leave me! Thanos...please!”
His body jerked, and a hint of breath touched her fingers. Darcy’s entire being seemed to fill with light and joy. She almost couldn’t contain it.
“Thanos?”
His lips curved. “Did I just hear you say...you love me?”
“Uh...yeah.”
“It’s true?”
“Oh yes.”
“Oh, my love!”
He was definitely aware and awake. His lips were just the first hint of it as he touched them to hers. And then he stiffened. Groaned.
“What is it?”
“You have a hard breastplate, love. And a very sharp blade. No. Don’t move.”
Her eyes widened.
“It is in my thigh. Just above the knee. And you were right. It really needs a bit more weight at the tip.”
Darcy giggled. He groaned again.
“Hey! I heard that. Macedonian! You in there somewhere?”
The rock shifted atop them, gaining some light. Air. Thanos touched another kiss to the tip of her nose.
“I have to answer him,” he told her.
“I love you,” she answered.
“Oh darling. There are no words—”
“There you are! Up! And, oh boy. You need help with that?”
Thanos was ripped out of her arms. An extremely large man held him on his feet as he gestured to where her sword was definitely sticking out of Thanos’ leg.
“Got it handled. Just get...my mate.”
She watched Thanos pull the sword out and then slap a hand onto the wound, clamping it. Even covered in dun-colored dust, he was pretty fine. Sculpted. Defined. Much more so than their rescuer.
“You must be Darcy.”
She got the same lift out of the debris. And the same jolt as he set her on her feet.
“Allow me. Name’s Darryl Bailes. Waiting for us topside is my mate, Reika. We usually handle covert hits. Not tonight, though. Nope. Akron’s got us doing search and rescue...and when we finish, we get to relocate you, too. Hey. New acronym. I like that. We’re doing SRR work. Not to worry. We have a 4D Team on our ass. And...damn. Look at you. You’re tall. What are you, six feet? I think the Macedonian has gone and snagged himself an Amazon.”
Darcy’s face fell. Thanos held out her sword by the blade.
“Here, love. Answer him with this.”
The big guy lifted his hands, palms outward. “Now hang on just a minute. I’ve got my mate waiting topside, holding a very nice chopper ready. So. As much as I’d like to stay and play pincushion with you, well. Like I said. I’ve got my mate up there. Waiting. And...where the hell are those Icelandic twins?”
He turned and loped toward the corridor. Thanos held out his hand. A downward glance showed only a faint slice of scabbing as his wound sealed. Then Darcy was at his side, holding hands, and looking into perfect eyes of a nice brown shade.
“You never did give me your answer, love.”
“To what?” she asked.
“Uh...my proposal?”
“Oh, yeah. That.”
Darcy ducked her head, toyed with a flippant answer, and then just nodded. And it was enough.
-o0o-
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CHAPTER ONE
“Number seven! You’re up!”
“See you lakeside, kiddo!”
Ashley moved into position and grabbed the bar beside the door with hands that slid despite her gloves. She had a really bad feeling about this jump. She did a last second pat-down of her buckles.
“Now, Ash!”
She dove outward, keeping streamlined for a count of seven before opening her arms, slowing the flight, and just loving it. She loved the rush of air across her cheeks. The chill that meant light rain. The dark. The repetition of history. That’s why they had chosen this flight path.
This was Dan Cooper’s jump. The guy known as D. B. Cooper. The infamous hijacker who jumped from a Boeing 727 back in the ‘70s, and then disappeared. The man behind the only hijacking that wasn’t solved. They were following his flight path almost to the letter, except for the altitude. They were beneath 10,000 feet. It was safer. And nobody was carrying wads of cash.
She wore clear goggles. She could have used night vision lenses, but that was cheating. She wanted the full experience. Real. Graphic. Visceral. And she didn’t want anything covered with a hazy green shade.
This was so cool. And so far, absolutely perfect. Even with the light rain falling, she could see dim outlines of mountains all about her, their peaks luminous in streaks from moonlight that broke through the cloud cover. Beautiful. And nothing like her inner sense had been warning her.
She checked her altimeter, hanging from a strap around her neck. She’d reached four thousand feet. Already? That was a shame. Nobody was to pull their ripcord until reaching two thousand. That was the pact they’d made. She might go before though. Not because she wasn’t experienced. Hell. She’d had more jumps than any of them. That’s what came of parents who were avid skydiving enthusiasts.
It was because of the rumble of worry in the pit of her belly. It might even be the one her parents had whispered of just before their fatal dive. When they hadn’t taken her along because she had the flu.
Enough of that, Ash. She’d scattered their ashes and memorialized them, and now she was just thrill-diving because she could. She looked at her altimeter again. Three thousand. On the count of seven, she was pulling the cord. Nobody would know except her.
Five.
Six.
Seven.
She pulled the T-bar, and the cord came out of her suit. Nothing else happened. No rapid whoosh of sound that meant a parachute was released. No tug on her back. Nothing. She could still feel the cord in her gloved fingers, useless now. She spent a few seconds tucking it into a pocket. She might need that for investigation later.
Good thing she’d decided to go early. It usually took 800 to 1200 feet for a chute to deploy. No worry. A reserve chute only needed four hundred feet. No need to panic. The field belonged to clear heads. Always had. Ashley found the reserve cord and pulled.
And again, absolutely nothing happened, although the cord was still attached.
Shit.
Her gloves came off next. She pitched them over a shoulder, going totally against type, but she was barreling toward the Cascade Mountain Range at 120 miles per hour. She could worry about the environment later. After she’d landed. Once she’d joined the others at Meaker Lake. Gathered about the fire they planned. The camp they were going to set up. And she could definitely worry about littering the planet while downing a stiff shot of tequila.
She ran her fingers along her suit. Nothing anomalous. Everything in order. The ripcord for her reserve chute was still inoperative. Like it was glued in place. And where the cord for her main chute should be was just a hole. Ashley started digging at it, trying to rip tear-proof fabric. And...with a little work...she might be able to grasp the other end of the cord. Maybe...
And she might actually have done it!
Sweet! Ashley grasped the stub between thumb and forefinger and yanked. And a frazzled piece of thread came out. Nothing else. And that’s when panic took over. Despite all her training, she started hyper-ventilating. Freaking. Looking up into the clouds above her and even shrieking for several moments while she barreled toward impact. And then her level-headed side took over.
Stop it, Ash. Now.
She shut her mouth and started the thought process. She didn’t have much, but she needed to use it. She had her motion. She could slow the descent slightly. Present a larger surface against the air current. Ashley flattened her body, riding the wind in waves that lifted and then dropped her. She checked her altimeter again. Five hundred feet? It wasn’t possible. She’d never descended so quickly. That’s when she started looking for trees to hit. Something to break the fall. Evergreens would be best. They hadn’t lost their foliage. They’d have their needles. It was still going to hurt like a son-of-a-bitch. And she was going to break some bones. But maybe, if she was supremely lucky, she’d survive.
Damn her decision not to wear night goggles! And thank heaven there was a little snow cover at this altitude. The black area to her left just might be trees.
Ashley placed her arms to her sides and streamlined, aiming for the darker patch, and just before impact, she thought she heard the strangest note. Like a long, perfectly pitched note. Sung from a gifted throat. It was a C note.
Oh...hell. This was going to hurt. Ashley slammed her eyes shut and tightened everything...and hit.
She didn’t know what she hit first, but it might as well be a brick wall. The second one was worse. That was followed by more and more hits. Countless times. Each one breaking something. Why the hell were all the stories wrong? Huh? She didn’t black out. Things didn’t happen in a second. Her life didn’t flash before her eyes. And it was worse than painful. Each hit as she careened through the trees like a pinball caught in a pinball machine was excruciating. It felt like she was on fire before it stopped, and that’s when the real agony started.
Ashley couldn’t breathe. Not at first. And then she managed a gasp. It was choked with liquid that stained the ground in front of her. Shit. That looked like...blood? Bad sign. She couldn’t even tell how she’d landed. On her front? Back? Legs? Oh...God. Her legs were pinnacles of absolute fire. And her head was level with the ground. That meant a couple of things. She’d survived impact. And she wasn’t paralyzed. But...that couldn’t be. Nothing on her body worked. Maybe every limb was broken.
A rustling sound came behind her. Footsteps? Maybe a...moose. Elk? Deer? Anything but a wolf. Or worse. A pack of them. That would be really ironic. Surviving a sky fall only to be eaten by wild animals. Helpless. Pinned.
Something neared her head. She tried to turn her neck and check, but a twinge of liquid agony stopped her as it raced down her spine. Okay. That wasn’t remotely good. She might have a broken neck and by a supreme stroke of luck, she’d manage to avoid touching her spinal cord. But...the slightest move could change that.
Her view dimmed. Then altered as what looked like a man went to his knees beside her head. She couldn’t tell what he looked like exactly. He was wearing a robe with a large hood that shadowed his features. And he had a walking stick thing that he placed across his knees.
Or a scythe.
Well. That was that. She was about to meet the grim reaper. But maybe he’d take the pain away.
“Hello there.”
She opened her mouth to answer. More liquid gushed out. He put a hand up.
“No. Don’t say anything. You don’t have much time.”
But—?
“You only have a minute. Maybe less. How do you want to use it?”
But...I survived.
She didn’t speak, but for some reason he heard her anyway. Or he must have, since he answered it.
“Yes. You survived impact. But you have slammed into the forest floor. You’re probably a lot shorter, you have inoperable internal injuries, and I’m wasting time speaking when I could be feasting. Want to know why?”
Yes.
“I’m Akron Profit. Vampire.”
She sputtered the reaction. More blood came up, choking her. Shutting off her air. Several seconds passed as she coughed and fought and finally got a breath. Then another. And every one of them sent fire-stoked pain through her.
“What happened to you was no accident, Ashley. Somebody wanted you to die.”
Her eyes went wide and she stared. And he was harder to see than before. Indistinct. Blurred. She fought to stay conscious.
What happened wasn’t an accident. It was...murder?
He chuckled. “And that’s why I’m talking to you rather than draining you, my dear.”
Why?
“I’m not normally this generous...but I have my reasons. And I like your spunk. So. I’m giving you a choice. You understand? I offer you immortality. Complete recovery in a matter of minutes.” His voice went to such a deep timbre the night air shuddered with it. “And I can promise you revenge.”
Revenge...
“Or I can watch you perish and become fodder for the carrion of this forest. You might never be found. Your choice, Ashley.”
She opened her mouth. Blood came out again. And this time she didn’t just cough it out. She breathed it in. That started a coughing spasm that sent even worse pain. He leaned closer. The walking stick tumbled off his knees into the space between them. Only it wasn’t a walking stick. It was a long sword, in a beautiful scabbard.
“No. Don’t speak it. Just think it. Or blink. Once for no. Twice for yes.”
The pain?
“All gone. Never to return. You have my promise.”
He moved closer, and despite the blackness closing in around his head, she saw why. He had very long fangs. White. Spiked. Vicious looking. They glimmered in what light the night was willing to part with.
And Ashley blinked.
Twice.







 
CHAPTER TWO
Are you ready to begin?
Ashley frowned slightly. She was certain she’d heard the question, but unsure of how. It hadn’t been audible. The words had simply entered her head. That was odd. Disconcerting.
Open your eyes.
She’d been right. She wasn’t hearing anything with her ears.
Ashley. Do it now.
She opened her eyes. Blinked. What the hell? Her head was still just above the level of the forest floor, but the view had changed somehow. Actually...it was more a matter of how she was seeing the view that had altered. Everything was in perfect focus, easily seen and recognized. The trees were mostly evergreens, sprinkled with leafless aspens. She’d slammed into a span of snow-glazed deadfall that had several freshly-broken branches and limbs littering the area. They must be victims of her fall. Everything was truly weird. It was sort of like wearing night vision goggles only without the greenish haze. The colors looked pretty close to normal but muted slightly. It was incredibly clear even with a person blessed with perfect vision. She’d been rated at 20/20 eyesight, but it looked like she’d just gained 20/10. Or better.
Akron was standing about a yard away. She craned her neck to look up. He had long legs, covered in some dark material. Atop that, he wore a cloak-thing with a hood that shadowed his face. He was leaning forward slightly, resting both hands atop the hilt of the sword she’d seen earlier. All told, he was probably exactly how she’d have envisioned a vampire to look...if she’d ever thought of it.
“Am I dead?” she asked.
His hood nodded. Once.
“I don’t feel dead.”
“That’s because you’re one of the lucky ones.”
Oh good. He spoke aloud instead of telepathically sticking words into her head.
“Lucky? I just plummeted almost ten thousand feet, broke every bone in my body, got changed into a vampire...and I’m lucky?” Ashley wiggled a finger. Then all of them. And if she had more room in this hole her body was smashed into, she’d have checked for more movement. Strange, she didn’t feel remotely dead. She felt the exact opposite. Wonderful. Healthy. Strong.
“Oh, yes. You are. Very. Very. Lucky.” He paused between each word, as if for emphasis. “You need help?”
“With what?”
“Rising from your grave.”
“Wow. You don’t pull punches, do you?”
“You want things sugar-coated?”
“I’m a forensic science major. I don’t sugar-coat anything.”
“Exactly. So. Do you need an assist from there?”
“I plowed into the ground at close to 100 miles per hour. I might need a shovel or something. I think I’m stuck.”
He chuckled. Or something that sounded like it. “You’re a vampire now, Ashley. You have powers, but I must warn you. You’ll need to re-learn just about everything, including how to move. A little goes a long way.”
“A little what?”
“Flex your legs. Jump. You’ll see.”
She did. A moment later she was watching the same view she’d had just before she’d hit the first tree. And then she slammed into a new obstacle. It was Akron, stopping her ascent by wrapping his arms about her in something resembling a hug. She hadn’t been hugged since her parents died. It felt strange, too. She wasn’t at all sure she liked it.
“Um...wow.” It was all she could manage.
He chuckled again. This time she was certain of his reaction since she was being held right next to what felt more like a solid wall than man.
“We can fly?”
“Not exactly. We have the ability to levitate and then move with a speed resembling flight. I’m going to release you, Ashley. I won’t let go. I need you to concentrate on how you move. And how rapidly. We’re going to descend slowly. No need to create another crater down there, now is there?”
“Wait! Isn’t that...a campfire?”
Ashley jerked her head toward a light source some distance off. Her movement would’ve spun her in circles, save for his hold on her. He could be right. She might actually have to re-learn basic motor skills.
“Perhaps,” he replied.
“Oh. No doubt about it. That has to be our camp. I believe I’ve got an appointment with a murderer. And what better way to catch one than to walk in when I’m supposed to be dead? Jeez. I’m getting shivers just thinking of it.”
“You’re not ready, Ashley.”
“For surprising them? How ready do I need to be?”
“You need training first.”
“In how to kill? Oh, please. I’m well versed in all things death-related. I’m a forensic student, remember? And I don’t think I’ll have any trouble at all once I figure out who wanted me dead.”
“What makes you so sure your killer is one of them?”
“Um. Good question. I guess I’d watch. And if one of them reacts...I’d have my answer, wouldn’t I?”
“What happens if none of them reacts?”
“I guess I’d have to go to the lab and figure it out.”
“Impossible. You’re undead, Ashley. Newly created. You cannot handle sunlight. There is no going back. Ever.”
“But you promised me revenge.”
“And you’ll get it, but first things first. We’re going to descend back to your deathbed to scoop a bit of burial dirt into a vial. And then we’ll depart. I’ve a jet standing by not far from here.”
“We’re just going to leave?”
“Yes.”
“And my murderer is getting away with it?”
“For the time being.”
“That sucks.”
“Ah. The young. So...impatient.”
“And the old. So close-minded and slow.”
“Ashley. Please listen. You will have your revenge. I guarantee it.”
“Oh, yeah? When?”
“When it’s time.”
“And just when will that be?”
He shrugged. “The passage of time is meaningless to an immortal. You’ll see.”
“I don’t want revenge when he – or she – is old and gray. I want it now!”
“In time. And soon. I also promise that.”
“You make a lot of promises, I notice.”
“I also promise you sweetness.”
“Sweetness?”
“The act of revenge is one thing. The sweetness will come from the totality in gaining it.”
“What does all that mean?”
“A goal that’s easily reached is like ashes in one’s mouth. A goal worth savoring is one worth preparing for. Envisioning. Reaching for. It’s not just the destination in any journey. It’s the path you must take first. Trust me.”
She sighed. “Look. Can we spare the lecture? Just tell me you have a lab. Is that too much to ask?”
“Oh. This just gets better and better. I almost can’t believe it. And...as it happens, I do have a laboratory.”
“Seriously? Is it up to date?”
“I believe so.”
“You don’t know?”
“I haven’t been down there for decades. No one has. That is the domain of our alchemist, and he’s rather...territorial.”
“Alchemist?”
“Self-described. He studied under Giordano Bruno. You ever hear of him?”
“Yeah. Bruno. Imprisoned and tortured by the Roman arm of the Inquisition. Burnt to death at the stake, I believe in...what? 1600? Let’s see...I think the charges against him were blasphemy, heresy, and, oh yes. He believed in the concept of a universe and the plurality of worlds. Those complete bastards.”
“Ah. You have heard of him.”
“I studied him. And you expect me to believe you actually have a lab run by one of his students? Seriously?”
“Oh. Lucien is more than just a student. He was another visionary, and that placed him directly in the Inquisition’s path as well.”
“He was tortured, too?”
“Some.”
“Burnt?”
“Oh. No. I saved him from that.”
“And did you let him get his revenge? Or is he still waiting?”
He chuckled again. “You possess a quick mind and appear difficult to sway. I believe you two will get on just fine. Just don’t call him Lucifer, like the others are wont to. He’s not particularly fond of it.”
“Right. I’m reserving judgment until I see the lab. It’s updated. That’s what you said. Yes?”
“Again. I believe so. I may not have gone down there, but I do see the expenditures and what odd pieces of equipment get ordered. And if you need something, we will get it. But first I need to see to your training.”
“Oh, come on. I’m a vampire. I’m pretty sure I can get the hang of it. I’m assuming I’ll grow fangs at some point. Then I’ll bite people and suck blood. How much training can I need?”
He chuckled again. “You’re not just any vampire, Ashley Reed. You’re one of us now – a vampire assassin.”
She straightened and that lifted her head slightly. “Assassin? Wow. Now, that sounds promising.”
“Oh. It is. So. Are you ready yet?”
“Yes. But I’m still reserving judgment on this Lucien fellow.”
“Fair enough.”
His arms loosened. Then he was moving away from her, but still holding onto one arm. That left her hovering in mid-air. Just hovering. Without any means of support. It was better than amazing, more thrilling than a high altitude jump, easily eclipsing the heart-stopping joy of racing her old boyfriend on a bullet bike. And beating him. Which had been the death knell to that relationship.
Oh. She was reserving more than judgment. There wasn’t anyone who could match her in lab work. And if this Lucien character had the same opinion of women as most other seventeenth-century males, it was going to be a pleasure meeting him.
And then some.







 
CHAPTER THREE
Oh, no. Lucien. No.
The beaker was definitely still warm, holding a slight bit of heat at the bottom. Right in the center. That was odd. He’d killed the flame over an hour ago. Plenty of time for cooling any liquid. But that wasn’t why he’d checked. He was stalling. And ignoring. And denying.
Lucien set the flask back on its pedestal in a studious fashion. It shook slightly, rattling glass container against metal rack. That wasn’t just odd. It was disastrous. Not to any contents. They weren’t volatile. He’d been toying with an enzyme mixture to preserve blood after death set in. The taste of feeding from a corpse was vile, but so far nothing he’d created seemed to change it. He hadn’t been passionate about it, though. It was just something he worked on when nothing else was pressing.
Just like this night. There wasn’t any warning. He’d spent the night messing with mixtures. Stirring. Checking. Discarding. It was probably close to dawn, although he didn’t check the clock. It didn’t truly matter. Night and day were interchangeable to him. Natural daylight never penetrated his environment. Everything was always the same. Nothing about this night had been remotely different.
Lucien stepped back from his table, rubbing his thumbs subconsciously along his finger pads, while working at controlling how it felt. Nothing stopped what happened. He couldn’t still the sensation, and he couldn’t calm the tremors. Because that was the second time he’d tested that beaker for temperature in as many minutes. The scientist in him had needed verification, while everything else had fought the rising panic.
Because he didn’t need an instrument to gauge warmth. He’d actually felt it.
Oh, no. No. No. A thousand times no.
He didn’t want a mate. Not now. Not ever. Lucien didn’t need one. Desire one. Or hunger for one. He couldn’t recall ever worrying over it. Or even thinking of it. He saved that nonsense for the others. Like Nigel. He was one of the youngest of them, and spent countless hours lamenting over the lack of a mate...as well as the love act that accompanied it. Why not Nigel? He could mate. Not Lucien. He was meant for higher things. He was immune from emotion. Removed from anything physical. Mating wasn’t in his future. It would bring complication. Time spent away from his passion. And why him? Huh? He hadn’t the first idea how to even speak to a woman. As for the other? The physiological urges of the flesh? He’d suppressed them long ago. He couldn’t have a mate. He refused.
No!
Lucien bared his teeth, allowing the fangs room to elongate, and gave sound to the cry. It vibrated through the space with the volume he’d given it, bouncing off sconces, making the torches flare. Because he had the capability of breathing again, too.
Oh.
Hell.
With his rotten luck, it was probably a truly bothersome woman.
“Hey! Lucifer! You down there? This is Nigel. You know. The terminally debonair, handsome, charming, sexy...young man upstairs. And I want to put an emphasis on young. Hey. I just had a thought. I’m not even twenty. Just think. I’m the perfect age for cougar bait. Wow. What a concept.”
A speaker sparked to life, the tinny quality giving perfect tone to Nigel’s barely matured voice as he droned on and on. Lucien snarled at it, and then worked at conquering an instant spark of anger before he replied. It would never do if Nigel suspected. None of them could.
“So. You going to answer or what? Lucifer?”
“Don’t call me that,” Lucien replied. Good. His voice was just as calm and even as always.
“About time. So, hey. How is hell, anyway? Probably quiet. And peaceful. And without interfering females who think they know everything. Yes? Please tell me yes, because right now I’m hoping there’s a man cave still somewhere in the place.”
“What...did you just say?”
“Oh. You haven’t heard? I have a new assistant, courtesy of the Macedon fiasco. Her name is Lizbeth. She used to be a student of...uh. Archeology something-or-other. Right now, she’s just a pain. She’s only half turned, but I think that’s the side that won’t shut up. Excuse me for a sec.” His voice faded. “What? No. I do not have the accounts jacked up. You are wrong. Well. Guess what? Even if you are a woman, you’re still wrong sometimes. And don’t give me another statistic, okay? Just because you can quote all kinds of facts, does not make you smart. It makes you a bore where I come from. Oh, yeah? The Seventies rule, baby. Always did. Always will. Read your history books. I can’t fix it right now. I’m talking here.” His voice came back, although it was in a fuller volume. “You still there, Lucifer?”
Lucien sighed. “What do you want?”
“Your presence is requested. Topside.”
“Negative.”
“Hey. It isn’t me asking.”
“It’s still a negative,” Lucien replied.
“Very well. We will just come down then.”
It was Akron who answered. Akron didn’t wait for a reply. The speaker squealed momentarily as it shut off.
What did Akron mean...we?
Lucien slammed both hands to his conference table, splitting it across the center. He watched it separate with an immense groan. Manuscripts of all sizes and ages went flying, some landing with a thud, some sliding across his slate floor, others rustled as they flew, while unattached papers glided to a rest in the aftermath. Lucien hadn’t stayed for the destruction. He was in his private alcove, donning a roughly woven wool robe and tying the belt with a vicious yank. He then pulled the hood over his head, shadowing what he didn’t want seen. Hiding what those bastards had done to him.
He didn’t have to wait long, but at least Akron knocked. Or something that made the area thump with sound three times. He didn’t wait for the invitation, either.
Lucien had just finished piling his mistreated papers and manuscripts into a corner when his double doors opened inward, creaking slightly. Akron walked in. He brought morning mist in with him. It shrouded his ankles. He was carrying a large duffle bag in one hand and a large, odd-shaped lump slung across his opposite shoulder. That one was covered over with his cloak. It was probably a woman. The long braid of reddish-brown hair that trailed along Akron’s hip looked feminine enough.
“I assume that’s a woman?” Lucien asked.
Akron smiled. “Most assuredly. Sharp eyes, Lucien.”
“Is she deformed?”
“Why do you ask that?”
“Hump on her back.”
“Oh. I believe that is her skydiving apparatus. Parachute pack...containing chutes that didn’t open last night. And this is her clothing. From her hotel. Might as well have some real mystery to this missing person case. Yes?”
“Didn’t you change her over?”
“Of course.”
“Then what’s wrong with her?”
“It’s morning.”
“So?”
“Come, Lucien. Surely you remember your first day as an Undead. It’s draining. She’ll need a bit of rest.”
“I don’t allow women in here.”
“Call it true, Lucien. You don’t allow anyone in here. That’s why you had it dug beneath an ancient burial mound in the first place. Well. I think it’s time for a change.”
“No.”
“She needs your help.”
“No.”
“She was murdered last night.”
“So?”
“I promised her revenge. And for that she needs a laboratory.”
“You brought her here for my lab? Mine?”
“You’ve got sleeping arrangements in here still?”
“Don’t take her in there.”
Everything he said was a waste of newly acquired breath. Akron was already in Lucien’s private alcove. He watched without expression as Akron sprinkled something atop Lucien’s pallet, and then placed the woman atop it. She stirred, parting the covering enough to show a slice of clear, unblemished skin; a lengthy dusting of lash; a cherubic shaped cheek. Something deep in Lucien’s belly gave a twinge. He stifled it. Oh, no. No.
“There. She just needs a bit of rest. You will call if you need anything?”
Akron was back in the main room. He had a blank expression on his face, but it didn’t disguise the smile behind it.
“What did you just use on my bed?”
“That’s not a bed, Lucien. It’s a length of woven hemp around a smattering of old straw. It now contains a few specks of dirt you won’t even note. Especially after you alter your attitude toward luxuries...like sheets. Pillows. Real mattresses. I’m guessing that pallet of yours will fit snugly beneath a down-filled mattress cover. Oh. And before I forget. Here’s the rest. Don’t lose it.”
He lifted a small glass vial. It looked full. Akron’s lips twisted oddly as he looked over the remnants of Lucien’s table before setting the vial on one edge, right between joists.
“You knew, didn’t you?” Lucien asked.
“Knew what?”
They spent several long moments studying each other, while torches sputtered in the unwelcome dew-kissed morning air. Lucien spoke first.
“I’ll call if I need anything.”
“You do that.”
Akron was definitely smiling as he exited, closing the doors silently behind him.







 
CHAPTER FOUR
The destruction wasn’t as bad as he’d envisioned or deserved. He’d gone insane. These writings were irreplaceable! Priceless! Some of them were his own notes, taken down in the late sixteenth century, when he’d barely reached his teens. Some of them even contained postscripts by his master, Bruno. And he’d tossed them as if they were pig offal?
It was enough to make his heart pound. Harder. Again. As if reminding him that it could beat. And did.
Lucien slanted a glance toward the alcove where she still rested. This was all her fault. He would never have acted so recklessly and passionately except for her. Lucien added to it. Everything was her fault. He couldn’t seem to rest and he couldn’t work. He was having trouble concentrating. And he couldn’t keep still. Demons must be in control of his intentions while mischievous sprites played with his self-control. He’d even lost out on his refusal to check on her. Twice!
Both times were wasted. She hadn’t moved. There wasn’t anything more to see. Little more than a glimpse at her face. And nothing of her form. He wondered if she was pretty. She was probably curved. With ripe breasts. Small waist. Nice...hips and thighs. Shapely legs.
Oh. Hell.
There went the demons again. What was wrong with him? He was immune from thoughts of the flesh! He always had been. And yet right now he was dealing with cravings beyond those he’d stifled back when he’d lived. His rod was even hardening, and lengthening, and causing an itch beyond his experience. Or ability to control. He really needed to stay busy. Occupied. Intent. That was the sure cure for sexual frustration. He’d thought that lesson learned so long ago, it should be ingrained. Four hundred years shouldn’t change it. Or him. But this was unbelievable.
That’s why he’d gone to his stack of books and papers, assessed the damage, and gotten to work. He could re-do most of the blurred and torn writings. He knew them all by heart. But he’d need a fairly thick ink. If he used the medieval recipe for iron gall, it might consume some hours. And his attention.
Lucien shoved the hood to his shoulders and rolled up his sleeves, found the ingredients, and started his task. He usually kept crushed gallnut in a flask, already infused with white wine. He liked to cook it at extremely low temperatures, rather than steep the mixture in sunlight. The second ingredient was green vitriol. He also had that on hand. It was created by pouring sulfuric acid over rusted iron nails, and filtering the resultant liquid. The last ingredient was gum arabic from the acacia tree. Once the dried sap was ground into a powder, it was added to the mixture bit by bit, not only for its adhesive qualities, but it made an excellent thickener.
He got another dose of his new existence as the pungent odor of his concoction hit his nose. Odd. The smell wasn’t at all pleasant. He didn’t remember that facet of it. He looked over at his alcove, wondering instantly if she’d smell it. And if it might awaken her. And what she’d say. How she’d look. And if she was as pretty as the small glimpses of her displayed.
Blasted demons!
Lucien returned to his concoction. The ink was ready. And he needed to stay occupied. That meant repairing his table. But first, he had to find a secure place for her vial. Lucien tipped it, watching the grains slide before moving it to a shelf; one of the highest ones, where he rarely even bothered to dust.
The table presented a puzzle, but a bit of moving, adjusting, and stacking of logs, and it appeared stable enough. All he’d needed was a series of like-sized, interlocked logs for the surface to rest atop. It should hold...depending on what weight and strain he put on it. He glanced more than once at his alcove, each time conquering the urge to check on her. She certainly slept soundly. Even through his furniture repair. Maybe he should look in on her. She might need something...
No. Lucien. No.
He prowled the room next, pausing at the alcove. Where she rested. Snuggled in Akron’s cape. Lucien moved on, stopping at his double doors. He stood considering them without really seeing anything. And then he bolted them. A moment later, he pulled the bolt back up. Was he already admitting surrender? Another circuit of the room brought him back to the alcove, where he again fought the longing to peek. He spent some time stifling it before striding to the doors again. This time when he shoved the bolt down, it emitted a solid scraping noise. A glance toward the alcove showed she hadn’t reacted.
This was insane.
Mating was a difficult thing to fight. Hard to subdue. Impossible to ignore. He didn’t have the weapons to deter, or even subdue. But he made it more difficult every time he looked toward where she rested. Alone. Accessible. Fresh. New.
His.
“Ah!”
Lucien put his head back and howled until he ran out of breath. Then he brought his head back down to glare in her direction as his cry echoed back at him. Nothing moved. Nothing stirred.
He wouldn’t look again. It was a vow. That meant he’d get to work, sitting with his back to the alcove. He scooted a stool over to his table, fetched his ink pot, but when he set it down, it slid six inches before stopping. Lucien squatted and checked. Damn. The surface wasn’t level, although it wasn’t off by much. Maybe he should get a bit of kindling. Work on leveling it. He stood, and fought a pure physical urge to check on his alcove, and won.
This was ridiculous. So his repair job wasn’t pretty, it was still workable. It shouldn’t bother his penmanship. He’d toiled on worse surfaces in the past, and he was stalling. Besides, he could always figure out carpentry later, if repairing his manuscripts didn’t suffice at controlling the demons.
He piled his books and papers on the table next, sorting through them for the most critical ones. Setting aside those he’d find bookshelves for. Reading one hypothesis he’d completely forgotten.
Wait! Was that a sound?
He swiveled, cocking his head toward his alcove, and waited several long moments. Had she moved? Was she even now...stretching? Finding his pallet uncomfortable? Or maybe she wouldn’t even notice it through the paraphernalia she still wore on her back. Maybe he should’ve taken it from her. Released her from that hump-thing. Made her more comfortable. Perhaps he should...
No, Lucien. Stop.
The only sound was the continual thump of his heartbeat in his ears. Reminding him. Tormenting him. Tempting him. Was it the same as hers? Dare he check?
No!
His hands curled into fists and his arms crossed with bruising strength against his chest as he fought what was becoming truly demonic. He’d never dealt with such a thing. He had to find a way to calm it. He needed to stay busy. Concentrate harder. Lucien worked at unwinding his arms and then flexing fingers. He picked up his quill. Dipped it into the inkpot. Started the top swirl of a capital letter. Outlined it. Painted. Filling in where it had faded too much to see, except with his memory.
“Uh...hello?”
Lucien jumped at the voice behind him. The quill flew, landing some distance away, putting a splotch of black on his tabletop before it rolled to a stop. His eyes went wide as he watched it. He didn’t even have his hood up! There wasn’t anything to hide behind. Nothing to shadow the scar in his cheek, misshapen because his tormentor had been shaking, and Lucien hadn’t stayed still while they applied it. They’d been branding him with what was supposed to be a cross. Instead it was an “X” shape that started at his temple and bit into his cheek, one end just touching the corner of his left eye while the other reached the bottom of his ear. He’d seen it once. Long ago. Back when he’d had a reflection. It was puckered at the edges, dark red, and very deep.
Ugly.
“Are you Lucien?”
He turned toward her and immediately swiveled back around. Oh, no! His afterlife just got harder to endure. One glimpse was too much! His mate wasn’t just pretty. She was beautiful! Exquisite. And immensely womanly. The sound he’d heard earlier must’ve been her removing whatever disfiguring attire she’d worn. There wasn’t anything about her curves except a skin-tight outfit of some kind. He started shaking. And absolutely nothing stopped it.
“I’m Ashley.”
She was immune to his sufferings. Or blind. Lucien kept his head turned from her, hiding the left side as she walked past the table. He heard her movements as she found his other lab stool – the taller one – and brought it over. He supposed she perched atop it next. He squashed the urge to check. But nothing prevented him from watching as she picked up his quill and brought it toward her perfect nose as if examining it.
“You are Lucien...aren’t you?”
He grunted something. It was the best he could manage. Anything else would contain a shuddering that wouldn’t cease. And there was a knot in his throat, capable of blocking sound.
“I’m going to say that’s an affirmative answer and go from there. Wow. That Akron needs a bit more description to his words.”
“Akron?”
The knot shifted. Pained. He had to swallow around it. But something resembling his voice came out. It was rough-edged, and gruff, but it worked.
“Yeah. He said you studied alchemy under Giordano Bruno. Back in the middle ages. He didn’t say you were stuck there.”
“I’m not.”
He’d been right. The words contained a hint of trembling. He should keep to one word answers. But she didn’t seem to notice or care. Or even seem affected.
“Well. Lucien.” She rolled his quill between her fingers, dripping more ink onto his table surface. His back straightened at the abuse. “I have to tell you. Typewriters were invented...oh, a century or so ago. And then we moved onto computers with keyboards. And believe it or not, you don’t even need those to write anymore. You can just talk into your phone.”
“Really?” He finally answered.
“Look. Lucien. Let’s clear the air, okay? I understand you want your solitude. And I get that you’re territorial. Trust me. Anyone messes with my graduated cylinders and Erlenmeyer flasks, and I’m totally ticked.”
“You know lab equipment?” It was getting easier to talk. He didn’t wonder at why. He was just grateful.
“I’ve got my bachelors in forensic science. I’m going for my PhD.”
“But...you’re a woman.”
“Oh. True. I am. That’s what happens when fertilization happens with an X chromosome, rather than a Y one. Anything else?”
Lucien blinked. Focused on the letter he’d been working on. He didn’t know what to say.
“You’re not one of those misogynist guys, are you? Because I have to tell you, inequality of the sexes went out with the quill and ink stuff, too.”
“Inequality?”
She laughed. His entire body lurched toward her at the sound. Lucien tightened every muscle against it and clamped his legs to the stool. It moved more than an inch before stopping. She didn’t seem to notice that, either.
“I thought you were a victim of the Inquisition. Not a member of it.”
“Akron told you...of that?”
“Among other things. So, ‘fess up already. Were you a member of the clergy? And is that why you have such a slanted view on women?”
“I was schooled in a monastery.”
“Right. I’m going to guess that was before you met up with Bruno. I’m going to also guess that means you’re steeped in the nonsense that woman are the root of all evil. I don’t suppose you’re open to a debate over it?”
“Debate?”
He was answering in small sentences that disguised any intelligence. He just hoped they hid the surges he kept making toward where she sat. Perched on a stool on his right. Slightly above him. Sounding blissfully unaware of what was turning into raging need and rampaging desire. He’d never dealt with such things before. His teeth were even elongating, lifting his upper lip for room. And if he couldn’t control his own body any better than this, he certainly wasn’t going to win any debate. Or even present a challenge.
“First off, we need to ascertain what evil is, and if such a thing exists. And then we can argue who, or what, is behind it. And then we can go into the debate over intelligence and strengths of the sexes. Or lack, thereof. I’m warning you in advance, Lucien. You are not going to win.”
Win? He was struggling for control over the basest of urges. Winning anything verbal was beyond comprehension at the moment.
“No answer? Again? Why do I bother? You’re probably still trying to change lead into gold. But Akron said I could use your lab. So. We need to figure out how to make that work. If – of course – you even have a lab worth using.”
Oh. That was pure insult. She meant it that way. Somehow that sent a drop of cool onto what was becoming an inferno. It wasn’t much, but it helped.
“Why on earth am I still talking to you? You won’t even turn and face me.”
Lucien narrowed his eyes and turned toward her, knowing the torchlight illuminated his scarred side. Oh. She was gorgeous. She still had her hair pulled back into a braid. That just highlighted her perfection. There wasn’t a scar or pock or blemish anywhere on her. She had green-colored eyes. They were wide and surrounded by lashes that cast shadows onto the cheeks he’d noted earlier. And those cherubic cheeks were tinted pink. She had a perfect mouth, too, the lips full and lush. He watched them to see if her jaw dropped. It didn’t. Nothing on her looked like disgust. Or dismay. She didn’t appear to have any reaction to him at all.
“Well. That’s the first hurdle. And it wasn’t so hard, now was it?”
She smiled. His heart took a decided dive right into his abdomen, where it pounded heavily from there. That was a new sensation.
Then again, everything was.







 
CHAPTER FIVE
Okay.
There was handsome. There was drop-dead gorgeous. And there was ‘smack-you-in-the-middle-of-the-forehead-before-slamming-you-on-your-ass’ sexy. And right now, those monikers were all useless bits of words. Ashley had never seen anything to compare to Lucien. He was beyond description. She’d never come up against such a combination of wicked, dark, dangerous, and sexy. The space seemed to hum with it. And that was before she added in his fangs. They were impossible to ignore, especially since he had his upper lip lifted, forming a semi-snarl.
The guy was killer sexy.
And even that description failed when she factored in the mark on one side of his face. If his torturers had meant to mutilate him, they’d botched it. That scar only added unnecessary dimension to Lucien’s appeal...especially since one line of it snagged against his lower left eye, looking like it became part of his eyeliner. But that was ridiculous. He didn’t wear eyeliner. It just looked like it because he had such thick, black lashes. And they surrounded dark, bottomless eyes. Eyes that deep were impossible to tap and fathom, but damn how she wanted to try! She could gaze into them for hours. Days. Weeks.
Holy crap.
The moment she got a good look at him, her throat closed off, while every pore on her body went on the alert. Instantly. Fully. With the efficiency of a firehouse siren in the middle of the night. It took everything she had to hide it. And nowhere was it safe to look. She’d been talking to him with her usual efficient, professional tone and then wham! Efficiency and professionalism at anything went right out the window. She had no idea vampires were so sexy, although every stupid movie and story usually had that as a theme. Ashley hadn’t paid much attention. Vampires were unreal creatures. Fictitious beings. Imaginary bits of fluff used to entertain and titillate.
And man! Was that all wrong.
She had the proof right in front of her. Vampires not only existed, they were ultra-sexy. No. Wait. That wasn’t right. Akron was a vampire, but he hadn’t done a thing to her, while this Lucien was sending her hormones into another realm. Even his tan-colored robe-thing exuded sexiness. It was pretty plain, but he didn’t look to be wearing much beneath it. Just the view of his throat and upper chest was more than unnerving. It was shiver-inducing. This guy could stop traffic. He probably did. No. Wait. He rarely left his lab. Good thing. He’d create a riot. He’d have trouble walking without stumbling over all the women littering his path. Well. Ashley Evans wasn’t willing to join them. Not with his jaundiced opinion of her gender. She refused to give him even a hint of what he was doing to her. Besides, there wasn’t any justification for it. She was a scientist. Sex was a biological function. Passion and attraction were chemical reactions. Lust was an over-rated emotion, used as often for punishment as for pleasure.
She’d been trained on all the biologically necessary stimuli. Mankind wouldn’t survive without it. She’d passed the tests. She’d even agreed with most of it. And all that knowledge couldn’t stop her hormones from reacting like this? And...wait just a minute. Wasn’t she supposed to be dead? Unreasonable, supreme, sensual attraction shouldn’t even be an issue, let alone one that scrambled her wits and weakened her limbs. And that was just from looking!
She managed to break the gaze, focusing on the tabletop while she swallowed on a dry throat to make her voice work again. “You...do have a laboratory around here, then? One, worth using?”
There was the slightest pause after the first word, but the rest came out fine. And it didn’t betray the shivers.
He pulled something from somewhere inside his robe, set it on the table, and pushed a button. Everything behind her lit up. Ashley spun, catching her second revolution with both hands against the table behind her. She really needed to figure out this movement thing before she hurt herself. And that was just stupid. She shouldn’t feel pain. She couldn’t be hurt.
She was dead.
So why did she still feel so alive? And awkward? Immature and confused?
Apparently, Lucien had remote controlled lighting. And a hell of a lot of it. Ashley blinked and then stared. The space that had been simply cavernous blackness was now easily identifiable as a lab, although the two-story, black rock fireplace at the far end gave it a decided medieval feel. He had long tables, all sorts of equipment, some shrouded with dust cloths, some easily identified. Beakers. Stands. Ring clamps. Tube holders. Bunsen burners. Pinch clamps. Buret clamps, wire screens. Akron hadn’t been off on his description of this laboratory. Lucien had the basics and then some.
“What kind of microscopes do you have?” she asked.
“All kinds. From all eras. I don’t discard them.”
“Do you have a transmission electronic microscope?”
“Several.”
“How about a high resolution spectrometer?”
“In the corner.”
“I don’t suppose you have a bio-molecular computer? For DNA sequencing...should I need it?”
“Of course.”
“Wow. Just...wow. Okay. I’ll save the gushing for later, and just go fetch my pack, then.”
“Gushing?”
“Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”
Damn. She really needed to figure out how to move. She was back from the alcove with her parachute pack before the stool she’d been sitting on finished falling. The table was what stopped her as she slammed into it. And then it got worse. The darn thing not only cracked in half, but one part slid about three inches, shuffling some of his papers and rattling his ink pot. For some reason, the emotion that filled her wasn’t embarrassment. Or anger at her inability to control her own movements. Or even confusion. It was something baser. Darker. More illicit.
Like lust.
“Uh. Gee. Sorry about that.” She mumbled. Her teeth even felt funny. Tingly. Like she’d just swished some really brisk mouthwash through her mouth.
“For what?”
“For um...breaking your table.”
He huffed something that could be amusement. She didn’t check. She was doing her best to ignore a series of vibrations that just wouldn’t cease. They emanated from him and seemed to go right at her. She didn’t just sense them. She could almost see them. Rippling through the air. Creating something...warm. No. Red. And hot. And what should be a dead heart ramped into high gear, her breathing grew faster, her nipples hardened. Her knees wobbled.
“It wouldn’t be the first time,” he finally replied.
Ashley picked up one of the papers that had spilled from his pile. Her hand shook. She ignored it. “I might be off, but this looks like...a formula. It’s really faded. Hard to read. Tinta. Is this for—ink? What on earth is gale? Gall? Grill? I can’t make it out. It’s too faded. Looks like Spanish...really archaic Spanish.”
“You know the language?”
“I had a girlfriend in middle school who was Hispanic. She taught me a little bit. Days of the week. Months. How to order beer. I mean cerveza. You know. The basics. I considered studying it, but I wanted to be an archeologist. And now I’m hooked by forensic science, although I don’t really know what I’ll specialize in. Maybe anthropologic forensics. I haven’t decided and it looks like a moot point now that I’m dead. And all of that nervous chatter aside, no. I can barely recognize Spanish.”
“Nervous chatter?”
Ashley kept her eyes on the sheet she held. It was better.
“I’m no expert, but this really looks like...parchment? It’s been ripped on one side. Actually...those look like binding marks. This came out of a book, didn’t it? But, not these books. It’s too old. Oh my. These pages are torn, too. How terrible. These should all be in a hermetically sealed container in a museum somewhere. What happened?”
“I had a slight accident earlier.”
His voice was loaded with something that spoke to her beneath the words. Hitting her spine. Rippling beneath her skin. Ratcheting her hormones. Moistening places she wasn’t willing to address. This was horrid. She’d just met him. She’d never felt like this for a man when she lived. Why on earth would she be so stricken with desire and lust in death? That wasn’t fair. Besides, he hated women. That alone should be strengthening her resolve.
“You were repairing these, weren’t you? That’s why you had the quill and ink thing going. So the repair wouldn’t stand out. You’re quite good. No hesitation at all. So...are you Spanish, or just good at things like forgery?”
That was confrontational and argumentative. He ignored it. Nothing about his voice changed. He still sent reams of tremors along her. They reached her chest, making her heart stutter. And a dead heart shouldn’t have this trouble.
“My mother was a Spaniard.”
“And your father?” she asked.
“Nobody knows who my sire was.”
“Oh. Raw nerve. Got it. So. You’re Spanish...and yet you studied under the great Giordano Bruno?”
“I did.”
“Color me misinformed, but wasn’t he Italian? In fact – if I remember right – I think it was the Italian arm of the Inquisition that finally got him.”
“It was.”
“I didn’t know he was in Spain.”
“I traveled.”
Keep talking Ash. “Really?”
“Travel was not an unknown concept. Even then.”
“I never said it was. Wow. You’re pretty defensive, too. On top of the territorial stuff. I think Akron forgot to mention that part when he described you to me.”
“That’s interesting. I wonder why.”
He was being snide. Or something. And she was way out of her league. Time to admit it and retreat. She was actually starting to see images. Sexy things. Naked skin. Really hard, muscular, defined male torso and just-as-muscled arms and legs. Entwined with hers. On this table. Right where she looked.
Shit. And shit again. She so didn’t need this. Ash glanced up, met his impossibly black eyes, and quickly looked back down. Even if the table danced with naked images, it felt safer. A lot safer.
“I didn’t ask him, if that’s what you’re saying. It’s more because...well. You’re in charge of the lab, and I need a lab. So...yeah. He described you. As if anyone could do that with any accuracy. Uh. Let’s just ignore that statement, and move on again. Akron said we’d be working together. You have a problem with that?”
He chuckled, the sound interweaving with his weird vibes. It added depth and volume to air that was almost tactile. It should’ve raised her hackles and readied her defense. It did the opposite. She had to open her lips to gain breath. And that was just more stupidity. She was dead. So, why was she breathing?
He’d finished his amusement. At least, he’d stopped laughing at her. She wasn’t looking up to see why. Actually, she wasn’t willing to look at him for any reason. Not until she had this horrid sensation conquered. Or at least controlled.
“You’re very young,” he told her.
“In comparison? No lie. How old are you?”
“Four hundred and some odd.”
“I mean when you lived.”
“Oh. Probably...thirty. Or thereabouts.”
Thirty. Wow. He was rapidly approaching perfect. Perfect age. Perfect looks. Perfect body...or what the robe was letting her imagine. Keep talking, Ash. Common sense will catch up. Maybe.
“Thereabouts?”
“Illegitimate births don’t generate records, and few kept track back then. Unless one was royalty. Or a member of the aristocracy. I was not.”
“Okay. Sounds like I hit another raw nerve. I seem to be finding all of them, don’t I?”
“I don’t have raw nerves.”
That had to be a lie. Or a gross misstatement. He’d tensed or something. The vibes coming off him seemed even more intense. And they were radiating in faster waves. This shouldn’t be happening. She was suddenly incredibly hot. She’d shed her freefall skydiving apparel in the alcove. That left only her custom-fitted body suit, fashioned of breathable fabric that whisked away moisture when necessary and held in body heat as needed. This suit was perfect for any night sky conditions, even plummeting from ten thousand feet during fall temperatures in the Cascades. Yet, right now it was so hot, it was inducing sweat, and so restrictive her skin itched.
The combination was actually starting to scare her.







 
CHAPTER SIX
Fear was a response. It had two sides. One side she called fright. That one could debilitate. Weaken. Paralyze. It was to be avoided at all costs. The other side was Ashley’s favorite – the thrill side. That one contained an adrenaline rush. Surges of energy. Incredible clarity of mind. Heart-pounding excitement. It was an unbelievable high, way beyond anything pharmaceutical. That’s why she chased it while everyone else seemed to be tapping away at their keyboards or phones.
She’d been called crazy-fearless. If anyone wanted a partner in something thrilling, dangerous, or even death-defying, they called her. She was more than willing to participate. She usually did something to amp the thrill factor higher still. But they were wrong about her fearlessness. She’d felt the fright side many times. She’d just squelched it. Life was fleeting. Nobody knew what waited around the next corner. Her parents hadn’t. Even if she got to a ripe old age, nobody guaranteed mental and physical functioning. Health and ability were finite and fleeting.
And all of that wasn’t preparation enough for what was happening right now. In this subterranean lab. Alone. With him.
She felt like she was getting bombarded with every spot of fear she’d ever ignored. It came in a surge that meshed into the thrill side, creating a chemical reaction that added up to pure, physical, mind-blowing lust. Or something close.
Shivers coursed her skin. Her heart beats changed from hard heavy thumps to fast-paced taps. Both brought a touch of light-headedness. Her breath came in small gasps she worked to hide. Her palms were slick. And her shaking? Oh. Bother. That was getting impossible to disguise. Nothing she tried altered any of it, either. She’d never felt anything like this. Not in life, anyway. It was unfair that it happened in death. Or un-death. Or whatever this stasis was that she’d landed in. His little answers, said in low tones that carried hints of amusement, didn’t help at all.
Why were all the lessons wrong? Huh? Mental acuity and strength were supposed to trump the physical realm. That was the scientific viewpoint. Hadn’t she fully incorporated it into her life from childhood? Back when she’d been orphaned, she’d made a promise to herself. She wasn’t letting anything get to her. Ever. Having emotions equaled dealing with loss and pain. No love. Passion. Fear.
That outlook served her well. She’d received her share of offers. She’d even had a few boyfriends. Nothing that lasted. How could it? She’d been accused of being cold-hearted. So? They could accept her or go elsewhere. She couldn’t help it. Nothing about her relationships was exciting. Earth-shaking. Nothing that made her heart tick up a beat. Men were easily ignored, and just as easily forgotten. Until now. With this Lucien character. When she was dead.
What the hell was going on?
Lucien wasn’t speaking. He didn’t have to. She felt him. She didn’t check. Not even to peek. Oh. No way. She didn’t need to see him...just sitting on his stool, focusing on her with his incredibly dark eyes. Watching. Probably evaluating. And she was tongue-tied and visibly shaking. No wonder he thought women so beneath him.
Great. Just great, Ash.
She cleared her throat. “Okay. No raw nerves? Good. It’s difficult to work...with someone who gets easily offended. I don’t have any, either. I mean, um...I got orphaned at age ten. You learn pretty fast...uh, not to show much, and then you...um. Well. You learn how not to feel it.”
Damn. She couldn’t even get an explanation out without trembling. And her voice went up and down the scale as if an adolescent guy was in control of her vocal chords. He grunted something that could be agreement. Or argument. Ashley just blazed on. Despite how stupid it sounded, or how much it kept revealing.
“So. You’re thirty? Well. I’ll be twenty-five. Next week, in fact. That’s when I come into my trust fund, and—oh. Wait. I’m dead. I won’t inherit anything.”
“Is it much?”
Oh good. He actually spoke words. They were in an even deeper tenor, one that sought out her spine and crawled up it. Ashley resorted to doing something physical to tamp it. She curled her hands into fists and tightened them in order to get her voice to work. Over what had to be lust. Massive, overwhelming, pulse-stirring lust. No wonder all the world religions had such a problem with it. And then she had to say something. Anything. Or he’d know how much he affected her!
“I...used to think so,” she coughed midway. “I...have since changed my mind.”
“You have?”
Whoa. This Lucien’s voice was a major weapon. Especially since she refused to look at him. It would be way too scary-thrilling. She might actually react. And jump on him or something. And that would be too embarrassing to live through.
Wait.
She was dead. Why on earth didn’t it feel like it?
“Why?” he asked.
“Oh. Um...facts got in the way. They have a way of doing that. I mean, I was flown here in a really nice, multi-million-dollar, private jet. I got a good look at this huge-ass, multi-million dollar castle. And now I’m in a state-of-the-art laboratory that probably exceeds the GNP of several countries. My inheritance is a looking like pure pittance in comparison.”
“Is it enough to gain your death?”
“Who would want that?”
“Your heir.”
“I don’t have—oh. Wait. There’s my half-brother, Bob-the-blob. I mean, Robert. He’s a couple of decades older than me. From my dad’s first marriage. He’s the only one left of the family. I don’t know how estates go, but I guess he’d probably inherit. But why would he need it? He already got his share. Besides, I don’t think he’s that smart. At least...um. I don’t think he’s that smart. And he’s lazy. He never moves his fat ass from behind his desk. That’s why I call him the blob. He’d never take up skydiving.”
Sweet. Talking of it helped temper what had become raging hormones. It felt like tiny drops of cool water were getting flicked onto a bonfire. But at least she could think. Barely.
“Skydiving?”
His voice really was sending messages. Right to her. Killer-sexy messages. Or something her entire being read that way. Damn. If she could figure out how to handle the reactions from his voice, she might be able to work around the other issue. The physical craving. Massive want. Need. Desire.
Her teeth tingled again. Weirdly. And with something that made her next words slur a bit.
“Uh...yeah. Skydiving. That’s what I was doing when...well. When I died. It wasn’t my fault. Somebody messed with my chutes. I’m guessing they used wire-cutters on the main one. I’m not sure about the reserve. I checked my gear before stacking it on the rack. I double-checked when I donned it. And we buddied up to check each other’s back. Bryce checked mine. He’s a good friend. He’d never cut my cord.”
“You sure?”
“That’s what I need the lab for. Good. You see? It’s still there.” Ashley smoothed the pocket flap enough it outlined the distinctive T-bar and chunk of ripcord she’d tucked into it during her fall. “Do you have examination gloves?”
“I have everything.”
“Okay. Where? Because I might get a fingerprint from the plastic tubing around the main chute cord. As for the reserve one? Well. It’s glued in or something. I couldn’t get it to – damn it!”
Ashley pulled the T-bar on the reserve chute, and shot backwards as it not only came free it brought a chunk of fabric with it. It also tore her nail beyond the quick. And that hurt. That was stupid. And she was getting really tired of looking like a fool. She stuck her finger in her mouth and sucked. At the first taste, her knees wavered, while she got such a sensation of ecstasy, she almost had an orgasm. Right in front of him. There wasn’t any way to stop it. Or control it.
Oh. No!
She’d never been so embarrassed. She was near tears. And even that didn’t stop the pleasure coursing her, coming in spurts just beneath the surface of her skin. He started chuckling. Or snorting with what sounded like choked-back amusement.
“Stop laughing at me! Okay? I didn’t mean to pull that hard, but I don’t know my own strength. Damn it to hell! I don’t even know how to move right! I don’t know what’s wrong with me! And I really don’t understand why I don’t feel dead!”
Oh, no. No. The last two words were almost sobbed. But at least it stopped his laughter.
“Oh, Ashley. Forgive me. I am not laughing at you. I don’t believe I’ve ever laughed. But if I was...it was at fate. And luck. Look at me.”
Look at him? Oh no way. She’d rather die. For real, this time. She was fighting unshed tears that blurred her vision. She shook her head and pulled her finger free. It no longer pained. She watched as the injury faded and then disappeared.
“Is it my scar? Forgive me. I didn’t think it bothered you.”
What? No. She couldn’t let him think that. Her heart dropped. Her tears dried as well as any desire to shed them. She heard rustling. Perhaps he was shifting on the stool? Rearranging papers?
Ashley forced herself to look. And then she frowned. Apparently, she’d traveled several yards when she’d pulled the ripcord. The table looked smallish. Or maybe that was because of Lucien’s size in comparison. He wasn’t paying the least attention to her. He was drawing an intricate series of lines on the page before him, obliterating whatever writing was already there. He was studiously ignoring her. He’d raised the hood of his robe, too, shadowing his features. It wasn’t doing much to hide him, however. Putting his hood up only tightened the material about the rest of him. She’d been right about his frame. He appeared to be very fit. Muscled. Those were pretty massive shoulders, as well. She pulsed in place, and then had to consciously stop her feet from moving toward him.
“Uh...Lucien?”
“You are never going to feel dead, Ashley.” He spoke to the parchment before him.
“Why not? I’m a vampire, aren’t I?”
“Yes. Yes you are.”
He dipped his quill again. She waited while he tapped it on the edge of his inkpot. And then he went back to his paper, adding swirls to his art. Wow. He had some really defined arms, too. Hmm. He should’ve probably pulled his cuffs down at the same time he’d decided to hide his face.
“So....all the stories are wrong?”
“Vampirism is not eternal life, Ashley. It’s eternal death. It has a large side effect. To accept means losing everything that gives joy in the physical realm. Oh. Except satisfying hunger. That becomes the driving force. It’s the lone thing we feel. Every night follows the previous one in a litany of nothingness. That’s what vampirism is. Lengthy nights. Bereft spans of time. Emotionless existence.”
Man. He had a great voice, even if he was talking nonsense. She hadn’t noticed the touch of foreign accent he had, either. Until now.
“Uh...that can’t be true,” she told him.
He huffed. It was probably amusement again, but it didn’t bother her.
“We are all warned beforehand. We get the decision. Akron gives it to us. Nobody goes into this blind.”
“What are you talking about?”
“We accept the terms he offers. Vampirism equals eternal death. Nothing more.”
“I didn’t get warned.”
“That’s because you’re lucky.”
“Okay. He did say that.”
“Akron actually said you were lucky?”
“Uh. Yeah.”
He shook his head again, putting a bit of light on the unscarred side of his profile. And his lips were turned up as if he smiled. “I knew he knew.”
“Knew what?”
“There is one thing that alters this endless existence, Ashley. It changes everything.”
“What happens then?”
“Oh...we get everything back. Passion. Love. Pleasure. Our hearts start beating again. Breath comes. Blood flows. Usually in perfect tandem.”
“Okay. Enough of the melodrama. What is this wonderful thing, already?”
“We find our mates. And it’s a powerful thing. Hard to fight. Impossible to ignore.”
Everything stopped. Shock invaded her veins. Ashley couldn’t breathe. Blink. Gasp. And then, with a decided lurch, the world started up again. Everything in the room looked brighter. Sharper. She narrowed her eyes while Lucien just kept filling in what looked like an open-work, lacy heart shape.
“Us?”
She choked on the word, and then her mouth dropped open. Did that mean he was suffering the same things? And how she wanted to find out! It was a good thing they were yards apart at the moment. And what did he do about it? Studiously continue doodling.
“We’re...mates? Seriously?”
He nodded again.
Holy crap. Every emotion she thought she knew got overridden and then topped. She was vibrating in place, experiencing waves of reaction through her body that she could actually follow. Her scalp tingled. Her throat felt tight. Her heart pumped more than blood. It sent an ever increasing sensation of something. Nipples itched. Her belly felt like it was being tickled. Her skin rippled with gooseflesh. Her knees wavered. Even her toes clenched.
“Lucien?”
“Yes?”
“About that scar thing.”
His shoulders rose, and he hunched forward a bit. It looked like a defensive posture. It probably was. The quill lifted from the page next. That was probably lucky, too. As she watched, a drop of ink fell onto the tabletop, missing papers by a fraction.
“I think it’s a bit too sexy.”
The quill dropped. She watched it roll and then fall off the table, leaving another ink spot, making the slightest rumbling sound as it did so. Ashley just blazed on.
“I mean. There’s bad-boy sexy and...there’s you. And I already think you’re the most gorgeous, killer-sexy thing I’ve ever seen. That mark just takes it way over the top. Okay? And don’t give me that look. I am so not joking. I think the only time you’ll need to hide anything is if other women are around. I mean, somebody’s got to keep them from attacking you. And I’m not even sure how to move right. It could get ugly.”
He stood. The stool fell. And then he turned toward her and shoved the hood onto his shoulders. She’d been off a hair. It wasn’t other women he needed protection from. It was her.







 
CHAPTER SEVEN
She’d been right. She didn’t know how to control movement. Lucien was hard-pressed to remain standing as she reached him. A human would’ve slammed into the rock wall behind him. Lucien still skidded a few inches, shock getting overtaken by something powerful. Intense. Physical. She’d wrapped her arms about his waist when she’d hit. She was even smaller than she’d looked. Her head was well beneath his chin. And in this position, she’d locked every bit of her front against his.
Lucien groaned, his knees buckled for a moment, and then his entire frame tightened. He locked his legs next and returned her embrace, his arms wrapped so tightly, it lifted her from the floor. Any breath got sucked from him, as his belly went to concave ridges of muscle. His canines to slicing sharp. His loins? Holy hell. Everything he’d disavowed in his past life went rogue, hardening to almost painful size and rigidity against the rough weave of his robe. He’d never felt anything like this. He could swear he was glowing.
She squirmed until his hold slackened, the move easing her back to her feet. Her hands slid around to his chest next, where she hitched her fingers about the edges of his robe in order to lean backwards, making the material gap as it held her in that position.
“Lucien?”
A hint of breath accompanied her voice. It reached his upper chest. He wobbled in place before steadying himself. And everywhere they touched began to emit a series of lightning-fast bolts. They shot outward, pulsing along his limbs, creating all kinds of reaction before coming back. Over and over again. All of it sending more fire-like sensation to his loins. This was incredible. Amazing.
“Lucien...um. You’re starting to scare me again.”
He was frightening her? Oh, no. No. He didn’t want that.
Lucien looked down. His eyes caught for a second on her rose-tinted lips, parted just enough to show the tips of sharp fangs. She had a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. He looked higher. Her eyes were an olive green color, with what looked like a deep red about the pupils. They were surrounded and enhanced by lashes a shade darker than her reddish-brown hair, still in a braid down her back. The moment he locked gazes with her, his heart flickered, catching him by surprise. It might have done the same for her since her eyes widened. And then, somewhere in the room, a throbbing noise started up, filling his ears with sound, while somewhere in his periphery vision, the lights started moving, going into a swirling haze of orange-red. No. That was wrong. The haze was more red than orange, looking fire-touched and filled with sparks. The haze even had the slightest smell of smoke to it.
And she was right at the core of it.
Her mouth moved. She made words. He had a hard time hearing them through the throbbing noise that blended now with the swirling color. He looked upward before he lost his sanity.
“Are you ever going to kiss me, Lucien?”
“K-K-Kiss...y-y-you?”
Oh. Damnation. He’d stuttered. It matched the volley of non-rhythmic lunges his hips were making against her, fully demonstrating the size and strength of his erection as well as his complete lack of control.
“You do know how, don’t you?” she asked.
“Uh...”
She had a teasing tone in her voice as she asked the unfathomable. Did he know how to kiss? He didn’t even know if it was possible with them in full fang-mode. But oh! How he wanted to try. He licked his lips. They were chapped. He also snagged his tongue on a canine. It bled. At the taste, Lucien got hit with absolute, hellish need. To an unbelievable level. He pulled every muscle into a solid coil of tension to fight it.
“Oh. Wow. Lucien. Um. You are already...over the top. Way. Way. Way. Over. You are rapidly approaching perfection. Holy shit. Look at these abs. Wow again.”
Her words were disjointed and filled with little mews of what sounded like pleasure. She’d split his robe from naval to shoulder. He felt her fingers run down the ridges in his stomach, every touch adding fuel to a nearly uncontrollable blaze. And then she brought her fingers back up the same path, skittering along his flesh, ratcheting everything higher. She snagged his chin next, using the grip to tilt his head down. Lucien had no choice but to meet her gaze and again drown in those olive-shaded depths. And it was absolute, one-hundred-percent bliss.
“Well. I guess I’d better just show you how, then.”
She didn’t give him any warning! One moment she was mesmerizing him with a gaze, and the next, she had her lips pressed to his, slicing skin and creating such a plethora of pleasure, he arched back with it. Going airborne. Without conscious thought or instruction. And he took her with him.
He didn’t know how high he’d gone before falling. His table hadn’t been made for that kind of impact. Or, if it had, he’d altered that with his fix-it job. He felt the structure shudder for a moment before it gave, tipping them outward since they’d landed on the edge. Lucien slid, holding her to him, her curves pressed fully to him, and her mouth! Oh! There was no description for the pleasure she was creating with her lips against his. Moans filtered through the space, interspersed with his groaning, and behind that came laughter.
Real. Joy-filled laughter.
Lucien was filled with it. It brimmed over. His entire existence had been turned into a whirl of fiery hues, red and orange...and deepest black, with absolute joy at their center. Because of her. His mate.
She straddled him, her thighs encasing his hips as she worked at the knot of his belt, and when that proved ineffectual, she simply yanked the material apart. And Lucien laughed at that, as well. He watched her watch him. And it looked like her pupils enlarged, making her eyes endlessly black, and ceaselessly hypnotic. And then she had both hands atop his belly. They moved lower...her fingers questing with the most delicate motion. He couldn’t allow it! He daren’t! He shouldn’t!
Should he?
“No. Wait! Ashley...you mustn’t...ah!”
He thought he said it. The words may have even made sound, but they got swallowed into a garbled cry that tore his throat, stifled his resistance, and tore through any negation. She’d reached and then held him. In her hands. Her fingers were coaxing all kinds of responses from his rod. Lucien went taut, while everything about him went to a solid state of tremor. Wood groaned. Reality shifted. Even the stones warped. And all the while she kept stroking, doing wicked things to him. Illicit things. Torturous things.
He arched back, smacking his shoulders into the floor, and that’s when the first hint of pain touched him. It rioted through him, demonstrating a sure panacea for testosterone that was raging out of control. It overrode everything. Even desire. Lucien gasped and grabbed at Ashley, stopping any further motion.
“What...is it?”
The concern in her beautiful eyes was enough to make him weep. Lucien blinked rapidly to staunch that nonsense. Not now. No. His rod was even softening. Hell tasted better than this. He sucked in a breath. Held it. He knew what had happened. His shoulder had popped out of joint. He’d handled it before, but it had never hurt like this.
“My... shoulder...is out.” He finally replied, from between gritted teeth.
“Shoulder?”
She sat up, almost a worse fate, since her hands were still holding him, keeping him poised. Positioned. Semi-erect. While her cavern loomed, just out of reach, withholding succor due to the bodysuit thing she wore. And despite everything, his hips were still pushing upward. Pumping. Each time creating a vortex of enticement that was almost enough to cancel any pain; erase any ill; conquer any ache.
Almost.
“I got put on...their rack,” he bit out.
Her eyes went wide, showcasing their beauty. Her hands slackened their grip on him, and then dropped away. Lucien bit back a cry that would’ve contained more than pain. It would’ve resounded with frustration. He managed to contain it, watching as her eyes narrowed, and then her upper lip lifted in a snarl. She looked deadly. Intent. Murderous.
“You were stretched...until your shoulder separated?”
He nodded.
“Oh...those...bastards. Oh, Lucien. I hope you killed each and every one of them. After you made them suffer. Complete agony. Total.”
“Akron...handled...that...part.”
He put a pause between each word, hoping she wouldn’t know the reason why. He was preparing. Psyching himself. Steadying his nerves.
“Okay. As long as they paid. So. What can I do? What do you need?”
“Don’t move.”
Lucien lifted his left side and jerked backwards, slamming his shoulder into the floor again. The joint slipped into place, but it sent a shot of agony for company. He stiffened as every nerve ending felt it for the briefest second. And then it changed. Any pain waned...becoming a dull thud. And then it dissipated. Just like that. And the entire time she hovered above him, watching with eyes so full of unshed tears, they glowed.
“It’s all right, Ashley,” he whispered.
His words weren’t the right ones. Or something. He watched her blink and tears slid onto her cheeks.
“But they hurt you.”
“Centuries ago.”
“But Lucien...”
He craned his neck, bringing her throat into reach. It was the only skin available above her suit. He’d meant to kiss, but it became something more as he slid his tongue along her flesh. Selected a perfect vein. Pierced. And then sucked. He felt her do the same to him before starting all sorts of sinuous movements along him. And there wasn’t anything in the world except this.
And her.
He licked the puncture holes closed. “Don’t let them ruin this, Ashley...please?”
“But Lucien—”
She lifted her head, speared his gaze with hers. Looking deep. He didn’t know what she was looking for, so he gave her the most innocent look he could manage and held it while she just stayed there, regarding him for countless moments. His heart beat with a ragged rhythm that matched hers.
 “Ashley...please? I don’t know what happens next. But I really want to find out. Please?”
“You shoulder...could...separate again.”
She was having trouble with her words. She was also sitting upright again, her hands splayed across his chest, subconsciously kneading his pecs, when he’d much rather her fingers were back around his cock. A push of his hips upward gave every indication of it. She didn’t seem to understand.
“No. No. It won’t happen again.” And even if – by some chance - it did, he wasn’t going to say a word. Not even a whisper.
“You certain?”
“Please?”
The word was guttural and accompanied by a lunge of his groin against the wall of material she was wearing. She tipped her head to one side and lifted one eyebrow, making his heart do another swoop in his chest. And then, before his completely rapt gaze, she moved one hand to the zipper at her throat and started pulling it down.
Oh...sweet, sweet paradise!
Lucien’s entire body lurched upward, lifting her with it. She had the cutest smile on her face as she forced him back down, settling them into the space between a mass of mangled wood and the rock wall. She didn’t take her eyes off his, and he was determined not to move. Not a hair. But then he lost the fight and his vision dipped, following the opening she created, revealing skin...and the swell of breasts.
Breasts!
Oh...oh. Oh! He was going to actually see them. Really see! And touch! Real breasts. Oh heavens! Paradise! Only hers looked better than any Renaissance painting he’d surreptitiously studied in his adolescence. Warmer. More luscious. And as he watched, a series of shivers raised bumps on the skin.
The zipper stopped at her navel. He watched as she parted the material and then shrugged it off, as if it was nothing!
“I don’t wear a bra. I don’t like rules and restrictions. It’s my mini-revolt. Uh...you don’t mind, do you?”
“A what?”
She giggled. Oh. She had perfect breasts. Not large. Not saggy. Perfect...with small, tight-tipped nipples. Lucien had his hands cupped about either one, kneading flesh, while experiencing sparks that went from her erect nipples right through his palms.
“Lucien...you have to let go.”
“No.”
“I can’t get the suit off if you don’t. Oh—fine. I never liked it that much anyway.”
She solved the problem by slipping her hands into the opening at her waist and yanking the outfit open, busting seams, and then she took him. All the way into her cavern. Where it was wet. And hot. And tight. Encasing him...
And Lucien went crazy.
He grabbed her hips and started pumping, alternately lifting her. Bringing her back atop him. Pushing her off. Pulling back down. Out. In. Out. Oh! Nobody could’ve described the combination of sensations he was experiencing. Tension that built along his spinal cord, sparks of heat that hit his limbs. The rapture. The scope. His heartbeat thumped mightily. Each breath grew harsh. He watched, enrapt, as Ashley flung her head back and keened the most eerie sound into existence.
And then there was the thumping sound. It was back. Hounding him. Pushing him. Matching every thrust, every shove...every bit of momentum. It was choreographing something momentous. Existence altering. The certainty hovered just at the edge of consciousness; sometimes coming closer, bringing a bluish cast to the inferno about them. Sometimes it was yellow. But always it contained red. Hot. Fiery. Smoke and heat filled. His buttocks tensed. Ashley added to it, with another shuddering release and another sobbed cry.
Glimmers of wonder came closer. Teasing. Tempting. Motivating. Lucien pumped harder. Faster. And Ashley kept going into all sorts of gyrations of bliss, her cavern matching it as it milked and held and loved.
Again.
And again.
And so many times, he lost count. And still his mate rode him. Educating as she gripped at him, engendering all kinds of mind-boggling effects. The room wasn’t just whirling anymore, it was wildly rotating. The lights careened into a mixture of colors. And still Ashley rode him. Gripping. Slamming him fully into her. Releasing him. Encasing him. Releasing. Sensation mounted atop sensation. Heat built to flame. Red turned to maroon. The color and texture of blood. The sensation went higher. Loomed bigger. Broader.
Lucien was more than laughing. He was caught in a vortex of joy. A carousel of pleasure. An altar of delight. His body finding all kinds of pleasures with each thrust. Harder. Deeper.
Her breath got deeper. More strident. His matched. He panted. Shoving air out before sucking in more. And every move slapped his buttocks into the slate floor, while every push upward encased him in an ever-increasing torrent. Pressure built, hovering at his back before moving. It reached buttocks. His groin. His balls. And then it entered his cock, and then...
“Ash! Ley!”
He cried her name, splitting it in two parts just before his entire existence shattered, exploding into a white-hot sensation that burned. Annihilated. Cleansed.
Renewed.
He might have been surrounded by a swirl of reddish-orange, but with every pulse he gave, it altered, becoming every color. In every hue. With every sort of intensity. He’d watch, but he’d clenched his eyes tight as everything shuddered in non-rhythmic, disjointed shudders. Every breath burned. Every beat of his heart thrilled. And every vein carried massive bliss.
They dropped with a thud back onto his robe. Lucien hadn’t even known they’d risen. His body still trembled, adrift in thrill. He’d never felt such wonder. Words of description failed him. Awareness took some time to intrude. Gain substance. Value. Credence. And nothing on him desired any of that.







 
CHAPTER EIGHT
“Lucien?”
Lucien didn’t hear Ashley at first. His entire being seemed surrounded by a bubble of bliss. Satiation. Contentment. Sound didn’t break through. Neither did smell. He was having a bit of trouble bringing anything into visual focus, as well. He only knew she spoke because of the vibration of her chest against his. And then she slid an arm to his cheek and tipped his head toward where she rested. At his side. In his arms.
“Lucien?”
Oh. Wow. She took his breath away. Well beyond any painting he’d studied or dream he might have pursued. Some of her hair had come undone from the braid, for tendrils of it trailed along her cheeks, framing her face with red-brown tones that brought out her beauty. He smiled and watched her eyes drop due to what the expression must’ve done to the marked side of his face. He blanked his expression and cleared his throat.
“Yes?”
“What did you do?”
Oh...hell.
His vision blurred with tears. He was thankful she was looking at his scar and seemed to miss them. He didn’t know how to answer. He’d done it wrong? How could the most incredible experience of his life have been wrong? Had he hurt her? Shamed her? Or was there something worse that he didn’t know?
He might have stiffened, but weakness seemed to accompany the horrid realization that he was near sobs. He decided then he’d rather be facing the torturer’s rack, or even the Strappado, where they tied a victim’s hands behind their back before dropping them in a series of jerks, sometimes even adding additional weight to make it more effective. Those behind The Inquisition had been monsters, but they were effective. They’d stop at nothing to get a confession. They usually succeeded.
And that actually sounded better than answering her query.
“Aren’t you going to tell me?”
She had a hint of tears in her voice, adding to his torment! Using such pain-lanced words! Lucien rolled his head slowly, facing the ceiling again. It wasn’t a fire-filled blend of colors and scent. It was back to normal. Chiseled and shaped black rock, interspersed with long tubular fluorescent lights. Examination bright. For his experiments.
“Aren’t we mates?”
“Yes.”
The word was croaked, but emotionless. It didn’t match the series of goose bumps lifting his skin. Or alter the moisture that just kept filling his eyes, no matter how he blinked. Clearing. Blurring. Clearing. He could only hope she didn’t notice.
“Then tell me. What did you do?”
Lucien pulled in a long breath and answered. Maybe if he’d had a bit of time to recuperate, he wouldn’t be shaking, baring everything.
Maybe.
“Forgive me, Ashley. I can’t tell you...because I don’t know. I—.” Damn everything. This was difficult! He had to swallow again. “I’ve never been with a woman before. I don’t know what I did wrong, and—”
“What?!”
She sat up, and then put both hands about his head and pulled him into a sitting position as well. Cross-legged. She’d also made certain he faced her before she let go.
“Oh no, Lucien. No. No. I only wanted to know why they stuck you on a rack...and you thought—? I’m asking about your imprisonment. Your punishment! You did nothing wrong. Nothing at all. I’m telling you, Lucien, if this wasn’t so tragic, I’d be laughing. No. I’d be throwing shit around. And I mean massive shit. Like mass spectrometer-sized shit.”
“You would?”
“Yeah. Anger does that, and I’m trying like hell to rein mine in at the moment. What on earth did those bastards do to you? Or could it be that you really are a misogynist? You really don’t hate women...do you?”
“I’ve never been around any.”
“What about your mother?”
“I entered the monastery at age five, Ashley. I don’t recall much of her.”
“Well, surely you met women in your life. They crossed your path. You talked with them. Maybe...flirted a bit?”
He shook his head.
“Never?”
He shook his head again, wondering if the awkward, uncomfortable sensation overtaking his body was a flush.
“Oh, Lucien. Wow. You just went way over-the-top perfect. But we need to get something straight. You didn’t do anything wrong. What just happened between us? Well...um. If I was still human, I’d probably have trouble walking.”
“You would?”
“It’s a phrase for how good you are. And how wonderful it was. Oh, Lucien. That was the most amazing experience of my life. There are no words for—oh. Wait. Yes there are. Rapture. Ecstasy. Pleasure. I got delivered into seventh heaven. Is any of this getting through?”
“Uh.”
He didn’t know what to say. Her voice went harsher the longer she spoke. The words were coming faster, too. They didn’t match what she was saying. She sounded more angry than pleasured.
“And if you ever apologize for it again, I’m warning you. I’ll have a hard time holding back anger. Things will get ugly.”
“They will?”
“Oh. I’m starting already. You have been down here within this rock laboratory for too long, because I got news for you. And these words better get through. You are an incredible lover. On top of being drop-dead gorgeous.  Okay? And you’re unbelievably sexy. You’re beyond dream-worthy. Very nicely equipped and packaged. I can’t believe I have to point it out. I’m thoroughly amazed women weren’t attacking you on sight. You must have been locked in a tower your entire life. And I swear...if you weren’t already dead, you might want to start running. You hear me?”
She’d moved her hands and gestured with them while she spoke. It was visual as well as extremely loud. Hearing shouldn’t be an option. Lucien was wide-eyed. And his jaw had dropped.
“Well? Don’t just sit there. Start talking. And you better use good words this time. You hear that, too?”
She folded her arms, lifting and highlighting her perfect bosom. He forced his gaze up. She was blinking back tears. Or something that looked close.
“Heresy,” he told her.
“What?”
His heart missed a beat, and when it started back up, the rhythm was faster and a lot harder. She should probably put something on. He was doing his utmost to remain unmoved. He wasn’t succeeding. His hands dropped to his lap, and then he used both of them to hide his erection. He pushed down and somehow managed to answer her coherently.
“You asked...why I was placed on the rack. The charge was heresy.”
The look she gave him, the set of her jaw...well. They looked pretty argumentative. And stubborn. She also tipped her head just slightly to the side before speaking. He’d been right about the argumentative.
“Oh. You have to do better than that, mister.”
“With what?”
He wasn’t pretending the confusion. Not only wasn’t she making sense, but he was having a difficult time concentrating. He was too new at this and the continual sight of so much skin was beyond tempting. He fought to keep his gaze on her face and ignore everything else.
“The next thing you’ll say is you were charged with blasphemy.”
“Oh. Yes. That too, actually.”
“Come on, Lucien. Everyone got hit with heresy and blasphemy. Those were catch-all reasons. I want to know exactly what you did. Exactly. I mean, were you weaving spells? Drawing graffiti? Causing a riot in the congregation during services? What?”
His lip lifted. She was quite amusing. “I wouldn’t stay silent.”
“Not good enough. I’m going to guess that’s part of the blasphemy bit. What did you really do?”
His smile fell. “Why do you want to know?”
“I have my reasons.”
She shrugged. It lifted her bosom. Lucien rocked, his nostrils flared, eyes widened, his buttocks tightened. His cock wasn’t fond of the shove he gave it, either. It pulsed against his palms, in little twinges. And this was ridiculous. He couldn’t be craving his mate again, could he?
So soon? Truly? Shouldn’t satiation last longer than this? And who was he supposed to ask? The object of his issue? Oh no. Not Ashley. She was giving him too much attention now. Anymore and he’d be begging for a repeat. Was this normal? Or did the vampire side make it this...urgent? Desired? Necessary? He’d spent so much time on mental acuity, he was unsure and confused about this physical reaction. That was what made his voice tremble. But maybe she wouldn’t notice.
“I found sponsors for his treatise Magia Mathematica. I made certain it was printed and distributed. I wrote petitions. Ceaselessly. I worked tirelessly at trying to gain his release from prison. Seven years of trying.”
“Magia Mathematica? Isn’t that like...a spell book? Nearly impossible to find? And the only known copies are in Latin? Wait. Do you have a copy?”
She craned her neck and looked over at the half of his table that was still standing. That just put all of her in perfect display and right in his line of sight.
Lucien straightened. That was a mistake. He couldn’t cover and hide his excitement as it was. If she chanced a glance down, she’d know it. If they weren’t sitting atop his robe, he’d be gathering it into his lap. He barely had time to look innocent again as she turned back at him.
“Well?”
“Uh...what did you ask again?”
Lucien had to say it, and then he had to concentrate on holding her gaze as she set her mouth and narrowed her eyes slightly. Even that look sent all kinds of signals his loins didn’t have any trouble receiving. If he could flush, he was flushing. And when she spoke, it was with perfectly enunciated words, as if he was having trouble with hearing and understanding, and not mired in testosterone quicksand.
“Do you have a copy of Bruno’s manuscript entitled Mathematical Magic?”
“Oh. Yes. But I also have the original,” he answered.
Her mouth dropped open. It matched her eyes. And then she jiggled as if with excitement. And her breasts bounced with it.
“Holy shit,” she told him.
She could say that again. His fangs were even betraying him, growing until they reached his lower lip. He had to resort to tightening every muscle at his command and even that just sent heat where he didn’t need it. The floor beneath the robe under his buttocks resembled a warming pad more than chilled slate. Oh. Damn. He shouldn’t have thought of what was beneath him because then he actually had to work at staying grounded. His entire groin area was alert. Hot. And ready. Everything she said and did just ratcheted it higher. Despite every restriction he placed on himself. Holy shit wasn’t remotely apt enough.
“You’re probably wondering how I know so much about him. Aren’t you?”
He nodded. That worked at keeping her talking as well as anything.
“I studied Filippo Bruno in my junior year at Ohio State.”
“You know his...birth name?”
“I just told you I studied him. I also know he called himself Il Nolano. I know some of his quotes. I’m especially fond of the one about how time is the father of all truth, and its mother is our mind. Or something like that.”
“But? How? Why?”
“If you believe in fate, its fate. If you believe in coincidence, its coincidence. If you’re a fan of luck. Well. Fill in the blank.”
“Luck?”
“I’m not sure which I’ll go with. I just know my professor handed out Alchemist names in a random fashion, and required us to study and write an essay on them. Mine was Giordano Bruno. So. I studied him. I read everything I could find about him. All his translated works...what is it now?”
His mouth gaped open. He didn’t know what to say. So he shut it.
“You aren’t going to pull the gender card, are you?”
“Gender card?”
“I already told you. You want to debate the sexes? You aren’t going to win. Brain size is not dependent on plumbing.”
“Plumbing?” he asked.
“Yeah. Plumbing. The lone difference between us is...whoa.”
Her voice dropped an octave, her mouth widened, and then she clapped both hands over it as she got a full measure of his problem. Lucien looked over her head at anything. Way over her head, while everything vibrated. He knew now exactly what full body flushing felt like. Miserable.
“Lucien?”
He released a breath he hadn’t known he’d held and made his apologies to the laboratory behind her. It still sounded rough-edged and stupid. “I hope you can forgive me...Ashley.”
“Forgive you?”
“I don’t know what’s wrong. Or what to do. I can’t seem to control...this.” He jerked his head toward his genitals. “I’ve never had such trouble. And—oh, hell. I can only apologize again for any offense given.”
“What? Oh, Lucien. Quit the apologies already. You have some major hang-ups about sex. And I mean major. I don’t find anything about you remotely offensive. Anywhere. I think the term that comes to mind is closer to impressive...and even that isn’t quite broad enough.”
He lowered his head. She appeared to be waiting for it. She looked him right in the eye and it looked like she spoke the truth.
“You don’t?” he asked.
“Oh, hell no. In fact...I’m thinking it’s really, really, really hot in here all of a sudden.”
“It is?”
“And...what you’re apologizing for, well. I find that a giant turn-on.”
“You do?”
“You’re not remotely intimidated by me, are you, Lucien?”
“Should I be?”
“Most men...uh. Okay. Every man I’ve ever been with...well. When they find out I’ve got the mental balls to go head-to-head with them, they like instantly get erectile dysfunction. Boom! And then they start giving me put-downs so I’ll get back in my place.”
“What place?”
“Beneath them, of course.”
Shit. He wished she hadn’t said that. He’d seen a drawing once of a woman beneath a man. Her legs wrapped about his hips. Her loins welcoming his. And that’s exactly what he wanted right now. With an intensity that hardened him even more. Good thing she kept talking. He certainly couldn’t.
“So. I hope you’re listening because I find your reaction pretty damn intriguing. And awesome. And...I think I’d like to check it out just a little closer.”
She did just that, matching her knees to his with an instant move, going so close he could feel the pressure of each breath she gave as it hit him.
Lucien started shuddering.
“I think...maybe it’s time for a little science, Lucien.”
“Science?”
“Yes. Human Biology. Physiology. Neurological stimuli. Chemical and brain reactivity. Some other cool stuff I can’t recall at the moment.”
“Right now?”
“Oh, yes. Right now.”
“Right here?”
“Actually, unless it’s too uncomfortable, your floor looks pretty clean, you’re atop your robe, and there’s no way to fall.”
“Ashley—”
“Lie down, Lucien.”
She smiled, revealing how long her canines had grown. His eyes went wide.
“I’m thinking I’ll just skip the hypothesis stage and go right to experimentation.”
“Experimentation?”
“Yeah. Experimentation. On you. I’m going to show you exactly what I think of this body of yours. In meticulous detail. And then...well. Then, I’m going to switch places and let you the same to me. So. Are you going to lie down or not?”
He was on his back before she finished.







 
CHAPTER NINE
The experiment went awry the moment she touched him. Ashley trailed a hand along his arm, her finger pads gliding along little bumps that lifted on his skin, making a path. She reached his hand and laced her fingers through his. He might be lying still, but he was jumping in little jerks while it looked as if every muscle at his command was taut. She’d never seen anything so amazing. And then he groaned, masking any sound she might have made.
“Ashley?”
“Hmm?”
She lifted their entwined hands and brought them to her lips.
“This...experiment...of yours.”
“You’re very beautiful, Lucien,” she told him.
He lifted his head, moving his attention from contemplation of the roof to her. She smiled.
“Surely you knew that already. Or was everyone you’ve ever run across blind? What is it now?”
“No man...is...beautiful.”
He dropped his head, releasing the hypnotic quality of his gaze. His entire frame still pulsed in little movements that hampered his answer, making the words stutter. Ashley went to her knees and put her other hand atop his heart.
“Oh, very well. Handsome then. Amazingly so. And cut.”
“Cut?”
“Ripped. Toned. You know, like you spent countless hours at the gym doing sit-ups and push-ups and squats and lunges, and...just where did you get this physique, anyway? I thought all a monk did was fast and pray. Oh. And write.”
“We tilled fields. Harvested. And...traveled.”
“On horseback?”
“I rarely rode. But I handled them. Brushing. Currying. Feeding. I...had a way...with animals.”
“I’ll bet. Hmm. Is that how you met Bruno?”
He rolled his head back and forth, giving her a negative answer.
“Then how?”
“A group of us were traveling...through Paris. He was speaking. I stopped. Listened for a moment. And was caught. Spellbound. For hours.”
“I think I remember reading that part.”
“He had a great voice and could talk endlessly. Answering all sorts of things I’d been questioning for years.”
“How old were you?”
He shrugged.
“Make a guess.”
“Fourteen maybe. I don’t truly—Ashley!”
His voice rose on her name, sounding both pleading and shocked. It was her fault. She’d run her free hand down the center of him, stopping at his lower belly despite how his loins seemed to lunge toward her. She spent a couple of seconds with her hand hovering just out of touch before starting back up the same path.
“Have you ever been touched, Lucien? Intimately?”
His chest rose as he sucked in air. And then he shook his head again.
“Never?”
He grunted something. His chest fell with the exhaled breath. She moved along it, toward his throat. His chin. She sanded her fingertips along the slight scratch of whisker growth before reaching his lips, open to allow room for his fangs, or space for each harsh breath he made. She watched her hand tremble before moving her gaze again to his. The instant they connected, her heart dove somewhere into her belly and decided to pound heavily from there. This was extremely exciting. Visceral. And way too unbelievable.
Eyes of solid black and shielded by masses of the same shade of lashes seemed to pin her in place. That look created heat. Waves of it. The sensation was akin to a bonfire. Being too close. Hit by sparks. Singed. She moved a tremulous hand to his temple and smoothed back a lock of hair of the same black shade. And then she looked over him at the mass of room beyond them.
“I lost my parents when I was ten,” she told him.
“What?”
“They used to take me everywhere. On their every adventure. I was home-schooled and very spoiled. Very. And then, one day I was sick...and so, they left me. Just like that. And they never came back. I was so angry at them. I thought I hated them...for a very long time.” What the hell? She’d never told anyone any of this. “I didn’t let anyone touch me from that moment on. No hugs. No hand-holding. No contact. I probably have the words ‘Does not play well with others’ listed on a chart somewhere. I was a major pain in the ass, know what I mean?”
He grunted. That could mean anything. She just kept talking, baring long suppressed memories. Painful memories.
“Unlike you, Lucien. I can’t say I’ve never been...uh...touched. Physically, I mean. I had boyfriends. But...uh...wow. This is getting difficult. They never touched the real me. I mean. They never got through enough to.”
“Ashley?”
“Yes?”
“I do not think I can...continue this.”
Oh. Crap. She’d missed the killer amount of heat coming off him. The way he’d tightened his fingers about the hand he held. The rigidity inherent in every pore. It probably portended anger. And maybe disgust. She blew a huge sigh.
“Well. Great. I suppose I should’ve kept silent. I keep forgetting how you’re from an archaic time. Back then women really were chattel. Or worse. They weren’t supposed to have needs and urges and desires. And they weren’t to act on them. Because any woman who wasn’t pure and untouched was really low. The lowest of the low. Right?”
“Ashley. Stop.”
He answered her with a tone that caused beakers and cylinders to rattle in their stands atop his lab tables. Ashley took a deep breath and looked down. She couldn’t tell if he was angry. Those black lashes and eyes hid it. Especially with how he’d narrowed them.
“That was not my meaning. None of it. I cannot continue to be near you...and not—! Ah! My thoughts are incoherent and all over the place. Emotions I never knew I possessed are all mixed up. As for the physical? Oh. I cannot even explain that! I can barely handle it. All I know is you’re my mate. The one. The only. You understand? To me, you are absolute perfection.”
Ashley stared. He was blushing. Two dark spots touched the tops of his cheeks, making him impossibly more handsome.
“Wow,” she finally replied.
“Every moment with you...it elevates things. I need you. I want you. I desire you! I don’t know how to rein any of that in. I think...I think. Oh hell. I cannot even think!”
“So. Are you saying you want your turn now?” she teased.
“No! Yes! Oh...Ashley! I just want you beneath me! But...no. That’s wrong. I shouldn’t. No. That’s what other men wanted...and it angered you.”
Ashley giggled and the move sliced her tongue slightly. She rocked at the instant euphoria and then swallowed in order to make sense. “Lucien. What I said earlier...uh. I didn’t mean it literally. Okay? It’s more about how a woman is treated. As if she’s beneath...consideration. That sort of thing. Get it?”
“Unequal?” Lucien asked.
“Exactly. So. Um. You want to debate the differences between the sexes right now...or what?”
She moved her free hand from his temple, and ran it down his other arm, reaching and entwining their fingers on that hand, too. The move put her fully onto him, smashing her breasts against his chest. Then he tightened his forearms, lifting her. She kept her frame tight so the new position stretched her above him, just out of reach. Hovering.
He groaned. It reverberated between them, and when he spoke it was in guttural, rapid fashion.
“Oh Ashley! I just want to be buried in you. I want it so badly, it’s a physical pain. And I want it now. Right now.”
“Okay. You need me to show you how?”
She’d started the remark in a flippant fashion, but the end was lost in a gasp as he spun, easily placing her right where he wanted. Her legs wrapped about him, her hips sending all kinds of signals with every lunge she made.
“Oh, Ashley. Love. I may be a beginner...”
He filled her, starting a blizzard of sensation. And then pulled out, only to do it again. And again. Taking her higher. And harder. Filling her with an intensity that matched her cries. She slammed her eyes shut. Saw fireworks.
“Oh, yes, Lucien! Yes! Yes!”
Ashley slammed her eyes shut, gaining fireworks behind the lids. And he was waiting for her once the ecstasy peaked. She opened her eyes. He had the slightest lift to one brow as well as a wicked-looking smile. And then he lowered his mouth to her throat and whispered the rest, “...but I learn fast.”
And then he proceeded to fully demonstrate.







 
CHAPTER TEN
Boom!
Ashley was on her feet facing the door, one hand holding on to Lucien’s while the other clasped the robe about her nakedness. He’d moved simultaneously. But he had a dagger in his free hand, and she didn’t know where he’d gained that. He also loomed over her by almost a foot. Ashley was average height, reaching five and a half feet if she stretched. But Lucien was immense. Really tall. And endlessly vivid.
Boom!
The bolted doors flexed again as something rammed at them, and then two men started yelling on the other side of it. And then arguing. And then it sounded like there was scuffling taking place.
“Lucifer? You in there?”
Lucifer? They really called him that? Jerks.
“We’re visiting hell, rasshole. Of course he is in there. Where else would the devil be?”
“You call me that one more time, and—!”
“And what? You’ll finally grow a pair so we can fight evenly?”
“Why, you—!”
The booming noise was replaced by a series of thuds that rattled the doorjamb.
“Sounds like I have visitors.”
Lucien took a step toward the door, stopped as Ashley yanked on his hand. And she almost sighed as he tipped his head down toward her. Light glanced off his marked cheek. And she’d been so right. It fit perfectly with his killer sexiness.
“What is it?” he asked.
“You’re not answering that, are you?”
“Uh. Yes. Sounds like the twins.”
“So?”
“They’re fairly harmless...unless you allow their wrestling to continue. They’ve been known to knock down castles. Destroy entire villages.”
“I don’t care who it is or what they do. You’re not dressed.”
He frowned slightly before answering. “They’re men.”
“Right. Newsflash for you, Lucien. I am not a man. And I am not immune. And if you insist on parading around in the all-together in front of me, well. I’ll just warn you in advance. We won’t be getting to the lab work anytime soon. Sounds like your door may not survive, either.”
“My nakedness...bothers you?”
“Ya think?” she replied.
He grinned. That was even more devastating. “I have other robes.”
“Good. Go get one.”
She released his hand, and turned sideways so she wouldn’t watch him as she donned her own robe. But then she cheated, peeked, and was halfway to the alcove when the door bolt broke. Both doors flew open, slamming into the rock walls. Splinters accompanied it, followed by the forms of two large men, grunting and struggling in some arcane form of wrestling. Their conjoined mass rolled to a stop near her feet. Ashley tilted her head, swished the loose hair and remains of her braid over her shoulder, and looked down at them.
“Um...hello, gentlemen. I hope you have a good reason for this interruption?”
They immediately changed, unclasping arms and legs and gaining their feet, becoming two big guys who stood looking down at her. Ashley had never been around linemen-sized football player types. Too large. Too dense. Too focused on one objective and it wasn’t science. She’d never seen guys this large or so alike. They had brown whiskers coating their cheeks, long blond hair, and more bulging muscle than any man needed. All-in-all, they’d make perfect extras for any sword and slashing movie. Or...forget the swords. They’d be perfect extras in any male-oriented movie.
“Hey look, Athol. The devil has a minion.”
One of them elbowed the other and pointed down at her. Ashley lifted her chin and her back stiffened.
“I’ve told you before. Don’t call me Athol,” the other replied.
“And just who’s going to stop me?”
“Is that a challenge?”
“Name the time and place.”
One of them slammed a closed fist into the other’s shoulder. That blow would’ve sent the human Ashley flying. The twin didn’t even sway. Neither of them moved. They just stood there, evaluating the other, with nostrils flared. And this was ridiculous.
“Who the hell are you guys?” Ashley asked.
“The one on the left is Ethelstone. The other is Athlerod. They’re identical twins. From Iceland. Spawned in the ninth century. Or thereabouts.” Lucien answered, and when he joined them she noticed that he was close in height to the twins, but a lot leaner. And a lot more defined. He also had the hood of his robe up, and his head turned, placing the left side of his face in shadow. He still hid? Stupid man.
The twins were staring. And then one answered.
“You can tell us apart? Darryl is the only one who can tell us apart that easily.”
“And Akron.”
“Yeah, but he doesn’t count.”
“Why not?”
“He sees things.”
“Yeah. Psychic.”
“You calling me names again?”
The different brother smacked the other, with the same result. No bruise. No movement. Ashley decided that these guys must push the scales at close to three hundred pounds. It must take a lot of blood to feed them. And that was a stupid thing to ponder.
“Stop that. Both of you. And start talking. What do you want?” Lucien asked.
“Oh. Akron sent us.”
“Yeah. He has a message.”
“He sent us with a crate, idiot. We peeked inside. It appears to be a bed. And all kinds of other items. Pillows. Blankets. Stuff like that. I swear, my real brother was switched at birth.”
“Look who’s talking. My real brother would be smarter than you. And much better looking.”
“Enough already.” Lucien was using the voice that rattled beakers. “Deliver the crate, then the message, and then take your leave.”
One of them backed a step. “Well, you heard him. Come on Athol. Who wants to stay around Lucifer anyway?”
“Don’t call him that,” Ashley inserted.
“Or what?” one of them responded.
“You’ll have to deal with me.”
She rose from the floor to gain the same vantage, absolutely amazed that she hadn’t overshot and hit the ceiling. And then she glared at each in turn.
“Uh. What...should we call him?”
“He has a name,” she answered.
“But we only know him as Lucifer. That’s not his name?”
“His name is Lucien. You got that?”
“Wow. Your minion is tiny, but she’s rather scary, Lucien. Reminds me of our mother.”
“We don’t have the same mother. You were spawned by Loki’s handmaiden, while I am the product of a union between Odin and the goddess, Freya.”
“In your dreams, rasshole.”
“The crate,” Lucien inserted. He sounded like he was speaking through set teeth. The other twin backed a step to match his brother. Both put their hands up, palms outward. Ashley sank slowly to floor. She even managed to look graceful as she did it. That was pleasing.
“Fine. Ethelstone will fetch it while I deliver the message.”
“Nice try, brother. We will both fetch it. And then we will both deliver the message.”
“Yes. And then we must repair the door.”
“Repair it? Why?”
“We broke it. Akron warned us last time.”
“Lucif—uh. I mean Lucien doesn’t look like he will wait that long.”
“We have to put it back in place. At the very least. So it will close.”
“But that will take—”
“If you don’t move your asses, I’m going to show you why I was called Lucifer.” Lucien interrupted them in a whisper that sent gooseflesh roving Ashley’s spine. Tightened her nipples. She moved her arms higher to hide it.
“Works for me,” one twin replied.
“Me, too.”
“You with me, Ethel?”
“As Darryl says, I am on your six. And don’t call me Ethel.”
A blink of time later, and a truck-sized crate was delivered. They placed it on the floor just inside the doorframe. And then they were dusting their hands and nodding, and if Lucien hadn’t stopped them, they’d have left.
“And just where do you think you are going?”
“Uh...back?” one of them answered.
“Without delivering the message?”
“Oh. Yeah. That. He wants you to call him.”
“No. He only wants a call if Lucifer—I mean, Lucien needs him.”
“Why would I need him?” Lucien asked.
“Assistance.”
“Oh. Yes. That is it. Akron said if you need assistance to contact him.”
“Assistance with what?”
“Some investigation you are conducting. Akron didn’t give us particulars.”
Lucien grunted. “I’m not surprised. You may go. And take Ethelstone with you. I’ll handle the door.”
Both men stopped. Stared. And then one asked. “How do you know which of us you’re addressing?”
Lucien grinned. “I’m playing the law of averages, boys.”
“You are?”
“I have a fifty-fifty chance of being right, regardless of my choice.”
“But you are always right.”
“Yes. You must have the luck of the devil.”
“Oh. Good one, brother.”
The both laughed, and then both smacked each other. This time both of them rocked a bit. And then they tossed an arm about the other’s shoulder, turned, and left. Ashley just shook her head. She didn’t know what to say. Those two were like a small cyclone.
“I suppose you know I wasn’t telling the truth.” Lucien whispered it right at her ear. He should’ve expected the jump she made.
“Which...time?”
“I really do know which twin is which. Did you catch it?”
Ashley swiveled. He was very close. Almost too close, if she wanted her mouth and brain to work. “Oh...I’m going to guess that they’re mirrored identical twins.”
His eyebrows rose.
“And if they ever seriously fought, I know which one I’d bet on.”
“Really? Which?”
“The left-handed one.”
A smile touched his lips. “Ah...you noticed that, did you?”
“It’s barely there, but one was born left-hand dominant. He’s ambidextrous now. That’s what happens when it’s corrected over time. He may even have his heart on the opposite side of his chest. If so, he’d survive a normal killing blow. All of which means in a real fight between them, he’ll have the upper hand.”
“Very good. Very good, indeed.”
“Oh please. No praise.”
“It took me...a bit longer to figure it out. Quite a bit longer now that I ponder it.”
“Well. I told you I’m studying forensics. We learn how to pay attention. Notice the smallest detail. I saw that one moved just a hair slower. Everything else being equal, I hypothesized the left-handed, mirrored-theory. So now...the only thing missing is the crucial factor. Which one is left-handed?”
“Ethelstone.”
“Okay. That solves one riddle.”
“Ready for the next?” he asked.
That’s a very big crate. Easily large enough for a king-sized bed. Mattress...
He was sliding a finger along the top of the box as if she’d said it, but he was watching her.
“Next?” Oh bother. She was giving away her eagerness with the breathless tone in her voice.
“Your murderer.”
“Uh...you’re not going to contact Akron?”
He shook his head. “No. But I am going to consider that a clue. ”
“Right. Well, I think I’ll get started with latent fingerprints. And then, if you have a camera, it’ll be a simple move to get any prints onto a computer, which I also assume you have. Then I’ll be asking if you have access to IAFIS.”
“Of course.”
“You have access to all that?”
“If you can’t find it, ask.”
“You really have access to the Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System?”
“We have access to everything. Don’t ask how. I didn’t care enough to ask. The Crusader takes care of technological issues.”
“Okay. I’ll just say ‘wow’ and let it go.”
He tightened the belt on his robe, putting all sorts of definition to his frame before he turned. She watched as he strode to the portion of table that was still standing, straddled his stool, and then he put both elbows on the table in order to rest his head in his hands. Ashley waited several seconds before retrieving her parachute pack from where it had fallen. She took it to an exam table, opened drawers beneath it, revealing gloves, dusting compounds, and in one cabinet all sorts of tech gadgets, including a camera with wireless capability. She’d say wow again, but Lucien seemed to have forgotten her existence. He was still posed in one position, studying the pages before him as if the answer was written somewhere.
She shook her head. Turned her back on him. And got to work.







 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Okay. She didn’t want to bug him, but she’d found more than one print. She’d dusted them, examined them with his Sherlock Holmes’-sized magnifying glass, and found one that wasn’t smeared. Whoever had tried to kill her –no. Correction. Whoever had killed her...well, they hadn’t been careful enough. They’d left a clear partial print. That was lucky. It was an arch. Better yet, a vertical core arch. Even luckier. Fingerprints came in three main categories: Whorls, Loops and Arches. Whorls were about 65% of the population. Loops were about 30%. Arches were 5. She had an arch with a vertical core and that meant much less search time and a lot less time looking at minutiae. She almost let out a whoop.
Ashley glanced over her shoulder at Lucien before celebrating in silence. If all he wanted to do was sit and think...well. She didn’t need his help anyway. Everything she needed seemed to be in this laboratory. It was up-to-date, perfectly maintained, and he even stored things right where she would have. But he’d locked access to every computer, even the old, apartment-sized one over by the fireplace. And she’d only tried logging onto that one when she got desperate.
Looks like she’d have to break into his thought process after all.
“Lucien?”
He turned and looked over, pinning her in one spot with the blank look in his eyes.
“Um...sorry to disturb you, but I need the computer code.”
He rose and came over, but he wasn’t walking. He was floating. That just made him taller, and more dangerous-looking as he loomed closer. It also made the folds of his robe ruffle before he reached her and dropped to his feet. Damn he was impressive. Fit. Massive. Gorgeous. And this was absurd. She only wanted a code. Although any of these exam tables looked like they’d withstand all kinds of things...like thrusting.
Oh. She really had to keep her mind on task.
He typed something onto a keyboard so rapidly that she missed it.
“You know, Lucien. If you tell me your code, I won’t have to bother you again.”
“Bother me?” He frowned. “Who said you were?”
“Okay. Well. Whatever you were doing, it looked intense. And I had to break into it because I got stymied. You did say you can hook into AIFIS, yes?”
Another flash of his fingers and the site opened. Ashley sent the photo and watched the search. She tried to ignore him placing four more laptops on the table and opening them one at a time. Four. That was interesting.
“You’re going to help me now?” she teased.
“I was always helping.”
He typed something into one of his laptops, before moving to the next. She watched as all kinds of words slid down the first screen, none of it making much sense.
“I was pondering, Ashley.”
“Oh. Really? Not much to ponder, is there? I was killed. Somebody did it. I’m going to find out who would do such a thing...and then I’m paying him a visit.”
Lucien tipped his head and regarded her for a long moment. And then he smiled. Dang! That mark really highlighted everything about him. It gave a sinister edge that added unnecessarily to his sexy vibe. And she really needed to concentrate here.
“Why do you think Akron offered his assistance to me?” he asked.
“Uh...I’m going to say it’s because he knows something.”
“Good. So, now ask yourself...what is it he knows?”
“Call him. Ask.”
“I’d rather figure it out. And he knows it. We’ve done this before.”
“Right. Men. Hey, tell you what, Lucien. You guys run along and play mind games and I’ll just go about the business of figuring out who my killer is.”
She focused on the flashing images of fingerprints on her screen. Looks like they really did have access to AIFIS. That was impressive. Lucien was putting his second laptop into a search. She wasn’t going to look. She wasn’t.
“We’re assassins, Ashley.”
“Oh. Yeah. I heard that part. Something about how everybody dies sooner or later, and since you need to feed...why not get paid, too? You guys don’t do much to improve vampire image, do you? Oh. Wait. I’m one now, too.”
He snorted softly. It could be amusement. It could also be exasperation. She didn’t look to verify.
“Why do you think Akron was there, Ashley?”
“Where?”
“That particular range of the Cascade Mountains. Where you fell.”
“What does that matter?”
“He rarely leaves the castle. He sends others to do his bidding. Yet. For you. He was there.”
“Well...he probably needed to feed.”
“Ashley. He was there because he knew to be there.”
“Oh. Okay. One of those Icelandic twins did just say he was psychic.”
“True. But everyone has psychic abilities. They just don’t tap into them. The reason Akron was there is because he somehow knew how important you are to me. That being the case, I’m pretty sure he was there because he couldn’t allow you to actually die. And he knew you would...because somebody paid for that.”
“Wait a minute. Are you saying he was paid to kill me?”
Her head jerked up. It matched the move her body made. If Lucien hadn’t put a hand on her arm, she’d have slammed into the cabinet behind them.
“Of course not.”
“What makes you so sure?”
He started another search on his third laptop. This time she saw numbers filling the screen. It still didn’t make sense. And she still wasn’t asking.
“Leaving an open Missing Person Case constitutes a loose end. The Vampire Assassin League doesn’t leave loose ends. And...here’s verification. I did a check of our recent history. We gave a quote for your death. Apparently we charged too much. It was declined. Do you wish to see the email trail?” He turned the first laptop around.
“No.” The word was clipped. Angry-sounding. It didn’t carry any of her shock when it should have.
“Very well. I’ll move on. Looks like your story is all over the web. There’s a very large search taking place. Several state agencies have joined in. If you want, you can read all about it...here.” He turned the second monitor towards her.
“You were searching for news of my death?”
He smiled again. And dang! She really loved that mark of his. How it moved with his expressions. The dark, sinister aspect it gave him. As if he needed that. She nearly sighed in appreciation.
“Actually, I was searching for persons who had been in the same plane with you.”
“I could have told you that.”
“True. But you were busy. And I didn’t know if you knew full names. Aliases. And birthdates. Things of that nature.”
“What do you need those for?”
“Murders for hire get grouped into three main categories, darling. Money. Emotion. Position. But when checking for reasons, money is always the first option. And you seem to be worth quite a bit. Look here.”
He called me darling. Oh my. Ashley forced herself to focus on where he pointed to the third laptop screen.
“That’s a nice number. What of it?” Ashley commented.
“That is the current state of your trust fund. I’d say it makes an excellent reason for your murder.”
“Wait a minute. That doesn’t match the last trustee report I got last quarter. That doesn’t look like enough zeroes.”
“Really? That’s an even better reason, love.”
He just called me love! She was soaring, but he just chattered on as if he’d said nothing of much import.
“Somebody with access to you will have a recent large infusion into their bank account. They might have placed it in an off-shore, hidden account. That’s why I needed all that info. You see? I am following the money trail. And look—”
Her computer sent a buzz that interrupted him. They both looked at it.
“I have a match.” Ashley’s hands were actually trembling as she clicked on the image.
“As do I. Let me see. Mine says Claudine Johnson. No. She’s going by Claudette on this transaction. Looks like she just put a nice fat deposit in her new Caribbean bank account in the amount of—”
“Stop!”
Ashley interrupted him. If her blood really was still pumping, it was cold. Her screen showed the exact same name. Claudine Johnson. Her roommate.
“I don’t want to know how much, Lucien. O...kay?”
Her voice broke. This wasn’t fair. Being undead should make it so her heart didn’t hurt like this. The one person she’d called a friend? No. No. No. And then Lucien was there, his arms wrapped about her as he lifted her against him. As if he knew. And then he was whispering in her ear.
“Ashley. Love. People do terrible things for money.”
She shook her head.
“Horrible things. Things they regret.”
“Oh. I’m sure her fat bank balance will help with that.”
“Money can’t salve a conscience forever.”
“Oh. A nice pad, a few pairs of thousand-dollar shoes, and a high-end sports car should probably work just fine.”
“At first. But not always. You can change it.”
Ashley slid her head sideways along his chest, looked up into what were usually solid black eyes. But right now, they were red. Dark, blood red.
“How?”
“Well. You could kill her outright...or...maybe? Just maybe...you might consider spending a few years haunting her. When she least expects it. I’ll help.”
Oh. He had a wicked smile. The slight glimpse of his fangs only added to it. And a moment later she matched it.
“So. You ready for the real villain?”
“We already know. Claudine.”
“Ashley. Love. This Claudine person was merely the tool. Your real killer is the one who paid for the hit.”
“I suppose you know that, too?”
“Money always leaves a trail. Ashley. Despite how careful the perpetrators are. Money has a way of baring its ugly head, especially blood money. You just have to know where to look. I know who deposited the funds in her account. Now I know that it matches the person who sent the original hit request to us.”
“Oh. Let me guess. It’s my step-brother, no doubt. Bob-the-Blob.”
“Really? You would be wrong. According to news accounts, your brother is working the search and absolutely distraught. I don’t believe it’s an act.”
Ashley blinked. It’s not Robert?
“All right,” she replied. “Tell me who it is.”







 
CHAPTER TWELVE
Ashley’s fortune was managed by three trustees – brothers with snooty-sounding names. They were all lawyers, known collectively as The Brinn Group. Thurston, Marston, and Cranston. Her father had been friends with the middle brother since boyhood despite their differences. Marston wasn’t a thrill seeker. He was all lawyer. He didn’t have an adrenaline-fueled cell in his body. He’d gone into business with his brothers, they’d taken Ashley’s money and invested it, and everyone lived well on the proceeds while the trust just kept growing. Her last report showed it to be a sizeable inheritance. On paper.
She could have checked on it. Actually...she hadn’t cared enough to check on anything. As long as they paid the bills she sent, she was fine with their handling of her money.
The original trust amount had come from life insurance. She’d received a hefty payout from the loss of both parents. That had been close to seven figures. The amount had been trebled with a wrongful death pay-out. That lawsuit had been brought by the other skydiver in their accident. If she remembered correctly, he was a paraplegic now. If he still lived. Ashley hadn’t really thought to check on him, either.
Wow. She’d been insular. Using anger and hate like a shell. She hadn’t let anyone get through. She’d been self-absorbed and inhuman. And now it was too late. She was dead. What a lousy time to get hit with that realization. But...maybe it wasn’t too late. She could always check on the other skydiver. Maybe visit him. No. Wait. She was dead. Better not. He’d be close to sixty now. He’d probably have a heart-attack.
“This is it.”
Lucien spoke at her elbow, his robe-covered form making a darker black against the black night sky. Ashley glanced at him before looking back down at one palatial estate sitting on what looked like prime acreage. They were in Minnetonka, Minnesota, looking at lakefront property. She wasn’t into construction or real estate, but that house looked close to 30,000 square feet. The property was enclosed on three sides by an enormous fence and protected not just with a security system. Real guards were patrolling along the fence. This was Cranston’s property. The youngest Brinn brother. She’d researched Marston and Thurston, too. They both lived in upscale neighborhoods in the Twin City area. Not Cranston. She already had proof that he’d been the one who’d contacted the Vampire Assassin League. This estate was just icing on Cranston’s deceit cake. He was living the extremely good life. She didn’t even know what he looked like. He was probably in his late thirties. He was a bachelor. Probably due to his lifestyle. She imagined him as unfit. Corpulent. He wasn’t much of a sportsman, preferring billiards and card games. She’d also found his tastes led to expensive hookers, high-end art, and astronomically-priced cuisine.
And her inheritance was probably paying for it.
No wonder he’d wanted her dead. From the looks of things, he’d been siphoning from her trust for years. And without a dead body or a will, the case would be in probate for another good span of years. That gave Cranston plenty of time to steal the rest of her estate. Or cover everything up. Supposedly the other Brinn brothers were unaware of Cranston’s looting. But how could they not know? Or, at least, suspect?
She’d already debated it with Lucien. He believed the other brothers were innocent. At least, until proven otherwise. She was not so sure. But he’d promised to accompany her when she paid them a visit. After this one. And after Claudine. That one she was going to plan and savor. Ashley lifted the hood of her robe over her head. She had plenty of time for vengeance – exactly as Akron had promised.
“You have a plan yet, darling?”
Darling. Oh. She could get used to Lucien’s endearments. Very used to them.
“Not...really. I mean, I didn’t know we’d be looking at a house the size of a mini-mall. Paid for with my money. I mean...my life. He stole everything and that’s the best he could manage? A pleasure palace? Ugh.”
“It’s a status symbol, love.”
Love. There went another one. The heavy one. Ashley’s heart trembled and she felt it. That was probably another portend of what love felt like. She swallowed before replying.
“Men. And status symbols.”
“Women have them, too.”
“We do not.”
“I saw more than one brand name on your clothing.”
“You want to debate, Lucien, or you want to kick some ass?”
“With you, darling? Either. You have a plan of action?”
“I’m still working on it,” she replied.
“May I propose one, then?”
“Shoot,” she replied.
“I think swordplay will be better. It’s more personal...and a lot quieter.”
Ashley snickered. “It’s an expression, Lucien. For go ahead.”
“Are you laughing at me?”
“How about I go with a nice little ‘no’, and we move on?”
“That sounded like a laugh.”
“Lucien. Please. You’re a bit behind the times. That’s all. I found it amusing. Not enough for a laugh. More a chuckle. Is that sufficient?”
“I am not behind the times.”
“Yes you are. If I’m not mistaken, you’re probably still trying to turn lead into gold. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“Not lead. Mercury. It was scientifically proven in 1924 in Japan. Bombard the nucleus of a mercury atom with enough electricity, and it will lose a hydrogen proton and become gold.”
“Really?”
“Yes. Only now, they use a nuclear reactor. An experiment was conducted recently. Mercury was changed to gold. I believe the cost is prohibitive. Using a reactor for almost twenty-four hours is a substantial outlay while the gold gained didn’t amount to a penny. However, you need to factor in that they didn’t start with a large amount of mercury. That does leave a hypothesis open. Who knows what the future holds?”
She held up a hand and stifled the smile. “Okay. You’re a bit more up-to-date than I thought. And really fond of wasting time.”
“Actually love, I was waiting for a full head count of humans.”
Love. There it went again. Ashley swallowed to get her voice to work. “Why? There are six.”
“Thirteen. Potentially more. But only one that counts.”
“What the—? Where are you looking? I see six men walking around down there. Six.”
“We see six now. This is probably one shift. I’m waiting to see if they have a change, when it occurs, and how many. That would be why I doubled it to twelve. I also added in one member of security to man the monitors for all the cameras posted about. Not to worry, love. We don’t photograph. And then I factored in our actual objective: Cranston. He’s the only one we’re here to exterminate.”
“Oh. Really? Didn’t you forget to run that by me? Maybe I want to kill everybody.”
“What will that solve?”
“Maybe it will make me feel better.”
“These are just hirelings, Ashley. They followed orders. Why do they deserve to die?”
“Did Akron ask you that when he showed up at your torture session? Or did he just slay everyone while you cheered him on?”
“Unfair comparison, Ashley. Completely different situation.”
“How so? If I allow your reasoning, weren’t they just following orders, too?”
Lucien sighed heavily. “Darling. They were involved. Fully. Every man involved with The Inquisition allowed his sadistic tendencies to surface. None of them were innocent of the vilest crimes.”
“Are you saying the guys down there are innocent? Is that it?”
“If it will make you feel better, darling. I’ll kill everyone with you. We’ll leave a bloodbath the authorities will never figure out.”
“No. That’s not what I want. I don’t even know yet. Are you trying to be my conscience, Lucien? Because I don’t like it.”
“I was actually waiting for shift change. And...here it comes. Watch close. And see if you can tell where Cranston is.”
Ashley watched as only three of the men were relieved by three more. Nobody stood out as being Cranston Brinn. Damn it. She was going to have to ask.
“All right Lucien. I give. I can’t tell. Where is he?”
He grinned and moonlight glinted on white fangs. “During the flight, while you were so assiduously working on the laptop, did you note me?”
“Hard not to,” she replied. His grin got bigger.
“You probably think I spent a lot of time sitting and looking into space. Yes?”
“Not really. I assumed it was a guy thing. Or, I should clarify. Make that...a ‘Medieval-Alchemist-guy-steeped-in-woman-hating misogyny’ thing.”
Okay. Now he was laughing.
“I was listening, Ashley. And then I was pondering.”
“Listening to what?”
“You talk aloud as you research. You gave me several clues. The lay-out of that estate. The interests of your target. The fact that he’s a billiards enthusiast.”
“Billiards?”
“Would you prefer the word pool?’
“No,” Ashley replied. “I would prefer to know where this line of thought is going.”
“When he’s home, Cranston Brinn is either found at his table or in his billiards room. Isn’t that what you quoted from one article?”
“Maybe.”
“Trust me. You did. So. I know where both rooms are.”
“Oh. Right. I’ll check them first.”
“You are not checking anywhere without me.”
“Excuse me?” Ashley inserted.
“Forgive me if you must, but I insist. You are too important. You are my mate. I didn’t know what that even meant....until you. I cannot lose you. I don’t think I could bear it. I...I love you.”
His voice trembled. It was far shy of her reaction. Every bit of her rippled with gooseflesh.
“Oh...Lucien.”
He cleared his throat. “And that is why I stay with you. At your side.”
“Well, at least you didn’t say in front.”
“Why would I do that?”
“Excellent answer, Lucien. Excellent. You’ll be at my side. I like that. We might have trouble getting through doors, but he probably has huge ones.”
“He will also have cue sticks.”
“And pool balls. And slate-covered tables. Where is this going, Lucien?”
“There are two foolproof ways to kill a vampire, darling. Regardless of their age or ability. One is cleaving the head from the body. The other is a wooden stake through the heart.”
“What about sunlight?”
“Oh, yes. Sunlight can also kill, but only if one is a newly turned vampire. Given enough years and exposure, it becomes nothing more than an annoyance.”
“That’s why we’re here at night? Me?”
“Very good. Did you catch the billiards part?”
“Of course. A cue stick is made of wood. That makes it a stake. But that assumes he has the ability to reason and react when he sees us. And that he believes in vampires.”
“Well. He did contact the Vampire Assassin League, Ashley. Even if he doesn’t believe, he’s forewarned. And if he’s playing billiards, he’ll be armed, too.”
“Oh. Yeah. There is that. You’re very sharp, Lucien. You know that? Never mind. Of course you do. So. What’s your plan?”
“I believe we’ll do a bit of incapacitating first. We have six guards to handle. The fresh three are my first targets, then the others. They’ll be a bit less vigilant. We can catch a bit of feeding while we’re at it. We’ll follow that with the hunt for your man...and then you can do what you want with him.”
“Feeding?” she asked.
“Lots of blood down there, Ashley. Shame to waste it. Don’t touch the muscle-bound ones, though. Steroids leave you with a reaction akin to inhaling nitrous oxide.”
“Laughing gas?”
“So they say. I avoid fitness nuts for that reason. It’s the same reason I’m partial to members of wine tasting clubs.”
“Wine tasting? Now, wait just a second. Are you really saying that blood has a taste? And a reaction for us?”
He laughed softly. “Oh Ashley. My love. I am so looking forward to showing you. Everything. But come. Your vengeance waits...and I’ve formulated a bit of a plan.”
“Shoot. I mean, go ahead. Tell me.”
“We’ll handle the guards as a team. You distract. I’ll handle disabling. If I find anyone worth feeding, I’ll tell you.”
“I’m supposed to distract?”
“Yes.”
“And how would you like me to do that please?”
“Not how you do it with me.”
He pulled her close for a quick hug. Even fully dressed in pants and shirt, with one of his monk robes covering the whole, she could swear they touched. It was magic. And it was definitely love. Full. And wondrous. And she should tell him so.
“Lucien?” she whispered.
“Hmm?”
Ashley swallowed and lost her nerve. “Uh...I’m ready when you are.”
He grunted, and took her airborne. Right at his side.







 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The first guard was a smoker. He was just finishing lighting his cigarette when Ashley landed before him, startling him enough that he dropped his smoke. She didn’t have time to say anything before Lucien delivered some type of blow to the back of the guard’s neck. Lucien caught the man as he fell, settling him soundlessly onto a pebble-filled path. Ashley stepped on the end of the lit cigarette, dousing it.
“You smoke?” Lucien whispered it.
“Hell no,” she replied.
“Then don’t touch this one. You’ll get dizzy. Nicotine reaction. Good work, darling. Next one.”
Guard number two was more vigilant. He gasped and his arm jerked for something beneath his coat even as Ashley landed in front of him. That was disappointing. She’d thought she’d perfected her landing. He didn’t get to his gun before Lucien chopped him at the back of his neck, too. She watched as Lucien settled him onto a spot of ground. They seemed in perfect tandem on this one. She didn’t need a warning and Lucien didn’t ask. It was obvious, even to a new vampire, that this guy probably used steroids. He was nearly as wide as he was tall. And it wasn’t table muscle.
Guard three was taking a leak against the wall. Ashley snickered as Lucien rolled his eyes, before handling that guard without her. He didn’t assist this guard to the ground, though. Ashley heard the slightest thud as the body must’ve dropped. Neither of them said a word.
Guard four saw her land. Ashley smiled at him, revealing her fangs.
“Hi there,” she told him.
His eyes went wide as he stumbled back, right into Lucien. This time she saw the move as Lucien smacked him with the side of his hand. Swift. Clean. The guard sagged into Lucien’s arms.
“You want this one?” Lucien asked her.
“Uh...”
“Watch then, love. You’ll get used to it.”
She watched. Lucien’s canines pierced flesh, and for a span of time the man’s body jerked and then stilled. And then it was done. Lucien licked at his puncture marks, settled the guard onto the path, and then tipped his head up, looking at her. And even her description of killer sexy wasn’t apt enough. Dim light glanced off his marked cheek before illuminating the rest of his face. Lucien’s eyes were black as obsidian, deep as any well, and they had a mirror-like surface that glinted as he blinked. That wasn’t the worst of it. A drop of dark red fluid left a tooth, staining his lower lip. She watched as he licked at it. A whoosh of sound hit her ears. It was accompanied by a solid thump through her ribcage, as if her heart had been kicked-started or something. And the next second, Ashley was locking lips with him and moaning in unison. It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t smart.
It was still ecstatic.
Guard five was whistling softly to himself, clearly distracted. He didn’t see anything coming. He was surreptitiously texting something into his phone as Ashley landed in front of him. He was still texting when Lucien disabled him. This one she got to pierce and taste. And then soar. Pure liquid vigor filled her, pumped everywhere with each prolonged moment she sucked. It was accompanied by a buzz beyond what any energy drink delivered. Lucien stopped her. He held onto her, too. Ashley couldn’t seem to keep her feet grounded. Or her limbs still.
“Let’s switch places this last time, Lucien.”
“Switch?”
“Yeah. You be the decoy. I’ll do the hitting.”
“I don’t know Ashley...”
“Come on, Lucien. Let me take out the next guy. We’ve only got one more. Please?” She was making little jumps within his arms with excitement as she asked.
“It isn’t as easy as it looks.”
“Oh please. I’m a vampire. Are you saying it’s hard?”
“It’s not the blow that’s difficult, love. It’s the reining-back of it. You’re powerful now. And you’ve just gotten your first taste of what feeding does. You’ll need time to absorb and evaluate it.”
“Oh come on, Lucien. Please?”
“You might hurt him, Ashley.”
“So?”
“You might even kill him.”
“I can live with that. Or un-live with it. Or whatever we’re doing.”
“You certain?”
“Are you trying to be my conscience again, Lucien?”
“Uh...no. At least, I don’t think so.”
“Then exactly what are you saying?”
“I’m saying it takes a tiny bit of effort to disable a human. It’s akin to...I don’t know. Probably like waving at a fly.”
“Are you saying I can’t wave at a fly?”
“I’m saying I’m worried.”
Ashley smiled at him, and then flicked a fingertip against his nose. “I can handle it, Lucien. Honest. Whatever happens. Okay?”
“All right.”
He sounded worried. He looked it, too. Ashley was too full of something to notice. It was a combination of all kinds of sensations: Supreme self-confidence. Vigor. Power. Strength. Certainty.
Lucien had been right to be worried. He landed in the spot right in front of the last guard. Grinned down at him. The guy backed into Ashley, and she chopped at the back of his neck. There was a distinct cracking sound before his head fell forward and he dropped. Lucien caught him. Ashley was horrified. Giddiness was replaced instantly with something that made her cold all over. And shivery-feeling. Almost sick.
“Oh, Lucien. No. No. I killed him?”
“I’m not sure.” Lucien set the inert body on the ground. Even without checking, his head looked like a disconnected bobble-top doll.
“Please tell me I didn’t kill him.”
“Well. It looks like—wait! Ashley! Come close. Look at this.”
She was on her knees before he finished. The guard was large. He was filmed in sweat, too, even in the fall night weather. He hadn’t worn a jacket and he had his sleeves rolled up. And on his forearm she could plainly see a tattoo not unlike the ones she and Lucien bore...only this one was strange-looking. It took a moment to notice that it was sideways.
“Is he one of us? Oh Lucien. I think I’m going to be ill.”
Lucien shook his head. “Ashley, listen to me. Listen. This is a good kill.”
“A good kill? Yuck. I don’t know if I’m cut out to be an assassin, Lucien.”
“Who said you had to be?”
“I’m in the Vampire Assassin League, aren’t I?”
“There are lots of careers open in the league, Ashley. Nothing says you have to go about killing. Or taking out Hunters...like this guy. You know, I heard something about this. Some tale about how one of our pirates, Santiago, acted after a run-in with Hunters. Rumor was he’d actually let them go, but he marked them first. I didn’t believe it. But you know what? I’m changing my mind. I think we’re in the area where it happened, too.”
“Pirate who? And...did you say Hunters? As in real vampire hunters? We have to deal with them, too?”
“Not us, darling. I’m an alchemist. You’re a scientist. We’re in the laboratory most of the time. Others handle assassinations and deal with exterminating Hunters. I can see the foresight in that plan of action. We’re looking at the result of showing leniency.”
“I just killed a man, Lucien. Are you trying to make me feel better? Is that it?”
“Your man was a Hunter, Ashley. If you hadn’t killed him, I would have done it after seeing his tattoo. This is proof. He already had one chance with us. And you’re the result of what he did with it.”
“I’m not following this.”
“How do you think Cranston knew to call us for your hit, Ashley?”
“I don’t know? Him?”
Lucien nodded. “If my theory is correct, you just punished one of those persons involved with your murder plot. There may be more inside. You following me?”
“You’re saying the disabling part is over?” she asked.
Lucien grinned. “I can’t believe how attuned we are. Already. You got it, darling. We meet anyone in that house, they die. Got it?”
“Got it.”
“I’ll handle the executions. You handle diversion. We have a deal?”
“Well...I may want to kill Cranston.”
He tipped his head as if considering it. The hood fell forward, covering this side of his face so she couldn’t tell his expression. It was probably humor. His chuckle sure carried it.
They found two more men in the house. One was sitting in what looked like a security booth, complete with several monitors. Everything was sparking and sputtering with fresh blood before Lucien exited it. Ashley didn’t check after a glance. The other man was in the shadows along a hall. Lucien handled both. Silently. Stealthily. Efficiently. Ashley didn’t watch that kill either. She was psyching herself up for the meeting with her murderer, and wondering why the thought bothered her. Cranston Brinn deserved to die. She deserved vengeance. So, why did she feel unsure?
Revenge sure didn’t feel like it was supposed to. Or she was missing something in her psyche.
“You ready, love?”
Ashley looked up. They’d stopped before two immense double doors, fashioned of what looked like hand-carved wood. That was probably expensive. She’d been focusing on the parquet floor. It was beautifully done. That probably cost another pretty penny. The carpet that ran along the center of the hall was another work of art. It was woven in autumn shades that were set off the mellow light coming from each golden globe along the walls. Everything oozed class. Expense. It should be stirring her ire since it was her money that paid for it. But all of it evaporated the moment she locked gazes with Lucien.
Her heart raced. Her ears hummed. Her eyes went moist. Her voice caught. And a layer of goose bumps covered every bit of skin.
“What?” he asked.
“We don’t have to do this.”
“You’re joking, right?”
“He doesn’t matter anymore.”
“Ashley. He paid for your murder.”
“Exactly.”
“I am not following you.”
He subconsciously used her phrasing. She smiled. “Yes, but...uh. He brought us together. Without him...I never—uh. I wouldn’t have—”
She swallowed. Her voice stopped. This was a lot harder than she’d anticipated. And Lucien wasn’t any help. He went taut. Still. Everywhere.
“I love you, Lucien,” she blurted out.
His smile was blinding, his hug crushing, and his groan heart-grabbing. While his kiss... Oh my. If he hadn’t had her wrapped in his arms, she’d have hit the ceiling with bliss. And that’s why neither of them heard the doors opening. Or saw the billiards cue.







 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Oh...hell.
He’d forgotten what real pain felt like. Rivers of it lanced through him, chased through every vein, carrying fire-filled agony everywhere. Lucien looked down at the point of a billiards cue sticking from his chest, then across to Ashley’s stricken expression. His knees buckled. And then they gave. He didn’t fall gracefully. It was a dead drop to his knees, cracking them against the wood floor. And he took Ashley with him.
“Perfect shot! Score! Score! I knew I was facing a vampire after the security room alarm went off...but not such a big one! Holy shit! How I wish I had someone here to see this!”
Behind them, somewhere, someone was celebrating, the words jubilant and gay and filled with laughter. He was probably dancing, too. Lucien had a hard time hearing it over the solid thump of music in the room, while a foggy haze began permeating everything. Dull. Gray. It filled the edges of his vision and started moving in. Lucien shook his head to clear it. Blinked. Neither worked.
“Ashley?”
The name was garbled. It matched the lurch his body made. It also came with a spurt of blood. Her eyes went wide as she moved her gaze to his, and then they changed. The greenish shade he loved got overridden by black. Solid, hard, unrelenting black. And that’s when he discovered the real truth in this world – heartache was more painful than anything in the physical realm. Exponentially more.
“I...love you.”
More blood skimmed his lips with the words. She responded with a shimmy of movement, within his arms. Oh. This hurt. Love was a wonder without description. Immeasurable bliss. Paradise. And he’d just found it. Losing it was hell. Knowing he damned her to an eternity without it made everything so much worse.
Her jaw set next and a snarl issued from her mouth. Her fingers skimmed his abs. Lower belly. They followed the ridge of his belt...and then she pulled the dagger tucked in his belt at his hips. And before he could stop her, she was on her feet.
No. She was attacking? No. No. She wasn’t ready. She couldn’t even control her moves, yet. Lucien sucked in a breath, tightened every muscle at his control, and forced his limbs to support him. And something worked. He regained his feet, although the doorjamb had to hold him upright. That wasn’t sufficient. The wood splintered first and then the steel beneath it warped as he held to it, each second sending more shuddering and more pain.
But he took too long. Even as he struggled for strength, he was too late. Ashley was already stalking her prey. Lucien looked out, narrowed his eyes to see through the gray shade that covered everything, and almost smiled at what he saw. They were in a large game room, dimly lit, although a fireplace shed some light from the far end. The center held four billiards tables, paralleling each other, each beneath its own hanging light. Cranston Brinn was hard to spot at first. He wasn’t large or rotund like Ashley had surmised. He was dressed in a dark suit, appeared to be a hair taller than Ashley, and close to her in weight. And he was definitely on the run from her, using the dark spaces between the tables to his advantage.
“Get back here, Cranston! You bastard!”
Ashley slammed a fist into the first table. It shuddered, cracked, and then dropped apart, the weight making a long, drawn-out groan. Cranston’s response was a high-pitched shriek before he dodged around the next one.
“Who the hell are you?”
“Gee. Cranston. You paid for my death...and you don’t even know who I am?”
“Ashley? Ashley Evans?”
She kicked at the next table. It went flying toward Cranston. The man proved he was agile and quick with a leap atop the third table. And for some reason, it was getting easier to stand. Breathe. Lucien glanced down again. The man had speared his bad shoulder, sent a glancing blow past his heart, but the stick he’d used looked strange. It glinted in the light. Lucien wiped at the blood coating the projectile. And then he smiled, but it was probably as shaky as it felt.
Cranston had used an aluminum cue stick. Not wood. Lucien couldn’t believe his luck. Aluminum cues were a bit more expensive, the jury was still out on effectiveness, and Cranston had probably purchased it just because he could. As a status symbol. It was a debilitating injury but not a death blow. All Lucien had to do was remove it.
All?
He wobbled in place. It wasn’t going to be easy. He had two choices. Slap at this end and hope he had enough power to shove it out his back. Or pull it forward, all the way through him. Either sounded bad. And he was wasting time.
“Surprised to see me?”
Ashley was taunting her prey. Lucien blocked it out. Concentrated. Made a fist of his hand. Pumped a couple of times, and then smacked at the tip sticking out of him.
“You’re not dead?”
“Of, course I’m dead! You aren’t going to get your money back from Claudine that easily! Her little sabotage worked.”
“You don’t...look dead.”
His blow had worked. Somehow. He didn’t even remember dropping again. Lucien planted his forehead into wood flooring that cooled and braced. The gray fog was dissipating. He was no longer dealing with pain. Infirmity was another issue. He’d never felt so feeble. Frail.
“You know, Cranston, now that I’ve met you, I’m really disgusted. I mean, I was disgusted before, but you... This... Words are failing me. Hold still, you little worm!”
“Why? So you can stick a knife in me? Do I look that stupid?”
“In a word...yes!”
The last word was yelled. It drowned out what sounded like another table getting destroyed, followed by a garbled cry. Ashley? Lucien choked back a sob, and silently damned the infernal weakness dogging him. It wasn’t meant to be like this. He wasn’t supposed to be incapacitated while his mate fought for her life. He was expected to champion her. Be at her side. Protect. Defend.
It took an act of will, but Lucien managed to turn his head toward the room. He had to blink at a sudden blur that made seeing difficult. And then his heart restarted, jolting him with the power of it. Ashley had tossed the blade, and she’d been deadly accurate. The dagger was buried hilt-deep in Cranston’s throat, and the man was stupid enough to yank it out. And then Ashley was on him, using the knife to hack at him over and over, and starting a litany of sobbed words that ran atop each other.
“You bastard! You ass! You took the best thing in my world away! Bastard! Bastard!”
Blood was spraying everywhere, sent with every blow and every back-blow, coloring the scene with dark red spatter. And still she hacked at the body.
“Ashley,” Lucien said.
“Just a minute, Lucien. I’m busy.” She delivered several more blows, timing each slash to a word.
“But, Ashley...”
“No! No! You don’t understand! Nobody understands! He took the most precious thing in the world from me! Bastard!”
“I know. He took your life. I understand. But I think you’ve paid him back, love. Many times over.”
“Who cares about that? I meant he took you from me. I just found love! And he took it away! Bastard!”
She was still timing her blows to her words, caught up in some frenzied emotion he couldn’t grasp. Or seem to break through.
“Ashley!”
Lucien resorted to slamming a hand to the parquet floor at the same time he said her name, only this time he gave it the bass tones that had earned him the nickname Lucifer. His voice resounded through the room, swaying light fixtures, and rattling bric-a-brac. And it finally stopped her incessant bludgeoning. Ashley jerked upright, and then turned to him. She was filmed completely in blood and looked absolutely perfect.
“Lucien?”
He smiled.
“You’re...not dead?”
“He uses aluminum cues, love. Not wood.”
“Lucien!”
The joy in that cry matched how she flew at him, slamming him back into the wall with her arrival. Lucien grunted as the healing flesh connected with a wall, while his old shoulder injury flexed ominously.
“Watch the shoulder, love! Watch the—! Oh. To hell with it.”
He wasn’t stopping her embrace for anything. He reveled in it. Gloried in it. Held her to him with his good arm and sobbed right along with her. Because he had the only thing that really and truly mattered.
Love.
-o0o-
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