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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   The vampire taps his fingers on the steering wheel in time to the beat of All Around Me as he trails haltingly behind his prey at a safe distance.
 
   That’s got to be her. He’d recognize that fiery mane anywhere. Of course, he hasn’t seen her in - what has it been? - a decade or so, not since he left the small Nebraska suburb where she still resides.
 
   Correction. Where she formerly resided.
 
   Unbeknownst as yet to her, she is about to disappear forever. To be snatched in the night like a maiden who has strayed too far from the path, by the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothing out of some dark fairy tale. And how long before she recognizes him as the hungry wolf? As the source of her recurring nightmares? Ah, but there will be time enough for her to discover her misfortune. She will have nothing but time to reflect on her carelessness from this night forward.
 
   Until she eventually succumbs to the fatal effects of massive blood loss, that is.
 
   The ominous clouds suddenly decide to unload their burden of rain, and he smirks as he watches her pause on the sidewalk and lift her face to the sky as if to say, why me? She thinks she is having a run of bad luck now. She’s seen nothing yet. Her night is about to get a whole lot worse.
 
   It’s time. He catches up to her, pulls the Jeep Grand Cherokee alongside the curb. She turns her head to see who it is that’s offering her a ride, and in that moment there is no remaining doubt in his mind that it’s her. He lowers the passenger window and the rain-soaked wind brings him the tantalizing scent of her blood.
 
   He leans closer and smiles.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
   The First Mistake
 
    
 
   Fremont, Nebraska - fifteen years earlier
 
    
 
   “Rio! Here kitty, kitty!”
 
   Eva Spencer released her grip on the swing set’s monkey bars, dropping with a plunk to the hard ground below. Traipsing after the small white kitten, she followed his route into the next-door neighbor’s back yard even though she knew full well she wasn’t supposed to leave her own yard. It was beyond her why Rio would sometimes just take off like that. Hopefully it had nothing to do with the frilly doll’s dress she’d tried to stuff him into a few days ago. He’d been pretty mad about that. Maybe it was just that he caught sight of a mouse or something. If that was the case, she sure hoped he didn’t catch it. She didn’t want to sleep with a cat that had dead mouse on its breath. It was already enough that he shed all over her blankets and Mommy was threatening to make him sleep in the laundry room.
 
   Other than a coiled water hose, the neighbor’s yard was basically empty. The grass had been recently cut so it should have been a cinch to spot the snowy fur since there was no place to hide. But the rambunctious Persian kitten had completely vanished from sight. There was no sign of him anywhere. How had he managed to slip away from her so quickly?
 
   “Kitty, kitty! Where’d you go?”
 
   The back door to the house was wide open, with only an unlatched screen door between her and whatever lay inside. Maybe Rio had pushed his way in. Well, probably not, but she could hear faint music coming from somewhere inside and that aroused her unwavering curiosity. It was music unlike any she’d ever heard before. Maybe nobody would notice if she snuck inside to see where it was coming from. As quietly as possible, she opened the screen door and tiptoed into the house.
 
   The foyer was a carbon copy of the one in her home, with shiny hardwood flooring that led into the main living area. She followed the sound into that room and any resemblance to her own house ended then and there. The furniture in this living room was all black leather and there were weird-looking paintings on the walls. An ordinary stereo was the source of the monophonic melody that lured her in like the pied piper. Aside from this commonplace piece of technology, the surroundings were dark and mysterious, unlike the bright and cheerful décor in her own home. It was fascinating, though. And Eva’s five-year-old mind was perpetually allured by anything remotely unorthodox. She pretended she was Gretel, entering the witch’s gingerbread cottage for the first time. Too bad Nathaniel from down the street wasn’t here to play with her. He could be Hansel.
 
   A rhythmic whacking sound came to her from another room and she tracked the noise to a large kitchen furnished with modern stainless steel appliances. There, standing at the counter chopping carrots and humming along to the Gregorian chant, was Mr. Winter. She’d seen him plenty of times before from a distance. He was easily recognizable by the straight blond hair that stopped just short of reaching his shoulders. Most grown men she knew didn’t have hair that long. Her daddy said he was probably a fruit, whatever that meant, but Mommy just laughed and said, he’s going to disappoint a lot of women if he is. Adults were always saying stuff that didn’t make any sense.
 
   The man looked up from the cutting board and raised an eyebrow. “Well. Hello there.” She thought he sounded sort of like those men on that boring PBS show her mother watched sometimes when Sesame Street wasn’t on. They were usually smoking pipes and saying goofy things like, I say, old chap!
 
   “Hello.” Eva climbed up on a kitchen chair and made herself comfortable. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Cooking dinner. And just what, may I ask, is it that you’re doing?” He looked as if he wanted to smile but couldn’t really decide if he should.
 
   “I was looking for my kitty. He ran off. I don’t know why. I didn’t do anything to him. Do you have any pets?”
 
   “No. I’m afraid not.”
 
   “I got Rio for my birthday. He sleeps with me. He’s my best friend, except for Mary Ellen who’s my best friend in kindergarten. She has a dog.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “Yeah, but he poops on the floor sometimes so Mommy didn’t want a dog. We got a cat instead. Rio doesn’t poop on the floor. He’s smart.” She didn’t tell him the whole truth - that Mary Ellen’s dog was humongous and she didn’t like him much. When he barked it scared her.
 
   “You don’t say.”
 
   “What are you making?” Eva swung her legs back and forth. Her feet didn’t quite reach the floor.
 
   “Vegetable lo mein. Are you hungry?”
 
   “Kind of, but we’re having meatloaf again. I wish it was hamburgers and french fries. We’ll prob’ly have green beans and I hate those. Do you like green beans?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t mind them.”
 
   “I like french fries with ketchup best. What’s your favorite food?”
 
   This time the man did smile. He didn’t answer her question. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”
 
   “Evangeline Spencer. But everyone calls me Eva. I call spell Eva, but not Evangeline. Mommy only calls me that when she’s mad anyway. I know who you are. You’re Mr. Winter. I heard Mommy and Daddy talking about you.”
 
   “Did you now? And what were they saying?”
 
   “I don’t remember. Something about real escapes.”
 
   He seemed puzzled. “Real...oh, you must mean real estate.”
 
   “Uh-huh. They were trying to guess how much you paid for your house. Was it a lot? Was it more than a hundred dollars?”
 
   “Just a bit.”
 
   “I get a dollar every time I clean my room, if I do it right. Not if I push my toys under the bed. They always check. I have to put everything right where it’s supposed to go.” This was another thing about adults that she didn’t get. You couldn’t see her toys if they were underneath the bed, so who cared if they were there instead of in her toy box? What difference did it make as long as they were out of sight?
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   “You can come see my dolls sometime. I have one from Sweden and one from...um, that place where people wear wood shoes and grow tulips, you know? And I have a bride doll with red hair like mine. And lots of Barbies. Except one of them is messed up ‘cause I cut her hair and got it too short so she looks funny. She’s kinda baldheaded now. I wasn’t supposed to use the scissors. I hid her in the closet so Mommy wouldn’t find out. Don’t tell her, okay?”
 
   “It’ll be our little secret.”
 
   “Now you have to tell me a secret.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I told you one, so you have to tell me one.” She cocked her head and looked up at him expectantly.
 
   “Oh, I see.” He placed a red pepper on the cutting board and began slicing it. “All right then. Would you like a big secret, or just a little one?”
 
   “A big one!” Eva beamed exuberantly, delighted that he was playing along.
 
   “Yes, I thought you might. Well, my young friend, I’ll share a big secret with you.” His eyes watched hers. “Sometimes I kill people.”
 
   The happy smile faltered somewhat. “What’d you say?”
 
   “I kill people. I drink their blood, you see, and then I kill them.” He moved fluidly toward her, the stainless steel knife still in his hand. Standing directly in front of her, he tapped the sharp edge of the blade gently against his palm.
 
   Her green eyes widened. This was the most exciting thing she’d heard since Frankie Elliott told the class about his summer trip to Africa. “You do? Honest?”
 
   “Honest.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “How come you eat people? You don’t like hamburgers?”
 
   He laughed at that. “Aren’t you afraid?”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “Of me.”
 
   “No way. You’re my friend. Do you put ketchup on people when you eat them? Do you put them in the oven and cook them?” She was enthralled. Up until now the weirdest thing she’d ever seen anyone eat was an earthworm. Even then, the kid had thrown it up afterwards. So that really didn’t even count.
 
   “You really are an odd little thing.” The blond head shook back and forth. “I don’t eat people, Eva. I consume only their blood.”
 
   “Oh. Are you a vampire?” She’d seen those on the late show when she was supposed to be in bed. They had fangs and glowing red eyes. Mr. Winter didn’t have either.
 
   “As a matter of fact, I am.” He stared at her as if debating something in his mind, all the while still playing with the knife, twisting the point absently in his hand.
 
   “Can I watch you bite somebody?” She wondered if it would be like in the movies. Would he wear a black cape and bite people on the neck? How did he do it without long teeth? Maybe he was just teasing her. He didn’t look anything like Dracula.
 
   “And why would you want to do that?”
 
   “I dunno. Just to see.” She’d be willing to bet nobody in her class ever saw anything like that before.
 
   “You’re an inquisitive creature, aren’t you?”
 
   “What’s ink-widgative mean?”
 
   “It means you wish to know far more than you should.”
 
   She huffed, crossing her arms and giving him a stubborn look. “I bet you made all that up anyway! Didn’t you?”
 
   “Curiosity killed the cat, little one.”
 
   The cat! She’d forgotten all about Rio. “Oh! I have to go now. I have to find my kitty before he runs out in the street. Will you help me?” She slid out of the chair.
 
   “Of course I will.” He reached forward to gently cup her chin with his free hand. “Look at me for a minute, Eva dear.”
 
   She looked up at him. His eyes were very black and somehow they made her feel sleepy.
 
   “You won’t remember our conversation. You are to forget everything we just talked about. Do you understand?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Good girl.” He released her.
 
   Eva blinked and looked around. She’d forgotten what it was she was supposed to be doing. Why had she come here? Oh, that’s right. For Rio.
 
   Mr. Winter twisted the blade into his palm, watching her. “Was there something else you wanted, sweetheart?”
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   “Then why don’t we go and find your cat.” The knife slipped suddenly, slicing a shallow cut into his hand. “Damn it all.”
 
   She giggled. “You said a bad word.”
 
   “Well, tell you what. You can say a bad word and then we’ll be even.”
 
   “I can? And you won’t tell?”
 
   “Cross my heart.”
 
   Her eyes sparkled eagerly. She wasn’t allowed to say bad words, but found herself enthusiastically blurting, “Damn it all!” It was exciting.
 
   He laughed softly. “That was very good. I do believe you’re a natural.”
 
   She was pleased. Maybe at school on Monday she’d use that word in front of stupid Frankie Elliott. Then he wouldn’t think he was such a big deal. While she was contemplating this, she noticed the cut with its tiny drop of blood. “You have a boo-boo,” she informed him, and taking his hand in her small one she kissed it lightly just beside the nick. “There. Now it’s all better.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “I do believe it is all better now. You see?” The minor cut had indeed already begun to close and was almost healed.
 
   Neither of them was aware of the miniscule smear of blood on her bottom lip that disappeared stealthily into the pink flesh, inconspicuous in the beginning as with any common virus, to become an uncommon but enduring part of her. And so it was, with this most innocent of childish gestures, that Evangeline Spencer’s fate was permanently and irrevocably sealed.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Julian watched the red-haired child toddle away with the white kitten in her arms, marveling at her unique personality. She certainly wasn’t timid, that one. Her blood smelled nice and healthy, type AB-negative which was quite difficult to procure. Fortunately it wasn’t yet his time, as that particular type would present a tremendous temptation. And killing a child in his very own neighborhood would be a foolhardy thing to do. He kept a low profile by careful planning, not impulsive recklessness.
 
   If only he could be certain he wouldn’t infect her. He’d gladly help himself to some of her blood, then erase her memory. How easy his existence would be if it were that simple! But such an exclusive condition came with no handbook, no survival instructions, only rumors and innuendo that proved, more often than not, to be fallible. It was because of this that he always killed his victims afterwards. He had no way to be sure of the outcome were he to permit one to live. So little was known about this strange malady, and he was less than willing to take unnecessary chances.
 
   It wasn’t as if it bothered him to kill. On the contrary, he found it quite entertaining. It appeared that his conscience had perished along with his mortal body that foggy morning fifteen years ago. His very soul, along with all the useless emotions that defined him as human, evaporated with his last breath. And when his lungs once again resumed their function, when his virginal vampire eyes opened to a world that would never be the same for him, none of those sentiments returned. He was an empty vessel. The heart resumed its steady beat but felt no love, no hatred, no compassion or remorse. Just a desperate and sustaining need for blood once a month. Why this was, he had no way of knowing.
 
   Perhaps his killer might have shed some light on the situation, had he lived long enough to do so. Standing over the hastily dug grave with shovel in hand, the fool barely had time for shock to register on his face before Julian gleefully snapped his neck. Of course, this was before the realization of just exactly what it was he’d become.
 
   Some sort of supernatural being, it would seem. But how, and why? The answer to this question could forever elude him. None of the events of that fateful day alluded to the inexplicable outcome. His murderer hadn’t bitten him, hadn’t attempted to drink his blood. He’d seemed a polite enough chap at first, merely asking for directions to Aviemore. Taking him completely by surprise, the man suddenly attacked Julian and thrust the blade of a long hunting knife into his chest. Stole his Rolex and the twenty-two pounds that were in the pocket of his track suit. Then tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to bury the evidence.
 
   Why he’d undergone this metamorphosis was a mystery that might never be explained. But then, life’s final mystery had been redefined in his eyes upon rebirth in a shallow grave, spadefuls of dirt raining down on the recently slain body that shrouded what was left of his soul.
 
   Over the years, he’d come to learn which legends were based in truth and which were distorted.
 
   For one thing, he did not appear to be growing any older. Even though his true age would have been thirty-eight, he still maintained the appearance of his twenty-three-year-old form. His body was still sustained by the nourishment of food and water, but now also required the additional elixir of whole blood every thirty days or so. If ignored long enough, the craving would send him into a deranged frenzy. The plasma proteins strengthened him, nurtured him, kept him vibrantly alive. They were as necessary as oxygen.
 
   Any wounds he incurred now healed at an accelerated rate. He also seemed immune to the variety of illnesses that plagued humanity. And whether it was true that vampires could be killed with a wooden stake through the heart was something he had no intention of ever learning. However, sunlight bothered him not in the slightest and he certainly had no need to sleep in a coffin, so all those ridiculous stories were misrepresentative. A coffin, indeed! He slept in a king-size bed on satin sheets, preferring luxury to claustrophobia.
 
   Besides the anti-aging properties and profoundly augmented strength, the main physical change he’d soon noticed was the set of retractable fangs cleverly hidden behind his canines. They were ingenious instruments, thin and sharp and unbreakable as steel, unfolding to leave two tiny puncture wounds that he sometimes covered by cutting his victim after feeding. It wouldn’t do for some medical examiner to start noticing these small marks during autopsies. He usually only required about three pints so there was still a measure of blood left. The bodies weren’t completely drained. No one must ever suspect.
 
   Once he’d entertained the brilliant notion of appropriating a few units from the local hospital, something that turned out to be a crucial mistake. Not only was the taste stale and offensive, but it made him violently ill afterwards. Animal blood had the same undesirable effect. Apparently only fresh human blood would do.
 
   It was all such a damned messy nuisance.
 
   And now it seemed he had the most unfortunate luck of purchasing a house next door to a nosy, meddlesome urchin who didn’t have sense enough to be afraid of a ruthless killer. Daft child would probably wind up in the back of some pedophile’s van by the time she was six, her mutilated body turning up in the Nebraska National Forest months later. Shame, really.
 
   All that AB-negative going to waste.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It was three weeks before Eva paid him another visit. She wandered in uninvited just as before, much to his annoyance, and made herself right at home, curling up on the sofa as if she belonged there.
 
   Julian thrust a bookmark between the pages of his novel and sighed. “What is it now? Did you lose your cat again?”
 
   “No. He’s taking a nap. I didn’t have anything to do. Whatcha reading?”
 
   “Nothing that would interest you, I’m sure.”
 
   “Can we play a game?”
 
   “I don’t have any games, Eva. Why don’t you run along home? Your mother is probably wondering where you are.”
 
   “Mommy fell asleep in front of the TV. I’m supposed to be taking a nap too, but I wasn’t tired.”
 
   “How fortunate for me.” He made a mental note to start locking his doors. Maybe he should speak to her parents. Were they even aware that she was roaming around the neighborhood unsupervised?
 
   “I dreamed ‘bout you last night.” The child lay supine with her head dangling off the end of the couch while propping her small feet on the back of it, oblivious to the dirt on the bottoms of her sneakers.
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Want me to tell you what happened?”
 
   “I suppose I’ll hear about it regardless.”
 
   “There was this lady with funny-looking glasses, and you pushed her down the stairs. She fell down hard. I think her glasses broke.”
 
   What the hell?
 
   Julian froze, more startled than he could remember being in his entire life, or afterlife for that matter. How could she possibly know about that? The bespectacled woman he’d fed from the previous night, a pathetic wretch whose past as an abused wife made it so easy for him. Simply take what was needed from her arm, cover the evidence with a couple of well-placed cigarette burns, then shove her to the bottom of the high staircase. A clear-cut case of domestic homicide. Her husband, passed out in the bedroom with his empty bottle of tequila, would shoulder the blame for this one.
 
   Or would he?
 
   Eva’s inverted cameo of a face watched him serenely, auburn pigtails swinging upside down to brush against the floor.
 
   He leaned forward. “And then what happened?”
 
   “I dunno. That was all. Do you have any candy? I don’t have any left from Halloween. It’s all gone except for the gross stuff. I hate those orange things. Daddy ate all my Snickers.”
 
   “No. I don’t have any candy.” Something’s distinctly wrong here. You have to kill her. Get rid of her now before she starts spouting off at the mouth. Although...surely no one would pay any attention to her tales. She’s just a silly child with a vivid imagination, after all.
 
   “That’s okay. Guess what? I know another secret.”
 
   Bloody hell, what now? “Tell me your secret, then.”
 
   “When I grow up, I’m going to marry you.” She walked her feet up and down the back of the sofa, leaving faint marks on the expensive leather.
 
   What was wrong with this kid? “Eva. Tell me something. Do you remember the last time you were here?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Do you remember what we talked about?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   “Tell me, sweetheart. Tell me what you remember.”
 
   The precociousness faded into an air of faraway obscurity. “You said...um...I think you said...”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You do bad things sometimes.” She looked a little dazed. Confused.
 
   “Eva, sit up. I want to talk to you.”
 
   She straightened up obediently, fixing her trusting emerald eyes on him.
 
   “Listen to me very carefully. Are you paying attention?”
 
   “Yes.” Her voice sounded sleepy.
 
   “You must forget everything you know about me. Everything. You will have no more dreams about me. And you aren’t to come around here anymore. You don’t even like me. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Remember only this, child. If I ever see you here again, I will hurt you. I’ll tear you into such small pieces your own mother won’t recognize you. Do you understand?”
 
   Eva nodded dreamily.
 
   “Then why are you still here? Go home! Scat!”
 
   The girl stood and slowly headed for the foyer, her stance one of a sleepwalker. Julian was just beginning to relax somewhat when she paused to look back at him, the clouds in her eyes clearing.
 
   “I’m still going to marry you one day,” she announced, and cheerfully skipped home.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   For two years he somehow managed to avoid the little nuisance, until one day he saw the moving van parked in the driveway next door and assumed he was rid of her for good.
 
   He was mistaken.
 
   It was only her father who left, and for many days after that he’d catch sight of her sitting quietly in the swing in her back yard, twisting the chains idly back and forth while staring at the ground beneath her feet. The shrill sounds that frequently emanated from next door - high-pitched shrieks and giggles that pierced his ears - ceased.
 
   He was glad of it.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   The Second Mistake
 
    
 
   “Was it another bad dream?”
 
   Abigail Spencer reached across the bed to touch Eva’s trembling arm as the girl crawled into bed beside her.
 
   “Yes. Can I sleep with you?”
 
   “Of course, honey.” Abby tucked the covers in around her daughter’s small, cold body. “What was it this time? Do you remember?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Well, it couldn’t have been all that bad then, could it?”
 
   Eva yawned. She couldn’t explain to her mother how she saw anonymous people being slaughtered by some faceless psychopath in her dreams. Or how the nightmares came to her routinely once a month, almost like clockwork. Usually she could brush them off and drift back to sleep but once in a while they were so real, as if she were there in person instead of hiding beneath the blankets in her bed, safe in her own room.
 
   So horribly, sickeningly real.
 
   Once a month. Ever since she could remember, and she would soon be ten. Her birthday was just four days away. Tick, tock. Tick, tock.
 
   Her mother attributed it to the loss of her father. When she was seven years old, Doctor Edwin Spencer had taken off with his twenty-year-old dental assistant and never looked back. He divorced Abby, married The Tramp, and started a new family. Forgot the old one ever existed. The photos of him were stored in a box in the basement because none of it ever happened, right? The man holding Eva as an infant on her first day in the world, steadying her on the pink bicycle with training wheels, smiling as she blew out the candles on her birthday cake...he wasn’t real. He was a ghost. Nothing but a distorted memory.
 
   But she was over it. At least, she thought she was. Anyhow, she was certain the nightmares had nothing to do with her father.
 
   They had something to do with the man next door.
 
   Oh sure, Mr. Winter was friendly and polite to both Eva and her mother. Outwardly he seemed perfectly normal. Tall and slender, strikingly handsome, intelligent and articulate. Owned a vintage bookstore over on 4th Street. Brought home groceries occasionally, put his trash out by the curb on Wednesdays, paid a neighborhood boy to keep his grass cut. Nothing out of the ordinary there.
 
   Except there was.
 
   It wasn’t even the strange coincidence that he was always away from home on the nights when she had the bad dreams, although that was part of it. She’d begun to notice the pattern while spying on him covertly from her second-floor bedroom window. Sometimes he took a travel bag and was gone for a day or two. Sometimes he was only out for a couple of hours.
 
   It wasn’t that. It was the memory, the vaguest shadow of something that eluded her consciousness no matter how hard she tried to remember. Something that had transpired between them when she was very young. Something strange.
 
   She needed to find out. The nightmares would never stop until she did.
 
   It was on a chilly October night one month later that she mustered enough courage to investigate her suspicions. And it was without a doubt the most foolhardy thing she could have done.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Her blood was the first thing he noticed.
 
   The very moment he entered the car he smelled it, tickling his nostrils and tempting his senses. AB-negative. The rarest of wines, the Matsutake of mushrooms. Fragrant and enticing and crouched in the floorboard of his back seat.
 
   Evangeline.
 
   Now what was she up to?
 
   Julian smiled to himself. The night had suddenly taken an unexpected turn and this pleased him, possibility of imminent trouble notwithstanding. He’d play along with her little game. It would alleviate some of the dreariness of the mundane task at hand.
 
   Whistling softly, he started the BMW and slid Midnight Syndicate into the CD player.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   What the crap was I thinking?
 
   Curled into a tight little ball directly behind the driver, Eva pressed her cheek against the back of the seat and closed her eyes. She was having second thoughts, and third and fourth ones too, but it was way too late for that now. What did she think she was going to accomplish by stowing away in his car? Wasn’t it better to suffer through twelve bad dreams a year than to wind up dead in a ditch somewhere?
 
   Maybe it wasn’t too late to get out of this. He hadn’t seen her. Once he reached his destination, she’d just wait until he got out of the car and she could slip out and he’d be none the wiser. She’d walk home.
 
   Of course, who knew how far he was planning to drive? He didn’t bring his overnight bag but that didn’t really mean anything. And it was so very dark out tonight. Why hadn’t she at least thought to bring a flashlight?
 
   But no. No! She wasn’t going to chicken out. She had to know, once and for all. There would be no peace for her until she did. Until her sleep was uninterrupted by cabalistic visions of blood and blond hair.
 
   His choice in music wasn’t helping matters. Why couldn’t he just listen to some old 80’s rock like her mother did? Was it really necessary to play something that sounded more appropriately fitting for a haunted house in a theme park? She shivered, thankful for her fleece lined jacket. The night was growing cold, and he didn’t have the heater on.
 
   Forty-five minutes. That’s how long it took before he finally stopped the car, and she only knew this because of her purple glow-in-the-dark watch. It was the longest forty-five minutes of her young life.
 
   She waited anxiously for him to get out of the car, all the while wondering how she was ever going to get home. Wherever they were, it was pitch dark other than the faint glow of moonlight. There were no comforting city lights. She didn’t have money for a cab, even if she could find a place to call for one. Her mom was going to kill her! What the heck was she going to tell her?
 
   And...why was Mr. Winter just sitting there?
 
   Her heart nearly stopped beating altogether when she heard his voice, quiet and matter-of-fact, speaking to let her know that he’d been aware of her presence the whole time.
 
   “Well, Eva. Are you ready?”
 
   She didn’t answer, concentrating instead on her breathing and trying not to hyperventilate. The driver’s side car door opened, then slammed shut. Her heartbeat took on a pounding rhythm that she could literally see as the front of her jacket pulsed rapidly. She closed her eyes tightly.
 
   The door beside her opened, and she very nearly shrieked.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Reluctantly, she opened her eyes and saw him kneeling in front of her, smiling as if her behavior was most amusing. It was the first time she’d seen him up close in years. Not since...since...
 
   “I know you,” she said then. It was a strange thing to say, but as soon as she’d looked into those black eyes he’d suddenly become as familiar as her own reflection in the mirror. As if she knew everything there was to know about him. Her pulse slowed to a normal beat and she sighed dreamily, feeling a bit sleepy suddenly. Well, maybe not sleepy exactly. More like the time she had her tonsils out and woke up all groggy and out of it.
 
   “Yes, you remember now, don’t you?” His refined British accent was as smooth as silk. Straightening, he held out a hand to her. She took it, and let him help her out of the car.
 
   “Remember what?”
 
   “Come now. You must be here for a reason. What might that reason be? I wonder.” He studied her curiously.
 
   “I don’t know.” Eva struggled to recall. There was something...something beyond the compulsion to discover the source of her nightmares. That part was incidental. Her inquisitive nature had been aroused once, years ago, when she’d still been naïve enough not to see the horror in it.
 
   In what, though?
 
   “You eat people,” she suddenly recounted. Snippets of a bizarre and morbid conversation began to float back into her consciousness.
 
   He laughed softly. “There now, it’s coming back to you, isn’t it? You almost have it. So odd that you have any memory of it at all. You shouldn’t, you know.”
 
   “You told me to forget.”
 
   “But you didn’t, did you? Naughty girl.” He tilted his head slightly to one side and surveyed her, considering. “And now the question is, what shall I do with you?”
 
   Eva waited patiently, unafraid. The moment she’d looked into his eyes every ounce of fear had evaporated. The hazy, dreamlike state into which she’d fallen infused her with a calm detachment, a shadowy aura of disembodiment. None of this was real.
 
   “You want to watch, don’t you?” A chilly breeze blew strands of flaxen hair into his eyes, and he brushed them away before reaching for her hand once again. “Come along then, little one. I’ll show you how it’s done.”
 
   She put her small hand in his larger one and walked beside him, taking two steps for every one of his. 
 
   “Look around you,” he instructed her. “What do you see?”
 
   She turned her head slowly to inspect the area. In the midst of the surreal night they were following an isolated dirt road, with nothing but dense woods on either side of them. “Trees. The moon. Stars.”
 
   “Look farther ahead.”
 
   She focused her attention in front of her. “I see a light. There’s a house just up ahead.”
 
   “That’s right. Who do you suppose lives there?”
 
   Eva shook her head, uncomprehending.
 
   “His name is Shawn Matheson. Eighteen years old and still hiding in the closet, so to speak. I found him online.”
 
   “Why is he hiding in his closet?” She didn’t get it at first. Then the meaning dawned on her, but she was too embarrassed to admit it.
 
   He seemed to find her ignorance comical. “He believes himself to be homosexual, my dear. This possibility frightens him. To the extent that tonight he will decide to take his own life. Do you understand now?”
 
   “Not really. How do you know all that?”
 
   “Simply by chatting with him. He was more than willing to rendezvous with me tonight. Well, not me per se. I used a different profile and photo, of course. Really, sometimes it is just too easy.”
 
   “Why is he meeting you? I thought you said he wanted to...you know, off himself.”
 
   “Oh, he’s quite suicidal, I assure you. He just isn’t aware of it yet.”
 
   “Then how do you know?” she persisted as they neared the small wood-frame house.
 
   “Sh. Watch now, and you’ll get the idea.” He pulled a pair of gloves from the pocket of his black Burberry trench coat and slipped them on, just as the front door opened and a young man with curly chestnut hair emerged. In the sickly yellow glow of the porch light, he spotted them standing underneath a sprawling oak tree just across the road. He approached, obviously nervous, hands shoved tautly in the pockets of his tight blue jeans.
 
   “’Sup, dude. Where’s...um, where’s Michael?”
 
   “Unfortunately he was unable to keep his appointment. He sends his regrets.”
 
   “Oh. You a friend of his or somethin’?”
 
   “You might say that.”
 
   “That’s cool. But why didn’t...” Shawn pulled his rapt attention from the alluring man long enough to notice her. “Who’s this?”
 
   “This? Why, this is just my little student. She is here to observe and learn.” Mr. Winter ruffled her auburn curls lightly as the boy took a step backwards, flustered and more than a little rattled.
 
   “Hey man, what the...that’s messed up! I mean, I don’t know what kinda weird shit you’re into but I don’t...I don’t do that kinda stuff...”
 
   So fast that neither he nor Eva saw it coming, the man’s hand shot out and grabbed Shawn by the throat, forcing him to look directly at him.
 
   “My boy, you’d be surprised what you’re capable of doing.” He released his hold abruptly, and Eva fully expected the kid to turn tail and run. But he didn’t. He just stood there.
 
   Reaching for the boy’s left arm, he inspected it in the moonlight, then turned his attention to his timid protégée. “Come here. Put your fingers right there, where mine are. Do you feel his pulse?”
 
   She touched the warm skin, felt the rhythmic tempo that meant life. It seemed so delicate, such an inadequately fragile link to survival. Nodding, she pulled her hand away. And retreated a few steps.
 
   From her place behind the vampire she saw little of what happened next. She did perceive that his mouth was fixed on the boy’s wrist, but Shawn didn’t appear to even notice. He simply stared dreamily ahead, as if the trees in his line of vision fascinated him. His eyes were brown, she noticed, and for some reason wished she hadn’t.
 
   When he was finished, the man turned to smile at the girl behind him. His perfectly straight teeth and the lips around them were faintly tinged with red. “Very nice. O-negative. A bit pedestrian compared to yours, but acceptable nevertheless.”
 
   “Doesn’t it hurt him?” Eva wanted to know. It seemed strange to her that the boy never so much as flinched.
 
   “He doesn’t feel a thing,” he assured her. “Now come closer, dearest. You won’t want to miss this part.” Laughing under his breath, he pulled a straight razor from his pocket and unfolded it.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Look there, on his wrist. Here, let me wipe the blood away. Can you see those two marks?”
 
   “Sort of. What made them?”
 
   “Well, have you ever seen a rattlesnake?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s something like that. Only my fangs are folded up behind my regular teeth.”
 
   “Can I see them?”
 
   “Some other time. Now pay attention. I’m going to cut directly over the punctures...” He lined up the razor exactly where he wanted it, then applied pressure and began to slowly pull the blade along the boy’s wrist. “Across his radial artery, like so.”
 
   Dropping that hand, he reached for the other one and made a slit along that wrist as well. Still in a stupefied trance, Shawn began to sway.
 
   “You’d better have a seat, dear boy - you don’t look at all well!”
 
   The pallid boy dropped to his knees, eyes fixed lethargically on nothing in particular, blood running down his fingers to drip on the cold ground.
 
   Mr. Winter pressed the razor into one of Shawn’s crimson hands, then pulled off his gloves while smiling gaily at his young novice. “All done. Any questions?”
 
   She stared at the boy, watching the blood cascade onto the autumn leaves beneath him until he slowly toppled forward. “Why...why didn’t he run away? Or scream?”
 
   “I simply tranquilized him somewhat. I am able to manipulate some emotions to a degree. I suppose you’d call it a form of hypnotism. Unfortunately I cannot compel someone to act on something they are averse to, therefore I’m forced to commit the deed myself most of the time.” He dropped the gloves into a Ziploc bag he’d produced from his coat pocket. “You’re a bit desensitized yourself right now. I wanted to keep you calm. You probably think you’re dreaming, don’t you?”
 
   Eva pulled her eyes away from the wet leaves that were beginning to smell like rusty metal. She felt queasy. “Can we go home now?”
 
   “What makes you so sure you’re going home tonight? Are you not afraid I’ll leave you out here to die as well?”
 
   Her reaction was unexplainable, even to herself. Despite the emotional numbness penetrating her mind, after what she’d witnessed she most certainly should have been fearful of her life. And yet, every instinct she possessed assured her that he had no intention of killing her.
 
   “You won’t hurt me.”
 
   “And how could you possibly know that?”
 
   She shivered. “I’m cold.”
 
   “Very well.” They headed back down the empty road in silence, leaving behind the shell of Shawn Matheson to be discovered at some later time. Eva felt as if she was sleepwalking through a fog. She was back at home in her own bed, of course. She’d wake safe and secure and the chestnut-haired boy would never have existed. He wasn’t real. None of this was really happening.
 
   “If I hadn’t already gone to all the trouble of securing that one, I might have killed you instead,” he said as soon as they were in the car. He popped a piece of gum in his mouth, then wadded the wrapper into a tiny ball while gazing through the windshield into space. “You’re such a confounding little nipper. What will I do with you?”
 
   She pulled the seat belt across her chest and buckled it quietly.
 
   “It wouldn’t do for you to disappear. There would be too many questions.” He started the engine and glanced over at her. “You’ve put me in quite a precarious position, do you know that?”
 
   “You never talked to me before. In the other dreams,” she announced suddenly, taking him by surprise.
 
   “Do you mean to tell me you’re still having those?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He was silent for a while as he turned this information over in his mind. “Tell me about them, Eva.”
 
   “You’re hurting people. I think it’s you. It looks like you.” None of the other nightmares had the clarity of this one. They were much more vague. You’re not asleep, you know, a spiteful voice inside her head reproached her. This is real. It’s really happening. You know that very well.
 
   “I’m asleep, aren’t I?” Her confused mind desperately craved reassurance.
 
   “Why yes, of course you are. This is just a nightmare. Nothing more.”
 
   Comforted, she rested her head against the car door and drifted away.
 
   He roused her two miles from home on a quiet, deserted stretch of road. She peered out at the night, disoriented.
 
   Before she had a chance to clear her head, he put a finger underneath her chin and looked deep into her eyes. “I must admit that the world would be infinitely more dull without you in it. So we’ll try this one more time. I do apologize for leaving you out here like this, but I have no other choice. You mustn’t be seen with me. Now then Evangeline, I want you to pay close attention. Are you listening to me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good girl. Now I want you to eradicate from your memory every single thing that happened tonight. You never saw me. You were never with me. You’ve been asleep all night. You’re to simply walk home, enter your house and go straight to bed. Do not deviate from these instructions in any way. Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And one more thing. Listen very carefully. You will experience no more nightmares involving me. Ever. You’ll have only the vaguest recollection of me as your neighbor and nothing more. Are we clear?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Very well then. Get out of the car and start walking.”
 
   She did as he instructed. And then he drove away, leaving her standing there all alone in the road, the BMW’s bright taillights gradually fading into the darkness.
 
   Eva remembered nothing until she reached the street where she lived. The glare of a humming streetlight caught her directly in the eye, and she stared at it for a full thirty seconds before blinking. And waking.
 
   And then she began to scream.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Three days later, a realtor arrived to plant a For Sale sign in the yard of the house next door.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   The Devil Returns
 
    
 
   Among the most common disruptive sleep disorders of primary parasomnias in children are nightmares, sleep terrors, somnambulism, confusional arousals and enuresis. Although the majority of cases are a result of external factors such as sleep deprivation, stress and fever, in rare instances persistent and prominent cases can be the direct result of repressed trauma.
 
   “Honey? Are you home?”
 
   “Back here, Mom.” Eva clicked save and turned from the keyboard as her mother appeared in the doorway. “What’s up? How was your day?”
 
   Abby rolled her eyes and shook her pretty brunette head as she sorted through the day’s mail. “Oh, it was a real winner. I had to come home around ten for clean shoes after that Brower kid threw up on the ones I was wearing.”
 
   Eva couldn’t help but laugh. “Ew! What did you do with them?”
 
   “I chunked them in the garbage and drove home in my stocking feet, what do you think? God, I hate these rotaviruses.”
 
   “You threw out a pair of sixty dollar nursing shoes?”
 
   “You weren’t there. Trust me, there was no salvaging those bad boys. It’s a good thing I kept the old ones I had. You know, sometimes I seriously question my decision to work as a pediatric nurse.” Sighing, she unclipped her long hair from its restraint and shook it out. “I could be in a nice neat office full of grownups where everyone wears three-piece suits and nobody hands you their pre-chewed gum when you try to look at their tonsils.”
 
   “Oh, you know you love it.”
 
   “Keep saying that. Maybe eventually I’ll believe it.” She paused, still standing in the doorway as if there was something else on her mind.
 
   Eva recognized that look. After so many years together, her mother’s face had become an easily translatable book to her. Abigail Spencer was a sweet, altruistic woman who wore her heart on her sleeve. It was just a shame she was so easily taken advantage of because of it.
 
   After a moment she commented, “So, I heard some interesting news today.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Michelle’s pregnant again.”
 
   Michelle! Aka The Tramp. How long was this woman planning to continue populating Colorado? Already she and her ill-gotten husband had four children, none of which Eva had even met though technically they were her agnate siblings. It wasn’t as if Colorado Springs was that far away. Edwin (she stubbornly refused to call him Dad anymore - that was a title he simply did not deserve) chose to keep his former family separate, in a crass attempt to dismiss their existence as much as possible. Truth be told, it was highly likely the children had been kept in the dark regarding their older half-sister. Not that it mattered.
 
   Her green eyes narrowed. “Figures. She never could keep her legs closed. I think they’re spring-loaded or something.”
 
   “Can’t argue with you there.” Abby bit her lip thoughtfully.
 
   Her daughter gave her a suspicious look. “That doesn’t bother you, does it? After all this time you shouldn’t even give that asshat a second thought.”
 
   “Honey, he is still your father. I wish you wouldn’t...”
 
   “Father! Some father! I’m supposed to be thrilled to pieces if he takes time out of his busy schedule to call me twice a year. I can’t believe you would actually defend him after the way he treated you! Treated both of us.” She didn’t try to disguise the disgust in her voice.
 
   “All right, point taken.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom. It’s just...you know you didn’t deserve what he did to you. Eight years of marriage, and he shows his loyalty by running off with a cheap pole dancer.”
 
   “Dental hygienist.”
 
   “She looked like a pole dancer.”
 
   “Well, maybe that’s what your father saw in her. It certainly wasn’t the stimulating conversation she provided.” Abby caught her daughter’s eye and they both began to laugh. “Have you started dinner, by any chance?”
 
   “I stuck some Jamaican jerk chicken in the oven. I didn’t make anything else yet. Hope it’s not burned to a crisp - I started researching and lost track of time.”
 
   “What are you working on?”
 
   “Just getting an early start on my psych paper.”
 
   Abby leaned over her shoulder and read the title on the monitor screen. “Primary Parasomnias as the Result of Dissociative Amnesia. Heavy.”
 
   “Yeah, well, Professor Baumgartner doesn’t exactly have a reputation for being lenient when it comes to term papers.”
 
   “What’s somnambulism?”
 
   “Just a fancy word for sleepwalking. You’re a nurse - you’re telling me you didn’t know that?”
 
   “Hm. Do you remember the time you walked in your sleep?”
 
   “Only vaguely. What was I, like eight or nine?”
 
   “Ten. You were all the way down the street before you woke up and started screaming bloody murder. Almost gave poor Mrs. Pendergrast a heart attack. She was sure you were being abducted.”
 
   “Really? I don’t remember screaming.”
 
   “Believe me, you did. Woke just about the whole neighborhood. Strange that you only ever did it that one time. After that, I was afraid for the longest time that you’d sleepwalk yourself into traffic or out a second-story window. I actually thought about nailing your bedroom window shut.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Mm-hm. I always wondered if maybe it had something to do with those nightmares you used to have. You don’t ever have them anymore, do you?”
 
   “No,” Eva lied. It was pointless to worry her mother by confessing that the dreams had persisted throughout the years, arriving to torment her once a month as regularly as menstrual cramps. And about as welcome. She’d come to accept them as an inevitability. One thing the loss of her father had taught her - there were some things in this world you just couldn’t change no matter how hard you tried. Accept the bruises and get on with life.
 
   “You never did it again, though,” her mother continued. “Isn’t that weird? Just one of those random unexplainable childhood things, I guess. Well, I’ll go warm up a veggie to go with the chicken. What sounds better, peas or green beans?”
 
   “Mom, you know I hate green beans.”
 
   Abby gave her an exasperated look. “Maybe you should do your term paper on kids who grow up with the preconceived notion that they hate a vegetable they never even tried.”
 
   “I don’t have to taste them to know they’re gross. They smell gross.”
 
   “So does Rio sometimes, but you love him.”
 
   “True. Oh, I almost forgot. I need to take my car in to the dealership tomorrow.”
 
   “Why, what’s it doing?”
 
   “It’s making this squealing noise and smells funny, like burning rubber.” Eva pinched the bridge of her nose. Her head ached from staring at the screen for so long. She’d taken advantage of the afternoon off from work to get a head start on her research. “Maybe one of the belts is about to break or something. I don’t know - with my luck it’ll be something that isn’t covered under the warranty. Can you maybe follow me over there?”
 
   “Sure, if you can be ready to leave by eight. Now why don’t you shut down that computer and come help me with dinner? I’m ravenous.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   He was ravenous.
 
   Could it really be time again already? The days, months, years...they flew by so quickly. He’d been in Oregon for two years now, and preferred it to any of the previous places he’d lived. It was a shame he couldn’t stay in one town for any length of time. Too many unexplained deaths in one area coupled with one young man who never aged could only equal suspicion. And though twelve random deaths a year didn’t sound like much, when one was constantly forced to invent creative solutions for covering up the murders, the whole situation could become somewhat overwhelming. In the past year he’d taken to feeding primarily from the elderly, as their abrupt departures from this world were unlikely to be questioned. This temporary solution served to make things less complicated. The only downside was that aged blood was just so damned unpalatable.
 
   Still, he couldn’t continue like this. At some point his luck would most assuredly run out and he’d be discovered, if not as a supernatural entity then at the very least as a serial killer. Neither outcome was acceptable. Neither would come to any good end.
 
   Lainie constantly urged him to take the chance, to allow one of the victims to live. Just to see. To know for sure. He knew she disapproved of his methods, but having practically raised him from birth until the age of twelve, she loved him enough to turn a blind eye when necessary. It was for this reason he’d made the decision to confide in his former nanny ten years ago, after he’d left Nebraska. She’d been like a mother to him, long ago. And it was because of this that she’d readily agreed to come live with him as a caretaker of sorts.
 
   His own motives were less than noble. He required help, and she was the one person he could trust beyond a shadow of a doubt. He had no lingering affection for the Scotswoman he’d known since he was an infant. As a child he’d cared very much for her, in a former existence that seemed a distant dream, but those unnecessary feelings had vanished along with his last human breath. He accepted her presence with resigned indifference. She was useful, therefore tolerable.
 
   As for permitting one of the bitten to live...
 
   It wasn’t as if he hadn’t considered it before. The possible aftereffect was his main hindrance. If the person were to survive, would they then become infected as well? It was far too big a risk to take. How could he dispose of the changeling if necessary? His own wounds healed at such an accelerated rate, there was no possibility of death by conventional methods. There was the stake-through-the-heart approach, of course, but so many of the folk tales had already proven themselves to be delusions born of ignorance and fear. And if a metal blade was a useless weapon, did it truly stand to reason that a splintered piece of wood should fare any better?
 
   However, if he could be spared endless years of repetitious murder and the compulsory concealments...yes, perhaps it might be worth the risk after all. There was a chance that nothing significant would happen. In which case he could keep his prisoner as livestock, draining the blood as needed. After all, farmers kept chickens for their eggs, did they not? It really was a rather intriguing idea...
 
   True, it was a gamble, but the advantages might just outweigh the risks. The foremost question was...if he should decide to throw the dice, who best fit the criteria as his potential test subject?
 
   ~*~*~
 
   She was cursed. No doubt about it.
 
   Eva’s day had been undeniably lousy. Nothing was going right. She received a low grade on the American Government quiz she’d neglected to study for, her fault admittedly, but the myriad of other unpleasantries were completely beyond her control and in her opinion, undeserved.
 
   To start the day off with a bang, Rio had been thoughtful enough to present her with a wet, slimy hairball left smack in the middle of her bed while she was showering. Things had only gone downhill from there.
 
   The hottie she’d been tutoring in English literature for the past three weeks asked out her best friend Mary Ellen. Instead of her. (Did he think she’d been wasting valuable time helping him with his work because she was Mother freaking Teresa? Men were so dense!)
 
   The new boots that were purchased on sale were proving to be instruments of torture, and as a result her feet were now killing her.
 
   The mechanics at the dealership had been working on her car since last week, and weren’t bothering to return any of the calls she’d made to them today.
 
   Her college classes were frustrating her to no end. Professor Baumgartner was the devil incarnate, she was sure of it. His arrogant attitude and condescending criticisms were almost more than could be tolerated by even the most complacent students. Every last person enrolled in one of his classes had at some point prayed zealously for his untimely demise. Personally, Eva favored spontaneous combustion.
 
   And now, as if Introduction to Psychology wasn’t exasperating enough, there was the poor American Government grade to contend with.
 
   But the fun didn’t end there. The day care where she was employed part time suddenly decided cuts should be made due to a recent decrease in enrollment. Of course the college student with no family to support would be the first to go. Today would be her last day. So sorry we couldn’t give you more notice, sweetie! But we’ll be more than happy to write you a reference.
 
   And as a parting gift, Macy Richardson’s mother was half an hour late picking her up. For some reason the woman felt the need to unload on someone about her jerk of an ex-husband who was making her life miserable, while all Eva could do was nod sympathetically and not-so-discreetly check her watch every so often. It was after six-thirty and dark by the time she called her mother for a ride, but of course there was no answer. What did she expect? That the gods of chaos were going to take pity on her now?
 
   “Hey Mom. I’m just now getting off work and I think I’m just gonna walk home. I need to clear my head. You have no idea what kind of day I’ve had. I just got laid off, can you believe that? Nice, huh? Anyway, don’t worry about picking me up. I’ll be home in a bit. Love you.”
 
   Shoving the cell phone into her pocket, she wearily started home, limping in the boots that hadn’t turned out to be such a bargain. She tried to look at things optimistically. Things could be worse, right? At least she didn’t have a lunatic ex-husband to fend off. And cheap footwear aside, the walk wouldn’t kill her. Besides, the day care wasn’t that far from home.
 
   Unfortunately she was already three blocks away by the time she realized she’d forgotten not only her books and laptop but her purse as well.
 
   And then, out of nowhere, it began to rain.
 
   She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. It was as if there was some cosmic force determined to mark October fifth as undisputed number one in the Guinness Book of Crap Days. Even the moon was hiding behind a cluster of dark clouds, refusing to light her way. The rain came down harder, soaking her hair and drenching her to the skin. It was all so utterly absurd, it was almost comical.
 
   And so, when the black SUV pulled to the curb alongside her and stopped, she could hardly believe her luck had turned.
 
   The passenger window lowered, and for a split second she didn’t recognize the driver. Until he leaned toward her and she got a better look.
 
   There was no mistaking him then. The tall, fair-haired, impossibly handsome man who once lived next door. Her heart fluttered strangely. Something about him had always elicited unease from her, and even though ten years had passed since he’d moved away she felt it still.
 
   “Mr. Winter?”
 
   Even through the darkness of the stormy night, she fancied she could see a predatory gleam in his black eyes.
 
   “Hello, little Eva. My, how you’ve grown.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It was dry and comfortable inside the vehicle, if not very warm. Sopping wet and chilled to the bone, Eva snuggled against the seat with her arms crossed, shivering. Resting her head against the leather, she surveyed her former neighbor. He hadn’t changed in the slightest. Still looked exactly as she remembered him, although back then she hadn’t been old enough to realize just how incredibly gorgeous he was. She’d never in her life seen anyone so physically breathtaking. His profile was that of a god.
 
   Must have been blessed with really good genes. Because he looked to be in his early twenties...but he couldn’t be, could he? By now he must be well past thirty, at least. If the fountain of youth existed, then he’d found it.
 
   “I’m so glad you came along. The storm took me by surprise.”
 
   He switched off the radio, interrupting the strains of a popular Flyleaf song. “It was fortuitous that I happened to be passing by. My jacket is in the back seat if you’d like to put it on. You must be cold.” The British accent was still discernible, though diluted some by his years in America.
 
   “Thanks. You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had.” Gratefully she reached behind her for the blue ski jacket. Instead of putting it on, she used it like a blanket to cover herself. Her teeth began to chatter in spite of the rudimentary covering. Though the leather seats were warm, the surrounding air felt chilly to her damp skin. She wondered if it would be impolite to ask him to turn on the heater. The rain was pouring down harder now, and visibility was so limited they were barely crawling along.
 
   He glanced at her, amusement evident. “You look like a drowned rat. There’s a flask of brandy in the glove compartment if you’d like some. It’ll warm you.”
 
   “Oh...no, that’s okay.”
 
   “Would you mind passing it to me then?”
 
   Eva opened the compartment and handed him the silver flask. “Do you normally drink while driving?”
 
   He took a swallow and passed it back to her. “That was hardly enough to result in my intoxication. Besides, the heater isn’t working. You should have some yourself. You’ll feel a lot better, trust me.”
 
   The angry roaring of the downpour grew louder. The very sound of the flooding rain made her cold, as though just by hearing it she could feel the sensation on her skin.
 
   “Well, bottoms up.” She tipped the flask and swallowed, then immediately began to cough as she felt the liquid burning all the way down. “Good Lord!”
 
   “Yes, it’s a bit strong.” One corner of his mouth twitched.
 
   “Just a bit!” Still coughing, she returned the brandy to its place. No more of that. “So where are you living now?”
 
   “Oregon.”
 
   “Oh, wow. You’re kind of a long way from home.”
 
   “Yes. We’re a long way from home.”
 
   “You’re married now?”
 
   “Married? No. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Well...you just said we. So I thought...”
 
   “No. I never married.”
 
   “What brings you back here?” A blinding flash of lightning cut through the darkness for a fleeting moment, then was enveloped by the night.
 
   “I came to retrieve something that belongs to me.”
 
   Some kind of custody dispute maybe? Better not to pry. Not that he seemed anywhere near as anxious to reveal his life story as Macy’s mom had been. “How long are you staying?”
 
   “Not long.”
 
   “So...when do you have to leave?”
 
   “Very soon.”
 
   Eva was running out of questions to ask. Okay, so apparently he wasn’t one for idle conversation. She stared through the windshield at the gloomy sky for a time, then her eyes gradually traveled along the instrument panel to his long fingers wrapped around the steering wheel, wandered up the sleeves of his blue chambray shirt and ended on his beautifully sculpted face. The slight shadow of stubble there only added to his sexy allure. With his flawless features and golden hair, the man closely resembled an angel. Until you looked into his eyes. There was nothing of innocence in those midnight eyes.
 
   “Tell me, Eva. Are you still having bad dreams?”
 
   Startled out of her reverie, she furrowed her brow. Was it possible she’d told him about the nightmares, years before? “How did you know about that?”
 
   “I know more than you think. Are you?”
 
   “Well, yes. They’re not as bad as they used to be, but I do still have them.”
 
   “Interesting. And how vivid are they, exactly? Can you recall details after you wake?”
 
   “No. Everything’s all convoluted and mixed up. You know how dreams are - they never make any sense.” She shifted restlessly underneath the jacket. “I don’t remember ever telling you about them.”
 
   “There is much you don’t remember.” He smiled then, in a way that was unnerving.
 
   “Do you know something about them that I don’t?”
 
   “I have a theory, yes.”
 
   Her eyelids felt heavy, and she blinked. “A theory?”
 
   “It was the kiss.”
 
   “What kiss?”
 
   “My hand was cut. It’s quite possible my blood may have touched your lips.”
 
   His words made no sense. A confusion of fragmented memories crept back, ill-fitting puzzle pieces that refused to form any distinguishable shape. Which events were taken from her nightmares and which were reality? Had he really once said to her...
 
   “I don’t...understand. What are you saying happened?”
 
   “You haven’t changed, have you? Always so inquisitive. Is that your phone?”
 
   Distracted, she reached inside her pocket for the vibrating cell phone. Before she had a chance to answer it, he lifted it smoothly from her hand.
 
   “You don’t need to answer that.”
 
   Of all the... “It’s probably my mother. So yes, I do.”
 
   “Your mother can’t help you now.”
 
   She felt dizzy. The interior of the SUV began to slowly rotate. “Give me back my phone.” Reaching for him, she wondered why her hand looked so small and so far away.
 
   He slipped the phone into his shirt pocket and firmly pushed her hand away. “You won’t be needing it anymore.”
 
   “You’re going the wrong way!” Her words sounded slurred. How could such a small amount of brandy have such an overpowering effect?
 
   “Oh, I’m going the right way. Although I’m afraid it isn’t the direction you had in mind. You see, my pet, you’re about to disappear forever. Now close your eyes and sleep. We’ve a long drive ahead of us.”
 
   It was then that Eva simultaneously realized two things.
 
   First, she’d been drugged.
 
   And second, she was never going to see her mother again.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   In the Midst of Chaos
 
    
 
   “Good morning, sleepyhead.”
 
   Eva stirred, opened her grainy eyes and blinked at the early morning sunlight filtering in through the tinted windows. Her head throbbed and her neck was sore from the awkward position in which she’d been sleeping. She stretched lethargically and found that she’d been covered with a quilted blanket. Her clothes had dried out, too.
 
   “Where are we?” Her voice was hoarse.
 
   “We’re just approaching the Idaho state line. You’ve been asleep for quite some time.”
 
   “Idaho?” The shock of this revelation snapped her fully awake. “What the...are you joking? What the hell are we doing in Idaho? Where are you taking me?”
 
   “I thought I’d already made that clear.”
 
   “Clear as mud! Now look, Mr. Winter, I don’t think you...”
 
   “The name is Julian. Enough with the ‘Mister’. You aren’t five years old anymore.”
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I want to go home. Right the hell now!”
 
   “We’ll be home soon enough. Be patient.”
 
   “I don’t want to go to your home! I want to go to my home!” What in blue blazes was happening? A mere twelve hours ago she’d thought her day had hit rock bottom. Now suddenly she was two states over with some maniac who’d apparently lost touch with reality.
 
   “Eva, I have a hypodermic needle underneath the visor. If you don’t calm down I’ll be forced to use it.”
 
   She stared at him, open-mouthed. “Have you gone crazy?”
 
   “No, I don’t believe so. Not just yet.”
 
   How could he be so composed? Did he not realize what he was doing was illegal? “You...psychotic freak! If you don’t pull over right fucking now...”
 
   He reached for the car visor and calmly produced a syringe from the organizer attached underneath.
 
   Eva shrank back against the door. “No...wait. Don’t. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Are you going to behave yourself?”
 
   “Yes! Yes. Just...please. Tell me what’s happening.”
 
   He dropped the syringe into his shirt pocket. She noticed the small bulge of her cell phone was no longer there. Not a good sign. “I’m taking you back with me. I should think that would be obvious by now.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “We’ll discuss that later. I have no intention of harming you, so just relax.”
 
   Relax? Was he insane? She’d been snatched in the night by the stereotypical weirdo your parents always warned you about and was now hundreds of miles from home, and for what purpose? This was a man she barely knew, someone she hadn’t even laid eyes on in years. Had she merely been in the wrong place at the wrong time?
 
   “What did you put in that brandy?”
 
   “Nothing that will have any long-term effect. Not to worry.”
 
   “But I saw you drink it too.”
 
   “I’m not affected by such things.”
 
   Again, his words made no sense. She began to question in her mind what had transpired last night. Maybe she just thought he drank from the flask. He must not have. He couldn’t have. It occurred to her that the heater was more than likely in perfect working condition, too. The Cherokee looked brand new. It was just a ruse to get her to drink his spiked liquor. Which ruled out the possibility of this being a random act then, because the brandy had already been tampered with.
 
   “Are you hungry?” he suddenly asked.
 
   “No.” She wasn’t about to eat anything he offered. No telling what it might be laced with.
 
   “There are some protein bars in the console. You need to keep up your strength.”
 
   Keep up her strength? In what world did a kidnapper want his victim strong? An encouraging thought hit her. If he was deranged, maybe he was dense as well.
 
   “Can I at least call my mother? She has to be worried.”
 
   “She already received a text from you explaining that you needed to get away for a while.”
 
   “What? She isn’t going to buy that!”
 
   “It doesn’t matter in the slightest whether she does or she doesn’t.”
 
   “Well...what did she reply?”
 
   “I destroyed your phone. So I really couldn’t say.” He seemed completely unconcerned. Lighthearted even. It was strangely malapropos for someone in his position to be so carefree. He obviously believed himself untouchable, and that in itself was disconcerting. Perhaps, though, his arrogance could be used against him.
 
   The opportunity to test this theory came in the form of a blue road sign. “There’s a rest stop a mile ahead.”
 
   “Glad to know you’ve mastered the art of reading comprehension.”
 
   She clenched her teeth. “I have to go.”
 
   “All right then.”
 
   Well...that was surprisingly easy. “So you’ll stop?”
 
   “I said I would.”
 
   Hm. This was an unexpected turn of events. Was he so incredibly cocksure that he actually thought she wouldn’t turn him in? Truly unbelievable.
 
   He turned onto the service road heading toward the rest area. The road seemed to go on forever, and she tensed eagerly as he pulled into a parking spot noticeably sequestered from any other vehicles. The second they stopped, she grabbed the door handle.
 
   “Just a minute, Eva.”
 
   She looked back at him suspiciously, expecting a threat of violence. But all he said was, “Be a good girl for me, won’t you?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, trying weakly to keep the sarcasm to a minimum. As soon as her feet hit the pavement she was reminded unpleasantly of the blisters bestowed by those dreadful boots, and dashed for the restroom as quickly as the pain would allow. She hadn’t been lying about one thing - she really did have to pee something awful.
 
   Once done with that, she washed her hands and tried to straighten the mass of auburn curls that nearly reached her small of her back, nodding politely to the woman at the sink beside her. Odd. She had the weirdest feeling there was something very important she was supposed to say to the woman. But that was silly. She didn’t even know her.
 
   Mr. Winter - Julian - was waiting patiently in the SUV. He laughed softly when he saw her.
 
   “What’s so funny?” she wanted to know.
 
   “You are.” He handed her one of the sodas he’d purchased from the vending machines.
 
   “What did I do?”
 
   “It’s what you didn’t do.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You will later, my dear. And I have a feeling you’ll be very angry when you do.”
 
   She stared at him, puzzled. Sometimes the things he said made no sense.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Home was a lovely gabled red cedar chalet bordered by the Mount Hood National Forest. By all outward appearances the place was completely isolated, surrounded only by the mountainous terrain that boasted lush Douglas firs and tall Ponderosa pines. In reality, it was only a few miles from Highway 26. He’d known the moment he saw the place that it was perfect for him, a secluded paradise for a creature of solitude. The realtor had been delighted that he was more than willing to pay the full asking price.
 
   It was late though, so the girl wouldn’t have been able to see much even if she had been awake. He’d kept her under his influence throughout the day so she wouldn’t cause him any trouble, and the effort combined with the lengthy drive had fatigued him. Sighing wearily, he took a good look at this new possession slumbering peacefully beside him. She was a pretty thing, a young woman of average height with ivory skin and a coppery mane of red hair. And her blood...Jesus, it smelled like the nectar of the gods. She’d be worth the trouble even if she didn’t last long.
 
   Walking around to her side of the Jeep, he opened the door and nudged her gently. She pulled the blanket closer, reluctant to wake, so he shook her a bit harder. Finally she straightened groggily and looked about with a blank expression.
 
   “Where are we?” Her drowsy voice sounded much like the child’s voice had, years ago.
 
   “We’re home.” Impatient of waiting, he picked her up and carried her to the front door. She listlessly wrapped her arms around his neck and nestled her head on his shoulder, for once having nothing to say. It appeared the short-term amnesia was still affecting her, which was a relief as he was far too tired to feel like dealing with an unruly guest. He brought her upstairs to the spare bedroom Lainie had prepared for her.
 
   “Here we are,” he told her, dropping her unceremoniously on the bed. She looked so lost and out of place huddled on the white comforter in her rumpled clothes, the blanket still wrapped around her. He could almost pity her.
 
   If he were able.
 
   “I suggest you return to sleep,” he ordered. “I’ll be in first thing tomorrow to talk to you. Right now, however, I’m extremely tired and we both need to rest. So I’ll bid you good night.”
 
   She nodded without speaking. He left her there, closed and locked the door behind him.
 
   And headed for bed.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Eva felt foul.
 
   She’d awakened with little memory of her arrival. She knew that she was supposedly somewhere in Oregon, and that the man who used to live next door to her had brought her here, but still wasn’t quite sure exactly how or why it had happened. Her mind was a muddled fog. Was it possible she’d been ill? It could be that a high fever was the cause of her disorientation. She had no reason to think he meant her any harm. Had her mother come with them? She couldn’t seem to remember.
 
   Her hair was lank and she felt filthy all over. The neatness of the room only served to make her feel even dirtier. Everything in here was so spotlessly clean and tidy. The huge bed was entirely fitted in white, from the sheets to the comforter to the pillow shams. Even the curtains bordering the bay window were white lace. The room would have resembled something found at a charming bed and breakfast, except for one minor detail. The bars on the windows. They seemed conspicuously out of place.
 
   Sliding out of bed, she investigated one of three doors. It opened to a large empty closet. On the other side of the room, a second door led to a bathroom whose vintage claw-footed tub beckoned her seductively. At this moment, she wanted nothing more than a hot bath to wash away the grimy feeling. Besides, she needed to make herself presentable at least. There would be time enough for explanations once she felt cleaner.
 
   There were towels and soap and every other necessity she might have required so there was no reason to remain grungy. After a quick bath and shampoo, she brushed her teeth and wrapped herself in a white terrycloth robe she found hanging on a hook on the back of the bathroom door. Then, feeling a hundred percent better, she headed across the hardwood floor to try the third door.
 
   Opening it as quietly as possible, she stuck her head into the hallway and peered in both directions. Nothing but silence and emptiness greeted her, the only sound a slow and monotonous tick-tock from the swinging pendulum of an antique grandfather clock at the end of the hall. If the time on it was correct, then it was nine-thirty.
 
   Hesitantly she crept down the stairs, scrutinizing her surroundings. Nothing in particular seemed threatening. It was just a house, a spacious mountain chalet that might have leapt from the pages of Better Homes and Gardens. A lovely place for sure, but just what was she doing here?
 
   A noise captured her attention, and she followed the source into a kitchen where a plump gray-haired woman of about seventy stood in front of a stove, dropping slices of ham into a hot skillet. Eva cleared her throat discreetly.
 
   The woman turned to assess her. “Mornin’, young lass! Glad to see ye’re up and about. Did ye have a nice sleep then?” Her motherly voice carried a distinct brogue, the only thing that stood out about the nondescript woman in the plain brown dress and apron.
 
   “Yes, thank you.” The ham smelled delicious, and her stomach growled in response. When had she last eaten? It must have been some time ago. “Is...do you know if my mother is here?”
 
   “Yer mother?” The woman put her hands on the ample hips and clucked, shaking her head. “Poor little mite, ye are confused, aren’t ye? That scoundrel Jules, he’s been up to his tricks again. Why don’t ye set yerself down and have a bit o’ breakfast? He ought to be up soon and then he can set things to rights.”
 
   Eva relaxed in one of the kitchen chairs. “I can’t seem to remember exactly how I got here. Do you know?”
 
   “I expect ye’ll find out soon enough. I’m Ms. Forbes, my dear. Ye can call me Lainie if ye like.”
 
   “Eva Spencer.”
 
   “Aye, I know who ye are, lass.” Lainie picked up a fork and began to turn the pieces of ham. “I hope ye’re nae one o’ those fussy vegetarians. I cannae abide a finicky eater.”
 
   “No...I’m not.” The accent intrigued her. “Are you Irish?”
 
   “Scottish. Born and raised in the Strathspey Highlands, left when I was still a girl. I lived in London for a number o’ years before migratin’ to America. My accent is a bit o’ a mishmash, I suppose. I’m a mixed mongrel, that I am.” She smiled and gestured towards Eva’s hair. “And are ye o’ Scottish descent yerself then?”
 
   Eva returned the smile, any uneasiness she might have felt melting away. “Irish. Well, technically my grandma is. I just inherited her red hair.”
 
   “Lovely, it is.”
 
   The woman seemed as friendly as could be. There was nothing to fear here, surely. There was a logical explanation for why she’d been brought here, and she’d wait patiently until it was revealed to her. No need to become paranoid. “Are you a relative of Mr. Winter?”
 
   “Och, nae. I just live here and help take care o’ things. Ne’er knew a man yet what could take care o’ himself without a woman’s help.” She opened the oven door and removed a pan of biscuits. “I was his nanny for twelve years, back in London. Until his parents were killed, that is.”
 
   “What happened to them?”
 
   “Their plane went down o’er the Indian Ocean, en route to Kenya. Such a sad thing. They were missionaries, y’know.”
 
   “No, I didn’t know that.”
 
   “Aye. The poor loun was shipped off to live wi’ his paternal grandfather after he was orphaned. Unscrupulous man, that one. I went to work for another family in London for a time after that. Still saw him whene’er I could. He was like my very own son by then.” She set two plates of food on the table and joined Eva. “My Jules, he turned out well in spite o’ it all. Did ye know he was pre-law? Before the accident, o’ course.”
 
   “Accident?”
 
   “Och, aye. Dreadful business. Only twenty-three, he was. And still is.”
 
   Eva stared at the woman, bewildered. What on earth did she mean by that?
 
   “Eat up now, lass. Ye need yer strength.”
 
   You need your strength. A wave of déjà vu washed over her and sent a chill of apprehension down her spine. Everything looked commonplace here, but something told her things were far from normal. Appearances could be deceiving. Like the tranquil beauty of a stroll on a moonlit forest path...just before the panther drops down from the branch above your head.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Good morning, Lainie.” Julian skipped down the stairs jubilantly. Well-rested, the arduous mission over and done with, he felt euphoric.
 
   The woman looked up from her knitting. “Hmph. Noon’s more like it. I suppose ye’ll be wantin’ somethin’ to eat?”
 
   “No, I don’t believe I do.” He grinned impishly.
 
   Her eyes widened. “Already?”
 
   “I thought it might be a good idea to try it before the hunger sets in. Less chance of accidentally killing her.” He always fasted the day of his ritual. It served to make the experience all the more satisfying.
 
   “Makes sense. She’s still a bit addled.”
 
   “She’s been down then?”
 
   “Aye, I heard her up and about earlier and unlocked the door so she could come down to eat. She’s in the library. What are ye goin’ to tell her?”
 
   “Why, the truth of course. What else?”
 
   “Are ye daft? She’ll be impossible to handle!”
 
   “That’s precisely what makes it so much fun.” He winked.
 
   “Och, Jules. Ye always were the very devil.” She shook her head and resumed knitting. “Am I wastin’ my time then, makin’ her a scarf?”
 
   “Can’t say. I hope not. If this goes well, things will be much easier for me.”
 
   “That’s a fact.”
 
   “If it doesn’t go well,” he said flippantly, “you can always wear the scarf yourself.”
 
   She grunted. “Yellow isn’t my color. Doesn’t go well wi’ gray hair.” Her hand reached up to touch the silver topknot. “Some people aren’t fortunate enough to remain young fore’er.”
 
   “Forever is a long time.” Stretching, he inhaled deeply, then released his breath. “Damned if I don’t feel optimistic today! I believe I’ll go find the girl. I feel like playing.”
 
   Lainie chuckled. “Ye’re like a cat wi’ a mouse. Mind ye don’t kill the mouse.”
 
   “I don’t intend to. Just thought I’d have a little fun.”
 
   “Very well then. But do me a favor and keep her upstairs. I’ve a bit of a headache and don’t fancy listenin’ to her screaming.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Eva wandered about the library, perusing the shelves of books with fascination. She’d always loved to read, and some of the titles were captivating. Like this one, penned by the Marquis de Sade, no less. The title was Justine and underneath it, The Misfortunes of Virtue. She flipped absently through it, noting that the pages were beginning to yellow.
 
   “You have unusual taste.” Startled by the voice behind her, she dropped the book. He bent to pick it up, handing it back to her politely. “He was rather a misogynist, you know. I’m afraid you’d find his writing quite offensive.”
 
   She slipped the book back onto the shelf, embarrassed at having been caught browsing through something so nefarious. “I was just looking.”
 
   “Still the curious little girl. Always desiring to know what you shouldn’t.” He clasped his hands behind his back and strolled casually around the library. She followed, of course. There were questions that needed answers.
 
   “Mr. Winter ...”
 
   “Julian.”
 
   “Whatever. Where is my mother? Does she know I’m here?”
 
   “Your mother? Why, I would expect her to be frantically trying to locate you right now. Perhaps she’s at the police station.” He laughed. “I don’t imagine they’ll take her seriously. Not after the message I sent her.”
 
   Eva felt a hard knot form in her stomach. “Are you telling me my mother has no idea where I am?”
 
   “Not a clue.”
 
   She gaped at him, thunderstruck. “But...why? Why am I here?”
 
   “Why? Why, why, why. That must have been your favorite word as a child. How old are you now? Twenty-one?”
 
   “Twenty. You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   “No, I didn’t, did I.” He plucked a book from one of the shelves and studied it for a moment before sliding it back in its place. “Hemingway. So tedious.”
 
   She had no idea what to say. How to convince him to enlighten her. The man was absolutely infuriating. His complete lack of concern for her agitation was appalling.
 
   He lowered his gaze to rest on her informal garb. “Your attire is entirely unsuitable.”
 
   “Well, whose fault is that? It’s all I could find.”
 
   “I’ll have to send Lainie to pick up some things for you. Should you survive the night.”
 
   What the hell did he say? Survive the night? “Just what do you mean by that?” she asked softly.
 
   “First it’s why, then it’s what. The question you should be asking yourself is when? But I can see you won’t be satisfied until you know all. So look at me, mon petite chaton. Look at me and remember.”
 
   She focused on his eyes, deep black pools that she could so easily fall into and drown. But I can swim, she thought crazily, just before a hailstorm of abhorrent memories came tumbling down upon her head.
 
   And she remembered. Every vile, revolting detail.
 
   Would you like a big secret, or just a little one?
 
   Sometimes I kill people.
 
   I’ll tear you into such small pieces your own mother won’t recognize you.
 
   You want to watch, don’t you?
 
   Across his radial artery, like so...
 
   “Oh, God!” Eva’s legs threatened to buckle, and she grabbed the edge of a nearby table for support. “Oh my God. You...that was no dream. You really killed that boy!”
 
   “I killed many.” He looked indifferent, bored by such inane triviality.
 
   “And you made me watch!” She felt sick.
 
   “Nothing of the sort. You’re the one who stowed away in my car.”
 
   “I was just a child!”
 
   “Yes. And now you aren’t. Must we argue semantics? The fact is, you wanted to watch. I told you, Eva, that curiosity would kill the cat.”
 
   Kill the cat. Mon petite chaton...
 
   “You’re going to kill me too, then.” She was too much in shock to be very afraid yet. The influx of information he’d provided was too ghastly to process. Her violated mind fought to reject it.
 
   “We’ll see.” The corners of his mouth curved slightly.
 
   “You...you said you killed many. Then...my nightmares. Were they all real?”
 
   He paused to consider this. “I believe you had some sort of tenuous psychic connection with me. Possibly brought about by the contact of my blood with your skin. I can’t confirm that, of course. The answer, however, is yes. They were real enough.”
 
   “How could you do it?”
 
   He looked surprised. “You want details?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant! How could you do it? How could you look those people in the eye and then murder them like that?”
 
   “How do you squash an insect? It’s all relative, my dear. Those people meant nothing to me. Why should I empathize with them?”
 
   “Because it’s inhuman!”
 
   “Which is precisely what I am now. You should know that.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you have to live like a monster! There must be other ways!”
 
   His eyes flickered with interest. “And so perhaps there are. We’ll soon find out.”
 
   A dawning realization spread through her. After all, he hadn’t brought her all this way just to kill her. That was far too impractical. No, he was planning something else. And whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.
 
   “I never believed you would hurt me,” she admitted, her voice low.
 
   “Yes. Isn’t that the most ludicrous thing?” He smiled broadly. “When I was the very one you should have avoided. Just think, if you hadn’t wandered into my house that day, we might never have become friends.”
 
   “Friends?” He was insane. Fresh from the institution, delusional, straightjacket-wearing insane. “You’re raving mad!”
 
   He leaned in close enough that she could feel his warm breath on her cheek. “Yes, I am, quite. You’ll soon realize just how mad I am.”
 
   She could still hear him laughing as she ran, racing down the stairs in a desperate bid to escape this asylum of horror. Attempting to wrench the front door open, but of course it was locked tight with a keyed deadbolt. Frantically scanning the room for a way out she caught sight of Lainie, watching her out of the corner of her eye as she knitted serenely in a rocking chair.
 
   “Please, you have to help me,” Eva begged, falling at the woman’s feet. “He’s crazy!”
 
   Lainie patted the girl’s head soothingly. “Come now. It isn’t as bad as all that.”
 
   “He’s a killer!”
 
   “Wheesht. He’s just havin’ a bit o’ fun. Don’t pay him any mind.” She resumed her knitting.
 
   My God, she’s as crazy as he is! I have to get out of here! I’ll break a window and run for freedom...run until I find someone who can help me...
 
   But even as the idea played through her mind, she realized it wasn’t a possibility. For one thing, her legs would no longer hold her up.
 
   And for another, Julian was directly behind her now.
 
   He reached down and gently picked her up as if she weighed no more than an infant. “Really, Eva,” he said as he carried her back upstairs, “For someone your age, your behavior is most assuredly childish. Is this what I’m going to have to put up with? I think you should stay in your room for a while and think about how abominably you’ve conducted yourself.”
 
   She said nothing as he dropped her onto the fluffy white bed. It wouldn’t be long before she’d lose her mind as well. Somehow, that seemed a comforting thought.
 
   “Get some rest, then we’ll have a nice evening together later.” He reached over to turn off her bedside lamp. Heading for the door, he paused to add nonchalantly, “Although I can’t promise it won’t be your last.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   To Soothe the Savage Beast
 
    
 
   The next six hours were the longest of her life, and yet they were gone in an instant.
 
   She spent them alternately reliving consequential moments from her past and dreading the night that loomed before her, holding in its ruthless hands the brutal threat of a future cut all too short. Was her destiny to follow in the fading footprints of the many casualties before her? It was useless to reassure herself with the logic that he could have already killed her easily, though she tried anyway for the sake of sanity. Because surely, surely he hadn’t brought her all this way just to end her life. What sense did that make?
 
   What sense did any of this make?
 
   She searched the room from top to bottom, but the only conceivable weapon to be found was a pair of scissors from a sewing basket inexplicably left in a dresser drawer. These she held close with a grim determination. He wouldn’t kill her without acquiring some battle scars of his own.
 
   The remainder of the afternoon she spent in forlorn rumination, pacing the room like a caged tiger.
 
   Thinking of her mother, who must be beside herself with worry.
 
   And her father, who she might have forgiven but never did.
 
   The myriad of people who had touched her life, leaving behind their small but unmistakable mark. Friends, relatives, acquaintances. Would she ever see any of them again? How long would they grieve before she became nothing more than a distant memory to them?
 
   She was huddled on the bed just after dusk when she heard the soft click of the lock on her door, and it was all she could do not to throw herself through the bay window in a fit of hysteria.
 
   Which was impossible anyway, of course. The callous bars saw to that.
 
   He locked the door behind him and without speaking, the fiend approached her. He smiled, eyes sparkling like stars in the night sky. A beautiful angel with a heart forged of solid stone.
 
   She drew her legs up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them while hiding the makeshift weapon behind a fold of the terrycloth robe. This was to be the end then, was it? He’d slaughter her in the same way he’d butchered so many others. And feel no remorse whatsoever.
 
   Her family would be heartbroken.
 
   The hand that clenched the scissors trembled violently.
 
   Julian sat on the edge of the bed, dropping a small first aid kit on the comforter beside her. He faced her, the perfectly chiseled features assuming a combination of annoyance and amusement. “And just what do you intend to do with those?”
 
   He knew of her concealed weapon, just as he knew everything else about her. And his tone implied that he was most unconcerned about the prospect of being stabbed in the throat with a pair of dull scissors.
 
   She glared at him hatefully.
 
   “Well, go on then. What are you waiting for?” He grabbed her hand, impatiently guiding the point to his chest while her expression changed to one of utter shock. “They aren’t very sharp so you’ll have to use a lot of force. Better use both hands. Hurry up now - I don’t intend to wait around all night.”
 
   She could only stare at him, wondering in dismay if she possessed the fortitude to commit such a violent act, even to save her own life. Plunging a blade into living flesh was by no means the same as slicing a melon. Not the same thing at all. Her eyes fell on the steel scissors in her hand. Could she really use them to impale a person, crazy or otherwise? The answer had still not come to her when he settled the matter altogether.
 
   “It’s a waste of time, you know.”
 
   “What?” Distracted from her thoughts, she returned her gaze to his.
 
   “I cannot be killed.” He opened the first aid kit, and she wondered fearfully what it was for. The contents seemed innocuous enough. Gauze, alcohol wipes, adhesive bandages, antibiotic ointment.
 
   “That’s not possible,” she said, though it was useless to try to reason with a maniac. He would believe what he wanted to believe.
 
   “But it is.” He reached for the hand that held the scissors in a death grip, effortlessly prying her fingers loose and retrieving the would-be weapon. To her horror, he opened them and raked one of the blades across his forearm, pressing hard enough to leave a deep cut that immediately wept blood.
 
   “Jesus, what are you doing?” Eva scrambled backwards, almost banging her head against the pine headboard in her haste.
 
   He took one of the gauze pads from the first aid kit and staunched the bleeding with calm detachment. “Watch.”
 
   “Watch what? You’re...you’re crazy!”
 
   “For heaven’s sake, Eva, look.” He removed the gauze and showed her the wound. Or at least, what should have been a wound. Remaining was only an insubstantial scar that gradually faded away in front of her eyes. Then, nothing. His arm was left completely unscathed.
 
   “How...” Words failed her. And what were words to him anyway? Language was an invention of man, and there was nothing remotely human about the blond devil. What she’d seen...it just wasn’t possible. It wasn’t possible unless...
 
   He really was a vampire.
 
   This wasn’t happening. It simply could not be happening. Things like this existed only in the imaginations of Hollywood movie directors, not in the suburbs of Nebraska and remote vacation cabins in Oregon. People didn’t rise from the grave to live forever by feeding on the blood of the living. That was just a fairy tale, a fable told by firelight on dark and stormy nights for the purpose of idle entertainment. It was a scientific impossibility. It simply could not be.
 
   And yet, somehow it was.
 
   This thing before her wasn’t a man gone insane. He wasn’t a serial killer either, not by definition alone. He was, instead, something far less definable and infinitely more frightening.
 
   “What are you?” She didn’t realize until she heard them that she’d spoken the words out loud.
 
   He took a lock of her auburn hair and rubbed it between his fingers, studying the texture with interest. “I am a demon who once walked as a man.” The explanation, though simple, seemed to say it all.
 
   First and foremost, there was one burning question that required an immediate answer. “Are you going to kill me?”
 
   “Eva, it is my intention to do everything I can to keep you very much alive.”
 
   She stared at him numbly. “For what purpose?”
 
   “What do you suppose? My goodness, you never used to be this dim-witted. I don’t plan on hurting you. Not much, anyway.”
 
   Not much? He was doing very little to reassure her.
 
   “All I want is a bit of your blood. That’s not so terrible, is it?”
 
   She pulled the robe tightly around her neck. “What are you going to do?”
 
   He ignored her, instead surveying the white bed sheets and comforter critically. “Really, what was Lainie thinking when she bought these? They’re going to be ruined in no time. We’ll have to be careful we don’t make a mess of your bed.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Eva repeated, panicky.
 
   “Shh. Look at me.”
 
   “No!” She knew better than to fall for that again.
 
   He sighed. “Why did I expect that you would cooperate? Let me make this clear for you. We can do this the easy way, or we can do it the hard way. Tell me, which do you prefer?”
 
   She reluctantly turned to him then, careful to keep her line of sight just south of his piercing gaze.
 
   “That’s better.” He took her wrist and straightened her arm, pushing up the sleeve of the oversized robe. It didn’t want to stay. “Take your arm out for me, please.”
 
   She obeyed, careful to keep the rest of herself covered as much as possible. Perhaps it was absurd to retain modesty in such a situation, but she was unwilling to let go of the little dignity she had left.
 
   “Thank you.” He pressed two fingers against the inside of her elbow, searching for a vein. Satisfied with his find, he attempted to mollify her with a charming smile. “Now I’ll need you to be very still for me. The less you move, the less it will hurt.”
 
   Before the words had a chance to sink in, his lips were pressed against her skin. There was a sharp stinging sensation, then only mild aching warmth. She rested her head against the headboard and closed her eyes, waiting. To her immense relief, it didn’t hurt as much as she’d feared. No worse than donating blood at the Red Cross, really.
 
   She hardly noticed when he pulled away and pressed a square piece of gauze inside the crook of her elbow. “Put your hand here and apply some pressure. Yes, that’s right. Just hold it there for a while.” His dark eyes were glistening with ecstasy. “That wasn’t so bad, was it now?”
 
   “I suppose not,” she admitted honestly. “Is...that it? You’re done?”
 
   “That’s all there is to it. How do you feel?”
 
   She was lightheaded, but otherwise fine. “Okay, I guess. Did you take a lot?”
 
   “About a pint and a half, I’d guess. Maybe two. Keep your hand on that.” He stood and watched her for a moment before walking away. “I’ll be right back. Don’t try to stand up.” Disappearing downstairs, he returned a couple of minutes later with a glass.
 
   “Drink this,” he instructed, handing it to her.
 
   She sniffed it suspiciously. “What is it?”
 
   “Just orange juice.” He seemed to find her mistrust quite comical.
 
   She reluctantly sipped the juice while he swabbed her arm with alcohol and applied a small bandage, glancing at her every now and then as if he half expected her to pass out. Closing the first aid kit and transferring it to the nightstand, he asked, “Do you feel any different, Eva?”
 
   “Different how?” She eyed the orange juice, wondering if he’d spiked it with something. It didn’t taste strange, but with him who knew?
 
   “In any way at all.”
 
   “Why the sudden concern for my well-being? Not long ago you found it entertaining to torture me.”
 
   “Don’t be dramatic. Nobody’s torturing you.” He continued to watch her with an intense gaze that made her nervous. “I asked Lainie to bring you a tray. Do you think you could eat something?”
 
   “I think so.” She took another sip of juice. “Can I ask you something and get a straight answer?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “What are you planning to do with me?” She braced herself, not really wanting to hear whatever response he might give her. It was unlikely to be the one she wanted.
 
   He didn’t answer right away. She was beginning to think he intended to resume his torment of her, when he finally spoke. “I plan on keeping you here with me, Eva. As long as I have you, it won’t be necessary to kill.”
 
   “But why was it necessary in the first place? You didn’t kill me.”
 
   “We’ll discuss that some other time.”
 
   “How often do you plan on...doing this?”
 
   “It’s required only about once a month. Though I did consume less than usual, so perhaps I’ll need you again a bit sooner. We’ll see.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “That’s all.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You came all the way to Nebraska specifically for me. You could have brought anyone here. So why me?”
 
   “That is also something we’ll discuss at another time.”
 
   Lainie appeared at that moment, cheerfully carrying a bed tray which she set before Eva. “Here we are, my bonnie lass! I told ye it wasn’t as bad as all that, didn’t I then? Old Lainie wouldn’t lie to ye.” She turned her attention to Julian. “She looks well and good. That’s a promising sign, isn’t it?”
 
   “Mm. Thank you, Lainie. Would you mind leaving us alone now, please?”
 
   “O’ course.” The woman patted Eva’s hand. “Do ye need anythin’ else, child?”
 
   “No, thank you.” She couldn’t help but wonder how Lainie could behave as if everything was perfectly normal. As if this sort of thing happened every day.
 
   Once they were alone, Julian settled himself on the edge of the bed once again. And then he did the strangest thing. He picked up her knife and fork and began to cut her steak into pieces. She watched his odd behavior, transfixed.
 
   He lifted the fork to her lips. “I want you to finish all your meat. It will help build up your blood.”
 
   She compliantly allowed him to feed her as if she were an invalid, or an ailing child. At this point, she supposed nothing should seem bizarre to her. In a matter of hours his disposition had transformed completely. He’d gone from taunting her to treating her with tender reverence. It was enough to make her consider the evil twin paradox.
 
   “Tell me,” he suddenly said. “Why were you walking home in the rain?”
 
   She swallowed. “You mean when you picked me up?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “My car was being repaired. And it wasn’t raining when I left work.” She accepted the bite of sweet potato that was offered her. “How did you know where to find me?”
 
   “I was actually on my way to your house when I happened upon you, out for a stroll in the middle of a storm. You certainly have a knack for being in the wrong place at the right time.”
 
   “But you recognized me, and you haven’t seen me since I was a little girl.”
 
   “I knew straightaway it was you.” He searched her eyes. “Are you still feeling well?”
 
   “I feel fine. Why do you keep asking me that?”
 
   “I wish I had a pint of AB-negative for every time you asked why.”
 
   “How’d you know that was my blood type?” She was impressed, in spite of herself.
 
   “I can smell it.”
 
   “You can tell a person’s blood type by the smell?”
 
   “Yes. I can also tell whether or not it’s diseased.”
 
   “That must come in handy.”
 
   “Are you being sarcastic?” He smiled and held the fork to her lips again.
 
   “Maybe just a little.” She chewed the piece of steak and studied his face. His eyes were more engaging now, less cruel and threatening. She wondered if it was because he’d just fed. He was so dreadfully alluring, this beautiful angel. But wasn’t Satan supposed to resemble an angel as well?
 
   When she was done with her meal, he handed her a tiny pill that was resting on the corner of the tray. “Swallow this for me, please.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Something to help you sleep.”
 
   “But...what is it?”
 
   “It’s just a mild sedative.”
 
   “I really don’t think I need it.”
 
   “Must you always argue with me? Trust me, I know what’s best for you.”
 
   “That is highly debatable!” She took the pill anyway, knowing it would do no good to resist. Julian Winter would have his way, come hell or high water.
 
   “I’m going to take your tray back down. Would you like anything else while I’m there?”
 
   “No, thanks.” She yawned.
 
   “Very well. Try and get some sleep.”
 
   “Mph.” She waited until he was gone before shedding the bulky bathrobe and snuggling underneath the covers. That sedative was working fast. She was halfway gone already.
 
   The sound of the bedroom door opening snatched her rudely back into wakefulness however, and she lifted her head to see that he had returned. “What is it now?”
 
   “Nothing. Go back to sleep.” He made himself comfortable in a chair that was beside her bed, opposite the nightstand.
 
   “What are you doing?” She fervently hoped he didn’t notice the discarded robe on the floor.
 
   “I’m staying in here tonight.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to keep an eye on you.”
 
   “What in the world for? There’s no place I can go.”
 
   “Just in case.”
 
   “In case what?” She didn’t like where this was going, not one little bit. Just what did he think might happen?
 
   “Nothing for you to worry about. Close your eyes now, little one.” His voice was soothing, and she struggled to stay awake.
 
   “How am I supposed to sleep now? You’ve got me freaked out. You did only take two pints, right? It wasn’t more than that, was it?”
 
   He sighed. “You were annoying as a child. As an adult, you are completely insufferable. Do you know that?”
 
   “What’s wrong with me?”
 
   “Possibly nothing. We should know by morning.”
 
   “Possibly nothing? But you think something could happen. What?”
 
   “What do you think, Eva? You were bitten by a vampire, and survived. Surely you have some idea.”
 
   And then the horrible implication struck her like a fist in the gut. “Are you telling me...I could wind up like you?”
 
   “I don’t know. It is a possibility, yes. Now you see why I always killed my victims.”
 
   She sat up in bed, clutching the covers to her chest. “But you don’t know for sure. Right? You can’t be sure.”
 
   “No, I can’t be sure. The truth is, I can’t even account for how I became this way.”
 
   “You weren’t bitten?”
 
   “No. I died, and upon waking was as I am now.”
 
   “You...just died?” This whole situation kept spiraling to new depths of insanity. Would nothing in her world ever be rational again?
 
   “Not just. I was murdered. Stabbed in the chest by an assailant whose intent it was to rob me.”
 
   “Was he a vampire too?”
 
   “No. Just your garden variety criminal.”
 
   “So let me get this straight. You used to be a perfectly normal guy until you died and just happened to come back to life as a fictional being.”
 
   “Not so fictional, it would seem.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “I know it doesn’t.”
 
   Paranoid, Eva felt along the roof of her mouth with her tongue. Nothing seemed any different than usual. “Don’t you think I would have...um, changed or whatever by now?”
 
   “I have no way of knowing. But yes, I would think so. Try not to worry.”
 
   Try not to worry? Easy for him to say. Scenario one, I turn into a bloodsucking killer without a soul. Scenario two, I spend the rest of my life as lunch for one of them. Neither option is exactly appealing. How did I ever get myself into this situation? What did I do to deserve this?
 
   The sedative was working to pull her under into oblivion. Though she tried, it was useless to fight it.
 
   “Rest, Eva,” Julian said softly. “I’ll watch over you tonight. Sleep.”
 
   Somehow, she did.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   Nowhere to Run
 
    
 
   Eva woke to find Julian’s eyes fixed on her bare shoulder with a most peculiar expression.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Scooting quickly into an upright position, she scanned the bedroom in alarm. Had something happened during the night? Everything looked exactly as it did before she fell asleep. Nothing seemed noticeably out of place.
 
   He blinked, pulling his gaze away from her to look at the floor instead. “Nothing’s wrong. How are you feeling?”
 
   She immediately investigated her teeth with an index finger and was immensely relieved to find nothing out of the ordinary. “Normal. That’s good, right? Does this mean I’m going to be okay?”
 
   “My guess is you’re out of the woods.” He stood and extended his long arms above his head, stretching leisurely like a contented feline. “I’ll be damned. I must admit, I expected the worst.”
 
   “Now you tell me.” She pushed a handful of unruly curls away from her face and looked at him hopefully. “So...now you know, it’s all good and you can let me go, right? You don’t need me anymore. I won’t tell anyone about this, I swear. Our secret. Nobody has to know.” Yeah, right.
 
   “Not just yet, I’m afraid.” He strolled towards the door in that infuriatingly aloof way of his. “I’ll have Lainie pick up some clothing for you today. I believe I’ll go to bed for a while. Didn’t sleep much last night, you know. Try to keep it down, won’t you?”
 
   “Wait a second!” she called after him, but it was no use. She was yelling at a bolted door. An antique alarm clock was the closest thing within reach and as a result it bore the brunt of her petulance, flying across the room to shatter against the solid wood. She fumed when she heard the chuckle from the other side.
 
   Pompous ass!
 
   Half an hour later, wrapped once again in the bathrobe since the clothes she’d arrived in were nowhere to be found, Eva reclined on the window seat and gazed helplessly from behind cold steel bars at the endless expanse of forest. For all practical purposes, she was cut off from the world. There was no telling how far the nearest neighbor was, no way of knowing how far she’d have to hike to find help. Would Julian be able to track her easily? She couldn’t begin to guess how deep the core of his abilities reached.
 
   Clearly at some point he’d have to leave. He couldn’t stay here all the time, could he? Didn’t he have a job or a business of some sort to run? Normal everyday duties to attend to? He couldn’t spend his life shut up in this house. She couldn’t be guarded all the time. And even if there was no accessible way out, surely there had to be a phone or computer around someplace. Some means of communicating with the outside world.
 
   Inevitably there would be an occasion when the perfect opportunity would present itself, and she planned to be ready. Ready and waiting.
 
   Lainie came up before long with a breakfast tray, taking a few moments to cheerfully jot down Eva’s clothing sizes on a scrap of paper before departing for whatever town must be nearby. The woman’s displaced motherliness was perplexing. It was disturbing how she could be so sweet and genial, all the while turning a blind eye to the horrors surrounding her. Even so, Eva didn’t have it in her to assault the elderly woman, no matter how dire the situation. Besides, it would likely be a pointless endeavor. No doubt the front door would still be locked.
 
   Then again, the windows downstairs weren’t barred...
 
   Noticing her alert regard of the open bedroom door, the woman reached for her arm as if to detain her. “Best put that out o’ yer head, child.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What ye’re thinkin’ - it will ne’er work.”
 
   “How do you know? Are you planning to stop me?” She made the sarcasm in her voice apparent, and immediately felt a twinge of guilt for having spoken so rudely. Unhinged or not, the woman was her elder and it felt wrong to snap at her. Blame her upbringing. Crazily she wondered what the proper etiquette was when dealing with abductors. The idea made her want to laugh out loud...or cry. She wasn’t really sure which.
 
   Lainie didn’t seem bothered by it. “He won’t let ye leave. If ye try it, ye’re just askin’ for trouble. He knows yer every move and trust me, ye don’t want to be angerin’ him.”
 
   “You could help me, you know. If you wanted to.”
 
   With a troubled look, Lainie shook her gray head and said in a low voice, “I’ll do all I can to help ye, lamb. Believe me, I will. But ye must trust me. Runnin’ from him is useless. Ye cannae escape that way, and I fear what he’ll do to ye for tryin’. I don’t wish to see ye hurt. Listen to what I tell ye. Give it some time. It’ll all come out right in the end if ye just have some patience.”
 
   Patience. Okay, so maybe she had a point. Going off half-cocked without a plan was probably not the best idea, especially considering what she was dealing with. But could Lainie really be trusted? It could be that she wasn’t deranged after all - maybe she was just a victim of circumstance, like Eva herself. Caught up in a situation beyond her control.
 
   Whatever the case, she had no intention of remaining in this house to have her life slowly drained from her body. Somehow, somewhere, there had to be a way out. And she would find it.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Five days passed before she saw her chance.
 
   Five days of solitary confinement in that blasted room. By now she knew every square inch of it.
 
   Lainie had let her out of the bedroom to browse through the library. Poring over the vast selection of books, Eva pretended to be too absorbed in them to pay much attention when the woman excused herself to check on a load of laundry. Actually, it was just the break she’d been looking for.
 
   Julian was nowhere in sight. She’d seen him only fleetingly since their night together. His appetite satisfied, she no longer appeared to interest him - a fact that could very well work to her advantage.
 
   Dressed in jeans, a cashmere sweater and Timberlands purchased by Lainie - who either had impeccable taste or a really good personal shopper - she tiptoed quietly downstairs. No time to return to her room for a jacket. According to the chatty woman, the temperature outside was lower than normal for mid-October, but Eva wasn’t worried about that. She could endure it if it meant freedom. With any luck, the windows wouldn’t have alarms on them and she could climb out unnoticed.
 
   So far, so good. Nobody around. And just in case...
 
   Holding her breath, she carefully tried the door.
 
   No freaking way.
 
   Just like that, it swung open to usher in a rush of cold air. Temporarily anchored to the floor in disbelief, she inhaled deeply, savoring the taste of sweet liberation. Someone had really slipped up. So this was it - the chance she’d been waiting for. Time to move, and fast.
 
   Run!
 
   Having no clear-cut idea which way was best, she bolted straight ahead down the rough dirt road. The shortest distance between two points was a straight line, right? This was the way they’d come in, so it had to be a way out as well.
 
   Her hair streamed behind her as her feet practically flew, dodging washed-out potholes, leaping like an antelope over a fallen pine tree branch, hiking boots thumping on the hard ground. The sound echoed in her head. A quick look over her shoulder reassured her that nobody was following, and she wanted to laugh with joy. Poor Lainie should’ve bought me strappy high heels instead. Didn’t see this coming, did she...
 
   What the hell?
 
   She stopped almost in her tracks, a difficult feat considering the speed at which she’d been sprinting. Skidding, her hair flew forward into her line of vision and she frantically pushed it back, never taking her eyes off the obstacle in her path.
 
   It was a dog.
 
   Which meant...somewhere nearby, there had to be another house then, right? The home belonging to the owner of the dog, the German Shepherd that sat in the middle of the road curiously examining her, shaggy gray head tilted slightly to one side.
 
   “Here, boy,” she said softly, offering a hand.
 
   Lowering his head, the dog bared his teeth and growled.
 
   Oh, hell’s bells!
 
   “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.” Eva squatted on her heels, hoping to earn the animal’s trust. She kept one hand out, averting her eyes in an effort to concede to the dog’s show of dominance.
 
   From behind her came a faint rustle.
 
   No! Her head snapped around, and she didn’t know whether to be relieved or alarmed. It wasn’t Julian but another dog, a carbon copy of the one in front of her, approaching from the rear with his head lowered aggressively.
 
   She straightened, helplessly looking from one dog to the other, uncertain how to proceed from here. There was no time for this! Damn it all, where was their owner?
 
   Going back was not an option. She took a step forward.
 
   The first dog bounded towards her, snarling viciously. She scrunched her eyes shut and held her arms in front of her face, bracing for the attack.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She opened her eyes.
 
   Now seated directly in front of her, the dog had resumed his former stance, peering up at her expectantly as if waiting for her to scratch his ears or reward him with a treat.
 
   Hesitantly she reached out and touched the thick fur. He licked her hand, then nudged it with his head to encourage another pat so she stroked his head while he closed his eyes rapturously.
 
   “You want to come with me? Huh, boy? Come on, let’s go for a walk.” Eva carefully took a step forward, and watched with amazement as the dog’s disposition snapped immediately back into defensive mode. He growled again, fur bristling.
 
   She could have cried.
 
   Taking a few steps backward, she was surprised when the dogs ignored her, panting happily as if they hadn’t a care in the world. But when she attempted once more to move forward they both came at her, gnashing their teeth and barking ferociously.
 
   “You aren’t going to let me leave, are you?” She might have known it wouldn’t be that easy. She’d made the mistake of underestimating him. Julian was a lot of things, but he was no fool. Lainie was right - running was useless.
 
   The shaggy dogs followed her all the way back to the house, one flanking each side of her, baring their sharp teeth at her every attempt to head in any direction other than the vampire’s home.
 
   He was relaxing on the front deck, legs stretched out before him, leisurely sipping a glass of Pinot Noir.
 
   Black eyes twinkling, he smiled slyly. “Did you have a nice walk?”
 
   She glared at him. The dogs retreated to the forest, their duty done. “I suppose those are your dogs.”
 
   “On the contrary, my dear. Those were gray wolves. Canis lupus Linnaeus. Not many left in this area, which is a shame. They’re really quite beautiful, aren’t they?”
 
   “Those were wolves?” She turned to see if she could still catch a glimpse of them, but they had disappeared into the trees.
 
   “Mm. Endangered species, you know. However, there are more than just those two. I wouldn’t go wandering off again if I were you.”
 
   “You sent them after me, didn’t you?”
 
   He gestured to the empty spot beside him on the teak patio bench. “Come join me. Would you like some wine?”
 
   “What I’d like to do is take that bottle and lay it across...”
 
   “I understand. You’re restless. In need of some fresh air and sunshine. At any rate I suppose it isn’t necessary to keep you shut up in that room any longer. You may have free rein of the house from now on. Just stay out of the woods, Red Riding Hood.”
 
   Relenting, Eva joined him on the bench. It was pointless. Completely pointless. As far as he was concerned she was his possession, his toy, and he’d play with her until she broke. The question was, how long would it take for her to break?
 
   He refilled his glass, watching her out of the corner of his eye. “Won’t you have some? It’s very good.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Really, Eva, your resistance is becoming tiresome. Why can’t you just relax and enjoy yourself? Look around you. This place is a paradise. Why do you think I came here?”
 
   “Geographic isolation?”
 
   “You miss the point. You have to learn to appreciate life.”
 
   “Coming from you, that must be the most ironic statement ever made!” She crossed her arms and slouched backwards, scowling.
 
   “Oh, stop your pouting. It’s unbecoming.” With a smirk, he polished off his glass of wine. “Why don’t you run upstairs and fetch a coat, then we’ll go for a walk. Since you seem so keen for exercise.”
 
   The proposal took her by surprise. Going someplace, even with him, was preferable to staying locked in that tiresome room all afternoon. With this in mind she dashed upstairs to hastily retrieve a cream-colored parka. The coat looked expensive, as did all the other items her closet and dresser had been filled with. It struck her as odd that he would spend what must have been a small fortune on her wardrobe. Very odd. Especially considering she rarely left her room.
 
   Rejoining him on the deck, she reluctantly took the arm that was offered her. It was on the tip of her tongue to snap at him, aren’t you just the gentleman! But she thought better of it. Sarcasm was apt to land her back upstairs.
 
   They strolled down a footpath into the woods behind the house, in the opposite direction she’d taken in her sprint for freedom. The wolves were nowhere in sight. The temperature was in the upper thirties and a chill wind scattered the dead autumn leaves about. The cold air in her lungs was invigorating, instilling within her much-needed energy. Had the situation been different, she’d have been deliriously happy on a day as gorgeous as this one.
 
   “I thought vampires hated the daylight,” she commented.
 
   “That particular bit of folklore is myth. As a matter of fact, most of the stories are.”
 
   “But not all?”
 
   “Every legend has a grain of truth in it somewhere.”
 
   She pondered this. “So then which ones are true?”
 
   “The ones that aren’t false.”
 
   She wasn’t sure whether he was joking or not. Maybe he was just trying to avoid answering her question.
 
   “What about garlic and holy water, all that?”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Does it bother you?”
 
   “Why should it bother me?”
 
   “Are you being obtuse on purpose?”
 
   He smiled. “Garlic and holy water have no adverse effects on me. And before you ask, neither do crosses.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d tell me if there was something you were vulnerable to.”
 
   “I would not.”
 
   “So are there others like you?”
 
   “Not that I know of. It’s possible, but highly improbable.”
 
   Improbable. After this, nothing would surprise her. Bigfoot, zombies, the Creature from the Black Lagoon. They could all be real for all she knew. Maybe the monster from her childhood closet had been there all along. She just never saw him.
 
   “Lainie says you were going to practice law.”
 
   “Yes. I was an undergraduate, just one year from my bachelors degree. I should have already graduated, but I decided to take some time off due to burnout. To be honest, law wasn’t particularly my cup of tea. That was Grandfather’s aspiration.”
 
   “What did you want to do?”
 
   “What difference does it make now? What did you want to do?”
 
   It bothered her the way he referred to her ambitions in the past tense. “Elementary education. I wanted...want to teach grade school. Guess I won’t be finishing out the semester though.” She waited to hear his response to that.
 
   To her frustration, he opted to change the subject. “It’s colder than average for October. Long-range weather forecast predicts a harsh winter. We’ll likely see snow early this year.”
 
   “How far are we from...anyone?” She didn’t really expect an answer to this question either.
 
   “Not as far as it seems. The jeep trail goes on for just over two miles before it reaches a main road. Any other direction is forest and mountains. The closest community is Brightwood, though you won’t find much there. Portland’s about an hour away.” He shot her a firm look. “That is not a suggestion to take off again. You’d never make it. The wildlife would make a meal of you.”
 
   So close, and yet so very, very far.
 
   “Can you control other animals besides the wolves?”
 
   He smiled again, but said nothing. A mere sixty seconds later she heard a dry rustle in the woods to her left and looked over, expecting to see a squirrel or maybe even one of the wolves.
 
   Wrong.
 
   She stiffened, fingers tightly clenching Julian’s blue ski jacket.
 
   “Oh...my gosh. Is that what I think it is?”
 
   The mountain lion approached stalwartly, evaluating them with shining yellow-green eyes. It wasn’t afraid, but neither did it seem threatening. Outside of a zoo she’d never seen one up close.
 
   “I seem to remember you like cats.”
 
   “Yeah, but...this is nothing like Rio!”
 
   “Would you like to touch her?”
 
   “Are you sure it’s safe?” She eyed the enormous paws dubiously. Those claws were not something she’d want to feel ripping into her flesh.
 
   “Of course. She won’t hurt you.”
 
   Eva cautiously reached out, first touching the huge cat’s golden head with her fingertips, then scratching when she grew bolder. The animal began to purr, a deep sound so unexpectedly loud it closely resembled the idle of a car engine. She was amazed that such a wild creature could seem so docile. Contrary to what she’d just said, this cat really did behave like an oversized version of Rio.
 
   “I cannot believe I’m actually standing here petting a mountain lion!”
 
   “Best not try that on your own.” He seemed pleased by her enthusiasm.
 
   “Believe me, I wouldn’t.”
 
   “Run along now.” He smacked the cat’s flank lightly, and it sprang gracefully away without looking back. “I suppose that answered your question sufficiently.”
 
   Eva had a sudden thought. “Do you ever drink animal blood?”
 
   “No. I tried, but unfortunately it’s incompatible with my system.”
 
   They continued to walk along the path, pine needles crunching underneath their boots. The sound brought forth in Eva’s mind the reminiscence of autumn afternoons in her back yard, rolling like a playful foal in the pine straw and leaves her father had raked into a pile. Fourteen, fifteen years ago it must have been, and yet it seemed like only yesterday. Life was so fleeting. What would it be like, never to grow old? To live forever in a young, strong body with no fear of illness or injury...no possibility of death?
 
   “Tell me what it was like.” She looked expectantly at Julian, then diverted her eyes quickly. It was almost painful to look at him. He was like music, a heart-wrenching melody that brought a lump to the throat. Something too beautiful to exist.
 
   “What what was like?”
 
   “Dying.”
 
   “Oh...it wasn’t as terrible as you might imagine.”
 
   “How do you know for sure you really died? Maybe you were just unconscious for a while.”
 
   “He put a blade through my heart, Eva. I felt the last beat before I died.”
 
   She shuddered. “What did it feel like when you woke up? Did it hurt?”
 
   “Not at all. Actually, I felt rejuvenated. My clothes were soaked with blood but the wound had already healed. I recall being highly incensed that someone was throwing dirt on me.”
 
   “Your killer?”
 
   “The fool was trying to bury the evidence.” He chuckled. “I must say, the expression on his face when I came out of that grave was priceless. The abject terror that remained on his face even after I snapped his neck was most gratifying.”
 
   “You didn’t drink his blood?”
 
   “No. I wasn’t aware of my condition until later, you see.”
 
   “So what happened to him?”
 
   “I put him in the grave that was meant for me. I thought it fitting. As far as I know he rots there still, along with his damned knife.” His voice was cold, detached.
 
   “How ironic. To be buried in the very grave he dug for someone else,” she mused. “Where did all this happen? London?”
 
   “Scotland. I was visiting Lainie while trying to decide what I wanted to do regarding university. One very early morning I was out for a run on a road that passed an old cemetery, when I encountered a Welshman sitting on one of the headstones smoking a cigarette. He called out to me, saying he was lost and needed directions. I was trying to assist him when he assaulted me. I found my watch and cash on him later, so I have to assume it was money he was after. It was a convenient location to hide a corpse, I have to admit. He dragged my body into the woods that bordered the cemetery and found a spade that had been left in the abandoned utility shed. I’ve no doubt he would have gotten away with his crime had I not taken him by surprise.”
 
   “You must have been taken by surprise yourself, waking up to your own burial.” The thought of it gave her the willies.
 
   His brow furrowed. “One would think so. But, no. I cannot describe to you the deep serenity that I felt. No negative emotions whatsoever, no pain or even minute discomfort, just an apathetic resolution for what needed to be done. I felt no rage when I killed the man, just a sense of pleasure and satisfaction that the situation had been properly dealt with.”
 
   His words were disconcerting. If he was devoid of compassion, then what chance did she have? How do you reach someone whose doors have been permanently sealed? “And your other victims? Do you have no sympathy for them?”
 
   He appraised her quizzically. “Is there some logical reason I should?”
 
   “Are you telling me you feel nothing at all when you take someone’s life?” This conversation was not going well. The more she heard, the less she wanted to hear.
 
   “As I said, those emotions are gone. They were unnecessary and in fact would have been a hindrance to my survival. It is more pragmatic not to possess them. I would think that would be apparent to you.”
 
   Eva mulled this over. To exist without pain or conflicting emotions might have its advantages, but the price was so dear. “You can’t feel love,” she concluded.
 
   “I cannot. Nor would I wish to. How could it possibly benefit me?”
 
   “How could it benefit you?” What a question! “Surely you’ve been in love before!”
 
   “I suppose so. I have difficulty remembering what it was like to feel affection for another person.”
 
   “How long has it been?”
 
   “I lost my mortal life thirty years ago.”
 
   Startled, Eva paused to let this sink in. “Thirty years? You’ve been this way for three decades?” God, the countless corpses he must have left along the way! She refused to calculate the numbers in her head. It was far too gruesome to consider.
 
   “Does that surprise you?” He smiled. “Time has little meaning for me. I find it absurd the way people are always in such a rush. It’s a peculiar trait, don’t you think? Dashing off to work, then dashing home again. In such a bloody hurry to reach a future that will only turn against them.”
 
   He certainly had a unique perspective. It also brought to mind something else that had been puzzling her. “That’s another thing I’ve been wondering. What do you do for a living? You haven’t left the house since we got here. I remember back home you used to own a bookstore.”
 
   “The bookstore was a diversion, since small town residents can be intrusive. I really don’t know what I was thinking when I moved there in the first place. What with nosy little girls wandering in and out of my house.” He winked mischievously.
 
   Would that she had never darkened his doorstep! If there was anything to be regretted, it was that. “Well, if you don’t have a job, then how do you get by?”
 
   “I had a small trust fund set aside by my parents. And I was the sole beneficiary to Grandfather’s fortune as well. He passed away twenty-six years ago.”
 
   “Twenty-six years. Then he was still alive when you...”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you tell him what happened to you?”
 
   “Certainly not. I didn’t want to run the risk of being disinherited. I never returned to university, though I did go to work at his solicitors firm as a research assistant. He was satisfied with that, though he did insist I eventually complete my studies.”
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “No. It seemed pointless. Fortunately he had a massive stroke four years later.”
 
   “You could have killed him, but you didn’t,” Eva pointed out. “So you must have had some feelings for him.”
 
   “I stood to inherit everything he owned. Who do you suppose would have been the prime suspect should he die unexpectedly? I had only to wait him out. Having all the time in the world, there was no hurry. The man was in poor health as it was. He was too sodding stubborn to retire, which eventually worked to my advantage.”
 
   The callous, matter-of-fact way he spoke of his grandfather’s death was chilling. If he had so little regard for his own family, what hope was there for her, a virtual stranger?
 
   “I suppose a love of money is still a form of love,” she remarked dryly.
 
   “Money is a simply a necessity, Eva. One that improves the quality of life. I’ve invested wisely and can live quite comfortably on the interest alone. So you see, my pet, as long as you’re here you need never want for anything.”
 
   “There is one thing.”
 
   “And what is that?” His tone abruptly turned frosty. “I know you will not dare ask to leave. That is not for you to decide.”
 
   She swallowed, wondering if it was wise to risk incurring his wrath. “I’d like to talk to my mother. Or...at least send word to her that I’m all right. She has to be worried.”
 
   “I see.” His stony features relaxed. “That might be possible. If you behave yourself and do as you’re told, I will consider it. For now, I don’t wish to hear any more on the subject.”
 
   She sighed. It was better than an outright refusal, and more than she’d expected. At least there was hope, a glimmer as subtle as a candle’s flame.
 
   “And a word of warning, Evangeline.” The cruel coldness had returned to his voice. “If you ever try to escape from me again, I will thrash you until death seems a welcome friend.”
 
   With his icy breath, the flame was extinguished.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   Vicious Beauty
 
    
 
   Can’t deal, too stressed. Leaving for a while. Love you, plz don’t worry!
 
   As if she could do anything but worry. It had been over a week since Eva had vanished like a wisp of smoke in the sky, and this last brief text message was the only tangible clue Abby possessed.
 
   That, and the voice mail left just twenty minutes before the text. She’d had the vacuum cleaner running and didn’t hear the phone and God, how she wished she’d heard and answered that call. She wished it with every fiber of her being.
 
   What could have happened in the span of twenty minutes to send her daughter running?
 
   There were so many things wrong with the whole scenario, she didn’t even know where to begin.
 
   First of all, it wasn’t like Eva not to return her calls. Abby left message after frantic message, to no avail. Her own phone remained silent as the grave.
 
   Second, the car was still at the dealership, repaired and waiting to be claimed. Which led her to believe her daughter wasn’t alone because she sure wasn’t going to get far on foot.
 
   Third, there didn’t appear to be anything missing from her closet. Why would she leave without packing any clothes? In addition, her bank account hadn’t been touched, nor had her credit card been recently used. It was as if Evangeline Rowan Spencer had simply ceased to exist.
 
   The police offered little support, and Edwin even less than that. It made her blood boil to think of his uncaring attitude when she’d called him. What do you expect me to do about it? Hell, Abigail, she’s a grown woman! Did you think she’d stay in the nest forever? Let her go and get a life of your own! I have patients waiting - I don’t have time for your hysterical bull right now!
 
   It was par for the course, in his case.
 
   While it was true that Eva had her hands full with school and had just been terminated from her job, there was no reason to think she’d been overburdened. Her bank account had over five thousand dollars in it, so the loss of part time employment shouldn’t have been upsetting enough to push her over the edge. It made no sense. She’d always been such a practical, dependable girl. And yes, she knew how to take care of herself, but still...
 
   The world was a scary place.
 
   If only she’d call. Just to let her know she was safe...
 
   ~*~*~
 
   No longer confined to her bedroom, Eva was free to take her meals in the dining room, though she preferred the cozier warmth of the small kitchen. The house always felt chilly to her. Even the heat from the gas fireplace didn’t penetrate the constant bite in the air. And whenever Julian happened to be downstairs, he turned it off anyway. He seemed immune to the cold.
 
   Inspection of the rest of the house revealed little. His bedroom door was kept locked, as was one of the downstairs rooms. Those were forbidden to her. Beyond that there was only the library, Lainie’s room, a small laundry room, kitchen and dining room. A search of the grounds proved just as fruitless. The Cherokee was housed along with a snowmobile in an enclosed garage that was also kept locked, and the one tiny window was too small for her to wiggle through even if she did somehow manage to locate the keys. The wolves watched from a distance, their tongues wagging as if they were laughing at her.
 
   No computer. No phone. No means of reaching the outside world. If it weren’t for the television in the living room, she might have begun to believe the rest of the lucid world had been sucked into some parallel dimension. She half expected Rod Serling to suddenly appear in the background to deliver some clipped monologue. Thank God for the familiar and comforting sounds of sitcom reruns and laugh tracks. They were a symbol of normal, routine everyday life.
 
   The antithesis of what her own life had become.
 
   And yet, in some strange way, things here were not as abnormal as they should have seemed. Lainie treated her as a revered houseguest and Julian, while aloof, was still cordial. On the surface nothing was out of the ordinary - it was what lurked beneath the surface that filled her with apprehension. She was, after all, a hostage. And this was no bed and breakfast.
 
   She was curled up on the plush sectional sofa one afternoon with a novel she wasn’t particularly interested in when Lainie came breezing in.
 
   “I’m away for the messages. Is there anythin’ ye’d like?”
 
   Eva gave her a blank look. “Whose messages?”
 
   “She means she’s headed for the store.” Julian, just coming down the stairs, translated.
 
   “Oh.” The Scottish certainly had a colorful way of putting things. “Um...I’d love a Coke, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “O’ course, dear.” The woman reached for the set of keys Julian held out to her. Eva eyed them wistfully. “I’ll be back soon enough.”
 
   “Wait - I’ll come with you.” It was a ploy she didn’t expect to work. And it didn’t.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere.” His voice was stern, and the way he said it made her want to hurl something at his head. Who did he think he was, anyway? She was sick of taking orders from him. Since when had he been appointed supreme ruler of the universe?
 
   “Did I ever tell you what a barbaric philistine you are?” she said, once the front door had closed behind Lainie.
 
   He stifled a yawn. “Is that so.”
 
   “Yes, that’s so! What makes you think you can just keep me here forever? Do you really think you won’t eventually get caught?” She slammed the book down on the end table. “I’d like to see what happens when you do. You wouldn’t last ten minutes in prison.”
 
   “Well, aren’t we feisty today.” Apparently uninterested in pursuing an argument, he ambled lazily into the kitchen. After a moment, Eva followed. She wasn’t done ranting, and his was the only available ear.
 
   “You know what I think?”
 
   “I expect you’ll tell me.” He pulled open a drawer and rummaged about, more intent on finding whatever he was looking for than in listening to her.
 
   “I think your days are numbered. You’ve been getting away with this for way too long. At some point someone’s going to...suspect...what the hell are you looking for?” His opening and slamming of drawers was distracting her from her tirade.
 
   “A pencil.”
 
   “There’s a pen right there in front of you. Are you blind?”
 
   “Did I ask for a pen?”
 
   “What difference does it make?”
 
   “The difference is, this is a pen and I need a pencil. I suppose I could use the pen to illustrate the variances between the two, if necessary.”
 
   “I know the...God, you’re the most aggravating person I ever met in my life!”
 
   “And you apparently never progressed beyond kindergarten.”
 
   Her temper ignited, she snatched the pen off the counter. “I can tell you the difference between the two! The pen is the one that’s about to be sticking out of your skull!”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   “What? You don’t think I’ll do it?”
 
   “I know you won’t.” He rested his elbows on the counter and leaned against it, smirking in a triumphant way that only fueled her anger.
 
   “Don’t bet on it! I could put your eye out with this!”
 
   “What are you waiting for then? A diagram of my anatomy?”
 
   “I’m waiting for you to...to shut up!”
 
   “You’re the one doing all the talking. I wonder if you ever stop.”
 
   “I’ll stop when you’re cold dead in the ground!”
 
   “You aren’t going to put me there with that. Why don’t you try a kitchen knife instead? Much more effective than a pen, I assure you. There’s one right behind you.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder at the handles protruding from the bamboo block, and traded the pen for a sharp boning knife.
 
   “Good choice. Now, I would highly suggest you make that first blow count.”
 
   “I’d cut out your heart, if you had one!”
 
   “It’s right here.” He touched the spot on his chest with two fingers.
 
   “That’s a good one! There’s nothing there but a blackened chunk of coal!”
 
   “Stop procrastinating.” He spread his arms out by his sides. “I’ll make it easy for you. You have a completely immobile target. Come on then, let’s see you draw some blood.”
 
   In spite of her ire, she knew what a futile gesture it would be. The blade might look formidable, but to him it was little more than a minor inconvenience. His wounds would heal. Hers would remain. And that was that, wasn’t it?
 
   She sighed irritably. “If I thought it would do any good...but it wouldn’t, would it?”
 
   “Other than a fleeting moment of satisfaction on your part, no. I, on the other hand, will revel in your subsequent punishment. I can promise you that will last for hours.”
 
   “You’re going to get yours one day. That is my promise to you.”
 
   “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” He smiled insolently.
 
   “I never do.”
 
   “Are you done with your little tantrum? I have work to do.” He resumed his search through the cabinets, dismissing her.
 
   “I hope you never find a pencil,” she snapped, slinging the knife across the counter and storming out of the room. Not the wittiest insult she’d ever come up with, but she was off her game today. His arrogance made her crazy. And what work was he talking about, anyway? She was dying to ask but pride kept her from it.
 
   And when she heard him cheerfully call from the kitchen - found one! - she wanted to scream.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It was from the kitchen that she heard his music for the first time.
 
   Seated at the table with Lainie while they shared a lunch of shepherd’s pie, she caught the faint strains of what sounded like some sort of Celtic instrumental coming from the unexplored room on the other side of the seldom-used dining room.
 
   “Do you hear that?” she asked.
 
   Lainie wiped her mouth primly with the napkin in her lap. “It’s just Jules. I expect ye’ll hear a lot o’ that. He spends a fair amount o’ time in the conservatory.”
 
   Eva couldn’t resist. “Let me guess. It was Colonel Mustard with a candlestick.”
 
   The elderly woman gave her a puzzled look, not understanding the reference. “Colonel who?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “He works alone, dear. Very talented composer, he is.”
 
   This was unexpected news. “He writes music?”
 
   “That he does. Plays the piano beautifully. And the cello.” Lainie beamed with pride.
 
   Eva couldn’t have been more surprised if she’d discovered that he designed tactical ballistic missiles for NASA. “You’re kidding. That’s him playing?”
 
   “Aye. He doesn’t like to be disturbed when he’s workin’. Ye can hear some from outside the door, if ye’d care to listen.”
 
   “Hm. Maybe later.” She swallowed one last bite and took her plate to the sink. There was something else she wanted to check out right now. If he was busy banging away on the piano downstairs, then there was time to explore more upstairs. Namely, trying his bedroom door again. She hadn’t given up on the hope that he might at some point forget to lock it.
 
   And as it turned out, luck was with her. His door had been carelessly left unlocked so she slipped quietly into his room, viewing it for the first time with wide-eyed fascination. She didn’t know what she had expected - black burial shrouds and coffins and gargoyles, maybe - but instead it was tastefully furnished in rich mahogany. The enormous four poster bed was draped with deep burgundy bed curtains that matched a luxurious down comforter. A far cry from the obligatory dirt-filled pine box that typically served as a vampire’s resting place in the movies. His was a room fit for pampered royalty, but she had no time to stand around and admire it. Somewhere in here there could be a laptop, cell phone...hell, even a ham radio would do.
 
   There was nothing out of the ordinary in his closet, unless you counted a vast selection of designer clothes and shoes. One thing certainly couldn’t be denied - he had classy taste. No bargain basement sale items here.
 
   She was hurriedly rummaging through his dresser drawers when the familiar voice came from directly behind, causing her to jump nearly out of her skin. He’d somehow entered the room without making a sound.
 
   “Have you found what you were looking for?” The icy displeasure in his tone sent shivers down her backbone as she recalled his earlier threat. If you ever try to escape from me again...
 
   “I...ah, was...ahem...just...” She sounded like an idiot and she knew it. But what was there to say? She’d been caught red-handed and the piper would expect payment. Her hands trembled to think of what that payment might be.
 
   “You were what?” There was no trace of tolerance in his crisp words. Those stormy eyes penetrated her, dark with clouds that threatened to unleash a hurricane. “What the bloody hell are you doing in my room?”
 
   “I was looking for...um...”
 
   “I know what you were looking for! How foolish do you think I am?”
 
   The way he was looking at her was frightening. There was none of the usual idle amusement there, no evidence of empathy whatsoever. He looked as if he wanted to tear her apart.
 
   “Do you know what you are, Eva?” He circled her slowly, like a vulture preparing to swoop downward. His voice was controlled, but still as hard and sharp as coffin nails.
 
   “Julian, I...”
 
   “You’re an animal that needs to be trained. A stubborn filly yet to be broken. And how does one handle a problem animal? Can you tell me that?”
 
   She shook her head fearfully.
 
   “There are a number of ways. But the most effective, I believe, is to beat it into submission. Because even a dumb animal understands pain.” Before she even had time to respond, he seized both her arms in an iron grip and the barely-restrained fury broke free. “You think you’ve had it bad? You’ve seen nothing, you overindulged little brat! You’re a prisoner, are you not? Then from now on you’ll be treated as such! I’ll lock you in the cellar and beat you on a regular basis if necessary. I’ll break both your legs if I must! But one way or another, you will learn to behave yourself!”
 
   His strong arms shook her roughly, bruising the delicate flesh. “Do you think for one minute I give a damn whether you live or die? Your life means nothing to me! Nothing! I should have killed you years ago! And why I didn’t, I’ll never know!”
 
   Frightened tears spilled from Eva’s green eyes to streak her flushed cheeks. “I’m sorry...really I am...please, don’t...”
 
   “I’ve had enough of your antics! You’ve been afforded every opportunity and yet you still continue to defy me. There is a limit to my patience and you, you have well exceeded it! No more! This is the last warning you will get! Do I make myself perfectly clear?”
 
   “Y-yes...”
 
   “Stop that infernal crying!”
 
   She pressed her lips together in an effort to stifle a sob. He released her abruptly, backing away to stand with his arms folded across his chest. Apparently there was nothing else to be said. Eventually she dared to look up at his face.
 
   He was staring at her with an expression as unreadable as a blank page. Finally he quietly told her, “Search my room if it gives you some measure of comfort. Destroy it, turn it upside down if it pleases you. But know this. You will find nothing that can help you. Because there is nothing that can help you. Nothing.”
 
   He left her there alone, and as he walked away she heard him curse her faintly underneath his breath.
 
   “Damn you.”
 
   As if she wasn’t already damned.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Why did she have such a compelling need to leave?
 
   Was it not enough that he provided her with every amenity? What was so significant about her former life that she couldn’t let it go? Was a lifetime of drudgery preferable to the luxury he could offer?
 
   It was infuriating, really.
 
   And the adverse effect her blood was having on him was disconcerting, to say the least. He hadn’t taken into consideration the fact that she’d been contaminated with his own blood. In retrospect, feeding from her was probably an unwise decision. Already there was something odd taking place that couldn’t be calculated, and he wasn’t quite sure he liked it. Sometimes when he looked at her, he thought he could almost detect a whisper of something long forgotten...
 
   But that was impossible. Those emotions were dead.
 
   Love, passion, sympathy, sentimentality...all the attributes of the human psyche that were unnecessary in a predator...those had disintegrated forever into dust. He could not pity her. Had no reason to pity her.
 
   She was food to him. Nothing more. He must remember that.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   The vampire spent his days isolated after that, taking his meals either in the conservatory or his bedroom. For the most part Eva was alone. Any prospect of escape or rescue having been eradicated, it seemed a futile effort to hang on to the hope that she could be saved. There was nothing left to be done but wait. Whatever bleak future she might possess was out of her hands.
 
   She stopped resisting. Stopped caring. Lonesome for companionship, she spent a good portion of her days with Lainie. They had pleasant conversations and watched cheesy soap operas together, and the kindly woman patiently taught her how to knit and cross-stitch, and how to make authentic raspberry scones. Eva, in return, showed her how to make jewelry out of polymer clay. Not the most practical skill perhaps, but it helped to pass the time.
 
   In the afternoons they took short walks along the path in the woods. The brisk October days melted away uneventfully, one into the other, and November arrived without distinction.
 
   It was on the seventh day of the month that Lainie idly commented, “Today’s the anniversary o’ Mr. Winter’s death. Was on this day twenty-seven years ago that he passed away.”
 
   “Julian?”
 
   “Nae, child. It’s his paternal grandfather I was referrin’ to. Massive stroke, it was. I attended the service in London.” Her aging eyes took on a faraway look. “I hadn’t seen young Julian in quite some time. He stayed so busy wi’ work. But I could tell when I saw him at the funeral that somethin’ about him had changed. He wasn’t the same lad anymore.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Well now, it’s hard to put into words. I suppose to others his remoteness was due to the circumstances. It was a funeral, after all. But to me, it went far beyond that. I was closer to him than his own mother, and what I saw in that chapel wasn’t the sweet loun I raised. It was nothin’ but a hollow shell.”
 
   “But didn’t you see him after the...you know, incident? I mean, he was staying with you, wasn’t he?” She glanced at the cards in her hand, then dropped them on the table. “I fold.”
 
   “Aye, but he packed up and left two days later. I thought at the time it was because he’d finally made the decision to work at the law firm rather than return to school. He seemed distracted, but that was understandable. He’d been under a lot o’ stress. It wasn’t until some time later that I began to notice the difference in him.”
 
   Eva propped her elbows on the table, resting her chin on her clasped hands. “Why do you stay here, Lainie?”
 
   “Why, because Jules is like a son to me. Would ye abandon yer own child? It isn’t his fault, what’s happened to him. Try to understand that, lass, and not judge him so harshly. I keep hoping...” Her words trailed off. There was no need for her to speak them out loud. It was clear that she still held on to the belief that somehow his humanity could be restored. Poor, deluded woman.
 
   “Did you never have any children of your own?”
 
   “I ne’er did. Ne’er even married. I’ve always been rather a homely one.” She chuckled.
 
   “Oh Lainie, you’re not homely.” Eva took her wrinkled hand and gently squeezed it.
 
   “Ye’re a sweet lassie, ye are. Such a shame things are as they are.”
 
   “Is there no hope for him? No cure?”
 
   “None as I know of.”
 
   “Well...can I ask you something then?”
 
   “Aye, o’ course.”
 
   “Why do you suppose he keeps me here?”
 
   The woman gave her a look of sorrow. “Och, my poor child. That I cannae answer. Truth is, I don’t believe the boy knows why himself.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Eva was just drifting off to sleep that night when her bedroom door flew open, startling her. In the darkness she could just make out Julian’s silhouette, tall and imposing, and her heart filled with dread even though she’d known the day was coming. Her account was past due.
 
   Time for him to collect.
 
   He sprang lithely onto the foot of the bed, crawling leisurely over her like a prowling animal. The obsidian eyes gleamed brightly with a ravenous look. Crouched directly over her, his face mere inches from hers, his lips curved slowly into a devious smile. He was so close she could smell his aftershave.
 
   “What do you want?” She tried to sound defiant but her voice cracked, exposing her cowardice.
 
   “What do you suppose?”
 
   “Don’t, Julian.” Her words might as well have been tossed into the air for all their weight.
 
   “This is what you’re here for. Or have you forgotten?” The raw malevolence in his voice showed there was to be no mercy from him. Tonight he meant to assert his dominance.
 
   She didn’t even have time to suck in a breath with which to scream before he snatched her head back and sank his fangs savagely into her jugular.
 
   Struggling beneath his weight, she thrashed her head in an attempt to extricate herself from the searing pain, but he was as immovable as concrete. The scream, when it came, was a useless waste of energy. Her cries would mean as much to him as the antelope’s did to the lion. Eventually the pain subsided and her body went limp.
 
   He remained hungrily clamped to her neck for some time before finally pulling away, satiated and spent. A thin trickle of blood ran down her throat, warm and wet, but she hadn’t the strength to wipe it away. The rhythm of her heartbeat was all wrong, pounding rapidly against her chest in a way that alarmed her. She’d lost too much blood.
 
   He lay beside her, breathing heavily. One arm came up to rest on his forehead and he stared at the ceiling silently.
 
   She shivered, cold permeating her thin silk chemise. The covers had fallen to the floor and he suddenly reached for them, pulling the white comforter up to tuck snugly around her. What he said next was so completely unexpected she wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.
 
   “Forgive me.”
 
   She lay motionless, unresponsive. Did she imagine the chagrin in his voice? Surely she was hallucinating. There was no way he would have said...
 
   “Eva, I’m sorry.” He continued to gaze at the ceiling, never meeting her eyes. “It was not my intention to hurt you. Truly, it wasn’t.”
 
   Unbelievable. Utterly unbelievable. How many personalities could reside in one body? It was like dealing with Dr. Jekyll while waiting for the inevitable appearance of Hyde.
 
   “Why do you want to see me dead?” she asked hoarsely.
 
   He reached over to stroke her cheek softly. “You won’t die. I won’t allow it.”
 
   “Great. So you’ll keep me alive just to torture me?”
 
   “I apologize for my uncouth behavior. I...really, I don’t know what came over me. It is...sometimes it is so difficult to control...” He stopped short, then gave a dry laugh. “I never would have imagined I’d be apologizing to my prey for doing what it is I was designed to do. How does that make any sense?”
 
   He threw his long legs over the side of the bed and disappeared into the bathroom, returning with a warm washcloth that he held against her wound. “Here, keep this on your neck while I fetch you a drink.”
 
   Eva curled into a fetal position in an attempt to warm herself. Her fingers felt like icicles. The room gradually began to spin and a nauseating feeling overtook her, like the sensation of being in a rowboat that rocked back and forth on tempestuous waves.
 
   “I feel sick,” she told Julian, who had just arrived with a sports drink.
 
   He put an arm underneath her back and urged her gently into an upright position. “I know. Can you swallow these for me?”
 
   She took the two capsules from his hand and washed them down with the orange-flavored drink without debate. Her hand was shaking so hard he had to hold the bottle for her.
 
   “What did you give me?”
 
   “Vitamin C and an iron supplement. You’re to take them every day from now on.”
 
   From now on. To what end? She wouldn’t last long at this rate. Another month or two and she’d rapidly succumb to hypovolemic shock. Couldn’t he see that? Was he in denial, or did her life sincerely mean so little to him?
 
   Of course, she already knew the answer to that.
 
   “One more drink. Yes, there’s a good girl.” He replaced the cap on the bottle and set it on the nightstand beside her. “Would you...would you like to write a letter to your mother? Tomorrow, perhaps?”
 
   Wait...what? She must have misunderstood. Maybe her addled brain was hearing only what it wanted to hear. “Wh-what did you...did you say?”
 
   “I said, once you’re feeling up to it you may send word to your mother that you’re safe. Does that please you?”
 
   “Yes! Oh my God, yes.” That one simple privilege would be enough to encourage her recovery. If he was able to offer even this small measure of compassion, then perhaps all was not lost. Maybe, just maybe, there was hope of getting through to the old Julian, the college student whose life was viciously robbed while only trying to help a stranger. The orphan Lainie knew as a sweet and innocent child before becoming the savage beast.
 
   The beast who now sat beside her in a white Armani dress shirt spotted with drying blood, caressing her brow with the tenderness of a lover. How was it possible that one man could be such a stark contradiction? Sadistic and merciless in one moment, then something inversely different. His confounding behavior would have given even Freud a migraine.
 
   “Sleep now, my Eva. You’ll feel better soon.” His voice was as soothing as distant thunder.
 
   She did fall into a deep sleep, and dreamt of her father. He was pushing her underwater while Michelle stood behind him, laughing and laughing.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   Lainie’s Departure
 
    
 
   Lifting her head from the pillow, Eva winced. Not only was her neck stiff and sore, but some of her hair was matted with dried blood. There were flecks of it on the white satin pillowcase as well, turning her already queasy stomach. From the direction of the bathroom came the sound of running water and before long Julian appeared, wiping his hands on a towel.
 
   “And how are we this morning? Or afternoon, I should say.” He seemed to be in good spirits, which only made her all the more crabby.
 
   “Bipolar bloodsucker,” she muttered crossly, reaching for her throat. It was tender to the touch.
 
   He ignored her insult. “I’m running a nice hot bath for you. I’ll send Lainie in the meantime to...ah, straighten up in here.”
 
   “Mm.” She sat up gingerly. Sunlight streamed in through the barred windows. “What time is it?”
 
   “Nearly two o’clock. You slept for a long time. Are you feeling any better?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.” She swung her legs over the side of the bed, yawning. More than anything, she wanted to wash the crusty blood from her hair. She’d never felt so disgusting in her life.
 
   “Do you need help?” His concern seemed genuine.
 
   “No!”
 
   “Very well then, I’ll leave you to it. Don’t try to come downstairs today. You need to take it easy. I’ll send up a tray.”
 
   She nodded as she straggled sleepily to the bathroom. Leaning over the sink, she grimaced at the reflection that haunted her from the mirror. Her usual peaches-and-cream complexion had taken on a pasty gray tinge, and her neck was bruised and beginning to turn a sickening shade of purple. She looked older than her mere twenty years. Perhaps she was losing her youth along with her blood.
 
   Lainie was just finishing up changing the bedding when Eva emerged from the steamy bathroom in a green charmeuse robe. There was no need to dress if she was to remain in bed all day. Already she couldn’t wait to crawl beneath the covers, exhausted from the minor effort of bathing. She felt as weak as a premature kitten.
 
   “Look who finally decided to get up,” Lainie teased good-naturedly. As she turned around, her eyes were drawn to the bruise on Eva’s neck and she hastily averted her gaze, shaken. “Saints preserve us! Ye get right back into bed, love. Ye’re as pale as a ghost. Lie back on these pillows here and I’ll bring ye somethin’ to eat. How about a nice spinach salad and some sautéed shrimp?”
 
   “Thank you.” The clean, fresh sheets felt heavenly to her tired, aching body. It was a relief to be rid of the unpleasant aroma of dirty copper pennies that permeated her hair. Freshly shampooed, it smelled now as it always did, a familiar summery blend of coconut and sandalwood. She pulled the comforter up to her chin and sighed. “You’re too good to me, Lainie.”
 
   “Wheesht. I’m nae such thing.” The woman looked as if the appreciation made her uncomfortable. She avoided Eva’s eyes as she added, “I don’t want ye up out o’ that bed today, young miss. Ye’re to stay put and rest. I’ll be up in a little while wi’ your lunch.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.” She smiled wanly, thinking to herself that Lainie must have made a wonderful nanny. It was too bad she never had children of her own. Maybe if she had, she wouldn’t have felt it her duty to stay in Oregon to care for the effigy of someone who had long since died. The poor, lonely woman. She must have loved him so.
 
   He came to see her late in the afternoon, bringing with him several sheets of stationery, an envelope and a pen. She had half expected him to renege on his offer, so when he handed her the items she was pleasantly surprised.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.” He scanned the room until he spotted what he was looking for, a hardcover book that was lying on the dresser. He brought it over to the bed, saying, “You’ll need something to write on.”
 
   She placed a sheet of stationery on the book and clicked the pen. There were so many things she wanted to say but they were thoughts that words could never express. Like how you could take someone so much for granted until one day you realized you might never get a chance to see them again. How life was such a precious and fleeting thing that every tiny taste of it should be savored. And that she didn’t leave of her own free will, because she loved her mother and wouldn’t have hurt her for the world.
 
   Instead, she began: Mom, I just wanted to let you know that everything is okay and I’m fine. I’m staying with friends for a while until I’ve had a chance to clear my head.
 
   Julian sat beside her, unabashedly reading what she wrote. “Careful what you say, Eva darling. You wouldn’t want your mother to become a liability, now would you?”
 
   I’m sorry if I caused you to worry, but I really needed a break from my hectic schedule. I apologize for not calling, but I lost my phone and haven’t replaced it. It was a distraction, anyway. All I want right now is a little time alone to sort things out. I hope you understand.
 
   He nodded his approval.
 
   I hope to see you soon, but in the meantime please don’t worry. Your loving daughter, Eva. She knew full well she was unlikely to see her mother anytime soon, if ever. But perhaps the words would bring her some measure of peace in that at least she’d know her only child wasn’t lying dead in an alley somewhere. Remembering her precious cat, she added, P.S. Please take good care of Rio.
 
   She addressed the envelope while omitting a return address, then handed it over to Julian. “You promise it’ll get mailed?”
 
   “I give you my word.”
 
   His word, of course, meant exactly spit to her. But she was hardly in a position to expect anything more.
 
   “Tell me something,” she said suddenly. “Where do you plan to bury me when I die? Will you throw me in a shallow grave the way your murderer did with you? Or will you leave me in the woods for the wolves to pick at?”
 
   Her words caught him off guard. “Eva! Why this morbid talk? My goodness, you’re so young. You have years of life left in you.”
 
   “You’re killing me! Can’t you see that?” Tears of despair filled her emerald eyes. Was one ounce of compassion too much to ask for? If only she could get through to him! Make him see how wrong this was...
 
   And for a moment, through the tears, she did see something. Something in his steely gaze that hadn’t been there before. A wistful sort of sadness. A look so subtle she might have imagined it, or miscomprehended by seeing what she so desperately wanted to see. Humanity in one who is inhuman.
 
   He kissed her forehead then, an unexpected gesture that left her speechless.
 
   “I can make you no promises regarding your future. Bound to me as you are, it remains as uncertain as my own. But hear me and know this. Your death will not be by my hand. I will not kill you. This one thing I vow.”
 
   The words were shockingly sincere. She could think of nothing to say. But as he was leaving, she did venture to ask one last question. “Then what happens when you’re done with me?”
 
   He paused at the door, and when he looked back at her she saw no lingering sympathy, only the same empty charcoal eyes. “I’ll never be done with you, chaton. Don’t you know that by now?”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “I’ll nae longer stay here wi’ ye, Jules.”
 
   He looked up from the sheet music he’d been studying, surprised by the normally docile woman’s abrupt announcement.
 
   “You have a more pressing engagement? Let me see if I can guess. Oh, I have it. You’ve met a dashing and wealthy man who’s promised to make an honest woman of you. It was love at first sight, you say? Tell me, when is the wedding?” He knew the words were cruel. For once the rancor brought him no pleasure.
 
   Lainie flushed an angry crimson. For a plain woman who had always been overlooked by the opposite sex, the sarcasm cut deeper than it should have, even after all these lonely years. She’d made her peace with the situation long ago, but after all she’d done for the ingrate he might at least have the fortitude to hold his tongue. Not for the first time, the unhappy thought occurred to her...he should have stayed dead and buried. At least the heartache would have eventually healed, instead of carrying on to afflict her forever.
 
   But this wasn’t about her.
 
   “Ye’re killin’ her, ye know! Ye’re killin’ that child!”
 
   He picked up a pencil and erased one of the notes on the staff paper in front of him, then scribbled a replacement. “Why the sudden awakening of conscience? You’ve known all along what I do.”
 
   “Aye, and there’s nae doubt I’ll be cursed for it, but as long as I ne’er saw the results o’ what ye did I could pretend it wasn’t happening. God forgive me, I ignored all those deaths, but I cannae stay here and watch ye slowly murder that poor girl! Jules, ye must send her away. Please. I cannae have her blood on my hands.”
 
   Her pleas annoyed him, for no other reason than something unfamiliar and unwelcome acknowledged that she was not wholly incorrect. He shot her a scathing look, and his reply was laced with cold venom. “Your hands could not begin to hold all the blood I’ll wring from her dying body.”
 
   Lainie shook her head in despair. “God in heaven! There truly is nae hope for ye. I’ve waited and wanted so much for my boy to come back to me, but now it appears I was foolin’ myself. He’s dead, and there’s nothin’ left o’ him, is there? Nothin’ at all.”
 
   Julian played a few idle notes on the piano, avoiding her eyes. “If you wish to leave, then leave. There is nothing keeping you here.”
 
   “Send her home, Jules, I beg o’ ye! She won’t live to see the spring if ye keep her here. Ye’ve lost control o’ yerself and ye very well know it!”
 
   He pounded his fist on the keys, creating a discordant clang. “Leave me be, woman! How can I concentrate with you prattling on? You are as stupid as you are useless! Am I to release her so that I can be arrested and imprisoned in her place? Are you honestly that daft?”
 
   “Perhaps...if I spoke to her, she wouldn’t say anythin’.” Lainie made the suggestion hesitantly, knowing perfectly well it was an absurd one. Of course the girl would inform the police. Why on earth wouldn’t she? His mind control might work for a short time, but she’d remember soon enough. For whatever reason, Eva seemed resistant to his hypnosis.
 
   The long fingers coaxed an eerie tune from the keys, and his sudden smile sent a cold chill down her spine.
 
   “I would keep her here regardless.”
 
   “Why? For God’s sake, what is it ye want from her?”
 
   “My reasons are not for you to know.”
 
   “Do ye even know yerself? I’m not that convinced ye do!”
 
   “Oh, but I do.” The secretive smile he continued to hold was maddening. She desperately wanted to slap him, restraining herself only for fear of deadly reprisal.
 
   “I’ve had my fill o’ your depravity. I’ll not stay to watch ye torment an innocent girl.”
 
   “As I said before, you are free to leave.” He glanced up at her. “Shall I book you a flight back to Scotland? Or did you have someplace else in mind?”
 
   “Nae, I’ll handle it myself.” Defeated, she stared sadly into his eyes, the very ones that had once shone with all the love and devotion a son feels for his mother. So many years ago, and still she couldn’t forget. No matter what happened, he’d always remain the child she’d never been able to bear herself. Her only son. It was because of this he would allow her to leave unharmed. He knew she’d die before she would condemn him.
 
   As for the girl...there was no help for her. Evangeline would die as surely as the sun would rise.
 
   The knowledge broke her heart.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   A light snow was beginning to fall.
 
   Eva watched it through the barred windows as she carefully pulled a needle through the piece of evenweave fabric in her hands. She’d been bedridden for four days at Lainie’s insistence, and now felt strong enough that the wafting snowflakes called for her to come outside and breathe deeply of the pure air. She wanted to feel the cold wetness on her skin. It would help to remind her that she was still young and alive.
 
   Laying the needlework beside her, she slipped out of bed and yanked open a window. The chill of the air hit her immediately, but it was a deliciously welcome sensation. She stuck her arm out the window and through the bars, smiling at the feel of tiny snowflakes falling on her arm like icy kisses. Of all the seasons, winter was her favorite and though it wasn’t technically winter yet, the unseasonably cold autumn weather mimicked it very well. The woods themselves were a picture postcard of natural beauty, their lush evergreens sparkling with fresh decorations of ice from the heavens. She could easily see why Julian loved it here.
 
   “Are ye tryin’ to catch pneumonia?” Lainie had entered the room unheard, and now she sidled up beside Eva to scold her good-naturedly.
 
   “I wanted to feel the snow.”
 
   “Wheesht, likely there’ll be enough o’ that this year.” She draped a wool scarf around Eva’s neck. “I made this for ye, and none too soon, I see.”
 
   “Thank you, Lainie. It’s lovely.” She fingered the warm material and admired the pretty hues of intermingled shades of yellow.
 
   Lainie settled beside her on the window seat. “Ye’re lookin’ much better. More color to ye.”
 
   “I feel fine. My goodness, you act as if I’m an invalid.”
 
   “Ye lost a lot o’ blood.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s replenished itself by now,” she said dubiously. How long did something like that take? Her mother would have known the answer to that. If she had a computer, she could look up the information herself. Being cut off from the rest of the world was a frustrating hindrance.
 
   “Well, ye do seem to be feelin’ better. I’m right glad o’ that.”
 
   “Why don’t we go for a little walk? Get some fresh air. I’m tired of being stuck in this room.”
 
   “I’d like to, lamb, but I...well, I have packin’ to do.” She looked at the floor uncomfortably.
 
   “Are you going somewhere?”
 
   “Aye, child. I’m leavin’ tomorrow.”
 
   “Leaving? Where are you going?”
 
   “Home. To Nethy Bridge, in Strathspey.”
 
   “Not for good?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.” Lainie took her hand and squeezed it gently. “I hate to leave ye here, but I made Jules promise to take good care o’ ye. Ye’ll be safe.” It was a blatant lie and she hated herself for telling it, but a bit of security was the most she could leave the doomed girl. If her fib alleviated even a little fear and worry, then what harm was in it?
 
   Eva was crestfallen. “Oh, Lainie. Must you go?”
 
   She nodded. “I’ll leave ye my address. If e’er ye’re lackin’ for somethin’ to do, then write an old lady a letter, won’t ye?”
 
   “Of course I will.” Eva hugged the woman affectionately. “I wish you didn’t have to go.”
 
   “I wish ye didn’t have to stay.” The words were out of Lainie’s mouth before she could stop them, and she cursed herself. “That is...I’m quite sure ye won’t be here too much longer. He’s beginnin’ to come around, I’m sure o’ it.” Another outright lie.
 
   “Do you really think so?”
 
   The hope in her voice was almost more than the woman could bear. She cleared her throat and stood to leave before her emotions got the better of her. “Aye, wee lamb. I’d be willin’ to wager ye’ll be home in time for Christmas.”
 
   “Thank you, Lainie. For everything.”
 
   “Ye’ve nothin’ to thank me for. Take care o’ yerself now, child.” She ruffled the auburn curls, sickened to her soul by the mental image of the pretty young lass before her lying crumpled and lifeless, hidden in an unmarked grave that could never be visited by loved ones.
 
   The next day, with Eva locked securely in the gilded prison of her room, Julian drove Lainie to the airport in Portland. Strangely enough, he hugged his surrogate mother tightly before she boarded the plane. Maybe somehow he had a premonition of what the future held for them.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   The house was quiet and empty without Lainie’s cheerful presence. After moping about for a few lonely days, Eva relented and asked Julian if he wouldn’t mind taking a walk with her. Starved for conversation, even the company of a smartass vampire was welcome, much as she hated to admit it.
 
   There was no snow today, but the dull gray skies hinted at the possibility. She made a mental note to check the weather channel later, just to see.
 
   “Are you missing Lainie?” Julian wanted to know.
 
   “I suppose I am. Aren’t you?”
 
   “I hadn’t really given it much thought.”
 
   It was about what she had expected him to say. What the blazes would it take to get a reaction out of him? Maybe if she shaved her head, covered herself in mud and ran naked through the house...although more than likely he’d just say something like, Really, Eva. You’re going to catch your death of cold. Stop behaving so childishly.
 
   “How come you won’t let me in the conservatory?” she asked, before her ridiculous thoughts had a chance to provoke uncontrollable giggles.
 
   “Because I don’t want to be disturbed, obviously.”
 
   “I’d like to hear your music sometime. It’s hard to hear through the door.”
 
   “You listen at the door?”
 
   “Sometimes. You’re really very good.”
 
   “Mm. It’s something I enjoy. Otherwise, I wouldn’t bother.”
 
   “So can I?”
 
   “Can you what?”
 
   “Hear you play.”
 
   He gave her the same look her father used to give her when he was exasperated but trying to be patient. “Perhaps. If you behave yourself.”
 
   “I hate when you do that.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Talk to me as if I’m five years old. I’m not a child anymore, you know.”
 
   “I noticed.” The amusement in his eyes was evident.
 
   And what did he mean by that, anyway? I noticed. He’d never shown any romantic inclination towards her. Then again, he was as impossible to decipher as an alien language.
 
   “So, my little Evangeline is no longer the child. She has grown into a beautiful young woman.”
 
   The statement was unexpected, and a little unnerving. What can of worms had she opened this time? She knew him well enough by now to realize that he always had some enigmatic motive. Any sentiment from him was sure to have a cost.
 
   He took her hand and gazed at it almost endearingly. “Such lovely skin. So soft and fair. It would be a travesty for your youth and beauty to be wasted.”
 
   She wondered if this was his way of telling her that he meant to spare her life. “I agree.”
 
   “What if you could hold onto it forever? Would you, Eva?”
 
   Her eyes widened apprehensively. “What?”
 
   “If you had the opportunity to remain always as you are now, young and full of health and vigor, would you not take it?”
 
   She was stunned. “I...you don’t mean...”
 
   “Assuming it was possible, of course.”
 
   “What are you saying?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.
 
   “I thought it might be interesting to try.” He seemed almost to be talking to himself now, rather than to her.
 
   “Don’t even think it.” Her voice was firm. The brute was mad indeed if he thought for even one moment that she’d willingly succumb to such an idea.
 
   He frowned. “Do you not understand what it could mean for you? To live forever in a state of perfection, never knowing illness or unhappiness or death. Wouldn’t you want that, Eva?”
 
   “I would not! Never! The price is much too high.” She shuddered at the thought.
 
   “What price do you mean?” He seemed genuinely puzzled.
 
   “The cost of the lives of others, of course.”
 
   “But you would no longer suffer guilt over such trivialities.”
 
   “Trivialities? How can you possibly see it that way? I don’t want to be drained of all my emotions! My God, why can’t you understand that?”
 
   “Why can’t you understand that those emotions serve no purpose? You would do well to be rid of them!”
 
   “I don’t want to be rid of them. They’re what classify me as human.”
 
   “Precisely my point. To be human is to be inferior. Subservient.”
 
   “That’s your opinion!”
 
   “You wouldn’t necessarily have to kill, you know. Have you forgotten? You helped me to establish that.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Please, Julian. Get the notion out of your head. There is nothing that could ever make me want to be like you.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “It would be most beneficial to watch what you say. You forget your place.”
 
   “My place? And what is that supposed to mean?” She stopped in the middle of the path and clenched her fists, glaring at him. “I’ve had enough of your smug, superior attitude! You know that? What the hell makes you think you’re so damn special? I don’t care what you say - I am not inferior to you! So take my life, drain me dry if that’s what you want to do, tear me apart like the wild animal you are, but do me a huge favor in the meantime and stop being such a complete jackass!”
 
   For once, the haughty vampire was rendered speechless. He stared at her, dumbfounded by the furious outburst while she defiantly stood her ground, expecting nothing less than swift and painful retribution.
 
   Then he began to laugh. And to her complete and utter astonishment, he laughed until he was doubled over and tears of mirth formed in his soulless eyes. “Have you gone insane?” she asked, which only caused him to laugh even harder.
 
   She watched him uncertainly until his merriment died down and he wiped the dampness from his eyes. Of all the reactions she could have imagined, this most assuredly graced the bottom of the list.
 
   “Eva. You really are too much.” The onyx eyes were twinkling, and they looked extraordinarily different in their lack of emptiness. Suddenly he seemed less the cruel, condescending barbarian and more like any other carefree young man. She was astounded by the transformation.
 
   “I never know how you’re going to react,” she commented.
 
   “I could say the same for you.” He grinned at her, and she felt her heart skip as so many other female hearts must have done when he flashed that breathtaking smile. He must have had dozens of admirers before his mortal life was cut short. And probably still did in spite of the solitude. A fleeting glimpse of him was more than enough to put the color in any woman’s cheeks.
 
   “I apologize for behaving like a...how did you put it...a jackass. Will you forgive me?”
 
   “All right.” She still eyed him suspiciously. This behavior was something new, and she was darned if she knew what to make of it.
 
   “I wondered when that Irish temper was going to make itself known.” He tugged one of her red curls lightly.
 
   She tried not to smile, but couldn’t help herself. “Do you bait me on purpose?”
 
   “Maybe I do. It is highly entertaining, after all.”
 
   “So glad I amuse you.”
 
   “Ah, and how you do.” He reached up to brush a fir branch with his fingertips. “I’d almost forgotten how it feels to laugh. To really laugh.”
 
   The admission brought more hope to Eva than she knew she should allow. “Maybe your emotions aren’t as dead as you think,” she suggested. “Maybe you just have to look for them instead of denying their existence.”
 
   He gazed off into the distance, unresponsive, apparently disinclined to address the subject further.
 
   “Is it that you can’t remember, or that you choose not to?” she prodded.
 
   The dark clouds in his eyes returned to mask all traces of the charming young man she’d briefly exposed. “Let me ask you a question, little inquisitor. Why does it matter to you?”
 
   “Because I’d like to help you, if I can.”
 
   “Why should you wish to do that?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Eva searched her mind for the right words. “Lainie told me I should bear in mind that it isn’t your fault you’re the way you are. And...I guess I understand that. I just think...maybe you don’t try hard enough to fight it. You seem so willing to just accept that you’re some kind of evil entity. Am I making sense?”
 
   He gave her a blank look.
 
   She tried again. “You once made the comment that I should learn to appreciate life, remember? This tells me that you obviously find pleasure in your own life. And...you have a passion for music, don’t you? If you’re able to appreciate those things yourself, then why can’t you find any value in the lives of others?”
 
   “You make a valid point. But you see, there is a flaw in your theory. The lives of others hold no interest for me, nor do they affect my way of life. I am content with my existence as it is, therefore I see no reason to attempt to alter it.”
 
   “Content, maybe. But are you happy?”
 
   “Am I happy?” He turned to appraise her with an expression of vague confusion, shaking his head. “What an odd question. What a very odd question.”
 
   It was a question that was to remain unanswered.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   A Masterpiece of Confusion
 
    
 
   “I didn’t think vampires were supposed to eat.”
 
   Julian paused in the midst of making his sandwich to wrinkle his nose in distaste at the low-calorie microwave dinner she was picking at. “Is that supposed to constitute food? It looks positively inedible.”
 
   Eva poked at the soggy vegetables with her fork, mentally acknowledging that he wasn’t far from the truth. “Well, it isn’t my fault Lainie left, is it? I never said I was a brilliant cook.”
 
   “I should hope not. Your nose would have grown six inches.” He opened the refrigerator to return the Dijon mustard to its place.
 
   “You’re so...witty.” She speared a piece of limp broccoli and forced herself to swallow it. “Really though, what’s with that? Shouldn’t you subsist only on blood?”
 
   “Is that an offer?”
 
   “It is not. Just seems uncharacteristic, that’s all.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you.” He cut the sandwich in half and brought it over to the kitchen table where he sat across from her. “In many ways, I’m much the same as I once was.”
 
   She resisted the temptation of sarcasm, though not without some difficulty. “So what happens if you don’t get your monthly fix? I mean, if you just stop?”
 
   “I go mad.” He bit into the turkey and provolone on whole wheat, his eyes never leaving hers. More than likely he was waiting for a snide retort, and she didn’t disappoint.
 
   “As opposed to the picture perfect model of sanity you are now.”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “Have you ever actually tried going without it?”
 
   “It isn’t possible.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   His lips curved upward. “Do you really want me to describe it to you while you’re eating?”
 
   She glanced down at the plastic tray of half-eaten food that had grown cold, and pushed it to one side. “I was done anyway. You were right. That stuff was inedible.”
 
   “Want the other half of this?”
 
   “No, that’s okay. So tell me. What happens?” Resting her arms on the table, she leaned forward on them to listen intently.
 
   He shrugged indifferently. “If you insist. Well now, let’s see. To begin with, I generally try to satisfy the need before it gets out of control. Once the craving hits, I have about twenty-four hours before all sense of logic begins to deteriorate. As I said before, I go quite mad. You cannot realize how difficult it is to control my base urges once I pass the point of desperation. There is no denying the hunger, you see. It transcends everything else. If you’ve ever seen a starving animal, then you have some idea of what it’s like.
 
   “I learned firsthand soon after the transformation. As you already know, I returned to London after my death. I still wasn’t completely aware of the magnitude of my condition and it wasn’t long before I became very ill. I’ve never experienced any sort of withdrawal symptoms before, but I would expect that would be the closest comparison to what I felt. Paranoia, tremors, hallucinations. I was losing my mind and had no idea why.
 
   “I’d been shut up in my flat for two days, progressively getting worse, when a colleague from work stopped by to check on me - a fatal mistake on his part. As soon as I opened the door the smell of his blood hit me and sent me into what can only be described as a deranged frenzy. What happened next I have only the vaguest recollection of. I can tell you that when it was all over the unfortunate chap was almost completely drained and practically every bone in his body broken. As for myself - well, I was rejuvenated, healthy and energetic and stronger than ever. That is how I came to discover what was required for my survival. I was extremely fortunate in that no one else was around during my indiscretion - everyone else on my floor happened to be out that day. While I was lucky that time, I had to make certain I never reached that point again.
 
   “After that, I became very adept at...planning ahead, so to speak. I had no choice. Do you see? There is no other way. No alternative. In the words of the illustrious Bram Stoker...the blood is the life.”
 
   Eva, suddenly realizing that she was intuitively rubbing her neck, pulled her hand away sheepishly. “Didn’t anyone question the man’s disappearance?”
 
   “Of course. Everyone did. But he apparently stopped by on a whim while he was out to lunch, and thankfully no one knew he’d been to see me. So I was in the clear.”
 
   She hesitated, debating the wisdom of asking what she was now wondering. As usual, her natural curiosity won the coin toss. “What...um, what did you do with him?”
 
   His crafty smile was disturbingly unsettling. “Trust me, Eva dear. That is something you do not want to hear about.”
 
   No doubt he was right about that, although the gruesome images that sprang to mind were probably just as bad or worse than whatever it was he’d actually done. Then again, maybe not. That, however, was one piece of detailed information she could easily do without. Time for a change of topic, and now.
 
   Tossing the remainder of her microwave dinner in the trash, she commented without thinking, “I’d kill for a pizza.”
 
   His abrupt burst of laughter startled her, and she stared at him for a moment before comprehending the absurd irony of her statement. “Oh, crap. You know what I mean.”
 
   “We probably won’t have to go to quite that extent,” he assured her, still chuckling.
 
   “I really don’t find that funny.”
 
   “You do have the most peculiar way of expressing yourself.”
 
   “I do not. You’re just...twisted.”
 
   “If you say so. But if you harbor such a strong craving for Italian food that you’re willing to commit homicide, perhaps I’d better pick up a pizza later.”
 
   Eva perked up. “There’s actually a pizza place nearby?”
 
   “Hardly. The nearest one is about thirty miles away.”
 
   “I might have known.” Frankly, she wasn’t sure she believed anything existed anymore outside their isolated little world. It was as if they were the only two people remaining after some unnamable but widespread cataclysm. Well over a month had passed without her laying eyes on another soul, if you didn’t count Lainie. And as far as souls went, she had her doubts about whether Julian even possessed such an item. What did happen to a person’s soul in a situation like his? A profound question indeed. And there were far more of those than answers in his case.
 
   “If it’s that much trouble, don’t bother.”
 
   “It’s no trouble. Lainie used to have food delivered here on occasion, when she wasn’t up to cooking. I don’t think it’s a good idea to have anyone come out while you’re here, but I’d be willing to go get whatever you’d like. Provided you stay in the house, of course.” His blasé tone suggested that he wasn’t particularly worried about that. The wolves would guard her closely.
 
   “How’d you get anyone to deliver way out here in the first place?” she wanted to know.
 
   “Money talks, my pet. Surely you’ve learned that life lesson by now.”
 
   Frowning, she gave him a skeptical look. “You know, I don’t get it. You said your grandfather was a lawyer, right?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Well, I know they tend to make a decent living and all but...I mean, you said he left you a small fortune. Something just doesn’t add up.”
 
   “Lainie never spoke to you about him?”
 
   “Not in great detail, no.”
 
   “Hm. I have to give her credit for discretion. If you must know, my grandfather had affiliations with some very powerful figures. He defended some of the wealthiest and most unscrupulous men you can imagine - those who had their hands in the mafia, organized crime, money laundering, extortion, drug trafficking, you name it. They were more than willing to pay top dollar for the best representation available. And with all his connections, he became involved in some insider trading himself. Now does it all add up to you?”
 
   Rolling her eyes, she nodded. “I should have guessed. Nothing about you is straightforward and simple, is it?”
 
   He smiled guilelessly. “I’d say my life is pretty straightforward these days. I’m not involved in any illegal activities myself, in case you were wondering. It’s in my best interest to remain under the radar. Besides, there’s no need for any of that. I have more money than I’ll ever use.”
 
   “Must be nice.”
 
   “Very nice.”
 
   “You do realize murder falls under the umbrella of ‘illegal activities’ though, don’t you?” She crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows impertinently. Lately, one-upping him had become the primary goal of every conversation. It was her only form of retaliation.
 
   “Ah, so we’re back to that again, are we?”
 
   “Just thought I’d point it out.”
 
   “Your observation has been duly noted. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere else to be.” Clearly indignant, he stood and began walking away.
 
   “Yeah? Where is that?”
 
   “Anyplace where I’m not constantly being interrogated by self-righteous nags!”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   All right, so the truth of it was that he actually enjoyed sparring with the irritating little pest.
 
   But was it really necessary for her to constantly reiterate what a despicable creature she found him to be?
 
   He’d tried to explain himself to her, for reasons he still wasn’t quite able to fathom, and not a word of it seemed to sink in. She continued to look at him with those accusing eyes, judging him. Condemning him. Well, how could he expect her to understand? She was just an insignificant, narrow-minded mortal, after all. What difference did it even make what she thought?
 
   And why was he letting her get to him?
 
   ~*~*~
 
   She was sprawled out on the sofa the following night when he paused on his way upstairs to ask, “What is that you’re watching?”
 
   Muting the television’s sound, Eva sat up so she could see him over the back of the couch. “Just a movie. You going to bed already?”
 
   “I hadn’t planned on it, no.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   He sighed. “Do you suppose we could get through just one day where you aren’t constantly questioning everything I do?”
 
   “Sorry.” She leaned precariously over the edge and coaxed, “Come watch with me. I’ll be quiet. I won’t say a word, I promise.”
 
   “Not a word?”
 
   “Not one single word.” She wasn’t sure why she wanted him to join her, really. Maybe it was just that she was so tired of being alone. Of course, that had to be it. God, she must be getting really desperate for company if she was willing to put up with his snarky presence.
 
   His eyes sparked with interest. “Well, I could hardly pass up an opportunity like this. I can’t wait to see how long it takes for you to crack.”
 
   Making a face, she slid back into a horizontal position and turned the volume up while he came around to make himself comfortable on the sofa. He was near enough that if she stretched her legs out she could have kicked him with her feet. It was a very tempting idea, at that. Too bad she was wearing soft cotton socks and not, say, spiked golf shoes perhaps.
 
   “What are we watching?” he asked again.
 
   She moved her legs to the side in order to give him a pointed look.
 
   “Fine, you have my permission to speak. Just this once.”
 
   “The Hearse. It’s retro night on IFC. It just came on so you haven’t really missed anything.”
 
   “Horror, I presume?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Interesting choice.”
 
   She smiled demurely.
 
   Once he was engrossed in the movie, Eva began to watch him furtively from behind the shield of her bended knees. She couldn’t help but marvel at how ludicrously normal he could sometimes appear. Like now, for instance. Casually relaxed on the sofa, eyes on the screen, looking like any other red-blooded young male. Any other male with flawless features and tight muscles and lips that just begged to be...
 
   Oh, damn it all!
 
   She couldn’t permit herself to have those kinds of thoughts. Not about him, of all people! But why, oh why did he have to exude such incredible magnetism? Was this all some sort of cosmic joke on her? To see how warped her rationale could become? Surely it couldn’t be normal to find oneself physically attracted to a bloodthirsty monster. What did that say about her? That she was just as sick as he was, obviously.
 
   Without taking his eyes off the TV he calmly inquired, “What are you looking at?”
 
   Determined not to break her vow of silence, she merely shrugged. Then attempted to hide her warm face behind her legs.
 
   She almost yelped when he grabbed her by the ankles. “Either straighten your legs or sit up, Eva. I can’t concentrate with you wiggling around like that. You’re like a bloody hyperactive kid, you know that?”
 
   Jabbing his thigh with a foot, she protested, “I was barely moving at all!”
 
   “That didn’t take long, did it?” His lips twitched.
 
   “What? Oh...well, you cheated!”
 
   “You lasted longer than I expected. What was it, about four minutes?”
 
   “I didn’t time it.” She buried her toes underneath his leg to warm them. Because it was chilly in the room, and for no other reason than that. No other reason at all. “We’ll start over. No more talking from here on out.”
 
   “Mm-hm.” Obviously he had no faith in her ability to keep quiet. Smug bastard.
 
   He turned his attention back to the movie, and she tried to as well. Tried to, but found it damn near impossible. It wasn’t that the movie wasn’t any good - she’d seen it before and found it delightfully creepy - but her hormones seemed intent on playing havoc with her sensibility tonight. The touch of his thigh against her toes was oddly electrifying.
 
   Good grief, what was wrong with her?
 
   Her warped mind kept envisioning him climbing over her, like a lion stalking his prey, the same way he had the night he’d attacked her. But with a completely different motive this time. A more carnal one.
 
   What would it be like, to feel his hard, naked body against hers? To feel the softness of his silky blond hair tickling her skin? Would his lips taste as succulent as they looked? What if she were to lean over there right now and...
 
   Stop it!
 
   Horrified by her own train of thought, she jerked her legs away from him. A bit too hastily since he sent a strange look her way, but thankfully there was nothing said. Her accelerated heart rate began to slowly relax.
 
   Was his mere touch doing that to her? Affecting her in some unnatural, mesmeric way? Or had she finally gone off the deep end? There was no way, no way she was stupid enough to crave sexual relations with someone who had no qualms whatsoever about killing her. After all, he was the source of her nightmares.
 
   He couldn’t possibly be the source of her fantasies.
 
   “Do you want me, Eva?”
 
   Her heart nearly stopped as her body froze. He wasn’t even looking at her, but his smooth voice purred like a jungle cat’s.
 
   “What...what did...you say?”
 
   “Do you want an Evian?” He did look over at her then, as he stood and headed for the kitchen.
 
   “Oh. No.” She coughed to clear the squeaky sound from her throat. “No, thanks.”
 
   He returned with a bottle of water, settling himself beside her once again. She watched from the corner of her eye as he unscrewed the lid and drank, then set the half-empty bottle on the end table beside him. His lips were wet, and he licked them absently.
 
   Dear Lord.
 
   If she had half a brain - which she obviously didn’t - she’d excuse herself and go hide upstairs right now rather than subject herself to whatever the hell was happening. Even though she was no longer touching him, the thoughts that had taken a decidedly naughty turn were reluctant to come back down to earth. Pandora’s box had been snatched wide open.
 
   Just watch the movie. Don’t look at him. Don’t think. Don’t move.
 
   Was he closer to her than he’d been before, or was it her imagination? No, it had to be her imagination. He was in exactly the same spot he’d been before he got up.
 
   Wasn’t he?
 
   In her ear, she felt his warm breath whisper, “Touch me.”
 
   Startled, she spun her head around and stared directly at him. He hadn’t moved. Still focused on the television screen, he was casually reclined with his legs stretched out before him, ankles crossed, hands behind his head.
 
   Oh, she really was losing it.
 
   “That fellow Tom has something to do with the hearse that’s following her, doesn’t he?” Julian guessed, seemingly impervious to her rattled distraction.
 
   “Who? Oh, the guy she’s...yeah...I’m not telling you the ending. You’ll have to wait and see.” She continued to keep a close eye on him until he began to notice her surreptitious glances.
 
   “Something wrong?”
 
   “Not a thing.” Feeling somewhat foolish, she made it a point to stop looking at him. He might get the wrong idea.
 
   Fifteen minutes had passed and she had just begun to collect herself when she heard the almost imperceptible voice once again. “I know what you want.”
 
   “What!”
 
   Pulling his attention from the movie, he turned to give her a questioning look. “Hm?”
 
   “What did you just say to me?”
 
   “I didn’t say anything.” He seemed perfectly straightforward. Which meant she either needed to get her hearing checked, or the surround sound was playing tricks on her. It was an older movie. Maybe there were noises in the background that shouldn’t be there.
 
   Sure, that’s all it was...the surround sound picking up vague background noises. Of course. Why hadn’t she noticed that before?
 
   But then his hand touched her thigh as he leaned close, and that she most certainly did not imagine.
 
   “Give yourself to me.”
 
   “Give...what to you?”
 
   He looked annoyed. “Eva, what is with you tonight? Are you having trouble hearing? I said, give the remote to me. I want to check the weather forecast. I’ll turn it right back.”
 
   Okay, that was it. Enough was enough. Grabbing the remote off the arm of the sofa, she tossed it to him unceremoniously. “Here. It’s all yours. I’m going to bed.”
 
   “I thought you wanted to watch this?”
 
   Stomping upstairs, she called down to him, “I’ve seen it before! Tom is a ghost...Jane blows up the hearse...the end!”
 
   His soft laughter followed her all the way into her room.
 
   But maybe she imagined that, as well.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Now that was entertainment!
 
   He’d never seen her so flustered.
 
   The idea of toying with her had come to him only after he’d felt the sharp rise in her pulse rate. She couldn’t have been any more conspicuous, and the funny part was the little minx wasn’t even aware that he could tell. He could grasp the changes in her heart rate and breathing just from a casual touch. And from the feel of her, she was apparently beginning to view him in a whole new light.
 
   Interesting.
 
   Interesting, but inconsequential. Passion was just one more human emotion that was of no use to him, and therefore was defunct. In thirty years, he’d never even given it much thought. Sex had no place in his existence. No meaning. A vampire has no desire or compulsion to sire offspring, so the act itself was a pointless endeavor.
 
   It certainly did provide fodder for amusement, though! The bewildered look in those mossy eyes was priceless. She was likely to lie awake for hours tonight wondering how much of what she’d heard was real. Too bad she gave in so quickly. He wouldn’t have minded playing with her a while longer.
 
   As a matter of fact, it seemed to him that maybe his enjoyment of this reached a little beyond the bounds of simply teasing Eva. But to what extent, he couldn’t be sure.
 
   Hm. Food for thought.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
   Brightwood
 
    
 
   Normally Eva would spend Thanksgiving with her maternal family in Montana. Nana Bridget, Papa Joe, Aunt Ryanne, Uncle Andrew, twin cousins Chloe and Christine. Her grandparents’ house was inevitably chaotic and boisterous during the holidays, filled to the rafters with the exuberant warmth of loving relatives. Papa Joe would smoke his smelly cigars and repeat the same corny jokes he told every year, Aunt Ryanne would educate everyone on the caloric content of every dish on the table, and the twins would try to see just how far they could push their misbehavior until Uncle Andrew, fed up, would threaten to trade them to a traveling sideshow for a pair of chimpanzees.
 
   This year she expected to spend the holiday alone in a luxurious mausoleum in the middle of nowhere.
 
   Lainie was gone and Julian might as well be, since lately he spent most of his time sequestered from her, rejecting any invitation she extended to join her for strolls in the woods or even meals. He seemed to be avoiding her, for reasons she couldn’t discern. Perhaps her constant needling had finally gotten underneath his skin. Well, all the better.
 
   Except that having only herself to talk to was getting really old.
 
   The day before Thanksgiving, cabin fever overtook her completely. Fretful and frustrated, she pounded impatiently on his bedroom door.
 
   He opened it, looking at her questioningly.
 
   “If I don’t get out of this house right now, I’m going to go stir crazy!” she dramatically informed him. “And I mean it!”
 
   Unexpectedly, he smiled. “My poor little kitten is restless. Her cage is becoming too small. Well, I suppose she has earned a few privileges.” He studied her thoughtfully for a moment, then made his decision. “Go get ready and I’ll drive you into town.”
 
   She could hardly believe her ears. “Are...what...are you kidding me? Really?”
 
   “Yes, really. As long as you promise to conduct yourself appropriately.”
 
   “I’ll be ready in twenty minutes!” She sprinted towards her room at once, before he had the opportunity to change his mind. Having been restricted to one area since the beginning of October, her desire to rejoin the human race was overwhelming. A trip into civilization among living, breathing people was more than she could have hoped for.
 
   The “town”, however, was much less.
 
   “Is this all there is?” she asked, scrutinizing the area with disappointment. The village barely encompassed a full block. A general store, tavern, post office, one restaurant and a vacation rental office were the extent of it. There was nothing more. She’d expected to see bright city lights and traffic and people, lots and lots of people. While the view of Mount Hood was admittedly gorgeous, right now what she craved was the noisy bustle of crowds. Voices. Car horns. Anything to reassure her that she wasn’t completely isolated. That the rest of the world still existed and hadn’t disappeared into oblivion.
 
   “It’s a very small community,” her chaperon explained. “I prefer solitude, as you well know.”
 
   Why wasn’t she surprised?
 
   He parked in front of a rustic wooden building that sparkled with white Christmas lights. A quaint hanging sign proclaimed it to be the Phantom Ridge Inn, a name Eva found enchanting. Once escorted inside, she discovered the interior to be far more upscale than expected, with spotless linen tablecloths and gleaming glassware. From the lack of competition in the area she hadn’t counted on much, and was pleasantly surprised.
 
   Julian himself was equally surprising, playing the role of charming host as if he were her paramour rather than warden. He looked captivating in an apricot shirt and chocolate brown sport coat, and it mystified her how he always managed to appear so impeccably elegant. His smooth confidence and physical perfection were intimidating, even if she did know the truth behind them. She felt inferior in his presence, which rankled her to no end.
 
   He ordered a bottle of wine while she pretended to inspect the menu, taking in their surroundings out of her peripheral vision. The place was far from empty. There were several couples dining at various tables nearby, not to mention the hostess, sommelier, two waiters, and of course there would be the kitchen staff. All told, at least twenty people. She wasn’t alone by any means. If she had a notion to...
 
   There was barely time to form the thought. From across the table his eyes were locked on hers, warning her with a look. These people were expendable. One wrong move, and she knew she wouldn’t be the only one to suffer the consequences.
 
   “I recommend the sea bass,” he suggested, his mild tone betraying nothing.
 
   “All right then.” She closed the menu and tasted her wine, trying her best to avoid ogling him. It wasn’t easy, even under the circumstances. He made all other men seem so...bourgeois. Even the choicest of men would be dull by comparison. It was a struggle to remind herself that he was lethal poison masquerading as an exotic flower.
 
   “Good evening, Mr. Winter! So nice to see you again. Will you be having your usual?”
 
   “Yes, thank you, Gerard. And for the lady as well.”
 
   “Excellent, sir.” The young waiter nodded politely to Eva. She was taken aback that he seemed to know Julian so well. It made sense though, of course. After all, in a tiny community like this, you couldn’t hide in the shadows indefinitely.
 
   “I didn’t expect such a classy restaurant to be in a remote location like this,” she admitted. “How do they stay in business here?”
 
   “Tourists from the resorts nearby. The chef here is quite well known. You can find hidden gems in the most unlikely places.” The corners of his tempting mouth tugged upwards. “I found you tucked away in a suburb in Nebraska.”
 
   Not even two months had passed, and her former life already seemed like a fading dream. How was that possible? She felt like a traitor, defecting to the enemy. “You could hardly compare me to a gem,” she protested weakly.
 
   “How very true. There could be no comparison. You are...something infinitely more valuable than even the most flawless of red diamonds.” He lifted his glass, smiling in a way that caused her heart to flutter. Spellbound, she found it impossible to pull her gaze away from his. Those eyes, they seemed to be speaking to her...she could almost hear his enticing voice in her ear. Was that how he’d done it then? The night she’d thought she was hearing things. Could he actually speak to her without saying a word?
 
   “Julian! Haven’t seen you in a while. How are you, hon?” The spell was broken as an attractive brunette passing by their table stopped long enough to flutter long false eyelashes in his direction.
 
   For a split second Eva thought she detected anger over this interruption, but he quickly masked it with the ever-present charm. “Fine, thank you, Antoinette. Do you know Evangeline Spencer?”
 
   “No, I don’t believe we’ve met.” The woman evaluated her curiously. “Are you staying at one of the lodges?”
 
   “She is here as my guest,” Julian informed the woman, before Eva had a chance to respond.
 
   “Oh, I see.” The shrewd glimmer in her eyes was knowing. “Hey, we’re doing some night skiing later tonight if you two want to join us after dinner.”
 
   “Thank you, but I’m afraid we’ve already made other plans.” Julian flashed her an apologetic smile. “Some other time perhaps.”
 
   “I’ll look forward to it. Well, it was good seeing you again. Nice meeting you, Angela.”
 
   Eva nodded, not bothering to correct her. This one was way too wrapped up in her own world to care about some insignificant other woman. Antoinette breezed away on a cloud of expensive perfume to join her friends, a group of well-dressed women who all appeared to be in their mid-thirties. So, she’d now seen two cougars up close. The one from the forest was probably less dangerous than the brunette.
 
   “Old girlfriend of yours?” She hoped she didn’t sound catty.
 
   “Certainly not. The very idea.”
 
   “Why do you sound so offended? She’s really pretty.”
 
   “She has the intelligence of a garden slug.”
 
   “Since when does that matter?” Eva grinned playfully, secretly relieved that he was astute enough to see beyond the woman’s painted exterior.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. I have no interest in procreation.”
 
   “Sex, English professor. It’s called sex.”
 
   “Thank you so much for clearing that up.”
 
   “You’re telling me you don’t...you know, date?”
 
   “What an inane concept. And what would be the point of that? I don’t require physical intimacy, if that’s what you’re referring to.”
 
   “Never?” Was he serious?
 
   “Not since I was reborn, no. And you?”
 
   “Me? What about me?”
 
   “You must have had your share of suitors. Tell me, were you shagging on a regular basis?”
 
   The crude question was so completely out of character for him that she came perilously close to spilling her chablis on the pristine tablecloth. “Was...I...damn, Julian!”
 
   “You have no qualms about prying into every aspect of my life. Is it not fair that I should extend the same courtesy?”
 
   She realized then that he was teasing her, baiting her yet again, and she had to laugh at his sly candor. “Fine. You win this round, my worthy adversary.”
 
   
  
 

“And who do you suppose will emerge the victor in this game?”
 
   “That remains to be seen.” Her eyes challenged him. She would not be the one to forfeit and her intention was to make that fact crystal clear.
 
   Gerard appeared with the food that looked and smelled absolutely scrumptious. It occurred to her that she hadn’t eaten anything all day, and by all accounts the chef was certainly to be commended. The dish tasted as wonderful as it looked.
 
   “I gave your letter to Lainie, by the way,” Julian impassively commented once the waiter was out of earshot. “I forgot to tell you. She was to mail it during her layover in Seattle. Your mother should have received it by now.”
 
   She dropped her fork, and it clattered onto the plate. “Really?”
 
   “Really. I hope this pleases you.”
 
   “Yes! Yes, of course.” Eva sighed contentedly, satisfied that this small gesture would help to alleviate some of her mother’s worry. Not all surely, but at least it could provide comfort in the reassurance that Abby’s only child hadn’t permanently vanished from the face of the earth. Technically anyway.
 
   They ate in silence for a while before she asked him, “So, do you ski?”
 
   “Not recently.”
 
   “But you used to.”
 
   “Yes. Many years ago, while vacationing in Switzerland.”
 
   “Why don’t you now? You’re in a prime area for it.”
 
   “I suppose it’s because I prefer to avoid people whenever possible.”
 
   “You could probably ski all day long around here without running into another living soul,” she mused, before realizing the irony of her words.
 
   He didn’t seem to notice. “Not so. The resorts around here are popular. They pull in quite a crowd.”
 
   “I’ve never been skiing,” she told him. “Tried ice skating once, though. Only once. The professionals make it look so easy, I thought it would be a cinch. Turns out I could barely even balance on the blades. I don’t know how they do it.”
 
   “Some things aren’t as effortless as they appear to be.”
 
   Was there some subtle meaning behind his words? If so, she wasn’t sure what it was. He had an inherent way of talking in riddles sometimes.
 
   And speaking of things that weren’t as they appeared...
 
   “That was you messing with me the other night, wasn’t it?”
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” he said innocently, but the glint in his dark eyes betrayed him.
 
   “How did you do it?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “You know very well what!”
 
   His smile could no longer be restrained. “Trade secret. If I told you I’d have to kill you.”
 
   “Is that supposed to be funny?”
 
   “Yes. It is. Lighten up, Eva.”
 
   Oh, he was a regular riot, he was. And also hard as hell to figure out. If it was true that he wasn’t interested in “procreation”, as he so eloquently put it, then why had he said those things to her? Unless he somehow knew what she’d been thinking, and decided to trifle with her. It was just the sort of maddening thing that he would do. He loved antagonizing her. The very idea that he might have guessed what had been running through her mind was utterly humiliating. She preferred not to think about it, sweeping it instead into the more secluded recesses of her brain as one of those let’s-just-pretend-this-never-happened incidents.
 
   In the meantime, maybe he was right - maybe she should just relax and enjoy the evening out. Who knew when she’d wrangle another reprieve? For now, her surroundings and her host were both entrancing.
 
   She gazed out the frosty window at the clear, starry sky. “It must be beautiful on the slopes at night.”
 
   Julian watched her staring dreamily at the stars, emerald eyes shining. His own eyes softened.
 
   “Tonight, my dear, the beauty is in Brightwood.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Abby called here earlier for you.”
 
   Lounging in his favorite recliner, Edwin reluctantly pulled his attention from the football game on television and tried to feign interest. “Yeah?”
 
   “While you were in the shower.”
 
   He waited for Michelle to say something else, but she just looked at him with a vacant expression.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Well what?”
 
   “What did she want?” Damn, but that woman was dense sometimes! Her lack of substance had been easy to overlook when she was a smoking hot twenty-year-old, but ultimately time had begun to take its toll on her. She was beginning to look like every other soccer mom out there, rather than the voluptuous arm candy he once proudly displayed. And now she was pregnant again, something he was less than thrilled about. He still suspected she’d lied to him about whether she was taking her birth control pills.
 
   “She wanted me to tell you she heard from Eva.”
 
   “So where was she?”
 
   “I don’t know. At home, I guess.”
 
   Edwin sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Not Abby. Eva. Where was Eva?”
 
   “Oh. She didn’t say.”
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “That she got a letter from her and she’s okay.”
 
   Of course she was okay. Why wouldn’t she be? Abby was just trying to create drama where there was none. Typical female crap. “Huh. I told her she was overreacting. Girl’s probably shacked up somewhere with some guy.”
 
   Michelle had already lost interest in the topic at hand. “I need the debit card. I want to get some new maternity clothes tomorrow.”
 
   “What’s wrong with your old ones?”
 
   “I gave them away. I didn’t know we’d be having another baby.”
 
   “That makes two of us.”
 
   The sarcasm went straight over her head. “I can’t fit into most of my clothes anymore.”
 
   “That’s not because you’re pregnant. It’s because you constantly stuff your face.”
 
   She puckered her glossed lips into a pout. He used to find it cute when she did that, but lately it just irritated him. “I do not,” she whined.
 
   “I’m trying to watch the game, Michelle.” To make his point, he aimed the remote at the TV and turned up the volume. She took the hint and wandered off into the kitchen, most likely to graze on more potato chips. She’d been getting a little chubby even before the pregnancy. Maybe he should ask her obstetrician to put her on a diet.
 
   Or maybe he should just spend some after-hours time with his sexy new receptionist and forget about everything else.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It was warm inside the Cherokee. As she’d already suspected, there was nothing whatsoever wrong with the heater. “Do we have to go straight home? I mean...back to your house?”
 
   Julian took his eyes off the road long enough to look sidelong at his passenger. “Where would you have me take you, Eva?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m just not ready to go back yet.”
 
   “Shall I just drive aimlessly around until I run out of petrol?”
 
   She gave him a look that suggested his humor was not appreciated. “No, smartass. I just...I want to talk to you.” As long as he was in the Jeep with her, he was a captive audience. And he seemed so laid-back and relaxed tonight, it was the perfect opportunity to try to reason with him.
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   How to even begin? She didn’t have much time, so it was probably best to be direct. Gently, trying to keep any trace of reproach out of her voice, she said, “You know you can’t keep me here forever, Julian.”
 
   His hands tightened on the steering wheel, but she couldn’t make out his expression in the darkness.
 
   “How long is forever to you, Eva?” he questioned, his voice revealing nothing.
 
   Another cryptic response. “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “It means that your version of forever is considerably shorter than mine. So you’re quite correct, it is true that I can’t keep you here forever. But I can keep you here until I am good and damn well done with you. That could be tomorrow, or it could be fifty years from now. Whatever the case, the decision is mine and mine alone to make. Your future is in my hands, and I will be the one to decide your fate. I thought I had already made that clear to you.”
 
   “You promised you wouldn’t kill me. Remember?” she reminded him feebly. 
 
   “I have no desire to kill you. If I did, you would already be dead.”
 
   “You will kill me, if you keep draining my blood! A person wasn’t meant to consistently lose...”
 
   “I admit I overdid it last time. That won’t happen again. Trust me.”
 
   Trust him. The very idea was laughable. And yet, what choice did she have? He would either kill her or he wouldn’t, and nothing she said or did would make any difference.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   December arrived with a bang, as the National Weather Service in Portland warned of the imminent approach of a massive winter storm. Eva was tidying up the kitchen while listening to the news on a small portable radio and wondering what sort of preparations needed to be made, if any. Somehow she couldn’t envision Julian being terribly concerned about something as mundane as the weather. Then again, he didn’t seem to concern himself with much of anything. She was just debating whether to go find him and ask when he nonchalantly strolled in to pluck an apple from a basket on the table.
 
   “And what are your plans for the day, little miss?” he asked, biting into the apple.
 
   She gave him an exasperated look. “The same as every other day, what do you think?”
 
   “A bit snippy today, aren’t we?” He leaned against the counter and gave her his all-too-familiar arrogant smirk.
 
   “All right then. If you really must know, I have a manicure scheduled for this afternoon, then I have to get my hair done because I have tickets to the opera tonight. After that I thought I’d hit a few dance clubs with some celebrities. Care to join me?”
 
   “Mm. I have a better idea. Would you mind listening for the door? I’m having some groceries delivered and I can’t hear very well from the conservatory.”
 
   “You want me to come get you when they arrive?”
 
   “That isn’t necessary. Just let the boy in, please, and give him this check. Tell him his tip is on there as well.” He pulled a folded check from his shirt pocket and handed it to her.
 
   “Okay.” Eva tried not to let her voice betray the anticipation that was tentatively building within her. Was he really going to leave her alone with another person? Had he grown that secure in his dominance of her? Now here was an opportunity that could not be squandered, and any scheme attempted must be executed to perfection. Her mind raced with the various possibilities.
 
   She unfolded the check and looked at it. “Julian R. Winter. What does the R stand for?”
 
   “Radley. It means ‘from the red meadow’. I’m sure you’ll find the satire in that.”
 
   “Are you sure it doesn’t mean ‘smarmy British cannibal’?”
 
   “Don’t be repugnant.” He took another bite of apple as he ambled away, pausing at the door to ask, “Have you been taking your vitamins?”
 
   “Every day.”
 
   Nodding his satisfaction, he left Eva alone in the kitchen to formulate her strategy.
 
   Obviously, trying to explain her situation to the delivery boy was out of the question. It would be difficult to convince him of her sincerity, and who could foresee how he might react? No doubt it would seem unbelievable that she was being kept here against her will.
 
   A note, perhaps. Yes, that might work. If she folded it in with the check, it might remain unnoticed until he returned to town...
 
   Scurrying up the stairs and into her room, she tore a small scrap of paper from the stationery Julian had brought her, then located a pen. Now what to write? What could she possibly say that would be taken seriously? How on earth did one put into words something so incredibly bizarre?
 
   Time was not her friend. While she stood contemplating, a sudden rap at the front door filled her with panicked dismay. She hadn’t even heard anyone drive up, and now there was no time left to think. Blast it! Well, she’d just have to improvise. There was nothing else she could do.
 
   She opened the door to a teenage boy who looked awkwardly down at the box in his hands when he saw her. “Um...I got some stuff here for Mr. Winter.”
 
   “Okay. Come on in.”
 
   He followed her into the kitchen and plunked the box down on the counter. “There’s another one out in the truck. I’ll be right back,” he mumbled.
 
   “Do you need any help?” she offered.
 
   “Nah, I got it.” The boy pushed up the glasses that were sliding down the bridge of his nose and disappeared outside, returning a minute later with more groceries that he added to the counter. Pulling a crumpled invoice from the pocket of his faded jeans, he handed it to her wordlessly while managing to look in every direction other than directly at her. Apparently this one was nervous around females. She couldn’t help but find his gawky discomfort touching. The dirty-blond hair was in desperate need of a haircut, and some maternal part of her wanted to brush it out of his eyes.
 
   Stall, a voice inside her whispered.
 
   “So is that your truck?” She’d caught a glimpse of the antique pickup truck he was driving. Teenage boys were always eager to talk about their rides, for some reason she’d never been able to figure out.
 
   “Yeah.” He glanced at her, then looked away quickly. “It’s...yeah, it’s mine.” He coughed. Poor kid sounded a little congested.
 
   “Nice. What year is it?”
 
   “It’s a ’57 Chevy.”
 
   “Wow. I can’t believe it still runs. Did you restore it yourself?”
 
   He granted her a shy grin. “Yeah, mostly. My dad helped. It was my granddad’s truck. Has most of the original parts. I just got a new paint job not long ago.”
 
   “Is that right?” Inspiration struck her. “Can I see it?”
 
   The boy’s face lit up as brightly as if she’d just offered him a lap dance and an early diploma. “Yeah! Okay.”
 
   She followed him, closing the front door quietly behind her. As long as Julian stayed in the conservatory, she might have a prayer.
 
   The sharp wind sent icy needles through her sweater dress as if it was made of tissue rather than wool, and her breath hung like smoke in the frigid air. She should have grabbed her coat. The temperature was dropping remarkably fast.
 
   “Nice paint job,” she commented, unsure of what to say. She didn’t know the first thing about restored trucks.
 
   “I kept it the original color.” The boy reached inside and pulled something from the glove box. “Check this out,” he said, showing her an old photograph.
 
   She took the photo from him and examined it. There was the very same pickup truck, and a young man sporting a buzz cut posed beside it, one foot propped on the stepside.
 
   “My granddad,” he told her.
 
   She smiled wistfully. “Cool. Is he still around?”
 
   “Yeah. He’s in a nursing home now though.” The boy sneezed, then wiped his nose on the sleeve of his jacket.
 
   She handed the picture back to him. “You must be really proud of this truck. Has a lot of sentimental value to you, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, it does.” He fingered the photograph nervously.
 
   “What’s your name, anyway?”
 
   “Dane.”
 
   “Well, Dane, my name’s Eva. I’m really glad to have met you.” She handed him Julian’s check. “Oh, your tip’s included on there, by the way.”
 
   “Thanks.” He stuffed it clumsily into his pocket. “So, um...are you like, Mr. Winter’s girlfriend or something?” His cheeks turned pink.
 
   Eva felt her own cheeks grow warm. After a moment’s hesitation, she merely said, “It’s complicated.”
 
   He nodded. “Gotcha.”
 
   “Do you live in Brightwood?”
 
   “Yeah, we’ve been renting a place. My parents are looking to buy a house in Government Camp, though. My dad works at Timberline.”
 
   She had no earthly idea where that was, nor did it matter. She still hadn’t figured out what to do, and time was running out.
 
   “Well...I better get going. I gotta make some more deliveries before the storm hits. So I guess I’ll, you know, see you around or whatever.” He climbed into the truck.
 
   “Wait a second.” She touched his arm and looked up at his surprised face. She had to say something, now. He couldn’t leave. He might be her only hope.
 
   Dane waited to see what she had to say. She stared at him, her mouth half open as she tried to speak, as she struggled to tell him that he had to help her, to save her, to take her away from the man who wasn’t really a man but something else entirely. The words were there, ready to be verbalized. And she found that she couldn’t do it.
 
   She couldn’t betray him. She just couldn’t.
 
   “Drive carefully in this weather,” she said instead while stepping backwards, suddenly feeling emotionally exhausted.
 
   “Will do.” With a last friendly grin, her teenage savior was gone.
 
   Eva trudged back into the house. She wasn’t one bit surprised to see Julian leaning against the banister in the living room, arms folded across his chest.
 
   “Charming the locals, I see.” His tone was teasing rather than mocking, which was something she hadn’t counted on.
 
   “I didn’t tell him anything,” she said dully.
 
   “I know you didn’t.”
 
   “And I suppose you had something to do with that.” He was probably screwing with her mind again, damn him. No wonder she’d been unable to communicate.
 
   “Just what is it you think I did, Eva?” he asked quietly.
 
   “I don’t know. Mind control or something. You’ve done it before.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Eva pushed the hair back from her temples, feeling frustrated and confused. It was all his fault, all of it. He was putting her emotions through the wringer. She didn’t know up from down anymore.
 
   Julian unfolded his arms and slowly came to stand in front of her, so near that she could barely breathe. He didn’t touch her, instead leaning in to whisper softly against her cheek, “I did nothing. You protected me of your own free will.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   If Wine is Bottled Poetry, Then What is Vodka?
 
    
 
   Eva paced the living room anxiously. She hadn’t seen Julian since their brief altercation the day before, and he hadn’t come down to eat anything all day. Which, knowing his habits, could only mean one thing.
 
   She dreaded the evening to come, knowing the most she could hope for was that he would show more mercy this time. That he wouldn’t attack her with the savagery of a starving wolf. She couldn’t take another assault like the last one. And without Lainie here to minister to her, recovery would be arduous.
 
   It was around five o’clock when the idea formed in her head. A silly and completely pointless one no doubt, but she was feelingly childishly obstinate. He enjoyed his wine, did he not? Fine. She’d damn well make sure he had alcohol with his repast tonight by getting herself good and crocked. At the very least, maybe she’d pass out before he found her. Then she wouldn’t feel a thing.
 
   And yes, it was entirely possible that raising her blood alcohol level wouldn’t particularly matter to him. Chances were, it wouldn’t. But if nothing else it would annoy him, and after his revelation yesterday she could think of nothing more pleasurable than irritating that smug Brit.
 
   Creeping her way down into the cold cellar, she inspected the wine rack in search of one with a high percentage of alcohol. It was beginning to look as though she’d have to consume an awful lot of wine when she came across an unopened bottle of vodka. Eureka! With an alcohol content of forty percent, she had a winner. It wouldn’t take long to accomplish her mission with this.
 
   Fifteen minutes later she was settled in her room with the vodka, a full container of chilled cranberry juice and a glass. And a willful smile crept over her face.
 
   “Let’s party, vampire man.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “What the hell...?”
 
   Hearing the crash that originated from Eva’s room, Julian had gone to investigate. Now he stood in her doorway, dumbfounded by the sight of her hanging half on and half off the bed, window smashed to smithereens while snow blew in through the jagged hole.
 
   “What in the name of Lucifer’s arse is going on in here?”
 
   She raised one hand, waving it unsteadily about with her eyes glued to it as if it were the most amazing thing she’d ever seen. “I frowed the bottle. Ofer there. It flewwww...iss flying vojka.” She began to giggle. “Thass funny.”
 
   “Have you gone mad?” He walked over to the window, surveying the damage with supreme indignation.
 
   “Iss shnowing outside!”
 
   “I can see that! Why the hell did you break the window?”
 
   “Cuz it wass funny. Hey, you know wass funny? Those guys, um...whass their name, they did all that stuff, y’know? We sould shee ‘em. Those guys are sooooo funny. And...when they do stuff.”
 
   “I don’t have the foggiest idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Um...me neither. I forgot. So whaddya shay we go find Profesher Buttfarter’s house an’...an’ frow stuff. Cuz he’s stupid.” She rolled over and landed inelegantly on the floor with a whump, still giggling. “Oops. I fell down.”
 
   Professor who? “Little idiot. Do you realize it’s ten degrees outside?”
 
   “Ten, twenty, sixxy, forty, eleveny.” She was trying unsuccessfully to stand up. “What comes affer eleveny? Sixxy?”
 
   “How much did you have to drink?”
 
   “Sixxy. Hey! Hey! You know what we sould do? We sould go make shnowman. You wanna?”
 
   He helped her up from the floor. “I most certainly do not. And considering you can’t even walk, I hardly think you’re up to the task either.” Scooping her into his arms, he carried her down the hallway into his own room, thinking to himself that he should just let the foolish girl freeze to death. What on earth did she think to accomplish by drinking herself into a stupor?
 
   “Hey. Where we goin’? We goin’ shumwhere?”
 
   “We are not going anywhere. You are going to bed.”
 
   “I don’t wanna go bed. Wanna go see the shnow. Didja know it’s shnowing?”
 
   “You can see the snow tomorrow, hangover permitting. It’s not going anywhere.” He dropped her brusquely onto his bed and hurried downstairs for a glass of filtered water. By the time he returned, she was somewhere in the middle of the second verse of Frosty the Snowman. Or something that resembled it. Vaguely.
 
   “Drink some water for me, Eva.” He held the glass for her so she wouldn’t drench herself or the covers. “And do keep in mind that if you throw up on my bed, I will personally strangle you.”
 
   She drank, then grinned at him. “You’re funny.”
 
   “That was not a joke. I will strangle you.” He brushed a wayward strand of hair away from her mouth, and was struck by an objectionable twinge of tenderness for the girl who seemed to have been blessed with the common sense of a doorknob. Pulling the comforter and top sheet out from under her, he ordered, “Under the covers, now. Your skin is like ice.”
 
   “Can we go outside now?” Her voice sounded sleepy as she clumsily tried to shove her pajama-clad legs underneath the covers. He pulled the comforter up to her neck, resisting the overpowering urge to bite her. She smelled so good, and he was growing hungry.
 
   “Not now. Lie back and close your eyes. I’ll leave the bathroom light on for you, just in case.”
 
   “Case what?”
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough, I’ll wager.”
 
   “I love you,” she said, just before passing out.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It was nearly one o’clock in the afternoon when Eva woke alone after spending a good portion of the night in abject misery on a cold marble floor, alternating between retching and praying fervently for sweet merciful death.
 
   It had been almost daylight by the time she was able to leave the bathroom and fall into a deep sleep in the warm bed. She wasn’t completely sure whether Julian had been beside her then or not. The night was filled with so many fragmented images, amalgamations of hallucination and reality, and she couldn’t discern which events had actually taken place and which were nothing more than intoxicated dreams.
 
   A loud sound that resembled rushing water perplexed her, and slowly she pulled herself up to look around the room. The noise was coming from outside. It was, she realized, the sound of blizzard winds howling. Abandoning the warmth of the cozy bed, she padded over to the window to have a peek. Through the thick swirling whiteness she could just barely make out the skeletal outlines of tree branches whipping wildly in the wind. The house itself remained nothing more than a tiny speck swallowed up by the vastness of the powerful storm. They truly were alone now.
 
   Shivering, she migrated to her own room with the intention of having a hot bath, and stopped to reflect on the shattered window with a sense of disorientation. A clear plastic drop cloth had been tacked over the hole to keep out the snow, but it did little to discourage the bitter cold. She vaguely recalled throwing something at the window the night before, though she couldn’t for the life of her remember what or why.
 
   Julian was probably pissed.
 
   After a long soak in a hot tub, she reluctantly dragged herself downstairs and found him seated at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee. He looked up from the magazine he was reading, expression glacial.
 
   Oh, hell.
 
   “I see you survived the night.”
 
   “Barely.” She grabbed a bottle of Evian from the fridge, having no desire to ever see another glass of cranberry juice again. With a chagrined smile she asked, “Do you happen to have anything for a headache?”
 
   “I do not. You damn well deserve every ounce of wretchedness that afflicts you. Addlebrained little fool.”
 
   “Okay, fine, I’m sorry!” She plopped down into a chair, holding her throbbing head in her hands. “You have no idea how sorry. Losing blood doesn’t even begin to compare to last night. God, I thought I was dying.”
 
   “Is that what you were up to? Thinking to avoid the inevitable?”
 
   She rubbed her temples lightly. “I guess.” Let him get mad. He couldn’t do any worse to her than she’d already experienced, that was for sure. She met his eyes warily and their blackness bored into her like lead bullets.
 
   But his voice remained polished and composed as he spoke. “Let me ask you something. When you were a child, did you ever capture a butterfly in a jar?”
 
   “I...yes, I suppose I did. Once or twice.”
 
   “And what did it do?”
 
   “I don’t know. Just kind of fluttered around.”
 
   “That’s right. It was trying desperately to escape. You see, even though you and I know it’s a futile gesture, the creature will continually beat its wings against the glass, harming itself, eventually killing itself for want of freedom. But you didn’t let it die, did you? I’m guessing you released it long before that happened. Because you only wanted to observe it for a while, not keep it for yourself. Am I right?”
 
   How well he knew her. “Yes.”
 
   “You, Evangeline, are my captive butterfly, a rare and coveted species. But unlike that sweet little child, I will never relinquish my prize, and this you must accept. Because if you continue to beat your wings against the glass, you will only damage yourself.”
 
   He stood, then reached over to gently lift her chin with his fingers. “You belong to me and the sooner you accept that, the better off you’ll be. Now have something to eat, nurse your headache, break every window in the house if you think you must. And when you’ve sufficiently recovered from last night’s nonsense, come and see me. I’m hungry, and I won’t wait forever.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It was nearly ten o’clock before Eva worked up the courage to venture into his room. There was no need to knock. She knew he was waiting for her.
 
   Julian was just emerging from the bathroom, clad in only - merciful heavens - a pair of black silk boxers and a fluffy towel draped across his shoulders. He was using one end to casually rub his flaxen hair dry.
 
   “Ah, there you are. How’s the hangover?”
 
   The what? She tried to pull her eyes away from the sight of his nearly naked body, forcing herself to concentrate on whatever it was he was saying.
 
   Um...what was he saying?
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I asked if you were feeling better.” He tossed the towel carelessly onto an Italian Baroque chair, the muscles moving under his smooth skin like those of a sleek jaguar.
 
   “Oh. Yes...I am.” Or she had been, until now. Now, her heart was threatening to burst through her chest. Never in her life had she seen anything so incredibly enticing. Suddenly very self-aware, she closed the charmeuse robe over her nightgown and tied it securely.
 
   “Very good. Shall we get started?” He took her arm as if he were escorting her to a dance, and led her to the bed while she trembled from a plethora of emotions ranging from fear to excitement to dread. Reclining against the down pillows, she closed her eyes, pulse racing wildly as he leaned into her and she braced herself for the unavoidable pain. Waiting. Waiting.
 
   Waiting.
 
   It never came.
 
   “I suppose you’ve been punished enough,” he murmured softly against her cheek.
 
   She opened her eyes, confused.
 
   He was casually reaching across her for the TV remote on the nightstand. “I’m not tired. Why don’t we see what’s on?”
 
   What game was he playing now? Baffled, she stared at him as he surfed through the channels, for all the world resembling a husband relaxing in bed with his wife at the end of a normal, uneventful day. It was a treacherous illusion. Sometimes she wondered if his actions were a subtle experiment to see just how long it would take for her mind to lose all touch with reality. It did seem that his favorite pastime was endeavoring to turn her into a mental case.
 
   He caught her expression. “What?”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Trying to find a decent movie. The wind has died down, otherwise the satellite wouldn’t be working.”
 
   “Julian...”
 
   “Yes?” The innocence in his voice was deliberate.
 
   “Stop screwing around. Can we just get this over with, please?”
 
   “Not necessary. I fed last night.” He tugged playfully at a lock of her hair. “You didn’t even realize I left, did you? I suggest in the future you leave the hard drinking to those who can hold their liquor.”
 
   Her eyes widened at the totally unexpected revelation. “You went out last night?”
 
   “I took the Arctic Cat out. You cannot imagine how difficult it was to find sustenance in this abominable weather.”
 
   Eva was astonished. “I did have strange dreams. But...” Something struck her as queer. “No nightmares. There were no nightmares. Not that I remember, anyway.” She studied his face, but as usual it revealed nothing. “You didn’t kill anyone, did you?”
 
   “No, Eva. I didn’t kill him. Other than a little fatigue, he’ll be just fine.”
 
   She took a deep breath and released it slowly, thankfully. “I can’t believe it. Will he be able to remember?”
 
   “He will remember nothing. You are the only one who has ever been able to break through that particular barrier. And for the record, your inebriation had nothing whatsoever to do with your reprieve. Just in case you get the foolish notion to try it again.”
 
   As if. “Then what was the reason?”
 
   “I simply felt you needed more time to recuperate. I want to keep my butterfly strong.” He dropped the remote on the bed beside him, having settled on The Shining. “How very appropriate. Were you aware that some of the exterior scenes in this movie were filmed at one of the nearby lodges?”
 
   “Ah...no. I didn’t know that.” His amiable behavior was very disconcerting. No trace of the cold, autocratic attitude that came and went with the tide. And to her, this was when he was most dangerous.
 
   Uncertainly, she moved to leave. “I think I’ll go to bed now.”
 
   “You aren’t going anywhere.” The statement was nonthreatening, disclosed merely as a simple fact. “You felt the need to smash the windows in your room, as you may or may not recall. Until I have them replaced, you’ll stay in here. I can’t have you freeze to death.”
 
   Good Lord, did he mean for her to sleep in his bed? With him? Last night she’d been bombed out of her skull. Tonight would be a whole different ballgame. She’d be consciously aware of his every breath, his every movement, and why the hell had she ever broken that damn window in the first place? “I barely remember doing that,” she admitted.
 
   “You did plenty you likely don’t remember.”
 
   She smiled in spite of herself. “Really? What else did I do?”
 
   “Talked quite a bit, not that that’s unusual for you.”
 
   Uh-oh. “What did I say?”
 
   He gave her a strange look. “Just a lot of nonsense.”
 
   “Fill me in.”
 
   “Oh, let’s just say you should leave singing to the professionals.” His mouth twitched as he tried to suppress a smile.
 
   “Oh, no.” She covered her eyes, mortified.
 
   “You also wanted to go outside and play in the snow.”
 
   “Well, you know, that’s actually not such a bad idea.”
 
   “You won’t be making any snowmen tomorrow, I’m afraid. This is just a temporary breather. The winds are supposed to pick up again by morning.”
 
   Eva pulled her legs up and slipped them underneath the covers. “I’m kind of surprised the electricity never went out.”
 
   “Frankly, so am I. It still might, but I have a generator so not to worry.”
 
   She watched the screen for a while, trying to focus her attention on the movie rather than the Adonis by her side. It was a losing battle. For heaven’s sake, didn’t he ever get cold? Couldn’t he at least put on a shirt or something? God, he smelled good.
 
   “Lainie said your parents were missionaries,” she blurted, attempting to distract her wandering thoughts.
 
   “Yes, that they were.”
 
   “Pretty unusual, considering your grandfather’s line of work.”
 
   “My parents were unusual people. Always jetting off to some remote corner of the world.”
 
   “They sound fascinating.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know. I spent more time with Lainie than I did with them.” He shook his head, as if tossing off unwelcome remnants of a past best forgotten.
 
   Feeling rather chilled, she pulled the down comforter up to her chin. “So how did you wind up in Nebraska?”
 
   “I threw a carving knife at a map.”
 
   “You did not!” She laughed.
 
   “I did. It was as good a deciding factor as any.”
 
   “So you moved there after your grandfather passed away?”
 
   “Oh, no. I lived in a number of places before Fremont. Moved around quite a bit, until I learned how best to cover my tracks. The most important thing is that I remain inconspicuous.”
 
   “It’s going to be hard for someone who looks like you to be inconspicuous.” The words tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop them.
 
   “Is that so? And what do you mean by that, pray tell?”
 
   “You must have some idea how...visually appealing you are.” Her face felt hot in spite of the cold room.
 
   “Visually appealing?” This phrase seemed extremely amusing to him.
 
   “Beautiful, Julian. It means beautiful.” May as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb at this point.
 
   “Extraordinary.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “That you can look at me and call me beautiful. Knowing what I am and what I do.”
 
   She had no lucid explanation to offer. Once she had likened him to Satan himself, but she could no longer bring herself to make the comparison. The more time she spent with him, the more she was able to uncover traces of his former personality. Those lost traits that separated human from beast. They remained within him, whether he wanted to believe it or not. His soul had survived death along with his body.
 
   If only he was aware of that fact.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Eva was on the precipice of sleep when he rolled over to face her, so close that their foreheads almost touched. His eyes were closed, therefore she assumed he was asleep when she pressed a cool hand against his warm chest. To her surprise, she felt a strong heartbeat.
 
   His eyes opened, and he watched her silently.
 
   “You have a heartbeat,” she marveled.
 
   “Of course I do. I’m not dead, you know. What did you think, that I was some sort of reanimated corpse?” He seemed almost offended.
 
   “I thought you were...undead.”
 
   “Is there a difference between alive and undead? I died once, for a short time. Now I live. It’s as basic as that. You should be sleeping.”
 
   “Well...you’re not asleep either.”
 
   “I was until you woke me.”
 
   “It’s cold in here,” she complained. “Can’t you turn the heat up some?”
 
   “I prefer it this way.”
 
   It figured he would only be concerned with his own comfort. What did it matter to him if her body temperature dropped to ten below zero? She might as well be in her own bedroom with the wind creeping in through the window she’d pulverized.
 
   He snaked a strong arm around her waist and pulled her unnervingly close to him, eliciting a startled gasp from her. “You see. I’m not cold.”
 
   He was certainly right about that. Pressed against him, she was apt to heat up in record time and that had little to do with the tranquilizing warmth radiating from his firm body. Through the flimsy silk of her nightwear, she could still feel the steady beat of his heart.
 
   She could also, without a shadow of a doubt, feel something else.
 
   Something that made it abundantly clear that his urge to procreate was far from lost.
 
   Trying to ignore the burning ache that was surging through her, she looked up at him anxiously, wondering if he even realized how his body was reacting. He was focused on her as well, and from the hungry look in his cavernous eyes one thing was obvious. She was in trouble.
 
   Okay, she had to say something. “I thought...you said...”
 
   “Well. This is an interesting development, wouldn’t you say?” A naughty smile played over his lips.
 
   “You son of a bitch - you were lying to me!” Appalled, she pushed him away and was surprised when he didn’t resist.
 
   His eyes quickly turned threatening. “Don’t give me that puritanical act,” he sneered. “I have no intention of raping you. Believe it or not, I do have some honor. And I never lied to you. This is your own fault, you know.”
 
   “My fault? You said...”
 
   “I know what I said. It’s your blood. Your damned tainted blood.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Was he seriously blaming her? As if any of this was her doing!
 
   “You really don’t know? Come now. You must. The nightmares you suffered. Have you never wondered why you were having them? Why you dreamt of me?”
 
   “What do my nightmares have to do with anything?”
 
   “A single drop. That’s all it took to link you to me forever. Because we were connected from that moment on, don’t you see? And now that I’ve consumed your blood, something is changing.”
 
   What nonsense was he spouting? “You’ve lost me. What are you saying linked us?”
 
   “My blood! Mine! Think, Eva. I had cut myself, remember? Your kiss. This was how you were able to remain connected to me, even after I’d erased your memory. Now do you understand? I became a part of you. And now, you are becoming a part of me.”
 
   A memory as faint as a ghost slowly returned to her. Yes, she had kissed his hand. A forgotten gesture from fifteen years ago...was that the ultimate cause of all this? The years of recurring nightmares, her subsequent abduction, the gradual shift in the vampire’s demeanor?
 
   Then, in some twisted sense, it really was her fault.
 
   “I’m going to need years of therapy for this,” she muttered.
 
   He was gazing at the ceiling, mind elsewhere. “One drop. If that tiny amount could have such a powerful effect, imagine the possibilities...”
 
   She had no idea where he was going with his irrational line of reasoning, but wherever it was couldn’t be good. “What possibilities?”
 
   “Just think what a pair we would make.” His eyes gleamed in a way that frightened her.
 
   “Julian. Whatever you’re thinking about doing...please don’t.”
 
   “I wonder if it could really be that easy...”
 
   “No. I don’t want to hear this.”
 
   “Just listen. Hear me out.”
 
   “Forget it. No way!”
 
   “There might be a way to change you. Let me try, Eva.” His soft voice enticed her seductively. “I wouldn’t hurt you. There’s no need to be afraid.”
 
   No need? On the contrary, there was every reason to be afraid, every reason in the world. Her eyes pleaded with him frantically. “No! I don’t want to be your science experiment! You have no way of knowing what might happen. Don’t ask me to do this. I can’t. You know I can’t. Please, Jules. Get it out of your head.”
 
   “As you wish.” Sighing, he began to stroke her hair gently, and somehow she felt that he’d acquiesced far, far too easily. There was no way she’d heard the last on this subject. If there was one thing she’d learned, it was that he would ultimately have his way.
 
   “You could very well be my downfall. Would you destroy me if you were able, butterfly?”
 
   After a moment’s hesitation, she admitted, “No.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “Because I know the real you still exists. And I couldn’t hurt him.”
 
   “Because you love him?”
 
   “Excuse me?” Her heart skipped a beat.
 
   “You told me so, last night. Imagine my surprise.” He smirked.
 
   “I never said that!” Oh God, surely she hadn’t!
 
   “Ah, but you did.”
 
   “I did not! And even if I did, which I didn’t...I was drunk. I had no idea what I was saying.”
 
   “In vino veritas. In wine, there is truth.”
 
   “It wasn’t wine, it was vodka, so your whole theory goes right out the window.”
 
   “Along with the vodka bottle?”
 
   “Mm, apparently.” They both laughed, and she felt her uneasiness gradually melting away.
 
   “Come closer. I’ll behave, I promise.” At her dubious look, he added, “I only mean to keep you warm.”
 
   “You do have central heating, you know. Would it kill you to turn up the thermostat?” She scooted closer to him anyway. Apparently she had a thing for masochism, because this was nothing less than sheer torture. She desperately wanted to give in to her passion. Oh, how she wanted to...but how in all good conscience could she willingly give herself to someone like him? What would that make her? Never in her wildest dreams would she have imagined herself to be in the arms of a cold-blooded killer, wanting him more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life.
 
   “I think you prefer my heat.” His voice was like velvet against her ear.
 
   “You said you’d behave!”
 
   “I lied. Never trust a vampire.” Giving her a wicked little smile, one of his hands deftly began to push her nightgown up her thigh, sending a shock of electricity buzzing through her.
 
   That was it - if she didn’t put a stop to this right now...well, it just had to stop, that was all. Before it was too late. If she allowed him this one last part of her, there would be no turning back. He would own more than just her body. Summoning every ounce of willpower she possessed, she gently but firmly pushed his hand away.
 
   “I can’t. I’m sorry.”
 
   She fully expected him to protest, but instead he turned away from her with a libidinous laugh. “All right then, darling. Have it your way. We have all the time in the world to play this game.”
 
   It was a game she simply had no way of winning.
 
   And just what would the penalty be for losing?
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   The Butterfly Surrenders
 
    
 
   Exhausted by the previous night’s intoxicated escapades, Eva slept heavily. When she finally awoke around eleven, she was still in the same position in which she’d fallen asleep, sans the body she’d been snuggled against. He was already up and about, somewhere.
 
   The wind outside had resumed its furious howling, an eerily lonely sound. Icy snow pelted the windowpanes, and the trees hidden behind the billowing avalanche of white occasionally made worrisome cracking and popping sounds. It was amazing that she’d been able to sleep through all the noise. The wind almost seemed angry that it couldn’t reach her inside.
 
   Julian was downstairs, watching the dancing snow through the picture window in the living room. He seemed hypnotized by the sight. “No snowmen for you today.”
 
   “How long is this supposed to last?” she asked him.
 
   “It should pass by late afternoon. Did you sleep well?”
 
   “Like the dead.”
 
   He turned to face her with a cynical smile. “The dead don’t always sleep for long.”
 
   Coupled with the unnerving shrieking of the wind, his ominous words served to fill her with an unsettling sense of foreboding. Though it was midday, the light from outdoors provided only faint illumination in the form of a weird, preternatural glow. She pulled her black angora sweater tightly around her and shivered. “Just listening to that makes me cold.”
 
   “Then let’s have something to warm us. How about some pasta?”
 
   “Sounds wonderful.” Shaking off her apprehension, she followed him into the kitchen where something that smelled heavenly was simmering on the stove. “Oh, no way. Don’t tell me you actually made lunch!”
 
   “I can cook. Don’t look so surprised.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Chicken Alfredo with asparagus and mushrooms.”
 
   “Impressive. You never cease to amaze me.”
 
   “I have a number of talents you aren’t aware of. You might have learned that last night, if you’d given me the opportunity.” He winked facetiously as he dished up two plates of pasta.
 
   For crying out loud, did he have to bring up last night? There was no way she’d be able to eat anything now, what with all the fluttering in her stomach. Just speculating about his hidden “talents” made her weak in the knees.
 
   Fortunately the power chose that moment to flicker, drawing his attention away from teasing her. “I was wondering when that was going to happen,” he remarked, setting the plates on the table. The kitchen lights faded in and out a few more times, but surprisingly held up and they were able to get through their meal with no further interruptions. Thankfully, nothing else was said regarding the night’s misadventures and Julian soon excused himself, saying he needed to locate some financial records for his accountant.
 
   Eva chose to take advantage of the inclement weather by retiring to the library in search of a good book. Browsing the full shelves, she came upon an intriguing collection of classic ghost stories and curled herself cozily in a leather Chesterfield chair to lose herself in them. But even an engrossing adaptation of the Bell witch legend couldn’t distract her from the thoughts that kept straying to visions of him.
 
   How was she ever going to get through another night with him? She knew better than to expect that he’d let her sleep in her own room and besides, it was like a deep freeze in there - thanks to her own idiocy. It might be tolerable if he’d let her turn the heat up some, but for reasons he’d never made clear he opted to keep the house like a freaking meat locker. Okay, so maybe she was exaggerating just a little, but still it was chillier than she was used to.
 
   If she hadn’t been so bone tired last night, she wouldn’t have been able to sleep at all. Especially after what transpired between them. Tonight’s dilemma was how to make it through eight hours of inevitable insomnia lying beside the sexiest creature to ever grace the planet.
 
   Grace...or curse. One or the other, and most likely the latter.
 
   He’s a psychopath, she reminded herself. A murderer without a conscience. Keep telling yourself that. No matter how charming he is, you know the truth. Don’t forget what he is.
 
   She was taken unawares by him two hours later when he suddenly appeared at her elbow with a steaming mug. “I didn’t even hear you come in,” she said, accepting it from his hands. “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s ginger tea,” he informed her.
 
   She sipped it. “Mm, it’s wonderful! Keep this up and you’re going to completely spoil me.”
 
   He wandered closer to one of the bookcases, pausing to select a paperback for himself before returning to her side. “Lainie would be happy to hear you say that. Did I tell you I heard from her a few days ago?”
 
   “No, you didn’t. How is she?”
 
   “Same old Lainie. I think she was concerned about you.”
 
   “Well, I hope you reassured her that I was okay.”
 
   “I got the distinct impression that she didn’t quite believe me.”
 
   Eva blew on her tea to cool it some. “You have a phone, then?” she asked casually.
 
   “Yes, of course. But you’ll never find it.” He tweaked her nose gently, as if her need to locate the phone was based more on an objective of a scavenger hunt than her desire to hear a familiar voice.
 
   She looked up at him. “Do you suppose I could call my mother?”
 
   “Still beating those wings, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m just concerned about her, that’s all. I’m all she has. You don’t have to worry, I won’t tell her where I am, I swear. You know you can trust me. Please, Jules?” As much as it galled her to beg, it would be worth it if she could persuade him to let her speak to her mother for even one brief minute.
 
   Her promises got her nowhere. “Cell phones are traceable. I’m sure you already know that.” He took a seat in another chair, dismissing the conversation by focusing his attention on a volume of poetry.
 
   Well, it was worth a shot. She finished her tea in silence, then tried to pick up where she’d left off but wasn’t quite sure where that was exactly. She’d been staring at the printed words without really seeing them, her mind on something distinctly more intriguing than ghosts and witches. Might as well start the chapter over from the beginning.
 
   But after just a few paragraphs she found it increasingly difficult to concentrate. Her eyelids were heavy, and the monotonous sound of the slowly dying wind was lulling her to sleep. The last thing she remembered before the darkness closed in was two incandescent black orbs, watching her from across the room.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   She opened her eyes to find herself on the sofa in the living room, covered with one of Lainie’s crocheted afghans. Yawning and pushing herself into an upright position, she scrunched her eyes from the bright glare radiating from the five o’clock news.
 
   Five o’clock? Good grief, she must have been out for hours.
 
   “Guess I fell asleep,” she mumbled groggily to Julian, who was seated on the floor directly in front of her, arms crossed over his knees while he watched the news.
 
   “Not exactly.” He turned his head to grant her a beguiling smile. “It was the sedative in the tea. I thought it would be easier that way.”
 
   She fought to clear the remaining fog from her head. “Easier...what? What’s easier? How did you...” Her voice trailed off, attention snagged by something out of place on the glass-topped coffee table. Just a small, simple item, but one that held an air of menace and chilled her straight to the bone.
 
   A hypodermic syringe.
 
   No. No, no, no...
 
   “Julian. What have you done?” Her voice was a hoarse whisper.
 
   “Just a little experiment. Not to worry, you haven’t been harmed.”
 
   A feeling of dread washed over her and even before she reached over his shoulder to retrieve the needle with a shaking hand, she already knew what toxic substance stained the clear plastic tube.
 
   “What did you do to me?” Throwing the syringe across the room, she flew at him, taking him enough by surprise to knock him onto his back. And the monster laughed at her, even as she rained blows down upon him, he laughed as though she was nothing more than a toddler throwing a tantrum. “You bastard!”
 
   He grabbed her wrists, restraining her. “You know, I do believe you’re stronger already!” His eyes sparkled with exuberance. “Tell me Eva, have you lost those inhibitions? Are you ready to tear something apart now? Me, perhaps?” Still laughing, he held her in his iron grip while she continued to struggle furiously. “Let’s see what you’ve got then! Kill me! Kill me if you can, butterfly!”
 
   “I hate you!”
 
   “Of course you do! You still can! Your precious emotions are still intact, aren’t they?” Quick as lightning, he rolled over on top of her, pinning her to the floor. “Still the weak little child. Stop your hysterics. If you had any sense, you’d realize that it didn’t work. You’re as human as you ever were. Take solace in that, if you like. I tried and I failed.”
 
   “Let go of me!” Worn down and out of breath from the exertion of grappling with him, she went limp. “You...injected me...with some of your blood. Didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Dammit, how could you do that to me? You could have killed me! Or worse!”
 
   “Worse? Your body is dying already, a little at a time. With every day that goes by, you’re one step closer to the grave. I tried to spare you this, Eva. To save you.”
 
   “Save me?” Her laughter was mirthless, bitter.
 
   “How is it that you continue to deny what I want so much to offer you?”
 
   “Why, Julian? Can you even tell me why?”
 
   “With my very blood running through your veins, how can it be possible that you still do not understand?” His voice had grown softer. For a long time he knelt over her, his gaze locked onto hers. The eyes that had always been an endless expanse of midnight now burned with a flickering flame, one that was tiny but refused to die.
 
   “It is possible...” he abruptly released her and moved away. “...that I am not the solitary creature I thought myself to be.”
 
   His frank admission took her by surprise and she sat up, looking at him questioningly.
 
   “You could have been my prodigy. My equal, someone superior to all others. I was so sure it would work. But it’s...useless. I am the only one of my kind and it appears that I will remain so.” He sighed. “Forgive me, Eva. I only thought to help you.”
 
   “It was yourself you were thinking of. Not me.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter now.”
 
   “It matters! It matters very much.” To her, anyway. Not that he would ever be able to comprehend that. “I need you to promise me something. Right now.”
 
   “I suppose I do owe you some precedence. What is it you want?”
 
   “No more sedatives. No more injections. I told you once before, I don’t want to be your...your research lab rat.”
 
   “Very well then. You have my word.” He strode across the room and plucked the syringe from the floor. “My Delilah. You’ll be the death of me.”
 
   Eva straightened her sweater. “I wish you could understand the difference between right and wrong. But you can’t, can you? It just doesn’t get through to you.”
 
   “Maybe it’s not that I don’t understand. Maybe it’s that I just don’t care.” He disappeared into the kitchen, returning momentarily without the needle. “Right and wrong, what are they anyway but perception? What is wrong to one person might be completely acceptable to someone else. You find my way of life disturbing, but do you fault the spider for killing the fly? Or do you shrug it off - c’est la vie - and put it from your mind? Don’t be a hypocrite, my dear. It doesn’t suit you.”
 
   “I never heard of a spider who tried to play Doctor Frankenstein by mutating a fly into an arachnid. You’re avoiding the issue.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “You deliberately tried to infect me, knowing good and well it wasn’t what I wanted. Whether or not you agree with me is irrelevant. I’m tired of being your victim, Julian. I’m not inferior, I’m not your subordinate and I’m not your damn guinea pig either. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   As always, her irritation only served to amuse him. “Perhaps it’s a good thing my attempt failed. You are difficult enough to control as a human.”
 
   “God, you’re impossible!” She sighed wearily. “Let me ask you something. Did you ever stop to wonder why you suddenly feel the desire for companionship?”
 
   “No. Not really.”
 
   “It’s a very basic human need. One that you wouldn’t be experiencing if you were as heartless as you claim to be.”
 
   He tilted his head to one side, contemplating her words thoughtfully. But he merely said, “The storm has stopped.”
 
   In the turmoil, she hadn’t noticed that during the course of the afternoon the harsh wind had ceased completely. The storm outdoors had died down much as the one indoors had.
 
   “Let’s go outside,” he suddenly suggested.
 
   Eva was confused. “In the freezing dark? What for?”
 
   “You’ll see. Go and bundle up. I want to show you something.”
 
   Her natural curiosity getting the better of her, she did as he requested. At the mercy of his peculiar whims, there was little else she could do anyway.
 
   Fifteen minutes later she stood in the moonlit snow with her captivating abductor. The shadowy veil of night had already descended, but the sky was clear now and the bright, full moon cast an ethereal luminance on the icy world. The snow sparkled as though intermingled with diamonds, the trees dressed in formal flowing gowns of white. It was so enchantingly beautiful, her heart ached.
 
   “I can see why you chose this place as your home,” she admitted. “It’s almost too perfect to be real.”
 
   “You should see it through my eyes.”
 
   “Do you see things differently?”
 
   “Somewhat. Please don’t ask me to explain. There are some things you can never perceive without experiencing for yourself.”
 
   Pulling off one of her gloves, she knelt and ran a finger along the pure, frosty snow that had accumulated on the ground. Its frigid wetness made her feel vibrantly alive. The air itself seemed charged with renewed energy, and with the simple, ordinary act of inhaling she drew new life within herself from the earth.
 
   “I can taste the air,” she said, straightening. “It’s so clean.”
 
   “Listen,” he told her.
 
   She cocked her head, but only stillness reached her ears. “I don’t hear anything.”
 
   “Precisely. But there is music in the silence, if you know how to listen for it.”
 
   “Can you show me how?”
 
   “I wish it were possible. Instead, I’ll give you something a bit more tangible.”
 
   From a distance, the fluttering of countless wings gradually grew louder until the sky above them filled with hundreds of mourning doves, gracefully flying in all directions as if they were gray feathered snowflakes drifting from the clouds.
 
   Eva could hardly breathe. “Oh, Jules, they’re beautiful! So many of them.” She imagined she could almost feel the breeze from all the wings beating in unison. The sight was surreal, a fleeting dream that escapes the conscious mind upon waking. It was the most magical thing she’d ever seen, not counting the bewitching enigma by her side.
 
   Julian waved a dismissive hand, sending the mass of doves disappearing into the cold night. She watched them fade into the darkness until there was no longer a trace of sound. In a matter of seconds, it was as if they had never existed. The dream was ended, the dreamer awake.
 
   “You are the strangest creation.” She gazed at him with a look of awe. “I wonder if you’re even real. Sometimes I think maybe I’m in a coma in some hospital somewhere and I’m just hallucinating all of this. Maybe you’re nothing more than an invention of my mind. A drug-induced delusion.”
 
   “How can I prove to you how real I am?” He stroked her cheek gently. In spite of the frigid temperature, his touch was warm. “If I were an apparition, would you tremble at my touch the way you do? Or would you scream to wake yourself from the nightmare? Oh no, I think not. You know the truth as well as I do. I’m as real as you want me to be, and we both know what it is you want, sweet Eva. You want he who is lost. The one who died.”
 
   “He can’t be dead. I’ve seen him.” She felt captivated by his caress.
 
   “It is he who is the delusion, you know.”
 
   “No. It isn’t true.” Nothing he could say would ever make her believe that.
 
   “I wanted so much to make you as I am. To preserve my butterfly forever. I suppose there are some things that are even beyond my control.”
 
   “Life and death are uncontrollable forces, I’m afraid.”
 
   “I never before believed it imperative to know how I came to be as I am. And now, that knowledge seems the most important thing in the world.”
 
   “Would you change me against my will?”
 
   She received no response for this question. The answer, of course, was obvious. The vampire always had his way.
 
   He reached in the snow for her discarded glove and handed it to her. “I believe I’ll head to the conservatory for a while. I’m feeling inspired.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Leaving her captor to his music, Eva pampered herself with a long soak in the bathtub, then both a manicure and pedicure. Relinquishing to the atmosphere of her surroundings, she dressed in a flowing white Victorian nightgown; then, still wide awake and restless, she returned to the library for her book. After her unexpected nap this afternoon, sleep would be even more impossible than ever. Irresistible temptation lured her downstairs, and through the closed door of the conservatory wafted the faint strains of an unfamiliar song. Wondering what the composition of a vampire might sound like, she stood quietly listening, bare feet growing chilly on the smooth walnut floor.
 
   Why did he always keep the house so cold, anyway? Just to annoy her?
 
   A soft click, and the door swung slowly open of its own volition. Or, more likely, by his will. Tiptoeing inside, she took in the contents of the room with rapt fascination. A classic piano, keyboard, synthesizer, cello case, computer (so this was why he kept the door locked) and an assortment of recording equipment that she couldn’t even begin to identify. It was a much more impressive setup than she’d ever imagined. Apparently he was really into his hobby.
 
   He remained at the piano, eyes on the keys in front of him, continuing to play the haunting melody that sighed in her ears like the whispers of anguished specters.
 
   “Do you play?” he asked, without looking up.
 
   “No, not really. I took lessons for a while when I was about twelve, but I didn’t have the patience for it. There was always something more interesting to do than stay indoors practicing my scales.” She listened in silence for a while to the music that seemed beyond music, seemed something far more transcendental than a compilation of minor chords that swirled together to form an eerie lullaby. “It’s lovely. What is it?”
 
   He glanced up at her. “I call it Requiem for a Captive Butterfly.”
 
   Eva felt faint. The notes continued to mesmerize her, holding her spellbound in their seductive symphony. An unnatural warmth began to spread throughout her and as she watched him, a Nordic statue more exquisite than the ethereal frozen night, she felt his blood mingle with hers to flow unchecked through the catacombs of her soul. The nexus that tied them had become as unbreakable as fate itself.
 
   The room began to dissolve as unseen hands seemed to touch her, extending from his probing eyes to caress her like a summer wind. Though he had not moved, she could feel him as sure as she felt her own accelerating heartbeat. Her vision clouded.
 
   He stood and swept her effortlessly into his arms before she could collapse, carrying her upstairs to place her on his bed with all the care of one who holds a priceless object.
 
   “Something’s wrong,” she told him, her voice breathless.
 
   “No,” he gently refuted. “You’re fine. I was just testing something. Apparently it worked all too well.”
 
   “What were you doing? I thought...I could almost...”
 
   “I was trying to reach you mentally. And you felt it, didn’t you?”
 
   “I felt...something, yes. I can’t describe it.” She pressed a cool hand to her warm forehead. “What were you trying to say to me?”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to say anything. Not in words.” There was an approaching fire in his eyes that threatened to spread as he leaned into her, so close his silky hair brushed against her cheek. “I was attempting to convey to you how much I want you. You must have felt it. Tell me you did.”
 
   “Julian...”
 
   “Ah, Eva...how I want you. Don’t deny me. Don’t...I want you so...” He pressed his lips against hers then, kissing her with all the unrelenting passion of Eros himself, hot and hungry and forceful, and her traitorous arms reached around him to pull him closer still.
 
   “Yes, you want me,” he breathed against her lips. “I need to hear it from you. Tell me. Tell me right now that you want me inside you.”
 
   Her fingers dug into his back and she moaned softly, delirious with desire. Of course he was right, there was no denying him...she could never hope to be strong enough for that, never in a million lifetimes. And she no longer wanted to be. “Please...”
 
   “Please what? Tell me what it is you want. You say it! I want to hear it!” His voice was almost desperate.
 
   Looking into his eyes, she gave him what he demanded. “You’re what I want. It’s you, Jules...it’s always been you. You’re all I’ll ever want.”
 
   “Damn right,” he growled.
 
   And she surrendered to him, even with the knowledge that there was no return for her. No expiation. All that she was, all that she would ever be, was now tangled inescapably within his dark soul. She could no more prevent this than she could stop the sun from rising.
 
   He claimed her as his own again and again, in the primal way of the mortal man, until the raging wildfire had been sufficiently subdued and she slept peacefully in the sanctuary of his arms.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   Instrument of Grace
 
    
 
   In one momentous night, everything had changed.
 
   Her guard down, defenses shattered, any illusion Eva might have once harbored of escaping unscathed was forever obliterated. Scarred now, broken beyond repair, her body and soul no longer belonged to her. They were his now, and she had given them willingly, without regret. The undeniable result was that she now was enduringly and unconditionally in love with a demon.
 
   And the game was over.
 
   She had lost.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “I was beginning to think you were going to sleep all day.”
 
   Aaron Chandler gave his wife a rueful smile as he ambled lazily into the den, where he flopped his thin, well-toned body gracelessly into a worn recliner. “Not like I can go anywhere until the roads are cleared.”
 
   “Wish you’d taken that stance the other night,” Paula complained. “Trying to drive home from the lodge in the middle of that storm. I told you to stay put, didn’t I?”
 
   Aaron glanced over at his son, who was curled up on the couch with a video game controller in hand. Dane caught his eye and grinned when his dad rolled his eyes.
 
   “I saw that,” Paula informed them both.
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” Aaron stretched and yawned. “Man, I still feel worn out. Hope I’m not coming down with the flu or something.”
 
   “I told you, you probably have pneumonia from being out in the freezing cold for so long! I swear, sometimes I think men are the most senseless creatures ever put on this earth. Out driving in the middle of the worst blizzard in years! Tell me, what would you have done if Julian hadn’t been around to help you get your car out of that snowbank?”
 
   Dane looked up from his game with sudden interest. “Was Eva with him?”
 
   “Who?” His father was confused.
 
   “His girlfriend.”
 
   “I didn’t know he had a girlfriend.” Paula’s attention shifted from her husband’s lack of common sense to a more engaging topic. “Have you met her? Does she live around here?”
 
   “I dunno where she lives. She’s staying at his place. I met her when I delivered some groceries there.”
 
   “So what’s she look like?” Always up for new gossip, his mother waited to hear what he had to say, though she knew it wouldn’t be much. Dane wasn’t one for expressing himself verbally. Then again, most teenage boys weren’t.
 
   He shrugged. “You know. Nice looking and all that.”
 
   “Hm. Your descriptiveness is overwhelming.” Paula threw the dishtowel she was holding over one shoulder. “Don’t you have something better to do than sit in front of the TV all day? Like, studying maybe?”
 
   Dane sighed. Being homeschooled had its definite disadvantages, one of them being the inability to escape the scrutiny of the teacher. Sometimes it was cool having a dad who was a ski instructor, but living in such an isolated area wasn’t always fun for him. There were days when, shyness notwithstanding, he longed for public school. Teachers who you didn’t see again once you left the classroom, friends waving as they passed you in the hallways, the friendly rivalry of football games, even the smelly cafeteria food. And, last but certainly not least, the girls. Not that he was ever able to say more than two words to one of them without stuttering like an idiot. Usually they looked at him like he had the plague or something.
 
   Not like Mr. Winter’s pretty redhead. She was really nice, not like those girls his own age who liked to play stupid head games. Eva was the real deal. Maybe that was why he couldn’t seem to stop thinking about her and what it would be like to have a girlfriend like that. Someone who smiled at him and listened to what he had to say and whose hair smelled like a summer breeze. He could never hope to win the affection of a woman like that, of course, but it didn’t hurt to imagine. To dream.
 
   Over in the recliner, his father was scratching his arm. “I think something bit me.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Tell me the truth. I wasn’t that bad, was I?”
 
   Walking into the house from the garage, Julian stomped the snow off his boots and smiled at Eva. “You drive like a maniac. You aren’t as invincible as I am, you know.”
 
   “I like going fast.” Her first experience on a snowmobile had been exhilarating, especially after he’d offered to let her take the throttle. For someone as indestructible as he was, he sure did put up a fuss when she hit breakneck speeds. Maybe he was actually concerned about her breaking her own neck.
 
   “You always were fearless.” He helped her out of her jacket, then removed his and hung it on a hook to dry. “I can’t imagine how you managed to survive childhood.”
 
   “I think my feet are frozen,” Eva announced, kicking off her boots and heading for the fireplace. She ignited it with the remote, then stood with hands extended in front of the heavenly warmth. “How is it you never seem to get cold?”
 
   “I like the cold. It feels nice.” Ambushing her from behind, his arms encircled her waist and he held her close. “What now, daredevil? Would you like to jump out of an airplane? Try hang gliding? Bungee jumping from the Eiffel Tower?”
 
   “I’d settle for dinner in Brightwood. I’m starving.”
 
   “Your wish is my command.”
 
   True to his word, an hour later they were seated in the full-to-capacity Phantom Ridge Inn, enjoying delectable langoustine gratin paired with a lime chardonnay. The night was cold and the clear sky peppered with shimmering stars, a reproduction of their previous visit. Eva was intoxicated with the delirious joy felt only by those in the grip of crushing infatuation.
 
   Her adoration was further fueled by the advancing realization that she wasn’t the only one to surrender. Julian had changed as well. The loftiness had disappeared, replaced with a benevolence that belied his former contempt. The steely darkness of his eyes was now tempered with a soothing indigo blue, and those same eyes that once exuded only cruelty now held within them a soft gentleness. The demon was gone, or at least dormant.
 
   “Lot of people out tonight,” she commented airily.
 
   “Saturday night,” he pointed out. “Most of these people are from out of town. Isn’t it fortunate I had a reservation?”
 
   She giggled. “You didn’t have a reservation. I saw the way you were looking at the hostess. You made her think you had called ahead.”
 
   “I know, I’m incorrigible. Whatever will you do with me?” He paused to nod at the sommelier who was refilling his wine glass. “Thank you.”
 
   “I have no idea how to answer that.” Eva poked at the remains of her food with a fork, thinking to herself that her mother would love this dish. Abby adored lobster.
 
   “A more perplexing quandary might be the question of what to do with you.” Folding his arms on the table, he leaned forward to focus his full attention on her. “Maybe I’ll take you to the Maldives. Or Santorini. How would you like to visit Greece?”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Not at all. Name the place. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”
 
   “Anywhere but Fremont, right?” She tried to sound flippant but didn’t quite succeed.
 
   “That still isn’t up for debate.” He glanced around uncomfortably, then downed half his wine in one draught.
 
   My God, she thought, I’m wearing him down. He actually looks guilty!
 
   “I’d love to see New Zealand someday,” she said softly.
 
   “Very well.” The irresistible smile returned. “I understand the sunsets in Napier are exquisite.”
 
   “It’s a date then.”
 
   “I look forward to it.”
 
   “So...there’s something I’ve been wondering.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “It’s about your music.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I just wondered...have you released any of it to the public?”
 
   “No. Why would I do that?”
 
   “Well...I mean, what’s the point of composing it then? Why do it?”
 
   “I enjoy it. The music is for my own pleasure. I have no interest in the trite entertainment of others, nor do I care for their fickle opinions of my work. It is for my ears alone.”
 
   “What about mine?”
 
   “Yours?”
 
   “Yes, mine. I’d like to hear more. You’re incredibly talented.”
 
   He seemed pleased. “You liked your requiem, then?”
 
   “I never heard anything like it before. It was beautiful.”
 
   “It should be. My muse is beautiful, as well.”
 
   Eva’s heart swelled so that she could hardly breathe. She knew how foolish it was to allow his provocative words to penetrate her armor, but she was too far gone and it was far too late for futile resistance now. If he beckoned, she would come, and it was just as simple as that.
 
   After they returned home, he brought her into the conservatory and played several recordings for her. His style bordered somewhere between neoclassical and dark ambient, and sounded amazingly professional. She was thoroughly impressed, but not yet satisfied.
 
   “Would you play for me?” she requested, indicating the cello case propped against the wall.
 
   “You’ve heard me play.”
 
   “Yes, but I want to watch you. A recording isn’t the same as a live performance.”
 
   He relented with a placid shrug. “As you wish.” Bending to open the case, he asked, “What would you like to hear?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Anything.”
 
   “Anything, hm? I could use some accompaniment.” He walked over to the computer and typed something on the keyboard. “There we are. We’ll go with something that might be more familiar to you.”
 
   As he seated himself and arranged the cello between his knees, the studio monitor speakers dispatched a flowing instrumental that she recognized as Caribbean Blue. Picking up his bow, Julian merged in perfect sync, deftly pulling it along the strings with a subtle grace she wouldn’t have believed possible. Near his jaw, the slender and agile fingers of his right hand curved delicately over the strings to dance like Baryshnikov. The smooth fluidity of his movements mesmerized her while the bewitching melody seduced. Dazzled, her eyes could not be pulled away from the poetic motions of his hands.
 
   It was undeniably the most sensuous scene she’d ever witnessed in her entire life.
 
   When the music ended, he looked at her expectantly while she blinked and shook her head, attempting to pull herself from the depths of the spellbinding trance. She wanted to speak, but mere words seemed almost sacrilegious in the wake of his offering.
 
   With a muted laugh, he returned the cello and bow to their case. “I never know what to expect of you.”
 
   “Ditto,” she said hoarsely.
 
   “What did you think?”
 
   She cleared her throat. “Words fail me.”
 
   “Was it that bad?” he teased.
 
   “It was incredible.”
 
   “I can teach you if you like.”
 
   “I would...I’d like that.” Though creating music of her own could never compare to watching him perform. She still couldn’t believe his arms could be so effortlessly graceful, like a bird in casual flight. What an amazing contradiction he was - an assassin with the allure of a paladin.
 
   They migrated to the living room, embracing on the sofa to watch the wisps of snow that had once again begun to fall. The clear sky had been deceitful. Through the picture window, the outdoor floodlights provided enough illumination to spotlight a visible landscape of wintry splendor.
 
   “Living here is like being inside a snow globe,” she noted. “And someone keeps shaking it.”
 
   “We have had more than usual lately.” He brushed her hair aside to kiss her gently on the neck. “I thought you liked the snow.”
 
   The light touch of his lips on her neck sent shivers of nervous anticipation down her spine. “I do. I wasn’t complaining.”
 
   “That’s a first.”
 
   “Ha, ha. Very funny. I’m serious though - I mean, look at that. It really does look like some kind of winter fantasy or something. It’s so perfect.”
 
   “That’s why I live here. Why should I tolerate anything less than perfection?”
 
   “It must be nice to get everything you want.”
 
   “You could have everything you want as well, darling. Just name it, and it will be yours. Anything your pretty little heart desires.”
 
   She grinned mischievously. “In that case, I want emeralds and...let’s see...a sable fur coat. I’ll get back to you with a more detailed list later.”
 
   “Consider it done.”
 
   “There is one thing I really do want, Julian.”
 
   “You know better than to ask to leave, butterfly.”
 
   “No...it’s not that. It’s something I want you to do for me.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “If I asked you to make a promise, would you honor it?”
 
   “If it’s within the realm of my capability, of course. Suppose you tell me what it is you have in mind.”
 
   “I want you to promise me you’ll never kill another human.”
 
   He was silent for some time while she patiently awaited his response. Had she asked for the impossible? Would her influence with him be strong enough to achieve the end of years of nightmares and unexplained deaths? The boy with the vacant eyes and bleeding wrists haunted her conscience. No matter how much she tried to convince herself that she wasn’t responsible, his death was still on her hands, because she was there and did nothing to try and stop it. If only the bloodlust would retire to sleep with the hibernating monster.
 
   “I don’t know if I can promise you that,” he said hesitantly. But his mind didn’t seem to be made up yet, so she continued to wait while the snowflakes seemed to fall in slow motion.
 
   Finally, he gave her his answer. “I will promise you this, Eva. For as long as you live, I will not take a life intentionally. That is the most I can offer you.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said softly. The future suddenly seemed brighter, the world less dark and cold, and her heart soared with the mourning doves.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Dane quickly looked up from the shelves he was dusting when he heard the sound of the redhead’s voice on Monday afternoon.
 
   He immediately began to sweat as he took in the welcome sight of her. “Hey, Eva.”
 
   “Hey there, Dane. What’s new?”
 
   “Not much. What you up to?”
 
   “Nothing special. Just needed to pick up a few things.”
 
   He glanced at the contents of the basket in her hands. Milk, bread, orange juice, eggs. The usual staples, plus a bag of miniature Hershey’s bars. “Chocoholic, huh?”
 
   She laughed. “Absolutely. Gotta have my chocolate fix.”
 
   “I’m addicted to caffeine myself,” he admitted, grinning. “I drink more coffee than water, I think.” It was easy talking to her, somehow. She didn’t make him feel stupid.
 
   “I’ve never been all that much of a coffee person,” she confided, as her boyfriend appeared beside her. Dane tried not to feel too disappointed. Even though it would have been nice to have her all to himself for a few brief moments.
 
   The blond man took the basket from Eva and nodded politely. “Hello, Dane. How are your parents?”
 
   “My parents? They’re fine.”
 
   “Is your father at the lodge today?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s got some classes scheduled for today.” Funny, Mr. Winter had never been interested in socializing before. What a phony.
 
   “Are you ready, love?” he said to Eva.
 
   “Yep, all done.” She touched Dane lightly on the arm, causing him to almost drop the can of tomato soup he’d forgotten he was holding. “Take it easy, okay?”
 
   “See you later.” He watched as the couple paid for their items, then left. It didn’t seem fair to him that one man could have so much going for him, and a sweet chick like her as icing on the cake. Life was such a bitch. And maybe it was only the fact that he had such a major crush on Eva that he couldn’t help but feel there was something off about that man.
 
   He was too damn perfect.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “I think that kid at the general store has a thing for you.”
 
   Eva hid a smile as she put the milk and juice in the fridge. “Dane’s a sweetie.”
 
   Julian handed her the eggs. “You don’t know the half of it. His blood sugar level is way too high.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I can smell it. He’s diabetic.”
 
   “Oh, no. I wonder if he knows it.”
 
   “I’m sure he does.” He walked into the living room and turned on the television. “Nothing wrong with his father’s blood, though,” he added slyly as he settled onto the sofa.
 
   “I don’t even want to know.” Eva sat on his knee. “Maybe I should say something to him. Just in case.”
 
   “Don’t you think he’ll wonder how you’d know something like that?”
 
   “I hate to think of him getting sick.”
 
   “So...next time you see him tell him it’s almost time for your insulin injection and see how he reacts.”
 
   “Hey, that’s a good idea.”
 
   “It’s a ridiculous idea, but if you really feel the need to interfere, at least try and be subtle about it.”
 
   “Don’t worry. Discretion’s my middle name.”
 
   “I thought your middle name was Rowan.”
 
   “Cute. Did you want me to make something for dinner?”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   “Wow, you really are the comedian today! There is nothing wrong with my cooking.”
 
   “No, of course not. I like vegetable flambé.”
 
   She flushed pink. “That wasn’t my fault. You distracted me.”
 
   “You’re distracting me right now, darling. I’m trying to watch the news.”
 
   “There’s a commercial on right now,” she pointed out. A man in a Santa Claus suit seemed unduly excited about his used car lot’s Holiday Extravaganza. It was a blatant reminder of just how near Christmas was. “Wouldn’t you like to get a Christmas tree?”
 
   He gave her an incredulous look. “There is nothing but trees as far as the eye can see and yet you would have me drag one inside?”
 
   She had to laugh at his overtness. “When you put it that way, I kind of see your point. But don’t you plan on celebrating Christmas at all?”
 
   “I hadn’t considered it. Was there something in particular you wanted to do?”
 
   “Not really. I mean, I didn’t have anything in mind.” She rested her head against his shoulder. “What do you suppose Lainie will be doing?”
 
   “I expect she’ll spend the holiday with her sister in Dowally.”
 
   “I didn’t know she had a sister.”
 
   “They were never particularly close. Lainie was fifteen when Audrey was born.”
 
   “Oh.” Eva considered this for a minute. “Do you know, I have three brothers and a sister I’ve never even met. And one on the way.”
 
   “And how is it that you haven’t met them?” He turned off the TV, having lost interest in following the news.
 
   “Simple. My father traded up. He left me and my mother for a fertile blonde with a big rack. After that we didn’t exist anymore. Not in his mind, anyway.”
 
   “Ah, I see. And do you miss him?”
 
   “I barely remember him, to be perfectly honest. I was only seven when he and Mom divorced. On the rare occasion when I speak to him on the phone, it’s like talking to a stranger, you know? It’s so weird to think this person I don’t even know used to read me bedtime stories and rock me to sleep. I mean, he was there when I was brought into this world. He cut my umbilical cord. He was the first person to hold me. And then seven years later he just walks away without once looking back.”
 
   Julian stroked her hair, quiet and pensive.
 
   “I used to think maybe he stopped loving me because I talked too much or asked too many questions. I was a handful, as you probably recall. My poor mother tried so hard to explain to me that it wasn’t my fault. She shouldered the blame herself, and I think she still does, in a way. She has an inferiority complex because of him. Never thought she was good enough or pretty enough or smart enough. I don’t care anymore that he walked out on me, but it ticks me off to see what his narcissistic selfishness has done to her.”
 
   “And all this is what you would wish upon me?”
 
   She lifted her head to give him a puzzled look. “What?”
 
   “All of these painful and adverse emotions. Is it any wonder I was glad to be rid of them?”
 
   “But...”
 
   “Wouldn’t you relieve your mother of her distress if you could?”
 
   “Of course, but that isn’t possible. You have to take the bad with the good. You can’t pick and choose, you know. It doesn’t work like that.”
 
   “The balance is unjust. The negative outweighs the positive.”
 
   “You’re wrong. There is one emotion that can’t be countermanded.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “Nothing trumps love.”
 
   “Indeed. And what do you know of love?” He smiled teasingly as she blushed. His finger lightly traced her lips as he spoke in a whisper-soft voice. “My beautiful little butterfly. She thinks she has all the answers, but I’m not so sure. Tell me, Eva. Are you in love with me?”
 
   And though every instinct she possessed urged her to lie, to deny her devotion, she laid the naked and vulnerable truth before him to be destroyed.
 
   “Yes. I love you.”
 
   Were those tears in his eyes, or merely a reflection of light from the lamp behind her?
 
   Before she could decide, he stood and reached for her hand. “Come with me, then. Come and show me how much you love me.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   We All Fall Down
 
    
 
   It was hopeless.
 
   Julian had tried patiently all afternoon to teach Eva the basics of skiing but she spent most of the time on her backside in the snow, much to his amusement. She had never felt so uncoordinated and awkward in her life. Her feet had a mind of their own, and no amount of wedging would slow her down quickly enough for her own comfort. Instead, she would fall on purpose in order to stop. More than once she tangled her skis with those of other people while getting off the lift. Everyone was friendly and nobody seemed to mind, but she was mortified nonetheless.
 
   Having turned in their equipment, they were warming themselves by the fireplace in the lodge when Aaron Chandler appeared.
 
   “Hey there Julian, good to see you.” The men shook hands. “Don’t recall ever seeing you out here before. First time?”
 
   “No, but it’s been a while. I don’t get out much lately.” He put a protective arm around her shoulder. “Eva, this is Dane’s father, Aaron Chandler. He’s a ski instructor here. Maybe I should have him give you professional lessons.”
 
   “Oh, no.” She held her hands up. “I’m giving up on the whole skiing thing before I break something vital.”
 
   Aaron laughed. “Come on now! You’re not giving up already?”
 
   “Trust me, I’m a lost cause. Athletic I am not.”
 
   “Next time we’ll try snowboarding,” Julian suggested, only half seriously.
 
   “Do you want to see me in the hospital?”
 
   “If you change your mind, let me know. I’ll make sure your lessons are free,” Aaron offered. He clapped Julian on the back. “I owe this guy.”
 
   “Nonsense.”
 
   “What do you owe him for?” she asked curiously.
 
   “I got myself stranded out in that storm we had, and he helped me get my car unstuck. I might’ve frozen my ass off trying to wade home through the snow if he hadn’t shown up.”
 
   “Oh.” She glanced over at Julian, whose eyes were twinkling. “Say, Mr. Chandler...let me ask you something. Is Dane by any chance diabetic?”
 
   “Well...yeah, as a matter of fact he is. Why do you ask?”
 
   “No reason. I just...that is, um...I was...”
 
   “Eva darling, we really should get going. We have dinner reservations, remember?” The arm around her tightened firmly. “I’ll call you about those lessons, Aaron.”
 
   “No problem. Nice meeting you, Eva.”
 
   “Nice meeting you, too,” she called over her shoulder as Julian hurriedly ushered her outside. Somehow she found his discomfort hilarious, and was hard put not to dissolve into giggles.
 
   Once inside the Cherokee, he shot her an exasperated look. “Discretion is my middle name. Oh, yes.”
 
   She couldn’t hold back her laughter anymore. “You’re so funny. What were you so worried about?”
 
   “I was worried about what was going to come out of your mouth next! I can see I’ll have to put a muzzle on you next time I take you anywhere. What am I going to do with you?” He shook his head.
 
   “Does that mean no trip to the Maldives?” She widened her eyes innocently.
 
   “Rascal. I have to drive to Portland tomorrow. Can I trust you not to get into trouble while I’m gone?”
 
   “Can’t I come with you?”
 
   “Not this time.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   “I have some business to take care of, Little Miss Nosy.”
 
   “So I guess if I asked you what sort of business, you wouldn’t tell me, would you?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “What sort of business?”
 
   He laughed. “I believe you’re even more incorrigible than I am. I just have to pick up some things I ordered, that’s all. I won’t be long.”
 
   “Then why can’t I come?” she persisted.
 
   “Because I said so. Isn’t that the response generally given to ill-behaved children who don’t know when to quit?”
 
   “Oh, all right.” She crossed her arms and pretended to pout.
 
   “That isn’t going to work with me, you know.”
 
   “So what would work?”
 
   “Now if I told you that, you’d have the advantage, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “I could live with that.”
 
   “I’m not sure I could!”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Eva was up to her neck in peppermint-scented bubbles the following day when Julian entered the bathroom without warning, kneeling behind her to nuzzle her cheek.
 
   “You’re back already,” she remarked as he encircled her neck with his hands to place something cold and metal there. Taken by surprise, she looked down to see a stunning openwork necklace of emeralds and diamonds sparkling on her chest.
 
   “Holy cow! What the...”
 
   “You requested emeralds, I believe. Will this suffice?”
 
   Her fingers flew up to touch the jewels as she stared in disbelief at the impressive display of flawless gems. “You have got to be kidding me! Are these real?”
 
   “Of course they’re real. Set in pure platinum. What do you think?”
 
   “Are you crazy? I mean...they’re gorgeous, but Jules, I can’t accept something like this! I was joking about the emeralds...didn’t you realize that? My God, this must have cost a fortune!”
 
   “Don’t worry, they’re insured.” Walking over to the sink, he picked up the clean towel she’d left there and unfolded it, holding it open expectantly. She stood, dripping water and soap while he wrapped the thick towel around her and lifted her out of the bathtub. “I have something else to show you,” he told her, pulling her by the hand.
 
   “Shouldn’t I get dressed first?”
 
   With a smile he raised his eyebrows and shook his head, and so she followed him, laughing, across the hall into his room, where she froze at the sight of the massive pile of shining brown fur on his bed.
 
   “You didn’t. Oh, please tell me you didn’t.”
 
   He lifted the ankle-length Russian sable coat from the bed and eyed her towel with a playfully wicked look. “Drop it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me, Eva. Drop it.”
 
   Speechless, she let the towel fall to the floor.
 
   He helped her into the sinfully soft furs, then unclipped her mass of auburn curls so her hair tumbled down to fall like molten lava over the brown sable. “That’s better,” he said, standing back to admire his handiwork.
 
   Eva ran her fingers through the fur that was softer than a kitten. She’d never known such luxury could exist outside of films and fairy tales. “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “There is nothing to be said, love.” His eyes roamed leisurely over her, naked but for the jewels and fur. “I told you before that you would have whatever your heart desires.”
 
   She trembled at the smoldering fire in his eyes as he slowly began to unbutton his Versace shirt. Through the window, the setting sun colored the bedroom with pastel shades of pink and purple. The world, her world, had changed from a prison to a paradise in a remarkably short time.
 
   And the eyes that matched the emeralds closed in unbridled ecstasy when her captor confessed, “As for me, I desire only you.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   He watched her sleeping, listened to the even sound of her breathing, and willed it never to end.
 
   His existence would go on for countless years while one day the soft exhalations of her breath would cease, leaving him once again with nothing to covet but blood and the pain and dissolution of others. She’d brought light into his dark world, yet her own candle would eventually burn down until the day came that an icy wind would extinguish it forever.
 
   If only there was a way...if only he knew how...but even so, she’d made it clear she didn’t want that for herself. Her angry words - I hate you! - reverberated in his ears to remind him of that. He couldn’t bear her hatred. No, never. That was one torment he could not endure.
 
   She stirred and opened her eyes to gaze at him with the pure, unadulterated love he knew he would never be worthy of. An offering not meant for a devil.
 
   “Hi,” she said softly.
 
   “Hello, yourself.”
 
   “How long was I asleep?”
 
   “Not long. Maybe half an hour.”
 
   “Mm.” She stretched, smiling blissfully. “I could stay like this forever.”
 
   If only...
 
   “You look so innocent when you sleep,” he told her. “It’s very deceptive.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Because there is nothing remotely innocent about what we just did.” He grinned suggestively.
 
   “Don’t blame me. You started it.”
 
   “How could I resist? Little temptress.”
 
   She laughed. “And weren’t you the one who once told me that you had no need to ‘procreate’?”
 
   His smile faded. “What did you say?”
 
   “I said...oh.” Suddenly comprehending the word’s meaning, she sat up, covering herself modestly with the down comforter. “But...I didn’t think that could happen. I mean, because you’re...well, I just didn’t think it was physically possible. Is it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted. “If I had to guess I’d say it’s doubtful, but there’s no way of knowing for certain until it’s too late.” How was it that he had never once considered the prospect of pregnancy? His body still lived, breathed and functioned, didn’t it? As implausible a theory as it might seem, technically it was entirely possible.
 
   And the most absurd thing was, she didn’t look at all concerned. A faraway look entered her eyes as she confided, “I wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “You wouldn’t mind? Eva, surely you jest!”
 
   “I want to have children someday.”
 
   “Not like this. Not with me.”
 
   “Why not with you? We’d make beautiful babies.”
 
   He stared at her wordlessly. Good Lord, in what sort of nirvana was she living that she thought he could ever be a father to her children? He, who killed indiscriminately and without remorse. He, who once let a child watch him murder simply for the sake of idle entertainment. Had she forgotten? Was she truly that blind? And how could she be sure what they’d conceive?
 
   He chose to defuse the situation by placating her with a lie. “It’s highly unlikely that I would be able to reproduce, I’m afraid.”
 
   “You never know.”
 
   “I...didn’t realize you wanted children.”
 
   “Sure. Babies, husband, white picket fence, the whole nine yards.”
 
   He knew he should tell her how preposterous it was to believe that he would ever be able to give her any of those things, but something in her yearning eyes stopped him. Loath to crush her dreams, he said nothing.
 
   But the conversation haunted him long into the night.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   The baby cries fretfully and so she sings as she rocks him, a soothing lullaby that his father has composed exclusively for him. His tiny fingers grasp hers and the crying stops as he draws comfort from her presence. His blue-gray eyes try to focus as they remain fixed on his mother’s face with fascination. She continues to sing softly, holding him close while reveling in the sweet newborn scent of him. His miniature lips make a suckling motion as his eyes begin to close and soon he drifts away into the innocent sleep of an angel.
 
   Eva sighed dreamily as she stared into the flames of the fire, lost in her maternal fantasy. She didn’t realize Julian had entered the room until she heard the voice behind her ask, “Is something wrong?”
 
   “No, I was just thinking.”
 
   He came to join her on the white sheepskin rug in front of the fireplace. “You were a million miles away.”
 
   “No, actually I was right here.”
 
   “And is here where you want to be?”
 
   “It is now.” She laughed suddenly.
 
   “What’s funny?”
 
   “I was just remembering that only two months ago you sent your wolves after me.”
 
   His lips curved wryly. “I wouldn’t have let them harm you.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “I had no intention of hurting you. Not really. I only wanted to toy with you until I could decipher the meaning behind it all.”
 
   What a strange thing to say. “And have you?”
 
   “Are you still afraid of me, Eva?” He wrapped a tendril of red hair around one of his slender fingers, ignoring her question.
 
   “Sometimes...yes. Not of you exactly, but...I’m afraid you’ll regress to the way you were before. Become cruel and distant again. I don’t think I could handle that. I wish you could tell me for certain that the real Julian will stay with me...that he won’t get lost again.”
 
   “You know that he’s gone already, sweetheart. I told you this.”
 
   Her eyes flashed with frustration and dismay that he would still continue to reject what he surely must be aware of. “He is not gone! How can you even still believe that? Why won’t you admit that you can feel now? You know you can! I see it every time I look at you! Why do you try so damn hard to deny it?”
 
   “What would you have me say? There is only so much I can give you, Eva, and no more. I can’t change what I am. If I could slay the beast I would, but he is all that is left of me. Your young law student from London is dead - I hate like hell that he is, and I equally hate to dash your delusions of hearth and home but things are as they are. If you have fallen in love, then it is with a soulless killer. That is what cannot be denied.”
 
   “You’re wrong.” She refused to accept his words. Refused.
 
   He shook his head regretfully. “Ah, darling. I wish I had as much faith in me as you seem to.”
 
   “I’ll never give up on you, Jules. Never.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   The day before Christmas Eve dawned bright and beautiful. The sky was endlessly blue and the temperature had warmed just enough that the remaining snow was melting into piles of slush.
 
   Capturing her in his arms, Julian held Eva tightly for a long time before whispering into her ear, “Let’s go for a ride.”
 
   “Where are we going? And don’t you dare say snowboarding.” She kissed him gaily.
 
   “No, no more winter sports for you. Run along and get ready.”
 
   “Casual or formal?”
 
   “Whichever you prefer. Wear your necklace for me, won’t you? It looks so pretty on you.”
 
   Euphoric, she skipped upstairs to spruce herself up while wondering what he had in store for her. With Julian, there was no telling what to expect. The very trait that once drove her crazy was one she now loved about him. Things had changed so much in such a short time.
 
   It wasn’t long before she realized they weren’t headed towards Brightwood. “So are you going to tell me where we’re going?” she prodded.
 
   “Portland,” was all he said.
 
   “What’s in Portland?”
 
   “Oh, lots of things.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Curious little kitten. Wait and see.”
 
   He didn’t seem to be in a particularly talkative mood, so she entertained herself with the passing scenery. The landscape was a portrait of rolling hills and woodland and natural beauty. Oregon was majestic. It had stolen her heart the same way he had.
 
   Further attempts to coax information from him proved unproductive. He refused to divulge a thing, so she finally gave up. A little over an hour later the city skyline came into view, and she eagerly tried to look in all directions at once. Their ultimate destination was a totally unexpected one.
 
   Portland International Airport.
 
   Mystified, she took in the sight of the sprawling airport while he searched for a spot in the parking garage. She couldn’t help but notice that he chose the short-term parking area and found that odd, but figured he must know what he was doing. Once he’d pulled the Cherokee into a vacant spot, he turned to face her.
 
   Something in the way he looked at her put her on edge.
 
   “I have a gift for you,” he told her, his voice quiet and steady.
 
   “Has Lainie come back?” she guessed hopefully. It would explain the choice of parking. Maybe she was coming for Christmas and they were here picking her up.
 
   “No.”
 
   Nervous, she tried to be flippant. “Well, you didn’t have me pack a bag so I’m assuming we aren’t flying to Greece.”
 
   “It’s something you’ve wanted since you arrived here.”
 
   Eva’s breath caught in her throat. “Oh, Jules! No way! Are you serious? We’re going to Nebraska?”
 
   “Not us, darling. You.”
 
   A sickening feeling of dread dropped to settle in her middle like a heavy stone. Faintly she asked, “For how long?”
 
   There was only silence. He stared out the window for what seemed to her an eternity. Cars drove by, people with luggage passed them, and she waited with mounting tension until at last he spoke. “Did you know that vampires don’t dream?”
 
   She frowned, confused by the irrelevant disclosure. “No.”
 
   “I thought they didn’t, anyway.” He finally looked at her. “For decades I slept dreamlessly until one September night when I saw your face. Just a few weeks later I took you from your home, your family, your life. You see, I had to know why you were haunting me. What our connection was. It was an obsession.”
 
   Her hands felt like ice, and she clenched them.
 
   “I know now. So I can let you go.”
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “I have no choice.”
 
   “I’ll come back to you,” she said quietly.
 
   “No. You will not. Eva, listen to me. I can’t love you. I’m not capable of that. I haven’t been for thirty years and I never will be. So you’re to go home to the people who do love you. You’ll resume your life, the one I stole from you. You’ll fall in love again and marry and have lots of beautiful red-haired babies and grow old with your husband. I can’t do that for you. You’ve known that all along.”
 
   “Please don’t do this.” Eva shook all over in spite of the warm sable. Everything around her was breaking apart, falling in pieces to the ground, and she was powerless to stop it. There was no way he could be doing this, he couldn’t be breaking her heart like this, he couldn’t. Not after she’d brought him so far.
 
   He tried to hand her an envelope, but she refused to accept it so he dropped it in her lap. “Your flight confirmation is in here, along with some money for cab fare to Fremont. I booked you a first class seat on United. There’ll be a brief layover in Denver but you should be in Lincoln within five hours.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Take the skybridge to the passenger terminal. Go now.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Eva, dammit, look at me!”
 
   Sick to the depths of her soul, she met his eyes. And it was then that she knew there was nothing she could say to change his mind. The cold blackness had returned to claim his eyes, hollow and empty and devoid of emotion. There was nothing left there. He was gone. She’d lost him.
 
   “Forget about me. Do not return to Oregon for any reason and do not try to contact me. Don’t look back and soon all this will seem like nothing more than a bad dream to you.”
 
   Reaching across her to open the car door, the last thing he said to her was, “You’re free, butterfly. Go. Fly away home.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It took every ounce of supernatural strength that he possessed not to turn back for the airport and retrieve her.
 
   As it was, he sped the whole way home in an attempt to put as much distance as possible between them before he could capitulate. Over and over he reminded himself that what he did, he did for her. Nothing good could ever come of their relationship. He could never be what she wanted or needed. A husband, father to her children, companion to grow old with. She might not see that now, but in twenty years she would and he wouldn’t be able to bear the pain in her eyes.
 
   Oh God, the pain in her eyes.
 
   If she only knew how hard it had been for him to summon the darkness.
 
   Once home he went straight up to her room, flinging open the closet door to stare aimlessly at the racks of clothing left behind. The things he’d bought for her. She’d arrived with the clothes on her back and that’s what he sent her home with. That, and the sable and emeralds.
 
   And the memories. How soon before those were left behind as well? Before she put him from her mind? How soon before the radiant smile would return to her beautiful face?
 
   Why won’t you admit that you can feel now?
 
   He knew that her words would haunt him forever. Because the truth of it, the damnable agonizing torment of it all, was that he hadn’t sent her away because he couldn’t love her.
 
   He sent her away because he did love her.
 
   And he learned something then.
 
   He learned that vampires can weep with all the anguish of a human.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   What Once Was Home
 
    
 
   It was dusk when the cab stopped in front of the house that was so familiar and yet so foreign. Eva paid the driver and stepped out onto the sidewalk with a sense of disquiet. For weeks she’d wanted nothing more than to be back home, and now that she was here it didn’t seem like home at all anymore. She stood at the front door for some time, trying to compose herself. What she really wanted was to bury herself in a crypt and hide.
 
   Finally, she rang the doorbell. Her key was still in her purse, wherever that now was.
 
   From the other side, a voice she knew as well as her own called, “Who is it?”
 
   “Mom? It’s me.” Her voice cracked.
 
   Abby threw the door open to stand before her, mouth agape, stunned. “Eva? Baby?”
 
   “Hi, Mom.”
 
   Eva was nearly knocked to the ground by the force of her mother’s hug. They stood there in the doorway, holding each other tightly until Abby burst into tears and cried into the fur in muffled sobs. “Oh my God, honey, I missed you so much! I was so worried, you have no idea...are you okay? You’re not hurt?”
 
   “I’m fine.” Eva gently nudged her mother inside and closed the door behind them. “Please don’t cry. Everything’s all right, I promise.”
 
   Sniffling, Abby wiped her eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yes, I’m okay.” What a monumental lie. She felt as if she’d never be okay again.
 
   “Thank God! Thank God you’re okay. Oh, I’m so glad you’re home!”
 
   “It’s good to see you, too.”
 
   “I was scared to death something terrible had happened to you.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   “What...what the heck are you wearing?”
 
   “Ah...nothing. Just a new coat.” Feeling rather foolish, she pulled the sable off and tossed it carelessly over the coat rack.
 
   A worried expression came over her mother’s face as she looked her up and down. But all she said was, “Why don’t I fix us a cup of hot chocolate? Then we can talk.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Abby barely took her eyes off her daughter as she made the drinks. She seemed to be afraid that she might turn around to find her gone again. A guilty sadness overcame Eva as she realized how rough the past few months must have been for her.
 
   Setting two mugs on the kitchen table, Abby pulled out a chair to join her. “Now, young lady, suppose you tell me just where you’ve been all this time?”
 
   Eva’s eyes filled with tears. “Mom, I really...I just don’t want to talk about it right now. I’m sorry. I can’t.”
 
   “Sweetheart, if you’re in some kind of trouble, you know I’ll do whatever I can to help you. You don’t have to hide anything from me.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’d never judge you. You know me better than that.”
 
   “Mm-hm.” Eva covered her mouth to keep a sob from escaping.
 
   Her mother’s eyes wandered to the necklace. “Honey, you haven’t been doing anything...well, what I mean is...”
 
   “No. Of course not.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “It was a gift, Mom.”
 
   Abby looked doubtful, but had the good grace not to argue. “Are you hungry? Can I get you something to eat?”
 
   “No, thanks.” Underneath the table Rio appeared to rub against her legs, purring loudly. She picked him up and cuddled him. Thrilled by the attention, he pushed his white head against her and kneaded her thigh with his paws.
 
   “You’re staying, aren’t you? You aren’t leaving again?”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Abby let out a long sigh. “Oh, baby. You have no idea how worried I’ve been.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom. I really am. I never meant to worry you.”
 
   “You look pale. Are you feeling all right?”
 
   “Just tired.”
 
   “Okay. Well, I’m not going to bombard you with questions right now. You look like you need a good night’s sleep. Just promise me, promise me you’ll still be here in the morning. Will you do that for me?”
 
   “Can I sleep in your bed? I don’t want to be alone.”
 
   “Of course.” Her mother reached for her hand. “Eva, has someone hurt you?”
 
   Yes. “No. Really, I’m fine. I just missed you a lot, that’s all.”
 
   “Everything’s going to be okay now. You’re home, and you’re safe. That’s all that matters.”
 
   All that matters. As if anything mattered anymore.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Rather than joining the rest of the family in Montana, they spent Christmas day alone together. Abby cooked a lovely meal that Eva had no appetite for, though she tried her best to put up a good front. It was obvious that her despondency was scaring her mother, so she tried for her sake to drag herself out of the depths of despair into which she’d fallen. What choice did she have? One way or another she had to readjust.
 
   When Mary Ellen stopped by, she faked a migraine just to get rid of her. The sound of her chipper, happy voice grated on her nerves. She refused to take any more phone calls from her friends.
 
   Abby didn’t press her for information. Sensing that she needed time to heal, she gave her the space required. But the wounds weren’t healing, and the arrival of her period only made her feel worse. As reckless as it might be, she’d been foolish enough to hope for that one remaining part of him. It wasn’t to be. And by the time December wound down her mother had run out of patience.
 
   “How long are you going to sit around here moping? Come on, you need to get out. There’s a New Year’s fireworks display tonight. Why don’t we go? It’ll be fun.”
 
   “I’m really not up to it, Mom. Why don’t you go with Dr. Reynolds? You said he was hinting at it.”
 
   “Well, yes. Not sure it’s such a good idea though, dating the doctor I’m working for.”
 
   “He’s always been nice to you. I don’t think it could hurt.”
 
   “Might make things awkward.”
 
   “Do you like him?”
 
   Abby looked embarrassed. “I have to admit, I’ve always kind of had a crush on him. I love watching him with the kids. He’s so sweet with them. But it’s silly - what would he ever see in me?”
 
   “He asked you out, didn’t he? In a roundabout sort of way.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “I wish you’d get it through your head once and for all what an awesome catch you are. All men aren’t as stupid and shallow as Dad, you know.”
 
   Abby looked surprised. “You haven’t called him ‘Dad’ in years.”
 
   “Yeah, well, forgive and forget, that’s my motto. Anyway, he’s the one who has to live with his choices, not you. You have the opportunity to move forward. He’s stuck in neutral with the mistakes he’s made.”
 
   “So you think I ought to call Grant?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “All right then, I’ll do it.” Resolute, Abby plucked her cell phone from the charger. “Oh, by the way, there’s a package for you in the kitchen. It came while you were still sleeping.”
 
   A package? “Who’s it from?”
 
   “I don’t know, I didn’t notice.”
 
   Eva wandered into the kitchen, where she immediately spotted the cardboard box on the counter. Nothing special about it, just an ordinary, run-of-the-mill brown box that came express mail. A late Christmas present, maybe? Surely not from her father. He hadn’t sent her anything in years. Besides, the return address was...
 
   Oh. Oh, God.
 
   Brightwood, Oregon.
 
   Carrying the package into her room as if it were a ticking time bomb, she sat on the edge of the bed and opened it with trembling hands. There was no note anywhere inside. But carefully packed within layers and layers of bubble wrap was what appeared to be an intricately carved wooden box. Puzzled, she pulled it out and studied the designs. Butterflies. It would have to be butterflies.
 
   And the instant she opened it, she recognized the beautiful melody that floated sweetly from what she hadn’t realized was a customized music box.
 
   It was her requiem.
 
   And then the tears came.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Never had he so desperately wanted to tear someone apart.
 
   As it was, he was hunting early to alleviate the lust somewhat. If he waited until the hunger hit, there would be no controlling the rage that was already surging within him to mask his despair. He never should have made that promise to her. To abandon his basest instincts...when a predator was precisely what he was! What had he been thinking? And yet, not once did he consider abandoning his oath. His word of honor was all he could give her.
 
   What he needed now was to inflict pain. To displace the agony he felt onto someone, anyone. To hurt.
 
   After all, wasn’t that the nature of the beast?
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Are you ready to talk?”
 
   Abby sat beside her tearful daughter on the carpeted bedroom floor, arm around her while Eva rested her head on her mother’s shoulder.
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “What is it you don’t understand?”
 
   “He sent that to me. Why? Why would he send that to me?”
 
   Ah, maybe now we can get somewhere. “Who sent it to you, sweetie?”
 
   “Nobody. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   Abby fought to reign in her frustration. “Okay. Why don’t we start at the beginning. The person who sent it...was this who you’ve been with the past few months?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I see. And what did he do to you, exactly?”
 
   “Nothing. He did nothing.” She sounded a little too defensive.
 
   “I don’t believe that for a minute. You wouldn’t be crying this way if nothing happened. I want to help you, honey, but you’ve got to be straight with me. Did he hurt you?”
 
   A slight hesitation. Then in a soft voice, “I’m in love with him.”
 
   Bingo. “Then he’s the one who bought those things for you. Well, it’s all starting to make sense now.”
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   “Jeez. He must be loaded.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “So what’s the deal? Is he married?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “An escaped convict or something?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re not pregnant, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m running out of ideas here. Help me out.”
 
   Eva wiped her nose with the tissue in her hand. Reluctantly she confided, “He’s...sick. And I don’t know how to help him.”
 
   “Sick? Is he on drugs?”
 
   “No, that’s not what I meant.”
 
   “What’s wrong with him?”
 
   “It’s...um, some kind of blood disorder. He’s...seriously anemic.”
 
   “Well, there are several different types of anemia. Some more serious than others, but they’re all treatable. Do you know exactly what he has? Is he seeing a doctor?”
 
   “No. I mean, yes. He’s being treated.”
 
   Abby considered the strange situation. It didn’t seem as if her daughter was telling her the whole story, but at least she’d gotten this much out of her. It was like pulling teeth to get her to open up anymore. “Then I don’t really understand what the problem is.”
 
   “Oh Mom, it’s so hard to explain!” Nervously fidgeting with the music box in her lap, she accidentally opened it part way and hastily snapped it shut when the first note played. “I guess it’s just that he doesn’t think there can be any kind of future for us. He...doesn’t think he can have children. And I told him I want them someday, so...oh, I don’t know. It’s all so complicated. He sent me away and gave me the impression that he never wanted to see me again...then he sends me this. It makes no sense.”
 
   Frankly, it sounded like nothing more than a case of cold feet to her. Not complicated at all. The guy simply panicked, and was now having a change of heart. “Does he love you?”
 
   “I thought he did.”
 
   “Huh. You know what I think? I think he’s scared. He either assumes he isn’t good enough for you, or he’s worried that not being able to have children will be an issue.” She paused. “Is it an issue?”
 
   “No, I don’t care about that. I just want to be with him. That’s all that matters.”
 
   “You better think about that, honey. Because it wouldn’t be fair for you to say that now, then somewhere down the road start resenting him for it.”
 
   “I get what you’re saying but I’m telling you, it doesn’t matter to me in the least. Really. I love him, Mom. I can’t imagine ever loving anyone the way I do him.”
 
   It was blatantly obvious that she had fallen fast and hard. Eva had had boyfriends before, plenty of them had come and gone over the past five or six years, but not one had ever even come close to putting that kind of look in her eyes. Abby grinned, thinking that she wouldn’t be a bit surprised if they were planning a wedding soon. “Well, there’s always adoption. With the money this guy must have, it shouldn’t be a problem. What does he do, anyway?”
 
   “He’s a musician.” Eva harbored a secretive smile.
 
   “A musician? With a bank account that allows for genuine sable?”
 
   “Family inheritance. His grandparents were wealthy.”
 
   Oh, to be so lucky. “How old is he?”
 
   “Twenty-three.”
 
   “And where does he live? Seattle?”
 
   “Seattle?” Eva looked confused for a minute. “Oh...the letter. No, he...yeah. He lives near Seattle.”
 
   Something didn’t seem to be adding up. “Where did you meet?”
 
   “What difference does that make?” Her tone was edgy.
 
   “I was just asking.”
 
   “We met when he was here visiting some friends. Can we get back to the issue at hand?”
 
   “What issue would that be?”
 
   “The issue of what I should do!”
 
   Abby chewed on the inside of her lip, contemplating. She didn’t want to say the wrong thing here. And how was she supposed to know what the right thing was, anyway? Hell, she couldn’t even hold on to her own husband. Who was she to try to give advice regarding love in any form? She probably had less insight on the subject than anyone.
 
   “Baby, I can’t tell you what you should do. That’s something you’re going to have to decide for yourself. I can tell you this, though. If you really do love him, you have to try to find a way to work this out. I can’t promise you a happy ending, but you’ll never forgive yourself if you don’t at least give it your best shot. At least in the end you’ll know you did everything you could.” There, that sounded good. Nice and objective.
 
   “It might not be as easy as that.”
 
   “Nothing worth having is ever easy.” Oh yeah, she was on a roll.
 
   Eva tapped her fingernails restlessly against the wooden lid. “I’ll have to leave again for a while. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   “Do whatever you have to do. Just let me know where you’re going next time, will you?”
 
   “Oh, Mom. I love you so much, you know that?” An arm reached around her shoulders to pull her in for a hug.
 
   Music to a mother’s ears. “I love you too, sweetie. Now cheer up, will you? I don’t want to see you miserable forever. Life goes on.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   On a secluded mountain trail within the Mount Hood National Forest, a lone backpacker was pausing to adjust his straps when he was startled by the sound of a voice calling out behind him. Turning, he was surprised to see another hiker approaching.
 
   “Oh man, you nearly gave me a friggin’ heart attack. Snuck up on me there.”
 
   The second hiker, a statuesque blond, drew closer and smiled apologetically though somehow the smile didn’t quite reach his dark eyes. “Sorry about that. I must apologize for the interruption,” he said in a cultured voice that carried what sounded like a faintly British inflection.
 
   “I didn’t expect to see anyone else way out here.”
 
   No response.
 
   Eric Lancaster shifted his backpack nervously. He’d never been the least bit apprehensive about hiking alone - after all, he was fit and strong - but something in the way this man was staring at him gave him the creeps. It was the eyes, maybe...they reminded him of the eyes of some of the more violent mental patients in the psychiatric facility where his girlfriend worked. Insane. Unpredictable. You never knew what was going on behind those crazy eyes.
 
   “So where you hail from, dude? England?”
 
   Still no response.
 
   Uneasiness crept up within him, drying his mouth. He coughed self-consciously.
 
   “Would you look at that.” The stranger finally spoke, and Eric tried to follow his gaze to see what he was talking about.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re bleeding.”
 
   Before the words had time to register in his mind, Eric felt the impact as his head met the solid barrier of a cottonwood tree. He staggered, stunned, lifting his hand with confusion to touch the sticky wetness running down his face.
 
   “Wha...what the fuck, man...”
 
   “You really shouldn’t be out here in your condition, you know.”
 
   “I think you broke my nose!”
 
   “I’ll break more than that.” The man grabbed him by the front of his insulated jacket and slammed him against the same tree with brutal force. He held him there, radiating sheer malevolence as the shock evolved into full-blown terror.
 
   “Oh shit, look, whatever you want, you can have it...please...”
 
   “Do you think I don’t know that already?” The cold voice was filled with derision. One of his hands reached up to snatch the jacket’s hood out of the way.
 
   “What are you doin’, man?”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Eric screamed, more from horrified shock than pain as the sharp fangs penetrated his skin ruthlessly. This can’t be happening...nobody is this strong...he must be high on something...this can’t be happening! It can’t!
 
   The blond lifted his head. A trickle of blood dripped down the side of his mouth and he caught it with his tongue. “Not bad.” He smiled, and the look was pure evil.
 
   “Jesus!” Eric tried to squirm out of the thing’s grasp but was held with his back against the tree in a grip of steel. “Please...what did I do to you? I’m sorry, whatever it was, I’m sorry...I’m so sorry...”
 
   “You want to know what you did to me? Is that it?” The eyes bored into him with hatred. “Then I will enlighten you. You are pathetic. A weak, fragile, pathetic creature whose life means absolutely nothing!”
 
   Abruptly, he released his hold on the jacket and took a step backwards. Wiping the excess blood from his mouth with a hand, he sighed wearily. “And I would give anything to trade places with you. Because I don’t even know what I am anymore.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Eva sat cross-legged on her bed, holding the music box in her hands and running her fingers absently over it as she thought.
 
   The first issue that needed settling was the question of why he’d sent her the thing in the first place. After all, he’d ordered her never to attempt to contact him, to forget about him completely. Yet here in her hands was a stark reminder.
 
   If he truly wanted her to forget him, then why would he send her the most compelling evidence of his affection?
 
   It did seem the sort of thing the dark side of Julian would do. Something to torture her, a reminder of what she would never again have. Mockingly throwing in her face what a naïve fool she’d been for loving him.
 
   But she didn’t want to believe that. Deep inside her, she couldn’t believe that. Though he’d callously said he could never love her, she had felt it so strongly. And if she could be so mistaken about that, then never again would she be able to trust any of her instincts. So again, she was back to why?
 
   The answer seemed clear. He didn’t want her to forget.
 
   Her mother’s words came back to her. In the end you’ll know you did everything you could.
 
   In the end. How would it end for them? With him one day being discovered during one of his macabre exploits? With her deteriorating into a frail, elderly woman while he stayed forever youthful? With him losing control and accidentally killing her? There could be no happy endings for them. He’d been right to send her away.
 
   But Eva wasn’t one to give up so easily. Where there was a will there was a way, and possibly even an antidote. Something made him the way he was - it only stood to reason there also had to be something that could restore his humanity. A way to reverse the process.
 
   An intriguing concept, but how could she help him when even he knew nothing about his own condition? Vampirism wasn’t an exact science. Nearly all the information available was woefully inaccurate. If only she knew the details of what happened that morning, the day he was murdered. There must be some clue somewhere that would shed a light on the mystery and point towards a possible cure.
 
   To try and forget him was inconceivable. There was no hope of that. He was as much a part of her as her own breath. It was time to start searching for answers.
 
   And where better to start than at the beginning?
 
   ~*~*~
 
   She had ruined him.
 
   The moment he’d looked into the eyes of that hiker and felt pity, he knew the irreversible damage had been done.
 
   He’d gone from wanting to break every bone in the young man’s body to helping him down the mountain so he would be within easy walking distance of medical attention. After a subliminal reminder that he had merely fallen into a ravine - you never saw me, you sustained your injuries when you slid down an embankment - he left and returned home, to the place that held only memories of her.
 
   He’d finally had the broken window in her bedroom replaced, and had the bars removed as well. They were a harsh reminder of his initial cruelty towards her, and he couldn’t tolerate the sight of them.
 
   Perhaps he should leave. Then again, maybe he deserved no less than to stay and endure the torment. It was fitting punishment for all the lives heedlessly taken. Oh, but life had been so much easier when he was still dead inside. Empty of her influence. For the hundredth time, he wondered how and why he had ever allowed things to go so far.
 
   And what was she doing right now?
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “This is a really bad idea.”
 
   Abby stood anxiously watching while Eva tried to cram everything she needed into one carry-on bag.
 
   “You’re right. There’s no way I can fit two weeks’ worth of stuff in here.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant and you know it!”
 
   “I’m going and that’s all there is to it.”
 
   “But Scotland? Eva, this is crazy! You’re not thinking rationally.”
 
   Maybe that was true, but she’d come too far to back out now. The round-trip airline ticket had been purchased and an international telegram sent to Lainie’s address. Luckily she already had her passport from that senior trip to Paris. Stopping what she was doing, she faced her mother directly and firmly.
 
   “Mom. You know I’ve always been responsible. Up until now I’ve never given you any reason to think otherwise. You have to believe me when I say I know what I’m doing. I really do. And I’m asking you to trust me.”
 
   “I do trust you, but you have to look at this from my perspective! You’re leaving the country and you won’t even tell me why!”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you that. I made a promise. Don’t we have a bigger suitcase somewhere?”
 
   “Attic. Are you absolutely sure your friend will be meeting you at the airport?”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Because you probably won’t be able to rent a car, you know. Most places require you to be at least twenty-one.”
 
   “It’s not a problem. She’s a very reliable person.”
 
   Abby sat on the edge of the bed and tried in vain to appeal to her daughter one more time. “Sweetie, when I said you should do whatever you have to do, I didn’t mean you should put your whole life on hold for him. Are you ever planning on finishing your college courses? You’ve worked so hard to throw it all away.”
 
   “I’m only going to be gone two weeks. I’m not throwing anything away. School will wait.”
 
   “But you’ve emptied your entire bank account for this trip!”
 
   “So I’ll find a job when I get back. Whatever.”
 
   “Eva, what’s happened to you?”
 
   Her mother’s voice sounded so wistful that Eva threw her arms around her, trying to reassure her with a hug. “Mom, it’s still me. I’m still me. But you have to let me live my own life. This is what I need to do right now. Please understand.”
 
   Abby sighed. “Well, hell. Maybe Edwin was right. Maybe I am too overprotective.”
 
   Eva grinned. “Since when are you taking advice from him? If you want my advice, I think you should put on that slinky red dress of yours and make a date with Dr. Hunky.”
 
   Laughing, Abby told her, “It’s good to see you smile again.”
 
   “Don’t forget to feed Rio, okay?”
 
   “Please. Does he look like he’s missed a meal?”
 
   “So you’ll drive me to the airport tomorrow like you said?”
 
   “Yes. Just promise me, baby, that you’ll be safe.”
 
   Eva zipped the bag closed and hefted it to the floor. “I promise.”
 
   She had no way of knowing it would be a promise she couldn’t keep.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   Nethy Bridge 
 
    
 
   “Och, child, but ye’re a welcome sight for these old eyes!”
 
   Lainie couldn’t stop beaming at the girl in the car beside her. When she’d first spied her standing forlorn and alone in the Inverness Airport, she could scarcely believe that Eva had actually followed through with her plans to visit. The relief she felt upon learning that the girl was alive and well was immense.
 
   “It’s good to see you too, Lainie.” Eva tried not to seem jittery, but being in a vehicle that was zipping down the left side of the road made her awfully nervous. She tried to focus on conversation instead. “How’ve you been? Did you have a nice Christmas?”
 
   “Aye, it was right pleasant. But what I want to know is what brings ye here? How is it that Jules let ye out o’ his sight?”
 
   “I don’t even know where to start.”
 
   “I imagine it’s quite a story, at that. Does he know ye’re here?”
 
   “No. He...we haven’t spoken since the twenty-third.”
 
   Lainie appeared puzzled. “Is he still in Oregon, then?”
 
   “As far as I know.”
 
   “And where have yoo been?”
 
   “At home.”
 
   “Do ye mean to tell me he let ye leave?”
 
   “He didn’t let me. He made me.”
 
   The car swerved and Eva grabbed the dashboard anxiously.
 
   “Now ye’ve got to explain this one to me, lamb!” Lainie shook her head in amazement.
 
   “Well...what it comes down to is...basically I’m crazy in love with him.”
 
   The woman bit her lip. For a time she said nothing, but soon she began to chuckle, then laughed harder and harder until Eva feared she would veer into oncoming traffic.
 
   “So! Got to him, did ye? That rapscallion! I should’ve known. I should’ve known! Takes beauty to slay the beast, that it does! So he panicked and sent ye packin’, did he?”
 
   “Something to that effect, I suppose.”
 
   “Then what are ye doin’ here? I know ye didn’t come all this way just to see an old lady.”
 
   “I was hoping you could help me.”
 
   “I’ll do whate’er I can, child. But I don’t know what makes ye think he’ll listen to me.”
 
   “I had something else in mind.”
 
   “Well, out wi’ it then.”
 
   “I want to see the place where he was murdered. Do you know where it happened?”
 
   “Och, aye, he showed me the spot once. But why would ye want to be seein’ that?”
 
   “I have to try to find out what happened. If I knew that, then maybe there would be a way to find a cure for his...ailment.”
 
   “I can’t imagine what ye expect to find there. But if ye want to see it, I’ll take ye there tomorrow, after ye’ve had a chance to rest up. I’m sure ye must be tired.”
 
   Eva rested her head against the car door. For the first time in weeks she felt a measure of peace. “Thanks, Lainie. I knew I could count on you.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Exhausted from traveling, Eva hadn’t paid much attention to her surroundings the day before. But now, as she emerged from the spare bedroom in Lainie’s quaint stone cottage, she felt much more wide-awake and alert.
 
   Lainie was busily setting the table. “Mornin’, lass! I hope ye slept well.”
 
   “Very well, thank you. Do you need any help?”
 
   “Not a whit. Have a seat.”
 
   She pulled out a chair while inhaling the heavenly aroma of breakfast. “I have to tell you, I really have missed your cooking.”
 
   “Well, I’ll have to fatten ye up while ye’re here then, won’t I? Ye’ve grown a wee bit skinny.”
 
   “I haven’t had much of an appetite lately,” she admitted.
 
   “Got to keep yer strength up. Makin’ yerself sick isn’t goin’ to help matters any.”
 
   Breakfast was hearty, consisting of bacon, eggs, baked beans and something made of potatoes that Lainie referred to as tattie scones. Eva found it unusual to have beans for breakfast, but was assured that it was a perfectly common thing. Afterwards she was given a quick tour of the small but charming home. Every inch of it was cozy and unpretentious and distinctly characteristic of her hostess.
 
   “This house is adorable!”
 
   The woman was pleased by the compliment. “I’m comfortable enough here. It was once a crofter’s cottage, long before I bought it. I’ve done a wee bit o’ renovatin’ since then, o’ course.” She put her hands on her hips and gave the girl a discerning look. “Well now, I expect ye’re antsy to go see what ye came all this way to see, aren’t ye?”
 
   “I am,” she admitted. “Can we go now?”
 
   “Aye, it’s a fairly short walk. Bundle yerself up, it’s cold out.”
 
   It was cold, but fortunately the sky was clear and there was no snow. Eva had brought with her a simple hooded winter coat, as the sable was far too impractical an item. That, along with the necklace, remained back home.
 
   They headed out across a field towards a wooded area in the distance. “That’s the edge o’ Abernethy Forest there,” Lainie informed her. “Ye should come in the spring. A lovely sight, it is. Tourists love this area.”
 
   “Mm.” Eva’s mind was elsewhere. Her stomach knotted as she wondered what she would do if she found nothing at all. And if she wanted to be perfectly honest with herself, chances were she wouldn’t. It would be better to face up to that fact now.
 
   They continued to walk in silence until Lainie said, “There’s the old cemetery up ahead, borderin’ the forest. We could have taken the road here, but it was quicker to cut through the field. That’s the road Jules was on when he met up wi’ that horrid man.”
 
   As they neared the decrepit gravestones, she pointed out one in particular. “That’s right where the bastard was sittin’. Right on that stone.”
 
   Fascinated, Eva knelt before the crumbling grave and touched the cold sandstone marker. To her disappointment, the inscription was completely worn away. She wasn’t sure whether or not it might have had any significance. “Do you know whose grave this is?”
 
   “I’m afraid nae, lass.”
 
   Straightening, she looked around. “Can you show me where the Welshman’s buried?”
 
   “Aye. Right o’er here.” Lainie walked a short distance into the woods, then stopped between two towering Scots pines. “Between these two trees. That’s where the brute tried to bury Jules. And that’s where he lies now instead. See, I put that slab o’ stone there to mark the place.”
 
   Eva sighed. She didn’t know what she had expected to find, but it was unlikely there was anything here that could help. “All right then. This might seem like a stupid question, but do you remember if there was anything at all different about that day? Like, I don’t know, an eclipse or something?”
 
   “Nae, nothin’ special as I recall.”
 
   “Were there any other murders in the area around the same time, maybe?”
 
   “Och, nae. Nethy has always been a safe place to live. Not countin’ this.”
 
   “Maybe we should dig him up,” Eva suggested dubiously.
 
   “Saints preserve us, what on earth for? He was just a man, like any other. A wicked and violent man, but a man nonetheless.”
 
   “What about the knife?”
 
   “Just a huntin’ knife, from what Jules said.”
 
   “He mentioned a shed or something.”
 
   “Och, that old thing’s collapsed and been gone for years.”
 
   “Well, something out of the ordinary had to happen here. People don’t just wake up from the dead! Maybe he was...what is it?”
 
   Lainie had developed a thoughtful expression. “I was just thinkin’. About what ye said. About other murders in the area.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “As I said, there wasn’t anythin’ like that. But there was the drownin’, a couple o’ days before.”
 
   “Drowning?”
 
   “Aye, a lad o’ eighteen disappeared while fishin’ for salmon in the River Spey. He wasn’t able to swim, and it was assumed he was swept away and drowned.”
 
   “Was the body ever found?”
 
   “Nae. His family took it hard, and the younger brother especially. They were very close.”
 
   Eva tried not to let her hopes rise too much. After all, it was a long shot. “Was the boy from this area, by any chance?”
 
   “Aye. His parents have passed on but his brother lives here still, though he’s turned into a disreputable sort. Drinks like a fish. Been married and divorced four times, from what I’ve heard.”
 
   “Do you happen to know where he lives? I’d like to talk to him.”
 
   “Where he lives! Ha! All ye have to do to find that one is go to the Rabbit.”
 
   “The rabbit?”
 
   “The Rabbit’s Run. One o’ the village pubs. He spends all his time in there gettin’ blootered, or so I’m told. I don’t have anythin’ to do wi’ the likes o’ him personally.”
 
   Eva took one last look around, then linked her arm in Lainie’s. “You know, suddenly I feel like having a drink. What do you say?”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “She’s what?”
 
   “I said, she’s here in Nethy. Right here in my house. She’s in the spare room changin’ as we speak.”
 
   Julian raked a hand through his hair and frowned into the cell phone. “What the bloody hell is she doing there?”
 
   “Tryin’ to find a way to help yoo, ye damned fool dobber!”
 
   “Help me? Good Lord. What does she think she’ll find there besides a thirty-year-old grave?” Leave it to Eva to pull a stunt like this. For some reason, the thought of her playing detective made him smile. So she hadn’t given up on him then, and he was absurdly glad of it in spite of himself. A mere two and a half weeks without her and already he was going mad. Face it, old chap, you’ll never make it through an eternity without her.
 
   Lainie snorted. “Ye only have yerself to blame. Ye started all this and now the poor lamb’s heartbroken.”
 
   “Did she say how long she was staying?”
 
   “Two weeks. We’re just on our way to the pub for dinner.”
 
   “Lovely. Trust me, whatever you do, don’t let her drink!”
 
   “And I’m supposed to stop her?”
 
   “Just do me a favor and try to keep her out of trouble until I can get there.”
 
   “So ye’re comin’ to fetch her, then?” She sounded pleased.
 
   “I don’t know what I’m doing,” he retorted. “But then that seems to be the norm lately, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Shall I tell her ye’re comin’?”
 
   “No. Just keep an eye on her, won’t you? I’ll see you soon.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   The quiet little village of Nethy Bridge gave Eva the distinct impression that she had been transported back in time, with neat rows of tiny shops that seemed somehow to belong to an age that was gone but still fondly reminisced. At the far end of town, tucked behind a narrow red brick frontage, was the pub known by the droll moniker of Rabbit’s Run. The tavern sign swinging from the wrought iron support displayed the silhouette of a hare in mid-leap.
 
   The interior was warm and welcoming, with rustic wooden tables, stone floors and an open log fire in the hearth. In one corner a full-size stuffed grizzly bear was permanently frozen in a menacing growl. A few stags’ heads hung from the modest rough-plastered walls. Eva followed Lainie to a table, trying not to notice the curious but friendly looks from the locals, mostly men.
 
   “Is he here?” she asked, and followed Lainie’s gaze to a burly middle-aged man who was laughing boisterously at something his buddy was saying. His unruly hair was a strawberry blond and his ginger beard unshaven. The fisherman cable knit he wore made him look as if he belonged in a lighthouse by the sea. “Is that him?”
 
   “Aye, that’s Alistair Guthrie right enough.” She wrinkled her nose. “I warn ye, he’s a rude lout. No couth whatsoe’er, especially wi’ the ladies. I wish ye’d just leave it be. I don’t know what ye think he’ll be able to tell ye.”
 
   “Are you coming over with me?”
 
   “Me? Nae, indeed! I’ll just leave ye to it. What would ye like for me to order?”
 
   “Nothing just yet. I’ll be right back.” Steeling herself, Eva marched self-consciously in the direction of her quarry. Stopping by the brawny Scotsman’s table, she ignored the unabashed stares of his companions and politely said, “Excuse me. Mr. Guthrie?”
 
   Surprised, the man halted his conversation to look her up and down, then grinned broadly. “Weel, noo thir’s a bonnie lassie! Whit kin auld Alistair dae fur ye, angel?”
 
   Struggling to filter through the broad accent, Eva hesitated. “Um...I wonder if I might have a word with you?”
 
   Smirking, he gave the man beside him a rough shove and told him, “Move yer crease an’ lit th’lass hae a seat, ye wanker!” To Eva, he said, “Come hae a blether wi’ me.”
 
   The evicted man moved aside, allowing her to slip uncertainly into the newly vacant seat. She twisted her fingers together timidly.
 
   “Hoo abit a pint a’ lager, mah loove?”
 
   “What? Oh...no, thank you. Mr. Guthrie, my name is Eva Spencer.”
 
   “Weel, Miss Spencer, ye’re a lang way frae haem, ah see.”
 
   She smiled. “That’s for sure. I’m here visiting Lainie Forbes...”
 
   “Ur ye a relatife o’ hers?”
 
   “Just a friend. She mentioned you to me and I was hoping you wouldn’t mind if I asked you a few questions. If it’s not too much trouble.”
 
   “Yoo kin ask me anythin’ ye loch, loove!” He leered at her churlishly with eyes that were red-rimmed and glazed.
 
   “It’s about your older brother. The one who drowned? I believe Lainie said his name was...”
 
   “Ah ken his feckin’ name!” The man’s expression had instantly changed into one of flustered anger. Turning to his companions who were watching the exchange with great interest, he shouted, “Shoot th’craw, ye feckin’ eejits, reit feckin’ noo!”
 
   Startled and confused, Eva sat helplessly immobilized as she watched the men disperse. From across the room, she caught sight of a young man evaluating the situation as he waited for his turn at the dartboard.
 
   Alistair Guthrie put his face near enough hers that she could smell the whisky on his breath as he spoke in a threateningly low voice. “Noo listen haer. Ah dinnae ken whit blether Lainie’s bin fillin’ yer heid wi’, bit ye’d dae weel tae forget it. Edan Guthrie has bin deid an’ gain a lang time. Lae th’bygone alone.”
 
   “I meant no disrespect, believe me. It’s just that I have reason to suspect that his disappearance might not have been an accident, and I thought maybe you could...”
 
   “Haud yer wheesht!” The man’s voice thundered, causing her to flush with embarrassment. “Th’deid ur deid! Lit thaim sleep in peace! Noo be aff wi’ ye!”
 
   Eva stood, opting to heed the man’s wishes before he could cause any more of a scene. Perhaps she could try again when he didn’t have a gut full of liquor. “I apologize if I upset you. I really didn’t mean any harm.” Walking away, she heard him grunt irately at her retreating form.
 
   Lainie was waiting at their table with a look that said I told you so. “I warned ye, lamb.”
 
   “What a crab!”
 
   “Hmph. That’s a nice way o’ puttin’ it.”
 
   “I know he lost his brother, but it has been thirty years. He didn’t have to be so touchy about it.”
 
   “That man’s touchy about everythin’.”
 
   “What did he mean by, ‘I ken his name’?”
 
   “Ken means know. He was sayin’, ‘I know his name.’ Do ye want to order somethin’ to eat now? Been a long time since breakfast.”
 
   Before Eva could reply, they were approached by the same man that had been appraising her by the dartboard. He was a pleasant-looking fellow whose thick hair was dark brown and his eyes blue, endowed with a boyish dimpled movie-star smile. When he spoke, she was immensely relieved to discover that his accent was only slightly thicker than Lainie’s, and far milder than most of the locals.
 
   “Ms. Forbes, how are ye?”
 
   “Och, I’m gettin’ by. Better than yer father, it would appear.”
 
   The man looked chagrined, and to Eva he said, “I must apologize for my father. I fear he worships his drink far more than he should.”
 
   “Don’t apologize. It’s my fault, really. I shouldn’t have bothered him.”
 
   “American lass! My, my.” He seemed delighted.
 
   “Yes, I’m just here on a vacation of sorts.”
 
   “Permit me to introduce myself - I’m Kade Guthrie.”
 
   “Eva Spencer.”
 
   “It’s a fine pleasure to make yer acquaintance, Eva. If it’s awrite, I’d like to buy a drink for ye both. I’d hate for ye to think we’re all as inhospitable as my father.”
 
   “That’s not necessary, but why don’t you join us? We were just about to order some supper.”
 
   “Fair enough, but it’s on me. Have ye picked up a menu from the bar?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “I’ll fetch some for us.” The young man strolled away towards the bar, and the women looked at one another.
 
   “Those two have the same genes?” Eva joked, and Lainie grinned.
 
   “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Although from what I know, the lad was raised primarily in England by his mother after she left Alistair. He’s only just recently returned to Scotland.”
 
   “He seems nice enough. Maybe he can give me some information.”
 
   “Wouldn’t do any harm to ask,” Lainie agreed.
 
   “Here ye are, ladies!” Kade handed each of them a menu. “If ye like, I’ll order for ye once ye’ve decided.”
 
   “Thank you.” Eva studied the menu with bewilderment. She couldn’t make heads nor tails out of half the items listed. “What, may I ask, is ‘cullen skink’?”
 
   Kade and Lainie both burst into laughter. “It’s a soup made wi’ potatoes, onions and smoked haddock,” Lainie explained. “I think ye’d prefer the steak pie, though. That’s what I’m havin’.”
 
   “Make it two.” Eva handed the menu back to him. “You know what, I just realized I haven’t exchanged any of my cash for pounds. Will they take credit here?”
 
   “I’ve got it, love,” Lainie said.
 
   “Leave it to me, ladies. I’m friends wi’ the owner.” With a wink, Kade strode off to the bar once again, returning a few minutes later with three mugs. Eva didn’t have the heart to tell him she didn’t care for beer, so she just accepted one and thanked him, hoping he wouldn’t notice that she barely sipped it.
 
   He took a deep swallow from his own mug, then asked, “If ye don’t mind my askin’, what did ye say that put my father in such a temper?”
 
   “I was asking him about his brother.”
 
   “Edan? Noo what on earth made ye dredge up that topic?”
 
   “I wanted to ask him some questions about his disappearance.”
 
   “Nae to be intrusive, but why? It was so long ago.”
 
   Eva sighed. “It’s a little hard to explain. I just thought maybe he could provide some information that might help me with a problem of my own. You see, there was another...ah, disappearance around the same time and I got the notion that the two might be related somehow.”
 
   “So ye’re thinkin’ my uncle didnae really drown then?” Kade looked intrigued. “Interestin’.”
 
   “I know it sounds a bit far-fetched,” she admitted, glancing at Lainie who was sipping her ale and listening quietly. “Did your father ever talk to you about what happened, by any chance?”
 
   “Aye, he did. I’ve heard the whole story time and again.”
 
   “Seriously?” Her body tensed eagerly. “Would you share it with me, then? It would really mean a lot to me.”
 
   Kade smiled good-naturedly. “I’d be more than happy to. But nae in the presence o’ my father. Tell ye what. Let me buy ye dinner tomorrow night and I’ll divulge everythin’ ye want to know then, down to the last detail.”
 
   Finally, she felt as if she was beginning to accomplish something. “Mr. Guthrie, you’ve got yourself a deal!”
 
   She failed to notice the venomous glare that came from across the room. Alistair was watching them.
 
   And he was not happy.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   The Priest of Melrose Abbey
 
    
 
   They had finished dinner, and still all Eva had derived from her companion was petty small talk.
 
   Common courtesy prevented her from interrogating him, even as she grew more impatient by the minute. He’d been as lively and cordial as could be and she was having a pleasant enough evening, but the motive behind her acceptance of his invitation kept her fidgety and distracted.
 
   Evidently oblivious to her barely-suppressed restlessness, Kade lingered maddeningly over dinner and dessert until she was ready to polish off his caramel shortbread herself just so he’d be done already. He barely touched his meal as it was, mostly just talking a blue streak while absently pushing the haggis around on his plate. He seemed anxious to impress her, but none of his anecdotes had a thing in the world to do with his missing uncle.
 
   At long last he paid the bill and escorted her out into the freezing night. There was still no snow, but the potential resided within the murky gray clouds. He opened the door of the Vauxhall Corsa for her, and gratefully she slid inside out of the biting wind. Once beside her, he flashed his dimpled grin and asked, “Would ye like to take a little drive while we talk?”
 
   Finally! “Sure, that would be fine.”
 
   “I hope ye willnae be disappointed when I tell ye all I know about Edan. To tell the truth, there isnae much to it.”
 
   “That’s okay. Just tell me what you do know.” Eva settled back into the car’s heated seat to listen.
 
   “Let me start by explainin’ that I ne’er really knew my father that well until fairly recently. See, he and my mother werenae married and I ne’er did have much contact wi’ him. I lived in Edinburgh wi’ her until I was ten, then we moved to England. I came back to Aberdeen to attend RGU, and after graduatin’ last year - business economics in case ye were wonderin’ - I decided I wanted to spend some time here. Get to know my father.”
 
   “How’s that working out for you?” she couldn’t help asking, hoping she didn’t sound snarky.
 
   He laughed cheerfully, not at all offended. “Well, ye saw for yerself! He’s a right dunderhead at times. But he doesnae mean any harm. At any rate, here are the events as they were relayed to me.
 
   “My father was sixteen at the time, and Edan eighteen. More often than nae they’d go fishin’ together but on this particular day Edan went alone. And as ye know, he ne’er came back. Some o’ his fishin’ equipment was found by the river, but o’ him there was nae trace. Search parties looked, o’ course, but they dinnae find anythin’. He was just gone. Everyone assumed he’d drowned in the river. His body ne’er did turn up.
 
   “Alistair was inconsolable. And the cruel hoax dinnae make things easier for any o’ them. Someone called, an anonymous jock, swearin’ he’d seen Edan and that he wasnae dead. They ne’er did find out who it was. After a time they finally just had to accept the sad fact that he was gone. There was nae body for a funeral, so he was given a memorial service. And that’s about all I know.”
 
   Eva had absorbed this information with great attentiveness, and now she turned it over in her mind carefully. “Why do you suppose your father got so upset when I tried to talk to him?”
 
   Kade sighed. “Are ye sure ye want to hear all this?”
 
   “Yes. I’m sure.”
 
   “He refuses to believe that Edan’s dead, that’s why. As a matter o’ fact, he says he talks to him noo and again.”
 
   Eva’s eyes widened. “Do you believe him?”
 
   “I’m nae that daft! The man just gets confused when he’s jaked. But noo, ye said ye had reason to believe there was more to the disappearance, so out wi’ it. What makes ye think it was somethin’ else?”
 
   “Because there was another man who also disappeared from this area around the same time. I think he was murdered, and I think it’s likely that Edan was killed by the same person. Two people in the same village vanishing within two days of one another is a pretty big coincidence.”
 
   “That it is. But my father ne’er mentioned another disappearance.”
 
   “He wouldn’t have known about it. The other person wasn’t a local - he was here on vacation. And...well, it was never reported.”
 
   “Even if all this is true, Eva, what can it matter noo? It’s been thirty years. I cannae see the point in worryin’ about it.”
 
   She grew quiet, wondering how she could possibly explain herself without sounding utterly insane. Really, there was no easy way. An honest and direct approach seemed the only alternative, so she threw caution to the wind. If he thought she was bonkers, then so be it.
 
   “Kade, do you believe in vampires?”
 
   Giving her an incredulous look, he burst into astonished laughter. “Ye mean like Nosferatu? Ye’re pullin’ my leg, arenae ye?”
 
   “Well, do you?”
 
   “Ye’re nae serious! Do yoo?”
 
   “What if I told you I do? Would you think I was crazy?”
 
   “Eccentric maybe. Crazy, nae. Vampires! What an idea.”
 
   “Trust me, I know how this sounds. And I don’t expect you to believe me...but I happen to know for a fact they exist.” She waited to see his reaction. He seemed to be trying very hard to keep a straight face.
 
   “What’s this all about, lass? Are ye tryin’ to tell me my uncle’s nae dead after all, that he’s prowlin’ about as some kind o’ spook?”
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   “Och, Eva. Where did ye get such a notion?”
 
   Knowing she couldn’t tell him the whole truth without incriminating Julian, she skirted the issue by pointing out his own disclosure. “What if your father really has talked to his brother? Maybe he isn’t hallucinating. You said yourself someone claimed to have seen him after he supposedly drowned.”
 
   “He also sees pink elephants. Are ye goin’ to tell me those are wanderin’ about Nethy as well?” Noticing her peeved expression, he relented. “Eva, I’m sorry. I dinnae mean to tease ye. It all just seems a bit far-fetched to me is all. Dinnae be angry wi’ me.”
 
   Sighing, she attempted to employ a different tactic. “Every country has legends of people coming back from the dead. It’s not as if I’m the only person who ever suggested it. Isn’t it possible, just possible, that at least one of those legends might have some truth to it?”
 
   “I’ll believe that when I see it. But aye, it’s true that Scotland does have its own folklore.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Weel, there’s the tales o’ baobhan sith. Female vampires that rise from the grave once a year and invite men to dance wi’ them before attackin’. They have cloven hooves and use sharp fingernails instead o’ fangs.” He waggled his fingers playfully.
 
   She smiled at his silly gesture. “That’s a new one on me.”
 
   “And then there’s the Melrose Abbey vampire. This one was allegedly a priest from the twelfth century who neglected his vows to engage in more...ahem...illicit activities. If ye get my meanin’. After his death he was seen roamin’ about the countryside, feedin’ off the blood o’ his former mistresses.”
 
   “So what happened to him?” Eva wanted to know.
 
   “The general consensus is that he was beheaded wi’ an axe by one o’ the monks from the monastery.” Kade pulled a finger across his neck dramatically. “O’ course, there are rumors that there’s more to the story than that. There’s a lesser-known local myth that tells o’ the priest’s heart bein’ cut out wi’ an iron dagger before his corpse was burned to ashes. It’s said the dagger was eternally corrupted wi’ his evil after that, and any livin’ person impaled wi’ it would also become a vampire. Ironically, it was also said to have the ability to reverse the curse, if one were thus afflicted.”
 
   “And what...what became of the dagger?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady. Her heart thumped with anticipation.
 
   “Who can say? Supposedly it was kept hidden at the monastery, but o’er the years there’s nae tellin’. If there really was such a dagger, it would have rusted away to dust by noo.” He grinned. “Unless it truly did have runic properties.”
 
   Eva could hardly breathe. Could it really be that simple? An ancient dagger instead of a hunting knife...had she stumbled upon the answer? Was this the unknown factor, the source of the malady? Julian’s words came flooding back to her. I put him in the grave that was meant for me. I thought it fitting. As far as I know he rots there still, along with his damned knife.
 
   “Oh my God,” she said softly.
 
   Kade looked over at her. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “It wasn’t a hunting knife.”
 
   “What wasnae?”
 
   “I have to get back to Lainie’s, right now!”
 
   “But I thought we might...”
 
   “Please!”
 
   “Is anythin’ wrong?”
 
   “I can’t explain. I just...I have to get back there, now. I’m really sorry, Kade, but there’s something really, really important I have to do and it can’t wait.”
 
   I have a corpse to exhume.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Julian checked his watch for the twentieth time.
 
   The plane should be landing before too much longer, surely. Then he could pick up his rental car and make the hour-long drive to Nethy Bridge.
 
   And then, at last, he would see her.
 
   He knew perfectly well how illogical it was to follow her here. There was no reason to worry for her safety. Lainie would watch over her with the vigilance of a mother, and there could be no remaining danger lurking nearby. Not anymore.
 
   Even so, the thought of her being in the very place that gave birth to violence and depravity planted a seed of foreboding within him. Perhaps it was the same reason he’d avoided the area for so long. The enduring memory of that night. Even now it remained within the ruins of the forgotten cemetery, trapped in the forest’s timber, pervading the soil polluted by corruption. Like him, it could not die.
 
   And he no longer wanted her innocence to be touched by its malevolence.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Then ye think it was the knife?”
 
   Eva paced excitedly. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I mean, it’s a shot in the dark but what do we have to lose, right? All I have to do is dig up the body and find it. He can’t be very far down, right? Julian said it was a shallow grave.”
 
   “Ye didn’t tell young Mr. Guthrie the details, did ye?” Lainie asked apprehensively.
 
   “Of course not! You know I would never do that.” Her mind made up, she stopped pacing to address the anxious woman. “I’m going to need a lantern. And a shovel.”
 
   “Ye can’t mean to go out there now!”
 
   “I do. I’m not waiting.”
 
   “Be sensible, lass! The ground’s frozen, and besides that it’s dark as a tomb out there...how do ye expect to unearth a body if ye can’t even see?”
 
   “It’s better this way. If I wait until daylight, someone might see me.”
 
   Grudgingly, Lainie had to concede that the girl had a point. She reluctantly located a battery-powered lantern and long-handled shovel while Eva got into her coat and gloves once more. “This is nae a good idea,” the woman muttered as she handed over the items.
 
   “You worry too much. What could happen? Nobody’s likely to come along at this time of night, not out there in the woods.”
 
   “Aren’t ye goin’ to change yer clothes first?”
 
   Still dressed in the vintage-style black lace dress she’d worn to dinner, Eva almost hesitated but impatience won out and she shook her head. She refused to wait any longer. The need to know was so overwhelming it consumed her. The adrenaline-fueled pounding of her heart would never relax until she discovered whether or not her lover’s salvation rested with the murderer’s bones.
 
   “There’s nae way ye’ll be able to dig through that ground!” Lainie protested.
 
   “I’ll manage.”
 
   “Stubborn lass. At least wait for me to bundle up and I’ll come wi’ ye.”
 
   “No, it’s freezing out. You stay here. There’s nothing you can do anyway. Look, I shouldn’t be gone that long. Just keep the kettle hot for me, okay?”
 
   Without waiting for the woman to voice any further objections, Eva hurried unwaveringly into the unknown as a pair of watchful eyes surveyed her from a safe distance.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   In the stillness of the night, the only sound to penetrate the silence was a faint rustle of branches as the forest seemed to echo with the mocking laughter of the pines. Cloaked by a cover of ominous clouds, the moon slumbered unaware while the darkness reigned. Passing the decrepit cemetery with its broken, decaying headstones, Eva made her way into the black woods, shivering with excitement and apprehension. The key to her future - and his - might lay in the cold ground before her.
 
   Setting the lantern on the scattered pine straw, she lifted the heavy stone that served as a marker and heaved it underneath one of the trees that flanked the small clearing. With the initial scrape of the shovel she knew her task would be a daunting one, and she braced one doeskin boot on the tempered steel to force it deeper into the unyielding dirt. No more than six or seven paltry shovelfuls had been tossed to the side when the loud snap of a branch caused her to jump nervously. Whirling around, she inhaled sharply at the unmistakable sight of a male figure emerging from the darkness.
 
   “It’s just me,” a familiar voice reassured her before stepping into the pale glow of the lantern. “Sorry, I dinnae mean to sneak up on ye.”
 
   Eva’s hand flew to her chest and she released a long breath. “Oh, God. Kade. You scared the hell out of me!”
 
   “Sorry, sorry...” he repeated, looking questioningly down at the small hollow she’d created, then at the shovel in her hands.
 
   “What are you doing out here?” she demanded. “Trying to give me a heart attack?”
 
   “I might ask ye the same thing.” He shook his head in consternation. “I followed ye. Ye were behavin’ a wee bit irrationally, and I was worried. Eva, what are ye doin’?”
 
   “Digging, what does it look like?”
 
   “I can see that! Might I know why?” To her surprise, he took the shovel from her hands and thrust it into the ground. With his masculine strength, he proved to be much more productive than she’d been.
 
   “You’ll think I’m crazy.”
 
   “I’m beginnin’ to think that already. Does this have anythin’ to do wi’ all yer questions about vampires?”
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   He gave her a firm look. “What’s buried here, exactly?”
 
   Eva relented. “Okay. All right. Now don’t freak out or anything but...it just might be the man who killed your uncle.”
 
   “Holy shyte! Are ye tellin’ me there’s somebody buried here? Is that what ye’re tellin’ me? Jesus, Eva!”
 
   “See, I knew you’d freak out.”
 
   “What did ye expect? I thought maybe ye were searchin’ for buried treasure or the like. Not rotting corpses!”
 
   “Well, technically he should be just a skeleton by now.”
 
   “I know I’m goin’ to regret askin’ this. I know it. But clue me in anyway. Why are we out here in the middle o’ the night diggin’ up a dead man?”
 
   “He has something on him I want.”
 
   “And what might that be, pray tell?”
 
   “Just something very important to me. That’s all I can tell you.”
 
   He leaned on the shovel’s handle and rested his eyes on her. After a moment of deliberation, he gave in with a resigned shrug. “Awrite, lassie. If it’s really that important to ye, then I’ll help. We’ll be here all night otherwise.”
 
   Elated, Eva threw her arms around his neck and gave him a squeeze. “Kade, you’re the best! The absolute best! Thank you - you can’t possibly know how much this means to me.”
 
   In the stillness of the witching hour, the dirt continued to fly and the trees resumed their laughter.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Surveying the house with bloodshot eyes, Alistair Guthrie took another swig from his flask of whisky and staggered unsteadily forward. Hopefully the woman wouldn’t have any reservations about opening the door to him, as kicking it in would be a tricky maneuver in his current condition. And damn, but it was black as the Earl of Hell’s waistcoat out tonight! Earlier in the evening he would have relished the task at hand, particularly since he’d always viewed the woman as a self-righteous busybody. But it was far too late and he was far too drunk for this.
 
   However, he had his orders. And soon Lainie Forbes would be one dead busybody.
 
   After all, Edan demanded it.
 
   And the vampire always had his way.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Do you see anything yet?” Eva leaned forward, straining to catch a glimpse of anything that might resemble a skeleton. So far, all she could see was a whole lot of nothing.
 
   “Nae, nothin’. Ye’re sure this was the right spot?”
 
   “It must be. Unless Lainie was mistaken...”
 
   “She better nae be. Hate to think I spent the last hour goin’ three feet down in the wrong...hold on. Wait a minute here.” Kneeling and leaning forward, Kade reached before him to brush the dirt carefully aside with his hand. “I’ll be damned. Hold the lantern down some, will ye?”
 
   Shivering with anticipation, she held the lantern down so she could see what it was that caught the man’s attention. And almost dropped it.
 
   Embedded in the coarse soil, shrouded in tattered, disintegrating fabric, was an unmistakable length of grayish bone. The remains of the unknown Welshman.
 
   “Looks like we found what ye were lookin’ for.” He straightened and stepped out of the hole, brushing his hands on his trousers. “Ye did fine, lassie.”
 
   “You’re the one who did all the work,” she contradicted, still holding the lantern and gazing with morbid fascination at the uncovered bit of skeleton. “Did you see anything else down there?”
 
   No answer from him. Nothing but the wind.
 
   “Kade?”
 
   His laugh came unexpectedly, a harsh and guttural sound. “Ye really are a stupid slag, arenae ye?”
 
   It took a moment for the words to register, and when they did her fingers released their hold on the lantern. It tumbled into the hole with the dead man, illuminating the shallow pit as she turned slowly to face the man who, in a single breath, had become an obscenity. Her body trembled.
 
   “Do ye know the definition o’ irony, Eva?” Without waiting for a response, he continued. “I’ll tell ye. It’s lookin’ for somethin’ for three feckin’ decades when all the while it was right underneath yer nose.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” she whispered, confused. “Kade...”
 
   “The name’s Edan, actually. I changed it after returnin’ to Scotland. Amazin’ how many people swore that Alistair’s bastard son was the spittin’ image o’ his dead brother. O’ course, there is no prodigal son, but nobody needs to know that, noo do they?”
 
   Overcome with intensifying dread, Eva struggled desperately to comprehend what was happening. “You’re Alistair’s brother?”
 
   “In the flesh.”
 
   “So then...you...were murdered by the same man.” Which meant...
 
   Oh, shit.
 
   “I had to wonder why ye were askin’ my brother those questions. And then yer talk o’ vampires and such...weel lassie, it was most enlightenin’, I must say. Ye told me more than I e’er expected to learn. So there was another victim, then? And he put an end to this one. Always did wonder what became o’ the filthy sheep shagger. He was gone when I woke, y’see. Searched for him, but it was nae use. And then I left the area before anyone could discover that I was alive. It’s so much easier to get away wi’ murder when everyone thinks ye’re dead.
 
   “I willnae bother askin’ ye where the second victim is. It makes nae difference to me. All I want is the dagger. That and a taste o’ yer sweet blood, o’ course.”
 
   Panicking, Eva stalled. “Why do you need the dagger? To cure yourself? I can help you, Kade! We can...we can figure it out together. Let me help you, please...I know you don’t want to hurt me.”
 
   “It’s Edan. And do ye really think I give two shytes whether ye’re hurt or nae? Let me set somethin’ straight wi’ ye, daftie. The legend o’ the dagger is real. It does have the ability to turn a man into somethin’ supernatural, as ye can see for yerself. But I’m afraid I lied to ye about it bein’ able to reverse vampirism. The only cure for that is death, and the dagger is the only sure thing that can deliver it. So ye see noo why I want the cursed thing for myself, don’t ye? It’s the one thing that could destroy me. And we cannae have that, can we?”
 
   “It was a lie?” Shattered, her body became immobilized as every drop of hope ran from her like water down a drain. It had all been for nothing. It was all for nothing.
 
   “I figured if ye saw it as a cure, ye’d go lookin’ for it. And I was right, wasnae I? Ye led me straight to it.” He was peeling off her gloves as he spoke, tossing them aside. “Ye smell delicious, Eva. Did ye know that ye have a very rare blood type? A fringe benefit, I’d call it.” Unzipping her coat, he pulled that and her scarf from her and flung them onto the ground with the gloves. Numb with despair, she barely felt the cold.
 
   “By the way, ye willnae have to worry about dear Lainie grievin’ for ye. I sent my brother to take care o’ her.”
 
   Eva collapsed to her knees on the hard ground, stricken. “No...”
 
   “Yes.” Edan appeared to be enjoying her misery immensely. “But nae to worry. Ye’ll soon be joinin’ her.”
 
   Slamming her roughly against the ground, he straddled her and leaned forward to inhale her scent, prolonging his ecstasy. “Noo that’s what I call five star cuisine. Any last words, my bonnie lass?”
 
   Delirious with grief and terror, her wide green eyes remained fixed on the night sky above her. Not a single star emerged from the pitiless clouds to bid her farewell. Whispering in her memory was the beautiful music of Julian’s love for her. “I can hear the requiem,” she murmured softly.
 
   “All ye hear is death comin’ for ye,” Edan sneered before ripping savagely into her throat.
 
   She drowned in her own blood there in Abernethy Forest, forsaken and alone while her killer relished the taste of her life as it flowed freely from her torn veins. The last image that sprang to Evangeline Rowan Spencer’s mind before she died was that of her blond angel.
 
   And then she was gone.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   The Melodramatic Death of Alistair Guthrie
 
    
 
   Julian arrived at the cottage in Nethy Bridge to find the front door wide open to the freezing wind and Lainie lying crumpled and motionless on the floor. Storming desperately through the house, he called to Eva but other than an open suitcase on the bed in the spare room, there was no sign of her.
 
   Frantic, he knelt beside Lainie and felt for a pulse. To his relief it was steady and strong, and she groaned and reached for the gash on her side of her head. Her eyes fluttered open. “Jules. Ye’re here.” Her words were slurred.
 
   “What the hell happened? Where’s Eva?” he almost shouted.
 
   “Alistair.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Alistair Guthrie. He came here full o’ liquor an’ clocked me on the head wi’ somethin’.” She sat up and winced. “Damn, that hurts. The bastard. Wait ‘til I...”
 
   “Lainie, where is Eva? Where is she?”
 
   Her eyes grew fearful. “She went to the old cemetery, where the grave is. Do ye think somethin’ might’ve...”
 
   “Stay here! Don’t move!” Julian flew out of the house without bothering to ask what the bloody hell the girl was doing on the outskirts of the forest in the middle of the night. A sick intuition told him that whatever it was, it was bound to have disastrous consequences. For some reason an idle thought he’d had fifteen years ago returned to his consciousness...his notion that her trusting fearlessness would have her dead before she was six years old.
 
   Why in God’s name did he remember that just now?
 
   The field separating them seemed to go on for miles, seemed to stretch farther with every vault he made. The minutes that typically raced by so quickly for him now chose instead to stand still. After what felt like hours, the remains of the cemetery came into view. No sign of her there - she must have gone into the woods, to his grave. What the hell for? Why had she come here?
 
   He wasn’t prepared for the gruesome sight that halted him in his tracks.
 
   It was her. God Almighty, it was her.
 
   She lay sprawled on the unforgiving ground with her limp arms akimbo, white as the snow she loved so much, her beautiful auburn hair splayed out about her. Throat mutilated. Black lace drenched with her own sweet-smelling blood. Empty of breath. Dead.
 
   His Eva was dead.
 
   Inside the unearthed grave, her murderer straightened from what he was doing to throw him a contemptuous glare. “Who the feck are yoo?” he snarled, stepping out of the hollow to assume a defensive stance. His lips were stained with blood. Her blood.
 
   Her life.
 
   His life.
 
   A primal howl ripped through the silence of the night as he threw himself at the monster with a fury that burned hotter than the deepest fires of hell. Vengeance was all that was left of him now and he wielded it with all the vindictive might that she deserved.
 
   Taken off guard, the stranger was easily sent careening into a tree but recovered just in time to elude his aggressor. Enraged at the audacity of this lithe creature, he managed to land a crushing blow that snapped a few ribs. It should have been an excruciating impairment, but desensitized by his overwrought anguish and frenzy of adrenaline, Julian felt no pain.
 
   Dodging a second lunge, the Scotsman overcompensated his balance and the next assault brought him to the ground. He struggled desperately to prevent Julian from gaining access to his neck, and livid with insolent rage he screamed wildly, “Get the feck off me, goddammit!”
 
   A sudden well-aimed bash sent bits of the assassin’s teeth flying and he howled in surprise and agony as his own blood began to flow. His cries of distress were savory but still not satisfying enough. Nothing short of decapitation and dismemberment would assuage Julian’s wrath.
 
   In spite of his predicament, the second vampire outweighed Julian by thirty pounds and with this leverage he was able to shift his body so the positions were reversed. Now that he had the advantage, he hovered over Eva’s lover, grinning in an evil grimace while hot blood dripped from his mouth.
 
   “The tables have turned, eh? So ye’re the one she came here for. Should hae kept her to yerself - her blood was exquisite. Would ye like to know what it felt like to kill her? Would ye?”
 
   “I’ll rip you to fucking pieces!”
 
   “It was better than a feckin’ orgasm!” He had his hands around Julian’s neck now and was preparing to fracture his cervical spine when, abruptly and unexpectedly, he froze. For a long moment he stared down into the eyes of his opponent with an expression of shocked bewilderment. Then slowly, he toppled over to the side, a length of iron protruding from his back.
 
   Eva looked down at the dead vampire with aversion.
 
   “Sorry, but it wasn’t any good for me.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Unable to move, to speak, to breathe, he gazed up at the vision of perfect beauty that had to be a dream. Or perhaps he had finally met with death after all and was joining his sweet angel in the hereafter. The gaping wound in her throat was closed, not even a scar remaining to attest to her assault. A few streaks of drying blood were the only traces left behind. The vision knelt to touch his cheek gently and he closed his eyes in languid ecstasy.
 
   This must be heaven. “Ah, Eva. My love.”
 
   “Julian? Are you hurt?”
 
   “Don’t go. Don’t leave me again. Please.”
 
   “Never. I’ll never leave you.” She clasped his hand.
 
   He opened his eyes at the sound of her voice. He could smell her. He could feel her. She was real. She wasn’t dead. She wasn’t dead.
 
   She wasn’t dead.
 
   “Eva?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “Is it...true? Are you really here?”
 
   She smiled and slid her arms underneath him. “Can you sit up?”
 
   He allowed her to help him, wincing with the discomfort of his broken ribs. The sharp pain helped to clear his head somewhat. He tangled his fingers in her hair, unwilling to release his physical hold on her, fearful he would suddenly find that she was just an illusion. “I dreamt you were dead.”
 
   “I was. Do you need a doctor?”
 
   “No. Eva, how...?”
 
   “Your blood, silly. Seems your little experiment worked after all, with the slightly insignificant key factor being that I had to die first.” Her emerald eyes, more vivid than ever before, gleamed brightly.
 
   “It worked,” he repeated in disbelief.
 
   “I think you have internal injuries. Maybe I should get you to a hospital.”
 
   “No...no, they’re healing. I’ll be fine. Just let me rest for a bit.”
 
   “What are you doing here anyway?”
 
   Shock quickly subsiding, he managed to summon a familiarly petulant look. “What am I doing here? Did you really just ask me that? What the bloody hell went on here is what I’d like to know! Lainie calls to tell me you’re running about the village like Nancy fucking Drew and then I get here to find...”
 
   “Lainie,” she said quietly. “Is she...”
 
   “She’s fine.”
 
   Eva was skeptical. “She is?”
 
   “Fortunately for Lainie, Alistair Guthrie is an incompetent oaf. Now would you mind telling me why he would see the need to bash her over the head, and who exactly that is?” His foot nudged the corpse with disgust.
 
   “Meet Alistair’s brother, Edan Guthrie. He disappeared along the same time that you were attacked. Turns out you weren’t the only one who got a knife in the chest.” She reached for the dagger and grasping the handle firmly, pulled it from Edan’s flesh in one smooth motion. “Huh. Somehow I kind of expected him to crumble into dust or something.”
 
   “You watch too many late night movies.” Julian eyed the dagger with wonder. “So that’s how you killed him? With the knife?”
 
   “Not just any knife. This thing carries a powerful curse dating all the way back from the twelfth century. Not sure how it wound up in the hands of a common criminal, but I guess that doesn’t matter now. We finally found the source of your curse.” She examined the dagger with a sense of awe. There wasn’t a trace of rust on the weapon that had been forged of solid iron and forever stained with the polluted blood of a priest turned miscreant. “Seethed in pure evil. No wonder you lost your identity.”
 
   He took it carefully from her hands and tossed it aside. “I found it again in you.”
 
   She tilted her head sideways. “Did you really come back here just for me?”
 
   “Why else? I couldn’t be without you for another day. I’ve always loved you, Eva. I never wanted to send you away...you must know that. You were all I ever wanted.”
 
   “I hope you mean that. Because it would appear that I’ll be around now for a very long time.” The gentle mischief in her voice was evident.
 
   “Darling, I’ll love you for an eternity of forevers. Longer than the sun and the moon and the stars endure.” He held her close to him, his ribs almost completely mended now, and kissed her hungrily. Never would he have believed that he could ever feel the way he did with her in his arms. She responded to him zealously, her mouth soft and warm with newborn life.
 
   Abruptly, he pulled away to ask her, “Do you feel the cold?”
 
   Eva hesitated, considering. “I...feel it, yes. But it’s different now. Pleasant, not painful. Is that how it is for you?”
 
   “It is. Most sensations will be different for you now. You’ll find them much more pleasurable. And...intense.” His mouth curved in a wicked smile before his lips found hers again, deepening his kisses to taste her with the desperate voracity of a starving wolf, until she was breathless with longing.
 
   Consumed with carnal lust and half mad in their fervor for one another, they coupled in feral passion, their bodies wildly entwined in a frenzy of desire. There in the forest amidst the carnage of their violent journey, beside the slain corpse of their mutual enemy, they consummated their eternal love.
 
   And the trees sighed their release.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Enfolded in the arms of her beloved, Eva gazed around her at the changed world with newfound wonder. It wasn’t that it was different in itself exactly, but more so in the way she perceived it. Felt it.
 
   The chill of the air held no discomfort, only a sharp, cleansing purity that tingled on her smooth skin. She was beginning to understand why he had always craved the cold. It felt lovely. Though the ground was still hard, the firmness cradled her securely with the maternal protection of Mother Earth. The soft wind was more of a quiet serenade than a simple draft of air. She knew now what he had meant when he told her there was music in the night’s silence. The silence was the music.
 
   And his touch...Julian’s touch...no words could ever describe the incredible intensity of the abiding love and fiery passion that reached out to her through every pore of his being. His touch was her breath, her heartbeat, her life. Her life eternal.
 
   “We really should go check on Lainie,” she said softly, reluctant to break the spell. Then she realized with a surge of joy that the spell could never be broken now. It was everlasting. Her heart sang.
 
   “Yes, but first I have to clean up this mess.” Fastening his pants, Julian sat up to survey the damage. He rested his eyes on the lifeless body of Edan and a smoldering anger lingered there. “He should die a thousand agonizing deaths for what he did to you.”
 
   “He was under the influence of the curse, too,” Eva reminded him gently. She wrapped the dagger in her scarf, the one Lainie had given her. It had been saturated with her blood and was no longer yellow but a dirty reddish-brown. “What should we do with him?”
 
   “I want to remove his head, just to be certain. Then I suppose I’ll bury him with our old friend there.”
 
   “Well, don’t use this. There’s no telling what might happen.”
 
   “I won’t need it. It will be a distinct pleasure to execute the task with my bare hands.”
 
   She turned her head away. Vampire or not, she had no desire to see something so grisly.
 
   But even as she kept her eyes on the damp scarf in her hands, a shrewd smile played over her lips.
 
   “You know...I have an idea.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Stop touching those stitches, Lainie.”
 
   Eva set the tray containing lunch on the coffee table and raised her eyebrows at the woman.
 
   “Och, I wish ye’d stop makin’ such a fuss o’er me. Besides, they itch.”
 
   “The doctor said not to tamper with them. Do you really want to start bleeding again in the company of a newly turned vampire?” Julian caught Eva’s eye and winked naughtily.
 
   Lainie huffed indignantly. “I don’t know what ye find funny about that! And heaven only knows what I’ll do wi’ two of ye to contend wi’. I must be off my head.” Her tone was strict, but the truth was she’d never been so relieved in all her born days when the two of them finally returned. After he’d bolted out of here last night, they’d been gone for such a long time she knew something must have gone terribly wrong. And she felt it was all her fault for not preventing Eva from going out there by herself.
 
   To think how she’d misjudged that Kade character! She hadn’t thought twice about him taking Eva out to dinner. He’d seemed like such a fine young man, unlike his so-called “father”. Truth be told, at the time she’d had it in her head that Julian might become jealous enough over the occurrence to confess what was now perfectly obvious. After all, she’d have to be blind not to notice the infatuated looks passing between those two.
 
   She was still amazed by the transformation in her surrogate son. For the first time in thirty years, he seemed genuinely happy. More like the person he’d been before all this ridiculousness came about. Before he’d died, like dear Eva had. Och, poor child!
 
   Well, the girl didn’t seem any worse off for her metamorphosis. It must have been the way she’d been changed that kept her personality intact. It was the blood of a vampire and not the blade of that dreadful dagger that had transformed her. Of course it was unfortunate that she had the affliction of vampirism now, but at least she had survived her ordeal. And so far she was bearing up amazingly well.
 
   Apparently that shyster from last night hadn’t been quite so lucky.
 
   She didn’t even want to imagine what her two lovebirds had planned for his brother. Ever since they’d returned from accompanying her to the emergency medical center, they’d been engaged in deep conversation. At one point it almost seemed to her that Jules was issuing instructions.
 
   Once they’re in all the way, pull back slightly...
 
   She tuned them out, not wanting to hear any more. She didn’t want to know the ghastly details.
 
   Besides, whatever that man was dealt was well deserved, in her opinion.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Alistair Guthrie’s hands shook as he tilted the bottle of Scotch whisky and drank with gusto.
 
   He hadn’t heard from his brother since the night before, when he’d received the phone call with his instruction to take care of Lainie Forbes. Already three sheets to the wind, he’d had no choice but to try and carry out his directive as quickly and efficiently as possible. He wasn’t nearly as adept at killing as Edan, but he could make do in a pinch.
 
   Only now he was beginning to worry. He’d been so intoxicated last night that in retrospect he couldn’t be sure if he’d carried out his task to completion. He had a vague recollection of pounding on the door, of the woman snatching it open almost immediately as if she’d been expecting someone else. And of grabbing something solid from one of the end tables and walloping her across her head with it. Of her falling. But his memory was hazy after that.
 
   What if the damned woman was still alive? She’d go squawking to the police and he’d go to jail. Or worse, he’d incur the wrath of his brother for failing in his mission.
 
   But no, she must be dead. Wouldn’t someone have been at his door by now?
 
   He wondered again what had transpired between Edan and the bonnie red-haired lass. No doubt she was dead as a doornail by now. He knew his brother had been aching to drain her blood since he saw her at the Rabbit’s Run, and he didn’t have long to wait. The lass fell for his deception as easily as everyone else had. Too bad. He wouldn’t have minded having a go at her before Edan killed her.
 
   No, he wouldn’t have minded that at all...
 
   Instead he’d had to waste his time with that Forbes cow. Well, she’d damn well better be dead. There were better things he could have done with his evening. Although he’d been so pished he probably wouldn’t have remembered much of it anyway.
 
   His blurry gaze traveled to the bottle in his hands, and not for the first time he wished he had the strength to put it down. His vice would one day be his downfall and he knew that as well as anyone.
 
   Like when he was fair blootered and would accidentally refer to his “son” Kade as Edan. It was a dangerous slip of the tongue. Fortunately for him, most of the locals assumed he was eleven pence three farthings short of a shilling. The jocks at the Rabbit chalked his confusion up to drunken grief and would generally just clap him compassionately on the shoulder. Because the ones his own age, the ones from this area, they remembered. They remembered how hard it had been for him to lose his only brother. And they figured it must be difficult to have a son who so closely resembled the young man who had drowned thirty years ago.
 
   If they only knew the two were one and the same...
 
   It was a good thing their parents were dead and gone. Wouldn’t they have just keeled over in their tracks to see their dead son returning from his watery grave after nearly three decades! Och, what a sight that would be...
 
   Alistair...
 
   He turned the bottle up again and ignored the almost imperceptible voice in his head. He was drunk. There was nobody there.
 
   The clock on the mantle ticked loudly, the repetitious sound drumming in his head.
 
   Alistair...
 
   The distant feminine voice called to him like a siren’s song. He covered his ears with his hands and shook his head roughly back and forth. “Nae...nae...”
 
   Yes.
 
   “Nobody’s oot thaur. Nobody.” He wiped his mouth with a nervous hand and shot a fearful glance at the window. He was spooked tonight, that was all, unnerved by the recent events and the emptiness of the huge eighteenth-century house that had once served as a vicarage. The voices were all in his drunken head. Or it was the wind.
 
   Was there any wind tonight?
 
   He made his way to the window and peered out into the dusky gloom. The trees were motionless.
 
   But something else caught his eye. A flash of green that seemed to be moving. He rubbed his bleary eyes and strained them to see what it was...then wished he hadn’t.
 
   The green was a dress. No, it was a long cloak, and the woman who wore it beckoned to him with unseen hands hidden within flowing sleeves. The loose hood couldn’t contain the wild mass of hair that spilled from either side. It was the color of autumn leaves.
 
   God in heaven, it was her!
 
   Or her ghost, come to haunt him.
 
   Either way, he wanted no part of it. Rooted to the spot, he closed his eyes and willed the specter to vanish.
 
   Come to me...
 
   His knees gave way and he crouched on the pine floor with his back pressed against the wall. “Awa’ wi’ ye, demon! Be gain!” His voice shook with fear as he broke out in a cold sweat. The Scotch bottle rolled across the floor unnoticed.
 
   And when he realized the apparition had entered his house, he very nearly pissed his trousers. She was coming for him. The wench from the pub, the nosy wee lass who had written her own obituary by interfering in matters that were no concern of hers. But she was supposed to be dead, was she not? Was it her spirit then, coming to call on him this cold night? With mounting dread he listened as the light footsteps slowly approached, then stopped once they reached the threshold of the sitting room.
 
   And there the wraith stood.
 
   “Poor Alistair. You look as if you’d seen a ghost.”
 
   She sounded real enough. Alive enough. Her eyes though, those feline green eyes...they glittered like those of a predatory cat. “Hoo did ye git in ‘ere?”
 
   “Your charming son was kind enough to give me his key. Or should I say, your brother?” She smiled sweetly as she pushed the hood back from her head. “Are you not pleased that I came to pay you a visit? I rather had the notion that you fancied me.”
 
   He stared at the vision suspiciously. “Whaur is he?”
 
   “He’ll be along soon. Aren’t you going to offer me a drink? Or did you plan on finishing that all by yourself?” She nodded in the direction of the bottle that lay forgotten on the floor, a thin liquid trail left behind in its path.
 
   “Please. Ah didnae dae ye ony harm.”
 
   “Of course you didn’t, dear. I know a fine man like you would never do such an unspeakable thing as to hurt a poor defenseless woman. Why, only a despicable coward would do that.”
 
   “Nae, nae, it wasnae mah fault!” Still cowering on the floor, he covered his head with his arms.
 
   “I had a lovely evening with your brother last night. Such a gentleman he is. I’ll bet he was popular with the ladies, wasn’t he? And you must have really looked up to him. Admired him. It must have been a terrible shock to you when he drowned.” She brought a creamy white hand to her mouth. “But what am I saying? He didn’t drown at all, did he? How absolutely wonderful! It’s just so heartwarming when a family can reunite. Kind of gives you a warm and fuzzy feeling, doesn’t it?”
 
   She knelt before him, so close he could smell the scent of lavender and mint. “Lainie is sort of like my family now, did you know that?”
 
   Alistair moaned.
 
   “I guess you don’t take after your brother much. You’re just so uncouth, dear. No finesse whatsoever. No sense of common courtesy. At least he was kind enough to take me out to dinner before he ripped into my flesh like a rabid mongrel.”
 
   The Scotsman began to blubber like a baby. “Nae...dinnae hurt me...”
 
   “How did you guess my plans? Oh well, it doesn’t matter. Now I believe I did promise you that your brother would be arriving shortly, did I not? And since I’m such a sentimental type, dear Alistair, I’m going to let you see him one last time before I kill you.”
 
   Another figure appeared in the doorway then, a tall fair-haired man whose diabolic smile froze the very blood in his veins. Something was dangling from his outstretched hand. Something being held up by a shock of dark hair.
 
   Your hour has come.
 
   It was the head of Edan Guthrie.
 
   The screams came too late. They were mere gurgles in his throat by the time his two visitors threw themselves on him to sink their unforgiving fangs into his arteries.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “You did very well, darling. What a clever girl you are.”
 
   Cocking her head to one side and smiling at him, she ran her tongue along the fangs that were now retracted to fold smoothly against the roof of her mouth. Such ingenious things. Hidden behind her canines, they were barely noticeable unless she chose to extend them, as she’d done just now with the man who lay stone dead at her feet. The smell of his blood still permeated her nostrils, heady and intoxicating. She would never have believed that something so repulsive could suddenly seem so appealing, or that death could become such a prosaic occurrence.
 
   “I hope you don’t think I’m going to make a habit of this.” In spite of it all, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of remorse for Alistair’s wasted life and untimely death. His was not to be mourned, however. Avarice and corruption dominated every part of him and it didn’t take the blade of a relic to put it there. No, he’d managed to learn it quite well on his own.
 
   “I’m afraid you won’t have much of a choice.” He wiped a smudge from the corner of her mouth with his thumb. “You need this to survive. Try to go too long without it and your appetite will govern your actions. You’ll become uncontrollable.”
 
   Satiated for now, Eva chose to push his warning temporarily from her mind. There was time enough to worry about how to procure nourishment without bringing harm to innocents. She was confident in her ability to find a way.
 
   For now, there was a more pressing issue. “What are we supposed to do now?”
 
   “You have much to learn, little one. Think in advance and plan accordingly.”
 
   “So what’s your plan then, oh wise one?”
 
   “I do believe there’s an old stone well behind the house.”
 
   “Ah...how very convenient.”
 
   With a devilish smile, Julian lifted the severed remains of Edan. “Always remember to use your head.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   Rising from Ruin
 
    
 
   The Abigail Silk rap on the GSM phone she’d picked up specifically for her trip jerked Eva out of a sound sleep. Drowsily she banged her hand around on the nightstand until she located the offending object, making a mental note to ream her mother for putting that blasted ringtone on there. Hip-hop was so not her thing.
 
   “Muh,” she mumbled into the cell phone, still not fully awake.
 
   “Eva? Were you sleeping?”
 
   Was she sleeping. Really? “Mom, it’s four o’clock in the morning here,” she croaked.
 
   “Oh...I’m sorry. I didn’t think about the time difference. I just wanted to check up on you and make sure everything was okay since I hadn’t heard from you.”
 
   God, nobody could spur a guilt trip like a mother. Eva wearily sat up, glancing at the prone form of Julian as he began to stir underneath the covers. “Everything’s fine. Don’t worry.”
 
   “Making any headway?”
 
   She had to stifle a snicker at the inadvertent choice of words. From beside her came a soft laugh, a sexy, sleep-husky sound that was distracting as all get-out. She was surprised he could hear her mother’s question - the voice on the other end was close to inaudible. “Yeah, you could say that.”
 
   “Really? Wha...on?”
 
   “I’ll tell you about it when I get back, okay? You’re breaking up. The reception here sucks.”
 
   “Oh, all...then. You’ll call...airport?”
 
   “I’ll call you as soon as I’m back in the States,” she promised.
 
   “Okay...you.”
 
   “Love you too, Mom.”
 
   A strong arm reached around her and she snuggled contentedly into the contours of his body, a place she never wanted to leave. Even following an evening of most vigorous sex after settling their score with Alistair (on a carpet of leaves beside the well, in the rental car on the way back, twice in this very bed), she still felt herself ignite in response to him. The evidence of his own arousal was pressed firmly against her, hard and ready.
 
   “As long as we’re awake...” He ran his hand up her naked thigh suggestively.
 
   “You’re insatiable,” she murmured, though in all honesty she couldn’t say if she was referring to him or to herself. She felt as if there was no way she would ever get enough of him. A sharp tickle surprised her, and she realized with a thrill that he was raking his fangs lightly across her shoulder.
 
   And the blissful thought occurred to her that their eternity together wasn’t likely to involve much sleep.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Four thousand miles away in a condominium rental office in Florida, a vampire by the name of Asher Reid was just wrapping up a conference with the general manager of Vestal Sands when he received an unexpected text message.
 
   Plans for this weekend on hold.
 
   Discreetly slipping the iPhone back into the pocket of his Dockers, he returned his attention to the mousy, middle-aged man whose talent for crunching numbers was only exceeded by his adeptness at bootlicking. “So we’re on the same page then? You’ll have the yearly budget submitted to me by next Friday?”
 
   “Absolutely, Mr. Reid. Not a problem.” The man adjusted his Coke bottle glasses with fidgety hands. In Ash’s opinion he drank way too many energy drinks and that, combined with his type A personality, was liable to contribute to an early heart attack.
 
   “Wonderful. Well, if there are no further issues, then I’ll see you Friday.”
 
   “See you then, sir. Enjoy your evening.”
 
   Regrettably, the likelihood of that had dropped drastically as soon as he’d seen that message from the fanger in San Francisco. Plans for this weekend on hold. Kendall’s ridiculous code phrase for imminent trouble. The guy relished playing James Bond just a little too much for his taste. It wasn’t as if anyone would give two shits if they caught a glimpse of a text reading call me, serious problem here! After all, nobody knew or even remotely suspected. And they never would, because it was Asher’s self-imposed responsibility to keep it that way and he was damn good at what he did.
 
   Unlocking his Maserati GranTurismo convertible with the keyless remote, he slid inside and checked his reflection in the sun visor’s mirror, grinning back at his own image. Perfectly straight white teeth, black hair trimmed in a trendy layered style, eyes as blue as the ocean his condos overlooked. Skin lightly tanned from hours of water sports. It never failed to amuse him that everyone assumed vampires despised the sunlight.
 
   
  
 

Oh yeah, he was one sexy beast. Vanity, thy name is Asher Reid.
 
   Satisfied with his appearance, he selected his second-in-command’s name on the screen of the Bluetooth interface.
 
   “Tristan Kendall here.”
 
   Ash rolled his eyes. “Cut the crap Kendall, you know it’s me. Can you talk?”
 
   “Hang on one sec.” Background sounds of rustling, muffled voices, then a door slamming. “All right.” He hesitated just long enough to cause Ash’s pearly whites to grind together impatiently. “I’m afraid we’ve got a problem.”
 
   “Of what sort?”
 
   Another pause. This time it almost appeared to be out of reluctance to share his news rather than for dramatic effect. Then, “We have a new initiate.”
 
   He damn well better have heard that incorrectly. “Tris, you better be either drunk or fucking with me.”
 
   “I’m not joking. Uh...or drunk.”
 
   An unauthorized induction. Son of a bitch. Only one name sprang to mind - that idiotic hardheaded skirt chaser in Texas. They’d butted heads more than once. “It was Sawyer, wasn’t it?”
 
   Tristan cleared his throat. “Well now, that’s the thing. You see, I’ve already contacted everyone. And...it wasn’t one of us. Or at least, nobody’s fessing up to it.”
 
   Ash frowned at the dashboard. Either way, Kendall was right. This was a problem. Best case, one of the group had gone rogue and would have to be eliminated. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to deal with that situation. Getting his hands dirty now and again was all part of the lifestyle.
 
   It was the worst case scenario that troubled him. For years he’d relied on Kendall’s unique ability to sense other vampires. This particular talent made him invaluable. But if someone had recently been inducted and it wasn’t by one of their own, then the only remaining conclusion was that there was someone out there who had escaped his awareness. That was unacceptable.
 
   “Male or female?”
 
   “Female.”
 
   That sounded like Drake Sawyer, all right. Redneck fanger thought with his pecker instead of his brain. “Do you have an ID or location on her yet?”
 
   “Not yet. I’ve been concentrating on her as much as possible, but nothing’s come through yet. And it’s very exhausting, you know.”
 
   “I know, and I appreciate it.” Tristan was the sensitive type and easy enough to manipulate as long as he was coddled with sympathy and understanding, even if it was all a bunch of bull.
 
   “Should I send Drake a summons?”
 
   “No, not yet. Just keep trying to get a position on the newbie for now. The minute you have any information get up with me, no matter the hour. Comprende?”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   Asher slipped on his Louis Vuitton sunglasses and applied some lip balm while contemplating the new development. Disturbing news aside, this situation could supply just the sort of excitement he craved. The novelty of killing humans had long since worn off, as their pathetic fragility hardly produced much of a challenge. Admittedly, he did still savor the fear in their eyes at that precise point when they realized certain death was imminent. But the act itself was pitifully easy.
 
   Exterminating another vampire, though...now that was always a challenge. And one that he looked forward to with relish.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It snowed during the night, and the Scottish landscape was lightly blanketed with a shimmering layer of alabaster beauty by the time the lovers rose from their slumber. The flakes were still falling, wafting leisurely as if they shared the knowledge that there was all the time in the world.
 
   “What’s on the agenda for today?” Eva sipped her cappuccino while watching Julian peck away at the laptop’s keys. She’d almost expected it to taste different now, but it didn’t. It still tasted like creamy coffee.
 
   “As soon as I change your flight reservations, we’re going out for a while.” He glanced over at Lainie, who was busily knitting in her favorite chair. “That is, if you think you’re fit enough to be left alone?”
 
   “I’m as fit as I e’er was,” came the cantankerous reply. “It’ll take more than a bump on the noggin to do me in, I can tell ye.”
 
   Eva didn’t have to ask why he was adjusting her flight schedule. It was probably best they were both long gone before the eventual discovery that the Guthries were missing. Not that anyone was likely to give them an awful lot of consideration - Alistair was hardly popular with the locals. They’d probably be glad to be rid of his vulgar presence.
 
   “I can get us a flight for day after tomorrow,” Julian was saying. “Does that suit you?”
 
   “Sounds good to me.” She stretched happily. “So where are we going?”
 
   “I thought I’d show you around a bit before we have to leave. We don’t have time to do much, but I can at least give you a quick tour of the immediate area.” He closed the laptop and finished his coffee. “You might want to dress warmly - the temperature’s twenty-five and dropping.”
 
   He caught the perplexed look she gave him and laughed ruefully. “Right. I almost forgot. Well, bundle up anyway or you’ll look out of place. Maybe the cold no longer bothers you as much, but I assume everyone else will be feeling it.”
 
   The weather was bitingly cold, but the discomfort was gone and as they drove through the village she lowered her car window just to feel the clean air on her face. Her hair whipped wildly in the wind and she laughed when a man emerging from the butcher shop gawked at her as if she’d lost her mind.
 
   The landscape was something out of a Highland fairy tale. In the distance rose the misty outlines of the Cairngorm Mountains, and in her more immediate view emerged gently sloping hills and snowy pastures that in springtime would shed their white robes for an endless sea of green. Someday she would visit Scotland in the spring, in all its budding glory. But for now they stopped just north of the village beside a lovely old church with gracefully rounded windows, surrounded on all sides by hundreds of slate tombstones.
 
   “That’s the Abernethy Parish Church, otherwise known as the Old Kirk,” Julian informed her after they’d parked the car and stepped out. “The gravestones date back from the eighteenth century. Plenty of history here, but this isn’t what I wanted to show you. That is.”
 
   On an elevated knoll adjacent to the church was a huge rectangular parallelogram of a structure that was comprised of only four high rubble-stone walls whose archaic age was apparent. The roof and any interior walls it once possessed must have crumbled long, long ago.
 
   Fascinated, she took his hand and walked with him towards the ruins. They were, oddly enough, penned in within the confines of a post-and-wire fence. He pushed open the gate easily with one hand and led her up the steep hillock for a closer look.
 
   “Are these castle ruins?” she asked him, taking in the venerable stone walls with awe.
 
   “The remains of a thirteenth-century fortress,” he replied as they passed through a wide pointed archway. “Castle Roy, sometimes referred to as Redcastle. Quite possibly the oldest ruins in all of Scotland. Nothing of its history survives, nothing authentic anyway. Isn’t it incredible?”
 
   She reached out and stroked one of the massive stones, marveling at the idea that hundreds of years ago this very stronghold had housed some ancient Scottish clan. Who knew what events went on inside these walls? What hopes and dreams and fears belonged to each of its inhabitants? It was a wonderfully romantic thought.
 
   “Those walls are seven feet thick,” Julian was saying. He put his own hand over hers as it rested on the rough stone and she shivered with pleasure. “They’ve endured for eight hundred years. To the world, that seems a long measure of time. To us, Eva, it will be but a fleeting moment. One day you and I will stand together viewing today’s modern structures as dilapidated ruins.”
 
   His pensive tone caused her to look at him questioningly, and the dark eyes that once held such cold distance now gazed into hers with pure and abiding love. “Our existence transcends that of the mortals. Their ways and customs are superfluous and irrelevant to our way of life.”
 
   Abruptly he kissed her, his hand still imprisoning hers against the ancient wall.
 
   “That being said, it is my desire to tie you to me in every conceivable way possible. Your love brought me out of the dark chasm of hell and into the arms of the only woman I’ll ever want. Marry me, Eva. Take my name. Be one with me for eternity.”
 
   Before she even had time to inhale, he slipped a ring on her finger and pulled her close to him. “I love you. Tell me you’ll be mine and mine alone. I cannot go through this life without you by my side.”
 
   Tears filled her sparkling eyes and she pressed her face against his warm chest while trying to contain the intense happiness enveloping every recess of her soul.
 
   “Jules...I’ve always been only yours. There is nothing in the world I will ever want more than to be your wife. Of course I’ll marry you.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Bleak stone walls...a background of rolling hills filled with towering snowcapped pines...a chaotic smattering of aged gravestones resting at the foot of the crumbling shell.
 
   Tristan relinquished his hold on the vision with a weary sigh, rubbing his temples with both hands. Homing in on the surroundings of a fellow vampire was much more difficult than pinpointing the precise location of humans. Their auras were harder to sense, and hers in particular was frustratingly vague. The way she faded in and out was vexing.
 
   Still wondering about the obscure image, he sloughed into the kitchen and grabbed the bottles of Kahlúa and vodka from the cabinet. A White Russian sounded sublime right about now. Okay, so three o’clock in the morning might not be the most conventional time for it, but who was to know, right? He lived alone. No one to answer to. It was just easier that way.
 
   Maybe he should have gone out earlier this evening and helped himself to a nice nip of B-positive, his personal favorite. Might have made concentrating a little less taxing. It had been about three weeks since he’d replenished himself. And San Francisco was a veritable smorgasbord of flavors.
 
   He certainly deserved it after the unproductive day he’d had.
 
   Carrying his drink into the office that doubled as a weight room, he pulled the swivel chair in front of the desktop computer and quickly checked his emails, reading one or two and deleting the rest. A lot of them were from wholesale distributors wanting him to use their products in his restaurant, as if he’d ever use anything that wasn’t one hundred percent fresh. His customers didn’t pay extravagant prices for processed food.
 
   Some stubborn part of him insisted he give it one last shot before calling it a night, so he closed his eyes and concentrated once again. Surprisingly he still had a grasp on her and now someone nearby was talking. A male voice. What was he saying? Focus...
 
   Castle Roy, sometimes referred to as Redcastle. Quite possibly the oldest ruins in all of Scotland...
 
   Oh, yes! Jackpot!
 
   After about two minutes of quick research on the computer, he snatched up his cell phone and called Reid. The voice that finally answered was groggy and more than a little cranky. But hell, he was the one who’d instructed him to call no matter the hour, right? And this news ought to perk him right up.
 
   “Ash? You alone?”
 
   A yawn from the other end, then, “Just a sec.” To someone else he grunted, “Hey. Hey! Wake up. Get the hell out.”
 
   A female voice said something unclear, then he heard Asher’s deep voice again. “I said get out of my bed, you dimestore tramp! Move your ass! What are you, stupid or something?”
 
   The female hurled some angry curses at him in Spanish, then there were a few more muffled exchanges before abrupt silence.
 
   “Okay,” the alpha vampire said calmly. “What’s up?”
 
   Tristan wasn’t the least bit fazed by the crude altercation. Reid was well-known for his habit of chewing women up and spitting them out - when he wasn’t sucking them dry and killing them, that is. They were disposable objects. Trivial ones at that.
 
   “I have a location on our fledgling.”
 
   “Let’s have it.”
 
   “Scotland. Some little village near Inverness.”
 
   “Hmph. Sawyer still in Texas?”
 
   “Yeah. Sorta points away from him then, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Looks that way,” Ash agreed. “Lucky for him.”
 
   “How do you want to handle this?” Tristan was pretty sure he already knew. Something told him he’d better start packing a bag. Why couldn’t the woman have been in Maui?
 
   “I want you to get over there, what do you think? Track her down and find out who she is. But don’t approach her yet. You got that?”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Good deal. Nice job, Kendall.”
 
   The rare praise brought a twinkle of pleasure to his bleary eyes. It meant more to him than Ash probably realized.
 
   “Hey...it’s what I do.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Well now, when’s the wedding?” Lainie smiled broadly at the sight of the simple diamond solitaire sparkling on Eva’s small hand. She’d been hard put not to cry like an old ninny when Jules had asked her for it yesterday. The modest three-quarter carat marquise ring was the only item of his mother’s that remained in their possession. Left behind in a jewelry box since wearing expensive jewelry was prohibited during mission trips, it escaped sinking into the fathomless ocean with Talia Winter.
 
   For forty-one years she’d held on to it for him. Almost forgotten she still had it. Tucked away in the attic in a chest with other mementos of her faded youth, it collected dust until yesterday when she’d pulled it out and cleaned it carefully, lovingly.
 
   Eva glanced uncertainly at Julian whose response was, “As soon as we can arrange it.”
 
   Lainie sighed happily, patting the girl’s hand affectionately. “Och, wee lamb, ye have nae idea how glad I am! I’d given up hope long ago o’ him e’er havin’ any need for that ring. He thought me a sentimental fool for keepin’ it all this time, but I’m right glad I did. Talia would have been thrilled to have ye for a daughter-in-law.”
 
   “All issues of blood drinking aside, right?” The green eyes twinkled mischievously.
 
   “Now don’t make fun! I said what I meant, and I meant what I said. And I’ve nae doubt ye both will find a way to make this work.” She looked pointedly at Julian. “Without all the...unnecessary mess.”
 
   He feigned innocence. “I’m not quite sure what you mean by that. Are you trying to tell me I shouldn’t leave my clothes on the floor for her to pick up?”
 
   Och, that boy! Poor Eva was going to have her hands full right enough. “Wheesht, ye know very well it isn’t! I’m tryin’ to tell ye to be careful. Ye’ll have more than yerself to think o’ from now on. She’s yers to protect and teach and keep safe, and it’ll be that much harder wi’ two o’ ye. What I’m sayin’ is...ye can ne’er let yer guard down. Ye’ve always been a cocky one and it’s just that sort o’ carelessness that’s likely to get ye both into trouble. Are ye gettin’ my meanin’?”
 
   Julian’s eyes softened as they always did now whenever he looked at Eva. “I’ll protect her with my life. Trust me, there’s no need to worry, Lainie. Nothing can hurt her now.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   In a waterfront luxury condominium in Florida, the one unmistakable threat to Evangeline Spencer’s existence slumbered dreamlessly to the sound of ocean waves ebbing and flowing.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   Eternally Ever After
 
    
 
   “God, it feels good to be back in Oregon.”
 
   Eva stretched blissfully, refreshed from the much-needed eight hours of sleep. They’d arrived exhausted from the grueling flight and both of them had immediately collapsed into bed without bothering to unpack. As a result she was clad in the Real Men Wear Kilts t-shirt she’d picked up in the airport gift shop. She’d thought it was funny, even if Julian did roll his eyes and laugh at her for purchasing something so touristy.
 
   His face buried in a pillow, he mumbled something unintelligible.
 
   “What?”
 
   He lifted his head. “I said, I need a shower in the worst way.”
 
   She smiled at the sight of his mussed hair and unshaven stubble. This was probably the most disheveled she’d ever seen him and somehow he still managed to look like he just stepped off a Chippendales stage. “You and me both. I feel grungy.”
 
   “You don’t look grungy. I rather like you in that shirt.”
 
   “I thought you said my t-shirt was corny.”
 
   “Mm. It looks considerably better on you than it did on the rack. I’ll bet it would look even better on the floor.”
 
   “No way, pal. Not until I’ve bathed and brushed my teeth.” Sliding out of bed and padding towards the bathroom, she asked, “Can vampires get cavities?”
 
   “I never really considered it. I haven’t had any that I’m aware of.”
 
   “Good. I’d have a lot of explaining to do if I ever had to see a dentist.” She slammed the bathroom door just in time to dodge the pillow he threw at her.
 
   Downstairs over a breakfast of warm oatmeal he asked her the question she still had no answer for.
 
   “What are we going to tell your mother, love?”
 
   It was a problem she’d been tossing around in her head ever since her future had been completely altered. The one solution that persistently vied for the forefront position of her list of ideas was also the one she feared he wouldn’t approve of.
 
   Although the way he said we instead of you made her somewhat more optimistic.
 
   Prodding at the oatmeal with her spoon, she meekly proposed, “We could just tell her the truth.”
 
   “I was afraid you were going to say that.” He pushed his bowl away and leaned back in the chair, folding his arms over his chest.
 
   “Do you have a better idea? I’m pretty sure she’s going to find it strange that I’m engaged to the man who used to live next door to us and who, by all accounts, should be pushing forty. Other than faking my own death, I don’t see where we have much of a choice.”
 
   “I do have an acquaintance in Sicily who is incredibly skilled in the art of making people disappear,” he commented. She wasn’t sure if he was kidding or not. If he wasn’t...well, she didn’t really want to know.
 
   “Jeez, overreact much? She doesn’t have a hit out on me, she’s my mother!”
 
   “It was just a suggestion.”
 
   “Well, it was a lousy one. I don’t want her thinking I’m dead! Do you have any idea what that would do to her?”
 
   “I have some idea,” he said quietly. There were traces of pain in his eyes, and she wondered how long it would take before she became accustomed to seeing emotion there. This particular one she could live without. She didn’t want that for him, even if it did come with the territory.
 
   “What if you made her forget? That she’d ever known you. Could you do that?”
 
   He rubbed his freshly shaven jaw absently. “I’m not sure how well that would work. We’re not talking about a recent or isolated memory here. And even if we could pull it off, it would only be a temporary solution. Eventually we’d still have to deal with the issue of our state of perpetual youth.”
 
   “Then there’s only one solution.”
 
   “I don’t know, Eva.”
 
   “Jules, we can trust her implicitly. Believe me, there’s no way she would ever do anything that could put me in harm’s way. I mean, it might be a little weird at first but given the alternative, I’m pretty sure she’ll have no trouble adapting to the idea. Um, eventually.”
 
   He studied her expression carefully, then slowly nodded. “Very well then. I don’t know if I would trust her or not, but I do trust you. If this is what you think best, then so be it. When is she expecting you back?”
 
   “Not for another week.”
 
   “We’ll go together then and break the news. But I’m afraid, darling, that you’ll have to eventually sever ties with everyone else. Friends, family members...your father. It’s just better that way. You understand, don’t you?”
 
   Sighing, she picked up the bowls and took them to the dishwasher. “Yes, of course.” No need to even attempt to debate this one. He was right and she knew it.
 
   “It’s the price you pay for immortality, my love.” Clapping his hands together, he rubbed them briskly and said in a more cheerful tone, “Well! Are you ready to get started?”
 
   “Get started with what?”
 
   “Your training. It’s time for your first lesson, rookie!”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   It was a damn good thing he hadn’t been able to get an earlier flight. If he had, he would currently be stuck on a plane headed in the wrong direction.
 
   Tristan had been keeping tabs on the elusive vamp - as much as he was able to, anyway - and it soon became apparent that she’d abandoned the Highlands for the United States.
 
   For pity’s sake, couldn’t the wild bird stay in one place long enough for him to get there? Well, at least he wouldn’t have to travel all the way to Scotland. It was a good thing Reid was funding this little adventure. His bank account would have taken a beating otherwise. The restaurant was doing well, but not well enough to afford a jetsetter’s lifestyle.
 
   While tuned in on her surroundings, he’d heard once again the same male voice from before. Was this the one responsible for bringing her into the circle? And more importantly, why could he not be tracked? How was he insusceptible to Tristan’s keen psychic senses? All this was bound to spell trouble. Ash wouldn’t like it.
 
   Twelve hours ago he’d placed her at the Portland International Airport. It took a quick online search to determine whether that particular airport was in Oregon or Maine. Turned out not to be Maine, which was a lucky break for him. Hell, she was practically right in his back yard, comparatively speaking. What were the odds?
 
   It was time to move. His flight plans had already been changed and tomorrow afternoon he’d be in Portland, Oregon.
 
   From there, she’d be easier to track. The closer he was to his target, the stronger his mental connection was.
 
   He was close now. So close.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “What are we doing here?” Eva wanted to know. The general store in Brightwood hardly struck her as an appropriate place to learn the tricks of the trade. At the opposite end of the store she caught sight of Dane on his knees unpacking a box of Washington apples, oblivious as of yet to their presence.
 
   “We’ll begin with the most basic and vital lesson. Mind control. This is something you’ll be required to master quickly if you wish to sustain yourself without being forced to kill your prey.” Julian stood close to her, speaking softly so he wouldn’t be overheard by anyone else. Not that there were more than two or three people wandering about the small shop. “Now give it a try. Go speak to Dane, exchange a few niceties, that sort of thing. And when you’re finished with that, erase his memory of having seen you today.”
 
   Her ponytailed head shook its refusal. “You must be kidding! I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”
 
   “Look into his eyes. Concentrate on his consciousness, his perception. When you have a handle on him, tell him what it is you want. Will it.” He gave her a gentle nudge. “Now go.”
 
   As she walked down the aisle towards the teenager an uneasy paranoia insinuated itself in her mind. Would he notice there was something different about her? What if he could tell? Was it obvious? Suddenly self-conscious, she felt that every customer in the store was staring at her suspiciously. As if they knew precisely what she was.
 
   Dane’s head popped up from his work, and when his face lit up brightly she relaxed somewhat. Apparently he didn’t suspect anything.
 
   “Hey there! Long time no see.”
 
   She forced a smile. “Yeah, guess I haven’t been out in a while. Things have been pretty crazy lately. What’s new with you?”
 
   “Oh, you know. Work and more work.” He took his glasses off and wiped them on the edge of his flannel shirt, then returned them to their place.
 
   “Have a nice Christmas?”
 
   “Not bad. Got a sweet new Polaris. I should take you for a ride.” He grinned to make it seem that he was only joking, but the glimmer of hope in his eyes gave him away.
 
   “Sure, that would be cool.” Wrap this up. Get to the point. “Uh...okay, here’s the thing.” She met his gaze uncertainly. “You won’t remember this. I need you to forget I was ever here. You never saw me. Capiche?” The command sounded unconvincing even to her own ears.
 
   He placed the apple in his hand on the produce shelf and gave her a puzzled look. “All right, Eva. I won’t tell anyone I saw you. Avoiding someone?” The ray of hope grew more obvious. Apparently he was hoping that it was Julian she was hiding from.
 
   Damn. Now what?
 
   “Um...” She stood there like an idiot for a minute, then turned on her heel and, feeling supremely stupid, quickly walked to the other end of the small store where her mentor was flipping through an Esquire and trying hard not to laugh. Judging by the way his shoulders were shaking he clearly wasn’t having much success.
 
   “That went well,” she muttered, embarrassed.
 
   “Lord love a duck. That was just...sad.” He shook his head, eyes glistening with mirth. She wanted to kick him.
 
   “Okay, so I blew it. I told you I didn’t know how to do this.”
 
   He returned the magazine to the rack and gave her a disapproving look. “Bloody hell, Eva, you weren’t even trying! I could see that from here. You can’t just say the words - you have to project them. It’ll be easier if you relax and make yourself receptive to his psyche. Try again, and this time actually concentrate like I told you.”
 
   Swearing under her breath, she shambled back down the aisle and stood in front of Dane once again. He looked up at her questioningly.
 
   “Everything okay? You seem kinda flaked out today. No offense.”
 
   “None taken.” She fixated on his eyes again, this time tuning out her surroundings. Concentrate. Focus. Her mind relaxed and opened and this time she saw the eyes behind the glasses take on a distant look, almost as if he could see right through her. She could literally feel his tranquility. It was strange...like being on some kind of cosmic high.
 
   He was now accessible for subliminal suggestion, and she dispatched her orders firmly and confidently. “Listen carefully. You haven’t seen me at all today, Dane. I haven’t been in here since before the holidays. You won’t remember that we ever had this conversation. Is all of that understood?”
 
   He merely nodded languidly.
 
   Holy crapola, it actually worked!
 
   Pleased, she returned to the magazine rack and flashed Julian a triumphant smile.
 
   “Very nice!” he praised her. “See how easy it is?” Putting a hand to her elbow, he steered her towards the door. “Now let’s get out of here before everyone starts wondering why you keep pacing from one end of the store to the other.”
 
   She bounced out into the crisp sunny day, exuberant. “That was amazing! I can’t believe I can do something like that! Will it work on everyone?”
 
   “Without exception.” He smiled at her enthusiasm. “Are you ready to try something a little more challenging?”
 
   “What did you have in mind?” She felt ready to conquer the world.
 
   “I’d like to test the range of your abilities. See what you’re capable of. Suppose we head back home where we’ll have a little more privacy.”
 
   They drove back to the chalet, and half an hour later were walking along the familiar path behind it. Two inches of snow crunched underneath their boots and the bright sun, though it tried mightily, could not penetrate the twenty-degree temperature. Jack Frost had nothing to fear. Last night’s snow was safe from the damaging warmth.
 
   “One of the wolves is nearby,” Julian was saying. “Call him.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Much the same way you tapped into Dane, just more remotely. Picture the animal in your mind, concentrate on him. Beckon him.”
 
   Closing her eyes, she did as he instructed. For some time she stood there, holding a mental image of the shaggy gray fur and soft muzzle. But several minutes passed with nothing happening.
 
   “Hold on, let me see if I can make it easier.” He turned his face to the forest and within seconds she saw the huge wolf approaching. It came to within fifteen yards of the path, then abruptly sat on its haunches. He looked more like a faithful pet waiting patiently for his doggie biscuit than a wild animal.
 
   “Try now,” Julian urged.
 
   She did, but to no avail. The wolf simply watched her, tongue lolling.
 
   “What am I doing wrong?” She was disappointed by her failure. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been concentrating hard enough - her head was practically aching from trying so hard.
 
   “It isn’t you, love. Your talents may not be the same as mine. We might just have to experiment until we find what it is you’re best at.” He placed a palm gently against her cheek and kissed her forehead lightly. “There’s no hurry. You’ve already mastered the main survival skill. As long as you’re able to feed without detection you’ll be fine. Any extraneous abilities are secondary.”
 
   “There is one thing I’d like to try,” she divulged.
 
   “By all means. What is it?”
 
   “Animal blood.” It was an idea she’d been turning over in her mind for a while. Just because he wasn’t able to subsist on it didn’t mean she couldn’t. It would make things a whole lot easier if she didn’t have to feed from humans in the first place.
 
   He managed to look both dubious and disgusted at the same time. “I wouldn’t recommend it. I really wouldn’t.”
 
   “I want to try.” She lifted her chin stubbornly. Once he saw that she had no need to drink human blood he’d have to concede to the wisdom of her venture. Animal blood would be so much easier to acquire than the alternative.
 
   The wolf rose and meandered lazily to where they stood, gazing at Julian in rapt adoration.
 
   “Be my guest. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
   “Well...wait now.” Something distasteful suddenly occurred to her. “How am I supposed to do this without getting fur in my mouth?”
 
   “Would you prefer a snake?” he teased.
 
   “No, I would not prefer a snake! I’m just trying to figure out the best way to do this. Let me think for a minute.” This was something she hadn’t taken into consideration.
 
   “For heaven’s sake.” Reaching into a pocket, he pulled out his house key and leaned over the animal. It flinched and gave a short yelp but didn’t run. Apparently its loyalty knew no bounds.
 
   “Just put some on your finger and taste it,” Julian advised. “And don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
   The wild, earthy scent of the animal was there as it had always been before. But now there was the underlying odor of its blood and it smelled...unsavory to her. Sort of like calf liver to a vegetarian. Masking her aversion, she ran her finger through the fresh blood and brought it reluctantly to her lips. Maybe it wouldn’t taste as unappetizing as it smelled.
 
   And maybe it would taste even worse than it smelled.
 
   “Ugh,” she said, turning away to spit the gamy, rancid bitterness onto the ground. “That is just plain nasty.”
 
   “I hate to say I told you so...”
 
   “Then don’t!”
 
   “Very much of that would make you sick. We aren’t able to digest it. An odd paradox considering we have no problem consuming meat. I suppose it has something to do with the blood being fresh.” He relinquished his hold on the wolf and it trotted indifferently back into the shelter of the trees. Turning to Eva, he pulled her into his arms and hugged her close. “Poor darling. I know what you were trying to do. I’m sure it isn’t an easy thing to accept but it won’t be nearly as difficult as you imagine. And you won’t be alone - I’ll be there to help you.”
 
   “I know.” She buried her face in his jacket. “It’s just the thought of...hurting someone.”
 
   “You won’t be hurting anyone. They won’t feel a thing once they’re under your control.”
 
   “Honestly?”
 
   “On my honor.” He ruffled her hair. “Why the sudden concern? You had no misgivings about putting an end to Guthrie.”
 
   “That was a different situation altogether and you know it. He deserved everything he got. Imagine bashing an old woman in the head!” She sighed wistfully. “I wish Lainie would have agreed to come with us. I hate to think of her living all alone.”
 
   “Don’t worry about Lainie. She’s precisely where she wants to be. Now, little butterfly, come show me your wings.” He walked to the edge of the path and leaned against a slender Ponderosa pine.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He gestured toward the tree. “Let’s see how strong you’ve become.”
 
   She looked at him as if he’d lost his marbles. “What do you expect me to do with that? Climb it?”
 
   “See if you can move it.”
 
   “You want me to move a hundred foot tall tree? Are you high?”
 
   “Come over here and put your hands on it.”
 
   Shaking her head, she approached the tree and rested her hands against the rough, cinnamon-colored bark.
 
   “Now push. No, the other way - we don’t want it blocking the path.” He stood aside and waited expectantly.
 
   “I can’t believe you think for one minute I could so much as budge this thing. Would you be able to move it?”
 
   “Effortlessly.” His expression was smug.
 
   “Bull. Show me.”
 
   “I already know I can do it. I want to see you do it.”
 
   “Oh...fine.” Bracing herself, she pushed against the immovable tree.
 
   “Come on, put your back into it. Push.”
 
   Gathering every ounce of strength she could muster, she strained the muscles of her arms against the solid pine. This was ridiculous. Did he seriously expect that someone who had trouble opening pickle jars could actually uproot a fully mature tree, for crying out loud?
 
   And then...it shifted. Sharp snaps and creaking moans came from beneath her feet as the roots began to loosen their hold on the subterranean earth.
 
   “Wait...stop, that’s enough. We don’t want to ruin the landscape.” He grinned at her proudly. “Well, look at you! I’m impressed!”
 
   “Did you see that? I moved it! I can’t believe it! It moved!” Excited, she pulled her hands away from the tree and regarded them with wonder. They were still her own delicate hands, marquise cut diamond gleaming on the left ring finger, nails neatly manicured with a coat of Tantalizing Amethyst polish. Only now they were imbued with a supernatural strength that nobody would ever have suspected, least of all herself.
 
   “That is unbelievable.” She fixed her gaze on him in awe. “And you’re able to do that as well? I had no idea.”
 
   “As impressive as it may seem, it’s still a relatively unimportant skill. The only circumstance where it could prove useful would be if we were to find ourselves at the mercy of a large group, or possibly under restraint. As long as we’re careful we need never place ourselves in that situation.” He linked his arm with hers. “Enough for today. Let’s find something more relaxing to do.”
 
   “Something in particular you had in mind?” She cocked her head coyly.
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   “You know what would be a great idea?”
 
   “No, what?”
 
   “Did you ever think of installing a hot tub?”
 
   “Hm...I can honestly say that thought never occurred to me. But now that you mention it, I have to say I love the idea.”
 
   They walked arm in arm back in the direction of the house, content just to be in the company of one another in their own little piece of paradise.
 
   “Eva, let me ask you something. Would you be terribly disappointed if I suggested we had a private wedding ceremony?”
 
   She slipped her hand in his and squeezed it reassuringly. “Jules, the only thing that matters to me is that we’re together. That’s all I care about.”
 
   “Then you wouldn’t mind if I made the arrangements myself?”
 
   “You want to take care of the arrangements?” Weird request. Most men would run screaming in horror from such a task.
 
   “Yes. All you’ll need to concern yourself with is showing up and saying I do.”
 
   “Well...sure, if you really want to. I just can’t figure out why you would want to.”
 
   “You’ll see.” He smiled mysteriously.
 
   “When will we do it?” She hoped it wouldn’t be long. To rush was silly - they had all the time in the world - but the lure of having his name as her own, of their union being official, was positively overwhelming. Evangeline Rowan Winter. It sounded beautiful. And it was to be her name...she could hardly conceive it. Could hardly believe she was marrying the very man who had abducted and imprisoned her.
 
   But no, he wasn’t the same man. He wasn’t the same man at all. That man had been under the influence of something dark and malevolent and vicious, a cold piece of unholy iron that now lay protected, locked within Julian’s hidden wall safe. Although he could never fully escape its curse, he at least had become capable of controlling it. And she would spend the rest of her waking years helping him to keep the darkness at bay. With all the love she had.
 
   “Soon. Very soon,” he was saying.
 
   “You’re not going to tell me a thing, are you?”
 
   “No, not a thing.” The dark indigo-tinted eyes sparkled roguishly. “I will tell you this. We’ll have to do away with the ‘death do us part’ bit. Because nothing, least of all death, will ever keep us apart.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “I swear on my immortal life.”
 
   She smiled, her happiness complete. “Would you do something for me?”
 
   “You know you have only to ask.”
 
   “Play my requiem for me. But on the cello this time.”
 
   “You like the cello, do you?” They’d reached the house and he opened the front door for her with a gallant flourish.
 
   “I like when you play it.”
 
   “I’m flattered. But before I do that, I’ll need you to do one little thing.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “Come upstairs with me...now. I have a need to feel your legs wrapped around me and I don’t think I can wait another minute.”
 
   She was more than willing to oblige.
 
   After all, the vampire always had his way.
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   What a lovely little vamp she is.
 
   Sheer poetry. A face as sweet as an angel’s, eyes as green as budding leaves, russet curls spilling in a torrent almost to her waist. And a body ripe for iniquity.
 
   Asher’s going to love this one.
 
   Her mate, however...now he could present a problem.
 
   If mortal, it will only be a simple matter of disposal. But if he is the source of the young neophyte then clearly he is untraceable and that designates him as high risk, therefore expendable.
 
   Shit, I hate all the drama of eliminating one of our own kind. Reid actually seems to get off on it. Guess he views it as a challenge, a vampire adrenaline rush of sorts. Kept telling him eventually he was going to tangle with the wrong one but he proved me wrong. He’s managed to eradicate every alpha before him.
 
   What’s one more?
 
   Well, might as well go introduce myself and deliver their invitation. I guarantee the very last thing they’ll be expecting this evening is for another immortal to come calling.
 
   It’s showtime.
 
   Tristan Kendall straightens his tie and strolls casually up the front walk.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~*~*~*~*~
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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   She never should’ve had that last margarita.
 
   It took Paisley three clumsy tries before the keycard cooperated enough to click open the door to room 1804. Apparently the stupid cards didn’t work so hot when you slid them in backwards, which wouldn’t have been an issue if her vision wasn’t so damn fuzzy. But those frosty key lime margaritas were hard to pass up, especially when everyone in the band was throwing back drink after drink, and technically this counted as something of a vacation even if she was only here for a three day weekend.
 
   Three days in paradise with an aspiring rock star. Did it get any better? Well, yeah, actually it could get better. Rick could invite her back with him when he returned in March for his spring break gig. Crash for Glory beat out nine other bands who’d landed auditions for the six week engagement…no big surprise there. They were seriously good. Rick Radcliffe’s vocals were the first thing that grabbed her attention last week, the second thing being that he kinda resembled that lead singer from 12 Stones…what was his name? Paul something-or-other. McCoy…Paul McCoy, that was it. Oh man, was he ever fine.
 
   It was the transparent blouse and pushup bra she’d been wearing that first grabbed his attention. Once again, the twins came through for her. One phone number swap later and next thing she knew, she was enjoying a long weekend at the beach with a post-grunge rocker whose voice made her melt like a Popsicle. Never mind that it was only the tail end of January and offseason - they wouldn’t be leaving the room much anyway, if she had anything to say about it.
 
   Right now he was out in the courtyard with the band, chasing the mixed drinks they’d downed at the restaurant with a few beers. Well, they had every right to celebrate their triumph. Personally she’d already had way too much to drink and the sexy stiletto heels she’d “borrowed” from her dorm roommate were making her dogs bark. Hopefully Madison wouldn’t notice they were gone. She was already on her roommate’s shit list for bailing on her bridal shower to come here instead. And okay, so in all good conscience she probably should have gone to Madison’s stuffy old shower instead, but her friend didn’t have any reason to get so pissed off about it. Wouldn’t she have done the same thing in her situation? Besides, Paisley sent the obligatory gift, a gorgeous ensemble from Victoria’s Secret that she was beginning to wish she’d kept for herself if Madison was going to act like such a whiny bitch.
 
   Rick would’ve loved her in the lacy white teddy, she mused while dropping her purse and keycard on the kitchenette counter next to an unopened case of beer. Making a beeline for the suite’s bedroom, she flopped face first on the soft bed before kicking off the offending heels. The bedspread had that familiar hotel smell, a pleasant mix of bleach and ocean air. It occurred to her that she was probably getting sand on the covers, but she was too blitzed to care much. Hey, a little sand never hurt anyone.
 
   Her eyes had only been closed for about two minutes when the mattress sagged beside her, and she opened them to see Rick sitting there.
 
   “Thought you were gonna stay out with the guys for a while,” she mumbled sleepily.
 
   “Changed my mind.” He rolled her over and leaned in to give her bottom lip a provocative bite. “Started thinking about you up here all alone in bed without me.”
 
   “I’m not alone now, am I?” She slipped a hand behind his neck and ruffled the thick caramel-colored hair that he tended to mousse into stiff constraint. “Mm…you smell different. That a new cologne?”
 
   “You don’t like it?” He moved his lips down to nibble playfully at her neck.
 
   “No, I like it. I like it a lot. Smells…expensive.” She wondered if he’d bought it just for her. The very idea put a complacent smile on her face. If she played her cards right, she could have this guy wrapped around her finger in no time.
 
   “It’s called Straight to Heaven.” He undid the top button of her pink gingham shirt and pushed the material to one side so he could access her shoulder. His light kisses there caused her to shiver, and she giggled.
 
   “Stop it, that tickles!”
 
   “Nope. No stopping now.” He nipped her gently, then licked her collarbone.
 
   “Oh.” She inhaled sharply. “That feels good.” It felt even better when he began sucking gently on the sweet spot between her neck and shoulder. His mouth was so warm, and the feel of his tongue occasionally flicking her skin gave her goose bumps. She was gonna have one hell of a hickey tomorrow.
 
   Not that she cared.
 
   “You like that?” he murmured against her neck.
 
   Did she like it? That had to be the dumbest question anyone ever asked. “Don’t stop,” she begged, her fingers clenching his spiky hair.
 
   “I wasn’t planning on it.” His low voice was enticing, seductive, and she gasped when his teeth grazed her and his lips closed around her skin to draw it tautly into his mouth. It almost hurt, but in a good way. A really good way. God, she was gonna be wearing scarves and turtlenecks for a week…maybe longer.
 
   When he finally did stop, she impatiently tried to pull his head back to her shoulder. “Where you think you’re goin’, mister?”
 
   Chuckling at her unabashed enthusiasm, he weaseled out of her grip to slide off the edge of the bed where he stood looking down at her, eyes sparkling brightly in the dimly lit room. He was hot, so incredibly hot, and he was all hers. For the weekend, anyway…and hopefully beyond that, if things worked in her favor.
 
   She expected him to start peeling off his clothes. Instead, he reached down to lift her into his arms and began walking out of the bedroom with her as if she weighed nothing.
 
   “What’re you doin’?” she giggled again. Actually she loved this frisky side of him. Being carried in his arms was fabulously romantic - she’d never realized before just how strong he was. It was a major turn-on.
 
   “I have something to show you.” He bent his knees slightly so one hand could reach the lock on the sliding glass door, then kicked it open with a foot. Although it was unseasonably warm for late January even in Florida, the sea breeze coming in off the Gulf of Mexico chilled her skin.
 
   “I’ve already seen the view from the balcony,” she informed him. Her neck still felt wet from his kisses and she tried to dry it with the collar of her shirt.
 
   But her shirt was wet, too.
 
   Looking down, she was perplexed to see a damp red stain spreading across the pink and white gingham. It looked…well, it sort of looked like…blood.
 
   “Rick…?” Her voice faltered uncertainly.
 
   “Wrong.” The unfamiliar deep voice breathing into her ear no longer belonged to Rick.
 
   And neither did the sky blue eyes that gleamed down at her.
 
   The arms let go. And the last thought that went through Paisley Coventry’s mind before her body shattered on the hard sand eighteen floors below was that she should have gone to the bridal shower instead.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “You’re not holding it the way I showed you, love. Relax your grip on the shaft. Your fingers are too tense.”
 
   The female giggles at the unintentional innuendo, and a shrill squawk originates from the cello between her knees. “First time you ever said that to me,” she teases.
 
   The male chuckles. “Little degenerate. I thought you wanted to learn. Now are you going to pay attention to the instructor or must he chastise you?”
 
   “Depends…”
 
   “Watch it, butterfly. I can use that bow against your backside if you don’t behave.”
 
   “Well, we certainly wouldn’t want that, now would we?”
 
   “Loosen up your fingers, Eva. And why do you keep moving your thumb? Hold it right here, on the frog. Don’t move it.”
 
   “Why is it called a frog anyway?”
 
   “I have no idea, nor does it matter. Are you ready to try again?”
 
   Tristan Kendall relinquished his mental hold on the absurdly domestic scene inside the chalet, opening his pale gray eyes with a wry smile. From the vantage point of their front walk, the female vampire’s formerly elusive aura was now crystal clear. Miss Eva Spencer…unauthorized new member of the most privileged and confidential syndicate in the world. She was now an immortal. And it was his responsibility to find out just who the hell had inducted her without their elder’s permission.
 
   He rapped on the door, adjusting his tie once more while waiting patiently and hoping it wasn’t the male he’d have to deal with first. There was a sound of light footsteps - ah, good - and he heard her voice calling out, “Did you order anything from town, Jules?” He didn’t catch the response.
 
   The door opened then, and before he even had a chance to open his mouth the striking redhead was chirping brightly, “Hey, you!” Almost immediately her clear green eyes registered surprise. Obviously she was expecting someone else.
 
   “Hey, yourself,” he replied blithely.
 
   “Oh…sorry. I thought you were someone else.” She grinned good-naturedly.
 
   “That’s all right. Technically, I am.” He mirrored her smile with one of his own, knowing she would have no reason for apprehension. His physical attributes were non-threatening…he had a benign, mellow appearance that put people instantly at ease. Actually he’d been told more than once that he looked like someone who belonged in the Bahamas, smoking pot and thrumming on bongos. Maybe it was the dreadlocks.
 
   “So…what can I do for you?”
 
   “You are Eva Spencer, correct?”
 
   “Yes…yes, I am.”
 
   “I realize this may seem a bit presumptuous, but do you suppose we might speak inside for a moment?”
 
   She frowned slightly, all traces of humor disappearing. “Do I know you?”
 
   “Well, we do share some of the same interests.” It was a lame attempt at a joke, but she only looked confused.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   Could she really not tell? It was easy enough to identify another vampire - their blood didn’t give off the same distinct smell that mortal blood did - but maybe she wasn’t aware of that yet. “Common interests. You know…”
 
   “No. I don’t know.”
 
   “I’ve been sent as a representative…”
 
   “No, thanks.” She made a move to close the door, apparently mistaking him for either a salesman or political candidate.
 
   Oh, for God’s sake. “Miss Spencer, I know what you are!” There, that ought to do it.
 
   It did it, all right. She backed slowly away from him, fear etched all over her face. “Julian!” she yelled over her shoulder, never taking her eyes off him.
 
   He stepped over the threshold, approaching her with hands outstretched in an effort to reassure her. “Wait…please don’t misunderstand…I haven’t come here to cause you any…”
 
   “Julian!”
 
   “What is it, darling?” Emerging from the opposite end of the house, the male caught sight of the stranger in his living room and, assessing the situation quickly, calmly positioned himself between Eva and the stranger. His expression remained placid but there was suspicion in his dark eyes. “Can we help you with something, mate?”
 
   “I apologize if I frightened you…” Tristan began, then stopped short as something occurred to him. The man - the slender blond in front of him - he had no discernable blood scent. He too was an immortal, most likely the source of young Eva’s conversion. And yet he had somehow escaped detection. “You’re one as well,” he declared, shifting his gaze nervously back and forth between the two.
 
   “One…what?” The blond’s aristocratic British inflection revealed nothing, but Tristan knew very well that he understood the implication. This would have to be handled with the utmost tact unless he wanted a fight on his hands. And he most certainly did not.
 
   “Please don’t be alarmed…I haven’t come here to cause you any trouble. This visit is purely social.”
 
   “Do you know him?” the blond asked Eva, who shook her head in denial.
 
   “I am an immortal, the same as you.” How could neither of them have noticed what was so blatantly obvious?
 
   “Holy shit,” the girl breathed softly. She looked anxiously at her protector, who seemed to be just as shaken as she was.
 
   He took advantage of the silence. “Maybe I should begin by introducing myself. My name is Tristan Kendall. I already know your names - I had to ask around Brightwood to find out your address. I hope that was all right.”
 
   The man - Julian Winter, according to the information garnered from a chatty woman in the community’s tiny post office - took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. He looked stunned. “I always thought I was the only one.”
 
   “Not at all,” Tristan assured him. “There are a number of us, a very small number to be precise, but you are most definitely not alone. We maintain our secrecy extremely well, thanks to Reid. He’s the elder of the group and the…I suppose you would say, the governing force. I’ve been sent to welcome you on his behalf.”
 
   “There are more...” Still in shock, Julian shook his head in disbelief.
 
   “Yes. There are more.”
 
   The redhead spoke up then. “How did you find out about us?”
 
   “Well, that’s an easy enough trick. You see, I’ve always had the ability to sense other vampires,” he explained. “A unique gift of mine. I can feel their energy. When you became one of us, Miss Spencer, I was aware of it right away.” He transferred his attention to the male. “You, on the other hand, were somehow able to escape me. In more than eighty years of utilizing this talent, you’re the only one I was ever unaware of. Unable to reach. And I can’t for the life of me figure out why that is.”
 
   “I’m sure I couldn’t say.” The couple exchanged glances, leaving him to wonder if they knew more than they were letting on.
 
   “Would you like to have a seat?” the girl offered. “I’d be happy to fix you some coffee.”
 
   “Thank you, I appreciate that. I’ll pass on the coffee though.” He followed them into the living room, taking a seat in a recliner next to the sofa where the couple settled closely together. The three of them sat warily eyeing one another until suddenly, as if through some simultaneous epiphany, they all began to laugh.
 
   “This is a rather awkward situation, I realize,” Tristan acknowledged.
 
   “It is…unexpected, I admit,” Julian agreed. “You say you can sense other vampires?”
 
   “That’s right. I can visualize their surroundings. It was a little difficult to track you down, Miss Spencer, because you kept changing location. When I first became aware of you, you were way off in Nethy Bridge, Scotland.”
 
   “We did recently return from there.”
 
   Tristan noticed the ring on her left hand. “Forgive the intrusive question, but may I ask if you two are engaged to be married?”
 
   “Yes, we are.”
 
   “I’m assuming then, Mr. Winter, that you’re the one responsible for her alteration?”
 
   “I am,” he confirmed.
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   “Why do you seem surprised?” Eva asked.
 
   “Oh, it’s not surprising exactly…it’s just that few of us tend to choose that way of life. There’s actually only one other married couple in our circle.” He laughed ruefully. “Now that I think about it, it’s probably because the majority of our members are male. Most of us prefer unlimited freedom. No offense intended, of course. I congratulate you on your upcoming nuptials.”
 
   “Thank you.” She smiled politely.
 
   “I’m curious about something. If I managed to escape your talent, then how were you able to tell that I was also a vampire?” Julian wanted to know.
 
   “I couldn’t smell your blood. Haven’t you noticed that my blood has no scent to you?”
 
   “It hadn’t occurred to me, no, but now that you mention it…”
 
   “You had me worried there, for a minute. I was afraid you might become hostile. Our males tend to be…combative. I’m merely a representative for the group - I personally have no taste for violence. You might call me the black sheep.” There were other things he’d been called, but none he cared to repeat. If it weren’t for Reid’s protection, he might have been decapitated years ago. He held no false illusion that he was safeguarded out of loyalty or friendship. Rather, it was his rare psychic ability that was coveted.
 
   “You have nothing to fear from me. You did say you were sent here to welcome us? Please explain.”
 
   “Well, as I said before, we’re a small and exclusive group. There are very few left of our kind. To be perfectly honest, it’s preferable that way. The consequences of our discovery would be disastrous. For that reason, we’re forbidden to bring newcomers into the circle without express prior permission from Reid. Obviously, though, you wouldn’t have had any way of knowing that.”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t…just exactly how many are there?”
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to divulge that information. Any detailed questions you have - and I’m sure you probably have plenty - will have to be addressed by Reid. It’s for everyone’s protection. Even immortals need structure. Otherwise there would be anarchy.” He hesitated. “May I ask you something, Mr. Winter?”
 
   “Please, call me Julian. Yes, go ahead.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-three.”
 
   “I can see I phrased that wrong. What I meant to say was, how long have you been among the privileged few?”
 
   “Privileged few. What a distinguished way of defining it.” Julian chuckled. “But to answer your question, I lost my mortal life thirty years ago.”
 
   “I see.” Tristan was immensely relieved to hear that he wasn’t very old. At least Reid’s spot as alpha wouldn’t be threatened. Maybe conflict could be avoided with these two, after all. “And the one who created you?”
 
   “He is no longer among us,” was the ambiguous response.
 
   “I see,” Tristan repeated. “Well, I’ll ask you no more on the subject. Whatever happened between the two of you is your own business.”
 
   “I appreciate that.”
 
   “I should probably get to the point of my visit. Mr. Reid has requested an audience with the two of you - all expenses paid, of course. He owns a vacation resort in north Florida and it would please him if you could find the time to spend a few days there as his guests. I used to live in the area myself - the beaches are spectacular. He’s suggested sometime around the first of March, if that would be convenient for you. You don’t want to go much later than that. Once spring break starts, the traffic’s a nightmare.”
 
   The couple looked at each other skeptically.
 
   “If for some reason you’re unable to make the trip, Asher…ah, Mr. Reid can make arrangements to meet you here,” he hastily added. “If that’s preferable to you.”
 
   “I don’t see why we couldn’t make the trip to Florida.” Julian turned to Eva. “What do you say, darling? Are you up for it?”
 
   “Sure, sounds like fun. We’ll be back from visiting my mom way before then.”
 
   Tristan’s head snapped in Eva’s direction. “Your mother? Miss Spencer, may I know if she has been made aware of your…condition?” Please tell me you weren’t that careless…
 
   “Well, no. She doesn’t know.”
 
   “I assume you had no intention of telling her.” He stated it more as a directive.
 
   “We did not,” Julian quickly confirmed.
 
   Satisfied, Tristan nodded. “Good. Between you and me, that would be an extraordinarily bad move. One of the foremost covenants is that we maintain complete secrecy, with no exceptions. I don’t mean to sound in any way overbearing, but as I said before, there must be laws. And unfortunately this one has always been non-negotiable.”
 
   “Understood. So…first of March, then?”
 
   “Why don’t you give me your email address before I leave so Reid can send you the travel details?”
 
   “Certainly. Would you care to stay for dinner, Mr. Kendall?”
 
   “I appreciate the invitation, but I really should return to Portland. My flight leaves first thing in the morning.” To be honest, he wanted to call Asher as soon as possible. To put his mind at ease, reassure him that there was no reason to go off the deep end here. Before he got it in his stubborn head that extermination was necessary.
 
   “Where do you live?” Eva inquired.
 
   “San Francisco. I own a four-star restaurant there,” he told her with pride.
 
   “Really? What sort?”
 
   “California cuisine mostly, with a Mediterranean influence.”
 
   “I don’t suppose fresh blood is on the menu,” she joked.
 
   He laughed. “No, I’m afraid I’d be hard put to find any customers who share our singular tastes.” Reaching into the back pocket of his slacks, he retrieved his wallet and handed her a business card from inside. “If you’re ever in the area, stop by.” Sweet little thing, she was. He could easily see why her originator was smitten with her.
 
   And her with him.
 
   “Thank you.” Her bright eyes scanned the card. “Palamara Mediterranean Grill. Sounds divine.”
 
   “My email and phone number,” Julian interjected, handing him a card of his own.
 
   “Excellent. Well, I’m sure I’ve taken up enough of your time.” He stood. This was his cue to leave. “I should get back to the hotel. It was a pleasure making your acquaintance - both of you. I wasn’t quite sure what to expect, but you’ve put my mind at ease. I was initially a little concerned that we might have some rogue vampire running amok. The last thing our kind needs is notoriety.”
 
   “Trust me, we’re all in complete agreement on that issue,” Julian concurred.
 
   “I apologize again if I frightened you, Miss Spencer.”
 
   “Forget it. I guess there really is no easy way to bring up something like that, is there?”
 
   “If there is, I have yet to learn it. You can expect to hear from Mr. Reid in the near future. Again, it was a pleasure meeting you both.”
 
   “Likewise. Feel free to drop in, anytime.”
 
   Tristan nodded at the male, then turned to Eva. “Best wishes, Miss Spencer. You’ll make an absolutely ravishing bride.”
 
   “Have a safe trip back.” She smiled once more.
 
   An odd thing to say to an immortal, but he appreciated her concern nonetheless. What an unexpected breath of fresh air, to be able to receive new members who were so cultured and civilized. It was a shame they couldn’t all be this nonthreatening.
 
   Once inside the rental car he phoned Asher, who answered almost immediately.
 
   “So how’d it go?” He was munching tactlessly on something crunchy. Pistachios, more than likely - he loved them. The noise was irritatingly loud in Tristan’s ear and he held the phone several inches away from his head.
 
   “Actually it went very well. Nice couple. They both seem to have their heads on straight.”
 
   “For now. Who was the male with her?”
 
   “He was the source.”
 
   “That’s what I thought. Did you figure out why you weren’t able to sense him?”
 
   Reluctantly, he confessed, “No. I’m afraid I have no explanation for that.”
 
   “Mm. I don’t like it.” Crunch, crunch, crunch. “And his own conversion - what’s the story behind that?”
 
   “Thirsty years converted, so he’s fairly young. Says his originator is no longer among us. So no worries there.”
 
   “Good. But I still don’t like the fact that he’s untraceable.”
 
   “Honestly, Ash, I don’t think it’s going to be a problem. The two of them are engaged to be married. As long as I can keep tabs on her, we’ll know right where he is.”
 
   There was a long silence. Then, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
 
   “They agreed to meet with you around the first of March. I’ll email you his personal information.”
 
   “Okay.” Crunch, crunch.
 
   “That is the date you requested, isn’t it?”
 
   “Mm-hm. As long as you don’t foresee any issues in the meantime.”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “I’m putting my trust in your judgment here, Kendall. There better not be any problems with them between now and then or it’s your ass. You got that?”
 
   Kendall. Asher tended to rely on last name usage most of the time, reserving first names mainly for those occasions when either he wanted something or happened to be in a particularly good mood.
 
   “I got it.”
 
   “So what’s she like?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The girl. What does she look like?”
 
   “She’s a redhead.” Knowing Reid’s taste in women gravitated towards brunettes, Tristan chose to point out this fact exclusively in a deliberate effort to draw his interest away from Miss Spencer. Her fiancé did not strike him as the type who would tolerate another vampire encroaching on his domain, mild temperament or not. Vampires were notoriously territorial. And even though Ash was adept at keeping everyone else in line, at times his own personal antics bordered on audacious.
 
   Sometimes, downright stupid.
 
   The tactic seemed to work for the time being. Ash only grunted indifferently.
 
   “Was there anything else?”
 
   “Nah, I guess not. You headed back to Frisco now?”
 
   “First thing in the morning.”
 
   “All right. Thanks for the update.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Take it easy.”
 
   “Don’t I always?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   A couple of lovebird fangers jonesing to get married.
 
   Ash rolled his eyes at the very thought. An immortal aspiring to keep one permanent mate - the idea was beyond sickening. Did these novices have any inkling of how long eternity could be? Hard to believe they actually thought they could be content to live the sort of bland existence humans were so inexplicably fond of. The three miserable months he’d been forced to spend with his own originator were enough to prove to him that any sort of relationship outside sex was about as desirable as chilled bison blood.
 
   Not that Cecilia hadn’t taught him a thing or two along the way. Knowledge that proved itself very useful at times. For instance, the plant extract that could be used to sedate one of their kind, incapacitating to the point of rendering completely helpless. And…other things. Things he chose not to share with anyone, even Tristan. These secrets served him well.
 
   Cecilia…not so much. It had been a distinct pleasure to end that clingy vamp’s existence.
 
   He changed course on the boardwalk and headed in the direction of Vestal Sands, catching sight of a woman in a gray suit emerging from the small office building sequestered from the resort. Instead of crossing the street to the parking garage, she appeared to be headed for the Jade Palms next door. Sales rep or realtor, probably. Bor-ing. Things were so dull around here lately - spring couldn’t get here soon enough. Nothing interesting had happened since he’d tossed that twit off the balcony two weeks ago. Even games such as that were losing their appeal. Humans were all beginning to look alike to him. They were just so…predictable.
 
   Yawning, he checked the text messages on his iPhone. Boring, boring, all of it boring. The brilliant sun cast a glare on the screen, and as he took a couple of steps backward a sudden impact against his left shoulder caught him off guard, causing him to almost drop the phone. He scowled at the young woman who’d run right smack into him - the very one he’d just seen coming out of the general manager’s office.
 
   “Walk much?” she snapped, lowering her sunglasses long enough to glare at him with amber eyes. Her chocolate-brown hair was pulled back from her face, knotted in the back as if it were her intent to imitate some stodgy librarian. To add to the uptight image, she carried a briefcase and was dressed in a business suit and pumps, attire that was conspicuously out of place for this particular area. It was a wonder she didn’t get one of her heels caught in between the wooden slats. Would serve the klutz right.
 
   “You ran into me,” he pointed out, but she’d already continued briskly on her way, heels clomping on the wood. His eyes wandered to the vision of her backside wiggling back and forth in that tight pencil skirt. Nice.
 
   “Fuck you,” she replied without even bothering to look back.
 
   Good Lord…what the hell had crawled up her ass? “Hey!” he called to her. No way was he letting this one slide. “Hey!”
 
   Her only response was a middle finger.
 
   His first impulse was to follow Miss High and Mighty and fix that smart mouth of hers for her, right then and there. She had no idea who she was messing with.
 
   Though he had to reluctantly admit…he was intrigued by her moxie. And damn, but there was something sizzling hot about this gorgeous woman trying to hide her sexuality underneath bland business attire. He had a feeling there was a hellcat crouching inside that dull gray suit. Besides, there were definitely more creative ways of handling women like her.
 
   It was time to break the monotony. With one last curious glance at her retreating form, he headed for the office to find out just what business that bitchy brunette had with his general manager.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Stuart Sedgwick glanced up from the computer screen and plastered a diplomatic smile on his face at the sight of his temperamental employer. Not that Asher Reid was by any means a difficult man to work for, but his moods could be as unpredictable as the weather. Sunny one day, stormy the next, sunny generally being the norm but unfortunately there was no website to consult for an accurate forecast.
 
   “’Sup, Studebaker! How they hangin’?”
 
   Ah, nice. The forecast today called for clear skies.
 
   “It’s all good. What are you up to today?”
 
   “Not much. I noticed the indoor pool looks a hundred percent better today.”
 
   “Yes sir, I think that new pool cleaning service is going to be a vast improvement over the last one. They seem much more reliable.”
 
   “Cool beans.” Ash casually perched on the edge of the desk, lifting a small glass bowl to inspect the hermit crab inside. “Who was that woman I saw leaving here just now? The brunette with the briefcase.”
 
   “Just someone looking for a job.”
 
   “Was she now.” The faintest trace of a smile played about his lips as he tapped his fingers on the glass, provoking the crab. “What kind of employment was she looking for? I’m assuming it wasn’t something in housekeeping.”
 
   “Network administrator or something along those lines.”
 
   “Hm. Did she leave a resumé?”
 
   “She did.”
 
   “And may I see it?” The small crab’s home was returned to its place on the desk beside a conch shell and a figurine of Xena the Warrior Princess.
 
   Stuart pulled open a file cabinet drawer and fumbled through a folder until he located it. Closing the drawer, he handed the resumé to Reid who studied it with mild interest.
 
   “Samara Porter. Twenty-seven years old, associate degree in NSA, six years experience with the same company, recently laid off due to closures…the address she has listed on here is in Birmingham. She doesn’t live around here?”
 
   “No sir, but she said she was willing to relocate to Panama City. Wanted to leave Alabama. Bad breakup, psycho ex-boyfriend, one of those kinda deals.” Stuart raised an eyebrow, certain that Reid would want no part of someone else’s drama. Although admittedly the woman had been frustratingly vague about the details.
 
   “That explains a lot,” he muttered, eyes still absorbing the neatly printed lines.
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Hm? Oh…nothin’. Hey, is Logan still talking about wanting to cut his hours to part time?”
 
   “He has mentioned it again recently. Said he wants to spend more time helping his wife with her furniture business.”
 
   “Huh. You know, I’ve been thinking that it might benefit us to have an IT person onsite 24/7. It takes Logan half an hour to drive here during his off hours every time someone’s computer has a damn hiccup, and even longer to get a qualified PC tech to come out.”
 
   “Well, yes sir. I guess if he does go to part time we’d need to hire someone anyway.”
 
   “Precisely.” Reid hopped up off the desk. “How about giving Miss Porter a call tomorrow or day after…but not before then. I’m busy tomorrow and I want to be here for her interview. Get her in at her earliest convenience. Let me know once you’ve got it set up, please. I’d like to discuss the details with you beforehand.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “You da man.” Grinning, Ash slipped his sunglasses on and saluted before breezing gaily out the door. He was in an awfully chipper mood today. Which, judging by Stu’s observations of past experiences, meant that some poor soul was about to get royally screwed over.
 
   Adjusting his glasses, Stuart picked up the resumé and took a good look at it. He’d been suggesting to Reid for over a month that Logan could use some help, especially since he was requesting less hours. The property management software was fully supported by the company they’d purchased it from, but there were still plenty of technical problems that had to be resolved on a day-to-day basis. And peak season was fast approaching.
 
   Odd that Reid would suddenly decide to listen to his advice now.
 
   He thought of the pretty brunette whose warm smile had caused him to stutter like an adolescent kid. And he thought of the calculating look in Reid’s eyes when he’d asked about her.
 
   He shook his head. Samara Porter, whoever she was, most certainly had his deepest sympathies.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “How did my life become such a train wreck?”
 
   Samara Porter collapsed on the couch, soft brunette waves falling over her face to hide a dismal expression. The past two weeks had leveled her sense of stability like a tornado, an unanticipated disaster materializing only long enough to wipe out all she knew. There was nothing left behind but an undeniable mess, and it all went down over the course of three days. That was all the time it took. Three days. Three days to lose not only her darling grandmother but her job, her fiancé and lately, it seemed, her worth.
 
   It was unbelievable. Unbelievable that he could have done this to her at all, let alone at the worst possible time. When she was already feeling hopelessly inadequate and terminally flawed. While she was selecting a headstone and grieving for someone she loved, simultaneously reeling from the unexpected loss of the job she’d always assumed was secure, Prince Charming was busy banging one of the ugly stepsisters.
 
   Metaphorically speaking, of course. According to him, she was just some random girl. An easy lay. Was that supposed to make her feel better somehow? To know that she’d been betrayed for someone who didn’t even matter to him?
 
   And her engagement ring was now floating somewhere in the sewer system below her apartment complex. Now, just like him, it was full of shit.
 
   “Oh, stop feeling sorry for yourself, Samibear.” Kelly Sheldon, loyal best friend and the world’s most slovenly roommate, balanced on the edge of the thrift-shop couch and smacked her on the bottom. “Would you rather he’d shown his true colors after you were married? He did you a favor.”
 
   “Some favor. Anyway, it’s not even just him I’m talking about. It’s everything.”
 
   “I take it the job search didn’t go well yesterday.”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “It’s karma. That’s what you get for going to the beach and not taking me with you.”
 
   Sami sent a muffled laugh into the worn fabric, then turned her head to the side and gazed forlornly at her friend. “I didn’t have time to play, doofus. I was only there for two days.”
 
   “You still could’ve taken me with you, tramp. I can’t believe you drove all that way just for one night. We’d have found something to get into.”
 
   “I can hardly afford beachfront hotels right now, offseason or not. I’m unemployed, remember?”
 
   Kelly fluttered an impatient hand. “I could’ve covered it.”
 
   “I wasn’t there to party, Kel.”
 
   “You should’ve gone there to party. It would take your mind off all the crap that’s been going on around here.”
 
   “It would have to be some party!” She reluctantly pulled herself upright. “You wanna know something funny?”
 
   “Sure, I could use a laugh.”
 
   “Before…all this happened. Before it happened, I was already having doubts. You know? About getting married.”
 
   “So? That’s normal.”
 
   “No, I mean serious doubts. Like…when I really thought about it, I had trouble picturing spending the rest of my life with him. I sometimes caught myself wishing he’d never proposed to me in the first place. Or wishing I hadn’t said yes.” She pushed her hair back with both hands, holding them fixed on either side of her head while staring thoughtfully at a crack in the hardwood floor. “It’s not like I’m completely devastated that the engagement’s off. I can get over that. It’s more…the way it happened. I mean, when he proposed to me, he said I was the love of his life. The only woman he would ever want. So I ask you - what happened? What did I do to make him risk everything for nothing? What’s wrong with me?”
 
   Kelly’s eyes softened sympathetically. “It wasn’t you, Sam. It had nothing to do with you. Men are selfish, insensitive tools. Don’t you know that by now?”
 
   “You’d think I would, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “We’ve all been there. You know that saying, somethin’ about having to kiss a lot of frogs before meeting a prince or some crap like that? Well, you just gotta pucker up and keep kissing.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not gonna be doing any kissing for a long time. I can promise you that.”
 
   “Hey now - don’t make any rash decisions here.”
 
   “I just…I feel so…” She shook her head and her voice lowered to a tremulous whisper. “I feel like a defective item that’s been shoved to the back of the shelf because nobody wants it. He did that to me. And I hate him for it.”
 
   Kelly threw an arm around her. “Me too. Let’s go kill him.”
 
   Sami laughed and wiped her eyes with the back of one hand. “Not a bad idea. You know what, I have a better one. How about we go catch a movie tonight? Get the hell out of here for a while.”
 
   “Now you’re talking.” Hearing her roommate’s familiar ringtone, Kelly frowned. “Speak of the devil, that’s probably him again. I wonder what number he’s calling to harass you from this time. He better learn to take a hint or I swear I’ll have your brother bust a cap in his ass.”
 
   Snatching the cell phone out of Sami’s hands, she snapped into it, “So help me God, if you call one more time…oh. Oh, sorry. Um…no, this is her roommate. Hang on just a sec and I’ll get her for you.” She handed the phone back. “My bad. It’s not him.”
 
   “Who is it?” Sami wanted to know.
 
   “I dunno. Someone named Stuart from Vestal Sands.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Asher paused by the glass door before entering the office, appraising the woman with a keen eye. Once again professionally dressed, she was focused attentively on whatever it was that Stuart was saying, smiling politely and responding every once in a while in that oh-so-animated manner that humans and vampires alike reserved for situations which called for the ability to make a good impression. All of it was contrived and everyone knew it but nobody ever admitted it. When you got right down to it, what could those poor saps do anyway? Look their interviewer in the eye and admit they were bored out of their skull, that they’d rather be fishing than listening to this drivel? Hardly.
 
   Although if anyone had ever had the brass to do that, he’d be willing to bet this chick was the one.
 
   He pushed the door open, trying to conceal a smile as he thought to himself, this should be interesting.
 
   “…won’t be reporting directly to him, though,” Stuart was saying. “You’ll be…oh, here he is now. Mr. Reid, this is Samara Porter. I’ve just hired her on as our new IT administrator. Samara, Asher Reid.”
 
   She turned to face him then, the gracious smile freezing on her pretty face as she recognized him and he caught the oh-shit expression in her golden eyes. It was priceless, more delicious than an aristocrat’s blue blood.
 
   Recovering quickly, she only said, “Very nice to meet you.” To her credit, she was doing one hell of a job keeping her composure.
 
   He took her hand and shook it, allowing a sly smile. “Miss Porter. Haven’t we already met someplace before?”
 
   “No, I don’t believe so.” Her tone was polite if slightly cool. She wasn’t amused by his game.
 
   “So she’s accepted our offer then?” He directed this question to Stuart.
 
   “Yes, she has. She’ll move in over the weekend and be on call starting Monday.”
 
   “Did you show her around yet?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   His eyes returned to her. “And the one-bedroom ground floor unit…will it be adequate for your needs? It was my understanding that you have no children, is that correct?”
 
   “It’s just fine, thank you. I’ll be living alone. No children.”
 
   “Excellent. Well, if you need any help moving in just let Mr. Sedgwick here know. We can arrange for whatever you need. I’m late for a golf tournament, but it was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Porter. We’re glad to have you with us.” He kept his conduct aloof, professional. There was time enough to put this bitch in her place later. No need to scare her off already.
 
   “Thank you.” Her smile seemed genuine.
 
   However, it wasn’t. To the unpracticed eye, Miss Porter appeared perfectly calm and collected, the epitome of polished efficiency and competence. But there was an underlying uncertainty there. Oh, she was adept at hiding it, but it was there nonetheless. He was going to have some fun with this one, he could feel it. She was stubborn, a fighter. The idea sent a surge of anticipatory adrenaline through his body.
 
   She thought she’d had the last word when she’d insulted a stranger on the boardwalk.
 
   But nobody defied Asher Reid and escaped unscathed.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Sami dropped another armful of clothes in the dresser drawer and looked around the airy bedroom for the hundredth time with a giddy grin. She still couldn’t believe her luck had changed so fast and so freely. An incredible new job, awesome pay and benefits, and free accommodations to boot. In a beachfront condo, for crissakes! No matter how many times she pinched herself, she still couldn’t believe this wasn’t all a dream.
 
   She thought she’d blown it when Mr. Reid turned out to be, of all people, a man she’d cursed in a fit of I-Hate-The-World-And-Everyone-In-It bitchiness. What a time for her to lose her temper! And he’d recognized her right away. That much was obvious. What completely floored her was the fact that he’d chosen not to bring it up and allowed her to be hired on anyhow. Apparently the man wasn’t easily offended - fortunately for her.
 
   So should she apologize? Or just pretend the incident never happened?
 
   Well, if he wasn’t going to bring it up then neither was she. Least said, soonest mended, that’s what her grandmother used to say.
 
   Her cell phone, set to vibrate, buzzed in her pocket and after confirming Kelly’s number she answered. “Hey, skank!”
 
   “Hey, tramp! You getting moved into paradise okay?”
 
   “Holy cow, Kelly, I cannot get over this place! It’s un-freaking-believable! There are two pools here plus a gym and I can use them anytime I want…”
 
   “Rub it in.”
 
   “And you oughta see my room! The ocean’s practically at my back door - you have got to come visit me, and soon.”
 
   “Oh, I plan to. You owe me. You get a luxury condo and a highfalutin job on the beach, and I get Marcie goody-goody Derkins for a roommate.”
 
   Sami grimaced. “Is she that bad?”
 
   “Well…she’s not you. But I guess I can deal with her as long as she pays her half of the rent on time. Ugh, I just hate the way she always washes the dishes like, right after she eats. It’s so OCD.”
 
   “You do realize that’s normal behavior, right? Not everybody piles their dishes in the sink and lets them sit there until they look like chia pets.”
 
   “Yeah, I gotta get a dishwasher. Preferably a Brazilian bodybuilder named Fernando...”
 
   “Fernando?”
 
   “Well, I’m flexible on the name. If you find anyone who meets the description send him my way, okay?”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “You are so lucky. Hey, you haven’t heard from you-know-who, have you?”
 
   “Nope. And I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell him where I am.”
 
   “You know me better than that. Okay, so I have to go, I’m meeting Mom for lunch and she just walked in. Talk to you later.”
 
   “Tell your mom hi for me.”
 
   “Okey dokey. Bye.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   “Getting settled okay?” The deep masculine voice caused her to jump nearly out of her skin.
 
   Mr. Reid stood casually in her bedroom doorway, but how and when he’d gotten there she hadn’t a clue.
 
   “How did you get in here?”
 
   “Through the door.” He grinned insolently. “I knocked but nobody answered.”
 
   “I didn’t hear anyone knock.”
 
   “I figured.”
 
   “Well. Um…in response to your question, I’m getting settled just fine. Thanks.” Something about the man grated on her nerves. He was too self-confident, too cocky. He was also the perfect specimen of the male ideal, tall and muscular with dark hair and shockingly bright blue eyes. Probably thought he was God’s gift to the female population.
 
   “You’re quite welcome.” He continued to stand in the doorway, not moving. What the hell did he want?
 
   “Was there something you needed?”
 
   “Me? No, I don’t need anything.” He leaned against the door frame. “I do have a question for you though, Miss Porter.”
 
   “Oh. Okay, sure.”
 
   “Do you remember what you said to me the other day on the boardwalk?”
 
   Oh, balls. He wasn’t going to let this go after all. Time for some serious damage control if she wanted to salvage her first impression. “Look…I was in a really bad mood that day. So if it’s an apology you’re after, you’ve got it. I’m sorry. I was extremely rude and I apologize. All right?”
 
   “You didn’t answer my question. Do you remember?” His electric eyes pierced through her.
 
   She might have known this was too good to be true. He was going to fire her before she even had a chance to fill out a W-2 form. “Yeah…I remember.”
 
   “Tell me what you said.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I want to see if you really remember. What was it you said, Miss Porter? Refresh my memory.”
 
   With a sigh, she relented. “I said, ‘Fuck you’.”
 
   “That’s right, you did. So is that still what you want?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “For me to fuck you.”
 
   Jesus, Mary and Joseph…did she just hear what she thought she heard? “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “You should beg my pardon. You’ll be begging for a lot more than that.”
 
   This wasn’t going well. Not well at all… “I said I was sorry, Mr. Reid. I don’t know what else you want me to say. Do you want me to leave? Is that it?”
 
   “No, I don’t want you to leave. You signed a contract. You’re not going anywhere. I just wondered why you would say something like that to me. I have to assume it was an invitation. Is that what it was?”
 
   Arrogant son of a bitch! “You know, there’s a name for what you’re doing. Perhaps you’ve heard of it? It’s called sexual harassment in the workplace.”
 
   “Are you working right now?”
 
   “Well, no, but…”
 
   “Then chill out. I’m not harassing you. Can’t you tell when someone’s joking?”
 
   “I don’t find any of this funny. I’m here in a professional capacity, Mr. Reid. You better get that through your head right now.”
 
   “Lighten up, Miss Porter.”
 
   Why did he say her name so sarcastically, as if the mere use of it was some sort of veiled insult? “If you aren’t here to terminate me, then I’d appreciate it if you’d leave now. I have unpacking to do.”
 
   “Terminate you? On what grounds would I fire you? You haven’t even started yet. I could hardly judge your work performance without observing it first.”
 
   Was he trying to confuse her, or did he really have a sense of humor so jacked up that he actually thought he was being funny? “I have no idea what to say to you right now.”
 
   “Tell me what you’re called.”
 
   “What I’m called?”
 
   “Yes. Does everyone call you Samara?”
 
   “Sami, mostly.”
 
   “Alrighty, Sami, you can call me Ash.”
 
   “Fine. You can go now…Ash.”
 
   “Why do you want me to go?”
 
   “Because you’re making me uncomfortable!”
 
   “In what way?”
 
   “Do you want me to make you a list? Look, if  you aren’t here for any work related purpose, then kindly leave!”
 
   “I never mix work with pleasure, Sami.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Here’s my card. Call me if you need anything. Work related, of course.” There was that sarcasm again. She accepted his card grudgingly.
 
   “I’ll do that.” He wasn’t the only one who could be sarcastic.
 
   “I really was just teasing, you know.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I’m in 1608, so if you can’t reach me on the phone and need to…”
 
   “Wait. Hold on. You stay here?” Oh no. Please, no.
 
   “I have a suite on the sixteenth floor.”
 
   “But I thought you owned this place.”
 
   “Along with some other investors, yes, I do.”
 
   “And you choose to live here? Among a bunch of tourists?”
 
   “I happen to like it here.” He grinned loftily. “What can I say - I’m a people person.”
 
   She was beginning to get the feeling that she’d sold her soul to the devil by accepting this position. “Great.”
 
   “So I’ll see you Monday. If not before then.”
 
   Okay, fine. Since she had little other choice she’d give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he was a cutup with a twisted sense of humor and not some pervert who was trying to abuse his position. Hopefully that was the case. “See you then.”
 
   “I look forward to it.”
 
   Sure, maybe he did.
 
   But she sure as hell didn’t.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Samara was at the front desk familiarizing herself with the property management system software when the very person she’d been hoping to avoid sauntered up. Dressed in cargo shorts and a golf shirt, he looked like the king of the country club set.
 
   “Good morning, everyone.”
 
   Morning…right. Did he not realize it was well past noon? Of course nobody at the front desk bothered to correct him, choosing only to reciprocate with an overly enthusiastic round of greetings. The sugary sweetness from the female check-in clerks was enough to make her want to hurl. Apparently brownnosing ran rampant through Vestal Sands.
 
   He’s your superior. Play nice.
 
   “Hey, Ash,” she mumbled, barely looking up from the computer screen. That was the most he was getting out of her.
 
   He paused to lower his sunglasses - why was he wearing sunglasses indoors anyway, as some kind of see-how-cool-I-am fashion statement? - and shot her a patronizing look. “Miss Porter. As an employee here I believe it would be more appropriate if you would refer to me from now on as Mr. Reid.” His condescending tone held none of the previous humor.
 
   Sami felt her cheeks burn while Stuart, Logan and the two front desk clerks watched the exchange with rapt fascination. She wanted desperately to slug that patronizing bastard right in his smug face. What kind of an asshole would go out of his way to attempt to humiliate a new employee on her very first day on the job?
 
   As usual, her mouth preceded her brain and there was no stopping it. “Of course, Mr. Reid. I do apologize, Mr. Reid. Have a nice fucking day, Mr. Reid.”
 
   Her audience stood frozen in silent shock. Apparently you didn’t smart off to Mr. Reid.
 
   And then, to her complete surprise, his lips twitched and suddenly he seemed to be trying very hard to hold back a smile. “Why, thank you. You have a nice day too, Sami.”
 
   Logan’s mouth dropped open comically and they all watched as Mr. Too-Big-For-His-Britches strolled leisurely out the front entrance.
 
   “What just happened?” one of the clerks muttered to the other.
 
   “I have no idea,” her coworker replied.
 
   Stuart burst out laughing then, so hard that he doubled over coughing and one of the clerks whacked him on his back. “Oh…that was priceless,” he chortled, removing his glasses to wipe his eyes. “I owe you lunch for that one, Sami. Damn, that was beautiful.”
 
   “Are you kidding? If anyone else had pulled that, they’d be escorted out of the building faster than you can say I need directions to the unemployment office.” Logan shook his head in bewilderment. “You better watch your back, girl.”
 
   Discouraged, Sami folded both arms on the counter and dropped her head into them. “Tell me something, Stu. Did I screw up by taking this job?”
 
   He was quick to reassure her. “Oh no, not at all! Don’t listen to Logan. Reid’s fair enough as long as you do your job and never question anything he tells you to do. If I had to give you one piece of advice when dealing with him, it would be that. He doesn’t like to be challenged.”
 
   “He doesn’t, huh.”
 
   “I guess with all his money and influence he’s used to getting his way.”
 
   “Great.” This was never going to work out, not in a million years. Her smart mouth would have her sacked in no time. There was just something about the man that brought out the worst in her. She was gasoline and he was the match that sparked her.
 
   “If it’s any consolation, you probably won’t be seeing that much of him. He comes and goes a lot,” Logan offered helpfully.
 
   “It wouldn’t bother me if he wanted to hang around more,” one of the women at the desk announced. “You have to admit, he’s mighty easy on the eyes.”
 
   “I get the distinct impression he knows it, too,” Sami remarked, though it went without saying. It was clear that the man was so full of himself he was overflowing. God help any woman who got herself mixed up with the likes of him.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Abby Spencer took a sip of her iced tea while keeping an analytical eye on the restaurant’s entrance for the appearance of Eva’s fiancé.
 
   Fiancé…God, how off-the-wall that word sounded, especially when used in conjunction with her own daughter’s name. Everything was happening so fast. Just last night she’d breezed back into Fremont from her sabbatical in Scotland to announce that not only was she getting married, but she planned on moving to some remote village near Mount Hood, Oregon. Abby had Googled the place out of curiosity. A population of less than a thousand - holy smokes. No mall, no fast food joints, no movie theater…
 
   Did the girl have any idea what she was getting herself into?
 
   Mr. Wonderful was staying in a hotel while Eva and Abby had some time together, so she at least had to award him points for tact. Of course, if he was anything like his father he’d be quite the charmer indeed. To think, all the years they’d lived next door to Julian Winter he’d never once mentioned having a son. Funny. She’d never have pictured that elegant man as a deadbeat dad. Well, his offspring better not have inherited those tendencies or he’d have her to contend with. She might be a pushover when it came to everything else, but let someone hurt her daughter and there’d be hell to pay.
 
   “Is that him?” She eyed a short, stocky man with glasses and thinning hair who entered the restaurant solo.
 
   Eva didn’t even look up. “When you see him, you won’t have to ask. Trust me. The resemblance is uncanny.”
 
   “Well, he must be a looker then. From what I remember of his father, he was something else.”
 
   “Oh, he’s something else all right.” Fidgety, Eva tapped a tune on her water glass with her nails, then paused to wipe the condensation from her fingers with the linen napkin unfolded across her lap. “Don’t forget, you promised you’d be nice.”
 
   “When am I not nice?” Honestly, what did she think she was going to do? Shine a penlight in the poor man’s eyes and interrogate him? Ask to see his financial and medical records? She had no reason to resent him for wanting to marry her daughter. If anything, it only showed that the guy had superior taste.
 
   “Would you like to order an appetizer while you’re waiting?” The waitress, a perky girl who couldn’t have been more than eighteen, stood poised with her pen and pad in hand. There were pink streaks in her frizzy hair and her nose was pierced on one side. Abby couldn’t help but wonder how she managed to blow her nose without injuring herself. Kids these days…they picked some bizarre ways to express themselves.
 
   “Did you want an appetizer?” Abby asked Eva, glancing across the table at her. She didn’t respond, didn’t even hear the question. Her attention was focused instead on someone across the room, and the way those green eyes lit up indicated that the rest of the world no longer existed for her.
 
   Mr. Wonderful had arrived, apparently.
 
   “No thanks hon, we’ll wait for the rest of our party.” Abby turned her head in the direction of the entrance, and the first thought that ran through her mind when she caught sight of the blond approaching their table was holy hunk on toast!
 
   No wonder Eva was infatuated.
 
   “Ms. Spencer? Julian Winter. It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”
 
   Not only was the young man a remarkably identical replica of his father, he sounded like him too, down to the mild English accent and articulate pronunciation. He had a voice designed for movie narration. And a face designed for magazine covers. “Nice to meet you, too. My goodness, you do look just like your father.”
 
   “That is the only similarity, I can assure you.” He slipped into the booth beside Eva and smiled warmly at her. “Hello, darling.”
 
   With his accent it came out sounding like dahling. Abby watched the way the couple interacted with interest. There was no mistaking that these were two people who were very much in love. The way they were looking at each other bordered on salacious. Was this the way she looked at Grant? She’d better watch that. The entire medical staff would know she had the hots for him if she wasn’t careful.
 
   “Have you ladies been waiting long? I’m not late, am I?”
 
   “No, we got here a little early,” Eva assured him.
 
   The waitress sidled back over to take their orders, and once that was taken care of Julian addressed Abby before she had the chance to confront him.
 
   “I expect this all must seem a bit precipitous to you, Ms. Spencer…”
 
   “Abby.”
 
   “Abby. I hope I can ease your concerns by assuring you that your daughter will not only be protected and well provided for, but she will be loved and cherished every waking day of her life.”
 
   Abby wondered with amusement if he’d rehearsed that charming little speech beforehand. “Well, I hope so. Because I expect nothing less.”
 
   Eva rolled her eyes. “Mom…”
 
   “On my honor, she will receive nothing less than my constant devotion.”
 
   Was he always this formal? “Relax, hon. No need to be uptight. I promise I’m not going to bite you.”
 
   The couple exchanged clandestine smiles as if they found her off-the-cuff remark humorous. Maybe she’d inadvertently used some new idiom she wasn’t up to date on. Youthspeak was fickle. A few years ago she’d heard Eva call someone a dillhole and assumed it had something to do with the spice.
 
   Yeah…apparently it didn’t.
 
   “So Julian…I understand you’re a musician?”
 
   “I do dabble in musical composition, yes.”
 
   “What instrument do you play?”
 
   “Classic piano, keyboard, cello, violin, acoustic guitar…”
 
   “I didn’t know you played the guitar,” Eva remarked.
 
   “It isn’t my instrument of choice. I prefer the piano.”
 
   “My goodness, you are accomplished. I could barely get Eva to sit still long enough to master Mary Had A Little Lamb.”
 
   “Pfft. Just as well. Dad took the piano with him when he moved out,” Eva pointed out, then added facetiously, “Do you suppose Michelle is musically inclined?”
 
   “Oh, honey. I’d be surprised if Michelle could figure out how to get the fallboard up.” Whoops. Maybe she should watch the ex-bashing in present company. She didn’t want to give him the impression that she was some bitter old harpy.
 
   And speaking of disappearing men…“So how is your father these days?”
 
   “I’m afraid we haven’t spoken in years,” Julian confided. “I was not a priority in his life, you see. We never had a typical father/son relationship.”
 
   “And your mother? Where does she live?”
 
   “She passed away when I was twelve. After that, I was sent to live with my grandfather in London.”
 
   “Oh…I’m sorry.” Situations like this always felt awkward to Abby. After all, what could be said that didn’t come off as insincere?
 
   “No need to be. You couldn’t have known. Besides, I still have Lainie.”
 
   “Is that your grandmother?”
 
   “Lainie was his nanny. She practically raised him,” Eva explained. “She’s the friend I told you about, the one I stayed with in Scotland.”
 
   “That’s right, I remember now. Thought the name sounded familiar.”
 
   “You’ll meet her at the wedding,” Julian promised.
 
   “Which brings me to my next question…when will that be?” Abby leaned forward and targeted her daughter. “Have you set a definite date yet?”
 
   “Not exactly. We’re thinking end of April, first of May. Somewhere around that time.”
 
   “So soon?”
 
   “We don’t want anything elaborate. Just a simple ceremony with a few family members and friends.”
 
   Well, on the upside, at least they didn’t intend to bankrupt her with something ostentatious. She wasn’t about to grovel to Edwin for him to pitch in with the cost, even if it was his responsibility. He’d shown a long time ago what he thought of responsibility.
 
   Julian must have been reading her mind. “Incidentally, I intend to cover all the expenses myself. We would appreciate your involvement with the preparations, though. Originally we had planned on a private ceremony, but…” He hesitated at this point. “I have no family to speak of, other than Lainie, you see. It never occurred to me before how important it would be for Eva to have her family in attendance. So…I leave it to the two of you to decide who to invite. Money is no issue. I’ll take care of accommodations for the guests, travel expenses - whatever it takes. I want everyone who matters to her to be there.”
 
   My stars. This guy’s a definite keeper. “Are you sure? I mean, I don’t mind helping out financially…”
 
   “Thank you, but really, there’s no need for that. It will be no burden to me, I assure you.”
 
   Handsome, wealthy and one hundred percent devoted to her daughter’s happiness. He was almost too good to be true. She could only hope and pray there was no skeleton in his closet waiting to pop out after it was too late. But no…she shouldn’t think that way. He’d given her absolutely no reason to be pessimistic.
 
   “Have you thought about where you want to have it?” she asked.
 
   “No…just someplace close to Brightwood. Why don’t we do some research online tonight?” Eva suggested.
 
   “We do need to get started on this if you’re dead set on doing it so soon.”
 
   “You know me. I’ve never had a lot of patience.”
 
   “Mm. Are you sure you’re not doing this because you think you have to?” Abby couldn’t help herself. She wanted to think that her daughter would trust her enough to come to her if she was pregnant, but who knew? It wasn’t as if she’d been acting quite like herself lately.
 
   “I’m not knocked up, if that’s what you’re asking!”
 
   “Okay, okay…just checking.” Uncomfortable silence…change the subject, quick. “Are you planning on taking Rio back with you?”
 
   “Well…yeah, I’d like to. Unless you want to keep him for company.” She glanced at Julian. “Would you mind? He hasn’t been declawed.”
 
   “I don’t mind at all.” He gave her a covert smile. “You already know that I relate very well to animals.”
 
   Abby cleared her throat and stared into her tea glass. “Actually it would probably be best if you took him back with you. Grant’s allergic to cats.”
 
   Eva’s eyebrows shot up. “Mom! What have you been up to while I was gone?”
 
   “Oh, nothing much. Working, taking care of things at home, same ol’ same ol’…”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Okay, so I might’ve made time for a few nights out with Dr. Hunky, as you so eloquently dubbed him. And I seem to recall it was your suggestion in the first place.”
 
   “Do you hear me complaining? I think it’s great! How come you didn’t mention it before?”
 
   “I don’t know. It didn’t seem all that important compared to your news.”
 
   “Well, of course it’s important. So how’s it going - are you two hitting it off or what?”
 
   “I’d say so.” Abby felt her cheeks grow hot. It was far too early in the game to place any bets, but things were going well so far. Very well. She only hoped it didn’t end in disaster. She didn’t want to go through that again.
 
   “Dr. Reynolds is a pediatrician,” Eva informed Julian. “Mom’s been working with him for…how long’s it been now?”
 
   “Seven years.” Wow, spoken out loud it sounded like a heck of a long time. Seven years of worshipping the handsome doctor from not-so-afar, when all the while he’d been interested in her as well. Or so he said. When she thought of all the time she’d been robbed of, simply because of her insecurities…
 
   Damn Edwin. May he develop an incurable rash on his nether regions.
 
   “We’ll definitely have to invite him to the wedding,” Eva suggested.
 
   “That would be nice.” Abby bit her lip, reluctant to bring up the subject of Edwin. “And your father? Were you planning on having him there - provided he’d even come?”
 
   Her daughter’s eyes got the same troubled look in them they always did when Edwin’s name was brought up. But her answer surprised Abby. “Yes, I think so. If it wouldn’t bother you, that is.”
 
   “Doesn’t bother me. I can be civil.” The question is, can he?
 
   “I think it’s about time I let go of the past. We’ll invite him and his family. If he wants to show up, fine. If he doesn’t, then at least I can say I tried.”
 
   Abby nodded. There was little else to be said. Though she wouldn’t have blamed the girl one bit for excluding the man who’d abandoned her so callously. It was scary to know there were men in the world who had so little conscience.
 
   But seeing the doting way Julian looked at her daughter, she had all the confidence in the world that Eva had found one of the last remaining good guys.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   If Sami thought she was going to get through her first few weeks without running into Mr. Reid again, she was mistaken.
 
   He was constantly coming and going. Carrying a set of golf clubs one day, a briefcase the next. One late afternoon he strolled past with a voluptuous woman who looked as if she belonged on a pair of mud flaps. She clutched his arm possessively, almost desperately, and Sami couldn’t help but feel a twinge of pity. She might not be an expert on men, but she’d seen enough to know the poor woman was going to get nowhere with her ingratiating behavior. It was true that men like Asher Reid craved attention - that was a given - but they also grew weary of it very quickly.
 
   She ignored the spiteful voice that reminded her of her bare ring finger. Apparently she was no prize, herself. Otherwise her fiancé wouldn’t have felt the need to entertain himself with extracurricular activities of a sexual nature. The Adema song Betrayed Me ran through her head yet again, and she spent the rest of the day humming it to herself. Therapy.
 
   She was on her knees replacing a power supply at the front desk when she looked up to see him leaning against the counter, grinning like a dog with a bone.
 
   “Hey, Sam-I-Am,” he teased.
 
   “Hey,” she mumbled. What was it about the man that rubbed her the wrong way? Maybe it was that omnipresent narcissism. He seemed to expect the world to bow down and worship him.
 
   “How’s it going?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Any problems?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Anything I can help you with?”
 
   “No, thanks.”
 
   “Not much of a conversationalist, are you?”
 
   She gave him a cool stare. “Not really, no.”
 
   He crouched down so they were on the same level. “Tell me. Do you hate all men, or is it just me?”
 
   “At the moment, I hate them all. Nothing personal.”
 
   “Ah…a woman scorned, am I right?” His mocking ridicule made her want to shove him on his ass. She wondered how he’d react to that.
 
   “I’m busy. Do you mind?”
 
   “Not at all. I’ll just watch.”
 
   “Terrific.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Replacing a dead power supply.”
 
   “And tonight?”
 
   “I…huh?”
 
   “What are you doing tonight?”
 
   Was he freaking serious? “Why do you want to know?” She frowned at him suspiciously.
 
   “Just curious.” He straightened suddenly and whisked a cell phone out of his pocket. “What’s up, Kendall?” He walked off without a backwards glance, his interest diverted.
 
   “You need medication,” she muttered, slipping the screwdriver back into her tool case. Straightening, she almost bumped into Logan and Stuart.
 
   “I’m heading out, guys. I’m supposed to meet the wife for lunch,” Logan announced.
 
   “Why don’t we break for lunch too?” Stuart suggested to Sami.
 
   “Sounds good to me.” She pulled her own phone from the pocket of her khaki shorts and scanned it quickly for missed calls. “Is the poolside café any good?” It had only recently opened for the season, and she was dying to try it out.
 
   “Not a huge selection, but what they have is good. I was actually headed that way myself. Come on - I owe you lunch anyway, remember?”
 
   Ten minutes later , seated at a picnic table over grilled grouper sandwiches, Sami couldn’t help but smile as she took in the sights and sounds of the paradise surrounding her. The sky was an unblemished blue whose brilliance was only rivaled by the Gulf of Mexico beneath it. A soft breeze tickled her neck, bringing with it the distinctly tropical aroma of salty seawater intermingled with the delicious smells from the café’s grill. Small children giggled and screeched while splashing happily in the shallow end of the heated pool as their mothers slathered on coconut-scented suntan lotion while keeping a watchful eye.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Stuart wanted to know, dumping what seemed like an obscene amount of ketchup into the basket beside his fries.
 
   “I was just thinking. This is worlds apart from the factory where I used to work.”
 
   He smothered a french fry with ketchup and popped it into his mouth before answering. “I can imagine. Pretty sweet, isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s an understatement. You know, I was worried out of my mind when I lost that job, but it turned out to be the best thing that could have happened.” She bit into her sandwich. “Holy moly, this is good.”
 
   “They get the grouper fresh from the market. It’s local.”
 
   “Mm…I think I just died and went to heaven.”
 
   “You know, I’ve been trying to persuade Reid to hire an onsite IT person for months. I’m glad you applied. If it had been some geek that looked like me, we’d probably still be understaffed.”
 
   Sami’s eyebrows shot up. “What are you saying, exactly?”
 
   “Oh. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I just meant…well, it’s no secret he has a thing for good-looking ladies.” Stuart’s face turned bright red. “I’m not implying that’s why you were hired or anything. Your qualifications were a perfect fit.”
 
   “Hm.” Sami watched as a young father tried to persuade a toddler in a frilly pink swimsuit to jump into the water. The inflatable floaties kept her chubby arms from reaching her sides. “Let me ask you a question. Does he have a reputation for sexually harassing his female employees?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of. I don’t think you have to worry about that - he’s very professional. He gets around, I guess you could say - I’ve never seen him with the same woman twice - but as far as I know he’s never dated anyone employed here.”
 
   “How very noble of him.” Never the same woman twice…that sounded about right.
 
   “I shouldn’t have said anything. I didn’t mean to make it sound like…”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Stu.” She made an attempt to change the subject. “I noticed there seems to be a family vibe around here. Will we get much of the spring break crowd?”
 
   “Oh yeah - everyone does. It’s inescapable. We have extra people on security during that time though. They’re pretty good at keeping the bullshit to a minimum.”
 
   Sami took a sip of her Coke. “Didn’t I see something on the news not too long ago where a girl fell off a balcony or something?”
 
   Stuart shrugged indifferently. “Yeah. Next door at the Jade Palms. Glad it wasn’t here. Seems like there’s always one or two incidents of that every year. Usually it’s during spring break, when kids are plastered and acting a fool. This girl was by herself when it happened, but she’d been drinking so who knows. Coulda been a suicide.”
 
   “Hm.” The little girl finally grew brave enough to make the leap into her daddy’s arms. Her mother applauded and cheered from her deck chair. “I was kind of surprised when Ash…Mr. Reid told me he lives here.”
 
   “Yeah, I think he likes to surround himself with excitement. He’s kind of an adrenaline junkie.”
 
   “Do you live nearby?”
 
   “I live farther west on Laguna Beach. Actually I rent a house from Reid.”
 
   “My condolences,” she said automatically.
 
   Stuart licked some stray ketchup off the side of his hand while eyeing her through the thick lenses of his glasses. “You seem to have it in for him. Did he do something to get on your bad side?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   “What was it?”
 
   Sami leaned over to retrieve a napkin that the breeze had whisked off the table. After straightening she confided, “The first day when I was moving in he came into my room without knocking. That is, he said he knocked but I didn’t hear him. So he just let himself in.”
 
   “That’s it?” Stuart seemed disappointed. Apparently he’d hoped for something a little juicier. Sami wasn’t about to tell him the rest of the story. It was far too…personal. Intimate.
 
   Intimate. Now that was a word she didn’t want to use when referring to Asher Reid. That man was a shark in a pair of designer sunglasses.
 
   And she hated sharks.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Come on, Rio. You gotta eat something.”
 
   Eva was sprawled out on the kitchen floor beside the ornery cat, who had been pouting ever since they’d arrived at the chalet. He was not at all happy to have been uprooted from his home, and was expressing his displeasure by hissing at her irritably. She looked up at Julian, who watched their exchange with amusement. “Can’t you talk to him?”
 
   “Just give him a few days to settle in. He’ll eat when he’s ready.”
 
   “I think he’s jealous of you,” Eva observed.
 
   “I think you’re right.” Testing their theory, he put an arm around Eva and they both laughed when Rio yowled crossly.
 
   “Spoiled brat,” she chastised him. “You are a naughty, naughty kitty. Why do I put up with you?”
 
   “He’s old,” Julian reminded her. “Animals don’t like change.”
 
   “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Where are the keys to the Jeep? I’ll go to the store and get him some strained ham. He likes that.” Her own car was still back in Nebraska. Jules had promised to buy her a new one, suggesting that she needed something more suited to the wintry climate here.
 
   “On the hook by the front door. Do you want me to come with you?”
 
   “No, I won’t be long. Maybe you can talk some sense into him while I’m gone.” She planted a kiss on his lips. “Want anything from town?”
 
   “No, I can’t think of anything. Hurry back, love.”
 
   The small market in Brightwood was busier than usual when she arrived. Maybe the nice weather had something to do with it. They were having a warm snap, and the temperature had climbed to almost fifty degrees. Catching sight of Dane, she immediately headed his way and was overcome by the sickly-sweet aroma of his blood. Jules was right - there was no question of his diabetes. She could only hope he was taking care of himself.
 
   The teenager’s face brightened when he saw her. “Eva! Long time no see.”
 
   “Hiya, Dane. Whatcha been up to?”
 
   “Working and studying. That’s about all I ever do. How ’bout you?”
 
   “Um…well, Julian and I are engaged to be married...” She held out the ring for him to see.
 
   “Oh.” Some of the light went out of his eyes and though he didn’t look terribly thrilled, he tried his best to hide it. “Well…hey, that’s great. I’m happy for you.”
 
   “It does mean I’ll be staying here permanently,” she gently pointed out.
 
   “Yeah…yeah, that’s true.” He grew quiet, suddenly focusing all his attention on the display of cereal in front of him.
 
   “You know, you could come hang out with us sometime. If you wanted to.”
 
   “Blondie wouldn’t mind?”
 
   She was startled by the sharp sarcasm in his voice. It was unlike him - he’d always been so sweet. “Of course he wouldn’t mind. Julian likes you.”
 
   “Yeah, I bet.” He pushed a lock of his own dirty blond hair out of his eyes and for the first time Eva noticed something different.
 
   “What happened to your glasses?”
 
   “Got contacts.” He looked up at her a bit sheepishly. “Whatcha think?”
 
   “Very nice,” she approved.
 
   “Really? I don’t look weird?”
 
   “No weirder than usual.” She poked the end of his nose with a fingertip and was finally rewarded with a genuine smile. “You look very handsome. But I liked you with the glasses, too.”
 
   The tips of his ears turned red. “Imogen thought they were dorky.”
 
   “Ooh…now who’s Imogen?” Eva teased, raising her eyebrows.
 
   “Just this girl I met…she and her dad moved here a couple of weeks ago. They’re living across the street from us.”
 
   “Girl-next-door kinda thing, huh?”
 
   “I dunno. Maybe.” He picked up a box of cereal and added it to the display. “My parents don’t like her.”
 
   “They don’t? How come?”
 
   He shrugged. “Guess she doesn’t meet their standards of perfection.” His voice was bitter.
 
   Eva didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t her place to interfere in the decisions his parents made, even if she wasn’t sure she agreed with them. Maybe it was time to cut this conversation short. “I need baby food, Dane. You guys carry it, right?”
 
   He looked stunned. “Baby food?” Seeing his eyes drop to her belly, she laughed.
 
   “It’s for my cat, silly. He’s a picky eater.”
 
   “Oh. Um…yeah, next aisle over. You had me wondering for a minute there.”
 
   Locating the baby food, she dropped a dozen jars of strained ham into her basket, then returned to Dane. “Guess I’ll head home. I was serious about hanging out, though. Come by and see us anytime.”
 
   He nodded, one of those polite but aloof nods that indicated he had no intention of doing any such thing. “See you later, Eva.”
 
   “Bye, Dane.”
 
   By the time she returned from the store, Rio had already devoured his cat food and was curled up in Julian’s lap, purring contentedly. Dumb cat.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   “Just following up with you. Everything set for next week?”
 
   Asher strayed out of Sami’s range of hearing before responding to Tristan. “Yeah, Winter confirmed yesterday. They’ll be here Monday afternoon.”
 
   “Sure you don’t want me to come down?”
 
   “I think I can handle it,” was the dry response.
 
   “I know that…I just thought, in case…”
 
   “You’re the one who insisted they wouldn’t pose a problem,” Ash pointed out.
 
   “They aren’t a problem, as long as they’re in Oregon!”
 
   “I’m sure we can behave like gentlemen. We may have animal instincts, but we aren’t animals.”
 
   Tristan hedged a bit. “It’s not what he might do that concerns me, Reid. I know how you sometimes like to instigate trouble. Remember what happened last time?”
 
   “What - you mean the Russian?”
 
   “You ripped his…” Pausing, Tristan dropped his voice to a low whisper. “You ripped his head off and beat his girlfriend to death with it!”
 
   “He challenged my authority.” Ash’s lips curved slightly at the recollection. The stubborn vampire had grown belligerent when he was refused permission to convert the girl. It turned out to be quite an enjoyable evening…though not so much for the two of them. Their bodies were decaying in a sinkhole while what was left of the Russian’s mangled head had been dropped into the Gulf of Mexico for the fish to nibble on. “Do you really think I would have invited them here if I anticipated a confrontation? Come on, Kendall. I’m not that irresponsible.”
 
   “I wasn’t implying that you were irresponsible. That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “But you think my system of enforcement is too harsh.”
 
   Tristan hesitated. “That’s not for me to say.”
 
   “No, it isn’t, is it?” Asher’s tone developed an icy edge. “Someone has to maintain order. You know that as well as I do. Now I don’t give a flying fuck what any of these fangers do or how they live their lives, but once they start defying the laws I have no choice but to sanction discipline. And there will be no second chances with me. As long as I invoke fear and respect, they will all keep their grubby little asses in line. Isn’t that what we want? Order?”
 
   “Yes. Yes, of course it is.”
 
   “That’s right, it is. Now was there anything else?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.” Ash watched as Sami walked off with Stuart. “Now if you don’t mind, I have something here that just may keep me occupied for the weekend.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   It was around two in the morning when the first call came.
 
   Sami answered her cell phone without hesitation, assuming the front desk was having a computer problem. Nobody else would be calling her at this ungodly hour.
 
   “’Lo,” she murmured sleepily.
 
   Only silence from the other end.
 
   “Hello, this is Sami,” she said a little louder, more awake now.
 
   Still no response. But she could swear she could just make out the faint sound of someone breathing, slowly and steadily. The unwelcome thought occurred to her that it was starting again, the phone calls from her ex, and she closed her eyes dejectedly.
 
   Not again. Lunatic. Why can’t he just leave me alone?
 
   Blinking to clear her sleep-hazy eyes, she peered at the display. Unknown caller, of course.
 
   Well, maybe it was legitimately a wrong number. He’d never called her this late before, or neglected to speak when she answered. No, that wasn’t his style. He had plenty to say. It was just too bad that most of what he had to say resembled the ravings of a madman.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The Phantom Ridge Inn was busy as usual on Friday night, and Julian and Eva were enjoying a glass of Sauvignon Blanc while waiting for their dinner to arrive. Lost in his thoughts, Julian had been unusually quiet all evening.
 
   “Are you nervous?”
 
   Setting his wine glass on the table, he considered Eva’s question. “Apprehensive might be a better choice of words.”
 
   “Should I be worried?”
 
   He smiled reassuringly. “Not at all, darling. You know I’d never let any harm come to you.”
 
   “I’m nervous,” she admitted.
 
   “There’s no need to be. I’m sure the others just want to be left in peace, the same as us.”
 
   “Well…Tristan seemed harmless.” If the others were like him, surely there was nothing to be afraid of.
 
   “There, you see? And judging from the correspondence I’ve had with Reid, he holds no malice towards us. He’s been nothing but gracious.”
 
   “So if there’s nothing to worry about, then why the apprehension?”
 
   “I suppose I’m like Rio in some ways. I view strangers with suspicion.”
 
   Some things never changed. Jules had always been a loner. “I guess that’s understandable. This isn’t exactly a garden club we’re dealing with. Hard to believe there are others out there and nobody’s aware of it. You’d think one of them would slip up sometime, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “More than likely, they have. It wouldn’t be that difficult to cover up as long as there weren’t too many people involved.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Mind control is a useful tool. It would be no great task to alter the memories of a witness.”
 
   “It does come in handy,” she agreed. The skiers they’d fed from two weeks ago probably thought they were just coming down with the flu. Blood loss would never have occurred to them as the source of their sudden onset lethargy. The small bite wounds faded quickly - must be something in the needle-sharp retractable fangs that promoted accelerated healing. She wasn’t sure.
 
   Of course, mind control wasn’t really something she felt comfortable using on her own mother. Passing Julian off as his own son had been a stroke of genius on his part. Abby would never have reason to suspect that her daughter’s fiancé was the same man who’d lived next door to them fifteen years ago. It bought them some time…for now. Although eventually another plan would have to be constructed when it became apparent that they weren’t aging.
 
   No need to cross bridges that weren’t even built yet.
 
   “Do you think any of them know about the…”
 
   “Julian - how in the world are you!”
 
   Surprised, they both looked up at the source of the interruption, a short, plump woman of about forty with glasses that seemed too large for her small face. Eva saw something strangely familiar in those facial features.
 
   “Hello, Paula,” Julian replied. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”
 
   “I know…it has been a while…this must be Eva! Oh, sweetie, no wonder I keep hearing your name come up around my house…you are such a doll…”
 
   Eva smiled graciously even as she wondered what in the world the woman was talking about. And where she’d seen her before.
 
   “I hear my son on the phone talking about you with his friends…he’d probably kill me if he knew I said that, you better forget I mentioned it…oh, I’m sorry, you don’t know me from Adam’s housecat, do you? I’m Paula Chandler. Dane’s mother. I think you already met my husband, Aaron.”
 
   There was a definite resemblance, which explained why she looked so familiar. “Of course…yes, we ran into Aaron at the lodge a while back. It’s nice to finally meet you, Paula.”
 
   “Dane tells me you’re getting married…is that right?”
 
   “He speaks the truth.”
 
   “Oh, that’s wonderful…congratulations…I wondered how long it would be before someone came along and landed this bachelor.” She punched Julian’s arm playfully. “When’s the wedding?”
 
   “May third,” Julian revealed. Things were moving along smoothly. Eva and her mother had finally decided on Stonehedge Gardens as the perfect location, and the invitations would be sent out next week. She and Julian had already made a trip to Portland so she could select a dress and they could order their rings. They were going to be gorgeous…custom made platinum bands imbedded with rare red diamonds.
 
   “Oh my goodness…that’s not far off, is it? Where are you planning on going for your honeymoon?”
 
   “I’m afraid that information’s confidential, Paula.” Julian winked. “I was hoping to surprise Eva.”
 
   “Well now, isn’t that sweet. Why can’t Aaron ever do anything romantic like that? I’m gonna have to send him to you for lessons…do you know what I got for our last anniversary? A bathrobe…can you believe that…”
 
   “Is Aaron here?” Eva looked around, but didn’t see him.
 
   “No, I was just picking up some dinner to take home…didn’t feel like cooking tonight and Aaron’s working late at the lodge. And I need to get home so I can keep an eye on Dane.”
 
   “Keep an eye on him?” Since when did a seventeen-year-old need a babysitter? “Is he sick?”
 
   Paula rolled her eyes. “I wish it were that simple. I tell you, I don’t know what’s gotten into that boy lately. Well, yes I do, it’s that Imogen Collier…”
 
   “Oh, he mentioned her to me last time I saw him.”
 
   “Not surprising. She’s got him wrapped around her pinky finger. We caught him sneaking out at night to see her because we forbade him from dating that little juvenile delinquent.”
 
   “Juvenile delinquent?”
 
   “Lord, yes…fifteen years old and that girl’s already been on probation for drug possession, not to mention she was expelled from her last school for smashing the windshield out of one of her teacher’s cars. She’s nothing but bad news all the way around. I wish Dane could see that. I hope he’ll come to his senses and realize she’s manipulating him before she gets him into serious trouble.”
 
   “Do you want me to talk to him?” Eva offered. She wasn’t sure what she could say that would make a difference, but she didn’t want to see Dane stray down the wrong path either. He had too much going for him for that to happen.
 
   Paula looked hopeful. “Would you? Maybe he’d listen to you, being closer to his own age and all. You know how it is with kids, they think their parents are the most idiotic people ever put on God’s green earth.”
 
   “I’d be happy to try next time I see him. Just don’t expect miracles.”
 
   “I’d sure appreciate that, honey. Well, I better be getting home…I’m so glad I had a chance to meet you, Eva. You take good care of her, Julian!”
 
   “I will, Paula. Tell Aaron we said hello.” Julian’s eyes followed her until she was outside, then returned to Eva. “That woman barely slows down to take a breath, does she?”
 
   “I thought she was nice. So…we’re honeymooning where?”
 
   “You’ll find out after saying I do. Not before then.” His indigo-tinted eyes sparkled. “I might have turned the wedding preparations over to you and your mother, but the honeymoon is all mine.”
 
   “Just so long as you don’t forget to take me along!”
 
   “I’ll try not to let that slip my mind.”
 
   Laughing at his teasing, her worries quickly vanished. When he looked at her that way, the way he was looking at her right now, nothing else seemed important. The rest of the world fell away into oblivion.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Not nearly enough SPF.
 
   Sami cursed her own stupidity as she slathered lotion over her sunburned shoulders, wincing at the cold feeling on her hypersensitive skin. Of all the careless things she could have done. Tanning oil was not the same thing as sunscreen, and instead of selecting what had the nicest smell she should have been checking the label instead. Now she was paying the price.
 
   She might have been baked even worse had the sky not eventually traded its usual blue for a slate-colored gray. Thunderstorms were rolling in, according to the six o’clock news, and when she looked through the sliding glass door she could already see traces of lightning way off in the distance. It flickered faintly on and off like a light with faulty wiring.
 
   That particular round of storms must have decided to skirt the area, because nothing ever transpired from it. Five hours later the stubborn rain still had yet to make an appearance, but the lightning had returned and brought with it an angry symphony of thunder. Huddled feverishly underneath a light throw on the sofa, Sami had just dozed off when her cell phone woke her.
 
   Unknown caller.
 
   “Hello, Sami speaking.” The thunder chose that exact moment to boom loudly, causing her to jump, and the rain suddenly arrived with a turbulent roar. She pressed the phone closer against her ear. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you. It’s raining hard outside. Who did you say this was again?”
 
   The response was faint, so indistinct she could barely hear it at all. Moving away from the living room and into the kitchen, she strained to listen. The voice was still droning on. She realized then that it wasn’t a person speaking, but muffled music. Some song playing reticently in the background.
 
   “Hello?” she repeated, more softly this time.
 
   Still there was no reply, no voice on the other end, but as she continued to listen the song became more familiar to her. She’d heard that haunting tune before.
 
   Nights in White Satin. Yes, that was it.
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   The caller hung up then, never speaking but still managing to leave behind an indelible print.
 
   Sami returned to the sofa, clicking on the television so the cheerful sound would help dispel some of the eeriness of the stormy night. She wasn’t the type to be easily spooked, but the weird phone call combined with her feverish chills and the bad weather gave her an uncharacteristically edgy feeling.
 
   The rain came down heavily for fifteen minutes or so. She tried to engross herself in a comedy, but for some reason her eyes kept straying to the sliding glass door. It was locked, of course, and the curtains pulled shut but there was a gap in the middle where they didn’t quite meet. A narrow gap, only about two inches, but that exposed strip of darkness seemed to be watching her. Stalking her.
 
   I’m not getting up and going over there. This is idiotic. There’s nothing out there. Nobody in their right mind would be out in this weather. Not with all this lightning.
 
   The rush of rain slowed to a gentle patter. The thunder seemed to be losing its steam as well, still making itself known but not quite as insistently.
 
   The thin strip of darkness continued to stare at her.
 
   Cursing under her breath, she stood shakily and tiptoed towards the glass. Why she felt so reluctant to interrupt the quiet night, she wasn’t sure. She flicked the patio light switch and nothing happened. Perfect…the light must be blown. Pushing one of the curtains aside, she gazed out into the night. For a while she stood there seeing only darkness, then a flash of lightning lit up the beach and in that split second she took in the sight of the patio furniture, the boardwalk, the sandy beach and the rolling waves farther out.
 
   As she’d suspected, everything looked perfectly normal.
 
   Another burst of lightning illuminated the sky again, and when a dark silhouette stepped into her line of vision not two feet away from her face, she jumped backward so quickly her feet tangled with one another and tripped her. The glass vibrated as the figure’s hands tried the door.
 
   “Shit!” she cried out, leaping up and staring wildly around her, disoriented. Without thinking, she dashed out the door and down the hall, bumping into a quartet of college boys who were obviously just returning from a night of hard partying. The contact reminded her painfully of her sunburn.
 
   “Excuse me,” she mumbled, pushing past them while they stopped to ogle her lasciviously.
 
   “What’s your hurry, cupcake?” one called to her.
 
   Cupcake? Really?
 
   Pressing the elevator button, she drew in a deep cleansing breath, then released it slowly. She wasn’t alone. She was in a huge resort with hundreds of people surrounding her. There was no need to be afraid.
 
   With a quiet ding, the doors slid open to welcome her into an empty elevator. Stepping inside, she immediately pushed the button for the sixteenth floor. What was his room number again? Her unsettled brain couldn’t think straight. What was it, what was it, what was it…
 
   Ding. The doors slid efficiently open and she emerged into the quiet hallway. The suites on the sixteenth floor were reserved for wealthier guests, so there were no wild teenagers here. 1608. Yeah, that was it. Wasn’t it? It darn well better be. She’d feel ridiculous waking some random person in the middle of the night.
 
   Even while she pounded on the door, Sami was gradually beginning to question whether or not she was overreacting. Okay, so somebody was lurking about on her patio, and in the middle of a storm, no less. But couldn’t it have just been a drunk guest wandering around? It wasn’t the height of spring break yet, but there were quite a few groups of students staying here already.
 
   The door to 1608 opened and Asher stood there rubbing his eyes, hair rumpled, dressed in sleep pants and a t-shirt. The minute he recognized her and that lazy grin spread over his face, she knew she’d made a mistake.
 
   “Well, well…to what do I owe this pleasure?” His voice was husky from sleep.
 
   “I’m sorry to wake you up like this, Mr. Reid.”
 
   “Ash,” he corrected her smoothly, resting his cheek leisurely against the door. “You in need of some company, sweetheart?”
 
   Oh, so now it was Ash. Why had she come up here? In hindsight, it was the worst possible place she could have chosen. This macho pig of a man wasn’t going to sympathize with her. He’d probably laugh and call her a hysterical female.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she told him, “Somebody was just messing around on my patio. Trying to open the door.” In an attempt to prove that the situation really was threatening, she added, “And I’ve been getting weird phone calls. At all hours of the night.”
 
   The amorous look disappeared from his face and he frowned. “Did you call security?”
 
   Security. God, she really was a nitwit. “No, I…didn’t think of it.”
 
   “Come in.” He stood aside for her, and she reluctantly entered. The layout of his suite was similar to hers, if much larger than her modest one-bedroom unit. There was plush white carpet in the living area, and spotless white furniture. Apparently the guy had a hard-on for white. Everything looked expensive, too. Well, of course it would. Mr. Moneybags was part owner of a freakin’ resort, wasn’t he?
 
   Ash was already on the phone. “Yes, that’s right. Room one twenty-two. I’m not sure, hang on one minute.” He looked at her. “Can you describe the person?”
 
   “No, it was dark. All I could see was his outline.”
 
   “No, it was too dark,” he told the person on the phone. “Okay. Okay, I appreciate it.” Hanging up the phone, he ordered her, “Wait right here. I’ll throw on some clothes and we’ll go have a look, all right?”
 
   “All right.” She was surprised that he was taking her seriously, though perhaps she shouldn’t be. Underneath his conceited exterior there had to be an efficient, intelligent businessman. How else would he have climbed to where he was now?
 
   When he returned, he was dressed in a pair of tan beachcomber pants and a loose white linen shirt. He didn’t bother with shoes. Jesus, even his feet were attractive. It wasn’t hard to imagine that he probably went for regular pedicures. “After you,” he said, holding the door open for her.
 
   Once they were in the elevator, he asked, “What do you mean by ‘weird phone calls’? Who’s been calling you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted. “They don’t say anything and the number doesn’t show up. The only person I can think of would be my ex. After our engagement was broken he was calling me a lot. He…um, sorta lost it towards the end. But I hadn’t heard from him since I left Alabama so I was hoping he’d given up.”
 
   “Would he have any way of knowing where you are?”
 
   “I don’t see how. Only my parents and best friend know, and they wouldn’t tell him. Not after…well. They wouldn’t tell him.” No, not after all that had happened. They didn’t trust him any more than she did - and they didn’t even know the whole story.
 
   They didn’t know that he could possibly be much more dangerous than anyone realized.
 
   “Well, if anybody’s still hanging around your patio door, Tag will find him. He’s retired military. We take security here very seriously.”
 
   “Oh, hell,” Sami exclaimed, bringing a frustrated hand to her forehead. “I don’t have my keycard.” She’d evacuated in such a hurry, the key had been the last thing on her mind.
 
   “No problem.” Retrieving a compact wallet from his pants, he pulled out his own card and used it to open the door to 122. The room was just as she had left it, innocuous and unthreatening. Television still on with the volume low, teal throw blanket bunched up on the couch, plastic cup on the coffee table with melting ice diluting the soda inside. Ash walked over to the back door and flicked the light switch.
 
   “I think the bulb’s burned out,” Sami told him unnecessarily.
 
   Finding the door still secure, he unlocked and slid it open to step out onto the dark patio. Sami followed on his heels, sucking in her breath when she glimpsed a huge, shadowy figure with a flashlight approaching them.
 
   “Nobody back here, Mr. Reid,” the gruff voice said. He drew closer and Sami could make out Tag, the beefy security guard who was built like a tank. She’d met him her first day here and immediately pegged him as a gentle giant. “If anyone was screwing around out here, they’re gone now.”
 
   “Okay. How about keeping a close surveillance on this area for the rest of your shift?” Ash requested.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “You working tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “How about asking Jeff when he comes in to hook up a security camera back here. Just in case.”
 
   “Will do. Anything else?”
 
   “No, that’s all. Thanks, man.”
 
   “No problem.” He nodded with a lopsided grin. “’Night, Miss Porter. Just dial 101 if you need me.”
 
   “Thank you, Tag.” She gave him a grateful smile as Ash reached up to unscrew the bulb from the porch light. They stepped back inside, and she watched while he replaced it with a bulb snagged from her reading lamp. That done, he pulled the sliding glass door closed and locked it.
 
   “The phone calls…did they come to your cell phone or the land line?”
 
   “Cell.”
 
   “So you haven’t had any direct calls to your room?”
 
   “N-no.” Feeling a sudden chill, Sami began to shiver. She crossed her bare arms, and the skin was hot as a sidewalk in July. She wondered if she should pop a couple of aspirin.
 
   Ash was casually scanning the room, his sharp eyes absorbing the random items that gave a glimpse into her personal life. The World War II memoir on the end table with a Peanuts bookmark sticking out of it…a framed photo of her parents smiling over an anniversary cake…pink flip-flops sprinkled with white sand on the floor where she’d kicked them off…bottle of cocoa butter lotion on the coffee table.
 
   “I could be wrong, but I’m guessing your ex doesn’t know where you are since he hasn’t called here directly,” he deduced. “Your trespasser was probably just someone who had the wrong room. But we’ll make sure this doesn’t happen again.”
 
   “You’re probably r-right,” she agreed, talking through her teeth so they didn’t chatter.
 
   He gave her a strange look. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Just a little s-sunburn.” The arms folded over her chest trembled.
 
   For the first time he noticed the pink hue. “Damn, you are, aren’t you.” He felt one of her arms lightly with his fingertips. “Hang on a minute, I’ll go get you something for that.”
 
   He left, returning a few minutes later with a plastic bottle of bright green aloe gel.
 
   “Where’d you get that?” she interrogated, knowing he wasn’t gone long enough to make it to the sixteenth floor and back.
 
   “Gift shop.”
 
   “I didn’t know they were open all night.”
 
   “They’re not.”
 
   Oh. She kept forgetting he had the run of the building.
 
   “Sit,” he instructed, pointing to the couch.
 
   “Just give it to me. I can put it on myself.” What did he think she was, a three-year-old?
 
   “Sami, sit down or so help me I’ll smack your sunburn.”
 
   “No, you won’t.”
 
   To her amazement, he reached over and gave her arm a slap. “Ow!” she yelped. “That hurt, you asshole!”
 
   “It’s gonna hurt worse if you don’t sit your butt down.”
 
   Calling him every unflattering name she could think of underneath her breath, she perched on the edge of the couch. “You try that again and you can kiss your chances of fatherhood goodbye.”
 
   “Turn sideways a bit.” He opened the bottle and began to lightly rub the gel into the seared flesh of her arms. She was surprised at how gentle he was. “Fatherhood was never in my future anyway,” he informed her. “Kids aren’t my thing.”
 
   “That doesn’t surprise me,” she snapped. “You’d have to focus on someone besides yourself then, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “You seem to have formed a pretty lousy opinion of me in a short time. Did it ever occur to you that I’m not as bad as all that?”
 
   “No. It didn’t.” She sighed contentedly as the cool, soothing gel began to take the heat from her arms. Oh yes, that was much better.
 
   “Having a civil conversation with you is like trying to nail Jell-O to a wall,” he remarked dryly. “Is your back burned, too?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s not as bad.”
 
   “Why don’t you take off your pajama top.”
 
   “Why don’t you take a bungee jump without a cord!”
 
   “Do you think you have anything I haven’t seen before?” He sounded amused.
 
   “Yes, I do. And believe me, you won’t be seeing it now or ever!”
 
   “Mm-hm.” His hands reached underneath her cotton pajama top to rub some of the aloe into her back. “We’ll see about that.”
 
   Presumptuous, overconfident degenerate! He really believed he could have anything he pointed his finger at. Up until now, he probably had always gotten his way. Well, he wasn’t going to have his way with her. She wasn’t naïve enough to fall for his bright and shiny coating. His money and good looks didn’t impress her one damn bit. “Yeah. We’ll see.”
 
   “Care to make a little wager?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A bet. I’m betting you I’ll have you in my bed within a month.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open, and for a moment she was too stunned to reply. “You are un-freaking-believable,” she finally sputtered.
 
   “So make the bet. What do you have to lose?” His hands continued to massage her back tenderly. It felt nice, but she would just as soon have died before admit it.
 
   “I’m not…that’s just perverted. You’re a sick man, you know that?”
 
   “One month. Thirty days, and I’m guessing it won’t take that long. A couple of weeks and you’ll be on your knees begging for the chance to be my whore.”
 
   Leaping up, Sami turned to face him. “All right, that’s enough. It’s time for you to go. I’m not listening to any more of this.”
 
   He stood slowly, that Cheshire grin spreading across his arrogant face. “I’ll put up my car.”
 
   Wait. What? “The Maserati?” she asked in disbelief. “You can’t be serious!” She’d seen that gorgeous black convertible in the parking garage. It was cherry.
 
   “I’m dead serious. Do you have a towel I can wipe my hands on?”
 
   Snatching her attention from the bizarre topic at hand, she grabbed a beach towel that was draped over the back of one of the dining chairs and tossed it to him. “You’d give me your car. You’d seriously sign it over to me.”
 
   “That’s what I said.” His eyes never left hers as he wiped the aloe from his fingers. “I’ll even make it easier for us both. You don’t have to sleep with me. All you have to do is admit you want to.”
 
   “That’ll never happen!”
 
   “So you say.” He tossed the towel onto the couch. “How about this. If you can abstain from confessing that you want me for a period of thirty days, you get my car. But if I can break you down and make you admit it…then I get you.”
 
   “What do you mean, you get me?”
 
   “I have you for twenty-four hours, to do with as I please.” He stepped towards her, and she instinctively edged backwards. “And that means anything.”
 
   This was, without a doubt, the strangest conversation she’d ever carried on in her life. It was something right out of a lewd movie script. But wouldn’t it be something to see the look on his smug face at the end of a month when he had to hand his keys over to her. The keys to that hot convertible.
 
   “You have a deal,” she said in a voice that didn’t seem to be her own.
 
   He held out a hand. “Shake on it?”
 
   She shook his hand, amazed by his audacity. Was he really so used to getting what he wanted? Had he never been refused, rejected, denied? No, probably not. He must have been born into money. Men like him were spoiled brats as children and never outgrew it. “Okay. Well…I appreciate your help and all.” It was an overt invitation for him to leave.
 
   “Anytime.” His blue eyes sparkled like sunlight reflecting off the gulf. “Call security if you have any more issues with prowlers.” His voice grew softer. “Call me if you have any other needs.”
 
   “Good night, Ash,” she said, opening the door pointedly.
 
   He finally took the hint and left. And she gingerly settled herself back on the couch to see what was on TV.
 
   Because there was no way under the Florida sun that she’d ever be able to sleep tonight.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   It was four-thirty in the morning and she was sound asleep on the couch when Asher returned. He wondered curiously why she was sleeping there instead of the bedroom. Maybe she was still afraid of strangers in the night.
 
   How very ironic.
 
   “Wakie, wakie…eggs and bakie,” he sang softly. Her eyelids fluttered open, widening in confusion at the sight of him leaning over her. She opened her mouth to scream.
 
   “Shh…” He placed a finger over her lips. “None of that.”
 
   A smoky fog descended over her eyes like a stage curtain falling, and she gazed up at him hypnotically.
 
   “There we go. Now why can’t you be this cooperative all the time?” he scolded, his voice menacingly quiet. “Frigid, sanctimonious bitch. Do you really think I won’t get the upper hand in the end? You have no idea who you’re dealing with here. No idea. I’ll tear your world apart while you watch.”
 
   He snatched her pajama top down on one side to bare her shoulder, cocking his head to one side. “What makes you think you’re above me, Samara Porter? You’re just stereotypical Alabama trailer trash. Nothing special about you. Even your blood is inferior. O-positive…are you kidding me? That’s the most common type there is. Did you know that?”
 
   His eyes narrowed as he studied her features, pliant and submissive for a change. It gave him a measure of satisfaction that he could exert his will over her, make her yield to his desire. But not nearly as satisfying as it would be to have her come freely to him - and she would. Oh, yes, she would.
 
   It was all about control, he reminded himself as he alleviated his hunger.
 
   Without control, you had nothing left but chaos.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Sami finally stirred into wakefulness early Sunday afternoon, stiff and achy and sluggish. The bright midday sun streamed in cheerfully through the white curtains, making last night’s scare seem like little more than a fading dream.
 
   Slowly she pulled herself up from the couch and shuffled lazily out onto the patio, breathing deeply of the salty air. She watched as groups of vacationers splashed back and forth across the shore. In the deeper water, they snorkeled and windsurfed. Even farther out still, she could see the multicolored parachute of a parasailer gliding high in the air behind the boat that pulled him. It was a contrast - so much energy and activity in such a serene environment.
 
   The sounds that were already becoming a familiar fixture reassured her warmly. A distant hum of voices on the beach…the caws of screeching white gulls as they circled overhead…and always, always, the soothing, ceaseless crash of waves rolling onto the shore. God, she loved it here. There was nothing in the world like it.
 
   Dropping into a plastic patio chair, she lifted one of her arms for inspection. It actually didn’t look bad at all this morning…correction, afternoon. Still pink, but the sting was gone. Maybe if she had a long soak in the bathtub with some apple cider vinegar, she could avoid peeling. It wasn’t her intention to resemble a blistered onion if she could avoid it.
 
   Her thoughts strayed back to the previous night’s events. The things that seemed so frightening in the dark no longer held that element of dread. In the comforting light of day, her fear now seemed disproportionate and out of place. How could there ever be anything to fear in a place like this, a sunny and peaceful Shangri-La?
 
   And as for Ash…wow, what an ego! Did he seriously intend to hand over his Maserati when it became obvious that she wasn’t about to succumb to his dubious charms? No way…he’d welsh. The man couldn’t be taken seriously. And what was his deal, anyway - why was he picking on her? Because she was the only woman around who wasn’t following at his heels with her tongue hanging out? Probably. That’s how men were. If you showed them something and told them they couldn’t have it, what inevitably would wind up happening? Why, they’d break every rule in the book to get it, that’s what. Maybe it was just human nature to want what you couldn’t have.
 
   Well, gorgeous or not, he couldn’t have her.
 
   She’d had her soak in the tub and was slapping together a sandwich when she heard the buzz-click of her room door unlocking and opening. Standing barefoot in the small kitchen with a butter knife in one hand, she turned her head to glare at the only person in the world it could possibly be.
 
   “Hey, Green-Eggs-and-Sam. Glad to see you weren’t hacked to pieces during the night.” He hadn’t bothered to shave today, allowing for an authentic bad-boy visage.
 
   “What the hell do you call yourself doing?” she demanded, licking peanut butter off the knife before dropping it into the sink.
 
   “What, you’re not glad to see me?” To her astonishment, he actually opened the refrigerator door and inspected the contents. “You don’t have any beer?”
 
   “No, I don’t have any beer! What does this look like, a 7-Eleven?”
 
   “What’s that purple stuff in the pitcher?”
 
   “Kool-Aid.”
 
   He closed the fridge door, turning to observe her. She felt sloppy and self-conscious in her frayed shorts and oversized t-shirt, damp hair tied back in a haphazard ponytail. Then she was pissed at herself for even giving a damn what she looked like.
 
   “Kool-Aid and peanut butter? Looks more like a preschool to me. Are we not paying you enough?” He seemed genuinely perplexed that anyone would deliberately choose to eat this way. What an unbelievable snob!
 
   “Did you never learn to knock?” she inquired, ignoring his question.
 
   “How’s the sunburn?” He ignored hers as well. She wondered if he ever bothered to listen.
 
   “It’s better. A house call wasn’t necessary.”
 
   “Actually I came to bring you a present.” From the pocket of his casual drawstring pants - the same ones he’d been wearing last night - he produced a gun.
 
   Sami’s heart lurched. “Holy fuck…”
 
   “Do you know how to use one?”
 
   Oh. Oh, God. For a split second there she’d thought… “Ash, you scared the crap out of me! What are you doing with that thing?”
 
   “Thought it might make you feel a little safer. Here, take it.”
 
   Instinctively she started to refuse, but the sensible side of her stepped in to suggest that maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to have it around. It would make her feel safer, at that. She reached out a wary hand and carefully took it, studying the small semi-automatic handgun. It looked awfully familiar.
 
   “Ruger LCP?” She felt a smug sense of self-satisfaction when he appeared surprised that she was able to identify it. The jerk probably figured a woman’s knowledge was limited primarily to cookie recipes and shoe sizes.
 
   “You’re familiar with this model?” He looked impressed.
 
   “Mm-hm.” Actually the only reason she recognized it was because her brother had this same gun, and she’d gone with him to the range for target practice a few times. Ash didn’t need to know that, though. Let him think she was a bona fide weapons expert. Keep him on his toes. “Is it registered to you?”
 
   “Yeah, but you can keep it here. Just be careful with it.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t mind?” She couldn’t believe he was actually doing something nice for her. How…uncharacteristic of him.
 
   “No, it’s fine. I don’t need it.” He looked over at the peanut butter and jelly sandwich on the counter and shook his head with a bemused laugh. “Christ. Why don’t we go out and get some real food - my treat.”
 
   “I know what you’re trying to do, and it isn’t going to work.”
 
   “What am I trying to do, Sami?”
 
   “You know!”
 
   “I’m simply asking you to come have dinner with me. Nothing more. No strings attached.” He crossed his arms and grinned slyly. “Or are you afraid you can’t handle it?”
 
   “You really wanna antagonize me while I’m holding a gun in my hand?”
 
   Unconcerned, he continued to goad her. “I think maybe you don’t have enough self-control to spend any length of time with me. I think maybe you’re just trying to hide what you already know.” In a teasing voice he sang, “You…want…me…”
 
   “Oh, shut up already!” Sami couldn’t help but laugh. “God, you are so full of yourself! Okay, fine - I’ll have dinner with you. Dinner, and that’s it.”
 
   “That’s it.” The triumph in his expression was infuriating.
 
   “Straight home after.”
 
   “Whatever you say, ma’am.”
 
   “Can you give me half an hour to get dressed? I’m not going anywhere looking like this.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll be back in thirty minutes. Be ready, babydoll.” With a cocky wink, he strolled out of room 122.
 
   So. He thought she couldn’t resist his animal magnetism, huh? What a joke. Men with attitudes like his were the biggest turnoff there was. Deluded idiot.
 
   She placed the gun in the drawer of her bedside table and proceeded to get ready to prove him wrong.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   He knocked this time, only to prove that he could behave like a gentleman in the name of social convention. Though barging into her room uninvited was way more appealing to him, simply because he knew it drove her nuts.
 
   She opened the door, and very nearly took his breath away.
 
   Dressed in a white halter-necked sundress that displayed more than a little cleavage, her chestnut waves hung loosely over bare sun-kissed shoulders in a sexy tousled style. She wore strappy beaded sandals, with coral polish and a silver toe ring adorning her delicate feet. And a light perfume that was intoxicatingly sensuous.
 
   Whoa.
 
   “This is a definite improvement over the straitlaced librarian look,” he approved.
 
   She raised her eyebrows. “I don’t dress like a librarian.”
 
   “You were the first time I saw you.” He ushered her into the hallway with a hand at the small of her back. “And you always wear your hair pulled back when you’re working.”
 
   “That’s just to keep it out of my face.”
 
   “You’re so damn…practical.”
 
   “So what’s wrong with that?”
 
   “It’s boring, that’s what’s wrong with it.”
 
   “So now I bore you?” she bristled.
 
   Ash sighed. He couldn’t say anything to this uptight shrew without her getting all defensive. He saw Patsy at the front desk notice them together, and out of his peripheral vision caught her poking Lara and jerking her head in their direction. The staff were used to seeing him with an array of women, but up until now never an employee.
 
   “That’s not what I meant. I just meant you need to loosen up some.” He opened the door to the skywalk and held it for her. “Relax, why don’t you?”
 
   “What…don’t I look relaxed to you?” With a toss of her hair, she smiled provocatively.
 
   Oh, so now she was resorting to flirting. He put his arm around her and said softly, “You smell good enough to eat.”
 
   He felt her stiffen. “Then if I tell you to eat me, you won’t take offense?”
 
   “Anybody ever tell you, you have the mouth of a sailor?” Annoyed by her hot-and-cold behavior, he dropped his arm.
 
   “Now who’s the straitlaced one? Planning on washing my mouth out with soap?”
 
   “I can think of much better things I’d like to do with that mouth.” They’d reached the parking garage, and they took the elevator to the third level.
 
   “I’ll bet.” She sounded disgusted.
 
   “Your ex was such a lucky man,” he commented sarcastically. “I can’t imagine why he would have dumped you.” He knew he was pushing his luck with that remark, but she had it coming.
 
   A hurt look entered her amber eyes, vanishing just as quickly as it came. “He didn’t dump me. I was the one who broke off our engagement.” Her words were clipped.
 
   Ash unlocked the Maserati and opened the door for her, watching her slide gracefully inside. Once he was seated beside her, he asked, “Why?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about him. Do you mind?” Her eyes roamed over the car’s luxurious interior and he knew she was assuming it would soon belong to her.
 
   “Wrong,” he murmured, backing the car out of the parking spot.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know what you’re thinking. And you’re wrong. You’re not gonna win that bet.”
 
   “Oh, yes I am,” she said confidently. “You better kiss this baby goodbye, ’cause in a month you’ll be taking the Bay Town Trolley instead.”
 
   This made him laugh. She had a witty sense of humor, even if she was as frigid as an ice queen. “This isn’t the only car I own.”
 
   “Now why doesn’t that surprise me?”
 
   “We can put the top down on the way back if you like.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Music?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He selected the Sirius satellite radio option and chose the preset number for his favorite channel, keeping it low enough that they could still converse. Over Percy Faith’s Theme From A Summer Place he asked, “You like seafood?”
 
   “I love seafood.”
 
   “Royal Marlin okay with you? I went ahead and called for a reservation.”
 
   “Fine with me. I’ve never been there.”
 
   “You’re in for a culinary delight then, my dear.” In their confined space, the scent of her perfume wafted over to once again tease his senses. Damn, did that stuff contain pheromones or something? It was stimulating him to no end. He wondered what she’d do if he reached over and tried to cop a feel. Break his arm, more than likely.
 
   Mm, that could be fun…
 
   Seated in the restaurant by a window overlooking the water, she seemed more at ease. Maybe she felt safer with him in a public place. That was a good sign…it meant he was starting to break down her defenses. Hopefully the peach daiquiri she ordered would relax her even more. He sipped his own Tropical Hurricane and watched her over his menu. Unfortunately alcohol had no effect on him, but he’d acquired a taste for it long ago.
 
   “Ever had the Caribbean Mahi Mahi?” she asked.
 
   “No, I haven’t tried that. I know the stuffed flounder is really good.”
 
   “Everything on here sounds good. How about the Lobster Thermidor?”
 
   “It’s good, but lobster isn’t really one of my favorites.”
 
   By the time the waitress reappeared, Sami had decided on the stuffed flounder after all and he ordered the same, observing the friendly way she interacted with the server. A total stranger, a woman she’d never even met, and already she’d warmed to her more than she had to him. Why was that? From the moment she’d first set eyes on him, she had treated him with nothing but derision.
 
   “Tell me something, Samara. Why is it you have a genuine smile for everyone but me?”
 
   She squirmed, looking somewhat uncomfortable at his direct question. “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “Well…frankly, it’s your narcissistic attitude. You act as if you’re the only person in the world that matters.”
 
   He rested his arms on the table and leaned forward, looking her dead in the eye. “Maybe I am.”
 
   “See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about! That self-centered mindset. You represent everything that’s wrong with the human race.”
 
   “The human race, hm?” She was way off the charts with that one. Too bad he couldn’t make her aware of just how far off she was. Well, not yet anyway…not until he was done breaking her strong will and she had nothing left to offer in the way of entertainment. “Seems I’ve made quite a negative impression on you. I have an idea - what say we start fresh? I’ll try not to be a self-centered asshole, and in return you can try not to be a total bitch.”
 
   Instead of getting mad, she actually laughed at this. Maybe that daiquiri was kicking in already. They did tend to use a generous portion of alcohol here. “Okay, deal. The bitch is off duty for the night.”
 
   “Glad to hear it. She was overdue for a night off.” He lifted his glass and grinned. “Now tell me about your ex.”
 
   “My ex?” She traced a pattern on her frosty glass. “What do you want to know?”
 
   “What happened between you?”
 
   “I wish I knew. One minute everything’s fine and dandy, the next he’s off banging some twenty-year-old.”
 
   “Huh. So how’d you find out? Did you catch them together?” He’d be willing to wager his bank account that any man caught in the act of running around on Samara Porter would have his balls handed back to him in a plastic bag.
 
   “No. It was just…this huge mess. It’s complicated.” She shook her head and sipped her drink.
 
   “And you think this guy - what’s his name - might be the one making those calls to you?”
 
   “Rick.” Her hands fidgeted with the linen napkin. “His name is Rick. Maybe it’s him, I don’t know. If it keeps up I’ll just have my number changed. I hate to do that though - I’ve had the same number for six years.”
 
   His eyes rested on the two tiny, almost indistinguishable marks he’d left on her shoulder. So tiny she probably hadn’t even noticed them. “Are you afraid of him, Sami?”
 
   What she said next was completely and effectively the last thing he’d expected to hear from her.
 
   “Yes. I guess I am. You see, the girl he was cheating on me with…she sort of turned up dead.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Didn’t I tell you it was good?”
 
   Sami put down her empty glass and smiled. One daiquiri, one Rum Runner and dinner on top of that. She felt like a stuffed flounder herself. “You did. I gotta admit, you didn’t steer me wrong.” Her words were a little slurred. Was she really buzzed from two drinks? Yikes.
 
   Ash slid some bills into the guest check holder and dropped it on the table. “You up for a walk on the beach? Work off some of this food?”
 
   “Okay.” Sure, why not. A walk was just a walk. It wasn’t as if he’d try to make it with her on a public beach with other people around. Would he? No, of course not.
 
   They made their way down to the beach behind the Royal Marlin, pausing long enough to remove their shoes and leave them beneath an empty rental chair. Ash assured her that nobody was likely to swipe them. And what did he care if they did? The cost of a pair of shoes was nothing to him.
 
   When he reached for her hand she permitted it, only because it helped to steady her. She was feeling a bit lightheaded from those drinks. Maybe two was one too many. She’d always been a lightweight when it came to drinking.
 
   They splashed along the shore in silence for a while, leaving footprints behind in the wet sand that filled in almost immediately. She loved the tranquil sound of the tide coming in at night. You could hear it so much better then, uninterrupted by the noise from crowds of sunbathing tourists. The sea breeze tonight was cool, almost chilly.
 
   “Do you swim?” he asked, breaking the silence.
 
   “In a pool, yeah. I swim like a fish.”
 
   “Not in the ocean?”
 
   “I don’t like to go that far out. I have this thing about sharks. Didn’t you ever see Jaws?”
 
   He laughed. “Who hasn’t?”
 
   “I’ll just stick to a nice chlorine or salt water pool, thank you very much. Nothing swimming around in there is liable to take a bite out of me.”
 
   “You never know.”
 
   “You kinda remind me of a shark.”
 
   “Yeah? How do you figure that?”
 
   “I dunno. You just do.” He’d kept his word to be nice tonight so far, so she wouldn’t tell him that she pictured him as a predator. A ruthless sexual predator who gobbled up women like minnows.
 
   “You’re a hard one to read, Sam-I-Am.” His fingers, entwined in hers, tightened their grip slightly. “Okay, so I wasn’t going to pressure you in the restaurant. But are you going to finish telling me about Rick the cheater and his dead mistress?”
 
   Oh. That. Where did she even begin? “It happened here.”
 
   “Here, where?”
 
   “At the Jade Palms, actually.”
 
   His head snapped to the side and he stared at her in astonishment, but said nothing.
 
   “She was staying there with Rick. He was supposed to be here auditioning for a gig with his band, only I couldn’t go with him because my grandmother had just passed away and I was helping arrange her funeral. Guess he didn’t want to go alone. Anyhow, she…um, supposedly she got really drunk and fell from the balcony. There wasn’t any foul play suspected or anything since the band members all verified that Rick was with them when it happened.”
 
   “Is there some reason for you to think otherwise?” Ash watched her expression carefully.
 
   “I don’t know. Rick never seemed like the violent type before…but then he starts drunk-dialing me and saying some oddball stuff. Like, he would start crying and saying Paisley’s death wasn’t an accident, that she was murdered. Then he’d start getting really weird. He’d just keep saying the same thing over and over. ‘It was me but it wasn’t me. It was me but it wasn’t me.’ I never told anyone what he said. Maybe I should’ve, but at the time it just seemed to me like he was losing it because of everything that happened. Between her death and me breaking our engagement, he was drinking himself into a coma. And I couldn’t honestly believe he had it in him to hurt anyone.
 
   “But still, I couldn’t get it off my mind. So I drove down here, checked into the Palms and asked around - discreetly, of course. Everyone I talked to pretty much had the same story. It was an accident, no one was with her when it happened, yada yada yada. Anyway, while I was here I took the opportunity to pass around a few resumés on the off chance someone might be hiring, since I was suddenly unemployed on top of everything else. Plus, I needed to get away from there. Away from Rick. Start over fresh.”
 
   “And here you are.” His voice was filled with awe. “That’s a hell of a story, Sami. If it makes you feel any better, I heard the same thing you did…the girl was alone when she fell and her blood alcohol level was pretty high. I really don’t think you have anything to worry about. The police would’ve already arrested Rick if they had any reason to suspect him.”
 
   “You’re probably right.” She was beginning to feel better about the whole thing. People said screwy things when they were drinking. It was more than likely a guilt complex putting strange ideas in his head. Maybe he blamed himself for Paisley’s death because he hadn’t been there to keep an eye on her. “You know what, I’m just glad to be free of all that. Glad to be here.”
 
   “You like it here?”
 
   “Are you kidding? I love it here.”
 
   “Good to know. Stuart’s been raving about you, by the way. He thinks you’re the best thing to come along since sliced bread.”
 
   “Well, I’m flattered. Does that mean job security for me?”
 
   “You’re doing fine. You don’t have to worry about job security.”
 
   “So…I don’t need to worry about you firing me after you realize you’re never going to get into my pants?” She said it jokingly, but it wasn’t a joke. Not to her. She didn’t want her newfound happiness blown to bits when the king of condos had a conniption fit because he didn’t get something he wanted.
 
   Furrowing his brow, Ash gazed off into the distance at the infinite ocean of dark water. “Is that what you think? That I’d have you fired if you didn’t give it up? Damn, Sami, you really do have a jacked up opinion of me. I already told you, I don’t mix business with pleasure. Your work ethic is exemplary. You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   She released a sigh of relief, almost ready to admit that maybe, just maybe, she’d misjudged him. But it was still too early to yield to that conclusion. Way too early. Reluctantly, she suggested, “Maybe we should head back. I’ve been feeling kinda tired all day.”
 
   “All right.” They turned around and started walking back in the direction of the restaurant. The lights from the rows of high-rise condominiums illuminated the night, a romantically modern version of candles in the dark. The rush of the waves lulled her into blissfulness, cool foamy water washing over her toes while they dug themselves happily into the smooth wet sand. Stress and tension melted like ice to be consumed by the vastness of the aquatic paradise. She never wanted to leave this place. She’d found her niche in the world.
 
   “Have you always lived in Panama City, Ash?” Her question was directed quietly so as not to intrude on the ocean’s lullaby.
 
   “Not always. I was born in the area, though. For a while I lived in Camden, among other places. Jekyll Island…Cape Charles…Southport…”
 
   “Always near the ocean,” she noticed.
 
   “Always. I like it best here. This seems more like home to me.”
 
   “You don’t have much of a southern accent.”
 
   “No, I guess I don’t.” He didn’t bother to elaborate.
 
   “How long have you been back?”
 
   “Not that long. Maybe four years.”
 
   “Mm. This is too weird.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Having a civilized conversation with you. I didn’t think it was possible.”
 
   “And the claws come out again.” He grinned over at her. “Your buzz wearing off?”
 
   “Nope, not yet.” She paused to uncover a sand dollar, and seeing that it was broken tossed it back into the water.
 
   “I take it you’re ready for some uncivilized behavior then?” The hand holding hers moved quickly, twisting her arm behind her back and using it to pull her firmly against his muscular body. “This is what you want. You know it is. Why don’t you save us both a lot of time and just admit it. You. Want. Me.”
 
   Sami pulled away and struggled to keep her breathing even. Her heart felt like it wanted to drill right through her chest. Even Rick had never elicited such an intense reaction out of her, and the revelation was alarming. “I should have known! You can’t even pretend to act like a gentleman for very long, can you?”
 
   “I never said I was a gentleman.”
 
   “News flash, stud monkey - you’re not my type.”
 
   “If you say so.” He looked pretty darn confident regardless. “There are still twenty-nine days left. Is it really worth it to you? Tossing and turning every night out of sheer sexual frustration, denying your body what it’s aching for until the need literally becomes painful…just to win a bet?”
 
   “I don’t toss and turn at night!”
 
   “You will tonight, sweetheart.” The vain smugness in his voice was maddening.
 
   “I can pretty much guarantee you I’ll sleep like a baby,” she retorted, sounding a lot more certain of that than she felt.
 
   “Sure you will. Like a baby - up every two hours. Well, if you find yourself unable to tolerate the ache anymore, you know where to find me, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   At the sound of the rap on the door, Eva turned to give Julian one last anxious look. Her nerves were on edge over this prearranged meeting and having no idea what to expect made it so much worse.
 
   He cupped her chin in his hand and smiled encouragingly. “Don’t be afraid, love. You know you’re safe with me. Now remember what we talked about. As little information as possible, right?”
 
   Nodding, she clenched her fists and waited breathlessly while he opened the door.
 
   “Julian Winter? Pleasure to meet you...Asher Reid.”
 
   The glimpse she caught of the man from her spot behind Jules was enough to calm her jangled nerves, and she released the breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding, feeling silly for having been so worried. A beast hadn’t entered their suite, just a man - well, yes, a vampire to be precise - but he certainly didn’t look like the wild-eyed caricature of Bela Lugosi she’d half expected. He was attractive, clean-cut, dressed casually but elegantly in khakis and a golf shirt. A mental image of Bela Lugosi swinging a nine iron on a fairway sprang absurdly into her mind.
 
   Relax, Eva…
 
   Then again, maybe she had a right to be on her guard. Especially when she stopped to consider Edan Guthrie. He’d seemed perfectly auspicious, too.
 
   His blue eyes caught sight of her, and he hurried over to take her hand in his. “And this must be our new arrival!” To her surprise, he gallantly pressed his lips to her hand. “Miss Spencer. What a charming addition you’ll make to our group. I hope you’re adjusting well.”
 
   “As well as can be expected, thank you. Won’t you come sit down?” She motioned to the sofa and love seat in the condo’s living room. “Can I get you a drink?”
 
   “That’s very considerate of you,” he said as he headed for the love seat. She noticed he carried a laptop under one arm. “But no, I wouldn’t care for anything, thank you. How are you finding your accommodations?”
 
   “Oh, they’re lovely. But it really wasn’t necessary for you to cover our expenses,” she responded. Julian settled beside her on the sofa, watching their visitor warily. She could feel that he was tense, but didn’t understand why. Their host seemed normal enough. He’d already put her at ease.
 
   Reid placed the laptop on the coffee table and waved his hand noncommittally before powering it up. “It’s nothing at all. We aren’t booked to capacity until next week. The majority of the spring breakers don’t arrive until mid-March. After that this place will be a madhouse.” He typed something on the keys, then smiled warmly. “Well…I’d like to begin by welcoming you both. I expect the two of you have plenty of questions and I’m fully prepared to answer them for you. But for the time being, why don’t we start with the basics. I’d like to get a little information from you if you don’t mind. We’ll start with you, sir. May I have your full name, please?”
 
   “Julian Radley Winter.” Julian rested his arm on the back of the sofa behind Eva.
 
   “Did you say Bradley?”
 
   “Radley. No ‘B’.”
 
   “Is this your given name?”
 
   “I have no aliases, if that’s what you want to know.”
 
   Reid entered this information. “Age of rebirth?”
 
   “Twenty-three.”
 
   “And how many years have you been in your present condition?”
 
   “Thirty.”
 
   “Oh yes, that’s right. Kendall told me that. Let’s see…I already have your address…I think that’s all I need for now, thank you. Now you, miss.”
 
   “Evangeline Rowan Spencer, age twenty.”
 
   “Twenty. Damn, such a young age.” He typed as he spoke. “I personally was twenty-nine. You know, you’re the third youngest in our group in terms of human years.”
 
   “Am I?” She wasn’t sure what to say to that. Was it a compliment, a chastisement or simply a statement of fact?
 
   “Marco is nineteen and the Szapiro girl - oh hell, what is her name - Halina, that’s it…she’s only fifteen. Not a good age for the transformation, but she hasn’t caused any trouble, so…” He shrugged.
 
   “What makes you think she would cause trouble?” Eva wanted to know.
 
   “Inexperience, in a nutshell. Someone her age normally wouldn’t exercise proper restraint, or possess the ability to hunt undetected. Fortunately the Fieldings offered to take her in. That arrangement has worked out so far. The Fieldings, by the way, are currently our only married couple. I understand the two of you are engaged?”
 
   “We are,” Julian replied coolly. His expression was unreadable.
 
   “May I offer my congratulations. Are you planning on remaining in Oregon?”
 
   “For as long as possible, yes.”
 
   “Nice area, Mount Hood. Little too much snow for my taste though. I prefer the sun. Well, how about one more question and then quid pro quo. Do either of you possess any special skills or talents?”
 
   “Like what?” Eva glanced at Julian, wondering why he was so quiet.
 
   “Any unique abilities.”
 
   Julian hesitated for a moment, then apparently seeing no harm in disclosing this particular information informed him, “I have dominion over animals.”
 
   Reid seemed interested. “All of them?”
 
   “All that I’ve come in contact with thus far.”
 
   “Fascinating. So you’re saying then, if you were to step out on the balcony right now you could persuade one of the gulls to come to you?”
 
   “I could. As could you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Of course. All you need is a piece of bread.”
 
   Mortified, Eva bit her lip to stifle a nervous giggle. What on earth had gotten into Jules? She was used to his dry humor, but this stranger could get the wrong idea and think he was trying to be a smartass. And who knew - maybe he was. She’d never seen him behave so rudely.
 
   But Reid seemed to take it all in stride, merely smiling mildly. “Good point.” He turned his attention to Eva. “And you, young lady?”
 
   She flushed, feeling suddenly inadequate. “Not that I know of.”
 
   “Well, it’s still early in the game for you. And it’s really a moot point,” he assured her. “Just something I like to keep track of. You never know when one of these skills might render itself useful.”
 
   “What about you?” she couldn’t help asking, curiosity getting the better of her. “Can you do anything unique?”
 
   He closed the laptop. “I am quite the master of illusion, if you’ll forgive my immodesty.”
 
   Flummoxed, she caught Julian’s eye and he shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t have a clue either.
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   The broad grin was back, and as she sat there waiting to hear his explanation she suddenly found herself gazing not at the dark-haired vampire, but at Julian instead. Startled, she whipped her head sideways to see Jules still beside her, a look of shock on his normally inscrutable face.
 
   There were two of him!
 
   “Holy shit,” she breathed, awestruck.
 
   In an instant, Reid had reappeared and his azure eyes glittered with amused self-satisfaction.
 
   She felt Julian’s arm tighten protectively around her. “Don’t do that again,” he said sharply.
 
   “I apologize if I offended you. But the lady wanted a demonstration and being a true southern gentleman, I was obliged to comply.” His voice was smooth as melted butter, but there was a challenge in the saccharine tone that Eva knew wouldn’t go unnoticed. She squirmed uncomfortably, searching for something to say.
 
   “That was…creepy,” was all she come up with.
 
   “I find it comes in handy.” He and Julian were locked eye to eye.
 
   Change the subject. “Tell us about the others,” she proposed.
 
   Her request served its purpose. Distracted, Reid focused on her once again. “There are thirty-two in our circle now, yourselves included. Twenty-seven males and five females.”
 
   “Thirty-two? That’s it?” This was a little surprising. Somehow she’d expected more - a lot more.
 
   “We’re a very select group. You should count yourselves fortunate to have joined our ranks.”
 
   “Well…will we be meeting the others?”
 
   “No, not unless a situation comes up where I find it necessary.” He drummed his fingers on the laptop. “You see, as the elder it’s my responsibility to ensure that we remain undetected, not just with the humans but with each other. Kendall and I are the only ones who have access to the names and locations of each individual in our group. You won’t be given any information regarding the others, and in turn your privacy will be respected as well.”
 
   That sounded odd. “But how come? I mean, why would it matter?”
 
   Reid stroked his lips with an index finger. His eyes wandered down the length of her body, then back up to her face. “Well, young miss, we tend not to get along. As your elementary school teacher might say, we don’t play well with others.” He glanced at Julian, then returned his attention to her. “Male vampires are not only extremely aggressive but territorial as well. I’m afraid we have a tendency to fight amongst ourselves, barbaric as it seems. It’s simply in our nature.”
 
   “Tristan didn’t seem very confrontational,” she pointed out, and was startled by his contemptuous burst of laughter.
 
   “Tristan Kendall is a rare exception. He’s in what you might call a…class of his own.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Couldn’t you tell?” Shaking his head at her confused expression, he revealed, “He’s gay. Queer as a three dollar bill. You didn’t pick up on that?”
 
   “Um…oh.” Eva stared down at her knees, embarrassed.
 
   “I’ve known him for a long time…guess I just assumed it was obvious to everyone else. Maybe it isn’t, I don’t know. Anyway, makes no difference to me.”
 
   Julian suddenly spoke, his voice quiet but authoritative. “You’ve stated that you’re the eldest among us. May I ask just how old you are?”
 
   “I was born in 1897. My father and I were actually bootleggers in this area back in the twenties, before my transformation in ’26.” There was pride in his admission.
 
   “1926? And you’re telling me there are none older than you?” The disbelief in Julian’s tone was evident. “Our legends date back countless years…how can you possibly be the oldest living vampire?”
 
   “As I stated before, we don’t get along well with one another. Simply put, we fight. As uncivilized as it may be, that’s what happened to the majority. This is why I prefer to keep everyone spread out. And then, of course, there are the others…those who become so disillusioned with endless life that they choose to end it.”
 
   “How could they possibly do that?” Eva wondered.
 
   “Well, they can’t, not alone. A suicidal fanger has to recruit the assistance of another. Given our violent nature, it’s not a request that’s usually denied.”
 
   She pondered this. Personally she felt no antagonism whatsoever towards the man before her. Julian, on the other hand, seemed particularly defensive. Her mind wandered to the ancient dagger. Without it, could she have managed to destroy Edan? “How is it done?”
 
   “Decapitation, of course. Surely your fiancé was already aware of that.”
 
   Then the dagger wasn’t the only means of destruction, after all. “This aggressive nature…is it limited to males?”
 
   “It does appear to be,” Reid confirmed. “Over the years I’ve learned to control my hostility. In my position, it’s imperative that I remain diplomatic.” His gaze traveled to Julian. “Perhaps now would be a good time to review the laws.”
 
   Julian’s eyes narrowed.
 
   “There must be regulation,” Reid explained, looking apologetic. “Believe me, these laws aren’t put in place as some tyrannical way of asserting my dominance. They’re for the common good, and we all must abide by them.”
 
   Julian conceded, nodding.
 
   “There are only two. But please, if you listen to nothing else I say you should remember this. Disregard for either of these two laws demands the severest penalty. Now, first and foremost…secrecy. This is sacrosanct. At no time and under no circumstances will any of us reveal ourselves to any human - friend, relative or otherwise - unless, of course, you plan on disposing of them. In which case it doesn’t matter.” He gave each of them a probing look. “I assume this won’t be a problem?”
 
   “No problem,” Julian said, conspicuously keeping his eyes from meeting Eva’s. She thought of Lainie, but kept quiet.
 
   “I can’t stress this enough to you. Obviously you, Winter, having lived with this for thirty years, you’ve managed to keep yourself out of the public eye. This might prove somewhat more difficult for you, Miss Spencer. You no doubt have living relatives and the temptation might arise. Do not give in to it.” His warning was stern. “The repercussions would be most unpleasant.”
 
   She nodded, wetting her lips nervously.
 
   “Second item…population control. We need to keep our numbers down, for obvious reasons. It is absolutely forbidden to induct a new member into our circle without my personal permission.” His gaze fell again on Julian. “Of course, you wouldn’t have known that when you brought this lovely young lady over. So we’ll let this one slide.”
 
   “It wasn’t his fault,” Eva blurted. “I mean…it was an accident.”
 
   Reid studied her with interest. “Is that right?”
 
   Desperately she looked over at Jules, wondering if she’d said the wrong thing.
 
   “My blood saved her,” he explained calmly. “She was murdered, but not by my hand.”
 
   “I see.” His probing eyes once again fell on Julian, and the curiosity in them was apparent. “Let me ask you something, Winter. Kendall mentioned that the one who created you was no longer around. Just what became of him…or her?”
 
   Julian wordlessly drew a finger across his throat.
 
   “Fair enough. Well…as far as statutes go, that’s just about the extent of it. I do request that you let me know before relocating, but you’re free to live anyplace that suits you. Most of us reside within the United States, though not all. Feel free to travel abroad as much as you like. Hell, I encourage it - especially if you prefer to kill your prey after feeding. I have no problem with that so long as you clean up after yourselves. Humans are here for our personal enjoyment, after all. Do with them what you will…just be discreet.”
 
   Humans are here for our personal enjoyment? Eva couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Had he forgotten that he was once human himself? The careless way he spoke about murder was chilling. She was grimly reminded of Julian’s behavior, not so long ago.
 
   Reid was reaching into the back pocket of his khakis. “Did Kendall already give you one of my cards?”
 
   “No, he didn’t.”
 
   Producing one from his wallet, he handed it to Julian. “If you ever have need of new documents - birth certificates, social security cards, medical records, et cetera, just let one of us know and we’ll hook you up. Call me anytime. I’m at your disposal.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Do either of you have any more questions?”
 
   “May I ask you a personal question, Mr. Reid?” Eva timidly inquired.
 
   “Go right ahead.”
 
   “What happened to the one who changed you?”
 
   The wide grin returned. “Ah…interesting story there. But you might find it a little unpleasant.”
 
   “I’d like to hear it.”
 
   “Well…if you insist.” He leaned back in the chair and propped an ankle casually over his knee. “I was twenty-nine then, dying from the effects of blackwater fever. Kidney failure, more than likely. In those days, quinine was given to combat malaria and that could be what triggered my condition. The doctor wasn’t doing me a damn bit of good and I wasn’t expected to live, so as a last resort my father took me to see a woman who lived along the edges of the Everglades. She was rumored to be a witch, and the more superstitious folks said she had the ability to heal when doctors couldn’t. It was a long shot, but people do crazy things when they’re desperate, I suppose.
 
   “Well, Cecilia took one look at me and that was all she wrote. She instructed my father to leave me with her and return in three days, with the promise that by that time I’d be fully recovered. Her only demand was that in return, I marry her. With no other choice, he agreed to her terms and entrusted me to her care. As it turns out, a witch wasn’t the extent of what that woman was.” He chuckled. “Guess it’s a good thing for me she fell in love at first sight.”
 
   It was a beguiling story, almost like a fairy tale. “And did you marry her?”
 
   “I did. I had no other alternative - I needed guidance. Someone to learn from. I knew nothing about existing as a vampire.”
 
   “Then what happened to her? I assume she isn’t still around since you’ve said you’re the oldest.”
 
   “She was too controlling. Possessive. I got tired of it in a hurry. What man in his right mind wants to be saddled with the same woman day in and day out?” Suddenly realizing his faux pas, he looked contrite. “Oh hell, I didn’t mean…I just meant, you know, marriage isn’t for everyone. No offense intended.”
 
   “None taken.” Julian’s voice was icy.
 
   “You killed her?” Eva was appalled.
 
   “You must understand - I was newly turned. I hadn’t yet learned to control my instincts. I do feel remorse now for what I did. She only wanted to love me, but I preferred my freedom.” He shrugged. “Such is life.”
 
   So much for a happy ending to that fairy tale. Eva shuddered.
 
   Reid picked up his laptop and stood. “Well, I imagine you two would like to be left alone to enjoy the rest of your vacation. Is there anything I can get for you?”
 
   Julian stood as well, his arm still encircling Eva. “I don’t think so. Thank you for taking the time to see us.”
 
   “It was my pleasure. Remember, if you need anything or have any questions, don’t hesitate to call. Enjoy your stay in Florida.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Reid. It was really nice meeting you.” Now that the dreaded rendezvous was over with, Eva felt a weight lifted from her.
 
   “And you as well, young lady. Best wishes for a long and prosperous marriage.”
 
   Finally he was gone, and they breathed a collective sigh of relief.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   All things considered, it could have gone worse.
 
   No discernable threat from those two. Winter had behaved defensively, as expected, but no more so than any other male immortal would in such a situation. He’d managed civility and restraint better than most. Not that Asher hadn’t felt the violent urge himself - it was inevitable. But as much as his hands ached for the sensation of the Englishman’s bones cracking beneath them, he prided himself on his ability to maintain complete control. He relished killing, yes, but on his terms. When he decided it was time. His animal instincts did not govern him.
 
   Of course, he’d lied through his teeth about feeling remorse for having done away with Cecilia. He’d never felt the slightest pang of regret, only relief that he was free of that cloying bitch. Love…please…that foolishness was for the weak and he’d never been weak. Neither had he loved - not even when he was still human. His own pleasure, his own needs, were all that had ever mattered to him. Anything else was a waste of energy.
 
   As for the girl, the fledgling vampire…Tristan could keep mental surveillance on her for a while, just to observe her progress. Though he suspected that Winter would keep her under his wing and out of trouble. There would be no need to assign a guardian - it was her originator’s responsibility to serve as tutor.
 
   Intriguing little creature, that female. Normally redheads weren’t his preference, but this one possessed an exotic beauty that was quite captivating.
 
   And speaking of captivating beauties…
 
   It was time to plan his next move with the recalcitrant Samara.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “We’re leaving tomorrow,” Julian informed Eva firmly.
 
   The salty breeze pulled a few strands of hair loose from her meticulous French braid, and she released her hand from his to tuck them behind an ear. Her other hand held her sandals as they strolled along the shore, their bare feet making split splat sounds against the wet sand.
 
   “Can’t we stay a little longer?” she appealed. “I love the beach, and I haven’t been in years. Just another day or two. Come on…it’ll be fun.”
 
   He soothed her disappointment with a gentle smile and a compromise. “I’ll take you somewhere else, love. This isn’t the only beach in the world, you know.”
 
   “Is it because of Reid?”
 
   The smile vanished, replaced almost instantly with a troubled grimace. “I don’t trust him.”
 
   “Are you sure it has nothing to do with that ‘male aggression’ thing?” She reached for his hand again.
 
   “I must admit - it was all very disconcerting. I’ve never felt such strong antagonism towards anyone in my life. It was all I could do to keep from smashing that bloke’s face in. And I couldn’t even explain why I felt that way. I really wish Kendall had better prepared me for it.”
 
   “Maybe since he doesn’t experience that…sense of rivalry, or whatever you want to call it…himself, it just didn’t occur to him.”
 
   “Does it not strike you as odd that someone so very young would lay claim to the title of elder?”
 
   “A little, I guess. But you heard what he said.”
 
   “Yes…well, I don’t know if I buy that explanation. And the way he was able to take my form - that was…” He shook his head, speechless.
 
   “You took the words right out of my mouth,” she agreed. “I hope he never finds out about Lainie. What do you think he’d do?”
 
   “I’d just as soon never find out. Perhaps it’s for the best that she chose to remain in Scotland.”
 
   “You’re probably right.” She paused to peer at something that turned out to be a dead jellyfish. “Do you suppose he does that a lot?”
 
   “I’ve no doubt he uses it to his advantage. Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Do you think he’d ever…I don’t know…”
 
   “I had the same thought. Though I don’t know why he would. We’re no threat to him.”
 
   “Maybe we should have a code word,” she suggested. “Just in case…then if we ever had doubts we could use it and we’d know for sure.” She might sound paranoid, but it couldn’t hurt to be prepared, right? It was such a spooky thought. To never know if the person you were with was actually the person you thought they were…
 
   “All right, Miss Bond, what do you propose?”
 
   “Um…how about banana?”
 
   “Banana?” To his credit, he tried to keep a straight face. He did not succeed.
 
   “Yeah, you’re right…it should probably be more like a question-and-answer type thing. Something personal. Let’s see…” she thought for a minute. “Okay, how about this. The question can be, ‘Where is the butterfly?’ and the answer…”
 
   “There can only be one answer to that. She’s been set free.”
 
   “Will you remember that?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll remember.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Oh…you know what, I just thought of something I forgot to ask him.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I wanted to ask whether it’s possible for vampires to reproduce.”
 
   “Eva, love…” Julian stopped to take her head in his hands. Looking into her eyes, he said gently, “I think we both already know the answer to that. Now don’t we?”
 
   “I just thought I’d ask…” But she knew, had known all along, that he was right. She was no longer ovulating. Her body was barren now, pregnancy an impossibility. It was probably all for the best - and for the same reason that she would never become a teacher as she’d always planned. She could never live with herself if she were to accidentally hurt a child.
 
   Eternity was a long time to have to live with something like that.
 
   “We have each other. Can’t that be enough?”
 
   His words made her heart ache. How could he ever think he wasn’t enough for her? “Jules, you’re everything to me. I’ll never want anything more…please don’t say things like that…” Her arms encircled his neck and he responded automatically with the passionate kiss that was hers forever.
 
   “Let’s go home,” he said softly.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   “Sami? Don’t hang up…please, I just wanna talk to you…”
 
   “I told you not to call me again. We have nothing to talk about.”
 
   “I made a mistake. I made…such a mistake…please don’t do this to me, I need you…I think I’m losing my mind…”
 
   “You don’t need me. I think you already proved that. You’ll be fine.”
 
   “Nothing’s fine…nothing’s fine…”
 
   “I’m sorry for what happened to Paisley. I am. But I can’t help you with this, Rick. I just don’t have it in me.”
 
   “I hafta talk to you. I can’t talk to anyone else.”
 
   “Go sleep it off. Okay? Just go to bed.”
 
   “I can’t tell anyone else. Don’t you understand?”
 
   “No, Rick, I don’t understand. I don’t understand why you keep calling me when there’s nothing left to say.”
 
   “It killed her. I know it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “That thing…that thing that looked like me. It was me. I saw myself, I passed myself, it was like looking into a fucking mirror…and then she was dead and there was blood everywhere…”
 
   “You’re wasted.”
 
   “It was the doppelganger. It was me…but not me. Do you get what I’m saying?”
 
   “No. I don’t.”
 
   “It was me, but it wasn’t me…why can’t you understand…”
 
   Jerking awake from her nightmare, Sami’s breath came in shallow pants as her heart raced like a thoroughbred released from its stall. It took her a moment to realize that it wasn’t the dream that woke her but her cell phone’s ringtone. Taking a deep breath, she retrieved it from the bedside table.
 
   Unknown caller.
 
   She didn’t even have to speak. The music was already playing faintly in the background, terrifying in its mere simplicity. That same song, Nights in White Satin. It was an anthem that had no particular significance to her but was fast becoming a source of dread. Was it supposed to convey some message? If so, what?
 
   “Look. Asshole. You aren’t accomplishing a damn thing with your nocturnal crank calls. So why don’t you just give it a rest?”
 
   There was no response, just the hauntingly eerie wailing of the Moody Blues. She’d never hear that song again without feeling chills down her spine.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The week passed by fairly uneventfully for Sami. She caught a glimpse of Asher here and there, but thankfully he was keeping his distance. Maybe he’d finally come to the conclusion that she was a lost cause. Maybe he’d give up on her and call the mud flap girl instead. That woman was way more his speed, anyhow. The desperately acquiescent type who would hang on to his every word, stroke his inflated ego, submit passively to whatever he requested with no opinions of her own.
 
   Sorry, but that wasn’t her.
 
   Friday evening after work she donned an eye-catching red dress and joined the horde of tourists gathered in front of the tiki bar to watch the Polynesian fire dance show. Stuart already had a place at the bar, and he waved her over to offer his seat to her. She was a little surprised to see him there - he’d struck her as more of a homebody, preferring to spend his off hours playing online computer games. He was unapologetically the quintessential geek, and she admired him for it.
 
   “You look nice,” he complimented her. “Want a drink?”
 
   “Thank you, Stu. How about Sex on the Beach?” She grinned mischievously at the suggestive name.
 
   “Hey Laiken, Sex on the Beach for Sami!” he yelled to the mixologist over the noisy din.
 
   “Yo,” Laiken called back. He was the textbook epitome of a beach bum - dark tan, toned muscles and sun-bleached hair that nearly reached his shoulders. The female guests adored him.
 
   “Thought you might show up here with Reid,” Stu remarked.
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   He shrugged. “Heard you went out with him last weekend.”
 
   “We didn’t ‘go out’. We ate dinner together, that was it. Trust me, the man isn’t my type. He drives me crazy. Keeps letting himself into my room like he lives there or something. He has no shame.” She accepted her drink from the bartender with a grateful smile.
 
   “That’s a little…weird.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “I’ve never known him to do anything like that before. He must have programmed your room to his keycard.” Stu picked up his beer and took a drink.
 
   “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”
 
   “Nope.” Stuart’s grin was knowing.
 
   “Shit.” She gulped a few swallows of her fruity drink. “Hey, listen, don’t mention that to anyone, okay? I don’t want that getting around.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say anything anyway. Reid would have my head on a platter.”
 
   “Is he normally so aggressive?” she wanted to know.
 
   “I couldn’t really say. He’s always kept his personal life to himself. Front desk crew says he comes and goes with a variety of women, but I don’t know that he’s ever hit on one of the staff before. He’s probably afraid of getting slapped with a lawsuit.”
 
   The high-pitched squawk of a microphone interrupted their conversation as one of the entertainers began to speak in an animated voice. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to this season’s very first Polynesian fire dance performance at the Vestal Sands resort. My name is Manuel, and I’d like to thank you all for coming out tonight. I’d like to ask for your safety that you refrain from crossing the roped off area while the dancers are performing. Now without any further delay, may I introduce our first act of the evening…let’s give it up for Rico!”
 
   The crowd applauded enthusiastically until the music began to play, and Sami shifted her attention to the scantily dressed man who was effortlessly spinning a flaming staff to the wild beat of the drums. Several whoops rang out from the delighted throng of guests. The fire left hypnotic trails in the night sky, mesmerizing her, and she smiled to herself euphorically. Living here was like one endless vacation. How had she ever managed to score so big? She’d won the job lottery for sure.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye she suddenly caught sight of Asher, perched on a stool at the opposite end of the tiki bar. He lifted his plastic cup to her with a benign smile that seemed to say, I know I’ll break you down eventually. You don’t stand a chance with me.
 
   She raised her own drink in response, then returned her attention to the show. Rico had traded his staff for death star poi, the twin balls of fire swinging so rapidly they seemed a separate entity of their own. He leapt and knelt as gracefully as a doe, his dance moves exotically beautiful.
 
   “Speak of the devil,” Stuart murmured into her ear, and she followed his gaze to see that the devil indeed was making his way toward them. So much for avoiding him tonight.
 
   “The lady in red,” Ash teased. He looked over at Stuart’s almost-empty cup and said, “’Sup, Studebaker. Can I buy you another beer?”
 
   “Sure, man. Thanks.”
 
   “Danielle, how about bringing Stu another beer when you get a chance, please?”
 
   “Comin’ up.” The pretty spiky-haired bartender brought another beer over and removed the empty cup from the counter.
 
   “Place is hopping tonight,” Sami commented.
 
   “This is officially the beginning of spring break. Peak season starts now,” Ash explained.
 
   “Got any exciting plans for the weekend?” As out-of-place as Stuart looked in this environment, he seemed relaxed and right at home.
 
   “I thought I’d take Misty out tomorrow.” Those fetching blue eyes watched Sami intently. If he thought he was going to provoke some sort of jealous reaction, he was about to be sorely disappointed. She ignored him, concentrating on the fire dance.
 
   “How ’bout you, Sam?”
 
   “Nothing definite.” She was purposely evasive.
 
   “Maybe she’d like to join me and Misty.” Ash’s eyes danced with wicked humor.
 
   Disgusting pervert! “You know what they say. Three’s a crowd.”
 
   “Misty’s his boat,” Stuart clarified with a laugh.
 
   “Oh.” She grinned back at him, feeling a little foolish.
 
   “What do you say, Sami? Right after lunch, say one o’clock?” Ash persisted.
 
   Alone with him on a boat in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico? No. Say no. Politely decline. “Sure, why not.” Oops. Apparently her mouth and her brain didn’t share the same frequency.
 
   “Good deal. I’ll swing by…oh, son of a bitch.” His attention abruptly strayed to something in the sky.
 
   “What’s the matter?” She tried to locate what he was looking at, but all she saw were rows of balconies filled with college students. One feisty young man on the third floor dropped trou and shook his bare rear end for all to see. Sami nearly spit out her Sex on the Beach.
 
   “Those kids are feeding the damn seagulls from the balcony.” He set his cup on the counter. “I need to send somebody up to have a word with them.”
 
   “I’ll go,” Stuart offered.
 
   “No, that’s okay. You stay and watch the show with Sam. Have fun…tell Danielle to put your drinks on my tab. I’ll see you guys later.” With one last smile he headed off, deftly maneuvering his way through the maze of people.
 
   “I suppose tomorrow won’t be a date either.” Stuart hid his grin behind the beer in his hand.
 
   “Oh…shut up, Stu.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Uncertain of exactly what they were doing or how she was supposed to dress, Sami wore a two-piece swimsuit underneath a pair of white shorts and a bright purple t-shirt sporting the poolside café’s Renegade Island Grill logo. She was in the bathroom contemplating what to do with her hair when Asher arrived, letting himself in as if he owned the place.
 
   Which…well, technically he did.
 
   “Ready to go?” He sauntered brazenly into her bedroom without knocking.
 
   “I wish you’d stop programming my room to your card,” she snapped.
 
   “You know you love it. Gets your blood pumping.” He was dressed in a pair of board shorts, a navy blue muscle shirt and canvas sneakers. She could see him in the bathroom mirror, and paused to sneak an admiring look at his bare arms. He certainly did that muscle shirt justice.
 
   Lord help her…she might not get that sports car after all.
 
   “Let’s go,” he called impatiently.
 
   “Hang on…I’m looking for a hair tie.”
 
   “Wear it down. Let’s go.”
 
   “Okay, okay. Cool your jets.” Hurrying out of the bathroom, she grabbed her beach bag from where it sat atop the unmade bed. He glanced at the rumpled sheets, then back at her.
 
   “Been tossing and turning much, Sam-I-Am?”
 
   “Bite me,” she retorted, heading for the door without waiting for him.
 
   Once they were in the Maserati, a thought struck her. “How are you planning on pulling a boat with this car? It doesn’t even have a trailer hitch.”
 
   “I don’t need to pull it anywhere. I keep it at the marina.”
 
   “Oh…” She hadn’t thought of that.
 
   “So did you enjoy yourself last night?” Keeping his eyes on the road, he steered with his left hand and fiddled with the radio stations with his right.
 
   “Yeah, I did. The fire dancers were great.”
 
   
  
 

“The spring breakers can put on quite a show themselves.” He shook his head.
 
   “I bet you see it all here.”
 
   “I’ve seen it all, that’s for sure.” The covert smile on his lips seemed to hold a multitude of unspoken secrets.
 
   They drove with the top down, feeding their senses with the sights and sounds of the busy strip while waiting in congested traffic that barely inched along. Sami kept herself entertained by reading the clever names of the sidewalk head shops that catered to the young vacationers. The smell of grilled seafood wafted from the beachfront restaurants and bars. People shouted to one another from their vehicles, horns honked greetings and a group of girls in a Mustang convertible flirted shamelessly with Ash. He slipped on his sunglasses and grinned broadly at them.
 
   “You thrive on attention, don’t you?” Sami observed.
 
   “Ah, don’t be silly.”
 
   “You do! I never saw anyone who was so in love with himself.”
 
   “Who better to love?”
 
   Oh, please. “We’re never going to get anywhere at this rate.” She surveyed the traffic jam doubtfully.
 
   “I’m gonna turn off just up ahead and take the back road.”
 
   Once off the main strip, it took them only about fifteen minutes to reach their destination. Parking the car, Ash told her, “I called ahead so she oughta be fueled up and ready to go.”
 
   “Is everyone at your beck and call?” She looked around curiously. The marina was a much larger place than she’d envisioned. There were boats everywhere. She’d never seen so many in one place.
 
   “Everyone but you, apparently.” He waved to a burly man who was standing on a dock. “Anderson! She ready?”
 
   “Ready to go, Reid!” The man beamed cheerfully at Sami as they approached. “Hey there, little missy! How are you this gorgeous afternoon?”
 
   “Fine and dandy.” She smiled sweetly.
 
   “Let me help you there, little lady.” Anderson offered a leathery brown hand and assisted her along the boarding ramp until she was on the cruiser. It, too, was bigger than she had imagined. She looked around wide-eyed while waiting for Ash.
 
   “You want a lifejacket?” he asked, joining her in the cockpit.
 
   “Am I supposed to wear one?”
 
   “You don’t have to. Law only requires we have them with us. You should put on some sunscreen though.”
 
   “Good idea.” She took a seat on the portside lounger and dug through her beach bag. While she was slathering herself with Coppertone, Ash settled himself at the helm beside her. The Mercury engine sputtered to life and he gently eased the throttle, guiding them carefully out of the marina and into a less congested area. Soon he was able to increase speed, and when Sami stood to get a better look around her hair whipped wildly in the wind.
 
   “Hey…what am I supposed to do if I have to go to the bathroom?” she yelled over the combined noises of the engine and wind. This was something that hadn’t occurred to her before. It wasn’t as if she could hang it over the side of a boat.
 
   “There’s one in the cabin below,” he yelled back.
 
   The cabin? Holy cow, she couldn’t get over the size of this thing. It was practically an RV made for the water. Nothing like her dad’s aluminum bass boat, that was for sure. For a split second she wondered what her parents would think of Ash, then hastily pushed the thought away.
 
   “So where are we going?”
 
   “Away from civilization, sweetheart! Let’s open her up!” Shifting the throttle smoothly, he shot her a boyish grin when she grabbed a handrail to steady herself. Then they were truly flying, fleeing the city skyline that was fading away into oblivion, leaving behind nothing but confused waves in their wake. Skimming across the water like untouchable birds with the sea air hugging them in ecstatic delight, a willing accomplice in their escape.
 
   She loved it, loved the untamed wind, the feel of the cruiser bobbing and surging over the waves, the way the heavens and ocean merged together in shades of sapphire and turquoise. To her, it was just one more realm of her newfound paradise. For a time neither of them spoke while the boat continued to cut a path through the boundless blue.
 
   Finally, when the world around them had completely vanished and nothing but water and sky could be seen in any direction, he slowed the boat and eventually killed the engine.
 
   “Let’s drop anchor here for a bit.” Ash stood and motioned to the cabin entrance. “Come…I’ll give you the guided tour.”
 
   “Don’t tell me - there’s a casino below the hull.” She descended the steps into the cabin below. It was immaculately clean. He doubtlessly had someone keep it that way for him. She couldn’t for the life of her picture him scrubbing and polishing.
 
   “Everything but the kitchen sink…plus a kitchen sink,” he joked. There was a small galley to the left, containing miniaturized versions of a stove and refrigerator and even a microwave. On her right (or was she supposed to call it starboard?) was a door that presumably hid the toilet. At the far aft was a double berth. She wondered if he ever actually slept at sea.
 
   “Would you like a drink?” he was asking, opening the mini fridge to scrounge around inside. “I have beer, wine coolers…let’s see, Sprite and ginger ale.”
 
   “Sprite, please.” She took the proffered bottle and watched as he opened a beer for himself. It suddenly hit her that they were isolated together, miles from anyone, and somehow the thought of being so very alone with this man was…what was it, exactly? Terrifying? Yeah, that pretty much summed it up.
 
   “Come on, let’s go back up.” She followed him up the steps and to the stern where two white lounge chairs waited for them.
 
   “What do you think of Misty?” he asked, stretching himself out on one of them.
 
   Sami made herself comfortable as well. “She’s classy.”
 
   “I don’t even take her out that much, really,” he admitted. “She’s just another toy I bought on a whim.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I can totally relate. Last week I purchased a mansion in Beverly Hills just because I couldn’t find anything on TV to watch.” Gadzooks, the man probably burned stacks of cash to warm himself in the winter. “Seriously, Ash, who buys a yacht on a whim?”
 
   “Technically it’s a motor cruiser. Yachts generally have sails.”
 
   “Were you born with a silver spoon in your mouth or what?”
 
   He chuckled. “Definitely not.”
 
   “Really?” That was hard to believe. “What do your parents do?”
 
   “They don’t do anything. They’re dead.”
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why? Were you responsible?”
 
   She couldn’t believe he’d make jokes about something like that. But maybe it was just his way of coping. Men hated showing weakness of any kind. “Any brothers or sisters?”
 
   “Nope. What about you?”
 
   “I have an older brother. Carter’s the one who got me interested in computers. He lives in North Carolina now, so I don’t get to see him that often.”
 
   “Mm,” he responded lazily. She couldn’t tell, but her impression was that his eyes were closed beneath his sunglasses so she kept quiet and let him rest.
 
   Sami felt her own body melt into a deep relaxation. They lay silently side by side while the boat rolled gently on waves that playfully slapped at its sides. The soft breeze kissed her warm skin and she felt herself drifting away. She wasn’t sure how long they lounged there in the sun. It could have been minutes or hours or forever.
 
   “Don’t fall asleep in the sun, baby.”
 
   His low, sleepy voice brought her out of unconsciousness and her stomach fluttered involuntarily at the intimate way he called her baby. She stretched luxuriously. “Mm…I’m not asleep.”
 
   He languidly pulled himself up and headed for the cockpit, only to return a few minutes later.
 
   “What’re you doing?” she asked.
 
   “I was turning on the fish finder.”
 
   “You gonna fish?”
 
   “Not today.” Before she had a chance to realize what he was doing, he was straddled over her prone form on his knees.
 
   Ignoring the startled lurch of her heart, she glared up at him contemptuously. “Can I help you?”
 
   “Do you have anything you want to say to me?” Placing his hands on either side of her shoulders, he leaned in unnervingly close.
 
   What the hell was he up to? “Umm, I’m gonna say…no.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   Was he kidding around again? She wished she could see his eyes under those damned dark sunglasses. “Pretty sure…yes.”
 
   “Nothing at all?” His voice had dropped to a sensuous whisper, his mouth mere inches from hers.
 
   “Can’t think of a thing.” She prayed he couldn’t feel her trembling.
 
   “I just thought maybe you were about ready to admit defeat.”
 
   Oh. Oh, of course…she might have known. “Nope, sorry. Not gonna happen.”
 
   “Your body language is pretty revealing.”
 
   “I think we speak two different languages.”
 
   “You’re a strong-willed woman, Samara.”
 
   “You’re a spoiled brat, Asher.”
 
   Relenting with a wicked grin, he swung one leg over her and stood. “All right then. Remember I gave you a chance.”
 
   Relieved, Sami watched him head back into the cockpit where he began rummaging around in a storage compartment. Seeing him produce a pair of binoculars, she reluctantly rose and joined him out of curiosity. He had finally removed the sunglasses, revealing those vivid eyes that unfortunately were no more decipherable than before, and was deeply engrossed in the fish finder’s display. Knowing he was probably tired of her questioning everything he was doing, she simply observed his actions quietly.
 
   After a while he went to the port side of the boat and lifted the binoculars, adjusting them while he stared out across the endless ocean. Lowering them suddenly, he turned to her and smiled. “Come here and take a look at this.”
 
   Walking over, she leaned against the side of the cruiser, seeing nothing but sunlight reflecting off the surface of the water like sparkling diamonds. “Take a look at what?”
 
   “Over there.” He pointed, holding his arm steady so she could follow his direction. “Do you see that dark shadow in the water?”
 
   She did see it now. Ugh…there was something about that unidentifiable shadow that sent shivers down her spine. “What is it?”
 
   He lifted the binoculars once more. After a moment he exclaimed slowly, “Holy shit.”
 
   “What? What is it?”
 
   “It’s a bull shark. A big son of a bitch, too. I’d say around nine feet long.”
 
   “Are those…aggressive?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Extremely aggressive.”
 
   “Can I see?” she requested, indicating his binoculars.
 
   “You wanna see?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Here ya go, then.”
 
   It all happened so fast. One minute she was standing beside Ash, safe and secure and dry inside the huge boat, and the next…
 
   She was in the deep, pitiless waters of the Gulf of Mexico.
 
   With a shark.
 
   Her head broke through the surface of the cold water, and she sputtered and gasped in disoriented confusion. The waves that earlier had seemed so gentle were now splashing her tauntingly in the face in an attempt to smother her breath. Spitting out a mouthful of briny water and coughing, she screamed, “Asher! You fucker!”
 
   He peered gaily at her over the side of the boat. “Hey there, mermaid! Can you see him yet?”
 
   “Get me out of here! Now!”
 
   “You know, I’d really stop thrashing about if I were you. Sharks are attracted to movement.”
 
   Her muscles seized in horror as her brain wildly envisioned every clichéd shark attack ever recreated in the movies. With every fleeting millisecond she expected to feel the sharp serrated teeth, the powerful jaws, the tug as something unseen pulled her underneath the water. Her heart raced so frantically she feared she might pass out. Treading water, she swung her legs back and forth with just enough momentum to keep from going under. Her fingers desperately raked the side of the boat’s slippery fiberglass exterior.
 
   “Ash…oh God, please…pull me up! Please, please…”
 
   “Not until you say it.”
 
   “What!?”
 
   “You know what I want to hear.” Safe inside the boat, he beamed heartlessly down at her.
 
   She lost it then. Screaming with unbridled fury, she hurled every vile, obscene insult she could think of his way, cursing him with every profanity in the book and some that had probably never even been heard of before.
 
   “Such language.” He looked pointedly off into the distance. “He’s coming this way, Sami. You better hurry.”
 
   Oh God, oh Jesus, oh God… “Get me back in the boat right now or so help me…”
 
   “Say it.”
 
   “I want you! I want you! I want you! Asher, help me up! Please!”
 
   He laughed carelessly. “There’s a swim platform at the stern, dummy. You could have already climbed up yourself.”
 
   If it were humanly possible to walk on water, she would have done it. Swimming faster than she ever had in her life, she reached the platform and quickly climbed up the boarding ladder. The very first thing she did was throw a forceful punch at that bastard. It made satisfying contact with his cheek.
 
   When he only grinned, she resumed shouting her enraged abuses. Never, never in her entire life had she been this furious with anyone, ever. She wanted to make him suffer in the worst way. She wanted to feed his sorry ass to the shark personally.
 
   Finally, the last of her energy spent, she stopped yelling and went silent.
 
   “Are you done with your little hissy fit?” he inquired.
 
   “You…are going to regret this,” she vowed through clenched teeth, glaring at him with all the hatred she possessed.
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Oh, I know.”
 
   His sky blue eyes sparkled with glee. “You don’t know as much as you think you do. If you did, you’d be able to tell the difference between a shark and a bluefin tuna.”
 
   She wanted to commit murder then and there.
 
   Smirking, he strolled over to where her bag lay and pulled out a beach towel. Slowly he wrapped it around her while she stood speechless, dumbstruck by his revelation. Suddenly snapping back to her senses, she jerked out of his arms. “Don’t touch me!”
 
   “Calm down. You were never in any real danger.”
 
   “That…that was the meanest, cruelest thing anybody ever did!”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Please. That’s not even the cruelest thing I’ve done this week.”
 
   “How could you do something like that to me?”
 
   “Come on, admit it. It was a total rush.”
 
   “You’re…you’re…I don’t even…” She shook her head, stunned.
 
   “Thought you were about to die, didn’t you?”
 
   “Of course I thought I was about to die!”
 
   “It’s the most intense form of high, Sami.”
 
   “Take me back. Please, just take me back.” Exhausted, drained, she didn’t have the strength or desire to argue with him any longer. All she wanted right now was to be as far away from him as possible.
 
   She didn’t speak to him the whole way back. It seemed to take forever for them to finally reach shore and the bustling marina. In her haste to exit the cruiser, she almost lost her footing. After being on the waves all afternoon, the motionless dock felt like it was rocking and swaying.
 
   Then, and only then, did she have something to say to him. “If you ever come near me again, I’ll be contacting an attorney!”
 
   Leaving her tormentor behind, she went inside the marina’s office and had someone call her a cab.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   “Dammit, Dane, I’m just about at the end of my rope here! I don’t know what to do with you anymore! We ground you and it does no good…we take away your truck and it does no good…we forbid you from leaving the house except for work and it does no good! Can we not even trust you when you’re at work anymore? Mr. Hinson said you left the store three hours ago - three hours - now are you going to stand there and keep lying to me or do we finally get to the part where I hear that Collier girl’s name?”
 
   Dane stood quietly, waiting for the fuel to run out of his mother’s tirade. She’d been yelling at him for ten minutes now, a new record, not that he was keeping track or anything. He’d learned long ago to tune it out. Blah, blah, yap, yap, a few excited hand gestures, more blah…he was so sick of it all. Why couldn’t his parents just get off his back and stay out of his life? So clueless, the two of them.
 
   “…you listening to me, Dane?”
 
   He nodded. That should buy him a few more minutes to daydream. They just didn’t get it - how could they? His father was an attractive ski instructor, his mom a former college cheerleader…neither of them could ever understand how hard it was for a shy, awkward, not-so-attractive social reject to find acceptance. To find someone who actually wanted to be around him. Imogen might not be perfect but she was better than nothing. Better than spending his spare time with nothing but pathetic fantasies of females he could never get. Females with auburn hair and green feline eyes who smiled at him as if he mattered and then went and married jerks like Julian Winter.
 
   “…not doing this to be cruel. We just don’t want to see you throw your future away by getting involved with someone like her. She’ll wind up dragging you down to her level - I’ve seen it happen before. I wish you could just trust that your father and I know what’s best for you, honey.” She reached out to brush the hair from his eyes and he turned his head, irritated.
 
   For a second he almost felt guilty at the hurt in his mother’s eyes.
 
   But then she opened her mouth again and he retreated back into his own private world.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “You’ll never believe who just called me.”
 
   Smiling to herself at her mother’s melodrama, Eva played along. “Um…Elvis Presley.”
 
   “Okay, you joke about that, but I really did see his spitting image at that gas station when we drove to the Grand Canyon that time.”
 
   “Are you going to start that again? Elvis is not living in a motor home in the Arizona desert. He’s dead. Deal with it.”
 
   “Well, you didn’t see this man! I swear he - how did we get off on this? I didn’t call you to talk about Elvis. I just heard from your father.”
 
   “You did?” That in itself was almost as unlikely as an Elvis sighting. “What did he want?”
 
   “He got his wedding invitation. He and Michelle are actually planning on coming, believe it or not.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   “Well…that’s good, I guess.” Eva wasn’t sure what she was expected to say here. All right, it was surprising, but it could turn out to be a good thing. A little closure might be nice.
 
   “You sure this is what you want?”
 
   “Of course I am. We already talked about this.”
 
   “I know…but I never expected him to actually accept.”
 
   “Are you okay with him being there?”
 
   “Isn’t my wedding.”
 
   “Think of it like this. You get to show up looking all hot with Dr. Hunky and rub in Dad’s face what he’s been missing.”
 
   Abby laughed. “I am looking forward to that,” she admitted.
 
   “See? It’ll be fine.” Her mother seemed to be the one who needed reassurance more than herself. Poor woman had been put through a lot with her father. “I’ll make sure Jules doesn’t put them up in the same bed and breakfast as you and Dr. Reynolds. Other than the ceremony and reception, you won’t have to see him.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “He probably won’t even speak to you if Michelle’s with him anyway.”
 
   “True…”
 
   “Mom, can I call you back later? I’m in town right now and I have to run inside the store and see somebody before they leave.”
 
   “Oh…sure, honey. I was just calling to let you know. You don’t have to call me back or anything - Grant and I are about to go catch a matinee anyway.”
 
   “Tell Dr. Hunky I said hi,” Eva teased.
 
   “I’ll be sure to do that!”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Got a minute?”
 
   Dane’s head jerked up from the floor he was sweeping at the sound of her voice. She always had this way of sneaking up on him, taking him by surprise…not that he minded at all. It was the nicest kind of surprise. He wished she’d do it more often.
 
   “Hey, Eva.” His eyes darted around the store for the tall blond, but he was nowhere to be seen. Good. Maybe he’d gotten run over by a snowplow.
 
   “Feel like taking a little walk?”
 
   The broom handle dropped from his hand and clattered to the floor. Flushing, he bent to pick it up while silently cursing his own clumsiness. His first impulse was to take off with her, no questions asked. But he’d just returned from an extended three hour lunch break and Mr. Hinson was already super pissed. The man would have a stroke if he abandoned his work to go for a stroll now.
 
   Why did she want to go for a walk with him anyway? “I…um…well, I just got back from my lunch break, so…” Tongue-tied, his mind went blank. He had no idea what to say.
 
   “It’s okay. Come on…just for a few minutes.” She smiled, which of course was the deal-breaker, and he trailed behind her to the front of the store where Mr. Hinson was breaking open a roll of nickels into the register.
 
   Those intense eyes of hers looked directly at the store owner. She always had this way of looking at you as if you were the only person in the room. “Mr. Hinson, I need to borrow Dane for a little while. I’m sure you don’t mind, do you?”
 
   “Young lady, I most certainly do…”
 
   “No, you don’t mind.” Her voice practically purred.
 
   “I…oh. Of course I don’t mind. Don’t mind at all.” The gray-haired man had suddenly developed a blank look, and Dane wanted to laugh. Apparently even old dudes couldn’t resist her charm.
 
   “Thank you. I promise I’ll have him back in ten minutes.”
 
   He yanked the green apron over his head and followed her outside into the chilly March air. His windbreaker was underneath the counter, but he wasn’t about to go back for it.
 
   “I didn’t see your truck, so I wasn’t sure if you were working today,” she said.
 
   Then she’d come here specifically to see him? No way… “My parents took my keys.”
 
   “Oh. Why’d they do that?”
 
   “They’re jerks.” He’d never been much of a conversationalist. Maybe because nobody had ever been interested in anything he had to say before.
 
   “Oh.” Eva strolled leisurely down the street, apparently having no specific destination in mind. “So how’s the studying coming along?”
 
   “Well…being homeschooled pretty much sucks ass. Especially when your mom’s always pissed at you.”
 
   She laughed, and the sound was like summer rain. Everything about her was beautiful. It almost hurt him to look at her, sometimes.
 
   “I saw your mom a while back at the Inn. She seemed pretty concerned about you.”
 
   So that’s what this was about. God, couldn’t his mom ever keep her trap shut about anything? What was next - broadcasting the age at which he’d been potty trained? “She’s overreacting.”
 
   “What’s your side of the story?”
 
   “My side?”
 
   “Yes. I heard your mother’s opinion of Imogen…now I want to hear yours.” She watched him intently, making him even more nervous. He was surprised that she would be interested in his feelings on the matter.
 
   “Imogen’s not that bad. She’d just…a free spirit.” He borrowed the very term that Imogen liked to use to describe herself. He wasn’t blind, and he wasn’t as stupid as everyone made him out to be - yes, he knew she was prone to making bad decisions. But it was exciting being around someone like her. Someone who didn’t play by the rules.
 
   “Personally, I think it’s great that you hit it off with her. Sounds like she could use a role model like you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Sure, you. You could be a really good influence on her. Maybe you should point that out to your parents. Suggest that you have Imogen over when they’re home - maybe if they got to know her a little they wouldn’t be so quick to judge her.”
 
   Imogen and parents…not a good combination. Her own dad was a stone cold alcoholic, and her mother…well, she’d been in a mental institution since her daughter was twelve. “I dunno,” he said doubtfully. “They pretty much already made up their minds about her.”
 
   “Hm. Look, Dane…I’m just gonna cut to the chase here. Whatever’s going on between you and your parents is your business, not mine. It’s not up to me to say that their decisions are right or wrong. I already know you well enough to know that you wouldn’t let someone talk you into doing something reckless - you’re way smarter than that. I just want you to know, if you ever want someone to talk to or unload on, I’m here. That’s all.”
 
   “Okay.” Feeling that the conversation was coming to a close, he tried to think of some way to prolong it. “So…you gonna give me your phone number then?” Even as the words came out of his mouth, he couldn’t believe he’d said them. But she gave it to him without batting an eye, and he wanted to throw his arms around her for not laughing in his face.
 
   “Promise you’ll call me if you need anything?”
 
   “Yeah…I promise.” Like he’d ever have the nerve. Anyway, what was the point? She thought of him as a kid, nothing more. Besides, she was engaged to Blondie.
 
   “All right. I’m trusting you to be mature enough to stay out of trouble, Dane. Don’t let me down.”
 
   “I won’t.” He stared down at his Nikes. Suddenly he felt eight years old…and he didn’t like it. Her last comment sounded like something his mother would say. Why did she have to go and ruin everything like that?
 
   “Well, I guess I better let you get back to work. We don’t want Mr. Hinson to freak out.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.” It hit him painfully then…she was only here as a favor to his mother. She didn’t really give a damn what he was doing. The charismatic redhead put up a good front, but deep down she was like everyone else, wasn’t she? Seeing him as nothing but a dumb kid who couldn’t buckle his own belt without guidance.
 
   Her parting words only fueled his resentment.
 
   “Keep your nose clean, sweetie…or you’ll have to answer to me!”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Was she ever pissed.
 
   Ash wanted to double over with laughter every time he flashed back to the sight of that austere little tightass flailing about in the ocean, screaming like the world’s most foulmouthed banshee. And boy, did she ever know some colorful expletives. Where on earth did the frigid librarian pick those up? He couldn’t believe some of the phrases she’d tossed his way. Jesus, what a temper.
 
   He wondered just how mad she’d get if she had any idea that it wasn’t dear darling Rick calling her in the middle of the night. Originally it had been his intent to frighten her, weaken her defenses. He hadn’t even known until she confided in him that they were already associated by circumstance, connected like two stars in a constellation. To think, one of his victims had been her romantic rival. The irony of it all was delectable.
 
   And the would-be intruder? Well, if you gave a wino enough cash he’d do pretty much anything, no questions asked.
 
   The few times he happened to catch a glimpse of Sami during the week, she deliberately avoided looking his way. Somehow that made the situation even more intriguing in his eyes. Sure, he’d lost ground with her but that was okay. Bringing her back around was all part of the challenge. He’d never met a woman quite like her. Unwilling to cater to him, unimpressed by his money and influence and sexual magnetism. What would it take to crack her tough shell? What was her personal kryptonite?
 
   His own was calling to him even now.
 
   On one end of his balcony, nestled in a large ceramic planter of potting soil, grew the vampire’s Achilles heel…a plant that had been introduced to him long ago. One of the most highly guarded secrets ever revealed to him by Cecilia, whose own personal weakness had turned out to be her foolishly blind love for a treacherous husband.
 
   Belladonna, also known as deadly nightshade, was indeed deadly to humans. But its most beneficial use was the unique ability to render a vampire almost helpless, weakening him into a vulnerable state. Asher had used it more than once on his enemies to gain an advantage. The leaves could be brewed into an infusion that was easily injected into the bloodstream. It was fast-acting, creating a euphoric hallucinatory state while reducing strength and agility for a matter of hours.
 
   As a matter of fact, being the only chemically induced high that could affect a fanger, he loved to sometimes shoot up with it himself. It was an exercise in fortitude. To see just how fucked up he could get and still maintain control.
 
   What the hell. He had no plans tonight.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Well, it’s about time you called. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about me already.”
 
   Sami grimaced at Kelly’s reprimand, though she knew it was delivered lightheartedly. “I know. I’m sorry. They’re keeping me pretty busy around here.”
 
   “How ya likin’ it?”
 
   “Oh, it’s great. Pretty laid-back, actually. Everyone’s super nice too. Well, almost everyone.”
 
   “Almost everyone?”
 
   “It’s no big deal. Just this one person who’s…getting on my nerves. So what’s new with you? You getting along with Polly Perfect?”
 
   “Meh…I guess. She kinda grows on you after a while. Hey, guess who I ran into last weekend?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Rick. He was in the Piggly Wiggly. I took a peek in his cart. Lotta beer, but what do you expect…did you know he eats potted meat? How gross is that? Stuff looks like cat food.”
 
   “Yeah. So how…um, how did he look?”
 
   “I guess he looked all right. At least he didn’t look like he was hung over. He asked about you. I told him you moved out but that was all. He’s not still calling you, is he?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Whaddaya mean, you don’t think so? Either he is or he isn’t.”
 
   “He isn’t.” Why stir up a hornet’s nest? Kelly was liable to do something flaky. She’d been known to slash a tire or two during her wild college days.
 
   “Have you found my Fernando yet? I keep looking for UPS to deliver him.”
 
   “This place is crawling with them. You should come down sometime…I’ll set you up on a blind date.” Laiken’s image sprang to mind. He’d be perfect for her friend.
 
   “If I can ever get away, I will. They’re really keeping me busy at work. Maybe later in the summer?”
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   They chatted for another fifteen minutes, but when Sami hung up she didn’t feel any better than before. She’d hoped the familiar sound of Kelly’s upbeat voice would bring her out of her funk, but all in all the only thing it accomplished was to emphasize her own crabby mood.
 
   There was no way to avoid Ash forever, and to be honest she didn’t want to. She needed to clear the air. At least give him a chance to apologize for his idiotic stunt. In retrospect, was it possible she’d overreacted? Yes, it was a nasty thing he’d done but as he pointed out, she’d never been in any real danger.
 
   It’s the most intense form of high.
 
   Finally, after an hour of debating the wisdom of what she was about to do, she gathered her courage and headed for the sixteenth floor.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Sami hesitated uncertainly at the Do Not Disturb door hanger, contemplating giving up and going back down to her own floor. Maybe this sign was literally a sign, an indication that she should leave well enough alone. He could have someone in there with him. How embarrassing that would be. Anyway, if he wanted to apologize to her, he’d have done it already.
 
   Although…she had threatened him with a lawsuit. So she hadn’t given him much of a choice but to steer clear of her.
 
   She forced herself to knock, then identified herself. “Ash? It’s Sami.”
 
   For a few uncomfortable moments she stood on the opposite side of his door, feeling awkward and out of place. She was just about to return to the elevator when the steel handle moved up and down and with a click, the door opened. He was shirtless, dressed only in a pair of white drawstring pants, and he didn’t seem particularly surprised to see her. Though it was hard to tell because she had yet to pull her eyes away from his six-pack abs. Her fingers itched to touch the hard ridges. Okay, so maybe she could get why women seemed to worship the ground he walked on.
 
   “Well…if it isn’t the little mermaid. What brings you here?”
 
   She forced her eyes upward and noticed right away that his normally clear eyes were oddly unfocused and glazed over. Booze, maybe? “Can I talk to you?”
 
   With a lazy smirk, he stood back and welcomed her in with a swoop of his hand. “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.”
 
   She stepped inside, and the door clicked shut behind her. It sounded to her runaway imagination like the slamming of a jail cell. Life sentence…no possibility for parole.
 
   When he turned his back to her, she was shocked to see for the first time the tattooed angel wings. They covered his shoulder blades and swept gracefully down to reach the small of his back, so beautiful and natural they seemed like something he’d been born with. She’d never in a million years have classified him as the type to get inked.
 
   He ambled a bit unsteadily into the living room tastefully decorated with pristine white furniture and a couple of impressive landscape paintings, and stopped abruptly in his tracks to whirl around and face her. “Have you come to settle your debt?” He spoke slowly, a little too slowly. Like an intoxicated driver trying too hard to form his words carefully so the cop that pulled him over wouldn’t suspect.
 
   “Are you drunk?” No wonder he didn’t want to be disturbed. God forbid anyone see the master of all domains inebriated.
 
   “I am…transcending.” His smile was tranquil, mellow. “Would you care to join me?”
 
   “I’m good. Thanks.” Sighing, she added, “You know…maybe I should go. I think I’ve come at a bad time.”
 
   “There’s never a bad time to come.” The sleepy smile widened.
 
   “Ash, I don’t mean to pry into your personal life but…are you on something?”
 
   “Am I…or am I not…is that the question? No…the question is why you are here. I was given the impression that you found my company…displeasing.”
 
   “I was mad. What do you expect? You have to admit, what you did was pretty sick.”
 
   “It was…your first…tutorial.”
 
   Oh boy, he was out in left field somewhere. “I don’t…are you sure you’re all right? You’re acting a little scary.”
 
   “Am I? Do I…scare you?”
 
   “Your behavior right now is scaring me, yes!”
 
   “My dear sweet angel…you haven’t seen anything yet.” Never taking his eyes from her, he wet his lips as if he saw something tasty.
 
   She waved one hand back and forth in front of his face but he didn’t appear to even notice. “Did you take something?”
 
   “Did you have something…to give?”
 
   They could go on this way all night, talking in circles. Obviously he didn’t intend to tell her what was wrong with him. “Would you please…”
 
   “But look at the sunset. Don’t you agree that it’s…spectacular?”
 
   The sunset. Sure. There were only two things wrong with that statement. First, the sun had gone down two hours ago.
 
   And second, he was staring at the wall, for God’s sake.
 
   “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this. You’re stoned out of your mind!”
 
   Analyzing the room for a clue to his wasted state, she could see nothing unusual. There was a peculiar smell lingering in the air though, something unfamiliar. The closest comparison in her opinion would have to be incense, and even that was a stretch. Leaving Ash enraptured with his bare section of wall, she followed the aroma into the kitchen. The source was some cloudy, greenish-brown liquid in a small saucepan on the stove. There were crushed bits of leaves floating around in it. She couldn’t even begin to guess what it might be.
 
   Yanking open the doors to the cabinets underneath the sink, she located the trash can and looked inside it suspiciously. A syringe lay conspicuously atop the wadded-up paper towels and empty takeout containers.
 
   Oh, no. It was worse than she thought.
 
   “Ash…” she said gently, returning to the spot where he still stood transfixed by the white wall. “Look at me.”
 
   He complied, holding her gaze with his eyes, but they didn’t appear to see her. They reached way beyond, viewing something completely different.
 
   “Please tell me you’re not shooting up heroin.”
 
   He seemed offended. “I am not…shooting up heroin. Do I look like a street junkie to you?”
 
   “Can you tell me what you’re on then?”
 
   “Belladonna…”
 
   “Okay…I don’t know what that is. Is it some kind of designer drug?”
 
   “It is death…to one like you.” His fingers reached out to delicately stroke her neck while she wondered desperately whether she should call someone. Of course, he’d probably have her fired if she made his indiscretion public. Maybe Stuart could handle this discreetly.
 
   Damn, his touch felt good…
 
   “So blissfully unaware…you’ve been sheltered from every storm, haven’t you? Taught never to play with fire because it burns. But I think…I think you want to touch the flames.”
 
   “Maybe I should fix you some coffee.”
 
   “So defiant. So strong. Tell me something, Samara…are you strong enough to walk the thorniest path? Can you handle the deepest cuts?” She inhaled sharply when he leaned forward to whisper softly in her ear, “I can show you things you’ve never seen. I can take you places you’ve never been.”
 
   He might as well have showered her in glowing embers. The heat spread through her, even and warm, and wherever it was that he offered to take her seemed a beautiful and welcome place.
 
   Beautiful…but dark.
 
   “Come and see the playground of Poseidon.” He took her hand, urging her to the sliding glass door that was already open to the night, and she hesitantly stepped out on the balcony with him. The night was balmy and the air felt damp. She shivered, but not from the sea breeze. The waves crashed and receded, crashed again.
 
   Still holding her hand, he lifted it to his lips and kissed it reverently. “How long will it take for you to remove the blinders and open your mind?”
 
   “I don’t know what it is you want from me, Ash. I just…I don’t know.” Some nameless emotion crept quietly through her, emerging from a place she never knew existed.
 
   “You’re so close now. Don’t turn back.”
 
   “What is it you want?”
 
   “Do you trust me?”
 
   “I’m afraid of you!”
 
   “I can work with that.”
 
   He lifted her into his powerful arms, and the fabric of her coral sundress fluttered madly in the wind. His breath was warm against her cheek, warm and intimate. She had the wildest notion that she could use his breath to fill her own lungs if she tried.
 
   “Ash…”
 
   “I’ve tasted your essence and you don’t even know it.” He leaned against the balcony railing, and when she looked down all that was beneath her was the sixteen-story drop below. The ground was a hundred miles away, a thousand, ten thousand.
 
   Vertigo hit her, and she tightened her arms around his neck in terror. “Oh, God!”
 
   “It’s all about the path we choose, flightless dove.”
 
   “Don’t drop me...” She buried her face in his chest in the desperate belief that if she couldn’t see what was happening, it couldn’t happen.
 
   “Right now, for instance, you have two options. I can put you safely down and you can savor the surge of adrenaline. Or I can let you go and you can experience something even more sublime. The choice is yours.”
 
   “Don’t let go! Please, please don’t let go…”
 
   He compliantly took two steps back and allowed her to slide unharmed from his embrace. Pressed against the metal railing, her whole body tremored, she could barely catch her breath and her heart threatened to escape without her. She’d never felt so frightened.
 
   Or so alive.
 
   Horrified, she fled room 1608 and his voice followed her, promising, or perhaps threatening…“I won’t let go.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   I won’t let go.
 
   She was falling and falling down an endless abyss, falling forever with nothing to grab on to and when she woke damp with perspiration and desire, her pulse raced with the memory of his promise.
 
   It was painful, somehow. She tried to fill the sunny Saturday with normal, routine activities. Swimming laps in the pool, washing two loads of laundry, picking up a few staples at the corner market, calling her parents, deep-conditioning her hair to reverse the effects of the sun and wind.
 
   But nothing was the same. There was a longing, a longing for something intangible, something that couldn’t be expressed in words. A hunger for excitement that reached far beyond the locally offered thrills of parasailing and slingshot bungees. A door had been opened, the entrance leading to a place that never should have been unearthed. The sweet and shocking new flavor tempted her, some delicious toxic blend of passion and agony. She didn’t know what it was, whether it even had a name.
 
   But she knew where to find it.
 
   The sixteenth floor was quiet and she stood in front of his door, her hand resting against the solid firmness as if she could feel him through it. The realization of what she was about to do overwhelmed her and she almost lost her nerve.
 
   Knock, and enter whatever dark world he inhabited.
 
   Or turn back.
 
   You’re so close now. Don’t turn back.
 
   Down the hallway the elevator stopped and the doors opened. She turned to see Asher emerging, golf bag slung over one shoulder and cell phone planted against his ear.
 
   “Was that the development tract in Mexico Beach? Oh, yeah…I remember now. No, I already have a standing offer of one point seven. That’s it. They can take it or leave it.” He looked up from his conversation to see Sami, and winked at her with a friendly smile. “I don’t care what it appraised for. If they can find another buyer in this market, more power to ’em. I have enough on my plate right now as it is. Yeah…yeah, I know. Okay. No problem. Thanks, Sherrie. Bye.”
 
   Swapping his phone for the keycard in his pocket, he unlocked and opened the door. “Come in, Sami.”
 
   She trailed after him, wondering if this country club businessman was the same winged angel of death who just last night seductively offered to end her life for her. Did he even have any memory of it?
 
   “Can I get you anything?”
 
   “No, thanks.”
 
   He dropped his clubs on the floor in the dining area. “Shot a ninety-five today. You had me distracted.”
 
   He remembered, all right. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? “Sorry.”
 
   “Never apologize, Sami. Never, ever regret anything you do. Remember that.” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “Now then. Let’s have it.”
 
   So close now… “I’m ready.” Her voice was barely audible. “I concede to the terms of our agreement. You win. For twenty-four hours, I’m yours.”
 
   She heard the sharp catch in his breath. His hands gripped her shoulders harder. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. Whatever you have to offer, I accept. For twenty-four hours…no questions, no conditions, no refusals.”
 
   “You understand there’s no turning back after this.”
 
   “So be it.” She looked deep into his sapphire eyes. “I’m ready. Take me there.”
 
   The blue of his eyes clouded over with a lustful, hungry appetite for the boundless prospects that lay before him. “It’s done, then. I need some time to prepare. There are some things I need to pick up. I want you to return to your room and get some rest, but don’t eat anything and make sure you don’t take any medication of any kind. You’re to return here at precisely nine o’clock. And you better not be late or I will come looking for you. Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good…very good.” He brought his mouth close to hers, almost touching her lips but not quite, holding the kiss frustratingly just out of reach. “I will take you there, Sami. But a word of warning. You may never find your way back.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The journey to perdition began promptly at nine o’clock.
 
   Having no preconception of what lay ahead, Sami simply donned her standard weekend garb of sundress and sandals, leaving her sun-streaked waves hanging loose and unrestrained. She was wearing her favorite perfume, a Caribbean-inspired blend of mandarin, coconut and amber that he’d already expressed appreciation for. She looked as appealing as she could possibly look. And more importantly, she left her inhibitions behind. There was no need of them where she was going.
 
   Ash was freshly showered, the clean smell of body wash still lingering on his skin, dressed in a graphic tee and a pair of loose black beachcomber pants that hung low on his hips. During her time here she’d noticed that he tended to maintain a relaxed, casual look for the most part. Business attire was reserved for business meetings. Life’s a beach would have been the perfect motto for him.
 
   Wasn’t there more to that saying though? Life’s a beach and then you die…no, that wasn’t it.
 
   “Right on time. I love punctuality in a woman.” He grinned, but his carefree attitude did little to put her at ease. She had no idea what demons lurked behind his easy smile, but it wouldn’t be long before they were revealed.
 
   “You said not to be late,” she pointed out.
 
   “You mean the hardheaded Miss Porter is actually capable of obedience?”
 
   “I think I can handle it for twenty-four hours.”
 
   “We’ll see what you can handle.” He motioned for her to have a seat on the sofa. “I hope you’ve cleared your schedule.”
 
   She sat there clasping her tense hands together, looking around nervously while he disappeared into another room. The curtains were pulled back, balcony door wide open just as it had been the night before. She hoped he didn’t think for one minute that she was going anywhere near it again. Why are you doing this? What are you trying to prove? The anticipation was torture. She’d never felt so close to experiencing a panic attack.
 
   Ash returned with what appeared to be a tiny box, and came to kneel in front of her on the soft carpet. He looked deep into her eyes, and she could swear he was uncovering and exposing every weakness and fear she’d ever possessed. When he touched her thigh, she involuntarily flinched.
 
   “Relax, Sami. I need you to let go of your doubts. This isn’t going to work unless you trust me. Trust is key. Can you do that?”
 
   “I can do that.” She wished she felt as confident as she sounded.
 
   “I knew you could.” Opening the box, he removed something that looked like a small slip of paper. “Have you ever dropped acid before?”
 
   Oh, holy fuck. Run…run now. And don’t stop running…
 
   She shook her head mutely.
 
   “I’m going to give you a fairly strong hit. What I want you to do is hold this strip underneath your tongue. Don’t swallow it, just let it dissolve. Open your mouth a little for me.”
 
   “Ash, I don’t think…”
 
   “No refusals, remember? Trust me. Open up.”
 
   With every internal part of her protesting loudly, she obeyed, her muscles taut and tense. There was a faint chemical taste and she prayed she wasn’t ingesting poison.
 
   “There we go…that’s a good girl. It’ll take a while to enter your system, so we’re just going to chill out for a while, okay? The important thing is that you’re completely relaxed. Put all negative thoughts out of your head. Know that you have absolutely nothing to fear. Tonight is all about pleasure of a different kind. All right?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Would you like to go sit out by the pool for a little while?”
 
   That didn’t sound so bad. If he was willing to take her to a public area then surely there was nothing to worry about. “Sure…okay.”
 
   The outdoor pool was open until ten, so the area was filled with the noise of rambunctious teens and college students taking full advantage. Asher located an empty lounge chair, stretching out on one side of it to leave room for her. Sami sat beside him, and he put an arm around her and pulled her close so she had no choice but to rest her head on his chest. She couldn’t help but wonder how he expected her to relax when the contact with his body was sending electric currents through her. Didn’t he care that one of the other employees might see them here together, embracing like lovers? How would that look? Well, why would he care - no one would dare say a thing to him. She’d be the one to get all the whispers and knowing looks. The last thing she wanted was to be labeled a gold-digger. Here barely over a month and already way too cozy with the irreproachable Mr. Reid…
 
   “I saw you out here swimming once,” he was saying. “You looked right at home in the water.”
 
   “I love to swim.”
 
   “Me too. That’s one reason I’ve always made it a point to live near the ocean.”
 
   “You really know how to live, don’t you?”
 
   “Living is all I can do.”
 
   Sprinkles of water rained down on them as someone did a cannonball into the water. Shrieks and cheers rang out.
 
   “Do you own a lot of property around here?” Sami asked curiously.
 
   “Some apartments, a few houses. I generally buy undeveloped property, build whatever’s suitable to the area, then resell for a profit. This resort was my primary investment. At some point in the distant future I’ll relinquish my share.”
 
   “How’d you get started?”
 
   “I just started at the beginning. Much like we’re doing now.” She felt, rather than saw, his smile.
 
   “I don’t even know what I’m doing here,” she admitted.
 
   “Yes, you do.”
 
   “No…I don’t!”
 
   “You’ll know before long,” he assured her.
 
   “I’m not sure I want to know.”
 
   “If you didn’t, you wouldn’t have come. Stop doubting yourself and open your mind. Watch the guests swimming and enjoying themselves. Take in the positive vibes. Loosen up. Free yourself.”
 
   She wasn’t quite sure exactly how to do that, but she did try to unwind. Closing her eyes, she breathed in his delicious scent. It was distinctly him…sensuous and darkly dangerous. He could have been packaged and sold as a drug himself.
 
   “Why did you give it to me?”
 
   “What? The LSD?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’ll make you more receptive.”
 
   “To what?”
 
   “Shh. Quiet. Relax.” He squeezed her gently.
 
   The sounds of laughter and splashing and shouting filled the silence between them. With a sigh, she nestled into him and gave herself over to tranquility. She watched the tiki torches and the way their light reflected off the swimming pool. Her trepidation melted into a warm, mellow calm.
 
   A little while later she felt him stir and he said, “Let’s go back up now. I’m ready to get started.”
 
   That one simple command was enough to wake her pulse and send it racing like a scared rabbit. She took the hand he offered and walked with him past the bar and inside, where they waited for the elevator with a cluster of sandy, bathing suit-clad guests who had apparently just returned from the beach, though it was nearly ten. They got off on the fourth floor, and then she was alone with Ash. He whistled softly while watching the ascending numbers light up.
 
   On the sixteenth floor, the doors slid quietly open and they walked down the hall while he continued to whistle, some slow tune that sounded vaguely familiar. The hallway seemed somehow longer than before, all out of proportion. She was beginning to feel a little odd.
 
   The door to 1608 clicked open.
 
   “Well, Sami, what do you say we get down to business?” Suddenly he seemed less the carefree playboy and more the efficient executive. Strange reversal.
 
   “All right.”
 
   “We’re going to start with some basic rules. As you have agreed to put yourself in my hands unconditionally for the night, I expect you to follow them to the letter. Are you listening to me?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m listening.”
 
   “You will obey my directions without hesitation. You will not question anything I tell you to do. Under no circumstances will you refuse any request I make, no matter how much it conflicts with your conscience. You will not speak unless spoken to. If even once I hear the word no from your lips, you will be gagged for the rest of the night. Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   “It’s not going to be as easy as it may sound. I know how defiant you are. All of your instincts will tell you to deny me. Trust me when I tell you that it won’t be in your best interest to do so. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   God in heaven, what had she gotten herself into? With instructions like those, he expected her to shed her doubts and relax? And yet, she knew she had to go forward. The pull was too strong to negate. “I won’t fight you.” No, she wouldn’t fight him…that was a battle she was incapable of winning.
 
   “Are you ready to begin?”
 
   “Yes. I’m ready.”
 
   “Good girl. I want you to come with me into the bedroom now.”
 
   She followed him into the bedroom whose only illumination was a subtle glow from a few lit candles scattered randomly about. They cast a weird dancing pattern on the walls. Had they been burning all this time? Definite fire hazard. The bedroom was huge, incredibly luxurious with its own private balcony. Those curtains were also pulled back, but the glass door was closed to the night. The furnishings were gorgeous, probably chosen by an interior decorator. Exotic-looking plants were scattered about to blend in with the tropical surroundings.
 
   The pièce de résistance was a roomy whirlpool tub in one corner, surrounded on two sides by mirrors that reached the ceiling. The marble tiled sides were adorned with pieces of coral, driftwood and a few spiny seashells. There was one other item there that seemed conspicuously out of place. A pair of handcuffs.
 
   Oh…kinky.
 
   From behind her came the metallic sound of a key turning, and she realized with growing apprehension that he had locked them both in with a deadbolt. He held up the key with a daunting smile. “We won’t be needing this, will we?”
 
   Her tawny eyes widened and followed him as he strolled over to the glass door and pulled it open part way. Then to her amazement and dismay, he tossed the key over the edge of the balcony and closed the door again. Whatever happened, there was no escape now. She said nothing. It was far too late for that anyway.
 
   “Is there anything you need to take care of first?”
 
   She opened her mouth, almost spoke the forbidden word, then snapped it shut again.
 
   His laughter was soft, amused. “That wasn’t a trick question. Just nod yes or no.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   He stripped the bedclothes from the neatly made bed, flinging them to the floor to leave it bare except for the bottom sheet. “Take off your shoes and come lie here,” he demanded. She did as he told her, and crawling across the smooth sheet she couldn’t help but notice that it was white satin. For some reason that made her want to laugh.
 
   “How are we doing so far?” Ash grinned at her while he opened a bedside table drawer and retrieved two lengths of hemp rope. “Your pupils are starting to dilate. Are you feeling it yet?”
 
   Sami opened her mouth to respond, but the only thing that came out was a rush of giggles that seemed to come from someone else. God, this was funny…it was all so absurd…and now he was tying her wrists to the teak headboard and that made her laugh even harder. Just where did he think she was going to go?
 
   “Oh, yeah…you’re getting there.” He disappeared from her line of sight, and a moment later she could hear music coming from someplace, she wasn’t sure where. Something freaky…psychedelic…oh, it was White Rabbit. Of course it was, what else would it be when she’d fallen down the rabbit hole?
 
   He returned, bounding onto the mattress to straddle her hips.
 
   She stopped laughing.
 
   “What? Not funny anymore?” Leaning in, he brushed her lips with his, the touch as light as a feather. She closed her eyes and sighed, squirming a little beneath him. “It didn’t take you long to come around, did it? Not once you got a taste for it. Now you want something you never realized you were capable of wanting, and suddenly you’re willing to submit unconditionally just to find out what it is.”
 
   Sami moaned in ecstasy when he kissed her at last, so deeply she could barely breathe, and it was delicious, exquisite torment. She wanted more, so much more. She wanted to melt into him like ice. By the time he pulled away, White Rabbit had morphed into Stairway to Heaven.
 
   The surgical scalpel glinted in his hand.
 
   And in that moment she knew that he’d been wrong about one thing. There definitely were some actions that warranted regret.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Her eyes flew open, and right away she knew something was amiss.
 
   Eva sat up in bed, scanning the quiet room for the cause of her unease. It was empty and still…dark but not so much that she couldn’t make out the familiar surroundings. They were viewed as if through a dream, unchanged but remote, disproportionate. But she knew she was awake. She could see, but not hear, the slow, steady rhythm of Julian breathing as he lay asleep beside her, one arm thrown across her and yet…
 
   She couldn’t feel the weight of it. Couldn’t feel her own weight, for that matter.
 
   Turning her head, the shock of seeing her own sleeping face sent her flying out of bed with a gasp that made no audible sound. Her body remained where it was, peaceful and serene in heedless slumber, chest rising and falling with each breath. And yet she stood beside the bed, unable to feel the cold walnut floor beneath her feet. Astounded, she brought one hand in front of her face and saw nothing. There was nothing. Her body lay on the bed, separate from her.
 
   Well, this is new…
 
   Could she wake her own self up? It was a profound concept…but when she reached for her sleeping form she found the effort futile. There was no means of physical contact, and when she called out nothing emerged from her but silence. She had no luck trying to reach Julian either.
 
   Taking a few tentative steps, she found that her movements were smooth and continuous, a gliding motion almost akin to sliding across ice. Before she knew what had happened, she was outside in the night without the solid barrier of the wall to hinder her. She’d gone right through it as if it were only a hologram. There was no impact with the ground - instead she floated down as daintily as a feather on a breeze. The air held no chill, the wind no sensation. There was no sound out here either. Other than sight, all her senses were muted.
 
   Astral projection? Spirit walking? She didn’t know what to make of it. The deathly silence was deafening, unnerving. And even spookier than that was not being able to feel.
 
   Enough of this. It was just too bizarre.
 
   Reentering the house, she drifted about downstairs in an aimless fog until Rio, from his spot in front of the fireplace, lifted his head to hiss and growl. He saw her - or felt her presence - she couldn’t be sure which, but he definitely knew something was there. She’d always heard that animals had a sixth sense…maybe there was some truth to that. Maybe the cat would be able to feel her touch.
 
   She tried to reach for Rio, and felt something within her shift. The room lost its dreamlike surrealism, the grandfather clock at the end of the upstairs hallway chimed eleven times. Her ears twitched, and she tried to speak but the only sound her larynx produced was a high-pitched meow.
 
   Startled, she bounded upstairs, leaping lightly onto the bed where her own body still lay, and nudged Julian anxiously with a furry paw. He stirred, his drowsy eyes opened, and a hand touched the top of her head to scratch her gently behind the ears. “What are you doing up here, buddy?”
 
   “I am not a cat!” Eva screamed in her own voice, her body jerking upright in bed.
 
   Poor Rio bolted out of the room so fast he skidded across the floor and ran smack into the wall in the hallway.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Don’t make a sound.”
 
   Sami managed not to scream, but her arms pulled reflexively against the rope restraints that held her wrists tightly in place. Her clouded mind tried sluggishly to think, to reason. Don’t panic…whatever you do, don’t panic…
 
   He used the scalpel to slowly slit her dress down the front, beginning at the neckline and traveling all the way down to her belly, the cotton making a harsh ripping sound. Parting the fabric, he bent forward to kiss the bare flesh of her stomach, tickling her navel with his tongue. In spite of her hazy fear, the sensation elicited a wanton thrill.
 
   “Are you still with me, Sami?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   “Don’t be afraid.”
 
   Tell me not to exist…it would be a simpler request…
 
   “Your skin is so beautiful. It’s a blank canvas waiting to be filled.” He rested the tip of the sharp blade gently against her abdomen, and her whole body quaked in response. “No need to fear the blade. See how cool and soothing it feels? Relax, baby. Breathe.”
 
   She closed her eyes, trying to take slow and steady breaths as he’d instructed. His voice was starting to sound strange, like it was coming from someplace far away. He drew the tip of the scalpel lightly across her skin, back and forth, slowly and softly. “You wanted a glimpse into my world. I welcome you to it. You, my sweet angel, are a neophyte in a realm that harbors no fear. It doesn’t exist here.”
 
   The blade touched her throat, ran delicately down it. “I wanted you to submit yourself to me willingly. And you’ve done that, haven’t you? The question is, will you follow me down the path until it reaches the end? Or will you run and hide?” The tip pressed noticeably harder. “I expect an answer.”
 
   “I…I’ll follow you. I will.” Her voice shook.
 
   “First you must learn absolute, unquestioning obedience. Trust in the one who holds your life in his hands. Leave your fear behind now, sweetheart. Do. Not. Scream.”
 
   The words echoed through her head. The music had turned into garbled, nonsensical sounds that seemed to speed up, then slow down. She felt the scalpel return to her abdomen.
 
   He applied pressure, and a sharp, stinging pain woke her foggy senses. Her lips pressed together in a firm line, her body stiffened and she kept her eyes tightly shut. A drop of something wet made its way across her belly, trickling slowly, but she refused to look down to see what it was. She didn’t want to know.
 
   “Tonight I want every breath you take to be for me.”
 
   The pain traveled agonizingly slow.
 
   “I think I would like to start by carving my name into your flesh. Is your desire to please me strong enough to grant me that request?”
 
   She knew better than to say no. Her eyes opened then, and the room seemed brighter than before. There were a million shooting stars crossing the sky, flying in all directions. She wanted to touch them. They glittered like gold dust. “Yes…” she breathed.
 
   The pain grew more intense. Her knees bent, her feet pushed frantically against the slick satin. He was killing her. She was going to die here tonight, in his bed.
 
   “You’re doing beautifully,” he praised her.
 
   Tears ran from the corners of her eyes and helplessly she cried out. He brushed her tears away with a gentle hand. “Don’t be afraid of the pain, Samara. Embrace it. It can be a powerful aphrodisiac. Only fear and ignorance make it seem unwelcome.”
 
   Her skin was stinging now, growing wet and sticky, the pain worsening while she moaned through the agony, head thrashing back and forth. Voices in the music laughed at her, shrieked at her, retreated, returned. Eventually the torture took on something of a different form, something distinctly and strangely hedonistic.
 
   His work of art complete, Ash licked her wounds with a burning tongue and then kissed her and she tasted her own metallic blood on him. It was then that she lost all reticence, all sense of rationality, all sanity. Deliriously she wrapped her legs around him and watched as the walls themselves wept blood. It ran down slowly like thick maple sap.
 
   Then somehow she was naked, the remnants of her shredded clothing gone, and he was impaling her, thrusting like a frenzied animal and his movements were seismic, her ecstasy celestial, and she did scream then but it wasn’t in pain.
 
   Time had no meaning anymore. He lay beside her, but whether it was five minutes or five hours later she couldn’t say. His body was fluid against hers, like liquid. The bed floated through space and she twisted one of her legs around his to prevent herself from falling off. He looked into her eyes and chuckled softly. “You’re really tripping now, aren’t you?”
 
   “I have to get up…I need to walk around…please…” She tugged impatiently at the ropes that felt as if they were shifting and moving on their own. The walls no longer bled but they breathed and pulsed as if alive. The flames from the candles stretched and grew longer, taking on weird shapes that danced lewdly.
 
   “Hold still. I’m going to cut the ropes for you.” He freed her hands, and she slid out of bed and began to pace the length of the room. Catching sight of herself in one of the mirrored walls by the whirlpool, she paused to stare at the reflection, some sort of kaleidoscopic kinetic image that had its own unique beauty. It smiled at her. The blood smeared across the image was a vivid, indescribable color and there were angled patterns within it.
 
   Another figure appeared in the mirror, that of a naked statue. He had her blood on him. She watched in rapt enthrallment as he began to fill the tub, the running water sounding like a rushing waterfall. She gazed into the pouring water and could swear she saw every individual drop. In the mirror, Ash was now seated on the edge of the bed holding something against his arm.
 
   The drops of water whispered. They had their own secrets.
 
   From behind, he grasped her shoulders and turned her around to face him. “You’ve pleased me, Sami. You followed my instructions perfectly…I’m proud of you. Now we’re going to try something different. Are you ready?”
 
   “Yes.” She felt euphoric, intoxicated with corrupt pleasure.
 
   Stepping into the tub, he held his hand out to her. “In you go. Watch your step.” She eased herself into the hot water, feeling the massaging pressure of the jets. Unable to curb her enthusiasm, she pressed her slippery body against his. “Does the water hurt your cuts?” he wanted to know.
 
   “I don’t care…I want the pain…” she breathed, craving the sweet burning agony, and she felt his body respond instantly to her confession.
 
   “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear, sweetheart,” he whispered. “I knew you could cultivate a taste for this.” He bit her earlobe hard, and she cried out in rapture. “Now…I’m about to relinquish some of my control to you. I just injected myself with nightshade. It’s a fast-acting elixir that’s already weakening me significantly. What I want you to do is take those handcuffs and secure my hands behind my back.”
 
   She obeyed without question, closing the nickel plated cuffs tightly around his wrists.
 
   “Nice. Do you know what to do next?”
 
   Within two seconds she had him inside her, hot and hard. She couldn’t be sure if that was what he had in mind, but it was what she desperately wanted so…
 
   “Slow down, baby,” he groaned. “I don’t want to come just yet…slow down. Be still…look at me. Look at me. Focus.”
 
   She found it increasingly difficult to concentrate on his words with the need building within her and those bright tracers in the mirrors. They were hypnotizing. She could understand their language, they were part of her, everything around her was part of her and she’d never realized it until now…
 
   “Sami? Are you with me?”
 
   “Let’s cross over there…the fairies in the mirror land…they…oh…they want us to play…”
 
   Someone laughed in the distance, and the fairies joined in. “Look at me, mermaid.” Look at me, mermaid, the fairies echoed, giggling in high-pitched squeals.
 
   “Is he friend or foe?” she asked the fairies. They tittered, their voices fading away. They didn’t know. She turned her gaze slowly to the multifaceted blue gems in front of her.
 
   “You must be Poseidon,” she revealed in awe. The mirrors filled with water, deep and cloudy. There were vague, indiscernible shapes swimming in the murky depths.
 
   “That’s right. Put your hands on my neck, sweetheart. Hold me as if you wanted to strangle me.”
 
   Her fingers wrapped obediently around the sea king’s neck.
 
   “Kiss me.”
 
   Welcoming the deep warmth of his mouth, Sami moaned hungrily. She wanted to dive down, down into the blackest, coldest depths of the ocean with him. He would take her with him, wouldn’t he? Back to his kingdom under the sea…
 
   His voice was more soothing than the waves. “Now push me underneath the water, baby. Hold me there and don’t let go. Only when you no longer feel a pulse should you release me. Don’t be afraid…I am Poseidon, remember?”
 
   “Will you take me with you?”
 
   “Yes, baby. I’ll take you with me.”
 
   The beautiful aquatic god submerged into the sea, and she watched the creatures in the mirrors gliding gracefully through the water, long fins flowing like tattered wings. They were unable to fly, so of course they swam instead. Glittering lights trailed behind them in their wake. Between her thighs she felt the sea king spasm, and she sighed in glorious contentment as he filled her even as he began to thrash. It took all her strength to hold him down. Her muscles grew tired. The water in the mirrors became darker, the murky clouds enveloping the ocean dwellers.
 
   He stopped moving, went limp. She looked down.
 
   The blue eyes stared back at her, empty, unseeing. Submerged jewels.
 
   This…this wasn’t right.
 
   The fairy voices returned to express their despair. What have you done, foolish girl? Releasing her hold on him, she managed to pull his head above the surface. But the sea king was lifeless.
 
   She crawled out of the water and onto the shore and the sand felt like silk on her skin. From all around her, a disembodied version of Nights in White Satin assailed her ears. Paranoia swept through her like a disease. The candle flames stretched again to become leering skulls that mocked her for her failure. They saw what she had done. They knew. She had killed Poseidon.
 
   She heard muffled sobs, and it was some time before she realized that they originated from her own throat. A scowling tiki mask on the wall stared at her with empty sockets and it seemed to float closer to her, hovering in the air menacingly. Terrified, she wrapped herself tightly in the comforter and covered her head.
 
   Time passed. She had no sense of how much. More time passed. Gradually she began to come back down from her trip. The voices in her head became nothing more than faint music playing from a stereo system. From within the safe shelter of the blanket, a faint light began to filter through.
 
   The pain returned.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   The wounds on her abdomen burned and ached.
 
   There was movement on the bed beside her, and warily she emerged from the protection of her down cocoon to see Ash stretched out on his side, draped in a black Chinese silk robe. Behind him, the morning sunrise sent a reddish-orange glow through the glass door, warm and safe and comforting. The world had become sane again. Her nightmarish hallucinations were gone with the night.
 
   “Hey there, Sam-I-Am. You look like someone who just had one helluva wild ride.” Cocking his eyebrows, he flashed her that infuriating devil-may-care grin. “Bad trip?”
 
   She glared at him, irritated that he could act so unbelievably nonchalant after everything he’d put her through. “Where the hell have you been?”
 
   “Right where you left me. You don’t remember?”
 
   “I…” Well now, that was a little hard to answer. She remembered some things, yes, but they weren’t events that could have possibly occurred. Fish swimming around in the mirrors? Not likely. “Were we outside? On the beach?”
 
   “We never left this room. See? Door’s still deadbolted.”
 
   He was right. And the key…he’d tossed it away. Better be a spare in here someplace or they were going to have a problem. “Why’d you lock us in anyway? That was a dumb thing to do!”
 
   “Didn’t want you wandering off while I was incapacitated.”
 
   Incapacitated? Her eyes fell on something shiny and silver lying on the white carpet. Oh, yes…the handcuffs. They appeared to be broken. Now how had he managed that? “How’d you get out of the cuffs?”
 
   “Wasn’t hard, once the shade wore off. It only lasts a few hours.”
 
   She pulled one arm out from under the comforter and tried to smooth her tousled hair. “God, I was seeing the craziest things. I thought…at one point…I thought I actually drowned you. In the ocean.”
 
   He gave her a purely guileless look. “And did you enjoy it?”
 
   Oh, she wanted to drown him, all right. Every movement she made resulted in a stinging pain across her stomach and she had him to thank for that. Her fingers itched to touch the flesh there, to feel just how bad it really was. But she restrained herself. Somehow she was afraid to find out. “Yes. I did,” she reluctantly confessed.
 
   “So did I.” His blue eyes smoldered like dry ice at the memory.
 
   A memory that wasn’t at all clear to her. “What…really happened last night?”
 
   “You took your first steps down the dark path, baby. You should be proud. You never stumbled once.”
 
   So they were back to talking in circles. Or maybe there was some twisted logic hiding in there somewhere - she just had to figure out how to interpret it. There were so many things she wanted to know, yet the questions were lost somewhere in translation. “Ash…”
 
   “Don’t overthink it, Sami. Just accept it.”
 
   Accept it. She couldn’t even accept her own appalling behavior. What profound secrets did he hold that enticed her enough to willingly put her life in his hands? What was it about this man and his shrouded domain?
 
   “How much of it was real?” she asked softly.
 
   “How much do you think was real?” He slipped a hand underneath the covers and touched her belly lightly with his fingertips, causing her to wince. “Why don’t you go into the bathroom and get yourself cleaned up a bit, then I’ll put something on your cuts. We don’t want them to get infected.”
 
   Suddenly she felt like crying. Everything they’d done, everything she’d let him do, came back to overwhelm her with degradation. For reasons she couldn’t explain, she’d permitted him to use her in the worst possible way. And how could she lay full blame on him when she’d asked for this…practically begged for it?
 
   But she had to try anyway. “Why did you do this to me?”
 
   He lifted her chin with his fingers, and though the words he spoke were harsh they were delivered gently. “Samara, sweetheart…don’t ever ask me why. I don’t have to justify my behavior. You said you wanted to go there with me and I merely pointed the way. Your journey has begun. And seeing how there is no return route, it’s pointless to question your decision now, isn’t it? You have no choice but to continue forward. There can be no regrets. None.”
 
   In some bizarre and complex way, his words almost made sense. Maybe she was finally learning to understand his language. Although whatever linguistics book it came from might be better off left unread.
 
   “Now go do as I said.” He gave her an indulgent smile.
 
   Sloughing off the blanket, she slid off the huge bed, trying not to dwell on the fact that she was naked as the day she was born. When she stood and straightened, the pain grew more intense and she wondered if it could possibly be as bad as it felt. Surely it was just a few nicks, some minor cuts, right? Afraid to look, afraid to know, she averted her eyes and postponed the inevitable.
 
   She avoided her reflection in the bathroom mirror for as long as possible. Her muscles ached and every movement caused the skin to sting. It couldn’t be that bad…it just couldn’t. She was sore, that was all. Hypersensitive. A comedown effect from the LSD.
 
   When she finally gathered enough courage to face her image, horror and shame washed over her like acid rain. Across her abdomen, the straight red lines formed four neatly carved letters.
 
   M-I-N-E.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Emerging from the elevator, Rosita Moreno hummed softly to herself while maneuvering the cleaning supply cart through the doors and down the hallway to room 1608. It wasn’t on her morning schedule - the private suites on this floor were cleaned on a by-request basis, but Señor Reid had called for housekeeping and his needs were considered top priority. It would put her behind schedule, but that was fine. A little overtime would be welcome. She had a son to put through college. Scholarship or no, books and tuition didn’t come cheap.
 
   “Housekeeping.” She rapped on the door, still humming her favorite song, Rabiosa. Waited, rapped once more, then inserted her preprogrammed keycard into the slot and unlocked the door.
 
   The man was standing over a teakettle in the kitchen, stretching his arms and yawning lazily. “Mm…morning, Rosita.”
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   “Would you just take care of the bedroom for me, please?”
 
   “Si. Only the one bedroom?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s all I need today. Thanks.”
 
   Well, maybe she wouldn’t fall as far behind as she thought. Approaching the bedroom door, she noticed a young woman reclining on the sofa in the living room. Clad only in a men’s t-shirt that was way too big for her, she had one arm resting across her forehead while she gazed blankly up at the ceiling. Her face looked vaguely familiar.
 
   The next thing she saw was the broken door frame, wood splintered and twisted as if someone had kicked the door open from the other side. “But the door, Señor Reid, it has been broken! You were not robbed, I hope?”
 
   “No, the lock jammed and I had to break it. No big deal. I’ve got someone coming from maintenance to fix it.” He smiled unconcernedly.
 
   Entering the bedroom, Rosita put her hands on her hips and sighed. The bedclothes were scattered across the wet carpet, and there was something that looked like dried blood smeared across the white satin. “Ay dios mio,” she muttered crossly. These rich men, they had no modesty. No respect for a woman’s dignity. And what would they do if they had no one to come behind and clean up after them? They’d all be living in filth like helpless animals. She was glad she’d taught her own son better than that.
 
   When she was done changing the bedding and cleaning up, she paused in the bedroom doorway to cast another worried look at the girl. She was sitting up now, arms folded across her stomach, looking pale and a little dazed. Poor mite, she didn’t seem to be feeling well at all.
 
   “You are not ill, Señorita?”
 
   “She’s fine,” a voice assured her from the kitchen. He walked over to where she stood, smiling broadly as if he found her concern funny. “Just taking Carrie to the prom a little early.”
 
   “Qué?”
 
   “La visita de la comadre.”
 
   “Ah…si.” What a vulgar way of putting it.
 
   “Thank you, Rosita. That’ll be all.” He pressed a folded bill into her hand.
 
   “Have a nice day, Señor…Señorita.” It wasn’t until she was in the hallway that she glanced at the money in her hand. Magnifico…a hundred dollar bill! Not such poor compensation for a mere half-hour delay.
 
   Well, one thing she could say for the man. Vulgar or not, he was certainly a generous tipper.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Do you want to try again?”
 
   Eva cuddled the cat in her arms and peered over his fuzzy white head at Julian. “Not with Rio. I think he was traumatized last night!” Not that she hadn’t been a little traumatized herself - what a freakish experience. Leaving her own body and entering Rio’s hardly provided for a restful night - for any of them. She’d been terrified to go back to sleep and the poor cat spent the next six hours huddled behind the toilet in the bathroom.
 
   “Something else, then. A bird…one of those sparrows.” He gestured out the front window to a pair of sparrows hopping about on the ground outside. They cocked their tiny heads, bright beady eyes searching for something to eat.
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “You need to learn how to control this, love. So you won’t be doing it involuntarily in your sleep.”
 
   He had a point there. “Okay, okay…just make sure you keep Rio inside. I wouldn’t want to get eaten by my own cat.”
 
   Julian chuckled. “I’d be surprised if that lazy furball would even try. Why don’t you come lie down on the couch?”
 
   She complied, stretching out on the sectional sofa with her arms folded across her lap. “I’m not the least bit sleepy,” she pointed out.
 
   “You don’t have to sleep. Just close your eyes and relax…try to envision yourself outside yourself.”
 
   Eva closed her eyes and listened to the sound of Julian’s voice, attempting to follow his instructions.
 
   “Remember what it felt like last night…try to recapture that. Tune out the sounds and sensations around you. Will yourself to walk away without physically moving any part of your body. Let your mind take you there.”
 
   Once she let her subconscious take over, it was surprisingly easy. The sounds surrounding her faded away and once more she was thrown into the queer silence. She looked at Julian, saw that he was still speaking to her, but couldn’t hear anything he was saying. Was it possible to enter him? She tried, just to see, but nothing happened.
 
   The bird it was, then. Drifting outside, she approached one of the sparrows cautiously, hoping it wouldn’t sense her the way Rio had. But the little bird was oblivious, and so she tentatively reached for him.
 
   Then she was hopping along the ground in a body that weighed little more than a pebble, looking curiously around from a viewpoint that was considerably closer to the earth than she was used to. It was intimidating to feel so very tiny. The world around her suddenly seemed enormous.
 
   She tried her voice and was delighted with the lovely chirps that trilled from her throat. The other sparrow returned her greeting and she wished it were possible to understand what it was communicating.
 
   Now to try my wings…
 
   She spread them, beat the feathers against the air, and in an instant she had risen and was far above the treetops, soaring with the updraft holding her steady. It was the most amazing, indescribable sensation…to fly as a bird. Nothing could have ever prepared her for the intensity of it. She coasted through the air like a glider, wings outstretched, flitting across the sky with reckless abandon. The ground below might seem a formidable place, but nothing could reach her way up here. She was safe in the bright blue sky.
 
   Circling the area, she took in the unobstructed view around her. Mount Hood’s snowy cap rose up in the distance, reflected like a mirror image off the water of Trillium Lake. She could see the ski lodges flanking it…rooftops of homes scattered about…miles and miles of forest and vineyards. The graceful winding curves of various rivers. The beauty of it all was breathtaking.
 
   Too soon, she returned to earth and pulled her astral self from the sparrow’s body. The poor thing took off immediately, disoriented and more than a little confused. She returned to the chalet where her own body was lying motionless on the sofa. Julian was shaking her gently, but of course she could feel nothing. Odd…why was he trying to wake her?
 
   Reentering her form, she opened her eyes and grinned up at him. “Hi, handsome. You getting fresh with me?”
 
   His black eyes registered relief that she had returned safely. “It worked, then. You were able to enter the bird?”
 
   “I did - I flew - did you see me?” Her eyes sparkled with exhilaration.
 
   “Yes, I saw.” He smiled at her enthusiasm. “I envy you. It must have been quite an experience.”
 
   “It was…you wouldn’t believe it!” She sat up, feeling suddenly dizzy from her flight. “Why were you trying to wake me?”
 
   “I wanted to see if physical contact could bring you back. It appears not. You’ll have to be careful where you choose to do this, Eva - your body will be completely vulnerable as long as you’re projected elsewhere.”
 
   “Hm. I don’t plan on doing it much. It’s still kind of a creepy feeling…leaving my body. I’m not sure if I like it.”
 
   “You don’t have to do it often if you don’t want to. Maybe just once in a while, to keep in practice.”
 
   “Practice for what? I mean, I can’t imagine what use I’d ever have for this. I’ll admit, it’s pretty cool, but it doesn’t seem like a very practical skill to have. If anything, it leaves me defenseless.”
 
   “Yes…which is precisely why I don’t want you doing this unless I’m here with you.”
 
   “I wonder what function it’s supposed to serve?” Eva speculated, leaning her head against his shoulder.
 
   Julian shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m afraid, love, that in our case there are more questions than answers. All we can do is take what we get, and try to find a way to use it to our advantage.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “You feeling okay, Sam? You look a little out of it today.”
 
   Seated at the outdoor bar Wednesday evening after work, Sami looked up from her Piña Colada to smile weakly at Laiken. “Yeah, I guess so.”
 
   Out of it was a pretty accurate assessment, all right. Remaining outside herself was the easiest way to deal with the insanity that had gone down over the course of that long, pyretic night. She’d been trying her best not to obsess over the weekend’s events - don’t overthink it, Sami - and might have been able to convince herself the whole thing was nothing more than a delusion, if it weren’t for the lacerations that were already beginning to heal thanks to the butterfly bandages. Fortunately the cuts weren’t all that deep, but she still had to wonder if she was permanently scarred. If so, it was certainly in more ways than one. She felt scarred. Irrevocably altered, not just physically but emotionally.
 
   As for her deviant skin illustrator…he’d escorted her back to her room Sunday afternoon and she hadn’t seen or heard from him since.
 
   The blond bartender spread his arms over the counter and leaned across it languidly, his shark tooth necklace grazing her arm. “Anything you wanna talk about? I’ve been told I’m a pretty good listener.”
 
   “It’s nothing, really.” She sipped her drink, then returned it to the square napkin on the counter. He was still looking expectantly at her, so she gave in and relented. It couldn’t hurt, could it? “Okay. So tell me…did you ever get the feeling that you were losing your identity?”
 
   “Um…not sure exactly what you mean. Can you be a little more specific?”
 
   After a moment’s hesitation, she asked, “Did you ever just…like, take a good look at yourself one day and realize that everything you thought you knew about yourself was a lie?”
 
   “I think we’ve all had moments like that.”
 
   “Have you ever been…afraid of yourself?”
 
   “Afraid of myself?”
 
   “Of what you’re capable of.”
 
   Grinning, he placed a hand over one of hers and shook it playfully. “You get drunk and do somethin’ crazy over the weekend?”
 
   “I’m serious!”
 
   “So am I! If you’ve been gettin’ freaknasty I want details, girl. And preferably video.” He raised one eyebrow. “Is there video?”
 
   “Don’t be a perv, Laiken.” She smiled at his good-natured ribbing.
 
   “You know I’m just kidding. So what are we talkin’ about here?”
 
   “I don’t really know what I’m trying to say. It’s just…you know what, forget it, Laiken. It’s not important. I’m just in a morbid mood today, I guess.”
 
   “Ah, c’mon…you gotta chillax, sunflower! You’re in Laiken’s little piece of heaven now - this ain’t the place to get all melancholy. Not on my watch. You want another drink…on the house?”
 
   “No, thanks. This was really good, though.”
 
   “Nobody mixes better.”
 
   “Yep, I’m gonna have to agree with you there.”
 
   He wandered off to make a Rum Runner for a guest, then returned to Sami. “You oughta go out diving with me sometime. Ever been?”
 
   “You know, believe it or not, I actually got certified back when I was in college. One of those impulse things, you know? I got the idea that I wanted to learn how to scuba dive, so my parents paid for the classes for my birthday. I don’t think I’ve been more than two or three times since. I did enjoy it though, the few times I went out.”
 
   “Well, there ya go! See, we have a common interest. I’d be more than happy to take you diving sometime. I have extra equipment and I know of some great spots.”
 
   “We’ll see.” A hint of a smile touched her lips. He was sweet, but somehow sweet just wasn’t what she craved. The easygoing surfer could never awaken desire in her the way her winged sea king could. Ash had been right about one thing - there was no going back. He’d released the old Sami from her cage and she’d fled, leaving no forwarding address. Unfortunately her replacement didn’t seem to possess enough willpower to refuse him. It was pathetic, really.
 
   “Hey, Laiken…have you ever heard of a drug called nightshade?”
 
   “Nightshade?” He furrowed his brow thoughtfully. “No…that’s a new one on me. Only ever heard it used in context with the plant. Deadly nightshade.”
 
   “Deadly?”
 
   “Yeah…it’s poisonous. Nothing you’d wanna be jerkin’ around with.”
 
   She finished off her drink, searching for courage at the bottom of the clear plastic cup. “Can I ask you something else? Something that might sound a little…weird?”
 
   “Sunflower, I’ve seen it all. Trust me, nothing you can say will surprise me.”
 
   She lowered her voice. “Have you ever known anyone who was into…um…into autoerotic asphyxiation?”
 
   From the look on his face, he’d been impetuous to assume she couldn’t surprise him. Surprised and disturbed were the expressions that came to mind. She wished now she’d kept her mouth shut.
 
   He weighed his words carefully before answering. “Sami…I’m not gonna ask where you’re comin’ up with this or even why you wanna know. It’s none of my business. All I can say is one thing. You find somebody who’s into that kinda shit, you need to run the other way. And fast. Because they’re dangerous. You catch my drift?”
 
   “I was just wondering, Laiken. I…there were some people talking about it and I overheard. I was just curious.”
 
   “Nobody you’re personally acquainted with, I hope.”
 
   “No, nobody I know.”
 
   “Laiken, I could use some help over here!” Danielle shouted from the opposite end of the bar.
 
   He shrugged impassively. “Duty calls, sunflower. Gotta run. Check ya later, okay?”
 
   “Yep.” Sami stared back into the empty cup, procrastinating the return to her empty room. For some reason she just couldn’t stomach the idea of being alone with her errant thoughts.
 
   “Looks like you could use another drink.”
 
   The offer came from just behind her shoulder, and she turned her head to see a chestnut-maned man of about thirty regarding her with interest. He was wearing way too much cologne and his dark tan looked like an overdone spray-on.
 
   So what are you, the Piña Colada police? “One’s my limit. Gotta be at work early tomorrow.” She offered the barest of smiles out of civility, hoping he’d take the hint and try his tired pickup lines on someone else.
 
   “Working vacation?” he persisted.
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “I see…well, what do you do, pretty lady?”
 
   “I rob tourists.”
 
   The man did a double take, then burst into obnoxious laughter while wagging a reproachful finger. “Oh, you…you’re a handful, aren’t you!”
 
   “That’s what they tell me.” Thankfully her cell phone interrupted the unwelcome conversation, and when she glimpsed the name of the caller her pulse went into overdrive. It was him.
 
   Walking quickly away from the noisy bar so she could hear better, Sami left the over-tanned Don Juan behind.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hello, beautiful.”
 
   Every nerve in her body suddenly jumped to attention. “Hi.”
 
   “Is that all you have to say to me?”
 
   “Hi…how are you?” What did he expect her to say, for heaven’s sake? Thanks for a wonderful time, glad I didn’t require stitches…?
 
   He laughed softly. “Just got in. Thought I’d give you a call and see how you were doing.”
 
   “How I’m doing what?” She felt irritation creep up within her at the fact that it had taken him this long to call. Where the hell had he been, anyway?
 
   “Whatever it is you’re doing,” he replied without missing a beat. “Sounds like you’re out by the pool.”
 
   “Yeah. I am.”
 
   “I’d rather you were here with me.”
 
   “Well…I’m busy.” Maybe everyone else was willing to bow down and kiss his ass, but she didn’t intend to.
 
   By the tone of his voice, he wasn’t exactly thrilled with her response. “I know damn well you’re not busy. Don’t be difficult, Samara. I expect to see you within ten minutes. Do not make me come looking for you.”
 
   That domineering son of a bitch! “Hold your breath while you wait,” she snapped back, and ended the call with shaking hands. So he expected to see her within ten minutes, did he? And she was just supposed to drop everything and run to him like a grateful puppy, wagging her tail. Ha! Of course, knowing him he probably would have the nerve to come looking for her. Maybe she should make herself scarce for a couple of hours. Now might be a good time to do a little window shopping along the strip.
 
   Or…she could wait here and find out just how serious he really was. That did seem a much more intriguing alternative. Might be entertaining.
 
   Against her better judgment, she found an empty chair by the pool and settled in to find out.
 
   Precisely ten minutes later she had her answer, and it was pretty much what she’d expected.
 
   “So you want to play games, do you?” Ash knelt before her with his arms resting on her bare legs, looking more amused than angry.
 
   “I told you I was busy. What are you gonna do, drag me away kicking and screaming?”
 
   “Mm…now there’s a mental image. I love the idea of you kicking and screaming.”
 
   She got the distinct feeling he wasn’t kidding about that. “You would.”
 
   “Surely you didn’t assume you’d be emancipated once your twenty-four hours were up?”
 
   “I know better than to assume anything where you’re concerned!”
 
   “I gave you a few days to recuperate. Now I want you back in my bed.”
 
   “What? You can’t…just…”
 
   His hands slid further up her thighs until they touched the hem of her denim shorts. “Don’t try and pretend you didn’t enjoy it, Sami. You loved every minute of it and not because of the acid. All that did was open your mind to the experience. Can you honestly tell me you don’t want more? That you aren’t dying to know what waits for you at the end?”
 
   She stared back, wanting to inform him that he was dead wrong but those words weren’t within her grasp. It was no use. She knew as well as he did that they’d both eventually see this through to the end, wherever that might take them.
 
   “I thought not.” The triumph in his eyes was unmistakable, and immediately served to rekindle her animosity.
 
   “Sorry, Ash, but your bed stays empty tonight.” The remark was intended to be derisive, but it came out sounding all wrong. Shaky. Uncertain.
 
   “Is that right?” The sapphires bored into her, cold and angry. They refused to release her, and she found it impossible to pull her gaze away from him no matter how hard she tried. The pool behind him shimmered and faded as she grew strangely sleepy and then he was shaking his head, muttering, “No, it’s no good like that…” and her fatigue passed as quickly as it had come.
 
   Sami put a hand to her forehead, feeling lightheaded. How much rum did Laiken put in that Piña Colada?
 
   “Suit yourself.” Ash straightened with a resigned sigh. “Go back to your safe, hollow room if that’s what you really want. Curl up in bed with your pride. Sleep with your memories of me.” Abruptly, he leaned forward to graze her lips with the lightest of kisses, causing her to shiver.
 
   “I’ll be waiting upstairs,” he whispered before strolling away.
 
   Sami watched him go, torn between the urge to follow him and holding out for the disintegrating scrap of pride she had left. Her fingers flew to her lips and she closed her eyes, knowing good and well that her addiction would allow only one choice. Shaking her head, she murmured underneath her breath, “Dammit, Asher Reid…you don’t play fair.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   The gravestone he was leaning against was cold.
 
   As a matter of fact, just being in the cemetery at night was giving Dane a major case of the heebie-jeebies, but it was Imogen’s idea to meet here so as always he kept his opinions to himself. He wasn’t about to let her see him acting like a spineless wuss. If he had to sit in this desolate, depressing place to keep her happy, then he would. Even if this cemetery did bear an eerie resemblance to the one in that zombie flick he’d watched with his dad a few nights ago. Right about now, he was really wishing he’d passed on that movie in favor of studying.
 
   The bottle of cheap vodka swiped from her dad’s liquor cabinet was helping some, though.
 
   “Don’t bogart the bottle, ya boozer.” Her small hand reached for the vodka and she chugged it with gusto. Everything about Imogen was small…she was five feet tall and probably weighed no more than ninety pounds soaking wet. Even so, nobody in their right mind would ever think about messing with her. She might look like a harmless little firecracker, but she packed the wallop of TNT. He knew from experience. The last time he’d tried to put his hand up her shirt she’d slugged him in the gut so hard he came close to puking.
 
   “How do you stand it here?” she complained, running a hand through her pixie-short black hair. “I feel like I’ve been stuck in jail or something. There’s nothing to do here.”
 
   “It’s not that bad. The skiing’s really good, if you like to...um…” He trailed off when he saw the disgusted look she was giving him.
 
   “Who the fuck wants to go skiing? I hate my dad - I can’t believe he dragged me here just because I got expelled. As if I was learning a damn thing at that garbage dump of a school anyway…what a douche.” She shook her head and took another gulp from the bottle. “All my connections are back in California - I can’t even find any decent grass. This blows.”
 
   “Will your dad notice this bottle missing?”
 
   “Nah…he’ll think he drank it himself. So stupid how all of a sudden he wants to play father of the year when he’s ten times worse than I am. Hypocrite.”
 
   It was hard to disagree with that logic. Every time Dane had seen Imogen’s father, he’d been pretty wasted. Hard to imagine growing up in an environment like that. No wonder the girl was always getting herself into trouble. At least his parents were stable and responsible…even if they sometimes liked to stick their noses too deep in his business. His mom in particular…God, how he wished she could find something better to do than hound him all the time.
 
   A gust of wind rushed through the trees, bending their branches to scrape the tops of the gravestones. He’d never realized before what lonely sounds the wind could make. It was the setting, he supposed…something as simple as a breeze in this creepy place was enough to spook anyone. Just to break the silence he commented, “It’s so quiet out here.”
 
   “Yeah. Until the dead start clawing their way up outta the ground.” Grinning, Imogen scratched her fingernails down the marble headstone. They made a dry, grating sound. “Then you can hear them moaning. They’re hungry - that’s why they moan. They’re looking for brains to eat.”
 
   “You should be safe, then,” he retorted, secretly wishing she would stop talking about dead people coming back. Particularly while they were in a cemetery.
 
   “I might be, but I bet you have a nice juicy one. They love guys with high IQ’s. Their brains taste like…oh, I dunno, T-bone steak or something…”
 
   To shut her up, he kissed her. Or tried to - she shoved him away before he got very far along.
 
   “Cut it out! I already told you I don’t see you like that.”
 
   The fatal words. They cut as deep as can’t-we-just-be-friends? or you’re-more-like-a-brother-to-me. He’d heard them all before, even from her, but it didn’t stop him from trying in the hope that persistence would eventually pay off. She must like him at least a little or why would she bother hanging out with him? At any rate, this night was a wash…maybe he should sneak back into his room before his parents found out he was gone. Quit while he was ahead.
 
   “I should probably go…I gotta work tomorrow,” he reminded her.
 
   “So, what…are you mad at me now?”
 
   “No, I’m not mad - I just need to get some sleep is all.”
 
   “You’re mad.”
 
   “I’m not mad!”
 
   “Then don’t go…stay a while.” Her hazel eyes were huge in her heart-shaped little face. She was a hard one to say no to.
 
   “Half an hour,” he compromised, reaching for the bottle.
 
   “An hour, tops.”
 
   Always had to have the last word. Sometimes - though he’d never admit it - he got the feeling maybe his parents weren’t as far off about Imogen as he’d originally thought. She could be manipulative at times. Just two days ago she’d tried to persuade him to lift a carton of cigarettes from work. He hadn’t…mainly because he was too afraid of getting caught. Maybe he really was a wuss, after all.
 
   “You know what we should do - we should take my dad’s Camaro out one night.”
 
   “And how do you suggest we do that?”
 
   “Jeez, it wouldn’t be hard or anything - you’ve seen how he gets. I’ll just snag his keys one night after he’s passed out and we can go someplace that’s like, in this century.”
 
   “You don’t even have your permit yet, much less a license.”
 
   “So? You have one.”
 
   Great, another one of her harebrained schemes. “Grand larceny is a felony, just so you know,” he informed her.
 
   “Don’t be such a little pantywaist, Dane. It’s my dad’s car - we wouldn’t be stealing it. We’re bringing it back. Besides, it’s not like he’d ever know. We’d be back long before he woke up.”
 
   “I don’t know. If he found out he’d tell my parents and then they’d kill me. Literally - they’d kill me. You wanna see me end up dead?”
 
   “Well, then they could bury you out here and I could come visit you and bring you flowers. I might even help you dig your way out - as long as you promise not to eat my brain.”
 
   “Not enough there to bother with.” What little she did have was obviously malfunctioning. Did she want to get them both arrested?
 
   One of her sneakers caught him in the anklebone. “But it would make a really classy appetizer. Cerebral skewers…with finger sandwiches on the side.” She wiggled her fingers, giggling.
 
   “That’s sick.”
 
   “Or you could grind my guts up into salsa…”
 
   “Could you stop being gross for two seconds? Do you think?” Her disgusting talk about body parts wasn’t blending well with the vodka. What was with her and all this talk about dead people coming back? Coming to this cemetery was a stupid idea. It was just morbid, and her teasing was starting to get on his nerves.
 
   The dead didn’t come back, after all. Everyone knew that.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The way Sami saw it, there were only two ways to deal with an addiction.
 
   Either you quit cold turkey...or you continued to feed it until you eventually succumbed to a fatal overdose. Smart people chose the first alternative. They were able to see far enough into the future to know that the road they’d chosen would not end well. And so, even though there was no turning back, they took a detour instead and hoped for the best.
 
   “But you’re not that smart, are you?”
 
   The reflection in the steamy bathroom mirror cocked her head and stared back at Sami without answering. Their fingers touched, leaving prints on the damp glass, but there was no way of knowing who the prints belonged to. Certainly they weren’t Samara Porter’s. She was a tenacious, independent woman - not this pathetic pawn in some egomaniac’s perverse game. “Who are you?” she wondered aloud, but silence was the only reply.
 
   Of course she was going to him. No matter what he did, no matter what he said, she didn’t have the strength to deny her hunger. Once you acquired a taste for Beluga caviar, could you ever go back to dining on salmon? Nope…no way. And so she dried her hair and dressed as quickly as possible, and the hell with her mute compunction. She was who she was.
 
   The elevator seemed to take forever to reach the sixteenth floor. It stopped on practically every floor in between, accepting and purging groups of laughing tourists dressed for a night on the town. It might be midweek, but every night was a party in this place. A couple of extroverted young men tried to engage her in conversation, to no avail. She had no time to waste on spawning salmon.
 
   All too soon she had arrived. The door that led to nirvana - or maybe it was the netherworld. Heaven or hell…which was it? In either case, she was drawn to it like a moth to a flame. Rubbing her palms against the fabric of her yellow babydoll dress, she wet her lips and timidly lifted one hand to knock.
 
   But the door flew open before she even had the chance, and she was snatched inside by her forearm without any comprehension of what was happening. Crushed against him, her mouth claimed by his, all reservations fell away like rain and it was understood in that moment - he had no intention of waiting any longer.
 
   The Rolling Stones blared from the bedroom but there was no way she was going to make it that far. Her dress and panties fell in a pool around her ankles and were abandoned by the door as Ash lifted her urgently onto the most convenient surface which happened to be the solid oak dining table. He didn’t bother removing his pants, it was far too much trouble, and while Paint It Black throbbed in her ears his body was tempered steel within her and felt even better than she remembered if that was possible - how is that possible? - and his movements were frantic, primitive and oh God, the ecstasy…
 
   The fleeting ecstasy…
 
   Before the song even ended he collapsed over her on the table, shuddering, his ragged breath warm in her ear as he snarled, “It’s about damn time!”
 
   Her eyes fluttered open and she gazed up at him, dazed. “Hm?”
 
   “In the future I don’t expect to be kept waiting this long.”
 
   “I just…I went back to my room for a shower…”
 
   “No excuses, Samara. I’ve waited as patiently as possible all week and then you have the audacity to make me wait even longer, stringing me along with your bullheadedness - I won’t be as considerate with you next time.” He straightened, pulling her up by one hand while scowling at the white butterfly strips on her abdomen. “Your flesh takes too damn long to heal.”
 
   What!? “It’s healing just fine - and I didn’t tell you to cut me up, did I!”
 
   “Huh. Well, I guess I have only myself to blame. Sometimes it’s easy to forget how fragile your kind can be. I’ll have to be more careful with you from now on.” He led her in the direction of the bedroom. “Maybe we can remedy that situation…if you can somehow manage to hold it together long enough.”
 
   God, how the man loved to talk in riddles. She might as well give up trying to solve his conundrums. And what was up with this music? White Room…yet another sixties song. It took her back to her high school days and a spacey drama teacher with the unfortunate name of Mercury Starbuck - he always used to have that stuff playing on a portable radio during class. “You really have a thing for the Woodstock generation,” she commented, sliding into bed between the cool satin sheets. The candles were burning again. They smelled faintly of hyacinth and orange blossoms.
 
   “Well then…let’s see if I can find something more to your liking.”
 
   “I wasn’t complaining. Just making an observation.” Sami stretched luxuriously underneath the covers. The air was chilly from the air conditioning.
 
   “Any requests?” His voice came from across the room.
 
   “No…but can you please turn it down some? It’s a little loud.”
 
   He said something she couldn’t make out but did adjust the volume, then came to the bedside to leisurely shed his clothes, dropping them to the floor in a careless heap. “I chose this one just for you.”
 
   She was too busy watching him undress for his words to sink in. Then again, maybe it wasn’t so much watching as it was ogling. Michelangelo himself couldn’t have sculpted anything more beautiful than this man. “Chose what?”
 
   “The song. It’s perfect for you.” He joined her in bed, lying on his left side to face her, his aquatic eyes fixed on her face. The song was a slow acoustic version of Don’t Fear the Reaper. It did happen to be one of her favorites, which in itself was an odd coincidence, but what in those abstract lyrics made him think of her?
 
   “Why do you say it’s perfect for me?”
 
   “Can’t you guess?” He stroked the curve of her bare hip lightly.
 
   “No. Is this your subtle way of telling me you’re the Grim Reaper?” It was a joke - sort of. There were times when nothing about this man would have seemed impossible.
 
   “What if I was?”
 
   “Then I guess I should be afraid, shouldn’t I?”
 
   “Sweetheart…didn’t I teach you anything? There’s no fear - not with me. Never with me.”
 
   His words were so seductive, she could have almost believed them if she didn’t already know better. “I would think you’re the one thing I should fear most of all.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Why is that?”
 
   “You’re…unpredictable.”
 
   “Is that so terrible?” He moved his head forward and brushed his lips against hers. “Just what is it about conformity that appeals to you? I’ve never understood that about people. If you had a choice between the two, wouldn’t you prefer excitement to monotony?”
 
   “I guess I must…I’m here with you, aren’t I?”
 
   “And that is precisely my point. You see, we want the same things.” He covered her calf with one strong leg, pressing his erection firmly against her. “I want you…you want me…”
 
   Oh, he was most assuredly right about that. She’d never craved anyone or anything so desperately in her life. The erotic effect he had on her was undeniable.
 
   “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you, Sami. Why do you suppose that is?”
 
   He wants me more than anyone else…I’m not defective…I’m not undesirable so up yours, Rick… “I don’t know,” she admitted. Which was the truth because why, when he could have his pick of any woman in the world, would he choose to be with her? There was nothing exactly riveting about her, not as far as she knew. She was nothing special. A strange sense of déjà vu washed over her. Hadn’t someone once told her that very thing? The memory lurked somewhere in her subconscious, but she couldn’t recall who it might have been. Maybe it was in a dream she once had.
 
   “I think you’re just like me.” He began to move his hips, grinding his body against hers in deliberately slow motions. “We’re two of a kind. Maybe I saw it from the start, but didn’t recognize it for what it was.”
 
   “How…how am I like you?” Her voice was husky with repressed passion. His languid movements were luring her perilously close to the edge.
 
   “You want more than life has to give,” was the response whispered into her ear. “Death has so much more to offer, baby…so much more…”
 
   “I have no idea what that even means.”
 
   “You will, sweetheart. Trust me, you will…” His tongue traveled along her neck, and she moaned as his fingers just barely grazed one of her breasts. “So beautiful. I love the way you taste, like ripe peaches…makes me want to bite you all over. I think you’d like that, too. Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Yes…” Right now she’d admit to anything, anything at all, as long as he kept touching her that way…
 
   “Has anyone else ever made you feel like this before?”
 
   “No, never…”
 
   “Would you like to know a key difference between me and other men?”
 
   There must have been an infinite number of them, but she didn’t want to think about other men right now. They didn’t matter…all that mattered was this one, this Greek god in her arms. She pressed her lips against his smooth chest. He tasted delicious, himself. “Mm…”
 
   “They all claim the ability to make love all night long…have you ever noticed that, Sami? The way men have of embellishing the facts while they’re in the throes of passion. Just saying what they think you want to hear. But the difference, you see, is that I can actually do it.” His fingers wound themselves through her hair, pulling gently and forcing her to look up at him. “I can make love to you for hours on end…over and over and over. All. Night. Long.”
 
   There was only one thing to say to that. “Prove it.”
 
   His laugh was throaty. “I thought you’d say that. I wonder how long you can hold out. Think you can keep up with me?” He crushed the firm length of himself against her, hard, teasing her unmercifully.
 
   “Oh God, Ash…” She was practically whimpering like a starved puppy now.
 
   “What is it, baby?”
 
   “Please…”
 
   “Please what?”
 
   “You know what I want…”
 
   “No. Suppose you tell me.” Abruptly he rolled onto his back, resting his hands underneath his head while grinning at her maddeningly. He was thoroughly enjoying himself.
 
   “Ash…”
 
   “Your avarice is showing.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Look at you. Practically on your knees, begging to be my whore - just like I predicted you would be.” The sudden change in his tone stunned her into frozen silence. In the blink of an eye, he’d suddenly become the reverse side of a counterfeit coin. “What’s wrong, Samara? Does the truth hurt…or maybe you just don’t like the idea of being my personal concubine.” His eyes gleamed scathingly. “Your body says otherwise.”
 
   “You…what did you…” she sputtered, pulling herself up to glower at him furiously. How could he say such despicable things to her? What was wrong with him that he could be so callous and crude and unfeeling?
 
   “I never lie,” he said softly, almost under his breath.
 
   Those three quiet words were her undoing. Without thinking, without stopping to consider the ramifications of her runaway temper, she reacted. Before there was even time to realize what she was doing, both hands reached to hastily snatch up two pillar candles burning on the bedside table and they dumped the hot contents of each onto his perfect, flawless chest. The flames hissed as they went out, drowned by the thick wax that was now pooled on Asher, who did not protest but instead closed his eyes and threw his head back with a strangely ecstatic expression. His hands gripped the headboard behind him and he clenched his teeth while the heat ran down his sides.
 
   “Oh, yeah...that’s my girl…”
 
   Horrified by her own actions, Sami tossed the offending candles to the floor and stared at him in alarm. “Shit…oh shit, I didn’t mean to do that - I’m sorry! I…are you okay?”
 
   “Come here, baby.” He gripped her waist and lifted her to sit astride him. “You wanted proof…now you’re gonna get it.”
 
   She sucked in a deep breath at the euphoric feel of his rigidness deep within her. The man was truly testing her sanity. “Dammit, Ash…why do you do these things to me?”
 
   “I only wanted…to see how far…I could push you.” He grasped her hips, guiding her in a rhythm that matched the music. “This is what you want, isn’t it?”
 
   The only response she could provide was something resembling ohh…
 
   “Isn’t it?” He drove himself deeper into her, almost painfully so.
 
   “Yes…yes…” Any pride she might have had was swallowed up by her hunger for him. And what was pride worth, anyway? Certainly its value couldn’t compare to this. She was floating somewhere above the clouds, lost in the hedonistic rhapsody he had created for her.
 
   “You feel…so good…” he groaned.
 
   “I…oh…”
 
   “So fucking good…”
 
   The only coherent word her mouth could form was his name. “Ash…”
 
   “That’s it, baby…let yourself go…show me how much…you need me...” His cobalt eyes were clouded over with the heat of his fire. “Can’t you feel…how much…I need you?”
 
   She could feel it, could see it in his eyes, and the revelation that she could affect him so strongly was sublime. Pulsating waves of rapture rolled through her like the tide, a vortex of sensations stronger than the gulf surge during a hurricane. Her muscles tensed, every nerve ending in her cried out with the exquisite intensity, and if it was indeed true that the French referred to sexual culmination as la petite mort, then Ash was spot on. Death truly did have much more to offer.
 
   He pulled her tightly against his chest as he climaxed with her, flattening her breasts against the still-warm paraffin that melded them together. She lay limp on top of him, waiting for her breathing to slow to a more normal tempo, feeling somehow like crying but not sure why. The sheer magnitude of her fixation on him was terrifying. Rick had never made her feel like this, never come even close. No one had ever made her feel this way. No one ever would again.
 
   “Feel better now?” he eventually murmured into her hair. A loaded question if ever there was one.
 
   “Much.” If it was her pent-up frustration he was referring to, then yes, she was indeed better. It did seem as if a plug had been pulled and all her tension had drained away like tepid bathwater. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
 
   His lips twitched with wry amusement. “Yes. You did.”
 
   She attempted to sit up so she could have a look at his burns but he held her trapped against him. “I can’t believe I did that…I’m so sorry…”
 
   The low chuckle surprised her. “You still don’t get it, do you?”
 
   “Get what?”
 
   “Sami, there is a very tenuous line between pleasure and pain. And when you erase that line, what you end up with is a respectful merger between the two. Do you understand?”
 
   “You’re telling me you…like pain?”
 
   “That is exactly what I’m telling you. I think you could learn to like it yourself. Or have you forgotten already?”
 
   She hadn’t forgotten. She would never forget. The scars could very well be there forever to remind her. “That’s why you cut me.”
 
   “Yes. More or less.”
 
   He was so damn confusing. How could he assume that it was okay to do something like that to a person? To deliberately hurt them? Laiken’s words came back as a stern warning. You find somebody who’s into that kinda shit, you need to run the other way. And fast. Because they’re dangerous.
 
   Problem was, she didn’t want to run. She wanted to stay right here, wrapped in his muscular arms, and if a little pain now and then was what he craved then she could learn to handle it. The one thing she couldn’t handle was losing her fix. Her addiction to him was complete and irreversible.
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Do you always…I mean, have you ever done anything like that before? With…other women?” She wasn’t sure why she needed to know, why it could even matter. But she couldn’t prevent herself from asking.
 
   “No one who survived.”
 
   And what the hell did that mean? Honestly, sometimes she wished she had a Reid-to-English dictionary to translate for her. “I’m going to assume you mean that in a figurative sense.”
 
   “Of course.” He sounded deliberately innocent.
 
   “So…why me?”
 
   “Because you let me.”
 
   Well then - there you had it. She’d always assumed that those other women were the weak ones, that she was stronger and more independent, when all along it was her who was the easy target.
 
   “I can tell you that you’re the only person I ever allowed any measure of control over me,” he offered.
 
   “You mean…the thing with the handcuffs?”
 
   “Yes, the thing with the handcuffs.” He smiled suggestively. “That was nice…we’ll have to try that again.”
 
   “But you could have drowned!”
 
   “I did drown. That was the whole point.”
 
   “What do you mean, you…”
 
   “Please hold all questions until the end of the tour.” He smacked her sharply on the bottom, eliciting a startled yelp from her.
 
   “You drive me crazy! I will never be able to figure you out.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Are you ever going to let me in?”
 
   “You’re getting there, sweetheart. You’re getting there.”
 
   There was one more thing she wanted to know. “Why did you choose that word?”
 
   “What word?”
 
   “Mine.”
 
   “Isn’t that what you are now?” She felt him stirring and growing stiff inside her and couldn’t believe he was already hungering for more. The very thought sent bolts of electricity rushing through her as well.
 
   “Ash…” Her legs tightened against his hard thighs.
 
   “Mine. No one but me will ever touch you again. Every part of you now belongs to me. Every part…” His hips moved smoothly, gracefully, like the swaying of some exotically sensuous dance. “Is that clear?”
 
   “Mm…crystal.” Lost in her growing pleasure, she barely comprehended the words. Anything he wanted she’d willingly give, no matter what it might be.
 
   And when the sun rose in the early morning hours, he was still showing her precisely who she belonged to.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   “How long are you planning on keeping me in the dark?”
 
   Eva placed herself between Julian and the sheet music on the kitchen table before him, crossing her arms with a look of mock indignation.
 
   He feigned ignorance. “If it isn’t bright enough in here, turn on some more lights.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant and you know it!”
 
   “What can you possibly be referring to, then?” Leaning back in his chair, he patted his knees and she perched herself on them, one hand reaching behind his neck to ruffle the ends of his silky flaxen hair. “Would this have anything to do with a certain upcoming event?”
 
   “Mom told me she knows where you’re taking me for our honeymoon. You know she’s going to wind up spilling the beans so you may as well be the one to talk.”
 
   “All right…what would you like to talk about? Politics? The weather?”
 
   “Julian Radley Winter! You tell me right now where we’re going or I swear I’ll call Mom right now and believe me, I can get it out of her in two seconds flat. Frankly, I’m surprised she hasn’t blabbed already.”
 
   “Your mother has been sworn to secrecy.”
 
   “If I call her, she’ll tell me. She can’t help herself. Her mouth is an unstoppable force.”
 
   “Naughty little girl…are you trying to strong-arm me?”
 
   “Is it working?”
 
   “Sorry, no. I might be open to accepting a bribe, though. How about a kiss?”
 
   “Well…” It was pretty hard to fabricate reluctance for something that tempting. She granted his request and enjoyed it every bit as much as he did. Maybe more. “There, you have your buyoff. Will you tell me now?”
 
   “No, I don’t think I will.” He grinned impudently.
 
   “I cannot believe you would steal a kiss under false pretenses, sir!” She tried to stay serious, but simply couldn’t do it. Whenever he smiled, her own lips curved up automatically in response. It warmed her heart to see him truly happy, when he’d once renounced the possibility of ever experiencing such an emotion again.
 
   “You don’t know me very well then, do you,” he said before stealing another.
 
   “You should be ashamed,” she admonished him, pouting playfully.
 
   “Oh, I am…I truly am…”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “Yes, I really want to know!”
 
   “Are you sure you want to know?”
 
   “I’m sure!”
 
   “Are you absolutely, positively, one hundred percent…”
 
   “Jules!”
 
   He laughed at her impatience. “Very well. But I blame you if you’re not happy with the destination choice.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “You’re the one who made a point of how much you liked the beach.”
 
   “Ohh…so it’s by the ocean then! Which one?”
 
   “How do the Virgin Islands sound to you?”
 
   “The Virgin Islands? Are you serious?” Squealing like a child on Christmas morning, she threw her arms around his neck and practically crushed him in her enthusiasm. “That is…oh my gosh, that’s awesome! I can’t wait! So where are we staying? How long will we be there? Wait - what are we going to do with Rio?” She was practically babbling in her excitement.
 
   He smiled with pleasure at her unrestrained delight. “We’ll be staying at the Ritz-Carlton in Saint Thomas. I’ve booked the Presidential suite for two weeks. As for Rio - Lainie’s agreed to stay here and take care of him. She’s flying in a few days before the wedding.”
 
   “Oh - that’s great! That’ll give us a few days to visit with her before we leave.” Eva tried to restrain herself from bouncing up and down. “Two weeks on Saint Thomas Island…oh my gosh, Jules, you have got to be the sweetest, most romantic man in the entire world!”
 
   “Man? Now don’t insult me, darling.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of it.” A sudden thought occurred to her. “Do you think…will it be safe to have Lainie here?”
 
   “I should think so, provided we all watch what we say and avoid any mention of certain topics. Just in case, I’ll speak to her beforehand and explain the situation to her. We’ll accommodate our…ah, dietary requirements before she arrives. With that out of the way there should be no reason for her to bring any of it up.”
 
   “Well, you just thought of everything, didn’t you?” She was impressed.
 
   “I’ve always been a very organized individual. Unlike some people…”
 
   “Now don’t insult me, dahling.”
 
   He laughed at her snarky parody of him. “That was the worst British accent I do believe I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “So does the Presidential suite overlook the ocean?” Eva’s one-track mind was still focused on their vacation.
 
   “Of course. What did you expect?”
 
   “God…all this must be setting you back a small fortune. What with the wedding and reception on top of that, not to mention the lodging for all the guests…”
 
   “I happen to have a small fortune, as you well know. And this is the first time I’ve ever had anything worthwhile to spend my inheritance on. I think my grandfather would have approved…he always did prefer the finer things in life.” He tweaked her nose gently. “At the moment, I can’t imagine anything finer than you.”
 
   “You’re going to have me more spoiled than Rio.”
 
   “That’s the plan.”
 
   Only one short month away. It was almost inconceivable. “Julian…” Eva caught his dark eyes and held them intently. “Are you sure, I mean really sure, that you want to do this?”
 
   He gave her an apprehensive look. “What sort of question is that - of course I’m sure! You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”
 
   “No, it’s not me I’m talking about. It’s just that I worry about…well, how do I know you won’t get tired of me? I mean…forever is an awfully long time.” There, she’d said it. Her worst fear put into words - the one thing that scared her more than anything. That one day he’d regret tying himself to her for all of eternity.
 
   But he didn’t hesitate for a moment, and the candid reply was exactly what she needed to hear.
 
   “Ah, Eva…forever won’t be nearly enough time to show you how much I love you.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Slow day in the neighborhood?”
 
   Stuart grinned at Sami as she dropped into a chair and propped her feet aimlessly on the edge of his desk. By way of answer she yawned and linked her hands together, stretching her arms behind her head. She’d never felt so exhausted - or so completely gratified - in her life. Having had no sleep whatsoever, she’d managed to reluctantly drag herself out of Asher’s arms for work this morning, leaving him alone in the disheveled bed that was littered with crumbled bits of hardened candle wax. Which must not have been as hot as she’d assumed, because there were no signs of burns anywhere on his perfectly formed chest. Thank goodness. She didn’t want to be the one responsible for defacing a work of art.
 
   “I take it Patsy isn’t working this afternoon,” her coworker remarked.
 
   Sami laughed ruefully. “Oh my God, Stuart, that woman shouldn’t be allowed within fifty feet of any form of technology. Where did she ever get the idea that a mouse could get a virus? It wouldn’t work because it was full of cracker crumbs!”
 
   “Hey…don’t blame me. Do you know how hard it is to find good help?”
 
   “I know…we shouldn’t poke fun though. I like Patsy. She’s nice.”
 
   “Well, I like her too but that doesn’t mean I’d want her anywhere near my computer.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, I know how embarrassing it would be for you if she happened to come across some of the stuff you’ve been downloading.” She tried to hide a smile, but the corners of her mouth twitched obstinately. In spite of the lack of sleep, her mood was sunny.
 
   Stuart flushed self-consciously. “What stuff?”
 
   “You know what stuff. You should really clear your browser history before letting me work on your computer.” Her smile broke through. She couldn’t help it.
 
   The flush brightened to a beet red, and he polished off the rest of his energy drink before responding. “That was just something Logan was showing me. I wasn’t the one looking up that crap.”
 
   Sami gave him an innocent look. “Sweetie, I was only referring to the illegal song downloads. Why…what else have you been up to?”
 
   “You are an evil, evil woman!” Stu tossed the empty can across the room and missed the trash can by a mile.
 
   “Nice shot, Chamberlain.”
 
   “Shows what you know. I meant to do that.” Hopping up, he retrieved the can from the floor and dropped it in the trash, bowing deeply. “Ta-da!”
 
   “Wow. You really gotta take that act on the road.”
 
   “I really should. I’ll have you know I can also juggle and play the bagpipes.”
 
   “Do them at the same time - then I’ll be impressed.” She paused, then asked curiously, “Can you really play the bagpipes?”
 
   “No. I can play air guitar though. Want a demonstration?” He pushed her feet off his desk playfully.
 
   “You know what, I’m just gonna take your word on that one.” Sami picked at one of her fingernails, wondering whether Ash was still sleeping or if he was up and around someplace. She hated her own weakness for asking but… “Hey Stu, you seen Reid around today?”
 
   As if by magic, the office door blew open and they both looked up to see the man himself breezing in. Sami felt a tingle all the way down to her toes. Speak of the devil, and in he walks.
 
   Ever the professional when on the clock, Stuart snapped immediately into his Mr. Efficient mode. “Afternoon, Mr. Reid.”
 
   Ash tossed something he was holding into the air, then caught the small round item with one hand. “Relax, Sedgwick. Anyone ever tell you, you’re way too uptight?” He ambled over to the desk, sitting on the edge of it directly in front of Sami while playing catch with his object once more. He bit into it, his eyes locked on hers as he chewed and swallowed. “I was having the strangest craving for fresh peaches today. Can’t imagine why.”
 
   “I’m sure I couldn’t tell you,” was her cherubic reply. He took another bite, the juice running down his freshly shaven chin and she desperately wanted to lick it. If Stuart hadn’t been there she would have done it, too. Holy guacamole…whatever happened to not mixing business with pleasure?
 
   Ash wiped his mouth with the back of a hand and held out the piece of fruit in offering. She tasted it, catching in her peripheral vision Stuart’s engrossed stare. He seemed to be trying very hard to keep a straight face, going so far as to cover his mouth in an attempt to stifle something that resembled a cough but probably wasn’t.
 
   “Coming down with a cold, Studebaker?” Ash politely asked.
 
   “Not me. I’m healthy as a horse. I think…ah, I think I’ll go…I need a Coke. Anyone want anything from the vending machines?” He began to inch towards the door.
 
   “You and your caffeine,” Sami admonished him. “I don’t know how you ever get to sleep at night.”
 
   “Not everyone sleeps at night. Do they, Miss Porter?” The blue eyes sparkled shamelessly.
 
   “Uh…I’ll be right back.” Stuart beat a hasty retreat, leaving the two of them alone.
 
   “Tired?” Ash wanted to know.
 
   “I’m okay.” Actually she was feeling pretty darn good for someone who hadn’t slept a wink all night.
 
   “Are you sore?” His voice dropped to a more intimate timbre.
 
   “Maybe a little.”
 
   “Good. I like that.”
 
   “Yeah? Why do you like that?”
 
   “Reminds you I was there.” Finishing off the peach, he tossed the pit in the direction of the trash can. He didn’t miss. “Think you’ll be up to going out for a while tonight?”
 
   “Sure. Where are we going?”
 
   “To see some fireworks on the beach.” A ghost of a smile haunted his lips, giving her reason to believe his plans weren’t nearly as benign as they sounded.
 
   “You didn’t get enough fireworks last night?” she couldn’t resist teasing.
 
   “Hell to the no.”
 
   “Okay…what time?”
 
   “Let’s say seven - we can have dinner first.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   “You still have that Ruger I gave you?”
 
   The gun? Tucked away in her bedside table, it had been completely forgotten. “Yes.”
 
   “I want you to bring it. And you should dress in dark colors, just in case.”
 
   Just in case of what? “Why…are we robbing a convenience store?” she joked, even as his odd request twisted her insides into taut knots. What could he possibly be planning on doing with a gun? And why did she need to dress inconspicuously? A million warning signals went off in her head. As usual, she would ignore every one of them.
 
   “Nothing quite so plebeian.” He smiled mysteriously. “You’ll be ready at seven, yes?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Thatta girl.” He leaned in to reward her with a sweet kiss that tasted of peaches. “See you then.”
 
   Guns, dark clothes, dinner and fireworks. Have mercy…her night just got really bizarre.
 
   Just how bizarre…well, that remained to be seen.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Hey…got any money on ya?”
 
   Dane glanced sidelong at Imogen while continuing to bag Mrs. Spivey’s groceries. “Maybe. Why?”
 
   “I need some cigarettes.”
 
   “Explain to me how I’m responsible for supporting your bad habits?” He dropped a box of laxatives into the bag on top of two boxes of bran cereal. Man, the things you learned about people just by seeing the stuff they purchased. TMI for sure.
 
   “Well, if you’d just sneak me a pack I wouldn’t have to ask you for the money, would I?” she retorted, ignoring Mrs. Spivey’s disapproving frown.
 
   Blushing, he quickly reached for his wallet and shoved a five into her hand. “Here. If that’s not enough, too bad. And don’t ask me to sell them to you because you know I can’t.”
 
   “You’re such a boy scout.” Pulling a tabloid from the rack, she scanned it while waiting for him to finish bagging the groceries.
 
   The bell over the door jingled and Dane glanced over to see Eva Spencer, of all people, entering the store. He prayed that Imogen wouldn’t say anything to embarrass him in front of her. Lately the girl was becoming a royal pain in the ass.
 
   Eva’s bright smile was the ray of sunshine he needed. “Hey there, sweetie. Working hard or hardly working?”
 
   “Depends on who’s watching,” he admitted, returning her smile. He noticed Imogen watching them with interest and silently willed her to keep her huge trap shut for once. “What are you up to today?”
 
   “Nothing much…just had to pick up some stamps at the post office and thought I’d stop in and say hi.”
 
   Imogen chose that moment to chime in. “You over eighteen?”
 
   Eva turned to her with a confused look. “I’m sorry?”
 
   “Are you over eighteen? I need someone to buy cigarettes for me since Sweetie here has a stick up his butt about selling them to me.”
 
   He wanted to strangle her. Why did she always have to do this? No wonder his parents couldn’t stand her. But Eva only laughed and said, “You must be Imogen.”
 
   “I must be. So can you buy them for me or what?”
 
   “I wish I could help you out, honey. But that would be a crime because smoking causes wrinkles and you have such beautiful skin. It would be a shame to ruin it.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Imogen eyed her skeptically.
 
   “Why don’t you try one of those electronic vapor ones?”
 
   “Well now, it’s just not the same thing, is it?”
 
   Eva shrugged and returned her attention to Dane. “You ever get your truck back?”
 
   “Not yet.” He rolled his eyes. “You know my mom. She’s totally unreasonable.”
 
   “Aw, poor thing. Maybe she’ll come to her senses soon and realize what a hardworking, responsible son she has.”
 
   “Yeah, keep dreaming,” he said, ignoring Imogen’s derisive snort.
 
   “Well, you guys take it easy. Dane, call me if I can help you out with anything.”
 
   He doubted she’d appreciate him calling if she had any idea what he really wanted her to help him out with. The redhead had been the subject of every erotic fantasy he’d had since the day he first met her. “Thanks, Eva. I’ll see you around.”
 
   Imogen waited until she was gone to speak again. “Well, well, well…do we have the hots for the fire crotch or what?”
 
   “Why are you such a little bitch?” He glared at her, ticked off that she would say anything nasty about his crush. Imogen would never in her wildest dreams come even close to possessing the class and beauty that Eva had. There was no comparison. Zilch. Nada. None.
 
   “Oh, don’t get your drawers in a wad. I’m just kidding. Jeez.” She crossed her arms and gave him an impatient look. “You take everything so seriously.”
 
   “Whatever.” He wasn’t in the mood to listen to any more of her crap.
 
   “Don’t be mad.”
 
   “I have work to do. Maybe you should go.”
 
   Seeing that he wasn’t kidding, Imogen stood on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on his mouth, taking him completely by surprise. That was the last thing he’d expected her to do, and he had no idea why she’d done it.
 
   “What was that for?” he demanded.
 
   “So you won’t be mad anymore.”
 
   Damn, girls were hard to figure out! What went on in their crazy minds? “Okay, I’m not mad. But I still have work to do.”
 
   “All right, all right. So how about we sneak out and do something tomorrow night?”
 
   He was intrigued in spite of his irritation. Maybe her kiss meant she was changing her mind about seeing him as more than a friend. “Like what?”
 
   “It’s Friday night. You know my dad’ll be hammered. Why don’t we take his car and go somewhere?”
 
   Not that plan again. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”
 
   “Oh, lighten up. What could happen? I promise you, he’ll never know.”
 
   “I’ll think about it, okay?” He really had a deep-down bad feeling about this. If he got caught, he’d never get his truck back and he’d also never hear the end of it from his mom. Then again, if she hadn’t taken his keys away in the first place they wouldn’t need to swipe the Camaro, now would they? And he was really sick and tired of being grounded all the time.
 
   After all, life was for living. And sometimes you just had to take a chance.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   The gun felt cold in Sami’s hands as she turned it over in her lap, searching her mind for any logical explanation for why he’d want her to bring the thing along.
 
   Nothing approaching sensible had come to her so far, and as seven o’clock drew near she grew more and more unsettled. This whole thing was giving her a bad feeling. She’d never really stopped to consider in the first place how peculiar it was that he’d let her borrow it when they barely knew one another at the time. Hell, for all he knew she might’ve flaked out enough to accidentally shoot one of the guests and then what? They’d both be screwed. It didn’t seem reasonable that someone in his position would be careless enough to put his reputation on the line like that. Something about this just wasn’t adding up.
 
   Of course, in Asher’s convoluted world two plus two tended to equal purple haze.
 
   Opening the chamber, she removed the cartridge inside and studied it. The tip wasn’t rounded or jacketed, but it didn’t appear to be a standard hollow point either. Instead it was crimped at the end in a way she’d never seen before - not that she knew much about ammo, but this clearly wasn’t the way it was supposed to look.
 
   And she had a growing suspicion that she was being duped.
 
   Two minutes later Sami crossed her arms and shook her head in disbelief at the confirmation on her computer screen. Sneaky son of a bitch! A quick image search proved that her initial hunch was right on the money. The cartridge was crimped shut because it contained no bullet. Only gunpowder to provide the illusion of a shot.
 
   Snatching up the Ruger, she quickly released the six-round magazine and inspected the contents one by one. Every single round was exactly the same. Blanks. They were all fucking blanks.
 
   He’d given her a weapon that was completely useless.
 
   So. He was itching to play more head games with her. Fair enough - but she wasn’t about to let him get the better of her this time. Oh, no…not tonight. She’d play along with his little scheme, whatever unwholesome lunacy he’d contrived for the evening’s entertainment, but for once he wouldn’t have the upper hand. This time she was wise to his tricks.
 
   Tonight could prove to be interesting.
 
   Bring it on, you charlatan. I’m ready for you. Bring it on.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Don’t you look lovely…very Bohemian.”
 
   Asher took in Sami’s asymmetric sarong and beaded tank top with approval. Black of course, just as he’d requested, though she’d spiced up the lack of color with lots of turquoise jewelry and the effect was something along the lines of contemporary hippie. As for him, he was casually dressed in a pair of gray and black plaid shorts and a dark gray t-shirt that sported a Breaking Wave Surf Shop logo.
 
   “Do you surf?” she inquired, noting the insignia.
 
   “Meh…used to. Got bored with it after a while. The waves here don’t usually amount to much.” Spying the handgun on the kitchen counter, he picked it up and checked the safety, then slid it into the leather holster attached to his belt. Covering it with his untucked shirt, he held out an arm. “Ready to go, m’lady?”
 
   “Ready.” Smiling at his theatrics - checking the safety, please - she took his arm and followed him out into the hallway, toward the lobby and skywalk that led to the parking garage. So far, so good. She’d experienced a stint of sleepiness around four in the afternoon, but her second wind had kicked in and right now she felt energetic enough to conquer the world. What’s more, she had inside knowledge.
 
   “Anywhere in particular you’d like to eat?” he asked once they were in the car.
 
   “Why don’t we go someplace where we can sit outside,” she requested. It was a clear, gorgeous evening - much too beautiful to waste indoors.
 
   “Yellowfin Saloon would be the closest option. They’re pretty good…plus they have a live band most nights.”
 
   “Works for me.” She brushed the wrinkles out of her skirt and sighed contentedly while they drove with the top down out into the raucous spring break traffic. No one ever seemed to mind it. Nobody ever got in a hurry in a tourist town. Stress and tension couldn’t thrive in an environment that had nothing to sustain it. There was a permanent party atmosphere here…and who couldn’t help but give in to that?
 
   The Yellowfin Saloon was an unpretentious wooden building surrounded by palm trees and crowds of waiting customers. From the parking lot Sami could already hear the music drifting from inside, and smelled the enticing aroma of charbroiled steaks and seafood. Ash must have slipped the hostess a tip because, in spite of the long lines, they only had a five minute wait before they were escorted to a table on the deck overlooking the gulf. She was glad - the heavenly smells were making her ravenous.
 
   While the band played Under the Boardwalk, they ordered drinks and pored over menus delivered to them by a friendly young waitress. The girl wore a bright yellow shirt with a picture of a tuna on it - at least, that’s what Sami assumed it must be. It was some variety of fish, anyway. She recalled the incident on the boat and glanced over the top of her menu at Asher, who caught her eye with a devilish grin. He knew exactly what she was thinking, the scoundrel.
 
   “Looks nothing like a shark,” he facetiously pointed out.
 
   “Yeah…well, neither do you, but I get the feeling your teeth are just as sharp.”
 
   For some reason her snide comment caused him to erupt in boisterous laughter. “Sweetheart…you have no idea.”
 
   They dined on crab bisque and bacon wrapped scallops while watching the breathtaking sunset and enjoying renditions of Bob Marley and Jimmy Buffett songs. The band wasn’t half bad. They had Sami’s toes tapping underneath the wooden table. The man on the steel drums could have passed for Laiken’s older brother, with his sun-streaked hair and deep tan. Plus he was actually barefoot, which only added to his beatnik charm - even if his feet were disgustingly dirty. Ick…didn’t he ever wash them?
 
   “Who’s having fireworks tonight?” She’d held her inquisitive tongue for just about as long as she could stand, though any mention of the gun was deliberately avoided.
 
   “One of the local shops is sponsoring them. Twenty-fifth anniversary promotion or something to that effect. It’s a PR thing.”
 
   “Oh. Where are they doing them?”
 
   “From the end of the pier. We can watch from the beach.” Pushing his plate to the edge of the table, he polished off the remainder of his mojito while eyeing her intently. “You’re being awfully passive tonight. Kinda figured I’d get the third degree from you.”
 
   Sami shrugged. “Not much point in that.”
 
   “Mm. You learn fast. I like that,” he approved with a slight arch in his mouth.
 
   “You think you have a lot to teach, don’t you?”
 
   “I do indeed.”
 
   “Maybe I know more than you give me credit for.”
 
   “Maybe…but I doubt it.”
 
   “So what happens after I graduate?”
 
   “That depends.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   “On how well you’ve completed your assignments.” He winked slyly. “Finish your drink…we should get going.”
 
   “I’m done.”
 
   “Good girl. What say we go have some fun?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Come on, Marcie. Have a heart.”
 
   “Kelly told me in confidence…I don’t think she’d appreciate it if I said anything. Especially to you.”
 
   “Kelly doesn’t have to know.”
 
   “She’ll find out though - you know Sami’ll tell her!”
 
   “Sami won’t know who told me. I won’t mention your name.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “Seriously…you can trust me.”
 
   “Oh really? I can trust you, huh? Weren’t you the same one who got caught boning someone else while you were still engaged?”
 
   “That was all just a big misunderstanding. You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.”
 
   “I heard a lot!”
 
   “Please…I need to talk to her face to face. I can’t call her…she stopped taking my calls over a month ago.”
 
   “Well, what does that tell you? Jeez, take a hint - obviously she doesn’t wanna talk to you. Can you blame her?”
 
   “She needed some time to cool off, that’s all. Look, I just need an opportunity to explain things to her, but I can’t do that over the phone. I know if I see her in person we can work it all out. I just…I have to see her, Marcie. I need to see her. You have no idea how much I miss her...”
 
   “I’d like to help you, Rick, I really would…”
 
   “Please! I’m begging you…do this one thing for me. Please. I’ll owe you big time. Anything you want, I swear. Backstage passes for life. Whatever...”
 
   “All right, all right…don’t have a cow. First you gotta promise you won’t tell anyone where you got this info.”
 
   “I promise!”
 
   “Kelly would wring my neck if she knew I gave it to you.”
 
   “Just between us. She’ll never find out.”
 
   “She better not if you value your life. Got a pen?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   They walked along the shore’s edge in darkness, hand in hand like a pair of lovebirds, the gun tucked securely in the holster under his shirt.
 
   Sami asked no questions. She knew he preferred it that way, and it wouldn’t have made the situation any clearer for her anyway. Any explanations provided were bound to consist of nothing but his arcane diversions. If it was his way of avoiding the truth, then he’d certainly mastered the technique.
 
   Her second wind long since dispelled, she tried to cover a yawn but naturally his sharp eye didn’t miss a thing.
 
   “Last night catching up to you?”
 
   “Maybe a little,” she admitted.
 
   “I won’t keep you out too late.” He guided her to a row of rental chairs on the far outskirts of the gathering crowd. “Why don’t we wait here for now.”
 
   She yawned again, stretching out beside him on the hard planks and resting her head on his chest. “You always smell so good,” she mumbled, snuggling up against his solid warmth. The sea breeze was cool tonight.
 
   “Straight to Heaven.”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “It’s the name of the cologne.”
 
   “Oh…I thought maybe that’s where you were taking me,” she joked.
 
   “Not quite. My road leads in a different direction.”
 
   Here we go again…words of wisdom from the sultan of charades. “What direction would that be?”
 
   “When you reach the end, you’ll know.”
 
   “You should have been a politician.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “You have a way of answering a question without actually answering it. Know what I mean?”
 
   He laughed at that. “Yeah…I know what you mean.”
 
   “Why do you do that?”
 
   “Because you aren’t ready to know the truth yet.”
 
   “How do you know I’m not ready? I think I’m ready.”
 
   “Let’s paraphrase here. I’m not ready for you to know.”
 
   “Okay then…when do you think you’ll be ready?”
 
   “When I’m satisfied that I can trust you implicitly. And vice versa…which is why we’re here tonight.”
 
   “What are we doing tonight?”
 
   “Testing the boundaries of your trust,” he said simply.
 
   “Oh, come on, Ash…haven’t we already been through this? You have to know by now that I trust you.”
 
   “Do you?” He searched her face earnestly. “Then tell me this. How far are you willing to go for me? Just how strong is your conviction?”
 
   “Try me.” Go ahead, do your worst…because I know something you don’t…
 
   “Oh, I intend to.” He brushed his lips against her temple, whispering, “I told you I wanted your every breath to be for me. Remember?”
 
   “I remember.” Some things from that first night with him still remained hazy, but those provocative words were deeply ingrained in her memory. She hadn’t forgotten. She’d gone over them time and again while the wounds he’d inflicted continued to remind her.
 
   “Every breath. Every heartbeat. Every thought and movement...” He traced her collarbone with a finger and the heartbeat that he claimed began to double its efforts. “My touch has one hell of an effect on you, doesn’t it?” he observed smugly.
 
   Not to be outdone, Sami drew one leg over him and rubbed her thigh across his manhood, smiling in satisfaction at his body’s immediate reaction. “I could say the same for you.”
 
   “You better watch it with that. Don’t think for one minute I’d by shy about having my way with you right here in front of everyone.” In one abrupt motion he pulled her on top of him, mindful of the Ruger. “Stop trying to distract me. Let’s focus on the task at hand.”
 
   “Says the guy with the hard-on...” Sami straightened herself into an upright position, straddling his lap with a naughty grin.
 
   “Watch the gun, baby.”
 
   “Why? What’s it about to do?”
 
   “Well, I see you’re not sleepy anymore,” he remarked dryly.
 
   “Nope…I’m wide awake now.”
 
   “Good.” His hands reached underneath the tank top to caress her bare skin lightly. “Oh…this is much, much better.”
 
   She knew he was referring to her removal of the bandages. The cuts had closed up and were healing nicely, but any mention of them made her uneasy. His idea of edgeplay went way beyond the boundaries of her comfort zone. She might be open to a lot of things, but having his declaration carved into her flesh wasn’t an experience that sanctioned repeating.
 
   He followed the lines on her abdomen, outlining each letter with his index finger. “It won’t be there forever.”
 
   “Really? You don’t think it’ll leave a scar?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   She was just about to ask him what he did mean when a familiar voice interrupted her train of thought.
 
   “Hey there, sunflower!”
 
   None other than Laiken, of course. Turning her head to greet him, she saw that he was with Danielle and a number of other people she’d seen around but didn’t know personally. Great. It wouldn’t be long now before the entire staff of Vestal Sands got wind of this. Although she had to admit, the look on Laiken’s face when he recognized the figure beneath her was pretty darn funny.
 
   “Holy fu…uh…what’s up Reid - how’s it goin’, man?”
 
   Ash smiled innocently. “Couldn’t be better, thanks for asking.”
 
   “Not working tonight?” Sami stated the obvious while her libidinous position sent warmth into her cheeks. God, this was awkward.
 
   “No, Dani and I got the night off. Rob and Nicole are covering the bar. Kinda dead around there tonight anyway.” Laiken seemed in a huge hurry to be on his way. She couldn’t blame him. “So hey…I’ll see you guys later then. Enjoy the fireworks.”
 
   “Yeah…see you tomorrow.”
 
   As the group continued on their trek towards the pier, she overheard Danielle make a comment that prompted laughter from the others. Something that sounded like fireworks of their own.
 
   Asher looked as if he wanted to laugh, himself. “Busted…”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Sami moved to the spot beside him. “I can’t believe they didn’t notice us out by the pool Saturday night.”
 
   “They were probably too busy. What difference does it make?”
 
   “I don’t know. None, I guess...”
 
   “If anybody says anything disrespectful to you, just let me know. I can promise you it won’t happen more than once.”
 
   She had no reason to doubt him. Back when she was first hired, Logan had discreetly informed her that their employer had a notorious hairtrigger temper. It wasn’t hard to believe.
 
   With a catlike stretch, Ash glanced at his watch and lazily swung his legs over the side of the lounge chair. “Time to go, babydoll. Up and at ’em.”
 
   Assuming they were moving closer to the pier for a better view, Sami stood and plodded through the deep sand behind him. They did approach the growing crowd, but instead of joining them he steered her away from the shore and closer to the line of privately owned beachfront cottages. His destination appeared to be a pastel green one that, judging from the absence of any lighting, was probably vacant. The small square area shaded by the elevated deck was eerily dark.
 
   This was where he chose to stop, dropping to his knees behind a thick wooden support beam.
 
   “Are we playing hide and seek?” she joked nervously, kneeling in the cool sand beside him.
 
   “You might look at it that way.” His eyes gleamed brightly in the darkness. “Do you like playing games?”
 
   “Depends on the game.”
 
   “Still trust me?”
 
   “I really wish you’d stop asking me that!”
 
   “Come closer.”
 
   She obediently shuffled through the sand on her knees until her body grazed his. Reaching for her hand, he pressed it against his hard thigh.
 
   “Tell me again, now. Would you do anything for me?” His low voice was a serenade.
 
   “You know I would.”
 
   “No matter how distasteful it might seem to you?”
 
   “Anything,” she promised.
 
   “Would you kill for me?”
 
   The request, though shocking, was not entirely unexpected. So this was his ruse. Thinking of the gun with its empty cartridges, she agreed without hesitation. “Yes. I’d kill for you.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” he softly praised her. Stroking her hand, he closed his eyes with a rapturous sigh. “Ah…my Samara…you always know exactly what I want. How is it that you’re so perfectly attuned to my needs? I want to mold you into the perfect woman. Yes, that’s it…you’ll be my perfect angel…” His eyes opened. “It’s all or nothing with me, sweet angel. All or nothing. No gray areas, no second chances. Keep that in mind. Will you do that for me?”
 
   She nodded her silent assent.
 
   “Now let’s see…who should we take out?” Scanning the mass of faces, he caught sight of Laiken’s golden locks not fifty yards away. He sat cross-legged on a huge blanket with his friends, who were passing around something that looked suspiciously like a joint. Right in public - they must have balls of brass. “How about the surfer boy? He looks like someone the world could do without. What do you say…sunflower?”
 
   “Whatever you say.” As he’d already pointed out, this was just a game. No one could really get hurt. She bit back a smile, wondering how he’d react when she calmly pulled the trigger. He probably wouldn’t be expecting that.
 
   Reaching underneath his shirt, he retrieved the Ruger along with something from his pocket that was unidentifiable in the darkness. “You’re being unusually cooperative. I wonder why that is.” He released the gun’s magazine and let it fall into his lap.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Swapping out for an extended magazine.”
 
   “What!?”
 
   “This one holds ten rounds instead of six. The extension will also make it easier for you to grip.” He glanced sidelong at her with a faint smirk. “You didn’t think you’d be able to kill him with blanks, did you?” There was a distinct clack as he racked a round.
 
   Then he knew. The bastard had known all along. Brilliant plan you had there, bonehead! Now what? Panic began to set in, and as she felt her stomach flop sickeningly the realization hit her - she’d never had the upper hand, never even come close. And she never would. He was always one step ahead of her, ready to turn her world upside down and scatter her logic to the wind.
 
   As if on cue, the dark sky above the ocean suddenly exploded in bursts of blue and red. The rowdy revelers along the beach cheered and applauded their approval.
 
   Still on his knees, Ash maneuvered himself so he was directly behind her, one hand placed gently on her right shoulder while his soft breath tickled her neck. His left hand reached stealthily around her. “Take the gun, Sami.”
 
   She accepted it with shaking hands in the vain hope that he’d withdraw at the last second, tell her she didn’t have to do this, that it was all just a test of obedience and he’d never meant for her to actually shoot anyone. He couldn’t possibly be that warped, could he? To ask her to murder someone in cold blood, in the midst of hundreds of witnesses - surely the man wasn’t that depraved.
 
   His hushed voice was sensuous against her cheek. “Relax, baby. Just watch the fireworks. We’ll wait until they light the Thunder Kings. Some anonymous donor was thoughtful enough to contribute two hundred cartons of them. They have one hell of a report and the gunfire will blend right in.”
 
   “Ash…” Her anxious plea cracked helplessly and she found herself unable to vocalize anything further, all language forgotten as her mind raced desperately in search of an out. Refusal wasn’t an option with him. But it was possible, just possible, that the replacement magazine contained blanks as well…wasn’t it? She clutched that thought to her like a security blanket.
 
   “Shh…” His lips brushed her jaw, trailing feathery kisses down her neck that reawakened her intense longing for him despite her predicament. “For me, sweet angel. Do this for me. Be perfect for me.” He was practically purring against her skin, seducing her with his charisma in a way that only he could. When he turned on the charm there was nothing she could deny him - nothing.
 
   Not even this.
 
   His hands covered hers over the grip. “Suppose I help you aim…just in case you get the notion to deliberately miss.” He forced her to lift the Ruger. “When I tell you to, I want you to unload the entire magazine. There’s a bullet in the chamber - you’re good to go. All you have to do is pull the trigger. Nothing to it, right?”
 
   Nothing to it. Nothing at all.
 
   All or nothing.
 
   Her heart skipped a beat when the echoing reports filled the air, and the honey-sweet voice in her ear urged, “Go ahead, baby. Don’t fail me.”
 
   She didn’t allow herself any hesitation, didn’t grant her conscience the time to form a protest, simply closed her eyes and mindlessly squeezed the trigger. Again and again and again, until the weapon in her hands produced nothing but empty clicks that sounded in their finality even more ominous than the shots themselves and she waited, waited with pounding heart…
 
   There were no screams. No cries for help. The steady drone of voices from the beach went on as before, the fireworks continued to boom and crackle in the night sky, and reluctantly she opened her eyes. Seated on the blanket beside Danielle, Laiken leaned forward to listen to something one of their group was saying, shaking his blond mane with a broad grin, oblivious to his brush with death. Unharmed. Alive.
 
   At her feet, the sugar-white sand was littered with empty shell casings.
 
   And against her ear was his soft, velvety laugh.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   He stood at a safe distance in the huge lobby, cloaked by the multitude of chattering people wandering in and out and up and down the halls. Ignoring the exuberant Friday arrivals, most of them excited spring breakers already ramped up for their vacations. Not really seeing them, seeing only her. Watching only her. The one person in the world he was supposed to have loved, and the one he’d wronged in so many ways.
 
   She looked more beautiful than ever. Her skin glowed radiantly from the Florida sunshine, the white shorts she wore emphasizing her smooth tanned legs. Her wavy mocha tresses hung loose for a change. She never used to wear her hair down.
 
   Beach life seemed to agree with her.
 
   Captivated, he observed while she finished explaining something to one of the check-in clerks, read her lips as she formed the word okay? with a patient smile. The clerk nodded her understanding, and Sami left the lobby to head down one of the hallways with a short, dorky-looking man in thick glasses. He followed behind them, feeling like some sort of pathetic stalker.
 
   Which, when you got down to the cold hard facts, he technically was.
 
   They pushed through a set of glass double doors, walked over to an outdoor café whose brightly colored sign read Renegade Island Grill, and stood waiting in line. It looked as though they were about to order lunch. He should approach her now. He should, but somehow he couldn’t persuade his stubborn feet to move.
 
   Laughing at something the short guy said, she tossed her head, turning her face just enough that suddenly she caught sight of him standing there watching her. The smile on her face slipped away. Which was a crying shame, considering he used to be the very one who could put it there. He finally forced his legs to move, and they were able to carry him over to where she stood frozen, suspicion evident in her golden eyes. It hurt to see her look at him like that.
 
   “Rick,” she said flatly, obviously not at all happy to see him. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Hey, Sami. Long time no see. How’ve you been?”
 
   “I’m…fine.” She frowned, shifting her weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other. Finally she asked rather stiffly, “And you?”
 
   “Better. I’m doing a lot better.”
 
   “Good. That’s good.” They both stared at the ground awkwardly for a minute or two, then she seemed to remember her companion. “Stuart, this is Rick. Rick, Stuart.” She made the introduction half-heartedly.
 
   The eyes behind Stuart’s thick lenses lit up in recognition. He’d heard about the ex, apparently. It bugged Rick that this stranger seemed to already have insight into her life. The man didn’t speak, just nodded rather coolly. God, surely Sami wasn’t dating this geek? He must be ten or fifteen years her senior.
 
   “Yeah…hi, Stuart. Look, Sami…I didn’t come here to intrude on your life or anything like that but…well, I did drive all this way just to see you. To talk to you. Do you think maybe you could spare five minutes for me?”
 
   “Rick, I don’t see how it’s…”
 
   “Five minutes. That’s all I’m asking. Then I’ll never bother you again, I promise. I just have something I really need to get off my chest…something I think you should hear. It’s important. Please?”
 
   She sighed. “Okay, fine. I’ll give you five minutes. But that’s it.”
 
   “Can we maybe go someplace a little more private?”
 
   Hesitating, Sami evaluated him as if trying to decide whether or not she should trust him. After a moment she said to Stuart, “Do you mind if I take a rain check?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “I’ll see you after lunch then.” Motioning for Rick to follow, he trailed behind as she headed back inside.
 
   Down another hallway, she stopped in front of one of the room doors and opened it with a card produced from her back pocket. They both stepped inside into the chilly air conditioning. The place was a typical beach condo, bright and airy and pleasant, but different in that it was personalized with her touch. He recognized some of the items and the intimate familiarity delivered a painful blow.
 
   That peach-colored camisole lying on top of the laundry basket, for instance. He could remember her wearing it once to an outdoor concert where his band was opening. She was always supportive. Used to love to watch him sing. Her eyes would sparkle with admiration and excitement.
 
   And yes, he’d loved her, but in the end he’d proved that maybe he just wasn’t ready for marriage, plain and simple. Talented rock vocalists attracted chicks like a magnet, hot young girls who were more than willing to give him anything he wanted. Who could say no to that? He was only human. He’d thought he could juggle it all, have his cake and eat it too. Okay, so it wasn’t fair to her. In all honesty, he’d never been fair to her.
 
   And then the nightmare of what happened here, just next door at the Jade Palms. Paisley falling to her death. The police inquiries. The news crew. The sickening knowledge of what would happen when word of it got back to Sami. How ironic that she would have wound up here, so close to that place. Working right beside it. God, how ludicrous life could be.
 
   And the other thing. The thing he’d shared with her and only her, for fear of being forced to submit to a mental evaluation. He must have been drunker than he thought, to see himself strolling nonchalantly out of the Jade Palms. To see a mirror image of Rick Radcliffe pass by and smile directly at him in the most evil way imaginable. As if his soul had left his body to wander about on its own. And then people were running, shouting, and he heard someone saying that a girl had fallen and he could hear the wail of an ambulance in the distance and the night went straight to hell from there. And all he could see in his mind’s eye was his own face grinning back at him. He’d finally, just recently, managed to convince himself that it was an illusion manufactured by a guilty conscience. It was the only explanation possible.
 
   Now he had to try and somehow explain his shortcomings to her. The person caught in the crossfire who didn’t deserve one single bite of the poison he’d dished out to her.
 
   “Well?” She was tapping her foot impatiently, arms crossed in that I-don’t-have-all-day stance he knew so well. She’d always been a spunky one.
 
   “Nice place you have here,” he said lamely.
 
   “Did you come all this way to check out where I’m living? Who told you where I was, anyway?”
 
   “Kelly’s new roommate. I kinda dragged it out of her.”
 
   “Marcie? Kelly told Marcie?”
 
   “Yeah. Look, I didn’t come to cause trouble. That’s not why I’m here.”
 
   “Why are you here then? And when was the last time you called me, by the way?”
 
   Her odd question caught him off guard. “I haven’t talked to you since before you moved here. Remember?”
 
   “You haven’t been calling me and hanging up?”
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “Never mind. You have about four minutes left. Better make ’em count.”
 
   Same old Sami. Full of spit and vinegar. Jesus, he wanted her back…wanted her back more than he would have believed possible, but he’d have to do some serious smooth talking to make up for all the damage done.
 
   “All I wanted to do was apologize to you, Sam. I know I was acting batshit crazy after what happened and I also know I made your life miserable, calling you all the time when I was drinking. Which, by the way, I’m not doing anymore.” Not exactly the truth, but at this point he’d say anything to get her to forgive him. The consequences could be dealt with later. “And what I did - you know, coming here with Paisley - it was the stupidest mistake I’ve ever made in my life. I don’t even know why I did it. I know it had nothing to do with you - you were perfect. It was me. I totally took you for granted. I was a selfish, inconsiderate jerk.”
 
   “No argument there.” Her stony expression didn’t change. He’d have to try harder.
 
   “I just needed to tell you that I never meant to hurt you. I loved you, Sami. I never knew how much I loved you until you were gone. And I know what I did was inexcusable and I deserve everything that happened to me, but you…you didn’t deserve any of it. I don’t expect you to forgive me. I’m not even asking you to. I just want you to know how sorry I am. From the bottom of my heart, I am. I’m so sorry…” He nearly choked on those last three words. Dammit, men weren’t supposed to get all emo. What the hell was wrong with him?
 
   She said nothing for a minute as she studied him, weighing the sincerity of his words. He had a sudden fleeting wish that things could go back to the way they were before he’d proposed to her, before he felt trapped and everything started spiraling out of control. When they were still friends. When she didn’t hate him. And he wanted to fall at her feet, to beg, to plead, whatever it took…just so long as she’d let him back into her life.
 
   Then her eyes softened and quietly she said, “It must have been really hard for you to come here and say that to me.”
 
   “Actually, I think it was the easiest thing I’ve ever done in my life. You have to know I meant every word.”
 
   “I’m sure you did. And I appreciate your honesty.”
 
   “So…where do we go from here?”
 
   “I accept your apology, Rick. And I’d like it if we could remain friends. But I’m afraid that’s just about as far as I’m capable of going.”
 
   All right, so it wasn’t quite the answer he’d been hoping for. And maybe it wasn’t absolution.
 
   But it was a start, wasn’t it?
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Stuart’s heart sank when he looked up from his bacon cheeseburger to see Reid strolling over to his table. He’d seen enough lately to conclude that there was definitely something going on between him and Sami, and the last thing he wanted was to get caught in the middle of trouble brewing. He prayed he wouldn’t be asked where she was.
 
   “Hey, Stu. You seen Sami?”
 
   Shit. “Ah…yes, sir. She was here a minute ago.”
 
   “Where is she now?”
 
   “Now? You mean, right now?”
 
   Reid gave him a strange look.
 
   “I believe she went back to her room for something.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll catch her there. Thanks.” He turned to leave.
 
   Panicking, Stuart blurted out, “Wait! Don’t you wanna have some lunch?”
 
   “I already had lunch.” He started to walk away again.
 
   “Wait!”
 
   “What is it, Stu?” He turned around, looking annoyed.
 
   “I think…” He coughed nervously. “I think now might not be the best time. To disturb Sami.”
 
   Reid’s bright eyes bored right through him. “Is there something you’d like to tell me, Sedgwick?”
 
   “Her ex is here. Rick.”
 
   He saw the man’s jaw clench. “Rick is here? In her room?”
 
   “Yes, sir…well, he said he only wanted five minutes to talk to her alone…”
 
   He didn’t have a chance to say anything more. Reid was already on his way back into the building. And he looked about a thousand miles from happy.
 
   “Shit,” Stuart muttered, pushing his half-eaten cheeseburger away. Suddenly he’d lost his appetite.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The door opened behind Rick, and before he even turned around to see who was there he saw Sami turn visibly pale.
 
   The dark-haired man with ice chips for eyes closed the door behind him and leaned against it, folding his arms across his muscular chest. He didn’t look like anyone Rick wanted to tangle with, and whoever he was, he didn’t seem at all thrilled to see him.
 
   He didn’t say a word. Just stood there, arms crossed, eyes drilling coldly into him.
 
   “Can we help you?” Rick snapped, irked by the man’s overbearing attitude.
 
   “We?” The deep voice was as glacial as the eyes, which strayed to Sami and then back to him. “There is no we here for you. Only for me.”
 
   “Yeah, well…I don’t know who you are, but I just came to talk to Sami. And this is a private conversation, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “She has nothing to say to you.”
 
   “I think that’s for her to decide.”
 
   “Really?” The man turned his attention to Sami, who stood motionless. “Samara. Come here.”
 
   She brushed past Rick to join the stranger in front of the door, leaning into his body with an almost vacant expression. The man put an arm around her and she rested her head against his chest, closing her eyes with a childlike sigh. “I make her decisions now.”
 
   Rick couldn’t believe what he was hearing. What’s more, he couldn’t believe Sami was just standing there, accepting the audacious statement without argument. That wasn’t the girl he knew. It was as if, in a matter of seconds, a switch had been flipped and she’d become another person. Someone he’d never seen before.
 
   “She belongs to me.” He brushed his lips across her forehead, his eyes never leaving Rick’s. “Don’t you, baby?”
 
   “Yes,” Sami responded immediately.
 
   “Maybe you’d like to show him.”
 
   Obediently she untucked her shirt and lifted it to her ribs, and Rick felt sick to his soul when he saw the four letters slashed into her otherwise flawless skin. “Jesus, Sam! What has he done to you?”
 
   “Nothing she didn’t want me to do. I can promise you that.” The man ran his hands underneath her shirt, stroking her slowly, deliberately. His lips curved maliciously, and Rick could have sworn he’d seen that corrupt smile before. “Fucks like a dream, doesn’t she?” he said softly.
 
   “You son of a bitch…!”
 
   “I think it’s time you were leaving. What do you think, baby?”
 
   “Leave,” she repeated automatically, pulling away from the man just long enough to open the door. Her eyes wouldn’t meet his. Dear God, where the hell had his precious, unshakable Samara disappeared to? Who was this person?
 
   “Sami, honey…”
 
   “Rick, just go!” There was desperation in her voice.
 
   “I’d listen to her if I were you. You never know when you might run into yourself leaving the scene of another fatal accident.”
 
   Rick took the man’s advice then. He hauled ass. And he didn’t stop to look back.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   I just want you to know how sorry I am. From the bottom of my heart, I am. I’m so sorry.
 
   Too little, too late, as they say. Sami could forgive him, but there was no way she could ever come close to loving him again. The emotional words might have touched her heart, that was true, but they couldn’t undo the past. They couldn’t erase the lies and deceit. The broken promises.
 
   Maybe he could use them to write another song. Some bitter, seething anthem dedicated to his unforgiving bitch of an ex-girlfriend. The truth was, she’d only pushed him away so callously in order to protect him. Sometimes you had to hurt a person if you wanted to save them. Ash had looked as if he was two seconds away from tearing him apart. She couldn’t believe he’d been so pissed.
 
   And after Rick’s abrupt departure, he hadn’t said a word to her. Just stared at her for a minute, then turned around and left. She had no idea what he was thinking. Then again, she’d always had that problem, hadn’t she?
 
   She was just stepping out of the shower when she caught his reflection in the bathroom mirror, seated on the edge of her bed. Watching her. Waiting.
 
   Wrapping a towel around herself, she padded cautiously into the dark bedroom. “Ash?”
 
   His cobalt eyes looked straight inside her. For a time he said nothing, just holding her in that intense gaze until she felt uneasy. Then in a quiet voice he asked, “Did he touch you?”
 
   “Of course not. He only wanted to talk to me. To apologize. That’s all.”
 
   “Then I assume he’s completed his mission and has no reason to return.” His tone was stiff.
 
   “No…he has no reason to.”
 
   “Sami, I’m giving you this warning once and only once. Don’t ever lie to me. Just…don’t.”
 
   “I wouldn’t lie to you.” She sat next to him on the bed, and suddenly found it difficult to hold back a smile. “I never figured you for the jealous type.”
 
   He looked startled for a fleeting moment, then annoyed. “I don’t fit into any of your goddamn typecasts. Haven’t you figured that out by now?”
 
   “Ash, I’m just teasing.”
 
   “Yeah…you’re good at that, aren’t you?” He was already shedding his clothes, tossing the Panama Jack shirt to the floor and standing to undo his pants. She watched him in spellbound admiration. His body was a work of art, every curve and every muscle a thing of unadulterated beauty. He belonged in a museum. He’d be the most popular exhibit there. Hell, she’d be the first one standing in line for a ticket.
 
   With a sudden and unexpected movement, he picked her up and tossed her effortlessly to the middle of the bed, jerking her towel away and covering her with his heat. He wasted no time, entering her with a forceful thrust and never slowing down. He had boundless energy, incredible stamina, and when Sami dug her fingernails into his back in a paroxysm of ecstasy he whispered, “Harder, baby.”
 
   She raked her fingers down his back with somewhat more pressure, but he still wasn’t satisfied and demanded desperately, “Harder!”
 
   Her sharp nails dug in deeper, trailing scratches along his skin that even in her passion-fueled state she knew must be painful and he rammed into her violently and cried out, “Sami, don’t fucking insult me with your restraint! I want to feel you ripping me apart! Now hurt me!”
 
   She gave it everything she had then, gouging his flesh with all her strength to rend the beautiful angel wings and she could feel the wet blood on her hands, and as his deep voice cried out in delirious rapture, he found his release and she was right behind him.
 
   In the quiet aftermath they lay together, letting the air conditioning cool their damp, sweaty bodies. After a time, she slipped from his tight embrace and went into the bathroom to wash the blood from her hands. It was caked beneath her broken nails, thick and brown, and she had to scrub for some time to remove all traces. Her gaze kept straying to her own reflection, to the same eyes that had looked back at her for twenty-seven years and had recently become the eyes of a stranger. Some distorted person she didn’t recognize anymore.
 
   Wetting a washcloth, she brought it into the bedroom and climbed onto the bed, urging Ash to turn over on his stomach. He complied with a drowsy groan, resting his head on his arms. She gently cleaned the blood from his back, erasing the tarnish from his graceful wings, and soon realized that something essential was missing.
 
   There wasn’t a mark on him. Anywhere.
 
   “Ash…?” She ran her fingers along his skin, looking for a scratch, a cut, any imperfection at all. There were none.
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Where did the blood come from?”
 
   “Where do you think?”
 
   “But there’s…nothing here. There isn’t a single mark on you.”
 
   He didn’t respond.
 
   “Ash…who are you?” she asked softly, shaking her head. She’d always known he was different somehow, could feel that he came from someplace dark and alien, but this physical confirmation refuted everything she’d ever believed in. Everything she thought was real. Beneath her fingertips was something extraordinary. An undiscovered artifact. A man who was much more than just a man.
 
   He rolled over onto his back to fix his ethereal eyes on her, and she saw in the deep blue sea of them a locked trove of untouched secrets. And she wanted them, wanted to know them, wanted to experience them no matter how frightening they might be. Gaining access to the key that would unlock that reservoir had become her obsession. Her reason for living.
 
   Disregarding her confusion, he said simply, “If you’re steadfast enough to reach the end of the path you’ll find your answers there. Until then, let it go.”
 
   “But you haven’t…”
 
   “Sami. Do. Not. Question. Me.” He meant it, she could see that, and any further interrogation would secure nothing but his pique. Giving in, she curled up next to him and sighed dreamily when he pulled her back into the fold of his arms. She could be patient. As long as he continued to torment her with the sweet sting of his caress…she could wait. She could wait as long as it took.
 
   He nudged her legs apart with a rough kiss, then breathed hungrily against her cheek, “For now, why don’t you show me just how badly you want to get there.”
 
   She showed him until the sun came up.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   “Pull over and let me drive, Imogen.”
 
   Dane clutched the dashboard with white knuckles, glaring sidelong at her while trying to suppress the nausea rising in his gut. Why had he ever let her talk him into this? And why had he been stupid enough to let her take the wheel? The girl drove like a bat out of hell. He hadn’t felt this queasy since riding the Tilt-a-Whirl at the county fair. His parents were right, he was convinced now - the girl was a menace to society.
 
   “Why?” She turned her wide eyes to him without bothering to release her foot from the gas.
 
   “Keep your eyes on the road!” They were never going to get her dad’s Camaro back in one piece. God, he was going to be grounded until he was a senior citizen. “Because you drive like a fucking maniac, that’s why!”
 
   “I’m only doing seventy.”
 
   “Could you please stay in the right lane?!”
 
   “Would you relax - there’s nobody else out this time of night! I told you, this place is a ghost town.” She relented however, slowing down to a more tolerable speed.
 
   “Thank you!” He released a sigh of relief, wondering if this was what every other hormone-driven teenage male had to put up with just to get a girl. Were all females this crazy? No…he couldn’t see Eva behaving like this. She had better sense.
 
   “Got a lighter on you?”
 
   He patted the pockets of his windbreaker, but all he found there was his compact insulin kit. “Nope. Can’t you use that one?” He pointed to the console cigarette lighter.
 
   “Doesn’t work.”
 
   “Good. You need both hands on the wheel anyhow.”
 
   “This is fun - I like driving!” Imogen grinned happily, like a little girl with a shiny new go-kart.
 
   “Wish you were better at it.”
 
   “Practice makes perfect.”
 
   “Agreed…but you probably shouldn’t be practicing at eighty miles an hour!”
 
   “Seventy.”
 
   “Whatever!” It was two in the morning and he was cranky. Right now he should be home in bed instead of barreling down back roads in a stolen car with a fifteen-year-old speed demon who obviously had a death wish. At what point had he lost control of his own life?
 
   “We should find someplace wide enough to do donuts,” she decided.
 
   “No, we shouldn’t!”
 
   “God, Dane. You’re just no fun at all anymore.”
 
   “Imogen, were you dropped on your head as a baby or what?” Dane’s attention fell on the dwindling gas gauge. “Isn’t your dad gonna notice if we bring it back with an empty tank?”
 
   “So we’ll stop somewhere and put gas in it, genius.”
 
   “How are we supposed to do that? Nothing’s open at this hour, genius!”
 
   “Oh. Um…I dunno then.” She didn’t look too concerned about it.
 
   “Let’s just head back. Okay?” And if I get out of this without anyone finding out about it, I will never go anywhere with this nut job again - ever! This crazy bitch has seen the last of me! Stick a fork in me, I’m done, D-O-N-E, done…
 
   “Oh, look…a puppy.”
 
   They whizzed by the animal so fast he barely got a glimpse of it, so he turned to peer around the back of the seat at the diminishing form behind them. “Puppy, my ass. That looked like a full-grown wolf to me.” He grabbed the dashboard once again when she slammed on brakes to execute a clumsy U-turn. “What the hell are you doing now?”
 
   “Turning around - duh!” She slammed the gas pedal against the floorboard, causing the tires to squeal and blow clouds of dust in their wake.
 
   “Dammit, Imogen…slow down!”
 
   The car picked up speed while she ignored him, flying at breakneck speeds back in the direction of the shaggy gray wolf who stood on the shoulder of the road watching the approaching vehicle with fearless curiosity. A wild look entered the girl’s round, excited eyes. “Ten points!”
 
   They were moving so fast that all he had time to get out was, “No! For God’s sake, don’t…”
 
   The wolf bounded gracefully out of harm’s way, but Imogen had already lost control of the car and when the tires hit the uneven shoulder, the Camaro jerked to one side and began to flip. Dane felt his head slam against something, felt the sickening crack in his neck as his limp body was thrown violently from side to side like a tennis ball and the only thing he knew for sure was that he was in deep shit now.
 
   And then…nothing.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “NO!”
 
   Julian was jerked out of a sound sleep by the sudden scream, and he blinked in bleary disorientation at the panicked form beside him. “Eva? What is it, love?”
 
   She was already scrambling out of bed, almost tripping over the covers in her haste. “Get up - get up, we have to go!” Her voice sounded delirious.
 
   “Darling, calm down! What’s the matter? Did you have a bad dream?” Was she even able to dream? What the bloody hell had happened to upset her so?
 
   “No…get up, Julian…you have to come with me - please! Hurry!” She was already halfway dressed, a frantic look in her frightened eyes.
 
   Jumping out of bed, he retrieved the pair of slacks he’d dropped on the floor earlier that evening and pulled them on in record time. He had no idea what was wrong, but he knew Eva well enough to determine that this was no joke. Shoving his feet into a pair of loafers, he grabbed a shirt and followed her downstairs.
 
   “Do you have your cell phone?” she asked, snatching the car keys from their hook by the door.
 
   He reached into his pocket to check. “Yes, I have it.”
 
   Without speaking, she tossed him the keys and headed quickly toward the garage. He said nothing until they were inside the Cherokee and backing into the driveway.
 
   “What’s happened?” He looked over at her. She was trembling, and he felt a protective urge to take her in his arms and comfort her. What had her so afraid?
 
   “There was an accident.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It was Dane and Imogen. They were in an accident…it was bad, Jules…”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   “I saw them! I was…projecting myself again. I entered one of the wolves and - turn left here. Yes, that way. I was by the roadside and they drove past and that…that crazy girl tried to run me down…they were going really fast and she swerved to hit me, she tried to hit me, and the car flipped…”
 
   “Oh, bloody hell!” He could hardly scold Eva for leaving her body. After all, he was the one who’d suggested she practice her newly discovered skill. “What were they doing roaming about at this hour?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Eva was straining her neck to look around. “I think…turn there. I think it was this road…I’m pretty sure. Yes, this is it.”
 
   “Daft kids,” he muttered to himself. “You say the Collier girl was driving?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is she even old enough?”
 
   “I don’t know…didn’t Paula say she was fifteen? I know she’s younger than Dane.”
 
   He spotted what was left of the red Camaro even before she did, and his heart sank at the sight of the mangled, twisted heap in the forest that bordered the deserted road. It was wrapped around a massive Ponderosa pine like some grisly Christmas bow. If either of those two had managed to survive this, it would count as nothing short of a miracle. Next to him, he heard Eva’s breath catch in her throat.
 
   “There it is,” she whispered hoarsely.
 
   He pulled off the road onto the soft shoulder, parking in such a way that the headlights shone on the wreck to provide some illumination. The night was cloudy, the moon covered with an ominously dark veil. Eva was out of the Jeep and running before he even had a chance to turn off the engine, and the thought of what she was about to discover was most unwelcome to him. Not that he cared one whit about those irrelevant kids, but Eva’s compassionate soul had been left undefiled by her transformation. This would hurt her deeply.
 
   Which in turn would hurt him. It was the one thing that could. Her pain was his.
 
   Picking his way through the tall grass and foliage, he followed the familiar cloying aroma of Dane’s diabetic blood to find Eva kneeling over his contorted body, chanting oh my God oh my God oh my God like some spiritual incantation. The boy had been thrown from the car - apparently the novelty of a seat belt had never occurred to him. Although judging from the remnants of the smashed vehicle, it probably wouldn’t have made much difference.
 
   “He’s still breathing - look, he’s still breathing…” There was hope in her voice.
 
   Julian knelt beside her and placed his fingers over the boy’s carotid artery. The pulse was faint and erratic, and the shallow breaths that he struggled to take were more like desperate gasps that came much too far apart. “I’ll call an ambulance.” Straightening, he pulled the phone from his pocket and dialed, adding gently, “He isn’t going to make it, love. Surely you can see that. There’s nothing to be done. I’m sorry.”
 
   “He can’t die…he’s only seventeen…he’s only seventeen, he’s just a child...Jules, he can’t die like this…”
 
   “Stay with him - I’ll find the girl.” Trying to shut out Eva’s heartbreaking sobs, he waded through the weeds in search of Imogen while waiting for the 911 operator to answer. It didn’t take long to locate the corpse - she was on the opposite side of the wreck, half in and half out of what must have once been the driver’s side window. The lower half of her body had been crushed by the steel frame, and fresh blood dripped from a gaping wound in her forehead to fall on the grass that was no longer green.
 
   The emergency dispatcher answered then, and he rattled off the necessary information while checking for any sign of a pulse on Imogen, though it was a pointless endeavor. There was no question that she was indisputably dead. Foolish girl - what could she have hoped to achieve by trying to run down a defenseless animal? Eva wouldn’t have been injured - she’d have simply returned to her own body, safe at home - but the wolf wouldn’t have fared so well, had he been struck. There were so few of the beautiful creatures left in this area as it was.
 
   Completing his call, he left the unfortunate Imogen to rejoin Eva, who to her credit was handling the situation fairly well. She’d been as quiet as a mouse while he was on the phone with the 911 operator. “Darling, are you all right?”
 
   Still hunched over Dane, she didn’t respond. Strands of her flame-red hair blew unchecked in the night breeze.
 
   “Eva? Love?”
 
   On the ground beside her lay a small open case that for a moment bore no meaning to him until he recognized the untouched vial of insulin within it. Her tearful emerald eyes looked up at him guiltily and he followed her arms down to the small white hands that held - oh, no…no, it couldn’t be so - the medical syringe that had already been emptied into Dane’s limp arm. And he knew very well that the needle hadn’t been used for administering insulin.
 
   “Eva…dear God, what have you done?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Dane’s first thought when he opened his eyes to see Eva bending over him was that he was dreaming about her again.
 
   But then his vision strayed to him - that way-too-perfect Brit - and he frowned. The fiancé shouldn’t be here. Blondie could damn well go find some other dream to inhabit. This one was his.
 
   “Get him out of here,” the man was saying, his voice edgy.
 
   “And take him where?”
 
   “Take him back to our house. Just get him the hell out of here before the police show up. I’ll deal with them - just go. Hurry.”
 
   The police? Why were the police…ohh…now he remembered. They’d stolen Mr. Collier’s car and Imogen was driving and they were arguing and…and then something had happened…
 
   “Where’s Imogen?” He sat up, trying in vain to brush away the dark wetness on his jeans. What was he covered in?
 
   Eva peered down at him anxiously. “Dane? Can you walk?”
 
   “’Course I can walk.” He leapt up from the damp ground and turned his head in the direction of the mangled red debris on one side of him. The Camaro. Jeez, what a mess. They were really going to get it.
 
   Eva tugged at his arm. “Come with me, sweetie. We have to leave.”
 
   “Where we goin’?” He took a few steps with her, then paused to look behind him again. There was an unfamiliar but savory smell coming from that direction, making his empty stomach growl. “Where’s Imogen? Is she all right?”
 
   “Don’t look back.” The pull on his arm became more insistent.
 
   “She’s fine…go with Eva.” Julian ordered.
 
   Go with Eva…he sure as hell didn’t have to be asked twice to do that. What was up with them - were they trying to help him? Keep him out of trouble with the law? If that was the case, they had to be the two coolest adults he’d ever come across.
 
   He followed her through the woods, stumbling along clumsily until he suddenly realized the cause of it. “I can’t see very well.”
 
   “Really?” She shot him a puzzled look, as if it was absurd to think that he’d have trouble seeing in the dark woods in the middle of the night.
 
   “Everything’s blurry.”
 
   “Blurry…?” Still walking quickly, Eva pushed the mass of auburn curls away from her face while contemplating his dilemma. Quite unexpectedly, she stopped in her tracks and turned to face him. “Are you wearing your contacts?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Take them out. You don’t need them anymore.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Just take them out and throw them away. They’re not doing you any good now.”
 
   Could this night get any weirder? But he did as she suggested and popped them out, and incredibly his vision immediately cleared. “I’ll be a sonofabitch,” he said. “How’d you know…”
 
   The wail of approaching sirens reached their ears and she urged him forward. “I’ll explain later. Right now we just need to get you home. No one needs to see you like this.”
 
   Good point. Maybe he’d get out of this predicament after all. But what about… “What’s the deal? Is Imogen gonna take the rap for this?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then Mr. Winter’s gonna cover for us?”
 
   “Yes. He’s going to cover for you.” She sounded impatient.
 
   Huh. Maybe he’d underestimated Blondie. He kept quiet after that, tramping along with his guide until the trees and brush thinned out and they reached the long dirt drive that led to the chalet. They walked in silence, with Eva occasionally glancing over her shoulder as if she expected someone to appear behind them.
 
   “You gonna give me a ride home?” he eventually asked.
 
   “You can’t go back to your house. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   “I have to. If my parents wake up and find me gone, they’ll flip.” Funny, but the threat of that didn’t freak him out nearly as much as he would have expected. Maybe it was being in her presence or something, but right now he was feeling pretty calm. Calm, cool and collected…
 
   She turned her feline eyes on him, and the frustration in her voice was evident. “Jesus, honey, don’t you have any comprehension of what’s happened? Any at all?”
 
   “Uh…yeah. We totaled a car.”
 
   “Yes, you totaled a car. And have you not stopped to wonder why you don’t have a single scratch on you?”
 
   He didn’t know what to say to that. Okay, so he’d been lucky.
 
   But then he recalled the way that Camaro had looked. Destroyed. Twisted beyond recognition. And it occurred to him that nobody was that lucky and a feeling of foreboding began to surface…
 
   “Eva. What happened to Imogen?”
 
   “Imogen’s dead. It was too late. We couldn’t help her.” Her voice was gentle but matter-of-fact.
 
   The revelation should have traumatized him, at least should have made him feel something, but the most he could muster was an indifferent shrug. “Huh. Sucks for her, I guess.” As soon as he uttered the words, he realized how heartless they sounded. But he just couldn’t make himself care very much. Imogen got what she deserved. Maybe it was even what she wanted.
 
   Eva gave him an uneasy look. “Do you understand what I just said, Dane?”
 
   “Yeah. But I don’t know what you want me to say.” He kicked a loose pebble and watched it bounce across the road. “This whole thing was her fault to begin with. She’s the one who wanted to take the car out. She’s the one who was driving like a deranged lunatic.”
 
   “Fine - forget about that. Let’s focus on you. Tell me how you feel right now.”
 
   He shrugged again. “I’m okay.” Actually, he felt better than okay. He felt awesome - strong and bursting with healthy energy. Their long walk hadn’t tired him out one bit.
 
   “You’re not okay!”
 
   “Yeah, I am…really, I’m fine.”
 
   “Dane…Imogen isn’t the only one who died in that wreck.”
 
   He stopped walking and furrowed his brow, trying to remember. “No. There was nobody else in the car with us.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “Did we hit someone?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Then what the hell… “What’re you tryin’ to say, Eva? That I’m dead?”
 
   “Yes. I mean, no. Not exactly.” She seemed agitated. “You were, but now you’re not.”
 
   “I was but now I’m not.” Shit, maybe he really was dreaming. Nothing about this night seemed real. He shook his head with a sigh.
 
   “Dane, I have to tell you something that’s going to sound unbelievable to you. But before I do, I want you to know that I only did what I did because I care about you.”
 
   He grinned broadly, unable to help himself. “Okay.”
 
   “Your injuries were fatal.”
 
   His smile faltered. “But I wasn’t injured.”
 
   “Look at yourself, Dane! You’re covered in blood!” She pointed at his clothes, and he looked down at them. Was that what he was covered in? No way. That didn’t make any sense - he wasn’t even hurt…
 
   “It’s not my blood,” he argued stubbornly.
 
   “You were dying. I had no choice.” She almost seemed to be speaking to herself now, rather than to him.
 
   “Eva…”
 
   “You died, Dane. But just before you did I injected you with some of my blood.”
 
   His mouth dropped open. “Some of your blood.”
 
   “Yes. It brought you back. You see, I’m…I’m not exactly human.”
 
   “Not human.”
 
   “Would you stop repeating everything I say!” Apparently trying to rein in her mounting frustration, she took a deep breath and then released it slowly. “I am not human. I’m an immortal.”
 
   He stared at her blankly. “An immortal what?”
 
   She paused for a moment. Then very softly she said, “I’m a vampire.”
 
   This was too much, even for him. “You know what, I think I’ve had enough for one night. It’s time to come clean. I’m just gonna call my parents to come pick me up…” He reached into the pocket of his windbreaker for his cell phone that he hoped was still intact, but to his shock she snatched it out of his hand and dropped it to the ground, crushing it into plastic splinters with her Nike. “What’d you do that for? I paid over a hundred bucks for…”
 
   “Will you do one thing for me, Dane?” She gripped his shoulders and for one glorious moment he thought that maybe she was about to kiss him. No such luck, though.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Touch the roof of your mouth.”
 
   A cynical laugh escaped him. “What?”
 
   Reaching for one of his hands, she lifted it and gently coaxed, “Put your fingers in your mouth and feel just behind your canines.”
 
   So he did, albeit reluctantly. And there was something there that hadn’t been before. Pressed up against the roof of his mouth, there were two of them - hard and slender, embedded in his flesh at one end and sharp as a needle at the other…
 
   “Oh, shit.” With his fingers in his mouth it came out sounding like oh, thit.
 
   “I’m sorry, Dane. Believe me, there was no other way.”
 
   He dropped his hand to his side and stared at her numbly, unable to think of one single thing to say. Because this was not possible, vampires didn’t exist, that was all a bunch of Hollywood hype, and Eva, his sweet Eva, she couldn’t be some nightstalking succubus…not her. Not her, and not him. Nuh-uh. There was no way the shy and awkward Dane Chandler was now some mythical, monstrous creature.
 
   But…
 
   What if he was?
 
   Eva put a sympathetic arm around him. “Come on. We’ll get you inside and get you cleaned up - you can wear some of Julian’s clothes. Then we’ll figure out what to do with you.”
 
   The mention of her fiancé’s name struck a chord in him. “Is Mr. Winter…is he…”
 
   “Yes,” she confirmed. “He is.” They had finally reached the house, and she opened the front door and ushered him inside.
 
   He’d always known there was something off about that guy. But a vampire? Following Eva upstairs, he poked a finger in his mouth once again and touched the foreign teeth. There had to be some other explanation for this. In the mirror of the bedroom’s dresser, he saw his reflection. Cripes, he looked like something out of a late night horror movie. There was dried blood smeared on his face and matted all in his hair. But this proved his point, didn’t it? Vampires weren’t supposed to cast a reflection.
 
   “I can see myself,” he announced.
 
   “Well, no kidding.” Eva rummaged through a drawer, looking for something for him to wear.
 
   “Shouldn’t I be, like, invisible in the mirror or somethin’?”
 
   “No. You’ll see your reflection just fine, you’ll walk around in daylight, you’ll eat garlic on your pizza if you want to and you can forget any other stereotype you’ve ever heard.” She slammed the drawer shut and handed him a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. “There are towels in the bathroom. Make yourself at home.”
 
   He stood looking at her uncertainly. “Uh…”
 
   Relenting, she reached forward to gently brush a dirty lock of hair away from his eyes. “Oh, Dane…sweetie…I don’t mean to seem insensitive. I’m sorry. This is just…it’s more than I know how to handle right now. I’m new at this myself.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “Yes. I haven’t been this way for long.”
 
   Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, he eyed her with trepidation. “Am I…am I gonna be okay?”
 
   “Sure you will. You’ll be just fine.” She smiled reassuringly. “Why don’t you go hop in the shower now and get yourself cleaned up. Then we’ll talk. Okay?”
 
   Well, if she said he was going to be fine, then he’d take her at her word. What other choice did he have? He nodded and walked slowly toward the bathroom. When he reached the door he paused, looking back at her shyly. “Thanks, Eva.”
 
   “You have nothing to thank me for.”
 
   “You saved my life.”
 
   She gazed back at him with troubled eyes. “I did the only thing I could think of, Dane. I just hope you don’t hate me for it later.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   Julian threw the insulin kit on the kitchen table and Eva’s grip on the teakettle’s handle tightened nervously. Just as she’d feared, he was furious with her for what she’d done. And he had every right to be. But she couldn’t make herself regret her snap decision. Dane was alive, wasn’t he? For better or worse, he was still alive.
 
   “He’s upstairs taking a shower.” She reached into the cabinet for a cup. “I didn’t expect you back so soon. Would you like some tea?”
 
   He stared at her incredulously, his eyes black and stormy. “No, I don’t want to have a bloody tea party, Eva - I want some answers from you! I want to know what was going through your mind when you did something so completely stupid and reckless! Have you any idea what you’ve done? Did you not for one moment consider the repercussions of your actions?”
 
   “No,” she said quietly.
 
   “Why? Why would you do this? Explain that to me, Eva! I would really like to know what is so important about this boy that you would risk our future for him!”
 
   She slammed the cabinet door and turned to face him. “Is that why you’re so angry? Because you view him as some sort of romantic rival? Are you serious, Julian?”
 
   “Then why? Just tell me that, please! Clue me in…because I cannot for the life of me fathom your reasoning behind this!”
 
   “Because he was dying! Because a seventeen-year-old boy who never did a thing in his life to deserve what was happening to him was dying in front of me, before he ever even had a chance to live! Because he had hope and promise and a bright future and all that was being ripped from him for no reason! Because it wasn’t fair! It wasn’t fair, Jules…it just wasn’t…it wasn’t fair…” She collapsed into a kitchen chair, eyes brimming over with frustrated tears. Why did he demand her justification? It should be easy to understand why. Would he not have done the same for her?
 
   He knelt before her, taking her hands gently in his. “Life isn’t always fair, butterfly.” Raising her hands to his lips, he kissed them both lovingly. “You must learn to accept this. It isn’t up to us to rescue every injured stray that crosses our path. There are lasting consequences to these actions. Please don’t cry, love…I’m sorry I snapped at you.”
 
   She blinked away the tears and sniffed. “What did you tell the police?”
 
   “Just that I came across the wreckage on my way home from out of town. Since I wasn’t a witness to the accident, they didn’t ask too many questions.”
 
   “What did you tell them about Dane?”
 
   “Nothing. As far as they’re concerned, Imogen was alone.”
 
   “Her poor father…he’ll be devastated.” Eva shook her head dismally. “But didn’t you tell the dispatcher there were two passengers?”
 
   “Yes, but with all the blood and…well, with all the mess and the darkness it was easy enough to convince them I’d simply made a mistake.”
 
   “Then all we have to do is make sure Dane gets home before anyone finds out he was gone.” It could all still work out, if they were careful…
 
   “I don’t know if that’s the best idea,” Julian objected. “He needs to be where we can keep an eye on him. I don’t like the thought of letting him run loose. We don’t know how he’s going to behave. And he’ll need instruction. Guidance.”
 
   “If he doesn’t go home, aren’t his parents going to automatically assume he was with Imogen? And anyway, what’s he going to do - stay here? You two shouldn’t be around each other any more than necessary. I don’t want to see you get into some kind of turf war with him.” She bit her lip thoughtfully. “Look, we’ll take him back to his house before his parents get up. Just long enough so they see him. In the afternoon he can come back here for a while and we can try to work with him. How does that sound for now?”
 
   Rubbing his jaw, Julian considered this for a moment before giving in. “Very well. I suppose that is the most logical thing to do. There’s only one other thing that worries me.”
 
   There was no need to ask what that one thing was. She’d been troubled by the same thought. The alpha had made himself very clear on the matter of unauthorized conversions. “Maybe they won’t find out.”
 
   “They’ll find out. It didn’t take them long to discover you.”
 
   “Well…maybe we should contact Tristan and explain the situation to him,” Eva suggested. “He seemed like a reasonable person. Maybe we could convince him not to rat us out.”
 
   “It’s possible. I don’t know…before we make any rash decisions I need to give it some more thought. This has to be handled carefully.”
 
   “We probably don’t have much time,” she reminded him. The worry in his eyes bothered her, particularly since she knew she was the one responsible for putting it there. It was a painful concession. He was the last person in the world she wanted to hurt.
 
   “Yes…I know.” Julian scowled at the sound of Dane’s footsteps skipping carelessly down the stairs. Dropping his voice, he cautioned Eva, “He’ll listen to you more than he will me. You have to let him know how important it is that he return here tomorrow. We need to make sure he gets fed - and soon.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   They managed to fit in some sleep sometime after sunrise, and around two in the afternoon Ash left the disheveled wreck of her bed for an appointment with a building contractor. Sami lay among the tangled sheets a little longer, finally dragging her bruised and aching body out of bed to have a warm bubble bath and scrounge up something to eat. She’d woken up starving, but after a few bites of the stale bagel she gave up and tossed it in the trash. Maybe she’d put off going to the grocery store long enough. She’d gotten pretty lax about cooking lately, relying way too much on the resort’s amenities. A girl couldn’t live exclusively on restaurant fare.
 
   She made a trip to the nearest marketplace, buying only as much as she could carry from her Toyota in the parking garage without having to fool with a cart. Then she made up her bed with fresh sheets, swept the ever-present sand from the tile floors and straightened up the living room. With all that done, she opted to stretch out on the couch and relax with some television. Her muscles were too sore for swimming today.
 
   But last night’s workout was so worth it…
 
   The Civil War miniseries on cable couldn’t keep her mind from instinctively wandering to thoughts of Ash. It was scary how quickly he’d managed to insinuate himself into her life. She could never have imagined someone as practical as herself falling into his seductive trap. But in her own defense, he was pretty damned irresistible.
 
   And where is all this leading, might I ask? What happens when you reach the inevitable end? Do you really think you can have some twisted version of a relationship with an unhinged man like him? If a man is even what he is. He’s going to wind up hurting you in a bad way. He’s unstable. Dangerous. You know this.
 
   “Shut up,” she muttered to herself. So her sensible side had finally decided to come alive and wanted to make an appearance now? Oh, hell no. Latecomers weren’t welcome. Not at this party.
 
   After dark she couldn’t stand being cooped up with her conscience anymore and headed out to the tiki bar. The band scheduled for the night was supposed to be really good, and as she approached the crowded outdoor stage she had to admit they weren’t at all overrated. The guy on electric guitar was amazing, probably even better than Dustin from Crash for Glory. There were no empty seats at the bar but Stuart, Logan and Logan’s wife Kayla were crowded against it waiting for their drinks and they waved her over.
 
   “Hey Sami, you’ve met my wife, haven’t you?” Logan asked.
 
   “Yeah, she was here last week. Hey, Kayla.”
 
   “Hi, Sami.” The willowy blonde smiled. “What do you think of the band?”
 
   “They’re amazing! Where are they from?”
 
   “They’re local,” Stuart informed her. “Got some serious talent here.”
 
   Busy behind the bar, Laiken took a moment to wink and purse his lips in a playful kiss for her. Sami grinned back at him. She considered asking Stu if he’d seen Ash around, but thought better of it. She wasn’t about to play the part of possessive lover. That wasn’t a role meant for her.
 
   The band played a Breaking Benjamin song to perfection, evoking screams from a number of frenzied female guests. Once Danielle delivered their drinks they moved away from the bar in search of a less congested area where they could watch the band without being jostled by dancing youths. Tonight’s crowd was the largest yet. The energy and excitement was palpable in the night air, and Sami soaked it in with pleasure. The next song, one of Nirvana’s, garnered equally as much enthusiasm.
 
   She had her head leaned in to Kayla’s, trying to hear something she was saying about a sale at a local boutique, when the vocalist suddenly announced, “Hey, we got a special surprise for you wild thangs out there tonight…yeah, that means you!” He pointed laughingly to one of the more enthusiastic girls nearby, and her friends whooped. “I’m gonna take a five minute break but while I do I’m gonna hand the mike over to my good buddy Rick Radcliffe of Crash for Glory!”
 
   Stunned, she faced Stuart who looked to be just as shocked as she was. “Stu, what the…what is he doing here? Did you know about this?” He shook his head in bewilderment. No, this particular act was unscheduled.
 
   From the microphone came one line of introduction. “You know who you are, baby.”
 
   “Oh, God,” Sami muttered, trying to shrink into invisibility. But that was nothing compared to the indignity of the Three Days Grace song he’d chosen to blast her with. Seriously, what the hell was he trying to prove with Pain? Did he honestly think that was funny? But his raspy rock voice nailed the vocals and the eager crowd ate it up. Sami wanted to kill him. And when she ventured a look at him - the stupid sonofabitch - he caught her eye and she saw the malicious twinkle there. And for a moment, just one brief moment, she could have sworn his brown eyes turned blue.
 
   “Do you suppose Reid know he’s here?” Stu yelled at her over the noise.
 
   “I doubt it.” She glanced around self-consciously. What was Rick trying to do, get himself beaten to a pulp? She thought she’d seen the last of him. What the devil was he trying to prove with this accusing performance?
 
   “What’s wrong? Who is he?” Logan wanted to know.
 
   “Sami’s ex,” Stu explained. Kayla and Logan exchanged glances. Apparently they’d heard the rumors, too. Samara Porter was off the market as far as Asher Reid was concerned.
 
   “Interesting song choice,” Kayla commented with a curious glance at Sami, who was putting every ounce of mental energy she could muster into willing Rick permanently mute. Idiot, idiot, idiot… And, as if he hadn’t humiliated her enough, once he left the stage he made a beeline straight in her direction while the crowd cheered and applauded wildly. Of course. Well, why not make it evident to everyone there who his intended target was? Idiot!
 
   Not wanting her coworkers to witness an altercation, she grabbed Rick’s arm and steered him away from the crowd until they reached the boardwalk and could talk without shouting.
 
   “What the hell was that?” she demanded angrily. “Are you making fun of me?”
 
   He raised his eyebrows with a snarky smirk. “I thought you’d like it. Since it seems to be your thing now.”
 
   “Who the hell do you think you are? You have no idea what my thing is! What do you think you’re accomplishing with this petty bullshit?”
 
   “You don’t know? You really don’t know?”
 
   “Rick…don’t even…”
 
   “I love you, Sami…I want you back! I screwed up and I know it - can’t we just go back to the way things were?”
 
   “Oh…dammit, Rick…” Why was he doing this to her? Did he really think they could turn back time and pretend nothing had happened?
 
   “Please, honey. I miss you so much…” He made an attempt to secure his arms around her, but she pushed him away.
 
   “What do you call yourself doing?”
 
   “You used to like for me to hold you.”
 
   “I used to like a lot of things. Not anymore.”
 
   “No, I guess now you’d rather just let yourself be carved up like a piece of…”
 
   “Shut the fuck up! You don’t know a goddamn thing!”
 
   “I know I care about you! I know I don’t wanna just sit back and do nothing while you slip away from me!”
 
   “You have got to leave. I’m serious. You shouldn’t be here.”
 
   “I’ll leave if you come with me.”
 
   “No!” Her eyes flashed angrily.
 
   “So you’re telling me you’d rather stay here and be manipulated by that psycho Ted Bundy boyfriend of yours?”
 
   “You don’t know anything about him!”
 
   “Do you? You’ve known him for what, a month? Two?”
 
   “How is this in any way any of your business?”
 
   “I’m worried about you! I care what happens to you! Can’t you see what a nut case he is?”
 
   “You really wanna get into who’s a nut case around here?”
 
   “You can’t possibly want to be with that guy! He’s…”
 
   “Don’t tell me what I want! You don’t have the slightest idea what I want. You never did and you never will!”
 
   “Oh, I think it’s pretty obvious what you want! Someone who can treat you like shit as long as he has a great big cock for you…”
 
   “That’s it. I’m done.” She’d had enough. This was going nowhere and the whole conversation was utterly pointless. His opinion meant nothing to her. Less than nothing. As she turned to walk away, he grabbed her arm. “Take your hands off me, Rick, or I swear to God you’ll regret it!”
 
   “Wait. Please wait. I didn’t mean that. You know I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry.”
 
   “You’re sorry.” Her laugh was dry.
 
   “I am. I’m sorry.”
 
   “That’s all you ever have for me, isn’t it? Your empty apologies. You know, after a while they become meaningless. So you can stop crying wolf to me now, because I just don’t care anymore. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Please don’t say that. Don’t tell me I don’t matter when I love you more than anything in this world…”
 
   “Let go of my arm.”
 
   Rick stared at her for a minute, then released her with a defeated sigh. His voice grew quieter, sadder. “Sam. Can you honestly stand there and tell me you feel nothing for me? Nothing at all? After everything we’ve shared?”
 
   Sami leaned against the wooden railing, crossing her arms and looking directly into his eyes. Maybe after everything he’d put her through he deserved what she was about to say, but it was hard to say nevertheless. Even if the brutal truth was the only thing that could set him free. “Listen to me carefully, because I’m only going to say this once and then I never want to see you again. I feel nothing for you. Everything we had is dead and gone. I hate to break it to you, but that is the cold hard truth. And there is nothing you can do or say that will ever change things. So I’m asking you nicely, Rick. Leave. Don’t ever contact me again. Please. It’s over.”
 
   He searched her eyes for honesty. Finding it there, he did the only logical thing he could do. He walked away.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Wherever there is a grain of loyalty there is a glimpse of freedom.
 
   Who was it that said that…? Ash cocked his head to one side as he watched her from a distance, trying in vain to recall the source. It was some English poet, wasn’t it? One of those Shakespeare types. Well, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the loyalty was there.
 
   She was alone on the beach now, huddled on one of the wooden lounge chairs that belonged to the resort, hugging her knees to her chest as if the balmy weather were cold. Her sable hair blew loose and free in the maritime wind. For a moment he almost wished he were artistic so he could capture this portrait of loveliness. Somehow, though he couldn’t see her face from where he stood, he could feel her tangled emotions and a talented virtuoso would have been able to capture that on canvas.
 
   How ironic that he’d started out wanting to destroy something so exquisite. To tempt her into losing all dignity and self-assurance, to watch that cool, highbrow composure fall away and shatter like glass. Yes, he’d broken her easily enough. But what he hadn’t expected was her passionate willingness…her eager receptiveness to his hedonistic tastes. So much like a younger version of himself. Someone just beginning to open clouded eyes to the decadent pleasures that others could never comprehend. If he so desired, he could sculpt this human woman into the ideal mate, a faithful and subservient immortal who would follow him with blind devotion. A lover with a sexual prowess to match his own.
 
   He couldn’t let her go. Couldn’t destroy this one. Not when she was so close to perfection.
 
   And tonight…ah, tonight. He’d been so proud of her. She hadn’t lied to him after all. The faithless Rick truly no longer held any claim to her affections. With one simple test administered through a trick of illusion, his devoted Samara had proven herself trustworthy. Never before had he felt the urge to bring a female into the fold of his hidden world, to reveal the secrets bound by the covenant of the immortals. The penalty for such an indiscretion was death. But he was the enforcer of the laws and as such, was above them. As alpha, he was untouchable. The rules - be they for human or vampire - did not apply to him. And he would do as he damn well pleased.
 
   And for now, what would please him most was the assurance that Rick Radcliffe was drawing his last breath.
 
   Personally, he had better things to do than waste his time with that pathetic warbling mortal. Besides, it would probably be better if Sami had no reason to suspect that he had any involvement. Recruiting someone else to dispose of him would be the easiest solution.
 
   Now…which of his subordinates might be game for some entertainment? He tapped his iPhone against the corner of his mouth, considering. Kendall, being second-in-command and the most dependable of the group, would have been the obvious choice. But Ash knew he had an aversion to killing. Damn queer fanger would probably find it preferable to cornhole the young rocker rather than waste him. Well, to each his own. Not every vampire had a taste for murder.
 
   Drake Sawyer? No, scratch him…that imbecile had no finesse and this particular task required a more delicate touch.
 
   Riley. Yeah, sure…Marco Riley was always up for the role of assassin. Inducted at nineteen, the kid had a blazing wild streak in him. He also had a natural talent for body art. The angel wings on his back had been inked by young Marco, an impressive feat in itself considering their close proximity for the time that it took. The animal aggression was difficult to control, but the boy had done an outstanding job in spite of it. You couldn’t argue with results.
 
   There was also one other rare and useful skill the boy possessed. Every immortal since the beginning of time had been imbued with the gift of self-preservation, an innate ability to erase a victim’s recent memories and replace them with something more suitable. But this hypnotic capability could only go so far, and most vampires had difficulty imposing their will onto their prey. A human could not typically be coerced to commit an act that their subconscious mind strongly rebelled against.
 
   Marco, however, was delightfully adept at persuading a mesmerized pawn to perform any task that happened to strike his fancy.
 
   “Yeah?” The voice on the other end of the phone was surly.
 
   Teenagers. Even the immortal ones were moody as hell. “Hey, Riley. How’s it going?”
 
   
  
 

There was a short pause before the guarded reply. “Um…can’t complain, I guess. Stayin’ busy at the shop. How you doin’? Everything cool?”
 
   “Yeah man, everything’s cool. No worries.” He cut straight to the chase. “How’d you like to make a few bucks?”
 
   “Sure.” The wariness vanished. He had the kid’s undivided attention now.
 
   “I need an attitude adjustment.”
 
   Marco didn’t have to ask what he meant. They’d played this game before. “Okay. Where?”
 
   “North Alabama. Standard deal. I’ll cover your plane fare and expenses, plus two grand on top of that.”
 
   “Damn…southern cuisine.” The boy chuckled. “That’s awesome. Any particular way you want this handled?”
 
   “Self-inflicted. Keep it clean. I want it obvious that this was a suicide.”
 
   “Gotcha.”
 
   “There’s no extreme hurry, but I’d prefer this was taken care of as soon as possible.”
 
   “Not a problem.”
 
   “Good. I’ll deposit the money in your bank account and email you the details. And stay out of the damn casinos. I’m not replacing the cash you piss away this time.”
 
   “Aw, man…come on. Have a little confidence in me.”
 
   “Uh-huh. So how are things in Sin City?”
 
   “Well, you know how it is - every night’s a party in Vegas. And I love to party!”
 
   “Don’t we all. Just keep it on the down low, kid.”
 
   “You know it.”
 
   “Take it easy.” Ash returned the phone to his pocket with a complacent smile. Things couldn’t be working out better for him. Perhaps now was the time to open Sami’s lovely golden eyes. Show her the truth. She’d proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that every part of her now belonged exclusively to him.
 
   And foolish Rick - back in Birmingham by now, no doubt - had not the first clue that he’d been impersonated on this night by a very clever vampire.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Kitchen’s all clean, Mr. Kendall…I’m heading out now.”
 
   Seated at his desk in the tiny office just off the back of the kitchen, Tristan pulled his head from his hands to nod wearily at the young dishwasher. “All right, Freddie. Have a good night.”
 
   “Thanks…you too.”
 
   Untying his dreadlocks from their restraint, he shook them out. What a jacked up night. The restaurant had been slammed all evening, and though a full house was typically a welcome sight, the timing couldn’t have been worse. He was distracted - so much so that he’d sent a customer’s lamb souvlaki out to him overcooked and dry, an inexcusable oversight for a chef of his caliber. Ever since he’d been awakened in the wee hours of the morning by the telepathic insight he knew so well, he’d been an uptight wreck.
 
   It was the last thing he’d expected. The couple in Oregon had seemed so stable, so responsible. He never would have dreamed that they would create a problem, let alone this early in the game. And yet already, already, that pretty young female who had charmed him so had gone and capriciously broken the most stringent of laws. She’d brought another into the circle. And he, with the singular talent that more often felt like a curse, was the one who held the most unpleasant position of informant.
 
   He already knew there was no amnesty with Reid. Asher was merciless, and the punishments he dealt were brutally vengeful, as if the infractions were a personal affront to his authority. Eva Spencer would be dealt with in the harshest manner, and the knowledge of this sickened him to his core. The casualties before her, he could overlook. They were mostly males, defiant and out of control, and their destruction had been for the good of the race as a whole. But this sweet young novice, whose only transgression was to try and save a dying boy…she certainly did not deserve to be slaughtered like a rabid beast.
 
   It was unthinkable to withhold information from Reid. They might be old friends, and his unique abilities might be indispensable, but there were no guarantees that any of this would keep him safe from the head vampire’s wrath.
 
   But he could buy a little time, couldn’t he? Given a day or two, maybe Winter would handle the matter on his own. Surely Eva’s originator couldn’t be happy to have another male underfoot. Particularly one created by his own mate. In all likelihood he’d probably wind up destroying the newcomer himself, and the problem would cancel itself out. Just one more day…maybe two. He’d wait and see. What could happen in the meantime?
 
   Never mind. He didn’t want to think about that.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   “Looking for escape in the ocean, little mermaid?”
 
   It took only the deep sound of his voice to banish every thought of Rick from her silent meditation. Ash smiled, his teeth white in the moonlit darkness.
 
   “Where’ve you been?”
 
   “Around.” Perching beside her on the wooden chair, he leaned forward to flick his tongue against her lips teasingly. “Why? Did you miss me already?”
 
   “I could’ve used you here earlier.”
 
   “You have my number. You could have called if you needed me.”
 
   “Rick was here,” she warily revealed, knowing it would be better if he heard it from her. She waited with bated breath to see how he would react to this news.
 
   To her surprise, he didn’t seem at all bothered by it. “Was he?”
 
   “He was hanging out with the band Stuart booked.” More or less.
 
   “And is he still here?”
 
   “No. I don’t think so.”
 
   “Then why are we wasting our time talking about him?”
 
   Would she ever reach a point where she was able to predict his reactions? “I just thought you should know.”
 
   “Duly noted. I appreciate your concern.”
 
   “Asher…”
 
   “Sami…” he mimicked her, standing to strip off his shirt. “Come on. Let’s go for a swim.”
 
   “What? Now?”
 
   “No, three weeks from Tuesday.” He kicked off his shoes and held out one hand expectantly.
 
   “In our clothes?” Maybe he, in a pair of cargo shorts, was acceptably dressed but her long cotton sundress wasn’t made for swimming. She gazed out at the dark water. There were several other diehard swimmers still frolicking in the surf, though the sun had long since gone to sleep, but that fact didn’t encourage her much. “I don’t want to go in the ocean at night. You can’t see what’s in there. It’s creepy.”
 
   “There’s nothing in there at night that isn’t there during the day,” he assured her while casually removing her sandals.
 
   “But the water’s cold…Ash!” She squealed when he effortlessly scooped her up and began walking toward the breaking waves with her in his arms. “Put me down!”
 
   He didn’t slow his pace one bit. “No can do, sea nymph. It’s time to trade in your legs for fins.”
 
   “If I get stung by a jellyfish or something, I’m blaming you…just so you know!”
 
   “Fair enough,” he conceded, wading deeper and deeper into the foamy water while the waves crashed against him. Soon he was submerged up to his chest and Sami clung to him, soaked and shivering.
 
   “It’s cold!”
 
   “Ready to go under?”
 
   “What? No!”
 
   But her protests were silenced when he ducked underneath the water, taking her down with him, and immediately her ears filled with the muted rushing sound of the surf. Her hair floated about her like seaweed, her arms tightened around his neck and she would have cursed him if the effort wouldn’t have resulted in a mouthful of the briny gulf.
 
   When they resurfaced, water streamed from the hair that was plastered to her face. “Dammit, Ash!” She released him with one arm just long enough to push the soaked strands from her eyes.
 
   “What? I told you we were going swimming.”
 
   “And I told you I didn’t want to! There’s probably sharks out here.”
 
   “What’s with you and sharks?”
 
   “I don’t know. They freak me out.” Something about those soulless, cadaverous eyes had always given her the willies. You could read emotion in the eyes of just about any other creature, but not in this one. This one was unpredictable, almost as unpredictable as the man who now held her close, the one she couldn’t seem to resist. How utterly paradoxical.
 
   “I promise you’re safe from Jaws. Now there may be a stingray or two…”
 
   “Are you serious?” She peered into the murky water suspiciously.
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “Oh, you suck.”
 
   “We could still go farther out.” He began to plunge forward.
 
   “No! Don’t you dare. This is far enough.”
 
   “Relax. You’re in the arms of Poseidon.” He silenced her once again, this time with a deep kiss that tasted of salt and strawberry daiquiris and sweet ecstasy. Without realizing it, she moaned softly into his mouth while his warm tongue explored her provocatively. Tangling his fingers in her wet hair, he pulled her head back. The twin sapphires studied her. “Look at what I’ve caught. Should I keep her, or throw her back?”
 
   Breathlessly, she told him, “You have to keep her. She’s yours now.”
 
   “This is true. But what if she turns out to be more trouble than she’s worth?”
 
   “I can pretty much guarantee she will be.”
 
   “I don’t doubt that one bit.” His eyes danced humorously. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m always looking for trouble, isn’t it?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   Dropping his voice to a whisper, he said, “I have something I want to show you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just…something.” The masked smile was evasive.
 
   “Then show me.”
 
   “Not now. Later.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “I’ll let you know. For now, I think you should go back to your room and get dried off. Get some rest. I know you didn’t get much sleep last night.”
 
   “Will you come with me?”
 
   “If I come with you, you definitely won’t be getting any rest.”
 
   “All right by me.”
 
   “Very tempting, baby…but not tonight. I have to go out for a while. There’s something I need to take care of.” He began to wade his way back toward the shore while still holding her.
 
   “Oh. Okay.” She tried to hide her disappointment. And as much as she was dying to know what he had to do at this time of night that was so important, she forced herself to bite her tongue. “Will I see you tomorrow?”
 
   “More than likely.”
 
   It was so hard to get a definitive answer out of him. She’d never met a man with so many secrets. For a moment she almost wondered if he really was some sort of mythical sea creature. And suddenly she didn’t want to let go of him for fear he’d disappear back into the ocean, never to be seen again because he was never real to begin with. But as long as she was in his arms, as long as she could feel his heart beating against her, then he couldn’t be a product of her dreams. He was real.
 
   He was real.
 
   Wasn’t he?
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Why does he have to come along?”
 
   Eva caught the hostile glare sent Julian’s way, and she wondered for the tenth time tonight how she would ever manage to keep Dane from getting himself killed. Again. “Because I say so,” she responded firmly.
 
   “Jesus - what are you, my mother?”
 
   “We should tear his head off and leave him in the bloody fucking woods,” Julian snapped resentfully.
 
   “You think you can take me, old man?”
 
   “Take you? There wouldn’t be anything left of you but a dirty spot on the ground!”
 
   “Anytime you’re ready, Blondie!”
 
   It had been going on this way for the past two hours. With Eva in the middle, playing mediator while attempting to tutor Dane and desperately trying to keep the two males from attacking one another like wild dogs. She couldn’t believe that her cultured and composed Julian had devolved into this surly, snarling misanthrope. All because of the presence of the newly turned male, who himself bore little resemblance to the sweet and shy boy of yesterday.
 
   “Dammit, Dane…just…go outside, please. Wait for me there.” She waved a resigned hand at him, waiting until the door slammed behind him to focus her attention on Julian. “Maybe you should stay here.”
 
   “And leave you alone with that little bastard? Not on your life!”
 
   “Calm down, Jules.” She stroked his cheek soothingly. “Now deep down you know that Dane wouldn’t hurt me. I doubt he could if he wanted to. I’m just going to take him out and get him some blood as quickly as possible, then he can go on home. I can handle this. You’re better off staying behind. I can’t deal with any more of this squabbling. You’re both making me crazy.”
 
   He seemed to be struggling against disputing her request. In the end he relented. “I suppose you’re right. I know I’m not making things any easier for you.”
 
   “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I never should’ve…” She let her voice trail off, unwilling to admit that perhaps she’d made a mistake in trying to alter fate. How could she view it as a mistake? How could she think for one minute that she’d have been able to sit back and do nothing while the poor boy slipped away forever? Given the chance, she knew she’d make the same decision again. For her, it was the only one.
 
   “I think I’d better go ahead and give Tristan Kendall a call while you’re out.” Julian looked uncertain.
 
   “I guess you better,” she agreed. “Maybe if you explain the situation to him, he might be willing to cover for us. Until we can figure something out.”
 
   “Maybe.” Raking a hand through his hair, he sighed. “Are you sure you can control that little punk on your own? He’s getting awfully cocky, awfully fast.”
 
   “He’ll listen to me,” she assured him. “I’ll be back in a bit, okay? Don’t worry.”
 
   But worry was etched clearly all over his features as she left him behind.
 
   “’Bout time,” Dane griped as he followed her impatiently to the Jeep and climbed in beside her. “I’m glad he’s not coming. He’s a pain in the ass.”
 
   “You’re one to talk!” Eva started the engine and backed out of the garage. “Why do you have to argue with everything he says? He’s only trying to help you.”
 
   “He thinks he knows everything.”
 
   “He knows a lot more than you do!”
 
   Dane huffed and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, whatever. So where we goin’?”
 
   “I thought we’d pay Gerard Brauer a visit. He’s young, healthy and most importantly, he lives alone.”
 
   “Gerard…you mean that waiter at Phantom Ridge?” His nose wrinkled in disgust. “No way! You expect me to bite a dude?”
 
   “What difference does it make?”
 
   “That’s nasty!”
 
   “Oh, don’t be immature. It’s just food. There’s nothing sexual about it.” She glanced over at him. “You don’t get all hot and bothered from eating a cheeseburger, do you?”
 
   “Depends on how good it is.” He grinned saucily, causing her to laugh.
 
   “You’ve certainly come out of your shell, haven’t you?”
 
   “Thanks to you.” The look he gave her was one of pure adoration.
 
   Eva shook her head uncomfortably. “Please…don’t thank me. I’m not so sure I did you any favors by turning you.”
 
   “What, are you kidding? This is the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me!”
 
   “And what about Imogen?” she reproached him gently. “Have you forgotten her so easily?”
 
   “I never cared about her.”
 
   The lack of compassion in his voice troubled her. He’d never struck her as being an unfeeling person. But how well did she really know him, anyway? “Dane. How can you say that?”
 
   “Easy. It’s the truth. She never meant anything to me.”
 
   “How is her father holding up?” Maybe it was best to steer the conversation in a slightly different direction.
 
   “Well, my parents went to see him this afternoon and he was already plastered. Guess he’s coping with it like he does everything else. By drinking himself into unconsciousness.”
 
   “Do you suppose he’ll have her funeral here?”
 
   “Nah…I doubt it. He’ll probably take her back to California. Bury her there.”
 
   “Poor little thing. She never had much of a chance at a normal life, did she?”
 
   “I guess not.” He sounded unconcerned.
 
   “Where did you tell your parents you were going tonight?”
 
   “Told ’em I was going to see you. They figure I’m all broken up about Imogen and needed someone to talk to.”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   “Hey, Gerard won’t even be home, will he? Won’t he be at work?”
 
   “He should be off tonight. He and Martin alternate Saturdays.”
 
   “I don’t know why you couldn’t have picked a girl,” he grumbled. “By the way, you owe me a cell phone. I still can’t believe you smashed mine.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll replace your phone.” He’d just seen his girlfriend die and this was what he was complaining about? A stupid phone? They pulled alongside the curb in front of Gerard’s duplex and she was relieved to see a car parked in the drive. Thank goodness he was home - she didn’t want to waste any more time trying to find the kid a donor. He was beginning to get on her nerves.
 
   “We gonna sneak in his window or what?”
 
   “Nope. We’re just going to go to the front door.” Eva climbed out of the Jeep. “Now follow me, and don’t do anything until I tell you to.”
 
   Dane looked disappointed. Apparently he’d been hoping for something a little more cloak-and-dagger. “Aren’t we gonna attack him? Whack him upside the head maybe?”
 
   “This isn’t one of your video games.” She rang the doorbell and gave him a stern look. “Now behave yourself and do as I say.”
 
   The door opened a crack and Gerard peeked out at her. Recognizing her, he smiled with delight. “Why, Miss Spencer…what an unexpected surprise! What in the world brings you here? Come in, come in…” Stepping back, he held the door open wide so they could step inside. “Please excuse the mess - I wish I could tell you I’m not always this sloppy but that wouldn’t really be the truth. I need to hire a housekeeper one of these days.”
 
   “Think nothing of it.” She caught his eye and held his gaze firmly with her own. No sense beating around the bush. “We only want a moment of your time, dear. Then we’ll be on our way. Just stand there quietly, please.”
 
   The young man stared back at her with a slack-jawed expression, and she turned to Dane who seemed very impressed.
 
   “What’d you do to him?”
 
   “I have him somewhat under my control. You can do this too - I’ll teach you how next time. For now, I just want to get some blood into you.”
 
   “I don’t wanna bite that guy’s neck!”
 
   “Then use his arm.” Eva took Gerard’s arm and held it outstretched. “Do it gently. The wounds will heal quickly but you don’t want to make them any more obvious than you have to.”
 
   Dane eyed the man’s arm dubiously. “He does smell good,” he admitted, licking his lips. His eyes lit up with a quickly growing hunger. “How…um, how do I do this?”
 
   “Just flex your secondary teeth and push them in right here. The rest will come naturally. Remember, gently. You don’t want to leave a conspicuous mark.”
 
   He did as he was instructed, and she waited patiently while he fed enthusiastically. Once he’d gotten his first taste, the gender issue had lost all importance to him. Man, woman…it was all the same. Healthy blood was all that mattered. Eventually he would choose his own type preference.
 
   “That’s enough, hon. Stop now.” Placing her fingers underneath his chin, she pulled his mouth away from the arm that she was still holding with her other hand. “If you find that you need more, we can locate another donor. You don’t want to take enough to kill anyone.”
 
   “Why not?” Dane’s eyes were glazed over with euphoria.
 
   “That’s a stupid question. Even putting aside all moral objections, you might at least consider discretion as a factor. Do you think it’s a good idea to leave a trail of blood-drained corpses? Think, Dane. Use your brain.”
 
   “I think it would be awesome to kill someone. Just once. I…I think…” His hands trembled eagerly and he continued to stare at his victim with a speculative look that Eva found frightening. Had she really misjudged his character this much? Or had the transformation done something to him, dulling his emotions in the same way that Julian’s had originally been? She had to put a stop to this. Nip it in the bud.
 
   “Go get in the car,” she ordered him. “Now.”
 
   He started to protest, but seeing that she meant business he reluctantly trudged outside to wait for her. Releasing a shaky sigh, Eva wiped Gerard’s arm clean and made sure the blood flow had ceased. “Thank you for your cooperation. Now kindly go back to doing whatever it was you were doing before. We were never here. Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Very well then. Have a good night.”
 
   Gerard nodded dreamily, and something in his brown eyes reminded her of another. A pair of sleepy eyes from the past, a full decade ago. A boy named Shawn who had been unnecessarily slaughtered for his blood. Would she never be able to bury that memory?
 
   Somehow she had to find a way to set Dane straight. Before any more innocent people died.
 
   She simply couldn’t bear to witness any more death.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “I’ve been expecting your call.”
 
   “You know, then.” Julian had almost allowed himself to hope that Tristan was blissfully unaware of Eva’s folly. He should have known better.
 
   “Yes, I know.” There was a short pause on the other end. “I won’t even ask how you could have allowed this to happen. None of that matters now. What’s done is done.”
 
   “Has Reid been told?”
 
   “Not yet, no. But I can’t keep him in the dark any longer.”
 
   “It was my fault. I was the one who did it.”
 
   “Very noble of you to accept the blame. But you know it isn’t true. It was your woman who broke the law.”
 
   “The boy was dying. She meant well.” His voice almost cracked, but he caught himself. “Please…tell me what to do.”
 
   “There’s only one thing you can do. Get rid of him. Immediately.”
 
   “Rest assured, nothing would please me more. But…” He hesitated. “I can’t.”
 
   “May I ask why not?”
 
   “She would never forgive me.” Eva’s affection for the boy was something he would never understand. And though he seethed with rage whenever Dane was near, it was the thought of how she would view him if he were to give in to his instincts that kept him from violence. He would not have her perceive him as a fiend. Not anymore.
 
   “I would strongly suggest that you reconsider.”
 
   “There must be another way.”
 
   “I can think of none.”
 
   Damn it all - would he not bend in the slightest? “Is there nothing I can say to convince you not to betray us?”
 
   “I’m afraid my hands are tied. You should have listened. Dammit, why didn’t you listen?” His somber voice became sympathetic as he continued. “I wish there was something I could do. Believe me, I don’t want to turn you in…but I can’t keep this from him. Do you think he wouldn’t find out? And then we would all suffer for it.”
 
   “If you must inform on us, tell him it was my doing. Not hers.”
 
   “Mr. Winter, you know that…”
 
   “Please!”
 
   There was a long silence. Then, “All right. I’ll do what I can.”
 
   “Thank you…”
 
   “I can make no promises.”
 
   “I understand. But you’ll keep me informed, won’t you?”
 
   “Of course. In the meantime, at least try to keep the boy from causing any trouble. That’s the last thing you need at this point.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Asher stepped inside the elevator and selected number sixteen, nodding courteously to the frazzled woman in a huge floppy hat who was trying to prevent her toddler - who in his opinion was up way past a suitable bedtime - from pressing all the buttons at once. Beside her, a teenage girl texted mindlessly, completely oblivious to her surroundings.
 
   The doors opened on the ninth floor, and when nobody made a move he asked the girl, “Was this your floor?”
 
   She looked up, her expression blank. “Huh? Oh…yeah.” Still texting, she wandered out of the elevator with her eyes once again glued to the phone.
 
   He exchanged looks with the woman, who shook her head with a sigh. “I am not looking forward to the day this one hits his teens.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry. Looks like you have a few years yet before that becomes a problem.”
 
   “Well, they fly by.” She pulled the child’s hands away from the panel again. “No no, Mikey.”
 
   “Don’t I know it,” Ash agreed, grinning as the doors opened again on his floor. “You have a nice night.”
 
   “Thanks…you do the same.”
 
   His own phone vibrated in his pocket as he unlocked the door, and he pulled it out to see Tristan’s name as the caller.
 
   “Hey there, Tristan. How’s the world’s greatest chef?” He whistled softly as he kicked off his shoes, his mood jovial.
 
   “Ah…not so good, actually. I’m afraid this isn’t a social call. Are you where you can talk?”
 
   “Yeah. Why, what’s up?”
 
   “It’s the Oregon couple.”
 
   “What about them?”
 
   “Before I tell you, I want you to promise me you won’t overreact.”
 
   Oh, hell. This didn’t sound good. “Don’t jerk me around, Kendall. What have they done?”
 
   A resigned sigh came from the other end. “Another induction.”
 
   Asher’s eyes narrowed. Through clenched teeth he demanded, “Which one of them did it?”
 
   “Uh…well, the situation was such that…”
 
   “Who did it?”
 
   Tristan cleared his throat. “Miss Spencer.”
 
   “The female?” This was surprising. She’d struck him as the docile type, the last person he would have expected to cause problems. “What the devil possessed her - who did she convert? A relative?”
 
   “No. A seventeen-year-old boy. In her defense, the boy was dying and I believe she felt she had no other choice…”
 
   “In her defense? What are you, her attorney?”
 
   “I just wanted it made clear that she didn’t do this out of spite or rebellion. I believe the boy was a friend and her emotions may have caused her to act in haste.”
 
   “Jesus H. Christ. Why is it so hard for these ignorant fangers to follow a few simple rules? Can you tell me that?”
 
   “Maybe it’s…”
 
   “Maybe it’s because they’re all a bunch of imbeciles. Well, my evening is shot to hell. Now I have to figure out the best way to deal with this fucked up situation. I had better things to do tonight. I was…” He stopped short as inspiration suddenly struck him. A scheme that could transform this annoying distraction into a most delightful form of entertainment. He turned the idea over in his head, contemplating. “Hm…”
 
   “What?” Tristan sounded nervously suspicious.
 
   “Nothing. Just thinking.”
 
   “If you want my opinion, this being her first offense, I would respectfully suggest we grant her a pardon. Just this once. I’d consider it a personal favor, Ash.”
 
   “Perhaps you’re right.”
 
   “I am?” The words came out sounding nothing short of astonished.
 
   “I’d like for you to do two things for me. First, I want you to reassure our Oregon couple that, given the unusual circumstances, this one infraction will be forgiven.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Of course. I’m a reasonable person. Second, I want you on the next flight here. Expect to be gone for about a week.”
 
   “You want me in Florida?”
 
   “That’s what I said.”
 
   “But I don’t know if I can get…”
 
   “I’m not interested in your personal problems, Kendall. If you can’t find someone to cover for you at the restaurant, then close it. Remember who fronted you the money for it in the first place. I need you here. Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes. Yes, of course. I’ll be there as soon as possible.”
 
   “I want you on a plane by morning. There’s still the little matter of disposing of the boy, and I’d like to handle this one personally. Say nothing of it, just make sure Winter and Miss Spencer keep him in line in the meantime.”
 
   “All right. But wouldn’t it be easier if I just met you in Portland?”
 
   “I don’t need you in Oregon - I need you here. I’m going to require a babysitter while I’m away.”
 
   There was a long pause. “Uh…what did you say?”
 
   Ash laughed heartily at the bewilderment in Tristan’s voice, his carefree mood restored. “Maybe ‘guardian’ would be a more appropriate title. Just get here. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have plans for the remainder of the evening. First I need to acquire blood, and then…well, let’s just say there’s a certain young lady who has an illuminating night ahead of her.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Who would have ever thought that blood could be so incredibly intoxicating?
 
   He’d never felt this amazing in his life. His diabetes gone, acne cleared up, vision now 20/20, Dane felt like a new man. Strong. Handsome. Confident. Able to do anything. He was superhuman now, like a character from a comic book, and nobody was ever going to push him around again. Not ever.
 
   And Eva had done this for him. His beautiful Eva. She’d cared enough to bestow upon him this rare gift, because she couldn’t bear to see him die. In some form or another she did care…she must. Otherwise he’d be in a cold morgue right now instead of spending time alone with her. He could hardly believe his luck.
 
   Now if he could just get that snotty British creep out of the way…
 
   The slamming of the driver’s side door interrupted his reverie. “We need to clear something up right now,” Eva announced bluntly.
 
   “Yeah? What?”
 
   She glanced in the rearview mirror before pulling out into the empty street. “I think we should discuss your behavior.”
 
   “There you go again…sounding like my mom.” He hated it when people talked down to him, as if he had no common sense of his own. He wasn’t stupid. Why was everyone so eager to assume that he was?
 
   “This is important. We’re not talking about staying out past curfew or flunking a midterm. Your priorities have completely changed now, and things that used to be - Dane, are you listening to me?”
 
   “Not really.” He stared out at the darkness, deliberately recalcitrant. If she wasn’t going to show him any respect, then why should he show her any? The truth was, her speaking to him as if he were a child only reinforced the worry that she would never view him as her equal. Even now.
 
   “I see.” Never had two small, stilted words sounded so threatening. But she added nothing more, and they drove in uncomfortable silence until they turned onto the seldom-used dirt road that led to the chalet. Their time alone together was coming to an end, and he wished suddenly that he hadn’t been so defensive. All he wanted was to be with her - why had he gone and ruined everything with his moody sullenness?
 
   Halfway down the road, she abruptly stopped the Cherokee and turned off the engine. Before he could think of a clever and witty remark to break the ice, she turned to him and began to speak quietly.
 
   “Look…I realize you must be sick to death of people always trying to tell you what to do. I get that. I’ve been there. I’m only a few years older than you, remember? But you have to understand that it doesn’t automatically stop once you reach a certain age. There’s always going to be an authority figure to answer to, no matter what the situation. And right now your careless actions won’t just be a threat to you - they’ll be a threat to me as well. I put my own life in jeopardy to provide you with a second chance. All I’m asking is that you never give me cause to regret it. That’s all I ask.”
 
   This wasn’t at all what he’d expected to hear. A lecture on responsibility, sure, but the revelation that she was risking her own safety for him? The words swam through his muddled head, and the only conclusion his hopeful mind could reach was that she cared more about him than he’d ever imagined she would.
 
   “Why would anything I do be a threat to you?” he wanted to know.
 
   She looked ill at ease, as if she wasn’t sure how to answer the question. Or maybe she just didn’t want to. “Let’s just say, there are others like us who might not approve of what I did.”
 
   “Saving my life, you mean?”
 
   “Modifying your life.”
 
   Interesting way of looking at it. Something else occurred to him then. “Is that guy - Gerard or whatever - is he gonna turn into one of us now?”
 
   “No. It doesn’t happen like that.”
 
   “Oh. Good.” He preferred to think of his new situation as something special, something unique. He’d never felt special or unique before. Before, he’d always been lacking in social grace, so inherently dull and ordinary that he was practically invisible. And he was sick of being invisible. It was time for Dane Chandler to break free and show the world that he was more than just some awkward kid. He was…
 
   “You’re still you.”
 
   “Huh?” Her astute insight startled him. How could she sense what he’d been thinking?
 
   “I said, you’re still you. Just because you’ve become different in a few ways doesn’t mean that anything else has changed about you. Am I making sense?”
 
   He shrugged. Yeah, of course he knew what she was getting at, but he didn’t really want to hear it. He wanted to change. Why would he want to stay the same?
 
   “I’ve always thought a lot of you. You’re sweet and smart and honest…and you had such a bright future in front of you. You still do. I just don’t want to see you throw away the person you were because you believe he didn’t measure up to everyone else’s standards. Don’t change on me, Dane. Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you should. I don’t want you to become something you’re not. I don’t want to lose the real you. Can you understand what I’m trying to say?”
 
   “I think so.” But there were only six words she’d spoken that stuck with him. I don’t want to lose you. She didn’t want to lose him because she cared. She wouldn’t have put herself in danger to save him otherwise.
 
   In the enclosed space of the Jeep, the intoxicatingly familiar scent of her reached him. He saw her exotic green eyes sparkling in the darkness, and his mutated blood pumped wildly through his veins. A robust warmth spread through him and in that moment he felt stronger than he’d ever felt in his life. Stronger, and more alive. He was Dane Chandler, reborn, and he was not the same no matter what anybody said. He was invincible. He was a vampire.
 
   And it was well past time to claim this woman for himself.
 
   Opening the car door, he called over his shoulder as he hopped out, “If you don’t wanna lose me, then maybe you should come and get me!”
 
   “What the…where are you going?”
 
   He strolled off into the woods, ignoring her. This time, by God, she was going to chase after him.
 
   “Dane, get back here! Dane!”
 
   He heard the sound of her door opening and smiled smugly to himself as her quick, light footsteps caught up to him.
 
   “I am so not in the mood for this crap,” she complained irritably. “Can we please just call it a night already? Don’t you have to be home soon?”
 
   “You know what - I don’t have to be anywhere I don’t wanna be anymore.” Leaning his back against a pine tree, he crossed his arms and lifted his chin stubbornly.
 
   Eva threw up her arms in frustration. “Fine. You want to walk back to your truck, then be my guest. Act like a spoiled two-year-old if that’s what you feel like doing. As for me, I’ve had it.” She turned to walk back toward the road.
 
   “Why are you with him?”
 
   The question stopped her cold in her tracks. She didn’t look back, but he distinctly heard the flustered response. “Wha - ahem - what?”
 
   “Why…are you…with him?” His own voice was steady. Confident.
 
   Slowly she faced him again, uneasiness clouding her eyes. “Dane…?”
 
   “Just answer the question.” He stared directly at her this time, instead of down at his shoes. Never again would he be intimidated by her or anyone else. He was not just some punk kid to be brushed aside - not anymore.
 
   “You’re asking me why I’m with Julian? Is that it?”
 
   “Yeah. I wanna know.”
 
   “Because I love him. Why else would I be with him?”
 
   “Just wanna know where I stand.” He kept his gaze locked on hers, determined to make her as uncomfortable as possible. To show her that he could be just as domineering as her uptight boyfriend.
 
   “Oh, sweetie…you know I think a lot of you…”
 
   “Is that right? You think a lot of me.” He took a few steps closer to her, laughing inwardly as she nervously inched backwards. “Well, you know something? I always thought a lot of you too. As a matter of fact, I thought about you pretty much all the time. Every night when I closed my eyes I thought about you. I bet you didn’t know that, did you? But you wouldn’t have cared. No, you just came breezing into the store whenever you felt like it, smiling and flirting with me as if I mattered but you never had any intention of so much as giving me the time of day, did you? It was just a game to you, wasn’t it?”
 
   She looked stunned. “Dane, what are you talking about? I never…”
 
   “Did you get off on teasing me or something? Did it give you some kinda thrill to make me think I stood a chance with you when I never did? What did you do, go back to lover boy and tell him all about the stupid, naïve kid who had a hopeless crush on you and then have a big laugh at my expense?”
 
   “Now just a damn minute! That is not what…”
 
   “Shut up!” She flinched, startled by his outburst, and it gave him an overwhelming sense of pleasure to see her finally lose her serene composure. He was finally ahead of the game, and he wasn’t about to back down now. “I’m talking now. I’m talking, and this time you’re going to listen to what I have to say. Have you got that?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, but all she said was, “All right then. Let’s have it.”
 
   “Like I said before, I just wanna know where I stand. You coulda let me die by the side of the road but you didn’t. So I have to wonder one thing. Did you save me just so you could keep stringing me along? Is that it? Because you have this sick, sadistic need to keep me under your control?” He was close enough to her now that he could practically feel the warmth from her body, and for some reason that fueled his anger. Grinding his teeth together, he felt himself tremble with some unfamiliar mixture of pent-up rage and lust and his voice began to stutter. “You won’t c-control me. You won’t, and neither will he. I’m younger and s-stronger…and if he thinks he can s-stop me from t-taking what I want he’s dead wrong. Dead wrong.”
 
   Eva held up her hands in a futile attempt to soothe him. “Dane…calm down. This isn’t you. I think you’re just confused right now…”
 
   “Don’t you try to patronize me, you bitch! I am n-not…insignificant…”
 
   “Nobody thinks that, honey.”
 
   “You do!” The words spewing from his mouth didn’t even seem to be coming from him. He was rapidly losing control and he had no idea how to stop himself or even why he felt this way. All the restrained emotions he’d ever possessed seemed to be taking on an ominous form of their own, breaking free with a savage vengeance.
 
   “Of course I don’t…I never did…”
 
   “You won’t s-see me as insignificant when I’m done with you!” He gripped her shoulders with shaking hands, relishing the confusion in her wide eyes.
 
   “Dane, listen to me…just listen to me for a minute, please…”
 
   “I’m done listening to you!” Throwing himself against her, his weight knocked her to the ground and the feel of her softness beneath him was exhilarating. “If you don’t want to give me what I want then I’ll just have to take it!”
 
   “You don’t want to do this…don’t do this…please, I don’t want to hurt you!” She touched his cheek gently with her fingers as if trying to comfort him, but the gesture only served to fan the flames of his primal need. “Please don’t make me hurt you…”
 
   “No, it’s time for me to hurt you now...” Roughly he grabbed the waistband of her jeans, intending to rip them.
 
   What happened next occurred in a mere heartbeat. He heard, “Dammit, you little shit!” and the next thing he knew he was flying through the air and his back slammed against the solid barrier of a pine tree with a force that knocked the breath out of him. He literally saw stars swimming before his eyes.
 
   “I didn’t want to have to do that, but you left me no choice.” Stalking over to where he stood paralyzed with surprise, she reached for his throat and held him pinned against the tree with a strength he never would have believed could have existed in those fragile little hands. “I am not going to have a goddamn pissing contest with you, Dane. I tried to be nice about this but obviously you can’t be reasoned with that way. So we’ll do it this way instead.”
 
   He tried to speak, but found he still hadn’t gotten his wind back. Her fingers were like a vise around his neck as they forced him to look at her.
 
   “Now you listen up, you little bastard. I did not put my ass on the line for you so you could get drunk with power and try to play the supervillain. That is not the way this works. I am going to tell you how it’s going to be and by God, you are going to do exactly what I say or so help me I’ll put you in the ground myself. And believe me, I can do it. Do we have an understanding?”
 
   “Yes,” he managed to croak.
 
   “Yes, what?”
 
   “Yes…ma’am.”
 
   “Good boy. Now you get a grip on yourself. Just because you have the ability to hurt others doesn’t give you the right to. You are not going to use your strength to injure people simply because you have some testosterone-driven desire to assert your dominance. If you have insecurities, then you better just learn to deal with them. I’m going to be watching you, and if I find out you’ve so much as looked at anyone the wrong way, I’ll make you rue the day you ever laid eyes on me. Got it?”
 
   “Got it.” Man, he had never seen her so mad. His own anger seemed to have been knocked clean out of him. Who knew she was so strong?
 
   “I’m glad we got that cleared up.” Releasing him, she pointed to the road. “Now I want your ass in that seat within five seconds. We’re done for the night.”
 
   He obeyed compliantly, rubbing his sore neck in awe. Checking himself in the visor’s vanity mirror, he saw that there were red marks left behind by her hands. What was he supposed to tell his parents when they saw this?
 
   Eva glanced over at him. “Don’t worry. The bruises will be gone by the time you get home.”
 
   “You sure?” Even as he asked though, he saw in the mirror that they were gradually fading away. Damn…that was impressive.
 
   “You’ll heal at an accelerated rate now. Nothing can hurt you for long.” Her voice was tired, disinterested. She sounded like a tour guide rattling off the same spiel that had been recited a thousand times before.
 
   “Oh.” He was almost afraid to say anything else. Her outburst had caught him completely off guard and now he felt embarrassed by his uncontrolled behavior. Did she hate him now? Was she regretting pulling him from the Reaper’s grasp? He sure as hell hoped not. Disappointing her was the last thing he ever wanted to do. He just couldn’t explain what had come over him.
 
   They reached her house, and he pulled the keys to his own truck out of his pocket while wondering if she intended to even speak to him again tonight. She definitely didn’t seem to be in the mood for any more conversation. But he couldn’t let it go like this. He couldn’t leave knowing that she was pissed at him.
 
   “Hey…Eva?”
 
   “Yeah?” She turned her green eyes on him, and they were dull and emotionless. He’d never seen them look that way before, and it bothered him.
 
   “You still mad?”
 
   She hesitated for what seemed an eternity and he felt himself crumbling inside. Finally, she said, “No. I’m not mad.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he blurted desperately. “I didn’t…I don’t know why…”
 
   “It’s okay,” she interrupted. “Just go home, all right? Go home and think about what I said. Will you do that?”
 
   “Sure.” He twisted the keys in his hands anxiously. “Should I come by tomorrow?”
 
   Eva shook her head. “No. I think it would be better if you stayed away for a few days.”
 
   This wasn’t going at all the way he wanted it to. He didn’t want to stay away - he wanted to be wherever she was. Even if her fiancé was around. Any part of her was better than nothing at all. “I promise not to act like a jerk. I swear, it’ll never happen again. Okay?”
 
   “Go home now, Dane. Your parents need you there.” When he didn’t move, she relented a bit. “I’ll come by and see you in a few days.”
 
   “Promise?” He hated the pathetic desperation in his meek voice, but he couldn’t help himself. Tonight, self-control was beyond his reach. His own faculties didn’t seem to belong to him anymore.
 
   “Yes.” She tried to muster a smile, but it was a half-hearted attempt. “Go on now. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   He left reluctantly with the unhappy knowledge that things between them were never going to be the way he wanted. She couldn’t love him. She couldn’t see past her blind devotion to Julian. As long as the perfect blond was around, he would never stand a chance.
 
   But maybe that was the key. Maybe her heart could be freed if the rival vampire was taken out of the picture.
 
   It might be a long shot…but it was definitely worth considering.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “How was he?”
 
   Paula Chandler sighed wearily and dropped down on the couch beside her husband. “Sleeping it off, finally. I would have slipped him a Valium if his system wasn’t so full of liquor. Poor man. To lose his only child like that…”
 
   Aaron patted his wife’s knee. “Makes you put things in perspective, doesn’t it?”
 
   “I’ll say. I can’t stop thinking - what if Dane had been with her?” She shuddered at the idea that hadn’t left the back of her mind since they’d received the morbid news. “I was beginning to think that maybe I was coming down too hard on him, you know? That I was being a little too overprotective.”
 
   “Obviously you were right about Imogen,” Aaron pointed out. “I hate to speak ill of the dead, but like you said - what if he had been with her? We did the right thing, keeping him away from her. He might have been in that car too, otherwise.”
 
   “Stealing her father’s car and taking off in the middle of the night - what could she have been thinking?” Paula shook her head, baffled. “The police said she must have been doing at least seventy-five or eighty. And she doesn’t even…didn’t even have a learner’s permit. I can’t imagine what possessed her.”
 
   “Well, you’ve seen her father. She didn’t exactly have the best role model in the world.”
 
   “That’s for sure. Did you know her mother is in a psychiatric ward in Fresno?”
 
   “No! Man…that little girl really did have it rough, didn’t she? No wonder the poor kid rebelled the way she did. Has her mother been told yet?”
 
   “I don’t know. I would assume so.” She stifled a yawn. It had been one long, long day.
 
   “Collier’s not by himself over there, is he?”
 
   “No. Walter Ellison volunteered to stay the night with him. Is Dane back yet?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Hm. I hope Julian and Eva don’t mind him being there.”
 
   “I’m sure they don’t. He needs someone to talk to besides his parents right now. He should be home before long - I told him to be in by eleven.”
 
   “He seemed awfully…composed about the whole thing. Don’t you think?”
 
   “Shock. It’ll sink in soon enough.” Aaron squinted against the glare of headlights coming in through the front window and travelling across the wall. “There he is now.”
 
   “Good. I just want him here, so I know he’s safe.”
 
   “I know. I feel the same way.”
 
   “Poor baby. This has got to be painful for him. I just don’t know what he ever saw in that girl.”
 
   “We’ll never know. But it doesn’t matter much anymore.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Everything go okay?”
 
   Sitting on the staircase with Rio on his knees, Julian stroked the cat’s back. Eva had been gone a bit too long for his comfort. And while he knew it was absurd to be jealous of a seventeen-year-old boy, her being off alone with the fledgling vampire had vexed him to no end. Especially since the little fool seemed fixated on having his fiancée for himself.
 
   As if he’d ever let that happen.
 
   She joined him on the stairs and gave Rio a scratch under his fuzzy chin. “It went fine. He should be good for a while.”
 
   Maybe it was his imagination, but she seemed to be avoiding his eyes. “No problems?”
 
   “No. It was fine,” she repeated automatically.
 
   He was trying to interpret her evasive behavior when his cell phone’s ringtone startled Rio, sending him dashing wildly into the kitchen and causing Eva to laugh.
 
   “Dumb cat,” she muttered affectionately. “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s Tristan Kendall.” Julian pressed the phone against his ear. “Hello?”
 
   “Mr. Winter? I apologize for calling so late - I hope I didn’t disturb you.”
 
   “No, not at all.”
 
   “I just thought you’d like to know that I spoke with Mr. Reid and explained the situation to him. Taking into consideration the extenuating circumstances, he was willing to exonerate Miss Spencer.”
 
   The relief that washed over Julian was almost overwhelming. For a moment he actually felt as if he couldn’t breathe. Eva looked over at him worriedly.
 
   “Mr. Winter? Are you there?”
 
   “Yes. Yes…I’m still here. I just…I was rather concerned there for a while. You can imagine.”
 
   “Yes, I can. That’s why I went ahead and called you tonight instead of waiting until tomorrow.” Tristan sounded sympathetic.
 
   “Then we have nothing to worry about?”
 
   “Nothing at all.”
 
   “That is wonderful news! Then Reid will want to arrange a meeting?”
 
   “A meeting?”
 
   “With the boy. With Dane.”
 
   There was a brief moment of silence. “Ah…well, he didn’t mention it. I’m going to assume that he will at some point. But he would probably have me contact Mr. Chandler directly rather than going through you.”
 
   “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate all that you’ve done.”
 
   “No problem. Just - and I know this goes without saying - but please just make sure this never happens again. Reid might not be so forgiving next time.”
 
   “There will be no next time.” Julian gave Eva a stern look.
 
   “Good to hear. Well, I’d still love to see the two of you in San Francisco sometime. Under different circumstances, of course.”
 
   “We’ll take you up on that one day before long. And thank you again.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   Julian rested his forehead in his palm and heaved a deep sigh of relief. He would have defended Eva to the death, but knowing it wouldn’t come to anything that drastic was a load off his mind.
 
   “So everything’s okay then?” She gave him a hopeful look.
 
   “Yes, love. Everything’s okay.” He took her in his arms and held her close. “Well…other than one minor detail.”
 
   “What detail?”
 
   “Our honeymoon might have to be cut a bit short. I don’t know if it’s a good idea to leave your little amateur alone for an extended period of time.”
 
   “It’s just two weeks.”
 
   “Not counting travel time.”
 
   “Oh…it doesn’t matter, Jules. I don’t care if we go anywhere at all. As long as I’m with you, I’m happy. Nothing else is important.”
 
   “Then if it’s all the same to you, I’ll rearrange our plans to accommodate a less extended vacation. We can fly to the Virgin Islands some other time.”
 
   “Sure we can. We have all the time there is.”
 
   “We can drive to Kansas to see the world’s largest ball of twine instead,” he teased.
 
   “Well, I’ll be sure to pack my camera! You know, Rio might actually enjoy something like that.” Her hand reached for his and she laced their fingers together. “Jules…I’m sorry.”
 
   “What for, love?”
 
   “For putting us in this position. I never should have done it. I just…I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
 
   “Don’t give it another thought.”
 
   He wished he could put it from his own mind, though. They might have escaped trouble with the elder in Florida, but Dane Chandler presented a whole different set of problems. He was on their turf, and any mistakes he made would also pose a threat to them. Not to mention the kid’s ridiculous infatuation with Eva.
 
   He was going to have to watch his back.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   When her phone went off sometime during the night, Sami’s first sluggish thought was that her hang-up caller was resuming his nocturnal activities.
 
   A long, low rumble of thunder added to the noise as she fumbled for the phone on her bedside table in the darkness. Not yet fully awake, the screen displayed little more than a fuzzy blur to her unfocused eyes. Was it to be the eerie music tonight, or did the front desk actually have a legitimate computer glitch?
 
   “Wha-at,” she groaned huskily, fully prepared to hear the Moody Blues melody taunting her once again.
 
   “Hello, beautiful.”
 
   “Ash...?” She rubbed her eyes drowsily and peered at the red numbers glowing on the clock radio. “It’s three in the morning!”
 
   “Is it? Thanks for the update. Do you have the temperature too?”
 
   “Huh?” Three o’clock, for crying out loud…it was way too late for this. Or early, depending on how you wanted to look at it.
 
   He chuckled at her sleepy confusion. “Are you awake?”
 
   Well, of course she was - now. “Barely,” she muttered hoarsely. “Somethin’ wrong?”
 
   “No, nothing’s wrong. I want you to come up.”
 
   “What…now?”
 
   “I can’t think of a better time.” He sounded far too animated for this abominable hour.
 
   Tangled in the twisted covers, she struggled to sit up. “Um…all right. Give me ten minutes.”
 
   “The clock is ticking.” He hung up, leaving her to wonder what insanity she had to look forward to this time.
 
   It was useless to speculate. Whatever he had in mind would be too far from the realm of normalcy to even take a stab at guessing at. And maybe that in itself was what drew her to him like a fly to honey. His magnetic but volatile instability. The long forgotten words of an old poem emerged from her distant memory. Something out of a children’s book read to her by her mother.
 
   “Will you walk into my parlour?” said the Spider to the Fly.
 
   Hapless fly or not, there wasn’t an inkling of resistance on her part. By the time she’d washed her face and brushed her teeth, she was feeling considerably more awake and alert. Dressing quickly, she made her way down the silent hallway to the empty elevator. The whole world seemed to be hidden away, slumbering. There weren’t even any late-night stragglers returning from a night of revelry. Maybe it was the weather - it had been storming off and on since midnight.
 
   Asher was waiting for her by the elevator door on the sixteenth floor, shirtless and barefoot, and the first thing he said was, “Twenty seconds to spare. How punctual you are when you want to be.”
 
   She had no idea whether or not he was serious. He was smiling, so she decided he was joking. “What was so important you had to drag me out of bed at this ungodly hour?”
 
   “I wanted to see you.” He made it sound as if the reason should have been perfectly obvious to her. The door to his room was wide open, and soft music drifted out into the hallway. Once they were inside he closed and locked the door behind him.
 
   “Well…here I am.” Recognizing the refrain of Something by the Beatles, she shook her head with a bemused laugh. “You and your hippie music.”
 
   “The sixties were a time like no other. It was a great decade.” He spoke almost as if he had firsthand knowledge.
 
   “Too bad we weren’t around for it. Woodstock would have been fun.”
 
   “Oh, it was.” Grinning, he folded her into his arms and swayed gently to the music. “So many free spirits…flower children wandering the earth with no specific destination in mind. Runaways with no past and no future. Dozens of them simply vanished and were never seen again, you know. They were so trusting…” He laughed then, as if the notion struck him as funny.
 
   She looked up at him suspiciously, and there was nothing in his faraway eyes to reassure her. “You didn’t take any more of that nightshade, did you?”
 
   “No. Not for this.”
 
   Lightning flashed brightly, and Sami noticed for the first time that the curtains were pulled back and the balcony door open. The distant thunder had moved in closer as the second round of storms rapidly approached. A sudden breeze carried in the fresh scent of rain, blowing the white curtains inward so they billowed like ghostly arms that reached out to touch her.
 
   “It’s coming.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “The rain.” He kissed her softly while the Beatles were replaced with something less familiar to her. Just a clean and simple guitar arrangement, something almost resembling folk music with a male vocalist whose mellow voice was warmly pastoral.
 
   “What is this song?”
 
   “Time Has Told Me.”
 
   “I’ve never heard it before. It’s beautiful.”
 
   “You like?” He continued to move dreamily with the music, his hands resting lightly against the small of her back. She allowed her own hands to roam freely over his smooth, solid chest, feeling his steady heartbeat through her fingertips. And she wanted that heart to belong only to her. He began to hum softly, and then to sing along with the lyrics in a beautiful voice that was a perfect replica of the one coming from the stereo’s surround sound.
 
   She looked up at him in amazement. “Ash! That’s not you, is it?”
 
   “Of course not. It’s Nick Drake. I’m just imitating him.”
 
   “That’s incredible…you sound just like him!”
 
   His lips curved slightly. “You might say I have a rare talent for impressions.”
 
   “Your voices are identical. I didn’t know you could sing like that…you should have gone into the music industry.”
 
   “Like Rick Radcliffe?” He raised a cynical eyebrow.
 
   Was he kidding? There could never be even the remotest of comparisons. “Rick has nothing on you.”
 
   “You’re right. He doesn’t.” The hands at her back pulled her more firmly against him. His lips grazed her ear. “No one does. So are you ready, Samara?”
 
   “Ready for what?”
 
   “To open your eyes. To see the truth.”
 
   Maybe she was and maybe she wasn’t…but her need to know all was a ravenous hunger aching to be fed. “Yes. I’m ready.”
 
   “‘Secrecy involves a tension which, at the moment of revelation, finds its release.’”
 
   “Are you quoting philosophers now?”
 
   “Oh, I’m quite the philosopher.” Releasing her, he walked out onto the balcony as the lightning lit up the sky brilliantly. A deafening crash of thunder followed on its heels. “Come and look.”
 
   Trying to ignore the concern that they both might be struck by lightning, she sidled up beside him. “What are we looking at?”
 
   “The beach. It’s completely deserted.”
 
   Well, that was no surprise. One would have to be crazy to be out there in weather like this. Another flash lit up the sky and she could clearly see the wall of heavy rain making its way toward them.
 
   “There’s no one around to see what I’m about to do.”
 
   “And what is it you’re about to do?”
 
   “You won’t soon forget this night,” he promised in a low voice.
 
   The rain arrived with a heavy gushing roar but he didn’t make a move to go back inside so she didn’t either. The worst of it couldn’t reach them underneath the awning, though the wind did its best to make sure they got sufficiently wet. She shivered, more from his cryptic words than the cold rain, sensing deep within her that something menacing and macabre had reached them on the winds of the storm.
 
   He quickly threw one leg over the side of the balcony railing, then the other, teetering precariously on his bare heels on a scant few inches of concrete while his hands gripped the metal bars behind him.
 
   Sami felt her heart drop into her stomach. “What the hell are you doing? Have you lost your goddamn mind - come back inside! Right now…please, Ash - you’re scaring me!”
 
   “No fear, baby. We’ve reached the end.” Perched on the edge, black angel wings spreading down the perfect contours of his back, he resembled a seraphic sculpture that might have graced the architecture of some Roman chapel. Balancing carefully, he spread both arms out to his sides as if welcoming his own demise.
 
   “Oh shit…Ash, stop…please stop!”
 
   He turned his head to smile at her. “Watch me fly.”
 
   She saw in horror his body falling forward slowly, though not slowly enough for her to prevent him from executing a perfect swan dive to certain death. Before she could pull herself from her frozen state of shock, he had disappeared from sight. The pouring rain mercifully drowned out whatever sickening sound his body made as it hit the ground below.
 
   “NO!” Her hands flew to her mouth, muffling the remainder of her horrified screams. “Jesus Christ…oh, God! Ash!” Her hands reached for the wet railing and she leaned over it, waiting for the next round of lightning to reveal to her what she would have given her very soul not to see.
 
   It came too soon. And there he was, sixteen unforgiving floors below on the sand, what once was a beautiful body now contorted in an unnatural position that was wrong, all wrong. Crumpled in a heap like a discarded rag doll.
 
   “Oh, God…this isn’t happening. This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening.” She chanted the words like a mantra between chattering teeth, refusing to accept what her traitorous eyes were showing her while her body shuddered uncontrollably. He wasn’t dead. He wasn’t - he was down in the lobby, smiling and laughing with the night shift clerk…he was in her ground floor room waiting for her…he was swimming in the stormy ocean…he was someplace, anyplace, but he wasn’t lying dead on the ground!
 
   Spinning around, her legs threatened to buckle as she tried to make her way to the door, though in her panic she didn’t even know where she was heading. They only carried her a few steps before her knees hit the carpet and everything around her went black.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Gonna sleep forever?”
 
   The indistinct words seemed to come from far away. And she wanted to tell whoever it was that yes, she did want to sleep forever because it was preferable to the terrible reality she was waking to. Lifting her head slightly, she blinked to clear her vision as the hazy source of the question slowly approached her from across the room. The azure eyes were the first thing to come into focus.
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
   She blinked again, staring at the specter wordlessly, mouth parted in a failed attempt to speak. It was him. It was actually him. Ash, alive and unharmed, his body healthy and unmarred and as magnificent as ever. He wasn’t dead, wasn’t broken to shattered pieces on the ground outside. Not even close.
 
   Dropping to his knees beside her, he slipped an arm underneath her back and lifted her gently into an upright position. He was wet, soaked from the rain that had washed away whatever carnage there might have been. Feeling his familiar touch, she collapsed into him and tried unsuccessfully to stifle a sob. This was too much. It was just far too much to handle. How could he do this to her? How could he make her believe that he’d jumped to his death right in front of her?
 
   “What’s the matter, baby?”
 
   What’s the matter? She turned her wide, dazed eyes to him to convey the bewilderment she couldn’t yet manage to express vocally.
 
   “I told you there was no fear in my world. You’ve got to learn to trust me.”
 
   She could only stare at him wordlessly, unable to pull her gaze away from the beautiful sight of him.
 
   “You with me?” Cupping her chin in his hand, he looked intently into her eyes. “Earth to Sami. Hello…”
 
   “How did you do it?” she was finally able to croak.
 
   “Were you impressed?” He grinned jubilantly.
 
   “I saw you fall…”
 
   “Freefall. You wouldn’t believe the adrenaline rush - it was incredible!”
 
   She shook her head in vehement denial. “No. I saw you. On the ground.”
 
   “Yeah…I admit that part was kind of a ripoff. I never felt a damn thing. My body was almost completely repaired by the time I came to.”
 
   Repaired? He spoke as if his body was nothing more than a car engine that needed tuning. Crazy concepts of bionic replicas and terminators from the future sprang into her muddled mind. An organic form that could not be destroyed - what the hell was she dealing with here? An anthropomorphic government experiment gone haywire? Some highly intelligent life form that escaped military surveillance to blend in undetected with the general population? An alien?
 
   Or maybe he really had come from the sea.
 
   Her question - the ultimate, burning question - came in the form of a hushed whisper. “Ash. What are you?”
 
   “You still haven’t guessed.” His lips brushed against her cheek, feather-soft. “How strong is your desire to know, my angel? Would you pay whatever price I demanded? Tell me, Samara…what is the truth worth to you?”
 
   “Whatever you ask, I’ll give.”
 
   “And if I asked for your very life? Would you give that to me?”
 
   “It already belongs to you.” And that was her own stark truth. If it was his intent to destroy her will, then he had succeeded and she had allowed it. Let him have her life. Samara Porter was already dead.
 
   Against her skin, she felt his lips curve into a satisfied smile. “Then let me enlighten you.” With a gentle hand, he brushed her hair away from her neck as his blue eyes gleamed with a manic light. She shivered with anticipation and the grim realization that she had arrived at last, had found her way to the end of the treacherous path. And he was there waiting for her.
 
   “Are you ready to go someplace dark?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “I’m telling you…I just saw someone fall off a balcony!”
 
   Groans came from all six occupants of the overcrowded bedroom, and one hurled a poorly-aimed pillow his way while the others voiced their complaints loudly.
 
   “Would you let us get some damn sleep!”
 
   “I’m gonna kick your ass, man!”
 
   “Don’t make me get up outta this bed, Randy.”
 
   “I’m not screwin’ around!” the wired college freshman insisted. “I swear, you guys - I’m not makin’ this shit up - you gotta come look! Seriously!” He waved his arms toward the door excitedly.
 
   Curled up on a makeshift pallet on the floor, one of the boys summoned the energy to drag himself up. “I gotta see this. You better not be dickin’ us around.”
 
   “I’m not…there’s somebody splattered all over the ground out here!”
 
   Following Randy out into the messy living area that was littered with empty beer cans and pizza boxes, his buddy paused by the open sliding glass door. “You crazy? It’s raining like a motherfucker out there.”
 
   “Just come look!”
 
   Shaking his head and muttering profanities, the young man stepped out onto the wet balcony and looked over the railing. “Where? Show me.”
 
   Randy started to point, then hesitated uncertainly.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “It was right there. Right there…I swear. Fell from somewhere above us and landed right there.”
 
   “Man…you couldn’t find a parking space in an empty lot.”
 
   “It was right there!”
 
   “We’re on the fourteenth floor, dumbass.”
 
   “I know that!”
 
   “What then…they just get up and walk away?”
 
   “I ain’t makin’ this up!”
 
   “Uh-huh. How many beers did you have tonight?”
 
   “Not that many! Not enough to see shit that ain’t there!”
 
   “You can’t see nothin’ in this weather anyway. Prob’ly was a bird.” The boy retreated back inside. “Thanks a lot for gettin’ me all wet, dickhead.”
 
   Randy scanned the ground below once more before joining him. “If it was, it had to be the biggest damn bird I ever saw.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   His teeth were the first thing she felt.
 
   Piercing her skin like the sharp fangs of a snake, then withdrawing to allow her blood to trickle freely from her neck. And when she felt the rhythmic movements of his throat, she realized with numb disbelief that he was swallowing.
 
   He was drinking her blood.
 
   And the reality, the truth, the unbelievable conclusion finally hit her and she knew then that her sanguinary lover was the last thing she’d ever expected to find on a sunny beach in Florida.
 
   He was a vampire.
 
   Mythical or not, this was the culmination of what he was. Something other than human. Something incomprehensible. And it explained why he couldn’t drown. Couldn’t scar.
 
   Couldn’t die.
 
   Her arms drew him in - never had she felt closer to him than now, with her very life offered up to him - and she willingly surrendered all. If her blood was what was needed to keep him strong, then he would have it. Her infatuation eclipsed all rationale, all sense of right or wrong…the only thing she knew for sure was that she wanted him with every fiber of her being.
 
   He began to pull away, his warm tongue reaching out to catch one last stray drop.
 
   “Don’t stop,” she pleaded breathlessly.
 
   Pressing his fingers against the small puncture wounds on her neck, he told her softly, “I don’t need your blood. I fed earlier tonight.”
 
   Inhaling shakily, Sami gazed questioningly into his eyes.
 
   “I wanted to make sure I had sufficient strength to heal as quickly as possible,” he explained. “But I do appreciate the offer.”
 
   “Ash. You…you’re…”
 
   “I am not just a prosaic vampire. Yes, I do require the occasional few pints for the sake of survival, but that in itself is a trivial matter. I am by definition an immortal, but what I am should not be as important to you as who I am.”
 
   “So…who…are you?”
 
   “The one who holds your destiny in his hands.” He smiled serenely. “And not just yours, but others. You see before you the elder - the monarch of all immortals. I am more than a god. I am the ruler of gods. You will find no one on this earth with more power within their reach than me. No one. I can do what I want…be what I want…have what I want. And I’ve decided that in the interim…I want you. Provided you can pass one last test of faithfulness.”
 
   “Test?” Her head was swimming with all that he’d thrown at her.
 
   “I know you won’t disappoint me. I have the utmost confidence in you.” He removed his fingers from her neck and kissed it reverently. “I believe I’ve found in you a kindred spirit. How would you like to be immortal, Samara? To have the world at your feet and dominion in your hands...”
 
   She felt her heart pound wildly against her chest. “You’re going to make me like you?”
 
   “That’s the plan.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Not just yet. Like I said, you have one more bridge to cross.”
 
   “Tell me what to do. Whatever it is, I’ll do it right now - just tell me!”
 
   He laughed, clearly pleased by her unwavering devotion. “Save your enthusiasm for the appropriate time. I have to go away for a while. There’s some urgent business in Oregon that needs my attention.”
 
   “You’re leaving?”
 
   “Only for a few days.”
 
   “Take me with you.”
 
   “No.” Characteristic of him, he offered no explanation for his refusal.
 
   Sami swallowed her dismay. “Well…when are you leaving?”
 
   “I have a colleague flying in from California. As soon as he arrives, I’ll be on my way.”
 
   “You will come back, won’t you?” She wasn’t sure why the insecurity, other than a remote part of her that crept up to warn that this “business” of his involved something other than real estate transactions and hotel conferences. A chilling premonition sent icy fingers down her spine. With all that had happened, the simple mention of a business trip would be the most normal thing he’d said to her all night. Still, something didn’t feel right about it.
 
   “Hell itself couldn’t keep me away.” Sliding one hand underneath her skirt, Ash leaned forward and pressed her back down against the thick white carpet. “Enough talk now. I’ll tell you all you need to know later.”
 
   She sighed blissfully at the rousing feel of his hands on her. Yes, he was right…the horde of questions swarming around in her mind would keep. They weren’t nearly as important as this…
 
   “Ash…I love you so much…”
 
   He gazed down at her contentedly, with the smug look of a cavalier hunter who has just succeeded in trapping his prey.
 
   “I know you do.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   “Are you coming with us to church, sweetie?”
 
   Dane pulled the covers up closer to his chin and yawned loudly. “Not today.”
 
   Clicking over to his bed in high heels, Paula tucked the covers in around her sleepy son. Beneath the flowery scent of the perfume she saved to wear on Sundays and date nights with his dad, he could smell the faint aroma of her blood and he found that just plain freaky. His mother wasn’t supposed to smell like prime rib to him. That was just gross.
 
   “I’ll fix you some lunch when we get back,” she told him.
 
   “Um-kay.”
 
   “Can I get you anything before I go?”
 
   “No.” He wished she’d just leave already. This doting behavior was almost worse than her strict dictatorship.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom…I just wanna sleep in.”
 
   “Okay. Well…call us if you need us.” She closed the door behind her as she left.
 
   Good grief. Was this what he could expect from now on? Poor, pathetic Dane. Imogen goes and gets herself killed, and suddenly he’s the object of everyone’s pity.
 
   Well…everyone but Eva. She hadn’t minced any words with him last night. He’d made such a fool of himself, and it was still a mystery to him how he’d let himself get so out of control. Staring up at the ceiling, he felt the ridges of his fangs with his tongue. “I’m a vampire,” he announced out loud. The words sounded strange in the empty room. He tried again.
 
   “I vant…to suck…your blood!” The ridiculous parody of a Romanian accent cracked him up and he rolled to one side, laughing hysterically to himself. He was no Bela Lugosi, that was for sure. Actually he would prefer to see himself as a young Frank Langella. Someone dark and mysteriously handsome…someone who could seduce a woman effortlessly. Too bad he looked nothing like that. He was lanky and his hair was a dirty blond. Then again, Mr. Winter was slender and fair-haired…which only proved that Eva must prefer that kind of thing, right?
 
   “I’d like to drive a stake right through your heart, Blondie,” he muttered. It was a very intriguing idea. If he could think of some way of sneaking into their house without detection, it might be worth risking. The thought of Mr. Perfect crumbling into a pile of dust was terribly appealing. Was that what would happen? He’d turn into a moldy old corpse, like in the movies?
 
   Maybe he should locate his old pocketknife and whittle himself a nice sharp wooden stake. He could keep it on him, hidden inconspicuously underneath his windbreaker because even in the spring, nights in Brightwood tended to be chilly. Just bide his time until the moment was right. At some point, he’d get his chance.
 
   Yeah. It was a pretty good plan. Maybe he’d get started on that right now. What else was a teenage vampire supposed to spend his days doing?
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Sami spent Sunday with Ash.
 
   He was in an unusually talkative mood, entertaining her with firsthand accounts of events that occurred long before she was born. She was enthralled. He remembered the sinking of the Titanic…the start of the first World War…the Spanish Flu pandemic. He saw the beginning of Prohibition, the first “talking movies”, and was right in the midst of the devastating 1926 Miami hurricane. Witnessed the slide into the Great Depression. Once shook hands with Roosevelt at Rollins College.
 
   It was during the year of the hurricane that he contracted malaria which progressed into deadly blackwater fever. And though he was deliberately vague about the details, she discovered that during this illness, at the age of twenty-nine, he lost one life only to gain another. How it happened was a detail he chose not to divulge.
 
   She went back down to her room early Sunday evening to shower and change clothes, taking a few minutes to respond to emails from her mother and Kelly. By the time she returned to 1608, Asher was in the process of stacking filled syringes into a small plastic container. The familiar aroma of nightshade permeated the air in his kitchen. She’d only smelled it once before, but it was one of those distinct essences you never forgot. Like marijuana. Once you got a whiff of that, from then on you could always identify it.
 
   “What are you doing with those?” she couldn’t resist asking.
 
   “They’re not for me, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
 
   “Good to know. That’s a lot of pharmaceutical.”
 
   “Yeah, it is. Well, I probably won’t need this much, but I’d rather err on the side of caution.”
 
   “If I asked what you were planning to use them for, would you tell me?”
 
   “Sami, I believe that curiosity has often been described as lust of the mind.” He closed the lid on the container with a snap. “Why don’t you use that lust for more constructive purposes?”
 
   Leaning backwards against the counter on her elbows, she crossed one ankle over the other. “Are you driving all the way there?”
 
   “Flying.”
 
   “They’re never going to let you on a plane with that!”
 
   “I think you’d be surprised what I can get away with.”
 
   No doubt. “When’s your flight leave?”
 
   “I’m picking Kendall up at the airport tomorrow morning at nine. I’ll be leaving soon after that.”
 
   “Is he one too? A vampire?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So do you know when your return flight…”
 
   “You know, I’m hungry - how about you?” Interrupting her cross-examination, he began to strip off his clothes while wandering off in the direction of the bedroom. Apparently he was done talking. Assuming he was changing for dinner, Sami followed behind, stooping to pick up the shirt he’d dropped carelessly on the floor. Why were men, even the non-human varieties, always such slobs?
 
   “Yeah…I could eat something.” She folded the shirt neatly and laid it on top of his dresser.
 
   “I never said anything about eating.” The wolfish grin he gave her sent her appetite right out the window, and all thoughts of flight schedules and messy rooms were instantly forgotten.
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “Come over here.” He stood in the darkness of the bedroom, not moving but waiting instead for her to come to him.
 
   She walked that way, but before she could reach him he suddenly said, “Stop.”
 
   Halting, she stood in front of him, just close enough that she could graze him with her fingertips if her arms were held outstretched.
 
   “Now undress.” He crossed his arms over his chest, watching while she let her own clothes fall in a heap on the floor. She stood there self-consciously, naked and completely vulnerable. Something had changed in his tone. Jekyll was being overshadowed, and tonight’s demands were likely to be more of Hyde. She was afraid…and aroused.
 
   “Do you have any idea, Samara, what I will expect of you once I make you immortal?”
 
   Not sure what he wanted to hear, she chose to state the truth. “No. Not exactly.”
 
   “I didn’t think so. Your constant interrogations are proof of that.” His eyes roamed leisurely up and down her body. “I think we’d better set you straight right now, before this goes any further. Listen up, because this is how it’s going to be. I will own you. Your body and soul will belong exclusively to me and I will use them both in any way I see fit. Whatever the hell I tell you to do, then you will do with no questions asked. If I tell you to jump off a bridge, you will do it. If I tell you to drop to your knees and kiss my cock in the middle of a crowded room, then by God you will do that as well without hesitation. Are you getting the overall picture here?”
 
   Stunned, Sami froze.
 
   “You have about two seconds to fucking answer me!”
 
   “Yes! Yes…” she managed to whisper.
 
   “Tell me right now - are we going to have a problem with discipline?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head, eyes wide.
 
   “Then we have an understanding?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   As if by magic, Hyde gave way to Jekyll and Ash opened his arms to welcome her into them. “Come here, then.”
 
   She obeyed, though still unsettled by his unexpected outburst. It was beyond her comprehension how anyone could pull a one-eighty so fast.
 
   He ran his fingers carefully through the thick waves of her hair. “That’s my good little girl. You just need to be reined in sometimes, don’t you? Taught how to behave. You know what your problem is? You’re too spirited. I think we need to work off some of that misplaced energy. Beat some of that stubbornness out of you. What do you think?”
 
   She looked up at him, speechless.
 
   “What’s wrong? Are you afraid?”
 
   She nodded wordlessly.
 
   “Well, I would tell you that I have no intention of hurting you, but that wouldn’t be the truth. I love hurting you. And let’s face it, if I didn’t think you liked it just as much, we wouldn’t be where we are now.”
 
   Where she was now…living as a pathetic shell of her former self, hopelessly obsessed with someone who expected nothing less than her complete submission. And still - even after everything - she would change nothing. She didn’t want her former life. She only wanted him.
 
   He grasped her bottom to grind himself against her, and she bit her lip to suppress a shamelessly wanton moan. Her body was alive with every emotion that had ever been awakened within her, all trapped together to form chaos and she welcomed it, wanted it, whatever nameless thing it was.
 
   “You know, Sami…for optimum pleasure, pain should typically be delivered with a gentle hand.” His lips trailed soft kisses along her neck and cheek, pausing beside her ear to breathe his warm breath into it. “But not always.”
 
   In a flash he lifted her up by her arms, slamming her against the wall with brute force and his mouth crushed hers, his tongue reaching places it had never been before. Her legs automatically found their place around his waist and she cried out in ecstasy at the feel of him plunging inside her, even while his fingers bruised her flesh as they held her pinned against the wall. His movements were wild and bestial, and he ravaged her with more force than he ever had before and every deep, violent thrust was sheer sweet agony.
 
   When he’d had enough of that she was flung savagely to the floor, the back of her head banging against it painfully, and while continuing his vicious assault he growled, “You’re about to be defiled in every sick and perverse way imaginable. I plan on violating every part of you until you forget you ever knew dignity. And do you know why?”
 
   “No,” she whimpered.
 
   “Because I can!”
 
   Something in those three words instilled angry rebellion within her, and she sank her teeth into his shoulder with all the force her jaws would allow. Hard enough to draw blood…and even then he only laughed. “That’s it, baby - fight. Release that energy. Let me have it.”
 
   So she did. She fought. Struggled, bit, scratched, hit, kicked, tore at his hair and the more she gave the more he wanted. He wanted her to hurt him. He loved it. It was exactly what he craved.
 
   In the end, when he’d finally satisfied his barbaric appetite and they lay in a tangled heap across the bed, she forced herself to face the fact that his insight was a hundred percent correct. She did like it.
 
   A lot.
 
   And in the cool darkness of the quiet spring night, he held her close and whispered to her words never meant for mortal ears. Secrets known only to him.
 
   She had no way of knowing just how meaningful they were.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The sound of a twig snapping behind him reached Dane’s ears, but he didn’t turn around to see who was approaching him. He didn’t have to. Some new intuitive part of him could sense that it was the agile redhead.
 
   “Hey.” Eva motioned to the huge fallen pine he was straddled over, long legs dangling. “Mind if I sit for a minute?”
 
   “Free country.” Without looking up at her, he continued whittling away at the narrow end of the two-foot length of white oak.
 
   With a leap, she balanced herself on the tree in front of him. “Your mom told me you were out here.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “So…what are you doing?” Her eyes fell on the piece of wood in his hands and he had to force himself not to snort in derision at the strange look that entered them.
 
   “New hobby. Woodcrafting.”
 
   She watched the knife’s sharp blade as it sent thin curly shavings falling to the ground. “We all need a pastime, I guess.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Especially now.”
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   “You know…with all this time on our hands.”
 
   The knife continued scraping against the oak.
 
   “Dane, would you at least look at me please?”
 
   Without lifting his head from his work, he raised his eyes to meet hers. He expected to see annoyance there, but she only looked sad.
 
   “I came by because there was something I wanted to say to you.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about what you said.”
 
   That caught his attention. Something he’d said had been weighing on her mind?
 
   “I think I understand how you’re feeling. And I just want you to know this, Dane. You aren’t insignificant. If that’s the way you see yourself and if I was the one who made you feel that way, then you have to know that I’m truly sorry. Because I never meant to hurt you. You’re one of the nicest guys I’ve ever met and you don’t deserve that.”
 
   He waited for her to drop the proverbial hammer. She didn’t disappoint.
 
   “But you also need to understand one thing. I’m in love with someone else. And that’s not going to change. If he walked out of my life right now, I’d spend the rest of forever loving him still. There’s never going to be anyone else for me but him. I can’t explain why it’s that way…it just is. I can’t help it. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”
 
   Returning his attention to the piece of wood in his hands, he took a deep breath and sighed. “Yeah. I get it.”
 
   “We’ll always be friends, you and I. Especially now that we have so much in common.” She was trying to coax a smile out of him, and he couldn’t help but respond. It was hard to resist Eva’s sweet charm.
 
   “Sorry about the other night,” he apologized.
 
   “Water under the bridge.” She picked at a piece of tree bark with her finger. “One other thing. I know your parents were invited to the wedding, but it would probably be best if you didn’t come with them. Not that I don’t want you there - I do - but with this territorial thing between you and Julian…well, things could get tense. And we all need to be careful.”
 
   “So I’m officially uninvited?” He tried to make his comment sound glib, hoping he succeeded.
 
   “You know I’d love to have you there. I feel like a total creep for even bringing it up. It’s just…”
 
   He brushed her off with a grin. “It’s okay - I understand. I wouldn’t want to start a riot at your wedding. We might all wind up in some YouTube video.”
 
   “Ugh…can you imagine?” She giggled. “My mother would be in hysterics.”
 
   “Yours…what about mine?”
 
   “She’d probably lock you in your room until your own wedding day!”
 
   “Yeah. Probably.” As if his mother would ever be able to control him anymore. A strange, panicky feeling suddenly surged up within him. Why did the idea of absolute independence scare the hell out of him? At first it had seemed like a dream come true, but for some reason now it just made him feel completely alone. Alone, and afraid. He desperately needed reassurance of some kind. “Hey, Eva…where do we go from here?”
 
   Seeing his lost look, she reached out to affectionately brush the unkempt hair away from his eyes. “I’m not a hundred percent sure myself. Maybe all we can do is take it one day at a time until we figure it all out. And I’ll be here to help you along the way. I have a lot going on right now with the wedding coming up, but as soon as all the craziness dies down I plan to start teaching you everything I know. You’re going to be fine. Trust me.”
 
   He nodded slowly. “Okay then. One day at a time.”
 
   “Well…I guess I should be heading back. We have a conference call with my mother and the wedding planner at one.” She slid down off the tree. “I’ll come back by in a few days to check up on you. But you have my number. Oh, that reminds me - I brought you a new cell phone. I left it with your mom. Told her I accidentally dropped yours and broke it.”
 
   “Oh. Well…thanks.”
 
   “So if you ever need anything or just want to talk, give me a call. Okay?”
 
   “All right. I’ll see you.”
 
   “See you.” She began to walk away, then paused for a moment to toss one more thing back at him. “By the way…just so you know, the stake-through-the-heart thing is a myth.”
 
   Shaking his head with a wry grin, he flung the wooden stake into the brush.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “I just texted her. She’s on her way up.”
 
   Jetlagged and cranky, Tristan kicked off his shoes and collapsed wearily across the pristine white sofa. “I still cannot believe you thought it was necessary to bring me all the way down here just to play chaperone for a girl. And a human one, at that. What’s going on with you lately?”
 
   “Nothing,” was the benign reply. “I just want you to keep an eye on her, that’s all. In case she decides to run.”
 
   Tristan furrowed his brow. “What makes you think she would take off?” Catching Asher’s innocent look, he groaned. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding. She knows?”
 
   “I may have let slip a thing or two.”
 
   “A thing or two,” he muttered. “That’s great. Real nice. Let me guess - you have no intention of adjusting her memory to make her forget either.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “I suppose you expect me to somehow make sure she keeps her yapper shut?”
 
   “She won’t say anything.”
 
   “Good. I’m glad one of us is sure.”
 
   “Well damn, somebody’s wound up tighter than a broken clock! Would you chill out…you want some shade?”
 
   “No…and I really wish you’d lay off that junk. Sometimes I worry about you. One of these days you’re gonna be tripping at the wrong time, like when some disgruntled fanger with a vendetta decides to pay you an unscheduled visit...”
 
   “Meh. I hardly ever do it anymore.”
 
   Tristan crossed both arms over his forehead. “Tell me something, man. What is up with you and this chick?”
 
   “Oh, you know me. Just having a little fun.”
 
   Unbelievable. He’d just left his assistant in charge of the restaurant for a week and flown over two thousand miles so Asher could have a little fun. It was so typical of him to pull something like this. Nobody else’s commitments were important. Nothing mattered outside his own selfish needs. God only knew what his motives were.
 
   He moved on to a different topic. “What are your plans for the Chandler kid?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   Right…stupid question. Of course the adrenaline junkie in him would jump at the opportunity to spill some immortal blood - the temptation was too much to resist.
 
   “I don’t know why you didn’t just summon him here. It would have made things a lot easier on everyone.”
 
   “Ah, now…where’s your sense of adventure?”
 
   “I think I left it back at the baggage claim.” Closing his eyes, he stifled a yawn with one hand.
 
   There was a light rap at the door, and as Ash went to open it Tristan wondered what he could expect. He fervently hoped he wasn’t about to spend the next few days playing nursemaid for some bubbleheaded nitwit with poofy hair and overinflated implants. The very thought was repulsive. Was it any wonder he preferred the company of men?
 
   “Well, here she is,” Ash was saying. “My latest acquisition. I’m leaving her in your capable hands until I return.”
 
   The young woman, an attractive brunette with the spark of intelligence in her eyes, gave Ash a look of surprise. “What - he’s not going with you?”
 
   “No. He’s staying behind to look after you.”
 
   “Look after me?” The woman seemed less than pleased with the prospect. Tristan watched their exchange with interest.
 
   “Oh…where are my manners?” Ash said. “Sami, this is Tristan Kendall, an old and dear friend of mine.”
 
   Sami responded to his cool nod with an awkward, “Hi. Um…someone wanna fill me in on what’s going on?”
 
   Asher was already heading into the bedroom to retrieve his overnight bag. “We’ll talk when I get back, babe. I have to get going.”
 
   Hopping up from the couch, Tristan followed behind him. “What am I supposed to do with her?”
 
   Ash grabbed a light jacket out of the closet. “Don’t do anything with her. Just watch out for her until I get back.”
 
   “Watch out for her?” Something about this reeked of more than just petty games. The human in the next room obviously meant more to him than he was letting on. Struggling to crush his rising jealousy, he said, “I’ll be damned. I never thought I’d see the day.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You have a thing for this girl!”
 
   Asher’s oh-so-mature response was to change his physical form to mirror Tristan’s. “You have a thing for this girl!” he mimicked.
 
   “Dammit, you know I hate it when you do that!”
 
   “You know I hate it when you do that!”
 
   An almost inaudible gasp came from behind him, and he turned to see the girl standing in the doorway with her mouth open.
 
   Reverting back to his own form, Asher slung the bag’s strap over his shoulder and laughed. “All right, enough playing around. The sooner I leave, the sooner I can get back. Tris, take good care of Sami for me. I’ll see you in a few days.”
 
   “Be careful, man.” He watched as Ash walked over to Sami, gave her a lingering kiss and then whispered something to her. She smiled at whatever he’d said, nodding. He touched a finger to her chin, then turned to leave.
 
   And they were alone.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   From the start, Tristan made it clear that he intended to keep to himself.
 
   Which was fine with Sami. Judging from the frost that formed in his eyes whenever he looked at her, it seemed apparent that he resented her, though she wasn’t sure why. Maybe he didn’t appreciate getting stuck with bodyguard duty. Maybe he just wasn’t the sociable type. But the link he shared with Asher was an irresistible pull, so when she spotted him sitting alone outside the Renegade on Tuesday she seized the opportunity to speak to him.
 
   Without waiting for an invitation, she plopped down in a seat across from him with her tray. Fried shrimp basket and a Coke - not exactly a vitamin rich lunch but hey, she wouldn’t have to worry about clogged arteries for much longer so what the heck. “Hello again,” she said.
 
   “Miss Porter.” On the surface he was all cool politeness, but she suspected his altruism was probably only for Asher’s benefit. Despite his aloofness, she got the impression that he was a nice person in general. There was kindness behind those soft gray eyes. He was a good-looking guy too, with delicately angular bone structure and sandy dreadlocks that hung almost to his waist. Maybe it wasn’t politically correct to call a man “pretty”, but that’s exactly what he was. Pretty.
 
   “Have you by any chance heard from Ash today?”
 
   “No. I would imagine he’s busy.”
 
   She took a sip of her Coke. “Mm…I guess. He texted me last night from the hotel after his flight got in. At least I know he got there okay.”
 
   Tristan gave her a blank look. “Why wouldn’t he?”
 
   “I don’t know…just making conversation.” She dunked one of her shrimp in a container of cocktail sauce and bit into it. “So, San Francisco…that’s where you’re from, right? I’ve never been to the West Coast. What’s it like there?”
 
   “Sunny.”
 
   “So not that much different from here.”
 
   “Not a lot.”
 
   “Less humid, I bet.”
 
   “Usually.”
 
   “What do you do there?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   Stymied, she examined his face for a clue to his evasiveness. There was no deliberate spite in his eyes, just faint annoyance. He obviously found her aimless barrage of questions pointless. Well, he wasn’t wrong. She’d never been one to beat around the bush before - why was she doing it now?
 
   “Have I done something to offend you, Mr. Kendall?” If he didn’t want to be on a first name basis, then fine, she’d comply. But he could at least tell her why he found her company so objectionable.
 
   He had enough decorum to look guilty, anyway. “No. You haven’t done anything.”
 
   “Am I keeping you from something more important?”
 
   “Not particularly.”
 
   “Do I smell bad or something?”
 
   “Uh…no…”
 
   “Good. Well, since we got that cleared up, maybe you can stop treating me as if I had the fucking plague.” She smiled sweetly.
 
   Before she got the chance to hear whatever explanation he was willing to offer, they were interrupted by a bubbly voice calling yoo-hoo. Patsy trotted up to their table, her arms laden with a huge white cardboard box.
 
   “Your candy’s here!” she announced cheerfully.
 
   “My what?” Candy?
 
   Dropping the box on the edge of the table, Patsy rummaged around inside it. “You ordered it from me last month, for my daughter. Remember, she was selling it for her cheerleading group’s fundraiser?”
 
   “Oh…I had forgotten all about it.” Sami accepted the two small boxes of raspberry caramels. “Thanks. They look yummy.”
 
   “No…thank you. Katie and I appreciate your support.” The woman’s shrewd eyes darted to Tristan, then back to her. “Well, I better go deliver all this chocolate before it starts to melt. Got any idea where Stuart might be? I have four boxes for him. The man either has a raging sweet tooth or he’s tryin’ to butter up some gal.”
 
   “He has the day off. Had an appointment with the optometrist. It would probably be okay to just leave them in his office. I think Logan’s in there.”
 
   “Alrighty then, I’ll do that. Bye, sweetie!” Hefting up her box, Patsy scampered off.
 
   Sami returned her attention to Tristan, who was quietly watching her. “That’s the gossip grapevine of Vestal Sands. If there’s nothing spicy to spread around, she’ll just fabricate something. So I warn you, the entire staff will probably be planning our wedding before the day’s out.”
 
   To her surprise, he actually cracked a smile at her facetious comment. “My goodness. And all this time I thought I was gay.”
 
   “You’re gay?” God, Sami, now that was a stupid thing to say.
 
   “Yes. You think Ash would have trusted me with you otherwise?”
 
   “I don’t know. Never really thought about it.” She offered him a box of caramels. “Take some. I don’t need all this sugar.”
 
   “No, thanks. They stick in my teeth.”
 
   Which ones? she wanted to ask, then thought better of it. He might not find it funny. “How long have you known Asher?” she asked instead.
 
   “Since the summer of 1929.”
 
   “Wow! Long time then, I’d say. Where’d you two first meet?”
 
   “At a carnival.” He paused for a moment, on the fence about whether he wanted to share any more information with her. Appearing to finally thaw out some, he continued. “I was still human at the time. Working in a traveling sideshow as a psychic. He caught my act and was impressed when he discovered I was legitimate.”
 
   “You mean you were actually psychic? For real?”
 
   “I was - am - telepathic. I can see things through the minds of others.”
 
   “Seriously…like you can read what people are thinking?”
 
   “No. More like what they’re experiencing. Their surroundings…what they’re seeing and hearing.”
 
   If she’d heard this claim a few months ago she would have been skeptical. Now, it didn’t seem implausible at all. “How’d you use that in your act?”
 
   “Most of the time we used cards that had pictures printed on them. They would be handed to a person in the audience who could choose one and I would tell them what object they were looking at. It was all pretty hokey, but the marks loved it.”
 
   “Did you say you were still…” She lowered her voice, though it was doubtful anyone could hear them over the noise of the lunch crowd. “…you were still human at the time?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “So then Asher was the one who made you this way?”
 
   “Yes. He was hoping to take advantage of my telepathic abilities.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “Basically he intended to use me as something of a tracking device for others like him. To give him the upper hand in the elimination of his superiors. He was power hungry. Still is. Gives him a charge to have control over others.”
 
   Sami wasn’t sure she wanted to hear any more. Yes, she had an inkling of his ruthlessness but to have it spelled out in front of her in this way was still disturbing. “When he changed you…what was it like?” she wanted to know.
 
   Tristan frowned slightly. “What was it like?”
 
   “Yeah…what did it feel like? Was it very painful? How long did it take?”
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’d just like to know what to expect.”
 
   “What to…what to expect? Are you telling me he’s promised to initiate you?” He stared at her in disbelief.
 
   She didn’t get why he looked so blown away. You’d think he would’ve seen this coming. “Why does that surprise you?”
 
   His reaction completely floored her. Out of nowhere, the placid voice dropped to a menacing hiss and he snapped, “Because this whole thing is just ridiculous! He’s just toying with you - don’t you realize that? Carrying one of his sick games way too damn far, and dragging me into the middle of it! Well, I have news for you - nobody, and that includes you, will ever have any kind of a future where that man is concerned! If you think for one second that any of this is going to work out in your favor, then lady, you’re delusional!”
 
   Thunderstruck, Sami watched in silence as Tristan stormed off.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Sprawled on his stomach across the bed with a paperback copy of Bram Stoker’s Dracula, Dane was so absorbed in the prose that at first he ignored the faint scratches at his bedroom window.
 
   When they escalated into light taps, he finally pulled his attention away from the book long enough to look up. There was nothing visibly unusual. The brown and green plaid curtains were tied back on either side of the window, exposing the dusky dark of early evening. He could just make out the skeletal shadows of pine trees at the far edge of the backyard, familiar and innocuous. The oblong outline of the small garden shed loomed before the tall trunks. Other than that, nothing.
 
   He eased himself off the bed and treaded warily to the window, his eyes scanning the perimeters of the yard while he unlocked and lifted the sash. The night was still and quiet, only the high-pitched echoes of crickets interrupting the silence. From somewhere off in the distance, a dog began to bark. He leaned forward with his head out the window and looked around. To the left was the corner of the brick house and his mother’s rhododendrons. In front of him, the manicured lawn gave way to the garden shed and the dense growth of forest beyond.
 
   Turning his head to the right, he thought he saw a tiny shadow dart quickly into the shelter of the trees. A stray cat maybe. Or a possum. Nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   “Boo!”
 
   The feminine voice in his left ear startled him into jumping nearly out of his skin, banging his head hard against the window frame in the process. “Shit! Ow! Dammit!”
 
   Eva giggled. “Did I scare you?”
 
   “Yes, you scared me - what the hell do you think?” He rubbed the top of his head. “Damn! What are you doin’ out here? Tryin’ to kill me again?”
 
   “Maybe.” A coy smile played about her lips and he did a double take at the strange way she was looking at him. Almost flirtatiously. But that was probably just wishful thinking.
 
   “What are you reading?” She reached for the hand still clutching the book and lifted it, allowing her forefinger to slide lightly across his thumb. “Ah…Dracula. Great piece of literature, but I assume you aren’t using it as a reference. You won’t find much truth in there.”
 
   Rattled by her odd behavior, he found himself tongue-tied. “It…um…I was just, um…passing time. The time. Before bed. Going to bed. I wasn’t tired or anything.” Listening to his own asinine babbling made him feel idiotic. He could only imagine what she thought of him.
 
   “Passing the time sounds like a good idea. Would you come for a walk with me?”
 
   “A walk…oh. Okay. We can do that.” He banged his head against the window frame again while retreating back inside. “Ow. Lemme…um…I’ll meet you outside. Hang on.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I was just gonna let my parents know.”
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t do that. They might get the wrong idea. You know what I mean?”
 
   “Oh. Yeah. Okay.” It wasn’t as if he hadn’t used this very tactic before to sneak out and meet Imogen. It was still early, but maybe his mom wouldn’t come in to check on him before she went to bed. Besides, it didn’t really matter - not anymore. Throwing one of his long legs over the windowsill, he climbed out rather clumsily.
 
   Eva was already skipping off in the direction of the forest, dancing and twirling gaily, her long green skirt swirling around her legs. “Come on, slowpoke!”
 
   He had to run so he didn’t lose her in the darkness, and even then he could barely keep up. She darted through the woods like a graceful deer, dodging trees and tangled clumps of overgrown vegetation while he tripped and stumbled behind her. With only the crescent moon to light their way, it was difficult to make out his surroundings. “Wait up, would you?”
 
   Stopping, she turned to face him with her hands on her hips. “For a superior species you’re not very coordinated, are you?”
 
   “It’s dark out here - what do you expect?” He finally caught up to her and she slowed down enough that he could keep pace beside her. “We goin’ someplace in particular?”
 
   “I’m looking for the perfect spot.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Oh…you’ll see. Just keep walking.” She tossed her auburn locks with a mysterious smile. He silently followed along as they walked deeper and deeper into the forest, the only sound a consistent crunch as dead twigs snapped beneath their feet. For a while they only walked, saying nothing. He began to wonder what the point of all this was.
 
   “Hey, Eva…”
 
   “I love it out here at night, don’t you?” She peered at him with her catlike eyes. “So quiet and secluded. Nobody within miles. We could do just about anything and no one would ever know.”
 
   There were about a million ways he could have interpreted that, but only one sprang to mind. It frustrated him that she would tease him that way, especially after the talk they’d had yesterday. He wished he knew what to make of it. “Does Winter know you’re here?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “Eva, what’s up with you tonight? Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m wonderful. Couldn’t be better.”
 
   “Well…was there some reason you came to see me?” His foot got caught in a thick mass of weeds and he floundered to regain his balance. “I mean, why are we out here?”
 
   “Why…don’t you enjoy my company?”
 
   “You know I do…it’s not that. But we could have hung out at my house.”
 
   “Not for what I had in mind.” Stopping suddenly, she cocked her head to one side. “I hear water.”
 
   Dane was still stuck on her previous comment. Just what was it she had in mind? It couldn’t possibly be what it sounded like - could it? “Um…what?”
 
   “Water. Listen.”
 
   “Oh. We’re almost at the Salmon River.”
 
   “That’s perfect. Why don’t we stop here for a while.” She rested against a tree, hands folded demurely behind her back. “We can have a little chat.”
 
   “All right.” He considered having a seat on the ground but since it was pretty damp he chose to stand instead, awkwardly avoiding her green eyes while they studied him curiously.
 
   “So, Dane. Tell me. What am I going to do with you?”
 
   Was she trying to confuse the hell out of him? He wished he had more experience with females so he could better understand their language. It almost seemed as if she was coming on to him, though he could easily be wrong. But as much as he didn’t want to make a fool of himself, he couldn’t resist testing the waters. “Do whatever you want with me,” he replied boldly.
 
   “You can bet on that.” She looked him up and down. “Kind of a puny thing, aren’t you?”
 
   Whether intentional or not, her tactless observation was insulting enough to put him on the defensive. “Just because I’m skinny doesn’t mean I’m not strong,” he informed her.
 
   “That so?” A slow smile spread across her lovely face. “Well, let’s see you prove it. Come show me, baby. Show me how strong you are. You want me to make a man of you, don’t you?”
 
   Dane couldn’t believe what he was hearing. She was saying things he’d only dreamed of, things he never thought he would ever hear from her. It was surreal.
 
   She crooked a finger and beckoned him with it. “Tell you what, stud. If you can take me, you can have me.”
 
   He didn’t waste any more time trying to analyze her ambivalent behavior. Instead he strode confidently over to where she stood and faced her, trapping her between his arms with his hands against the tree behind her. “Consider yourself taken,” he said as he leaned in for the kiss he’d always fantasized about.
 
   “You sure about that?” She pressed her small hands lightly against his chest and he experienced a fleeting moment of euphoria before he was slammed to the ground so hard he could have sworn he felt something snap in his back. Gasping, he struggled to recover his ragged breath while she knelt by his side, leaning over him with a triumphant smile as her clear green eyes faded to blue.
 
   “You’re gonna have to do better than that, little boy.”
 
   The deep masculine voice didn’t come from Eva. Instead the lovely redhead had been replaced with a man, a dark-haired devil who grinned down at him malevolently. The stranger was dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt, his muscular biceps straining against the tight fabric. Dane fought to reject what his eyes and ears were telling him, denying the lie that replaced reality even as the searing pain in his back began to fade to a dull ache.
 
   Straightening, the man offered his hand. Dane reluctantly took it and allowed himself to be pulled to his feet. “Where’s Eva?” he demanded in a hoarse whisper.
 
   “If I were you, I’d concern myself more with the matter at hand than the whereabouts of a dead woman walking.”
 
   The words didn’t even have a chance to sink in before a fist of iron smashed into the side of Dane’s head and sent him flying into a thicket of shrubs. He lay there in the scratchy brambles in shock, his head reeling painfully. What the hell had just happened?
 
   The man’s pitiless voice cut through the fog. “For a runt like you, she signs her own death warrant? This has got to be a joke! I mean, really!”
 
   “What…what’s…who are you? What’d you do with Eva?”
 
   “I haven’t done anything with her - yet. But you can rest assured she’s going to get what’s coming to her.” He drove one foot into Dane’s side, causing him to cry out in pain. “You’re making this way too easy. Get up and fight, you pathetic stray cur…show me you have what it takes to be one of us! Or do you plan on lying there in the dirt, cowering like a mouse? Come on, little boy!”
 
   All thoughts of pain disappeared. Fury born of humiliation flooded through his veins and he leapt to his feet, charging at the antagonist and plowing into him with all his weight. He managed to knock the man off his feet and once he hit the ground Dane covered him, throwing punch after punch, alternating his fists, reveling in every drop of blood wrung from the vile bastard’s head. He screamed incoherent insults while continuing to pummel him and every blow struck was salve for his wounded ego.
 
   The tyrant began to laugh.
 
   Panting from the exertion, Dane stopped what he was doing to watch in horror as the madman convulsed with hysterical glee. It suddenly struck him that his assailant hadn’t even made a token attempt to defend himself. How could he be expected to conquer a creature who felt no fear? He was no superhero - he was just a teenager who’d made some really bad choices. And as he saw the blood on his own hands he had to wonder just exactly when it was that he’d lost his childhood and surrendered his innocence.
 
   “Is that all you’ve got?” Bringing his feet up to Dane’s hips, the man used his powerful legs to effortlessly toss him to the ground some twenty yards away, then jumped to his feet. “You are wasting my fucking time, kid. You’re no more of a challenge than a mortal pup. Get up!”
 
   Scrambling to regain his footing, Dane lunged forward with his arms outstretched. He had no idea what he was doing - he’d never been in a fistfight in his life - but there was no way this psycho could be reasoned with and there was no other alternative. He made a grab for the man’s throat but his wrists were caught and restrained, and no matter how much he flailed he couldn’t break free from the viselike grip.
 
   The deep voice dripped with malice. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am the Reaper.”
 
   Thrust roughly aside, in those last brief seconds he could only watch helplessly as the stranger delivered a spinning hook kick that struck his head with enough unyielding force to detach it from his body.
 
   For the second and final time, Dane Chandler found death.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   What a disappointment.
 
   The night had produced nothing more than a one-sided fight with a greenhorn punk who hadn’t yet learned how to harness his supernatural strength.
 
   Still, it was mildly entertaining. Having just come from the banks of the Salmon River where he’d crushed the kid’s head underneath a stack of boulders, Asher was whistling Time Has Told Me while he contemplated what to do with the body. This was the only part he detested. The cleanup.
 
   Pressing his weight against the trunk of a thick red cedar, he pushed it just far enough over to partially uproot it. As he’d suspected, the hollow space underneath provided plenty of room for one scrawny teenage vampire. Heaving the decapitated body into its makeshift grave, he carefully returned the tree to its upright position. With half of the anchoring roots undamaged, the remainder should be able to reestablish themselves in the soil.
 
   There, that was easy enough. Now to see what the fetching little redhead was up to. Using the phone he’d swiped from the pocket of Dane’s jeans, he located Eva’s number in the contacts list. She answered on the second ring.
 
   “Hey there!”
 
   “Hey,” he said in a perfect simulation of the kid’s voice. “What’re you doin’?”
 
   “Just got off the phone with my mom, actually. She’s making me crazy.”
 
   “Yeah? How so?” Ash studied his fingernails. He really could use a manicure.
 
   “I had to spend half an hour trying to talk her out of throwing me a bridal shower. I’ve told her at least a hundred times I don’t want one. I wish she’d stop trying to make this more complicated than it needs to be…you know what I mean?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Well, that just about summed up my day. What’s up with you?”
 
   “Bored. Thought I’d see what your plans were for tomorrow.”
 
   “Why? Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Like I said, I was just bored.”
 
   “Oh. Well…I have an appointment for a haircut tomorrow in Welches and Julian’s going to Portland to meet with a travel agent about rearranging some stuff. That’s about it, as far as I know.”
 
   Well now, this was interesting. “You’re not going with him?”
 
   “No. Weren’t you supposed to go back to work tomorrow?”
 
   “Uh…yeah. That’s right, I forgot.”
 
   “Okay, why don’t I stop by and see you after my haircut. I should be done by four-thirty.”
 
   “Sure. Sounds good.”
 
   “Well…I guess I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
 
   A calculating smile crept slowly over Asher’s face as he answered in the voice that was not his own.
 
   “Yes. I will definitely be seeing you tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   The vodka and tonic was doing little to wash away the image.
 
   Rick poured another one, never taking his eyes from the photograph in the bottom corner of the dressing room mirror. He took it with him everywhere, a good luck charm of sorts. Even after the broken engagement he still carried it around with him, kept it on him during every performance. Her beautiful effigy, wrapped in his arms with the ring still on her finger where it belonged, her face radiating pure joy. He’d destroyed all that. Now the photo was a reminder that once he’d had it all and pissed it away for nothing.
 
   But neither the alcohol nor the picture could erase the last image he had of her…cold and empty-eyed, her beauty mutilated by the hand of that madman. That thing - whatever it was - that monster who had been there the night Paisley died. He had stolen Rick’s likeness somehow, as crazy as it sounded. And now he had Sami.
 
   And it was all…his…fault…
 
   “’Scuse me…Mr. Radcliffe? Rick Radcliffe?”
 
   The mirror’s reflection caught the boy quietly entering his dressing room, a leather-clad teen with spiky white-blond hair and black eyeliner. He had more piercings than Rick had ever seen on one person, and a detailed snake tattoo coiled around the length of one arm.
 
   “Yeah? What can I do for you?”
 
   “I just wanted to let you know how much I enjoyed the show.” The boy closed the door behind him. His dark eyes scanned the dressing room curiously.
 
   “Thanks…I appreciate that.”
 
   “Seriously, man…you’re good. Wish I had chops like yours. I’m pretty badass on the drums but I’ve never been much of a singer.”
 
   “That right?”
 
   “Yeah…hey, maybe you’d autograph one of my sticks for me?” He pulled a set of drumsticks from his back pocket. “You can make it out to Marco.”
 
   “Sure, I can do that.” Rick scrounged around on the table for a pen. Locating one, he uncapped it and scribbled on a scrap of paper to see if the ink was dried up. It was.
 
   “What’d you do to piss him off?” The kid flopped into a swivel chair and began to spin around in circles, playing air drums with his sticks.
 
   “Come again?”
 
   “Reid. I just wondered what you did to him. Musta been bad. ’Course, I’ve known him to take someone out just for lookin’ at him the wrong way. He’s funny like that.”
 
   “I don’t know who you’re…”
 
   “Oh c’mon, man! Reid! Buff dude, really blue eyes, owns a bunch of property in Florida? Stays at Vestal Sands…”
 
   Rick felt his mouth go dry. “How do you know him?”
 
   “We go way back. How do you know him?”
 
   “I…don’t.” But he knows me…
 
   “Really? You sure ’bout that?” The blond head tilted to one side.
 
   The pen dropped out of his grip, rolling across the table unnoticed. “He…he has my…my girl…” The words slurred, his mouth feeling as if were stuffed with wads of cotton. Something was wrong.
 
   Marco’s face became animated as he laughed with delight. “No shit! This is all about a chick? Man, I never would have believed it. This is awesome - I love it!” He made a few more rotations in the chair, then clumsily retrieved a plastic medicine bottle from the pocket of his snug leather pants and tossed it onto the table. “There ya go, man. A little present from Reid. You be sure and take ’em all now, alright buddy?”
 
   With shaking hands, Rick picked up the bottle and fumbled with the cap.
 
   “Kind of a waste, if you ask me. You really did have talent.” Marco stood up to leave, rapping his drumsticks against the back of a chair, then the wall, and once he had the dressing room door open he bounced them off the doorframe. “Later, dude!” Flashing a peace sign, he was gone.
 
   The pills began to disappear, one by one.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “He doesn’t love you.”
 
   Sami looked around in surprise to see Tristan just behind her, the long coils of hair stirred gently by the wind coming in off the gulf. She almost asked him how he’d known where to find her, then remembered his claim to telepathy. Of course, it was entirely possible he’d just been out for a walk on the beach and happened upon her by chance.
 
   His words - whether true or not - bothered her. “Why would you even say that to me, Tristan?”
 
   To her surprise, he came and sat cross-legged beside her on the beach towel she had spread out over the sand. “I didn’t say it to hurt you. I said it because you need to know who he is.”
 
   “And you’re going to tell me who he is? I’m pretty sure I already know that.”
 
   “Do you? How much do you really know, Miss Porter?”
 
   “The name is Samara. Or Sami. Anything but ‘Miss Porter’…please.”
 
   “Very well, Sami. How much?”
 
   “I know enough.”
 
   “Then know this. He’ll never love you. He doesn’t have it in him. The word has never even existed in his vocabulary.”
 
   “You don’t know that,” she stubbornly insisted. How could he presume to judge the nature of their relationship? He hadn’t spent enough time around them to have any idea what he was talking about.
 
   He laughed mirthlessly. “Do you think you’re the only person who ever loved him? Did he tell you what he did to his wife?”
 
   Wife? Sami began to feel uneasy, afraid of what she was about to hear. “He’s been married?”
 
   “I figured he wouldn’t have told you about that. He was married for a short time. A very short time. She didn’t last long.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean he destroyed her, what do you think? He didn’t want to marry her in the first place, but it was her condition. As an immortal, she offered to spare him death if he in turn would make her his wife. But he didn’t want her - he only wanted what she could give him and when he had no more use for her, he simply got rid of her. The way he gets rid of anyone who isn’t a perfect fit in his perfect world.”
 
   “But…that’s a completely different situation. You can’t compare it to this.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure nothing could compare to this. Would you like to tell me how you got those bruises on your arms? Or should I guess?”
 
   Crossing her arms self-consciously, she glared at him without answering.
 
   “What do you think is going to happen once - if - you become one of us? Do you think it’s going to be all sunshine and roses for you? He won’t care about your happiness. You’ll be a slave to his whims. Just another fanger for him to use - the same way he uses me for my abilities. Taking is all he knows. It’s all he’s ever known.”
 
   Sami looked deep into those sad gray eyes and it all suddenly clicked into place. How could she not have seen it before? It seemed perfectly obvious now that she thought about it. “You’re in love with him.”
 
   Tristan shook his head slowly. “You don’t love a man like Reid. You either hate him or you obsess over him. That’s all you can do.”
 
   “And which do you do?”
 
   His smile held a faint taste of bitterness. “I’ve done both at one time or another.”
 
   “You and he…you were never…”
 
   “Lovers? No. He doesn’t swing that way. It’s probably a good thing - I’d never be able to break free of his hold otherwise.” He scooped up a handful of sand and let it dribble through his long fingers. “Asher has this way of drawing people in. Making them believe he’s the very air they breathe. All immortals possess that trait to a degree, but the pull is incredibly strong with him. It’s why he never progresses beyond one night stands. Any more than that and he’d have women constantly stalking him.”
 
   “But he continued seeing me after one night.”
 
   “True. I don’t know what it is about you, Sami, but you can bet dollars to donuts he sees something there he wants to exploit.”
 
   Staring out at the water that shimmered in the moonlight, she could almost imagine Asher emerging from the ocean as the sea king he professed to be. Nearly three thousand miles away and his influence on her was as strong as ever. Stronger. She could never let him go, even if it meant servitude to him for the rest of whatever life he granted her.
 
   “What am I supposed to do?” she asked quietly. “Leave? I can’t do that, Tristan. Even if I wanted to, I don’t have the willpower anymore.”
 
   “It wouldn’t do any good anyway. He’d find you - and he’d use me to do it. I don’t even want to think about what he’d do to you after that. It’s too late for you. Your fate has already been sealed.”
 
   “Then why are you telling me these things?”
 
   “You know, to tell you the truth, I’m not even sure. Maybe I just felt I should warn you. Or maybe some masochistic part of me actually envies you in the same way that I pity you.” He sighed, and his benign eyes shifted to scan the horizon before them. “It’s beautiful here. I miss it. The Pacific beaches are nice but they aren’t quite the same.”
 
   Sami stretched her legs out and leaned backwards to rest on her elbows. “You used to live here?”
 
   “At one time. I finally left to get away from Reid. I’d had enough of watching him kill for sport. There’s no pleasure in that for me - not anymore. When I was young and naïve, yes, I admit I let him coerce me into doing some things I’m not particularly proud of. But we grow and learn from our mistakes. It’s how we evolve. I no longer see humans as expendable…just as I no longer see myself as flawless. We all have our scars. Some are just deeper than others.” He returned his gaze to her. “I won’t say there aren’t advantages to our lifestyle. But the shadow of Asher can be a dark place to live.”
 
   She didn’t want to hear any of this. Ash might be eccentric, even cruel sometimes, but killing people for sport? It sounded too far-fetched. “I’ve never seen him kill anyone.”
 
   “Denial isn’t just a river in Africa, my dear.” He gave her leg a sympathetic pat. “Go ahead and believe what you want to believe…none of it will matter in the end. It won’t change anything. Now, I think it’s time we left this conversation by the wayside. I never should have brought it up in the first place. I hope you can forgive me.”
 
   “There’s nothing to forgive.”
 
   “Then we’re friends?”
 
   “Of course we are.”
 
   “Good. So you won’t mind providing me with some of your blood? I’m very hungry.” He threw one arm over her and leaned close enough that the soft dreads fell forward to tickle her neck.
 
   Taken by surprise, Sami’s first response was an instinctive gasp. Never once had it crossed her mind that the one recruited to protect her would turn on her instead. Even though she’d known he was a vampire, she couldn’t have imagined this scenario playing out. And just what the hell was she supposed to do now?
 
   “Gotcha.” This time, the broad smile he gave her was genuine.
 
   She released her breath. Of all the things she’d expected him to do, this definitely had to be the last. “Okay, very funny…you got me…ha, ha.”
 
   “Sorry…I couldn’t resist.” Removing his arm, he laughed at her wide-eyed expression. “Relax - you’re safe with me. I fed before I left home.”
 
   “I gotta tell you, your sense of humor leaves a lot to be desired.”
 
   “Just trying to break the tension.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I’m a lot less tense now! Thanks!” Sitting up, she gave him a shove with one hand. “Ash would’ve had your head, you know.”
 
   “He knows he can trust me. Why do you think I’m here?”
 
   That brought up another question. “Exactly why are you here?”
 
   “I think maybe it’s you he doesn’t trust.”
 
   “But that’s crazy.”
 
   “Not if you consider who you’re dealing with,” he pointed out sardonically. “Since I am here though, you might humor me with one thing.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You can introduce me to that gorgeous blond bartender. The one who looks like Chris Hemsworth.”
 
   “Who…Laiken?” Sami grinned at this very human request. “I hate to break it to you, but he’s straight as an arrow.”
 
   “You never know. Maybe he just isn’t aware of his ambiguity yet.” Tristan’s sterling eyes glimmered playfully.
 
   “That’s a stretch!”
 
   “I prefer to think of it as eternal optimism.”
 
   “Well…think of it any way you like. But I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.”
 
   “I can be very persuasive.”
 
   “Uh-huh…and on that rather disturbing note, I think I’ll call it a night. I have to get up early in the morning, unlike some people.” Standing, she brushed the gritty sand from her legs. “Be a gentleman and walk me back to my room?”
 
   “I suppose that is what I’m here for.” He stood leisurely, bending to retrieve the beach towel. “We can always take a detour past the bar.”
 
   Sami rolled her eyes with a shake of her head. “I’m beginning to think,” she said, “that you’re just as bad as Ash!”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   It was just after two on Wednesday when Julian returned home early from his meeting with the travel agent.
 
   Eva was seated at the kitchen table with a sandwich and the comics section from last week’s newspaper. A little light reading with lunch. Maybe Garfield wasn’t as intellectually stimulating as the national news, but the snarky cat was a heck of a lot more entertaining. “Hey. I didn’t think you’d be back so soon.”
 
   He hesitated a moment before answering. “It didn’t take as long as I anticipated.”
 
   “So did you get the travel arrangements changed?”
 
   “What travel arrangements are you referring to?” Cocking his head slightly, he stuffed his hands into his pockets and smiled.
 
   “Not even going to give me a hint, are you?” Looking up from the paper, she noticed that something about his appearance seemed a bit off to her, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. Something about him was different than she remembered.
 
   “No…I don’t think I will.”
 
   “I figured as much. Are you hungry? I could fix you a sandwich before I leave.”
 
   “Leave?”
 
   “I have a hair appointment at three-thirty, remember?”
 
   “Oh. Yes.”
 
   “So can I fix you something?”
 
   “No…I’ll pass. Thanks.” He didn’t move, just stood there looking around as if he were lost.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked him with a laugh.
 
   “Nothing. Why?”
 
   “I don’t know. You’re acting weird. Even for you.” It suddenly dawned on her what was bugging her. “That’s not the shirt you were wearing when you left. Is it?”
 
   “Of course it is.”
 
   Standing, she took her plate over to the sink to rinse off. “I must be losing it. I could have sworn you had on a white shirt.”
 
   “No…it was brown.” Stealing up behind her, he enfolded her in one arm and gave her a soft kiss on the cheek. “You’re either becoming paranoid…or you need to have your pretty green eyes examined.”
 
   “Mm-hm. My pretty green eyes were probably still half asleep when you - ow!” Flinching at the sudden sharp pinch in her hip, she looked down to see what had caused it and then wondered if maybe her eyes really did need to be examined. Because his free hand held in it a surgical needle that was piercing her flesh right through the material of her tweed slacks.
 
   “Julian - what the hell!” She reached for his hand just as he jerked the empty syringe away. But the hand…the arm…they didn’t belong to her Jules. They belonged to someone else. Someone with more prominent muscles and darker hair and bluer eyes.
 
   “Reid,” she whispered as she stared into the face of the alpha from Florida.
 
   “Funny thing about nightshade,” he said, holding the needle up for inspection. “As soon as it kicks in - which should be any minute now - we immortals become as helpless as we were in our past lives. Completely susceptible…all our strength and capabilities squelched like the volume on a radio. Unable to function on a cognitive level. Provides a really nice high too, kind of a bonus side effect. That part you’ll love. Pretty cool, don’t you think?”
 
   Already there was a tingle beginning to spread through her from the injection site, weakening her muscles and clouding her mind. Her eyes searched the countertop for anything within reach that might pass as a weapon, even as her drug-addled brain reminded her what a pointless effort it was. There was nothing and nobody to help her. She was screwed. Far beyond screwed. She was completely and totally back door fucked.
 
   “What…what did you…”
 
   “You were warned. And yet you chose to flagrantly disregard that warning. Did you think I filled you in on the regulations just to hear myself talk? I told you, young lady, I don’t give second chances. You should have listened.”
 
   It was hard to speak…hard to make herself link words into lucid sentences. “He…he was…dying.”
 
   “Yeah…well…your efforts were wasted there, Red. The kid’s toast.”
 
   “N-no…you…no…” He couldn’t have hurt Dane. He couldn’t have - surely even he wouldn’t be so cruel. The room around her shimmered like desert heat, the floor seemed to rock, and she grabbed at the counter to steady herself. “What did you do?” she managed to get out.
 
   “What I should have done to you. This is what I get for being generous, I guess. I won’t make that mistake again.” His icy blue eyes sparkled like frozen stars. “Now then…since you mentioned travel arrangements, I should tell you that I’ve already made some for us. It’s an eight hour flight to Panama City, I’m afraid, but don’t worry. I have enough belladonna to keep you nice and stoned.”
 
   “Bas…bastard…” Remembering her cell phone, she tried to find the opening of her pocket with an unsteady hand. Her depth perception was shot.
 
   “Here, why don’t you let me hold on to that for you. I’m sure you’ll be getting plenty of calls once your fiancé comes home to find that you’ve run off with his rival.”
 
   What? Was he talking about Dane? He must be crazy - Julian would never believe that. But the thought of him returning to an empty house, not knowing where she was or what had happened to her, was like a knife twisting in her heart. He’d be frantic with worry.
 
   “Well, you about ready to hit the road? We have a plane to catch.”
 
   She tried to look away when he caught her eye, but it was impossible. She had no more resistance than a human.
 
   “Let’s get going.”
 
   And as his will became hers, she had no choice but to obey.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The house was silent as a tomb.
 
   Which was odd, considering the new Subaru he’d bought for her just last week was still parked in the driveway.
 
   “Eva, love…are you home?” Julian shuffled through the mail in his hands while waiting for her to answer. Electric bill, credit card offer, fashion magazine and You May Already Be The Winner Of Our Grand Prize Jackpot Drawing!
 
   “Right,” he muttered to himself, tossing the stack on the coffee table. “Eva?” When there was still no response, he jogged upstairs in search of her. The bedroom was empty, the bed neatly made. She wasn’t in the bathroom either, or the library.
 
   Trotting back downstairs, he checked the music conservatory. Not there either. She must have gone out for a walk.
 
   Grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge, he poured some of it into Rio’s half-empty water dish and wandered back into the living room. Curled up in a sunbeam in front of the window, the cat was sleeping soundly. The little butterball was getting fat. Maybe he should try to dissuade Eva from constantly feeding him ham.
 
   He was just about to head back upstairs to change clothes when he caught a sparkly glint out of the corner of his eye. On one of the end tables, something small and shiny rested on top of a sheet of stationery that hadn’t been there this morning. He drew nearer, and a sick feeling overwhelmed him when he saw what was holding down the paper that read only, I’m sorry.
 
   Her engagement ring.
 
   No. No, this had to be a mistake.
 
   He called her immediately, of course. After the third ring he got her voicemail. He tried again. Then again. On the fourth attempt he left a message. “Eva, where are you? Please call me. I…I don’t know what I’ve done but I swear to you, whatever it is I’ll make it right…don’t do this to me! Please darling, please call me back…I’m worried sick. I just need to know where you are. I love you. I love you so much.”
 
   He tried three more times to reach her by phone and when that failed, he attempted to speak to her mentally. But wherever she was, it was too far away for him to reach her. “Oh Eva, no…no…”
 
   She was gone.
 
   He dropped to his knees and howled.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   At the Portland International Airport, Asher waited in the lounge for the flight that had already been delayed almost an hour.
 
   Eva sat quietly beside him, staring blankly before her at nothing in particular, for all practical purposes a zombie. If anyone found her behavior odd, he’d simply explain that she’d taken a sedative to calm herself due to an irrational fear of flying. All he had to do was administer an injection every three hours and she’d remain putty in his hands. Easy enough to get the syringes past security when you possessed the power of suggestion.
 
   When her cell phone began to vibrate, he knew even before checking who the caller was. He’d been waiting for this, and Winter’s persistence made him want to laugh.
 
   Glancing over at the figure on his left, he grinned. “Looks like your fiancé just made it home.”
 
   Lost in her hypnotic fog, she said nothing.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   Sami and Tristan were just pulling into the parking garage at Vestal Sands when Asher called. She was driving his Maserati - he’d left the keys with Tristan, who was turning out to be a lot of fun to hang out with - and they’d taken it out on the town. First to the Royal Marlin, then to ride the Ferris wheel at Pier Park, and finally to a small amusement park for miniature golf.
 
   She felt warm all over when she heard the familiar, “Hello, beautiful.”
 
   “Hey. How are things in Portland?”
 
   “Actually I’m at the airport waiting on my flight. I should be home in nine or ten hours. What are you doing?”
 
   “I took the afternoon off. Tristan and I had lunch and went to play mini golf. He whomped my butt.”
 
   The sound of his laughter was music to her ears. “Not surprising. I’m the one who taught him how to play golf in the first place.”
 
   “So I have you to thank for him making fun of me!”
 
   “Why was he making fun of you?”
 
   “Let’s put it this way. He said he was pretty sure a blind armadillo could do better at putting than me.”
 
   “Hm. Here’s a little inside tip. If you want to shut him up, just ask him about Cancún.”
 
   “Cancún?” Glancing over at Tristan in the passenger seat of the Maserati, she saw him flush at the mention of that word. Interesting.
 
   “Yep. I guarantee he’ll turn ten shades of red and forget all about teasing you.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Are you missing me?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “That’s what I like to hear. Listen, I just sent an email to Stuart telling him you were taking the rest of the week off. As soon as I get back we’re going to take care of that little matter we discussed.”
 
   Her fingers tightened around the phone as something resembling last-minute stage fright made a grand entrance. “Don’t you think we should…talk about it some more first?”
 
   There was a moment of silence on the other end. Then, “I thought you were ready for this.”
 
   “I am, I just…”
 
   “Then there’s nothing to talk about. I’ll see you when I get home…now hand the phone to Tristan.”
 
   She held out her hand. “He wants to talk to you.”
 
   He accepted the phone and all she heard from his end was, “What’s up? Yes…no, not that I can tell…how did it go with the Chandler boy?...really? I would have thought at his age he’d have been stronger than that…that’s true…yes, I’ll take good care of her…I will…I won’t…okay, see you then.” Tristan pressed end and handed the phone back to her.
 
   “Who’s ‘the Chandler boy’?”
 
   “Nobody. Just someone who was causing problems. What is it you and Reid need to talk about some more?” he probed curiously.
 
   Sami traced the contours of the steering wheel with a finger. “He says as soon as he gets back he’s going to…you know. Change me, or whatever it is you do.”
 
   Tristan shifted in his seat, and with a soft sigh he gazed out the car window. There was nothing to see, other than the occasional person either pulling into a parking spot or getting into their vehicle and driving off. “Are you having second thoughts?”
 
   “It’s not that exactly. It’s just that this is all happening so fast…there’s still a lot I haven’t considered, you know?”
 
   “You might as well get used to the idea. If he’s made up his mind, there’s nothing you can do about it.”
 
   He wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already suspect. But all of this had been thrown at her so fast - she’d hardly had time for it to sink in. And just because something was inevitable didn’t make it any less intimidating. “Will it hurt?”
 
   “Only if he wants it to.” Tristan seemed to be avoiding looking directly at her. “You do realize you’ll have to die, right?”
 
   Sami felt her heart flutter in her chest, stealing her breath away. “What?”
 
   “You can’t be reborn without experiencing death. How can you not have known that?”
 
   “He never…I…I…”
 
   “Relax…it’s only temporary. You’ll wake up feeling better than you’ve ever felt before. The transformation itself is nothing to be afraid of. The only pain is in your method of death. In my case, it was an overdose of morphine.” He finally turned his face to look at her. “Your true suffering will lie in your allegiance to someone whose heart beats and yet feels nothing.”
 
   His bitterness was palpable. “What makes you so sure he can’t love, Tristan?”
 
   “Because he never has. In all the years I’ve known him, he’s never shown even the slightest bit of sentiment towards anyone. But I suppose if anyone can make him feel anything at all, it would be you. He seems to enjoy your company. Just…don’t expect too much from him.”
 
   “He ‘seems to enjoy my company’?” Sami bit her lip thoughtfully. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but maybe you’re seeing only what you want to see. I think it bothers you to think of him caring for someone in a way he couldn’t for you. At least be honest with yourself - if not with me. Denial isn’t just a river in Africa, isn’t that what you said?”
 
   Instead of getting defensive, he surprised her by smiling. “Touché, my dear. You should have been a psychologist - you could very well be on to something there.”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to be mean.”
 
   “Yes, well…sometimes the truth hurts. It isn’t your fault. That’s just the way it is.”
 
   There was nothing she could think of to say to that. It was better, perhaps, to avoid the subject entirely.
 
   “Tell me about Cancún,” she prodded.
 
   Laughing, he lowered his head and shook it. “I don’t think so!”
 
   “Are you blushing? Oh, come on…tell me. What happened in Cancún?”
 
   “Forget it!”
 
   “Tell me, tell me, tell me!”
 
   “No!”
 
   “I’m not going to leave you alone until you talk.”
 
   “Trust me…there are some things you don’t want to know!”
 
   “Just give me a hint. One little hint - that’s all.”
 
   “Okay…uh, let’s just say I was extremely jacked up on nightshade one night and some things…occurred.”
 
   “You’re not giving me much to go on. What things?”
 
   “Just things!”
 
   “Well…what all was involved? At least tell me that.”
 
   “I’d really rather not.”
 
   “Please…?”
 
   “All right, fine! Jeez! It had something to do with two Filipino boys, a can of glitter paint and one very reluctant dolphin. I’ll leave the details to your imagination, but suffice to say it was a very bizarre night. Now…are you satisfied?”
 
   Sami’s mouth dropped open. “You know what…you’re right. I don’t wanna know.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   She can’t be doing this to me. How could she? Knowing how much I love her, how could she tear me to pieces like this? Why? Why did she leave?
 
   With shaking fingers, he called her again. He’d lost count of how many times he’d already tried. But this time, quite unexpectedly, her voice came on the line.
 
   “What do you want, Julian?”
 
   “Eva - dear God, darling - where are you?”
 
   “I’m with Dane. Honestly, it looks like you would have figured that one out by now. He’s gone…I’m gone…two plus two equals four, you know?”
 
   Dane? She’d left him to disappear with that witless little knob? Oh no, no way, there was no way this was happening… “Why? Eva, why…I don’t understand…”
 
   “Did you really think I’d ever marry you? Oh, that’s just sad. Sad and pathetic.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You just don’t do it for me anymore, baby. Sorry.” She didn’t sound sorry. She sounded as if she was actually enjoying tormenting him.
 
   Dumbfounded, Julian stared at the phone in his hand. This wasn’t his Eva. These cruel words could not be coming from his sweet, sensitive beloved. And a dreadful thought suddenly occurred to him. If Reid was able to take on the physical form of another, could he not duplicate the voice as well?
 
   Remembering their talk on the beach in Florida, he steadied his own voice and asked the crucial question. “Darling, listen to me. I just want to know one thing. Can you tell me where the butterfly is?”
 
   “How the hell should I know? Maybe it flew up your ass.”
 
   That was it - there was no question of it anymore. “Reid, you son of a bitch…where the fuck is Eva?”
 
   The male voice on the other end laughed with perverse delight. “Well, aren’t you the clever one! And it’s just so damn nice to hear from you. How’s your day going, Winter?”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “You mean Red? She’s right here. I’d have her say hello but she’s a little out of it.”
 
   “If you hurt her…if you so much as touch her…”
 
   “Chillax, man. We’re just going for a ride, that’s all. Actually we’re boarding the plane right now, so I’ll have to keep this short. You understand.”
 
   Pacing the room, Julian raked his fingers through his hair desperately. “Where are you taking her?”
 
   “Well now, where do you think? I’m taking her home with me.”
 
   “Don’t hurt her. Please, Reid…just let her go…take me instead. I’ll come with you willingly, I swear it. Don’t hurt her, I’m begging you…”
 
   “Now you know as well as I do she can’t be hurt. Not for long, anyway. Or were you afraid I might follow through on my threat of corporal punishment? I’ll set your mind at ease on one account. I give you my word, I won’t kill her.”
 
   The way he emphasized “I” did little to alleviate Julian’s panic. “I’m coming for her.”
 
   “You’re welcome to try. You’ll have to play one mean game of leapfrog if you wanna catch up to us though.”
 
   “I’m coming for her, and there is one thing you should heed carefully. If you hurt her in any way, you will pay for it. So help me God, on my honor you will pay with your filthy life. I have the means to do it. You will die. There is no question of it.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope you present more of a challenge than that scrawny surrogate brother of hers. What was his name again…Dane, wasn’t it? What kind of a name is that anyway? Who names their kid after a damn dog, I ask you?”
 
   “Mark my words, Reid. You touch her, you die.”
 
   “If you really want to play the knight in shining armor, then I’ll give you a good sporting chance. Come and get her. She’ll be here waiting for you. Now if you’ll excuse my rudeness, I have to say goodbye now. We’re about to take off. So nice chatting with you. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon.”
 
   Snatching the nearest thing within reach, Julian flung the lamp against the wall to shatter into a million pieces as he shouted curses to an empty room. That loathsome bastard…he would pay for this no matter the outcome. Elder or not, his hours were numbered.
 
   Storming upstairs, he quickly entered the combination to open the wall safe in the master bedroom with shaking hands, carefully removing what was necessary from within. The surefire bringer of death…the cursed piece of metal that he and Eva had unearthed in Scotland. It delivered not only corrupt life but death as well, and he had hoped he would never have need of it again.
 
   Pulling it from the leather sheath that Lainie had provided for it, he gazed once more upon the iron dagger. And very softly he promised, “Eva, my love…have no fear. I’m coming for you. This time I won’t be too late.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “I’m telling you for the last time - he isn’t gay!”
 
   Seated at the outdoor bar, Sami and Tristan were arguing good-naturedly over their peach daiquiris. She’d introduced Laiken when he brought the drinks over, but the blond mixologist didn’t seem to catch on very quickly, a situation she was finding more hysterical by the minute.
 
   “Doesn’t mean I can’t have a little fun.”
 
   “Why…what are you gonna do?”
 
   “Watch this.” Catching the eye of the handsome bartender, Tristan winked seductively at him.
 
   Laiken lost his grip on the drink in his hand and spilled someone’s Rum Runner all over the bar, causing Sami to laugh so hard she almost fell off her stool. She couldn’t catch her breath and promptly got the hiccups.
 
   “Hm…you may be right,” Tristan acknowledged with a broad grin.
 
   “Oh God…that was priceless!” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “You do realize he’s probably going to - hic - avoid us for the rest of the night.”
 
   “Totally worth it.”
 
   “You are warped! I can only imagine what he’s gonna say to - hic - say to me later.”
 
   “He’ll probably say something like, ‘Hey Sami, who was that piece of fine-looking ass you were with and can I have his number?’”
 
   Her giggles returned to replace the hiccups. “Stop! I can’t take it…you’re making my stomach hurt!”
 
   “Want to see me mess with him some more?”
 
   “No! Leave the poor guy alone before he drops someone else’s drink.”
 
   “Let’s find out once and for all. Call him over here.”
 
   “What the heck are you up to?”
 
   “Just indulge me. You’ll see.”
 
   With a shrug, Sami called out, “Hey, Laiken! Could you come over here a sec?”
 
   Sending a suspicious look in their direction, he reluctantly made his way over. “You guys ready for another?” he asked Sami, deliberately avoiding eye contact with his admirer.
 
   “Um…well…”
 
   “Excuse me,” Tristan interjected. “May I ask you a question?”
 
   Laiken glanced his way, and oddly enough continued to stare directly into the pale gray eyes. “Sure.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you like to come back to my room with me?”
 
   Sami covered her mouth with a hand to hide her smile. She waited to see what would happen next, but it wasn’t quite what she’d expected. Poor Laiken had the strangest expression on his face, sort of a mask of confusion. His mouth opened to speak, but nothing came out.
 
   “Never mind, dear,” Tristan said. “Forget I asked.”
 
   The blond seemed to immediately snap out of his stupor. “You guys ready for another?” he repeated, much to Sami’s amazement.
 
   “Yeah…okay,” she told him. Once he’d walked off, she turned to Tristan. “What just happened here?”
 
   “Well, you were right - he’s definitely not gay.”
 
   “I could have told you that, but I still don’t get what happened.”
 
   “Power of suggestion. If there had been any repressed part of him that wanted to come back to my room with me, he’d have agreed. Since he in no way wanted to, he became confused. I can persuade people to do what I want to a certain degree, but not if it’s something they strongly oppose.”
 
   “Whoa…that is impressive.”
 
   “Not really…any immortal can do it.”
 
   “They can?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You mean, Asher can do that?”
 
   “Like I said, we all can. You’ll be able to do it as well.”
 
   “I wonder if he’s ever used that trick on me,” she mused.
 
   “More than likely.”
 
   “How would I know?”
 
   “You wouldn’t. Don’t worry about it though - once you’re one of us he won’t be able to use that power on you anymore. Unless, of course, you’re under the influence.”
 
   “You mean drinking?”
 
   “No…alcohol won’t have any effect on you. I’m talking about the nightshade. It’s the only thing that can get us high.”
 
   She recalled the night she’d discovered Ash tripping in his room. “I’ve seen him on that stuff. Must be pretty potent. I wonder why he took so much of it with him?”
 
   “He took some with him?” Tristan looked as if this news troubled him. “How much did he take, do you know?”
 
   “Looked like maybe eight or ten syringes.” Feeling her phone vibrate in her pocket, Sami pulled it out to identify the caller. Seeing that it was Kelly, she excused herself to answer it. She felt guilty about not having returned her friend’s last two phone calls.
 
   “Kelly! Hey girl…whatcha know?”
 
   “Hey...” The normally perky voice sounded unenthusiastic.
 
   “Sorry I haven’t called you back - it’s just been kinda crazy around here. A lot going on.”
 
   “It’s okay. Sam…”
 
   “When are you gonna come down and visit? I got a hottie here with your name written all over him.”
 
   “Sam.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s Rick.”
 
   “What about him? Oh, and by the way, thanks a lot for running your mouth to Marcie. She told him where I was. Did you know that lunatic showed up here last weekend…”
 
   “Sam!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Rick’s dead.”
 
   She heard the words. She heard them loud and clear, but even after they filtered their way through her shock she couldn’t believe her ears. Rick…dead? He was perfectly healthy - she’d just seen him - how could he possibly be dead?
 
   “What happened?” she managed to whisper.
 
   “Apparently he killed himself last night.”
 
   Sami couldn’t speak. Her hand began to shake. Tristan shot her a worried look.
 
   “I just found out. I don’t think too many people know about it yet.”
 
   “Uh…uh-huh…” Her voice sounded shrill.
 
   “I don’t have all the details. All I know is, he was found with a bottle of oxycodone in his hand and there were only two left in it. They don’t even know yet if they were prescribed to him - there was no label on the bottle.”
 
   “Uh-huh…”
 
   “Sweetie, are you okay? You want me to come down? I’ll drive down there right now if you want me to.”
 
   “No.” Sami cleared her throat. “No…I’m fine. I just…this is kind of a shock.”
 
   “I know. I couldn’t believe it either.”
 
   “Did he…leave a note or anything?” Please God, please don’t let this be my fault. Please tell me he didn’t do this because of me.
 
   “Not that I’m aware of. I only know what I do because Marcie’s boyfriend is an EMT. It hasn’t been released to the public yet.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Now don’t you go blaming yourself. You know as well as I do he’s been acting weird for a while now. He’d been drinking too - that probably had a lot to do with it.”
 
   “He told me he quit drinking.”
 
   “Well, if he told you that, then he lied. If anything, he was drinking even more.”
 
   Sami’s head began to swim. “I can’t…I can’t deal with this right now, Kelly, I have to go…”
 
   “You sure you don’t want me to come stay with you for a while?”
 
   “No. Not right now. I’ll just…I’ll talk to you later, okay?”
 
   “All right. I’m sorry, Sam.”
 
   “Yeah…so am I.” Returning the phone to her pocket, she reached for Tristan’s arm.
 
   “What was that about?” he asked.
 
   “He’s dead. Rick’s dead.” In spite of the humid evening, she felt cold.
 
   “Who’s Rick?”
 
   “My…he was my boyfriend. Actually, we were engaged but I broke it off with him not long before I moved here.”
 
   Tristan immediately put his arm around her. “Come on…let’s get you back to your room.”
 
   She allowed him to escort her to the quiet seclusion of 122. Once inside, he settled beside her on the sofa with his arm still encircling her comfortingly. In spite of the warmth from his body, she couldn’t stop herself from shaking. “It’s my fault,” she stammered. “It’s my fault.”
 
   “Tell me what happened,” he urged gently.
 
   “He killed himself!”
 
   “And what makes you think it was your fault, honey?”
 
   “He was here. He was here just a few days ago, trying to convince me to go back to Alabama with him…I told him I didn’t love him anymore…”
 
   Tristan frowned. “Does Asher know he was here?”
 
   “Yes. He basically told him to get lost, except he wasn’t quite that nice about it.” She looked up at him. “Why do you ask?”
 
   He took a deep breath and released it slowly before answering. “You say it was suicide?”
 
   “Yes. He swallowed a bottle of pills.”
 
   “It couldn’t have been him, then…not unless he was already suicidal…”
 
   “What are you talking about? Are you saying Ash had something to do with it?”
 
   “You can bet your life he had something to do with it. Indirectly, though. Do you happen to know if the drug he took was oxycodone?”
 
   “Yeah…it was.”
 
   “Let me guess. An unlabeled bottle.”
 
   “Yes! How’d you know that?”
 
   “I’ve seen it before. It’s Marco’s MO. He’s the only one of us who’s able to force his will onto someone. You know how we were just talking about me not being able to persuade Laiken to do something he was unwilling to do? Well, Marco does have that ability. And Ash has used that to his advantage more than once. If there’s someone he wants taken out quietly, suicide is the cleanest method.”
 
   “I don’t know…what would be the point? He knew we were through. Rick was no threat to him.”
 
   “Rick being a threat wasn’t the issue. Ash laid claim to you, and someone invaded his territory and that pissed him off. It doesn’t take much to get on his bad side. And believe me, once you’re there, you’re screwed.”
 
   “I can’t believe he would do that.” But recalling the cold look in Asher’s eyes when he found Rick in her room, maybe it wasn’t so hard to imagine after all. It was me but it wasn’t me…Jesus, had he killed Paisley as well? Was he the doppelganger Rick had been raving about all this time? Shivering, she snuggled closer to Tristan.
 
   “Listen to me,” he said. “If there’s any grieving to be done, you better do it now and purge yourself of it. You do not want him seeing you display any kind of emotion over this man’s death. That would infuriate him.”
 
   “Any grieving done would only be out of guilt and pity. I didn’t love Rick.”
 
   “Do you think that would matter to Ash?”
 
   So he wanted to own her emotions, as well. Was she willing to give those up along with everything else? Was there to be nothing left of her at all? Why did this have to be so complicated?
 
   “Leave,” he said suddenly. He said it so softly she wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “I said, you should leave. Right now. Take what you need and get the hell out of here before he gets back. Go someplace and start over, change your name, whatever it takes. Just go.”
 
   “But wouldn’t he…”
 
   “I’ll lie to him. I’ll come up with some excuse as to why I can’t determine your location. I don’t know what I’ll tell him, but I’ll think of something.”
 
   “Tristan…”
 
   “This is no kind of life for you. I’m giving you an out, Sami. Please take it. Leave.”
 
   She looked into his quicksilver eyes and saw only kindness there, a gentleness far removed from anything she’d ever seen in the eyes of the one whose hold on her was unbreakable. To leave was out of the question. He was ingrained in her heart, her mind, her very soul, and even if her existence with him was miserable, without him it would be unbearable. Quietly, she spoke the two words that she wondered if she would come to regret.
 
   “I can’t.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   “Hello, beautiful.”
 
   Sami’s arms reached around Ash even before her eyes opened, and she basked in the deliciously familiar scent of him. “Mm…you’re back,” she murmured sleepily.
 
   “That’s right,” he crooned softly against her neck. “I’m back, baby.” He reached underneath the covers and she felt him smile at the touch of her bare skin. “Oh…naked already…I like that.”
 
   “I thought you would.” He stood to strip off his clothes and she pulled the covers back so he could slide in next to her. “I’m glad you’re here. I missed you.”
 
   “Did you?” He didn’t waste any time guiding himself into her. “Did you miss this?”
 
   “Oh, yes…” He would never know how much she loved the feel of their bodies merging. She wanted to stay this way forever, locked together in an eternal embrace. Everything else was forgotten, nothing else mattered. Nothing but the name that fell from her lips like a benediction.
 
   Their coupling didn’t take long. Apparently he’d ached for her just as much as she had for him, and that knowledge was gratifying. But she wanted more, so much more, and already he was pulling away from her.
 
   “No…where are you going?” she protested, tightening her grip on him.
 
   “I’m taking you away now. It’s time.”
 
   “What do you mean, away? Where?”
 
   “Don’t argue with me. We need to get going. There isn’t a lot of time.”
 
   “We have all the time there is…make love to me again. Please?”
 
   “Samara…” His tone was threatening.
 
   “Bite me,” she enticed, detaining him with one leg around his waist. She could feel his hesitation and wondered what the damned hurry was.
 
   He wavered, torn by temptation. “You want me to bite you?”
 
   “Yes. I like it.”
 
   That apparently was all it took to change his mind. “Well…” he said with an accommodating smile. “…far be it from me to deny a lady her pleasure.”
 
   His fangs impaled the soft flesh of her shoulder, and she cried out from the delightful fusion of pain and rapture that set her writhing beneath him. Retracting the sharp teeth, he caressed the slow trickle with a hand, bringing his fingertips upward to brush against her lips and wet them with her own blood. With a low groan he entered her again, smothering her mouth with his as he hungrily tasted the sanguine nectar that stained her.
 
   Any doubts she’d harbored were gone in that moment. If death was what it took to hold on to this feeling then she welcomed it with open arms, whatever the method. The pain of dying would pale in comparison to the pain of losing him.
 
   And twenty minutes later when he pulled away again, she didn’t try to stop him. Because she knew he was right. It was time. She was ready.
 
   Slipping into his clothes, he looked down at her with a combination of amusement and irritation. “All right, you nymphomaniac, enough delays. You have five minutes to get dressed. I’ll wait for you in there.” Running his fingers through the dark hair to straighten it, he walked out of the bedroom, leaving her behind to hastily ready herself.
 
   “Why can’t we do it here?” was the first thing she asked upon rejoining him in the dusky living room. It was three in the morning, black as a dungeon outside, and the only illumination came from the soft glow of a small reading lamp. She hated this time of night. Even in a bustling environment like this, it was far too quiet. But maybe the eerie feeling only materialized from the anticipation of what was to occur this night.
 
   “You have one more task to complete first. Where are your shoes? Aren’t you ready to go yet? Let’s get a move on!” Clearly patience was not one of his virtues.
 
   God, she could only imagine what his “task” would entail. She feared this more than the transformation itself. And then the words spilled out of nowhere, the ones she hadn’t even realized she was holding back. “Did you kill Rick?”
 
   His head jerked in her direction, fixing her with an icy stare. “Does it matter?” he snapped.
 
   It was as good as a confession. Remembering Tristan’s warning, she whispered, “No. Of course it doesn’t matter.”
 
   The anger in his features relaxed and he took her face in his hands, caressing her cheekbones with the pads of his thumbs. “Don’t let sentimental emotions cloud your judgment. I have all the faith in the world that you’ll prove your loyalty to me tonight, once and for all. And when you do, I’ll take you somewhere unimaginably beautiful. I promise.” He gave her one last kiss. “Now cheer up - I’ve brought a present back for you. Why don’t we go see what it is?”
 
   Slipping her feet into a pair of sneakers, Sami followed him to the door. And there he paused to turn to her and flash that Cheshire grin.
 
   “Trust me - it’s gonna be a wicked good time.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   In the darkest hours of night, Tristan was wrenched out of the depths of a sound sleep by the suffocating pressure of a strong hand at his throat.
 
   His eyes flew open to see two shining black orbs that radiated savage fury as they glared down at him. And he knew instantly that once again, Reid had dragged him into the middle of a war.
 
   “Where is he?” the voice hissed.
 
   “I can’t…talk when you’re…choking me!” He could have fought back but if there was any way to avoid physical confrontation, he wanted to find it. Fighting had never been his forte.
 
   Releasing his hold, the intruder straightened and when the moonlight fell on his features Tristan recognized him. It was the vampire from Oregon, the one who had recently asked for his help. Damn it all, Reid must have lied when he said he would pardon the girl.
 
   “How did you get in here?” he questioned while rubbing his neck. Even though it was a counterproductive question. What difference did it make now?
 
   “You have about five seconds to tell me where the fuck Reid is before I cut out your forked tongue. One…”
 
   “I don’t know where he is!”
 
   “Two…”
 
   “Why - what has he done?”
 
   “Three…”
 
   “Look, I’m telling you the truth! The last time I spoke to him he was about to board a plane headed home - as far as I know he hasn’t made it back yet. I haven’t seen him. I swear it.”
 
   “But you can track him.”
 
   “What the hell happened? He didn’t kill Miss Spencer, did he?”
 
   “He took her.”
 
   “Took her?” Why on earth would he have done that? Although it would explain why he’d taken the extra nightshade with him - but why go to all that trouble, just to drag her back to Florida with him? If his goal was to administer punishment he could have done it there just as well, the way he did with the Chandler boy. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Of course I’m bloody sure! He said as much!” Julian’s sharp eyes looked around as if he half expected his quarry to leap from the shadows. “What the hell are you doing in his room anyway? Shouldn’t you be in California?”
 
   “He asked me to stay here while he…”
 
   “How do I know you’re not him?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “How do I know you’re really Kendall and not him screwing with my mind again?”
 
   “He wouldn’t have been curled up in bed sleeping if he thought you were looking for him.” Tristan slowly began to edge his way out of bed. “Just let me get dressed and I’ll try to help you. I can find her for you.”
 
   “Then do it. Now.”
 
   “Okay…just calm down.” He fixed his gaze on a blank space on the wall and concentrated on Eva’s aura. It was surprisingly easy to reach her. Reid must have her drugged, otherwise it would have been more difficult than this. He could hear the inhalations of her breath but little else. There was nothing but darkness surrounding her, making it impossible to pinpoint her location.
 
   “I can’t tell where she is - it’s completely dark.”
 
   “Is she safe?”
 
   “She seems to be. Her breathing’s normal.”
 
   “Then find Reid.”
 
   “If he’s back, then I’m pretty sure I know where he is.”
 
   Minutes later they stood outside room 122, and Tristan used the duplicate keycard Reid had left with him to open the door. “Sami?” he called out tentatively. Flicking on the overhead light, he scanned the living room quickly before checking the bedroom. It was empty. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   Julian peered into the bathroom, looking around suspiciously. “Why would he be here? Whose room is this?”
 
   “His girlfriend’s.”
 
   “Then where is she?”
 
   “Probably wherever he is.”
 
   “You’d better pray you’re not stalling. Because if I don’t find her in time, you die, you lying bastard!” The blond vampire’s threat practically dripped venom.
 
   “I never lied to you!” Tristan took a step backwards. “I only told you what I was told. Now listen to me - you need to stop and think for a minute. I can locate Reid and you can take off after him, but I don’t know if you realize what you’re up against. He’s strong. He’s taken out vampires twice your size. You’re no match for him.”
 
   “Oh, I beg to differ.” Julian’s slender fingers wrapped around the handle of a knife that was housed in a sheath attached to his belt. His coal-black eyes narrowed.
 
   The fanger must have gone stark raving mad to assume he could kill an immortal with a mere blade. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but that isn’t going to do you a damn bit of good. You’d do as well throwing dandelions at him as to try to hurt him with that.”
 
   “It worked quite well on the immortal who took Eva’s human life from her.”
 
   “You must be mistaken. It isn’t possible to…”
 
   “It is possible! The bloody thing is a relic from the twelfth century. When used on a human, it infects them with vampirism as it did for me. But when used on one who is already immortal, it delivers instant and permanent death. I have witnessed it.”
 
   “Now wait, back up. Where did you say you got that thing?”
 
   “We brought it back with us from Scotland. It was supposedly used to cut out the heart of some corrupt priest who had become a vampire, and his polluted blood somehow eternally cursed it.”
 
   “Not the Melrose Abbey priest?”
 
   “The very one.”
 
   Tristan inhaled sharply. “The Hundeprest dagger!”
 
   “You’ve heard of it?”
 
   “Yes, most of us have heard of it - but it was said to have disappeared hundreds of years ago! I always assumed it was just a rumor spread from one immortal to another. How did you come into possession of it?”
 
   “As I said, it was the source of my immortality.”
 
   “No wonder I couldn’t sense you! My God…when it comes down to it, you’re a completely different species of vampire altogether! Incredible…”
 
   “We’re wasting valuable time. Tell me where I can find Reid.” Julian’s grip on the handle tightened threateningly.
 
   “All right - just give me a minute. I need to focus.” Tristan gave the dagger one more nervous glance before closing his eyes to concentrate. Instead of focusing on Reid, he homed in on Sami instead. As a human, it was much easier to track her. Wherever she was, he was sure to be nearby.
 
   She was with him, all right. He was beside her, and there was tall grass all around them. They were walking through a field in the direction of a dilapidated barn…and it was then that he recognized the spot. And knew that whatever was about to go down wasn’t good.
 
   “I know where they are,” he confirmed.
 
   “Then let’s go!” Julian was already on his way out the door, and Tristan ran to catch up.
 
   “Do you have a car?” The keys to the Maserati were still upstairs - at least, he thought they were. He couldn’t recall whether he’d seen them on the kitchen counter or not. Reid could easily have come in and taken them without waking him.
 
   “I stole one from the airport.”
 
   “Stole one…great,” he muttered.
 
   “How far away are they?”
 
   Tristan hesitated.
 
   “Where are they, Kendall?”
 
   “On a piece of property Reid owns, about thirty miles from here. It was originally part of a farm, but the man who owned the land sold it in a hurry after one of his cows fell through the ground into a sinkhole. It’s…” He didn’t want to finish the rest. Didn’t want to see the look on the poor wretch’s face when he did. “He bought it specifically because of that. He…uses it as a dumping ground. For bodies.”
 
   There was the look. A morbid combination of panic and dread and a heart on the verge of breaking. It was sickening to witness.
 
   “We have to hurry,” Julian whispered.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The tall grass brushed Sami’s legs as they walked through the empty pasture, and she tried not to imagine that there might be snakes lurking within the overgrown weeds. Even with the flashlight Ash held, it was too dark to see anything they could be stepping on. She couldn’t have conceived a creepier setting if she’d tried. There were no houses anywhere nearby - not that she could have seen them if there were - and the huge decaying barn they were approaching looked like an ideal place for Leatherface to come popping out of any minute, chainsaw in hand.
 
   There was no buzz of a saw though, only the peaceful night sounds of crickets and frogs as Ash pushed open the wide barn door. Holding onto the sleeve of his shirt, she followed him inside. There was a movement of white in one far corner and she jumped nervously, clutching his arm. He laughed at her skittishness.
 
   “Don’t worry - she won’t bite. Unless you get too close.” He took a battery powered lantern down from a rickety wooden shelf and switched it on, illuminating the interior of the barn. Her eyes scanned the wooden beams and stalls and straw-covered ground in one swoop, but the thing that shocked her into speechlessness was the woman cowering on the ground in chains.
 
   Barely a woman at all, she realized as she warily stepped closer. The girl couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty. She was clad, strangely enough, in a white satin wedding gown. With her fiery red mane and flawless fair skin, she resembled an Irish bride doll that some little girl had left behind. The chains connected to the wall were clamped around her ankles, and her hands had been tied behind her back. Her mouth was gagged, and she gazed sleepily at them with green eyes halfway open.
 
   “Jesus,” she breathed softly.
 
   Ash set the lantern down and stooped to untie the gag. “Pretty little thing, isn’t she? Unfortunately this one has trouble following simple instructions. She’s an immortal gone rogue.”
 
   Even with the gag removed, the girl didn’t attempt to speak. She looked up at Sami with silent hopelessness in her unfocused eyes. Obviously she’d been drugged.
 
   “What did she do?”
 
   “She broke the law. Had herself a little killing spree. And now, according to procedure, she has to be destroyed.” Ash nudged his captive with a foot. “What do you say there, Red? You ready to sleep with the fishes?”
 
   The girl closed her eyes and there was a slight hitch in her chest, as if she were trying to suppress a sob. No matter how hard Sami tried, she could find nothing in the pitiful creature that appeared even remotely dangerous or threatening. She didn’t look like a bloodthirsty killer. She looked more like a frightened child. “Why is she wearing a wedding dress?”
 
   “Isn’t it just poetic? I found it in her closet and brought it along for dramatic effect. I thought her fiancé should see her in it at least once.”
 
   “Her…fiancé? Won’t he be…”
 
   “Oh, I would imagine he’ll be making an appearance at some point. Don’t worry. If he does, I’ll take care of him.” Unconcerned, Ash walked off to the other end of the barn while Sami stood frozen, staring down at the girl at her feet. She felt a strong compulsion to put her arms around her and hug her, comfort her to some degree. What would happen if she did? Would the female vampire attack her? It was hard to imagine violence from one who looked as helpless as a kitten.
 
   Something else had just occurred to her, and an unpleasant scenario began to play through her mind. “You…changed her clothes?”
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   Apprehension boiled up within her. “Ash, please tell me you didn’t…that you didn’t…”
 
   “I don’t fuck the condemned prisoners. My duty is to administer punishment - not provide them with pleasure.” He said it as if she should have known this all along.
 
   It was the last thing in the world that should have concerned her at this point, and yet the relief she felt was absurdly overwhelming. The very thought of him performing such an intimate act with someone else filled her with possessive resentment.
 
   “Say something,” she urged softly. For some reason she wanted to hear the girl’s voice, wanted to see if she could discern any evil in it.
 
   The redhead’s cloudy eyes met hers for a brief moment, then widened as they shifted to Ash as he returned to stand beside Sami. The cause of her fear was evident. In his hands he carried a long-handled scythe. The shining silver blade curved cruelly like the Grim Reaper’s smile.
 
   “It’s nice and sharp.” Ash ran a finger lightly along the edge of the blade, then held it up so she could see the blood. And then the wound was gone - one minute the cut was there and the next minute it had faded into obscurity - and Sami found it difficult to catch her breath. “One good hard swing ought to do it.”
 
   “What are you going to do!” Surely not what her distorted mind was envisioning - no, it couldn’t be that, she didn’t want to see something like that…
 
   He reached out to stroke her cheek with one hand. “I’m not going to do anything, Samara. This is it. This is your final test of loyalty. I want you to execute her.”
 
   Her breath came so fast she was at risk of hyperventilating. He couldn’t seriously expect her to do something like that…this had to be a joke, just a ruse, like with the gun…
 
   “Do this for me, and I’ll give you the gift of immortality. Don’t you want to be mine forever?” he coaxed.
 
   Oh, God…this was not at all how she’d envisioned this night…
 
   “It’ll be painless for her. She won’t feel a thing.”
 
   Sami tentatively reached for the wooden handle. He would stop her at the last minute. He wouldn’t make her go through with this. Denial isn’t just a river in Africa, my dear…
 
   “You can do this, baby. She has to be eliminated. She’s vicious, a danger to society…”
 
   “YOU FUCKING LIAR!”
 
   The shout came from the open door, and even before Sami could turn to look behind her Ash hoisted the scythe and swung it at the girl, abruptly stopping the blade within an inch of her neck. “Don’t come any closer.”
 
   The source of the unfamiliar voice, a tall, slender man with flaxen hair, stopped in his tracks. He was holding a knife in one hand, and beside him stood…
 
   “Tristan?”
 
   “You should’ve left when you had the chance, Sami. I tried to warn you.” He shook his head in sad resignation.
 
   Asher’s blue eyes radiated cold fury. “So. My oldest and dearest friend has turned his back on me.”
 
   “Eva, love…” The blond took a step toward them.
 
   Ash pressed the blade against the girl’s throat, and a single drop of blood made its way down her neck to stain the snowy white satin. “Stop where you are! I warn you…her system is full of nightshade. If I sever her head now, there will be no resurrection for her. She’ll be lost.”
 
   “And I warn you…” the blond snarled. “…what I hold in my hand will be the end of you! Let her go!”
 
   Asher’s eyes fell on the knife and he laughed incredulously. “Are you out of your fucking mind? You don’t seriously think…”
 
   “You better listen to him, Reid,” Tristan cut in. “He isn’t lying when he says it will be the end of you. That isn’t some run-of-the-mill hunting knife. You can be destroyed with it.”
 
   “You can, and you will,” the other man growled.
 
   “It’s the Hundeprest dagger,” Tristan continued.
 
   “Bullshit.” Ash tossed his head. “That dagger doesn’t exist. It’s just a myth. Something passed down from ancient immortals who still believed in the old ways.”
 
   “Asher, please listen to me! I’m trying to help you...”
 
   “Help me? By betraying me? You tried to turn her against me!”
 
   “Listen! Why do you think I was unaware of Winter’s existence for thirty years? He was born of the dagger and therefore he isn’t like us! He’s a different breed of vampire!”
 
   “Samara…” Ash spoke to her without taking his eyes off his two adversaries. “Take the scythe, baby.”
 
   She couldn’t believe it. Did he still expect her to go through with this? “Ash, maybe we should…”
 
   “Put your hands on the handle and take it from me. Now.”
 
   Fearing the malice in his voice, she obeyed. The tool was heavier than she’d expected, and her trembling hands gripped the wood tightly as she struggled to hold it steady against the redhead’s throat. And then the girl spoke.
 
   “Please…don’t.” It came out as a soft whimper.
 
   Her fiancé moved forward. “Eva!”
 
   “Stop or I’ll do it!” Sami shouted at him, desperately trying to buy more time. Torn between two worlds, confusion wracked her brain. The situation seemed hopeless. Ash had no intention of backing down.
 
   “She’s done nothing to deserve this!” the stranger pleaded with her. “Whatever he’s told you is a lie!”
 
   Asher’s lips curved into a diabolical smile. “Go ahead and do it, baby. Prove that you love me. Kill that bitch.”
 
   “Sami, don’t!” Tristan begged. “If she dies, he’ll die too!”
 
   “Don’t listen to him. He’s bluffing. Do it. Do it now!”
 
   Sami’s eyes darted back and forth between Asher and Tristan. The scythe grew heavier in her hands.
 
   His patience gone, Ash roared at her, “Goddammit, you worthless slut, I’m not telling you again! You do as I say or I’ll tear your useless heart out! Now swing that fucking blade!”
 
   And so she did. She swung. With all of her might.
 
   But not at the redhead.
 
   There was eerie silence as the vampire’s head seemed to fly through the air in slow motion, falling with a soft thump on the barn floor and rolling to land at the feet of Tristan. The body - Asher’s beautiful body - dropped to its knees, blood flowing from the gaping neck. Finally, after what must have been seconds but felt like hours, it toppled sideways and moved no more.
 
   And then someone was screaming and screaming and screaming and it was a long time before Samara understood that the heartbroken cries were her own.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   Unmarred by clouds, the sky was a flawless royal blue that Sami believed must surely have been stolen from Asher’s eyes.
 
   The beautiful morning was a contradiction, a cruel mockery of the inner turmoil she felt. It didn’t seem possible that the sun could continue to rise, that the world would dare to go on as if nothing had changed. But the fact that the four of them were headed out to sea on Misty was the grim proof. It was because of her own personal request. She knew he would have wanted to be put to rest in the ocean he loved so much.
 
   While she stood gazing hypnotically out into the horizon, Eva came over to offer her quiet support. Beside her, the girl’s auburn hair billowed in the wind like the flames of an uncontrolled wildfire. As gentle as she was beautiful, there was no remaining uncertainty that Ash had lied about her being a killer. She was nothing more than an innocent pawn in one of his twisted games. One who had very nearly become another casualty on his extensive list of victims.
 
   Sami turned her head slightly to see Julian seated beside Tristan at the helm, his eyes on the two of them as if he didn’t completely trust her. He seemed reluctant to let Eva out of his sight. Which, considering the circumstances, was understandable.
 
   In a voice barely loud enough to hear, she confessed, “I wanted what you have. Was that so much to ask for?”
 
   Eva put a sympathetic arm around her, resting her head against Sami’s shoulder. “Of course it wasn’t too much to want. But with him, it may have been too much to expect.”
 
   “I never wanted to hurt him.”
 
   “I know you didn’t.”
 
   “He made me do it…”
 
   “You can’t blame yourself. He gave you no choice.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Eva. I’m so sorry…”
 
   “You saved my life - what do you have to apologize for? I should be thanking you.”
 
   A bitter laugh escaped Sami’s throat. “Thanking me? I could have killed you!”
 
   “But you didn’t.”
 
   If you only knew how close I came. “God…I’ll never understand what drove him to do this. Or why I let him manipulate me the way he did.”
 
   “Loving an immortal can be…all-consuming. I know this from experience. I was human myself when I fell in love with Julian.”
 
   “You were?”
 
   “Let’s just say, I can relate to what you’re going through.”
 
   Sami wasn’t convinced of that. How could this girl honestly claim to identify with her situation when the one she loved was still by her side? And when he was capable of loving her wholeheartedly in return? It was so damned unfair. And the most painful part was knowing that even now, even after everything he’d done…she still loved him. Nothing had changed. She would still follow him to the ends of the earth, given the chance.
 
   Tristan was slowing the boat. The girls exchanged looks as he shut off the engine, and Sami released a sigh. “Guess it’s time to get this over with.”
 
   “The sooner the better,” Julian agreed as he joined them.
 
   “Thanks for going along with this. I know to you, it must seem like a pointless thing to do.”
 
   “Well, if it were up to me we would have left his corpse for the vultures to feed upon. But I suppose I can understand why you feel the need to do this. And I am indebted to you.” He grabbed one end of the limp body that had been wrapped in a blue tarp and bound with rope. Tristan lifted the other end with considerably more care, and together they heaved it over the side. There was a lonely splash as it dropped into the shimmering waters of the Gulf of Mexico.
 
   With cold hands, Sami brought Asher’s head to her heart. It was bound in plastic as well - she couldn’t bear to see those blue eyes staring back at her when she sacrificed it to the depths of the ocean. And forcing herself to do just that was infinitely more painful than any slash of the blade. How ironic that he would still have the ability to hurt her, even now.
 
   The bundle submerged quickly, disappearing from sight far more quickly than she’d expected. In mere seconds it was gone. Behind it she dropped one white rose, then watched with a lump in her throat as Tristan followed suit. He had tears in his eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry it had to end this way,” she said softly.
 
   “So am I…but I know it must be for the best.”
 
   Sami watched as the sparkling ripples tossed the roses to and fro. Oddly enough, they never separated. The two flowers seemed determined to remain close together. “I’ll keep telling myself that.”
 
   “I have a feeling I’ll be trying to convince myself of it for a long time to come.” Tristan turned his attention to Julian. “What will I tell the others?”
 
   His response was simple. “You can tell them they’re now free to make their own choices.”
 
   They headed back in the direction of the shore, each to his own destiny. Julian and Eva were secure in theirs, Tristan somewhat less so, and Sami…
 
   She’d watched her destiny sink to the bottom of the sea.
 
   “Come to San Francisco with me,” Tristan proposed. “There’s plenty of room at my place - I could use a roommate. I get tired of having only myself to talk to. You’d be doing me a favor.”
 
   “Tristan. That’s really sweet of you to say, but…”
 
   “And if you decide you still want to become one of us, I’ll do that for you. Just don’t stay here alone with his ghost, Sami. It’s not good for you.”
 
   His offer was respectfully but firmly declined.
 
   “What will you do then?”
 
   Suddenly feeling very tired, she rested her head on the railing. “I wish I knew.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   May 3rd
 
    
 
   “Do you, Julian Radley Winter, take this woman before you to be your wedded wife, to live together in marriage? Do you promise to love, comfort, honor and keep her for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others, be faithful to her so long as you both shall live?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Please place the ring on her finger and repeat after me. ‘I give you this ring, which is bound to my heart. Wear it always as a symbol of my love.’”
 
   Slipping the ring on her hand, he gazed far enough into her eyes to reach her soul as he repeated the words. “I give you this ring, which is bound to my heart. Wear it always as a symbol of my love.”
 
   “And do you, Evangeline Rowan Spencer, take this man before you to be your wedded husband, to live together in marriage? Do you promise to love, comfort, honor and keep him for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others, be faithful to him so long as you both shall live?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Then please place the ring on his finger and repeat after me. ‘I give you this ring, which is bound to my heart. Wear it always as a symbol of my love.’”
 
   She blinked back tears of pure joy as she slid the ring on his finger and silently prayed she wouldn’t botch the simple words. “I give you this ring, which is bound to my heart. Wear it always as a symbol of my love.”
 
   The minister smiled at them. “This is the part you’ve been waiting for. By the authority vested in me by the state of Oregon, I now declare you husband and wife.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   On a stone terrace underneath a lit archway adorned with white casablanca lilies and purple wisteria vines, surrounded by gardens of pink and lavender foxglove, Julian and Eva were joined together at sunset in the tradition of mortals.
 
   And in her eyes, it couldn’t have been more beautiful or more perfect. Surrounded by friends and family, they danced their first dance as husband and wife to the hauntingly sweet strains of Requiem for a Captive Butterfly. Their eyes spoke for their hearts as they lost themselves in one another, the rest of the world taking flight on the wings of the music. Every note, composed exclusively for her from the depths of a soul waking from three decades of slumber.
 
   “I’m never letting you out of my sight again, Mrs. Winter,” he whispered near the end of the song.
 
   “I’m holding you to that promise.” She rested her cheek against the black tuxedo jacket of her dashing new husband. Her happiness was complete.
 
   He was as good as his word. Dancing with her estranged father later, Eva felt Julian’s soft voice in her ear breathing I love you from across the room. She met his gaze and smiled, mouthing the words back over her dad’s shoulder.
 
   “Seems like it wasn’t that long ago I was dancing with you at Miss Maybelline Higgenbottom’s tea parties,” Edwin Spencer commented.
 
   She was astonished. “You remember that?” It seemed so long ago. When she was a little girl, she used to dress up in her mother’s clothes and call herself by that silly but imaginative name. It was a game they played together. She would draw colorful party invitations with her crayons, issuing them to her dolls and the alter ego of her father. He attended as Sir Wiggypig and they both sipped lemonade out of tiny plastic teacups with their noses in the air while discussing important matters such as what made boys so disgusting, and the odds of Santa Claus being able to deliver a zebra for Christmas.
 
   “Of course I remember.” There was wistfulness in his voice, something she hadn’t expected. After all these years, was he having regrets? Well, people could change. His appearance certainly had. She hadn’t seen him since her high school graduation, and in those brief years he’d grown thinner and grayer. He looked older than a man in his mid-forties should.
 
   “Do you have tea parties with your other kids?” she couldn’t help asking. Not surprisingly, he and a very pregnant Michelle had arrived alone, sans children. It only helped to confirm her suspicion that they had no clue their older sister even existed.
 
   “Not so much anymore, no. I work a lot. My practice is doing very well.”
 
   “Oh…that’s good.” A generic response, but it was all she could come up with. She felt awkward with this man who had once been her hero but was now little more than a stranger to her.
 
   “It’s a little creepy, the resemblance.” He was indicating Julian.
 
   “I guess. I don’t really remember his father all that well. He moved away when I was about ten or eleven, I think.”
 
   “After I was gone.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “You were better off, Evie,” he said suddenly, calling her by the nickname she hadn’t heard him use since she was six. Judging by the catch in his voice, the admission must have been a hard one for him to make.
 
   “It might have been nice if I’d had the opportunity to decide that for myself.”
 
   “Well, it looks like you turned out all right. And your mother…it looks like she’s done well for herself too.” He shot a glance at Abby, who was all smiles as she danced with Grant Reynolds.
 
   “Yeah…she’s doing great.”
 
   “She looks…really pretty.”
 
   Wanting to avoid this thorny territory, Eva steered him in a different direction. “So when’s the baby due?”
 
   “Oh. Uh…early next month.”
 
   “Boy or girl? Do you know?”
 
   “Boy.” He sounded disturbingly apathetic about something as monumental as the impending arrival of his own child. Maybe he hadn’t changed so much, after all. He might not be off the mark with the claim that she’d been better off without him. Besides, she’d turned out okay in the long run. No use wondering what if.
 
   “I’m glad you were able to be here. It means a lot to me that you came.”
 
   Her words seemed to make him uncomfortable. “To be honest, I was planning on bowing out, but Michelle insisted we come. Said I’d always regret it if I didn’t. Glad I listened. Sometimes she has more sense than I give her credit for.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” The lonely-looking woman in the homely maternity dress didn’t even remotely resemble the cheap, busty blonde she remembered. And the realization struck her that maybe, as a child she’d seen only what she wanted to see. A heartless, man-eating tramp who selfishly stole her father away. But it took two to tango, and people couldn’t be categorized in terms of black and white. There must have been so much more to it than she’d been aware of at the time.
 
   Sometimes things just…happened. That was life.
 
   She approached Michelle after the song ended, unsure of whether it was a sense of closure she was searching for or whether she just felt pity for the woman who seemed out of place among the happy, boisterous crowd.
 
   “How’s the little bun coming along?” she inquired sociably.
 
   “Oh…he’s doing pretty good. I have a feeling he’s going to make an early appearance. Either that or he’s going to be a very big boy.” Michelle rubbed her huge belly.
 
   “Have you picked out a name yet?”
 
   “I’m - we’re still trying to decide between a few.”
 
   Maybe it was just Eva, but she got the distinct feeling Edwin hadn’t been terribly involved in this pregnancy. The poor woman…she obviously didn’t have it easy. A houseful of kids and a detached husband who was rarely home. What a life.
 
   “I’m kind of leaning towards Adam Colin.”
 
   “Oh, I like that…Adam Colin Spencer. That’s a pretty name.”
 
   “I think so too…oh!” She flinched and doubled over a bit.
 
   “Are you okay?” Good grief, surely she wasn’t going to go into labor right here and now! How far away was the nearest hospital anyway?
 
   “I’m fine, the little stinker just jabbed me. He’s an active one. Been jumping around in there all night. I think he likes the music.”
 
   Eva regarded her round stomach enviously. “May I?”
 
   “Sure, go ahead. Right here.”
 
   She placed her hand on the spot and almost immediately felt a tiny kick underneath her palm. It made her laugh. “I think you have a future sports star in the making.”
 
   “A kickboxer, I’d say!” Michelle agreed with a smile.
 
   Eva made a mental note to send a special gift for the baby. Anonymously, of course. She might never be a part of his life but at least she could provide something nice for him.
 
   The guests were served dinner on the patio around the firepit half an hour later. Dr. Reynolds and Eva’s mother were seated at their table, along with Lainie who was chatting up Abby like an old friend. The woman never met a stranger. Eva had missed her cheerful presence and had already smothered her with at least a dozen hugs since her arrival two days ago. She was staying at the chalet and looking after Rio while they were away, and Julian was trying to persuade her to stay on with them beyond that.
 
   “Doesn’t the sweet lamb look like a right angel from heaven tonight?” the Scotswoman gushed lovingly.
 
   “Would you believe that was my wedding dress?” Abby revealed. “The one she originally picked out got ruined - I still can’t figure out how that happened - and she called me asking if I still had mine. It was a perfect fit, too. We didn’t even have to have it altered. Hard to believe I used to be that size. Looks like it was made just for her, doesn’t it?”
 
   “That it does. What a lovely thing to be able to hand down to yer daughter. I ne’er had any bairns o’ my own, but my Jules, he was always like a son to me. I claim him as such, anyway.”
 
   “It’s a shame you have no living relatives other than your father,” Abby commented to him. “But you don’t have any shortage of family now, that’s for sure. I wonder if you have any idea what you’ve gotten yourself into with this bunch!”
 
   “Nonsense - I’m honored to call myself a part of your family.”
 
   “I’m sure Chloe and Christine wouldn’t mind if Aunt Ryanne adopted him,” Eva joked. Her twelve-year-old cousins had stared at him and giggled together behind their hands all evening, until Julian finally asked them both to dance. They’d had stars in their eyes ever since.
 
   “She and your Uncle Andrew are going to have their hands full when those two start dating,” her mother predicted, rolling her eyes.
 
   “Going to? They’ve had their hands full since the day those two terrors were born!”
 
   “Twins run in the family on our side, Julian - you better keep that in mind for future reference,” Abby informed him with a mischievous wink. He merely smiled.
 
   “Where are you two spending your honeymoon?” Dr. Spencer asked.
 
   “Virgin Islands. We’re staying at the Ritz-Carlton.” Eva grinned. “I can’t wait.”
 
   “I might just stow away in your suitcase,” Abby threatened.
 
   “There’s plenty of room in there. All I packed was a bikini.” Eva nudged Julian playfully. She wasn’t sure how he’d managed to change their plans back on such short notice, but she might have known he’d find a way.
 
   “If I’d known that, I would have booked an earlier flight!” he laughed.
 
   “Save it for the honeymoon, you guys,” came a voice from behind. Mary Ellen, Eva’s best friend since childhood, aimed a camera at them. “Smile!”
 
   “Oh, not more pictures,” Eva groaned, but she leaned close to Julian anyway and flashed the obligatory smile. The professional photographer had already captured them in every pose imaginable. She was going to have enough photos to fill a dozen scrapbooks, at least.
 
   And that was okay. There wasn’t a moment of this she wanted forgotten. A hundred years from now, when her loved ones were gone, she wanted this one night to be fresh still in her memory. Something beautiful to hold on to forever.
 
   There were only two from the guest list who failed to make an appearance. Aaron and Paula Chandler were notably absent. The missing person posters that were plastered all over Brightwood were a stark reminder of why. It grieved Eva to know that she could provide no closure for Dane’s frantic parents. She and Julian had spent days searching for his remains but it was like looking for a needle in a haystack, and no trace of him was ever uncovered. There was nothing else that could be done. She never should have intervened, never should have helped him cheat death. It returned to claim him in the end. Maybe it was meant all along for him to die with Imogen that night. Fate was a vengeful bitch.
 
   The newlyweds had one last dance together before leaving for the airport. She felt like a princess at the happy ending of a fairy tale, whirling around in the arms of her prince to a beautiful instrumental version of Unforgettable. That’s what this night was - unforgettable. The past was in the past and though the future ahead might conceal its own perils, tonight held only magic.
 
   And who couldn’t use a little magic?
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   The sky was a gloomy gray, but the winds were calm and the sea was peaceful.
 
   Seated beside Laiken in his small speedboat, Sami was readying her diving equipment while he studied the GPS. At the moment she was attempting to untangle the tubes and regulators he’d left in a careless pile. She was beginning to question her own sanity for going scuba diving with someone who didn’t even take proper care of his equipment. He didn’t strike her as the most responsible person in the world. But she was here now, and there was no way she was backing out. This was something that had to be done. It was time to take control of her life.
 
   He slowed the boat and commented to her, “Hope the rain holds off. At least there’s no lightning.”
 
   “Afraid of getting wet?” She raised her eyebrows with a grin.
 
   He grinned back and got up to lower the anchor over the bow, then shut off the engine after backing up just enough to tighten the line. A sudden quiet surrounded them, broken only by the soft murmurs of the waves as they gently splashed the sides of the boat. When he spoke, his voice was a foreign sound that didn’t belong in the still air.
 
   “I’m surprised you agreed to this. I kinda figured you and Reid were an item, after seein’ you at the beach that night.”
 
   “I’d rather not talk about that, if you don’t mind. Sore subject.”
 
   “No problem, sunflower. I know how it is.” His eyes traveled up and down her wetsuit appreciatively. “All I’m gonna say is, that man was crazy as hell if he didn’t realize what he had.”
 
   She cocked her head sideways. “Well, thank you. I appreciate the compliment.”
 
   “I calls it like I sees it. You ’bout ready to dive, froggie?”
 
   “Are we in the right spot?”
 
   “These are the coordinates you gave me.”
 
   “Then I’m just about ready. Hand me those fins, will you?”
 
   He passed her the pair of fins, then reached for his own buoyancy control device and began strapping the tank to it. “Don’t forget to check your pressure gauge,” he reminded her.
 
   “I did.” She picked up her mask and searched through her beach bag for the small bottle of defogger.
 
   “So what’s so special about this particular spot?”
 
   “Oh…you know. I thought we could look for sunken treasure or something.”
 
   “Sunken treasure. Right.” He gave her a curious look. “Just what exactly is supposed to be down there, anyway?”
 
   She gave a shrug and replied furtively, “Why…Poseidon, of course.”
 
   He would never believe the truth, even if she had any intention of revealing it. And she didn’t. It was among the many things held in her strictest confidence. For instance, the most important secret whispered to her in the night. Something known only to her and the one being sheltered by the sea.
 
   And that was precisely how long it took for a decapitated vampire’s body to begin to deteriorate beyond any hope of regeneration.
 
   The answer…
 
   A lot longer than one would think.
 
   It’s all about the path we choose, flightless dove.
 
   She’d chosen her path. If Tristan was right about the dagger being authentic, then that bastard Julian Winter would have destroyed Asher permanently. And she could hardly stand back and allow that, could she?
 
   So she’d done what had to be done. Because sometimes you had to hurt a person if you wanted to save them.
 
   Sliding her arms into the vest, she looked over at Laiken with a crafty smile.
 
   “Are you ready to go someplace dark?”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~*~*~*~*~
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   “Love that is not madness is not love.” ~Pedro Calderón de la Barca
 
    
 
    
 
   ~1~
 
    
 
   “You ready to tell me what the devil we just brought up?”
 
   Shimmying out of the wetsuit that clung obstinately to him, Laiken jerked his head to sling dripping locks of sun-bleached hair out of his line of vision while surveying the dubious “treasure”.
 
   Samara smiled evasively as she peeled off her own neoprene suit. The blazing sun, having burned through a barrier of clouds while the pair was diving below, radiated a toasty warmth to her damp skin. The forecast might call for a high of eighty-five today, but the cool, quiet depths of the Gulf of Mexico were a world apart. At least the gray gloominess from earlier had vanished, dissolved by the sun’s brightness. She accepted this as a positive omen. So far, so good. Her initial fear – that she’d somehow mixed up the coordinates and would find no trace of him – had been alleviated. The hardest part was done.
 
   She had him.
 
   All that remained now was to see that he mended properly.
 
   Still a little out of breath, she paused for a moment to rest. Retrieving the remains had been quite a challenge. Surfacing with the heavy bundle was relatively easy, but after that it took all their combined strength to lug it into the boat. A six-foot-four powerhouse of solid muscle, Asher was by no means a lightweight.
 
   And the next hurdle? The question of how to deal with her unwitting accomplice. Laiken probably wouldn’t be quite so cooperative once he got a gander at the macabre contents of their haul. The poor, naïve dope didn’t have a clue. Still, she wasn’t particularly worried. If everything worked in her favor, that problem would soon lie in someone else’s hands.
 
   His hands.
 
   Sweet merciful heavens, how she ached with an almost unbearable need to feel them caressing her once again. The prospect that she might, and soon, sent a current of excited adrenaline coursing through her veins. The past couple of weeks without him had been sheer misery. It was so hard to hold it all together, to find the strength to somehow prevent herself from breaking down. Every day was one step closer to the threat of falling apart and losing her shit completely.
 
   Somehow she managed, though it wasn’t easy. She hated the fake pretense. Showing up for work bright and early every morning, smiling, trying to keep up appearances as if everything was fine and normal. Coming up with plausible excuses for her employer’s noticeable absence.
 
   Family emergency, he said. No, I don’t know the details. I think there may have been a death in the family or something like that. He seemed pretty upset. Hasn’t been taking any calls, not even from me. No, I don’t know exactly. All I know is, he told me he’d be back within a couple of weeks and not to worry.
 
   Realistically, she’d had no alternative other than to bide her time. Tristan might very well have been keeping tabs on her whereabouts during those first dark days – though if he ever suspected her intentions, he was careful not to let on. Best to err on the side of caution anyway. Who knew for sure just how strong his psychic abilities really were?
 
   No, it only made sense to wait. To be patient. Because as much as he’d loved Ash, Tristan was still highly unlikely to approve of what she was attempting.
 
   Adjusting her bikini strap, Sami nudged the crumpled wetsuit out of her way with a bare foot. “What did we bring up? Hell, I don’t know. What does it look like to you?”
 
   “It looks like something the Mafia dumped overboard,” Laiken joked cheerfully. She couldn’t help but laugh. He wasn’t all that far off.
 
   Dear, sweet Laiken. So readily trusting. Life to him was nothing more or less than a perpetual beach party. His bohemian surroundings were ensconced in a mellow haze of incense and bongs, water sports and henna-tattooed smiley faces. Have a nice day, man! The world around him was viewed through rose-colored John Lennon glasses. It was all part of his unfettered charm.
 
   As for her, it was hard to imagine that she would ever know what it was like to be that carefree again.
 
   Ash had seen to that. From day one he’d taken her by storm and never let up. Oh, and Rick had played his part as well – she mustn’t forget about him. After all, the whole crazy thing had started with his casual betrayal. Strange how it always seemed to be the ones she loved most who labored the hardest to chip away at her innocence. Relentlessly and meticulously, one little piece at a time. She had no idea what they expected to find underneath.
 
   Not that it mattered anymore. Beneath the bright May sun, Rick Radcliffe rested in a grave of his own, and once again it struck her that she hadn’t given so much as a passing consideration to his funeral. Hadn’t bothered with flowers or phone calls or even token condolences. The voicemail messages from her parents and from Kelly were ignored and deleted. Because frankly, like the long-suffering Rhett Butler, she just didn’t give a damn.
 
   The only thing she cared about anymore was the object lying at her feet, bound in a burial shroud of stiff plastic and rope. Surprisingly, the head had been the first thing they’d come across. She had assumed it would be the more elusive of the two puzzle pieces. Instead, it was the body that didn’t turn up until her oxygen tank was perilously close to empty and she was growing more and more frantic in her desperate search. Laiken had been the one to point it out to her through the murky water.
 
   He was crouching beside it now with a utility knife in one hand, poised to cut away the tarp. The suspense was obviously killing him. Maybe she ought to prepare him for what he was about to see.
 
   “Hey. Wait just a second.” She touched his shoulder lightly.
 
   He looked up at her questioningly. Against his bronzed chest, the dangling shark tooth necklace was an absurd reminder that he was about to release a predator of a different sort. The most dangerous kind. One who walked undetected among his prey.
 
   “Okay, listen. There’s something you should probably know.”
 
   “Yeah? What?”
 
   “First I want you to promise you aren’t gonna spaz out on me or anything.”
 
   “Why would I spaz out?”
 
   “Um…let me ask you a question. You aren’t the queasy type, are you?”
 
   The chronic easygoing grin spread slowly across his face. “You aren’t telling me you actually believe there’s a dead body in here. That’s pretty far out, kiddo.”
 
   Arching her brows, Sami rolled her eyes upward. “Well, you’re half right.”
 
   “Ah, come on. I was just teasing about the Mafia thing. Corpses tend to float to the surface, you know? Decomposition gases and all that. It’s basic biology, sunflower. You don’t have to worry. We’re not about to see something heinous.”
 
   “Yeah, but what I’m saying is if there was –”
 
   “It’s probably just some freight that fell off a cargo ship during a storm.” Returning his attention to the blade, he began slicing through the layers of plastic.
 
   “Laiken, hang on. Maybe you should let me do that. I don’t think you want to –” She stopped short when he hastily jerked his hand back, an odd expression on his face. “What? What’s wrong?”
 
   “That’s weird. It’s…it feels warm.”
 
   Warm? Eager anticipation welled up inside, spilling over. Now that the time had come, she found she couldn’t wait one more second. Impatiently plucking the knife out of Laiken’s grasp, her trembling hands hastily slashed an uneven opening. Enough was enough and even that had gone way beyond too far. She had to see him. Had to.
 
   Right.
 
   Fucking.
 
   NOW.
 
   Jerking a handful of blue plastic aside, she released a sigh of ecstasy while revealing in triumph the jagged flesh and bone of a severed neck.
 
   “Oh, sweet Jesus…!” Beside her, Laiken’s voice was muffled. For good reason. Both hands had flown up over his mouth, and the hazel eyes bulged out comically in horrified revulsion. “Dear God!”
 
   Sami was euphoric, flying high on anticipatory adrenaline. Reaching for the smaller round bundle, she jubilantly tossed it into the air like a ghoulish makeshift basketball. Catching it deftly, she observed his reaction with barely veiled amusement. “You okay there, buddy?”
 
   He made some sort of noise that sounded like urp.
 
   “What do you suppose is behind curtain number two here? Care to take a wild guess?” Clutching the knife tightly, she began cutting through the wet rope that tethered it.
 
   “Don’t! Leave it be, Sam…throw it back…” His plea came out sounding thick and strangled.
 
   “I’ll give you a hint. It definitely didn’t fall off a cargo ship.”
 
   “Girl, are you tripping? Don’t open that thing! I don’t wanna see whatever’s in there!” Nervously rotating in a complete circle, Laiken folded both arms over the top of his head and moaned, “Ohh-h-h my God. Ohh-h-h my God.”
 
   “Like you said, it’s basic biology. A body won’t rise to the surface if it doesn’t decompose.”
 
   “Ohh-h-h, man…”
 
   “Calm down, Laiken. Jeez. It’s not like you haven’t seen him a thousand times before.” Pulling loose the frayed piece of rope, she carefully unwrapped the plastic and gazed reverently into the familiar face of her beloved Poseidon. Incredible – his flesh really did feel warm to the touch. How was that scientifically possible?
 
   “Well, hello there,” she murmured softly.
 
   Unable to resist, Laiken stole a quick glance at the decapitated head cradled in her hands. “Holy fuck!” he croaked in a hoarse whisper. “It’s Mr. Reid!”
 
   “Uh-huh.” 
 
   “And you knew this whole time! Didn’t you? You knew!”
 
   “Well, duh. I gave you the coordinates, didn’t I?”
 
   He hesitated for a moment, obviously dreading her response to the question his trembling mouth was reluctantly forming. “Did you…Sami, you didn’t have anything to do with it, did you? Please tell me you didn’t. I know the guy was an asshole, but please tell me you didn’t kill him.”
 
   “Whether or not I killed him is debatable, considering he isn’t technically dead.”
 
   The expression on his face was a motley mask of bewilderment, fear and nauseated disgust. Clearly this situation reached way beyond the limits of his tie-dyed comfort zone. Flustered, he made a feeble attempt to secure control. “All right – that’s it. I’m going to…I…ah…” His eyes darted nervously from her to the marine radio and back again as he contemplated what to do. “We’re heading back to shore,” he decided.
 
   “Not just yet, we’re not. Be a darling and hand me my beach bag, will you?”
 
   “What for?” 
 
   “There’s a roll of first aid tape in there. I need it to help keep his head in place.”
 
   “Oh, God…” Doubling over the side of the speedboat, Laiken’s back heaved as he vomited noisily into the ocean.
 
   Ignoring him, Sami gingerly balanced Asher’s head on the floor before springing up to retrieve her bag. Tucked beneath a towel with her sunscreen, lip balm and other innocuous items was the cloth tape. It might not even be necessary, but she had no way of knowing how long the regenerative process would take. He’d been dead – well, not really but what else would you call it? Quasi-dead? Pseudo-dead? – for several weeks. It might take longer than normal.
 
   Normal. Ha!
 
   In what world did any of this even skim the boundaries of normal?
 
   Kneeling once again beside the body, Sami carefully tried to arrange the head in its proper position while scrutinizing the alignment with a sharp eye. Without looking up, she instructed Laiken, “Come over here and help me. I need another pair of hands.”
 
   He raised his head just enough to send her a stupefied glare. Briefly meeting his gaze, she couldn’t help but notice with a pang of guilt that his face had taken on a pallid greenish hue. Poor guy – he was not taking this well. She’d never realized he was so squeamish.
 
   “No f-f-fucking way, man! I’m not about to touch that thing!” Still sprawled over the boat’s fiberglass edge, he closed his eyes and rested his forehead on one outstretched arm with a groan.
 
   Okay. So apparently she was going to have to do this on her own.
 
   Sighing, she sat back on her heels and examined the situation. The best option, as far as she could tell, would be to prop the body up so she could more easily encompass the neck. Easier said than done. He was heavy, not to mention the fact that she couldn’t very well hold his head in place while bandaging him at the same time.
 
   “Dammit, Laiken. I really didn’t want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice.” Sliding one hand back into the beach bag, her fingers closed around the hard plastic grip as she withdrew Asher’s Ruger. The clip was still empty, but the mere sight of the weapon should present enough of a threat to light a fire under him. “Stop acting like a pansy ass and get over here and help me!”
 
   Lifting his chin, he stared at the gun in disbelief. “Sami! Have you gone crazy? What in heaven’s name are you trying to accomplish here?”
 
   “I want you to lift him so he’s sitting upright. Prop him up against the back of the seat.”
 
   “You want me to…what? WHY? There’s no point – he’s dead as a moose head on a wall, can’t you see that?”
 
   “I’m not asking twice,” she warned him coldly. “I suggest you just do it.”
 
   Defeated, he shook his blond head feebly. “All right, all right, fine. I’ll do it. But could you please point that thing somewhere else?”
 
   She obliged by lowering her aim from his chest to his crotch.
 
   Inhaling a deep, shaky breath, he wrapped his fingers around the rope that encircled the torso and pulled, grappling clumsily with the decapitated corpse. Somehow he managed to complete this disagreeable task without succumbing to another fit of retching. Gun still trained on him, Sami bent to snag a handful of Asher’s ebony hair with her free hand.
 
   “Pick up that tape. I’m going to need you to bind him while I hold his head in place. And hear me good – if you don’t make an absolutely flawless job of it, I won’t hesitate to blow your hippie balls off. Got it?”
 
   His mouth dropped open.
 
   “Don’t worry, love. He won’t bite.” A sharp laugh escaped her and she pressed her lips together to prevent a fit of hysterics. That’s funny, I don’t care who you are.
 
   He retrieved the first aid tape wordlessly while she meticulously affixed Asher’s head to his broken spine with one hand. Holding it as still as humanly possible, she supervised as Laiken slowly and painstakingly wrapped the bandaging around and around until the entire roll had been used up and the wound was completely covered. When he was finished with this, he anxiously turned to Sami.
 
   “What now?”
 
   She rested the limp head against the white vinyl seat back and cautiously released her hold. “Now we wait.”
 
   “Wait? Wait for what?”
 
   “For him to wake up.”
 
   Laiken dropped weakly to the floor of the boat and sat there with his face in his hands, saying nothing for what seemed a very long time. She eventually lowered herself to sit beside Ash, never taking her eyes off him. The boat rocked gently back and forth, the only sound a monotonous splashing of waves against the sides while they both waited for something – anything – to happen.
 
   After some time he looked up and said quietly, “Sami. Sweetheart. You gotta know, deep down in your heart, that isn’t gonna happen.”
 
   “What happened to the knife?” she abruptly asked, ignoring his logic.
 
   “I don’t know. You had it last.” Spying it less than three feet away, he stretched out an arm to reach for it. “Here it is.”
 
   “Let me have it.”
 
   He hesitated uncertainly.
 
   “Tell you what, I’ll trade you. How about it?” She offered the gun, much to his astonishment. His startled expression elicited a grin from her. “It’s not even loaded,” she admitted.
 
   Heaving a deep sigh, he accepted the Ruger from her. “Why do you want the knife?”
 
   “So I can cut away the rest of this tarp.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Would you just humor me? Jesus, it’s not like I’m going to attack you with it or anything. Think about it – you’re twice as strong as I am. There’s no way.”
 
   “You’re not planning on hurting yourself with it, are you?”
 
   “It’s very sweet of you to be concerned, but no, of course not. I told you, I just want to get this out of the way.” She held out her hand and rewarded him with a smile when he grudgingly placed it in her palm. “Thank you.”
 
   He watched while she went to work sawing through the ropes and sturdy plastic. “You never answered my question. What happened to him? Did you have anything to do with his death?”
 
   “I had everything to do with his death.”
 
   “But…I don’t get it. If you wanted him dead, then why are you channeling Dr. Frankenstein here?”
 
   She frowned. “Let me ask you a question. Have you ever felt an attraction so intense, so all-encompassing, that every other reality ceases to exist for you? Until the only thing left, the only thing that keeps you living and breathing is the hope of even a single declaration of love from that one person?”
 
   “Can’t say that I have. Forgive me for saying so, but that doesn’t sound like my idea of a healthy relationship.”
 
   “I never said it was healthy. Trust me, it was anything but that.”
 
   “Okay. So if you loved him so much, then why would you kill him?”
 
   “I had no choice. I did it for him.”
 
   “You did it for him,” he repeated incredulously.
 
   “It’s kind of a long story.”
 
   He rubbed his temples. “Fuck, Sami. This is some heavy shit.”
 
   “Yeah. Well, I can’t argue with you there.” Pulling the plastic away, she pressed a hand against Asher’s chest. He was still dressed in the brown Dolce & Gabbana polo shirt he’d been wearing the night he returned from Oregon. The night that was supposed to be her initiation. Peculiar thing was, the material was barely damp. That tarp really was waterproof. She made a mental note to write a bang-up review praising the manufacturer. It was the least she could do, considering their product was more than likely the only thing that prevented him from being munched on by whatever the hell lived in these waters.
 
   Feeling only stillness beneath her fingers, she placed her ear to his heart and listened carefully. Why was this taking so long? Nothing. Not a damn thing. Unless…
 
   What was that rhythmic murmur? Was she imagining the soft echo of a pulse within him?
 
   Pulling her head back, she willed him to life with every bit of mental energy she possessed. “That’s it, baby. That’s it. Breathe.” Her fingers caressed his cheek. “I know you can do it. Breathe for me, baby. I need you. I need you to come back to me. Wake up for me, Ash. Please wake up.”
 
   In the distance, a seagull screeched as the sun hid behind a single dark cloud that had blown in from the east. The waves began to pick up, tossing the boat more aggressively.
 
   Suddenly and unexpectedly, his eyes snapped open.
 
   Two crystal clear pools of azure blue fixated on her.
 
   “Welcome back,” she whispered.
 
   Instantly thrown into a state of shock and numb disbelief, Laiken’s mind fought to reject the scene unfolding before him. He sat motionless, his petrified limbs as useless as raw hamburger meat. Even his tongue lost the ability to function. The swim trunks that had dried in the sun began to dampen again with a spreading warmth as his bladder involuntarily let go. All he could do was watch in helpless horror as Sami’s fingers continued stroking the supple, living flesh of a corpse that was no longer a corpse.
 
   At this point it was fair to assume that the situation had reached the apex of madness.
 
   Until, with a dreamy smile, she said something that made him realize that things were about to get a whole lot worse.
 
   “He’s going to need blood.”
 
   *~*~*
 
   Two thousand miles away, in the kitchen of a quaint little Mediterranean restaurant in San Francisco, Etienne Durant was prepping for the evening’s dinner rush when the door to the back entrance flew open. Glancing up from the red peppers he was chopping, his eyes did a double take at the sight of his employer’s uncharacteristically disheveled appearance.
 
   Tristan Kendall slammed the door shut harder than necessary before locking it behind him. The dreadlocks that were normally tied neatly back were hanging loose and unchecked, his clothes wrinkled, shirt tucked only halfway into his pants. He almost looked as if he’d slept in the very clothes he was wearing.
 
   Etienne shot him a sly grin. “You look like shit. What’d you do, spend the night saddling up with a cowboy?”
 
   “No, I did not,” was the sharp reply. “And since when are you so interested in my goddamn sex life?”
 
   “Lighten up, Tris. It was a joke. Remember when jokes used to be funny?” Shaking his head, he returned his attention to the cutting board. “Bite my head off, why don’t you. What’s the matter, couldn’t find any babies to take candy from on your way to work today?”
 
   Hesitating, Tristan relinquished a half-hearted smile. “Sorry. Guess I woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” That might have passed as a legitimate excuse once, but it didn’t explain every other evening they’d all had to endure that foul mood. Ever since his return from Florida, the guy had been insufferable. When he wasn’t rampaging through the kitchen snapping at his employees, he was shut up in his tiny office moping. More than once he’d looked up from his station to find Tristan staring into space with a look of confusion, as if trying hard to remember something crucial.
 
   He never used to act like this. No, he was most definitely not himself lately. Probably got his heart stomped on. That would be his first guess.
 
   “Have you steamed the lobster yet?”
 
   “All taken care of.” Wiping his hands on a towel, Etienne turned to face him. “We need to talk,” he said, leaning against the counter.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About this pissy ass mood you’ve been in lately! What gives? It’s not like you to be so short-tempered with everyone. You know, we’re all worried about you.”
 
   “Don’t be. I’m fine.”
 
   “‘I’m fine’, he says. This from the guy who threw a plate at my head yesterday.”
 
   “I missed, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes, and that dent in the wall thanks you for it. Face it, you’re not fine. Something is obviously on your mind, so just go ahead and spill it. Who knows, maybe I can help.”
 
   The pale blue-gray eyes gazed down at the spotless floor dispiritedly. “There isn’t anything you can do. Anyway, it’s nothing. Things are just…weird lately.”
 
   “Weird how?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “Did something happen in Florida?”
 
   “That has nothing to do with it.” His denial sounded a tad too defensive.
 
   “Then what is it? Because frankly, it seems to me that lately you don’t give a shit about anything anymore! If you don’t want to be here, fine, but don’t make everyone else’s life miserable. Take some time off, get your head together. Figure out what’s going on. You know I can handle things here.”
 
   “I don’t know if time off is what I need right now.”
 
   Etienne sighed. “You are way too damn young to be having a midlife crisis.”
 
   The mild chuckle was unexpected. “Could be something like that, I suppose. Tell me. How does one generally deal with a midlife crisis?”
 
   With a shrug, he replied, “Buy a Harley. Drive to Alaska. Go bear hunting. I don’t know – what are you asking me for? I’m only twenty-eight.”
 
   “I’ll admit, a change of scenery doesn’t sound like the worst idea.”
 
   “Say the word. I’m still prepared to buy you out if you decide to sell.”
 
   He was surprised to hear Tristan say, “I’ll think about it.”
 
   It was an hour and a half later, just as the dinner rush was well under way, that Etienne was startled by a crash. For a moment he was afraid another plate had been hurled against the wall. No, it was only a jar of olives that had slipped from Tristan’s hands, but when his gaze traveled upward to catch his eye, what he saw unnerved him. It wasn’t anger or frustration dwelling there. It was fear. He looked like someone who was staring into the face of the devil himself.
 
   Clearing his throat uncertainly, he called out, “Hey. Everything okay?”
 
   “No. No…” The two words came out in a hushed whisper.
 
   “Tristan.” There was no indication that he was even heard. “Tristan!”
 
   “She couldn’t have. No. It’s not…it’s not possible…”
 
   Etienne exchanged bewildered glances with the other employees. None of them had any idea what to make of it either.
 
   Abruptly snapping out of his trance, Tristan proceeded to yank off his white chef’s coat while making a quick beeline for the office. As he brushed past them all, he mumbled something to himself.
 
   The words weren’t clear, but they sounded like, “He’s come back.”
 
    
 
   ~2~
 
    
 
   “What are you reading there, munchkin?”
 
   Slamming shut the dog-eared copy of The Picture of Dorian Gray, Halina Szapiro tossed it onto the trunk at the foot of the bed she was sprawled across and scowled at her guardian crossly. “You know I can’t stand it when you call me that. And don’t you knock?”
 
   “Sorry. Miranda sent me up to see if you wanted to watch a movie with us.”
 
   “Wait – let me guess. The Wizard of Oz?”
 
   Flashing a good-natured grin, Nicholas Fielding rested a hand on her small head and gently mussed the fine blonde hair. “All right, prophet of doom – I know it’s a bit of an adjustment after living in Connecticut but trust me, you’ll get used to it after a while. You might even start to like it.”
 
   “Don’t be silly! I love it here. It’s every girl’s dream to live in the house that Ed Gein built.”
 
   “I think that was in Wisconsin,” he pointed out. “Not Kansas.”
 
   “Big difference. I think whatever fly-by-night realtor sold you this place deserves to be our next benefactor. I bet they were falling down laughing all the way to the bank.”
 
   While it was true the farmhouse had been recently remodeled and updated with new appliances, it was still a far cry from the modern townhouse they shared in Bridgeport. Along this isolated stretch of land on the outskirts of rural Coldwater, there was little to see outside her window beyond the waving fields of dry, yellowing grass. They were so far out in the sticks there was no hope of even getting a crummy pizza delivered.
 
   Which brought up the not unreasonable question of where they were supposed to access suitable blood donors for the three of them. It wasn’t as if the population here was booming.
 
   And the most ridiculous part? There was only herself to blame. Staying in one area for any length of time was impossible specifically due to her. After four or five years, people would begin to notice that she didn’t appear to be getting any older. Wasn’t developing the way a normal adolescent should. Life reeked of unfairness, but death even more so. Other girls filled out and eventually blossomed into women – they didn’t remain stuck in limbo at the awkward age of fifteen. It didn’t exactly help that her petite frame contributed to the illusion that she was even younger than that. Most people assumed she was closer to twelve or thirteen.
 
   To make matters worse, Nick’s wife Miranda was apparently going through some “Ma Kettle” phase. It was she who had suggested that Kansas would be a welcome change of scenery. She’d even taken up quilting and canning, for Pete’s sake. It was absurd to watch a stunning woman who could have dominated a New York runway instead hide her enviable body under frumpy gingham aprons in a rustic kitchen trying to figure out how to make fig preserves.
 
   Figs. Ugh! They looked like little turds.
 
   “It’s only temporary, you know.”
 
   “I know. But here, of all places?”
 
   “Cheer up, Lina. Where’s your sense of adventure?”
 
   “Adventure! Who are you kidding? In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of Nowheresville. The only adventure I foresee in our immediate future is the distinct possibility of an F5 twister.”
 
   “Well, keep your fingers crossed. Maybe you’ll get lucky and the twister will drop our house in a neighborhood that’s more to your liking.”
 
   “You’re about as funny as a giant mutant hemorrhoid.” Halina smiled to show that she wasn’t really serious even though Nick was used to her sardonic sense of humor by now. They weren’t technically related, but Nicholas and Miranda Fielding had served as her adoptive family for many, many years. Ever since she was first brought to them in 1942. She loved them as much as the parents she’d lost – not only because they treated her with kindness and affection, but because they never hesitated to go above and beyond to protect her.
 
   “You can always register for school if you want something to keep you occupied.”
 
   “Been there, done that. Think I’ll have to respectfully decline.” These days she usually got by under the pretense of being home-schooled. Her body might be that of a teen, but her intelligence had long since developed past the point of finding science projects and pep rallies stimulating activities.
 
   Besides, these days all teenagers seemed to be interested in was social media. A strict no-no for her kind unless you used a fake profile. No pictures, no proof. In this day and age you had to be extra careful.
 
   “What are you going to do – sit up here with your nose in a book for the next four years?”
 
   “Maybe. Maybe I’ll write my own book.”
 
   “Now there’s a constructive idea. What would you write about?”
 
   “What about a how-to guide for vampires? 101 Easy Tips for Fledgling Fangers. Chapter One – All-Natural Ways to Remove Pesky Bloodstains from Cashmere. I could probably sell…oh, three or four copies.”
 
   “A novel idea.”
 
   This made her wince. “Not bad. Eight out of ten.” It was part of a silly game they’d shared for years – grading one another on the dreadfulness of their puns.
 
   “I thought it was worthy of a nine, at least.”
 
   “Eight and a half,” she compromised.
 
   “That’s better. Now are you coming downstairs or not? I’ll make some popcorn. I might even get lucky and not scorch it this time.”
 
   “What movie are you guys –” Her question was interrupted by the buzz of his cell phone vibrating, and she waited while he took the call.
 
   “Hello? Oh, hi. This is a coincidence, Miranda and I were just talking about you last night. How are things at the –” Nick’s expression changed abruptly as a dark curtain fell over his eyes. “What did you say?” Without looking back, he stalked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him.
 
   Sliding down from the overstuffed mattress, Halina padded over to the full-length antique mirror and studied herself from the front before turning to check her profile. It had become a ritual, something she did every night in the vain hope that some miracle had occurred and her mosquito-bite breasts would have magically begun to grow.
 
   Not a chance. The reflection was the same, always the same. A flat-chested waif of a girl with straight blonde hair cut in a neat razor bob. Muddy brown eyes a bit too large for the heart-shaped face they were set in. She more resembled a pixie than a young woman. The malnutrition in the years leading up to her death and rebirth had slowed her development. She’d never even had a chance to begin menstruation.
 
   It was a shame she didn’t look more like her surrogate mother. With her shapely curves, mile-long lashes and tawny golden hair, Miranda literally radiated sensuality. Men were always gawking at her. Maybe because she was the spitting image of a young Brigitte Bardot, while Halina could best be compared to Tinker Bell.
 
   A tiny sprite with an unnatural hunger for blood.
 
   You didn’t see that in Disney movies.
 
   At least she could be thankful that with such a delicate stature, her appetite was small. Her system didn’t require much to survive. She tried to be considerate of her donors. Had never even come close to killing one, if you didn’t count her first time. And she didn’t. The last thing she wanted was to turn into a psychotic little douchebag like Marco. She’d only met him once, but the way he strutted about like Billy Badass was enough to make you toss your plasma. Fancied himself some sort of rogue assassin. Personally, she thought he was a punk. Tristan told her all about him, had cautioned her not to have anything to do with him. That was enough for her. She trusted his advice. Even though it was rumored that he was what her cousin Danek would have referred to as cwel.
 
   Danek always did like to try and shock her with vulgar words. He was quite the clown.
 
   Until the Wehrmacht put a bullet through his skull.
 
   Funny how she just now remembered that particular word, when most of the Polish from her childhood had been forgotten. Even her accent had faded, Americanized by so many years of life in the United States. It was better this way. She didn’t much like to think of the past.
 
   “Maybe if I watered the stupid things, they’d grow,” she told the girl in the mirror before skipping off to bounce downstairs. Light as she was, the wooden steps still creaked beneath her feet. The stairs in their townhouse in Bridgeport were carpeted and most definitely did not creak.
 
   Miranda was in her favorite rocking chair in the living room, needlepoint balanced on her lap, but her attention was focused on her husband. She looked anxious. Nick was still talking to whoever was on the phone and he seemed concerned about something as well.
 
   “When are you planning to tell them?” There was a pause, then, “Yes, I guess I see your point. How will we get hold of you in the meantime?” Another pause. “But what will you do with the restaurant?”
 
   Halina instantly brightened. “Is that Tristan? Can I talk to him?”
 
   Nick’s eyes fell on her and they instantly softened. “Just a minute. I have someone here who wants to say hi.” He handed the phone to her.
 
   “Tristan?”
 
   “Hello, Rabbit.” His voice sounded off, somehow. Distant. Distracted. “How are you liking Kansas?”
 
   Normally nicknames that alluded to her small size, monikers like munchkin and little bit and shrimp, were number one on her list of pet peeves. But Tristan had always called her Rabbit, it was his special name for her, and never once had that bothered her. It was different with him. She couldn’t explain why, it just was.
 
   “I’m in Dante’s first circle of hell here. When are you coming to visit?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know. You make the place sound so appealing.”
 
   She was mortified at the giggle that spilled out. For Pete’s sake, she even sounded like a little kid. “I’m serious! Can you come soon? Please? I’m dying of boredom here. Miranda and Nick are starting to turn into those American Gothic people. All he needs is a pitchfork. I’m not even kidding. You wouldn’t believe it.”
 
   Expecting laughter, she heard only silence from the other end. For a moment she was afraid the call had been dropped. When he finally did speak, it was to say, “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. I have to go away for a while.”
 
   “What do you mean, away? Away where?”
 
   “There are some…” He cleared his throat. “There are some things I have to take care of. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”
 
   “When will you be back?”
 
   “I can’t say at this point. I’m not sure.”
 
   “Well…will you promise to come visit when you get back then?”
 
   “I’ll do my best. We can’t have someone who’s supposed to be immortal dropping dead of boredom, can we?”
 
   “No, that would never do. It would be a travesty to our kind.”
 
   “Indeed it would.”
 
   “Then you swear you’ll try to come as soon as you can?”
 
   “On my honor. Be a good girl for me in the meantime and I’ll send you a present. Will you do that for me?”
 
   She felt a lump rise in her throat. Why did he have to do that? Why did he feel the need to speak to her as if she was a puerile little girl? But of course the answer was obvious – because she looked like a child, she was automatically treated like one. Not just by him, but by everyone. And no amount of protesting on her part would ever change things.
 
   “I don’t want a present. All I want is for you to come stay with us for a while.”
 
   “You have my word. As soon as I’m able.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Now. May I please speak with Nick again?”
 
   “Since you said please, I suppose so. See you soon.”
 
   “Not if I see you first, Rabbit.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “But how is that even possible? We were assured that he had been destroyed!”
 
   Pressing a finger to his lips, Nick glanced down the hallway and then pulled the bedroom door shut before quietly answering his wife. “I don’t know. They must have been careless. Maybe the body wasn’t disposed of properly or he was able to trick them – I don’t know what happened, I wasn’t there.”
 
   “This is unbelievable!” Pacing back and forth, Miranda lapsed into her native Italian tongue the way she always did when upset. “Egli è folle...just when I thought we were finally rid of him…quell'uomo sarà la morte di tutti noi…”
 
   “Shh…you don’t want Lina to hear. Settle down. There’s no reason to get yourself all worked up. This has nothing to do with us.”
 
   “Nothing to do with us – sei pazzo? How can you say that it has nothing to do with us?”
 
   “I just meant that we weren’t involved. Reid has no reason to exact punishment on any of us.”
 
   “And Tristan? Dio mio, what will he do to him?”
 
   Nick ran a hand through close-cropped brown hair and cast his eyes to the floor. Reluctantly, he told her, “Tristan is going into hiding.”
 
   “What good will that do? You cannot hide from the devil!”
 
   “I can only hope you’re wrong.”
 
   “Suppose Reid comes here looking for him. What then?”
 
   “We can’t tell him what we don’t know. Tristan wouldn’t tell me where he was going. Only that he was contacting everyone to warn them before he left. Everyone except that newlywed couple.”
 
   “The ones responsible for his death? But it makes no sense that he would not warn them. They will be in grave danger, will they not?”
 
   “He didn’t want to ruin their honeymoon.”
 
   Widening her eyes in disbelief, Miranda snorted derisively. “Do either of you truly believe that monster will have any compunction about ruining their honeymoon? Siete entrambi sciocco! He will scatter their bones across their marriage bed and drink champagne from their skulls!”
 
   “No need to be overdramatic.”
 
   “Am I being overdramatic? Am I? He has done these things before. You know. Everyone knows. We have all heard the stories.”
 
   “More than likely, he doesn’t even know where they are. At any rate, Tristan was afraid the male – what’s his name, Winter? – would take off after Reid. He’s trying to prevent a confrontation between the two, since obviously it wouldn’t end well. He thought it best to wait as long as possible before telling him.”
 
   “So he and his woman are to be left in the dark then? Vulnerable and defenseless?”
 
   “He’ll be keeping track of Reid’s location. If he makes a move, Tristan will know.”
 
   “I do not like this.”
 
   “It’s out of our hands.”
 
   “Tristan is our friend!”
 
   “It’s better that we stay out of this. Think of Lina. She needs us.”
 
   “What will we tell her?”
 
   “For now? Nothing. We tell her nothing.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Keep your head down,” Samara whispered.
 
   Both arms thrown over her and Laiken for support, Ash stumbled clumsily between them through the parking garage as they headed for the skywalk. His shoes made scraping sounds as they dragged across the concrete. He had yet to speak and was still barely able to walk. She’d draped her beach towel around his neck to hide the bandage. If he kept his head bowed down, hopefully no one would notice it.
 
   He was still so weak. It worried her that he was unable to swallow the blood she offered him.
 
   Laiken was also worrying her. He hadn’t uttered a word since seeing her slice open her own forearm with the utility knife. After that he seemed to retreat into himself. So far he’d been complacently mute, but she feared what he might do once they were inside the lobby of Vestal Sands. Once he felt safe.
 
   “Remember what I said. You keep your mouth shut or you’ll wind up at the bottom of the Gulf. I swear it.”
 
   He gave no indication that he heard.
 
   “Laiken! Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”
 
   Ever so slightly, his head bobbed up and down.
 
   They made their way slowly down the skywalk, managing to garner little attention beyond a few curious looks. Fortunately the happy-go-lucky vacationers were too absorbed in their own plans for the night to waste any time wondering about the man who required assistance to walk. They likely chalked the situation up to some rowdy tourist who started partying too early and couldn’t hold his liquor.
 
   The doors to the entrance slid open, and with a hasty glance at the front desk, Sami instructed Laiken, “This way. Let’s get him into the elevator. Quick.” If they could just make it past the employees at the front desk, they’d be home free.
 
   Feeling Asher’s arm grow tense around her, she turned her head to look at him. He was trying to say something. Still unable to speak, his mouth silently formed the word no.
 
   “No? You don’t want us to take you up to your room?”
 
   Frowning slightly, he worked the muscles in his jaw before attempting the next word. You.
 
   “Me?” What was he talking about? Unless… “My room?”
 
   She saw the relief in his eyes, evidence that her guess was correct. So he wanted to be taken to her room instead. Worked for her – 122 was on the ground floor and would be easier to get to. Just a few more steps. Right around that corner and they’d be in the hallway, safely sheltered from the lobby’s crowd.
 
   Then, out of her peripheral vision, she caught sight of – oh hell, not HER – none other than the resident busybody scurrying eagerly in their direction. It was a wonder Patsy didn’t trip over her red high heels, those pudgy little feet were moving so quickly. Damn nosy bitch, I should have known we couldn’t slip by her. Here she comes, following the scent like a rumor hound on the trail of fresh material. That woman should have been a tabloid reporter. Nothing gets past her. With a sharp warning glance at Laiken, she braced herself for the onslaught.
 
   “Oh my goodness! You’re back!” Patsy gushed cheerfully. “Mr. Reid! That is you, isn’t it? What in the world…”
 
   “He’s fine. Just had a little too much to drink.”
 
   “Oh, dear…” Her alert prying eyes searched his face, but he kept his gaze downcast. “I see. Dear me. That’s not good. Is there anything I can do for you, sir?”
 
   “He’s fine,” Sami repeated. “We just need to get him into bed.”
 
   “Of course. Oh yes, of course. Are you sure there’s nothing I can get you?”
 
   “You can talk to him later, Patsy.”
 
   “Well, I just have one quick question. It’ll only take a second. You see, I’ve been getting this irritating little message every time I log into the –”
 
   “Not NOW, Patsy!” Turning her back on the meddlesome woman, Sami ignored the overdramatic I’ve-never-BEEN-so-insulted huff and continued lugging Ash along, desperate to escape Patsy before she decided to start in on Laiken. Fortunately he was taking her threats seriously, or maybe it was simply shock that kept him obediently taciturn. Or the almost certain knowledge that no one in their right mind would believe his outrageous claims. She wasn’t sure what she would have done if he’d decided to turn on her in the middle of a crowd. There was no Plan B. This was it. This was all she had.
 
   Her fears never materialized. They assisted Ash into her room without further incident, taking him into the bedroom where he stretched out stiffly on the bed and appeared to fall instantly asleep.
 
   She caught Laiken’s arm as he was leaving and steered him back into the condo’s small kitchenette. “Wait. We need to clear the air about what happened.”
 
   He merely gazed at her, condemning her without having to utter a word.
 
   “Here…just sit down for a minute, okay? I’ll explain everything. You want a beer? Let me get you something to drink.” Without waiting for an answer – not that she was likely to get one – she quickly snagged a bottle of Sam Adams from the fridge and handed it to him. “Please. Sit.”
 
   Tired and defeated, Laiken plopped down on one of the kitchen chairs. Just before they’d reached the marina he had swapped out the dampened swim trunks for the shorts and t-shirt he’d been wearing when they started out that morning. Sami had merely slipped a cover-up on over her bathing suit. Now that they were in her room where the air conditioning had been left on all day, she could feel goosebumps rising on her arms.
 
   She pulled out a chair and sat across from him.
 
   “I don’t know what you think you could possibly say to me that’s going to rationalize any of this.” His tone, when he finally spoke, was flat and emotionless.
 
   “At least give me a chance to apologize. Sweetie, I’m so sorry for putting you through that.”
 
   “Putting me through…what, exactly?” He shook his head, disoriented. “What did we do? What the hell did you make me do?”
 
   “You didn’t do anything wrong. Neither of us did anything wrong.”
 
   “No? Are you going to sit there and tell me that what we did was right?”
 
   “It was…necessary.”
 
   “Necessary?” He slammed the palm of one hand down hard on the table, causing her to flinch. “There’s a goddamn zombie freakshow in your motherfucking bedroom! How about you explain to me how that kind of fucked up shit is necessary!”
 
   “Would you pipe down? There is no need to shout at me!”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I guess I just took it for granted that when a person sees a headless dead guy come back to life, it would be safe to assume that person is going to be just a little fucking freaked out!”
 
   “First of all, he’s not a zombie. Second of all, he wasn’t dead.”
 
   The incredulous look he gave her was almost comical. “Sami. The guy. Had. No. Head!”
 
   “I know that! You don’t have to keep repeating it over and over!”
 
   “Then explain it to me! Explain to me how you can just pop a human being’s severed head back on and tape it up like a broken Barbie doll and he somehow manages to open his eyes and walk around! You tell me how that’s even possible!”
 
   “I’m trying to, but you need to calm down. I can’t talk to you if you’re not even willing to listen.”
 
   Throwing his hands up, Laiken leaned back in his chair. “Fine. I’m listening. Talk.”
 
   A sudden noise from the next room brought Sami to her feet. “Hang on – I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not going anywhere. I can’t wait to hear your explanation for this.”
 
   Entering the bedroom, she found Ash still lying on the bed, but the lamp that had been on the nightstand beside him was now on the carpet. He must have been trying to reach it so he could turn it on. Either that or he was trying to get her attention.
 
   Picking it up, she set it back on the nightstand and switched it on. “I thought you were asleep. I was going to come back and check on you as soon as I got Laiken under control. He’s a bit on edge right now. You can imagine.”
 
   He watched her, but made no attempt to speak.
 
   “Here, let’s get your shoes off so you’ll be more comfortable.” Unlacing his Gucci hi-tops, she pulled them off one at a time and let them fall to the floor. Instead of trying to wrangle the covers out from under him, she located a spare blanket in the closet and spread it over him. He looked so tired. Never before had she seen him display even a diminutive hint of weakness, and this abnormal frailty disturbed her. Why didn’t he heal quickly, the way he always had before? Was it because he’d been dead (if not dead, then what?) for too long? What if he was never able to fully regain his strength?
 
   “You’re not in any pain, are you? Is there anything you need? Oh, wait…” Rummaging through her dresser drawer for a notepad and pen, she handed them to him. “Write it down for me.”
 
   With a shaky hand, he scratched out four simple letters. Time.
 
   “How much time? You will recover, won’t you?”
 
   The pen moved once more. Tomorrow, maybe?
 
   Tomorrow? Releasing a sigh of relief, she smiled at him. “Well, that’s good news.”
 
   He lifted a finger and pointed to the doorway before scrawling another message for her. Just two short words, but they were enough to rescind her smile and plant the very first seed of doubt in her conscience.
 
   Kill him.
 
   Oh, no. Not this. Not again.
 
   After all she’d done for him, how could he even ask it of her? How many times did she have to prove her loyalty, how much blood had to be shed before he was satisfied? When would enough be enough?
 
   She refused to allow him to put her in this position again. “He isn’t going to be a problem. It’s all taken care of. I have it covered.” Her fingers gently traced his lips. “You trust me, don’t you?”
 
   His arctic blue eyes showed their displeasure, but she chose to discount it.
 
   “I love you, Ash.”
 
   His countenance didn’t change. Two of his fingers tapped the notepad, drumming a staccato beat over the written request. Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum.
 
   “Dammit, Ash – at some point you’re going to have to trust my judgment. I’m doing what’s in the best interest of both of us here, you know. Not just me.”
 
   With a wry twitch of an eyebrow, he raised a hand to touch the bandage encircling his neck.
 
   “Oh, baby…surely you must know that I did what I did to try and save you. I don’t know if it was the right thing or not. I admit, I panicked. But honestly, even now when I look back I don’t see where I had any other choice. You have to know that I never wanted any of this to happen. I never wanted to hurt you. I’d die for you. You know that.” Covering his hand with hers, she squeezed gently. “You forgive me, don’t you?”
 
   He closed his eyes dismissively.
 
   “Well. I’ll…I’ll leave you alone to get some rest now.” Reluctantly, she reached over to switch off the lamp and left him to sleep, closing the door behind her.
 
   Laiken was slumped over the kitchen table. He wasn’t passed out as she’d hoped but instead had his head in his hands, staring blankly at nothing. In a matter of hours he’d aged ten years. His eyes, the ones that had always danced with lively enthusiasm, now seemed lifeless and empty.
 
   As empty as the beer bottle in front of him.
 
   The Rohypnol should be kicking in any minute.
 
   She placed a hand on his shoulder. “Laiken?”
 
   “Don’t touch me,” he mumbled.
 
   How could she blame him? All he’d wanted to do was try and cheer her up by taking her scuba diving, anticipating a day of free-spirited fun. He’d liked her. Hoped for a chance to get to know her better. And in return she’d only used him, dragging him down into the depths of something he could only perceive as twisted and ugly. Of course he despised her for it. For shattering his illusion of a world that was once beautiful to him. How could he not?
 
   He lifted his head to gaze at her through drooping eyelids. “I think…ah…”
 
   “Would you like to crash here tonight?”
 
   “Mmm,” he hummed.
 
   “Come on. You can take the couch.” She practically had to lift him to his feet. He stumbled with her over to the sofa where he collapsed facedown onto the cushions, eyes already closed. Down for the count. Pulling the throw blanket off the back of the couch, she tucked it in around him.
 
   “Sleep well. Today’s bad dream will be tomorrow’s fading memory.”
 
    
 
   ~3~
 
    
 
   The early morning dawn was just beginning to soften night’s somber darkness when Asher stirred and woke.
 
   The first thing he made out when his eyes fluttered open was her shadowy silhouette, curled up like a cat in the wicker papasan chair by the window. Samara. His executioner and his savior, exhausted by her trials. Comatose in a sound sleep, the only movement from her was the slow and steady rise and fall of her breasts. The long, mocha brown hair was draped across her peaceful face in tousled disarray. Both hands were clasped together and held against her cheek, reminiscent of a child who had succumbed to drowsiness while praying. As his eyes began to adjust to the dim light in the room, he observed with mild amusement that she had on mismatched socks. One was yellow, the other white. The white one had ridiculous little ducks on it.
 
   She was so fucking beautiful.
 
   A stirring beneath the fleece blanket reassured him that he was no doubt making a swift recovery, but he ignored his cock for once to instead concentrate on ripping off the sticky canvas tape that surrounded his neck. He was pleased to find that the skin under his fingertips felt smooth and unblemished, no sign of residual scarring. His throat felt dry and only slightly scratchy. Much better than last night. It had been throbbing like a sonofabitch for a while there. Pain had its merits, but there was considerably less to relish about it when one was weak as a premature lamb.
 
   Wondering if he had regained his ability to speak, he gave a tentative cough.
 
   In her chair, the slumbering angel woke with a start.
 
   “Good morning,” he said, trying out his voice. It sounded normal to his own ears, if a wee bit hoarse.
 
   Her amber eyes lit up like stars and she rushed to the bedside to embrace him, resting her head against his chest. “Oh, Ash…thank heavens, you’re all right…”
 
   He encircled her with one arm. She felt soft and sweet and warm, the enticing aroma of her blood mingling pleasantly with the tropical scent of her hair. For some reason it bothered him that he didn’t want to let go, so naturally he released her. “Was there ever any doubt?”
 
   “Doubt? No, I don’t know – I was just out of my mind worrying that I’d lost you. That something would go wrong and you wouldn’t make it back to me.” She lifted her head to have a look at his throat. “Absolutely incredible. There isn’t a mark on you. Not so much as a scratch. Does it hurt?”
 
   “No. Why would it?”
 
   “I just thought –”
 
   “What you thought is that I would wither and decay like some impotent mortal. As you can see, you were wrong.” He wasn’t sure why, but the idea that she would see him as anything less than an indestructible deity angered him. Appearing weak in her eyes was not only insulting to him, it was downright offensive.
 
   His indignation seemed to puzzle her. “What are you talking about? I never thought any such thing. Would I have gone looking for you if that was the case?”
 
   “Who knows I’m here?” He changed the subject abruptly, annoyed by his own conflicting emotions.
 
   “Patsy saw us coming in. So I think it’s safe to assume everyone in the free world knows you’re back by now.”
 
   “I don’t mean back at the resort, I mean here. In your room.”
 
   “Oh. I don’t know. Why? Does it matter?”
 
   It certainly could have mattered last night, when his weakened state had left him a vulnerable target for any immortal harboring a grudge. Well, it was probably nothing to concern himself with now. Even if word of his reawakening had spread, his vitality was quickly returning and there were few, if any, who would have the audacity to challenge him. Other than that Brit from Oregon, maybe. The one whose woman he’d planned to execute. But it would take some time for him to travel to Florida, and by then it would be too late. Already his strength was close to being fully restored.
 
   “I suppose not. What excuse did you give for my absence?”
 
   “I just said you had an unexpected death in the family and left it at that. I told those who asked that I didn’t have any details so you can make up whatever story you want. Was that okay?”
 
   “It’ll do.”
 
   “Is there anything I can get for you? Want some breakfast?”
 
   “Just some water for now. I’m feeling a little dehydrated.”
 
   “Be right back.” Hopping up, Sami disappeared only to return seconds later with a cold bottle of water.
 
   Turning it up, he cautiously took a drink. There was no discomfort, no difficulty in swallowing whatsoever. Very nice.
 
   Perched on the edge of the bed, Sami was still watching him like a hawk as if she expected him to suddenly vanish in a puff of smoke. “You can’t imagine what these past two weeks have been like for me. I missed you more than you know.”
 
   He recapped the empty water bottle with a frown. “Two weeks? What day is it?”
 
   “Sunday. The…um, seventh, I think.”
 
   “The seventh. Well, how nice. You certainly took your sweet time, didn’t you? What, were you too busy gallivanting about town with the surfer boy to remember your obligation to me?”
 
   Chagrined, she lowered her eyes. “I wanted to make sure Tristan wasn’t watching me. If he knew I was going out scuba diving, of course he would have been suspicious. I thought he might send someone to stop me. Anyway, you were the one who said it took six to eight weeks for –”
 
   “Have you heard from Tristan?”
 
   “Not since…Thursday, I think it was. He calls every few days to see how I’m doing. Why?”
 
   “He’s probably shitting himself right about now.” He chuckled to himself at the thought.
 
   “You think he knows?”
 
   “I know he does. The moment I took my first breath, he would have sensed me.”
 
   “I wonder why he hasn’t called then,” she mused.
 
   “Because he knows what I’ll do to him when I get my hands on him. Cowardly fucking traitor.” For that matter, she had her own mistakes to answer for. Even if, though he’d never admit it to her, there might have been justification. “And you. Stupid little fool. I should throttle you for what you did.”
 
   As expected, she bristled defensively at his reprimand. “What I did? What I did was save your ass! I would think you might show just a tiny bit of gratitude!”
 
   “For beheading me and then leaving me at the bottom of the ocean? Pardon me – where are my manners. Thank you kindly. I must remember to send you a fruit basket.”
 
   “Don’t give me that. You know good and damn well why I did it. That knife Julian Winter had –”
 
   “Was just a knife. I highly doubt that he just happened to stumble upon the original Hundeprest dagger. That thing has been lost for ages, if it ever truly existed.”
 
   “Tristan swore it was authentic. He seemed pretty certain.”
 
   “Tristan is a naïve idiot. He didn’t take anything out of my room, did he?”
 
   “Not that I know of. Oh, but I have your phone in the drawer of my nightstand. I called everyone who left a voicemail message and tried to explain the situation. The only one that seemed urgent was from a James Pratt. He’s been calling every day for nearly a week now. Something about construction being held up pending your approval of some changes he had to make.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll give him a call this afternoon.”
 
   “I also set up your email to send an automatic reply explaining that you would be out of town until further notice.”
 
   “Well, well. You’re quite the efficient little secretary.”
 
   “Am I? A moment ago I was a stupid little fool.”
 
   “You’re equally talented in both capacities. Didn’t it seem odd to anyone that my car was still here?”
 
   “Not considering I drove you to the airport myself. Actually, no one asked, but that’s what I was planning to say if they did.”
 
   “Ah. I guess the only question left to ask now is, where is our dear friend Laiken?”
 
   “Still passed out on the couch. I slipped him a roofie.”
 
   He couldn’t help but smile. She was a resourceful one, he had to give her that. “Nice try. You do realize he’ll still remember what happened out on the boat.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Research your medications next time, doc. The only amnesia he’s likely to experience is for the duration of time that he was under the influence of the drug.”
 
   She seemed crestfallen by this news. “Oh.”
 
   Pushing the blanket away, he swung his legs over the side of the bed. “See if you can find me a bathrobe and a toothbrush. I want to take a shower and get cleaned up. Then we’ll wake his ass up and have some fun.”
 
   “What do you mean, fun? You’re not planning to kill him, are you?”
 
   He narrowed his eyes threateningly. Why should she care about this insignificant man’s safety? “What the fuck is with you and this burnout hippie? If I want to kill him, then I’ll kill him, and if I decide to use his hopped-up blood to repaint your walls then I’ll do that too! What the hell difference does it make to you what happens to him?”
 
   Even in the face of his short temper, she firmly stood her ground. “I couldn’t have brought you back up on my own and you know it. You know I’m not strong enough. I needed his help and we – both of us – owe him better than to just slaughter him in cold blood! He’s no threat to you. Think about it, Ash. Even if he wanted to tell what happened, do you really think anyone’s going to believe a story like that?”
 
   Aggravating, stubborn human. Still as disobedient as an untrained pet. At some point in the near future he was going to have to get this woman in check, once and for all. “Oh, don’t get your little pink panties in a twist. I wasn’t going to harm him. Considering he’s the most popular bartender we’ve ever had here, it wouldn’t make good business sense to have to replace him. I was just going to alter his recent memories. Are you happy now? Does that suit you, or would you prefer I throw a party in his honor?”
 
   The relief in her eyes irritated him even further. Her empathy for the weaker species was sickening. This vicarious behavior was unacceptable. He was the only one she should be concerning herself with.
 
   Why the fascination with mice when she had a Siberian tiger by her side?
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Laiken was still out like a light forty-five minutes later, one arm dangling off the side of the couch, fingers twitching against the shag rug while he snored softly. Sami hated to wake him. Hated to shake him out of his pleasant oblivion and back into the nightmare of what he’d experienced the day before. She glanced over at Ash and the contemplative smirk she saw there worried her. What was going through his mind? He hadn’t lied to her about his intentions, had he?
 
   “Hey.” His hand delivered a rough smack to the back of the blond head. “Hey. Wake up.”
 
   Groaning, Laiken reluctantly forced his eyes open. Rubbing his head, he groggily struggled to sit up. “What’s goin’ on? Oh, man…shit, my head hurts.” He blinked a few times while trying to blearily focus on the unfamiliar surroundings. “Where…what am I doing here? I get wasted last night or somethin’?”
 
   “You can’t remember what you’re doing here?” Ash folded his arms and stared at him intently. “Well now, I think I’d like to know the answer to that myself. What are you doing laid up in my girlfriend’s room at seven o’clock in the morning?”
 
   “I…ah…” He rubbed his head as if trying to clear the cobwebs.
 
   “You weren’t, by any chance, trying to sneak a little action from her while I was out of town, were you?”
 
   “Ash, stop it…” Sami tried to intervene but the venomous look he shot her made it clear that she would be better off staying out of this. When Ash felt like playing, he didn’t care whether the gates to the playground were open or not.
 
   Laiken’s panicked eyes darted back and forth between them. “No! No, sir! We just…we went…I took her diving…” His voice trailed off and the alarmed expression clouded over with uncertainty as the events of yesterday broke free from his subconsciousness. The memories were there but clearly he was struggling with their authenticity. Part of him knew that what happened was real. The other part rejected a reality that made no logical sense.
 
   “Did you now? And what were you diving for? Shells? Sand dollars? A pretty little pink pearl for your very own?”
 
   “No! It’s not like that! I wasn’t trying to hit on her, man!”
 
   “Then whyyyy don’t I believe you?”
 
   “Look – I didn’t even know you guys were together!”
 
   “Ah…and now we’re getting to the truth. You were hoping to score.”
 
   “Nothing happened, man!”
 
   “You think I don’t already know that?”
 
   “Then…you’re not gonna fire me, are you?”
 
   “You never did tell me what you were diving for.”
 
   “What? Nothing… we weren’t –”
 
   “Dead people, perhaps? The headless seahorseman?”
 
   “Oh, fuck…”
 
   Propping one forearm on the back of the sofa, Ash leaned in closer to him and lowered his voice to a clandestine murmur. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret. It’s a government conspiracy. You know you can’t trust the man. They’re plotting to turn hundreds of thousands of people into zombies. Use us as military shock troops. Part of their solution to population control.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “That’s right, dude. Why do you think Sami kept you here last night? You’re next on the list. They’ve already got your house bugged. They’ve been monitoring you for weeks. Soon you’ll be one of the walking dead army, just like me. Eating brains and watching yourself slowly rot away.”
 
   “Oh shit, man!” Laiken was almost crying at this point, while it was all Ash could do to keep from rolling on the floor laughing.
 
   “That’s enough, Ash!” Sami knelt beside Laiken and placed a hand on his trembling arm. She couldn’t stand another minute of this. “He’s just messing with you, sweetie. You were having a bad trip, that’s all. Someone must have slipped some acid in your drink just before we went out on the boat.”
 
   Laiken shook his head in denial, unconvinced. “No. No…but I saw him. I saw him! He was fucking dead, man!”
 
   “You were hallucinating.”
 
   His eyes fell uncertainly on the small wound almost hidden in the crook of her arm. “Yeah…what about that? I watched you cut yourself. On purpose. No way did I hallucinate that.”
 
   “It was an accident. Don’t you remember? I scraped it underwater, on a broken bottle.”
 
   “Broken bottle?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Bending down to gaze deeply into his troubled eyes, Ash gave a wicked smile before whispering, “Boo.”
 
   The poor guy actually jumped.
 
   Exasperated, Sami shot him an angry glare. “Knock it off, would you? This isn’t funny! Sometimes you’re a real dick, you know that?”
 
   With typical unpredictability, instead of getting pissed, he merely laughed. “You’re wasting your time with him. Move out of the way and let me handle this.”
 
   “Fine. Whatever.” Straightening, she moved aside and waited apprehensively to see what he would do next. “Just stop screwing around with his head, all right?”
 
   Catching his target’s eye, he held him in a steady gaze. “There seems to be a lot of talk about heads around here lately. Do you suppose there’s any underlying symbolism in that?”
 
   Laiken gaped at him in bewildered confusion. He looked like he was about a stone’s throw away from a straightjacket and padded cell.
 
   “That one over there? She gives great head. Make you wanna howl at the moon. You wouldn’t know that though, would you? No…but I bet you spent plenty of time thinking about it. Didn’t you?”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake…” Dropping onto a nearby ottoman, Sami buried her face in her hands with a frustrated sigh.
 
   “Tell you what, lover boy. I catch you making sheep’s eyes at your little ‘sunflower’ again and you and I are gonna tangle. Now. As far as yesterday is concerned – the two of you had a relaxing and uneventful day out on the Gulf. Afterwards you ran into me at the marina. You offered me a ride home since I’d had too much to drink. When we got back to Sami’s room, you fell asleep on her couch. That’s the extent of it. Everything’s cool. Catch my drift?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Let’s see how well you were listening. Tell me, how was your day yesterday?”
 
   “Relaxing and uneventful.”
 
   “Yeah, it was.”
 
   Surprised, Sami lifted her head and watched the strange scene with fascination. Laiken had relaxed into a mellow trance, his eyes fixed hypnotically on Asher. He had the same dopey spaced-out expression that Kelly did right after she had her wisdom teeth cut out. Kelly. Shit, I really should call her before she decides to put my picture on a milk carton.
 
   “I think it would be a good idea if you went on home now. Say goodbye to Sami.”
 
   “Goodbye, Sami.”
 
   “Um…is he okay to drive like that?” She couldn’t imagine what would happen if he was unlucky enough to get pulled over in that condition.
 
   “Sure.” Backing away a few steps, Ash looked over at her and grinned.
 
   Laiken blinked once and in an instant, he was his blasé self again. “Oh. Hey, I really should be getting home. I got laundry and stuff to do, and I promised Danielle I’d cover for her tonight. She’s coming in two hours late so I gotta be here early.”
 
   “Oo…kaay.” This was too weird. She couldn’t believe he really seemed to have no memory of yesterday at all.
 
   He stood up and stretched, yawning before slipping his feet into the flip flops that had fallen off sometime during the night. “Mm…I must have been really wiped out last night. I don’t even remember falling asleep. Thanks for letting me crash here, guys.”
 
   “Thank you for bringing me back last night,” Ash said pleasantly, patting him on the shoulder. “I appreciate it. Probably saved me from a DUI.”
 
   “No problem, man. We’ll have to hang out again sometime. Take it easy. See you around, Sam.”
 
   “See you later. Drive carefully.” She waited until the door had closed behind him before turning to Ash in amazement. “Oh my gosh. That’s spooky.”
 
   “Hell, you haven’t seen anything yet.” Gathering her up in a tight embrace, he captured her mouth with his and expertly kissed her breath away. And it was all worth it. Everything she’d gone through, everything she’d put Laiken through – she’d do it again, and more, just to have five minutes in his arms again. There was nothing and no one who could ever compare to him, her Poseidon, her addiction.
 
   It was then that his own personal addiction consumed him.
 
   There was no presage, no warning, and pinned between his body and the wall, there was no escape when the hidden fangs thrust unrelentingly deep into the tender flesh of her shoulder. He shook his head with a growl, tearing into her like a ravenous animal before retracting his teeth to hungrily devour the warm flow. Crying out with the unexpected agony of his assault, her struggles only led him to grab a handful of her hair to keep her head still. As always, she was nothing but a defenseless pawn at the mercy of his violent whims.
 
   The fucked up part was…she didn’t even mind.
 
   As irrational as it sounded, she had even missed the pain he inflicted on her.
 
   “What was that you called me earlier?” he snarled against her neck. “A dick?” Lifting her roughly, he carried her into the bedroom where she was dumped carelessly on the bed. “Why don’t I show you how much of a dick I can be.”
 
   He loosened and dropped the white Vestal Sands bathrobe he’d donned after his shower and covered her body with his. Between them was only the thin cotton of her pajamas, and she gasped instinctively when she felt his naked erection grinding against her.
 
   “Or maybe this was what you had in mind,” he whispered. “Is this dick enough for you?”
 
   “Ash, my shoulder…you hurt me…”
 
   “Yes, I did. And yet you still want me. Now what does that say about you?” There was sadistic laughter in his voice. “What a willing little concubine you are. Always so hungry for sex. I think I could drain you to the point of death and you’d still spread your legs for me. Wouldn’t you?”
 
   The mocking cruelty of his words stung worse than the pain of his fangs and brought angry tears to her eyes. Why would he say such horrible things to her? After everything she’d done for him, all he could do in return was torment her? “Get off me! Get off me right now or so help me, I’ll scream!”
 
   “But I thought you wanted me to make you scream,” he purred against her cheek. “Isn’t that why you rescued me from the ocean? So I could make you scream…and whimper…and moan…like this?”
 
   Sliding one hand into her pajama bottoms, he grazed her center with a touch as frustratingly light as a feather’s stroke. And she did want to scream. Not for help, but for more. More of him. All of him.
 
   “Ah, yes…you missed this. Don’t even try and deny it. I can feel how wet you are already. Your body betrays you every time.”
 
   “Ash…”
 
   “What is it, baby?”
 
   “Why do you do this? Why do you enjoy hurting me?”
 
   “Maybe for the same reason that you continually allow me to hurt you. We’re both sick, demented individuals, Samara. The only difference between us is, I’ve accepted and embraced who I am. You should stop hiding behind your fears. Be who you are. Be what I want you to be.”
 
   She was aching from the desperate want of him inside her. Whatever it was that he wanted her to be, she would gladly be, if only he would give her what she craved. Why was he holding back? She could feel how much he wanted her too.
 
   “You could never bring yourself to let anyone else love you the way I do. Admit it. There will never be anyone for you but me.”
 
   Her ragged breath hitched in her throat. “And do you love me?”
 
   In lieu of a reply, he merely chuckled. “Oh, sweetheart. Such pointless questions. I know what you need.”
 
   “What do I need?”
 
   Unexpectedly, she felt a chill as his body moved, leaving her bereft of its warmth.
 
   “Self-control, baby. Something you obviously haven’t learned how to master.”
 
   He disappeared into the bathroom while she lay there speechless and confused, and when he returned he was dressed in the same clothes that had just spent two weeks submerged underwater. There was a damp bath towel in his hand and he tossed it at her indifferently before reaching into the nightstand drawer for his cell phone.
 
   “I have a lot to catch up on, considering the amount of time you left me for dead. Clean yourself up. You look like death yourself. And don’t be late for work tomorrow.”
 
   Then he was gone, and she was left alone to face the humiliation of what she’d become.
 
    
 
   ~4~
 
    
 
   He’d vanished without a trace.
 
   After trying time and time again to reach Tristan at his usual number, Sami finally called the restaurant only to discover that he’d turned over ownership to one of his employees and disappeared. According to the person she spoke to there, a friendly and flirtatious man with the unusual name of Etienne, nobody knew where he was. His apartment had been deserted, front door left ajar, furniture abandoned though all his clothing and personal effects were gone.
 
   He must truly be afraid.
 
   This, in its own right, made her afraid as well.
 
   In the five days since his return, Asher’s behavior had been nothing short of perplexing. He smiled and spoke politely to her when they crossed paths, but beyond that they had no contact. In the long, lonely evenings he didn’t come to her, and though she struggled to cling to the remaining tatters of pride that he’d shredded, she refused to capitulate and go to him. The sixteenth floor was avoided at all costs.
 
   The only personal acknowledgment she received from him was, strangely enough, a gorgeous bouquet of orange lilies, purple asters and yellow snapdragons that was delivered to her by a florist on Monday morning. The card attached held only one word, neatly printed and underlined twice. Control.
 
   She had no idea what to make of it.
 
   Another of his games? A lesson to be learned, an exercise in some nameless trial that would invariably serve no comprehensible purpose? The fact that she was mystified by his psychological tactics was an enigma in itself.
 
   Because really, had she expected anything less from him?
 
   It was Friday night before he approached her. She was seated outdoors near the tiki bar with Stuart, sipping a strawberry daiquiri and listening to the steel drum band he’d booked for the evening when Ash materialized out of the crowd of tourists. Her heart lurched when she caught sight of him strolling up, casually dressed in white shorts and a turquoise golf shirt, and she marveled at how he managed to look more tantalizing with every day that passed.
 
   “Calypso. Nice choice,” he remarked to Stuart before turning his twilight eyes on her. They sparkled in the night, revealing a hundred secrets that he shared with her and her alone.
 
   “Figured I’d mix it up,” Stuart replied. “Got a metal band booked for tomorrow. That’s a first – should be interesting.”
 
   “No doubt,” Ash agreed with a laugh, his attention still on Sami.
 
   The look she gave him could have turned water to ice. “We’d ask you to join us, but…you know.” Fluttering her hand, she indicated the lack of empty chairs. No matter how glad she secretly was to see him, she was damned if she’d go out of her way to accommodate him. Not after the way he’d shunned her all week. He didn’t appear to take the hint, instead setting his Tom Collins on the table with the obvious intention of making himself welcome regardless.
 
   “We can fix that. Stand up for just a minute.” Taking her hands in his, he gently urged her to her feet. She grudgingly complied, and before she realized what was happening, he was settled in her chair with her in his lap.
 
   “There. Problem solved.” The smug amusement in his voice was maddening.
 
   “I think you have worse problems to worry about,” she grumbled.
 
   “Do I? We’ll have to discuss that later,” he murmured before asking Stuart, “How did your interviews go today?”
 
   Taking a sip of his beer, Stuart shrugged. “Only three of the four showed up. One I hired. The other two…” He shook his head while rolling his eyes behind the thick glasses.
 
   “No go, huh?”
 
   “One of them – I kid you not – showed up to her interview with a dog sticking out of her purse. Said she took her ‘wittle pookie boo’ with her everywhere and he wouldn’t be a problem as long as she could have a break every two hours to walk him. That thing looked like a rat with a bow on its head. Kept showing its teeth and snarling at me.”
 
   “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “No, I saw her as she was leaving,” Sami confirmed. “It growled at me.”
 
   “The woman or the dog?” he teased.
 
   “The other one…” Stuart continued, “…used to work as a paralegal and insisted that with his superior administrative skills, he would expect us to match his former salary of forty-two thousand a year. Oh, and weekends were off the table. Holidays too.”
 
   “Forty-two thousand a year, my ass. For a reservations clerk?”
 
   “I know. Makes you wonder, if he was really making that kind of money then why’s he applying for a desk clerk job. Anyway, the one I hired I have a good feeling about. He was pretty sharp. Got him coming in for training on Monday.”
 
   “Don’t let Patsy scare him off.”
 
   “Don’t let this guy scare him off,” Sami amended. Her words were jarred as he began bouncing her on his knee in time to the lively Caribbean music.
 
   “Haven’t scared you off,” Ash reminded her with a wink. “Have I?”
 
   The three of them engaged in small talk for a while before Stuart drained the last of his beer and then stood up, saying, “Well, I think I’m gonna head on home. I promised my brother I’d try deep sea fishing with him tomorrow morning. He and some other guys rented a charter boat and somehow I got roped into going.”
 
   “I didn’t know you like to fish,” Sami commented. It wasn’t something she would have pictured him having an interest in. He was a sweetheart, sure, but hardly the rugged outdoorsy type.
 
   “I don’t.” He made a wry face. “Knowing me, I’ll get seasick. You guys have a good weekend, okay? See you Monday.”
 
   “Bye. Have fun.”
 
   “Better take some Dramamine,” Ash called to him as he was walking away. Returning his attention to her, he asked, “Ready for another drink?”
 
   “Why? You trying to get me drunk?”
 
   “Couple more daiquiris might relax you some, miss tightass. Did Laiken mix that up special for you?” The sly grin made her want to smack him.
 
   “Laiken barely even speaks to me anymore. What did you do to him?”
 
   “You were there.”
 
   So his warning was part of the subliminal suggestion as well. And now Laiken was subdued in her presence for fear of getting the shit pounded out of him. It was why he no longer engaged in flirtatious banter with her. No longer called her his sunflower. She found that she missed it. And the uncomfortable thought occurred to her – she was, one by one, losing every friend she had in the world because of him.
 
   And yet…that fact didn’t bother her nearly as much as it should have.
 
   “Where have you been all week?” she blurted, without really meaning to. It was the question that had been nagging at her for five days now, and her mouth decided to overrule her pride. She needed to know.
 
   “Working. Trying to play catch-up. You’ve seen me around. Where did you think I was?”
 
   “Why did you walk out on me the way you did?” Might as well go for broke here. Even though she probably wouldn’t get a straight answer out of him.
 
   He shrugged impassively. “I needed to go out.”
 
   “Go out where?”
 
   “I was hungry.” Nuzzling her neck, he brushed the loose hair aside and whispered softly into her ear, “I needed blood.”
 
   “But you –”
 
   “I needed more blood.” Giving her earlobe a lick, he bit it gently before murmuring, “If I took all I needed from you, it would have made you ill. So I stopped. Too soon.”
 
   This admission was pretty much the last thing she’d expected to hear. Was he actually concerned for her health? But if that was the case, why attack her in the first place? And it didn’t explain his nasty insults either.
 
   “What was with the flowers?”
 
   “What, you don’t like flowers?”
 
   “It was the card that didn’t make any sense to me.”
 
   “Doesn’t have to make sense to you. It made sense to me.”
 
   Okay…let’s try this from another angle. “Was it your way of telling me that you expect control over every aspect of my life?”
 
   “I already have control over every aspect of your life,” he informed her arrogantly. “No. It was my own self-control I was exercising.”
 
   Puzzled, she could only shake her head.
 
   “Listen, and remember what I say. Self-discipline makes us stronger. How can we expect to effectively control others if we haven’t fully mastered authority over ourselves? Sometimes we have to deny our own needs, just to remind ourselves that we have the ability. Do you think for one instant that I wasn’t craving your body as well? Believe me, I wanted nothing more. You can feel that want underneath you right now. Can’t you?” He shifted a bit in the chair, his hands running up her thighs as she sucked in a breath and fluttered her eyelids shut. Oh yes, she’d been feeling it ever since he’d pulled her into his lap. Hard to ignore something that substantial pressed against your bottom. Tuning out the loud distraction of music and the sea of people around them, she leaned back against his chest.
 
   “You want this, don’t you?” he breathed against her cheek.
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “How badly do you want it?” He slid his hand up further to find the apex between her thighs and over the cotton fabric of her sundress, his fingers began to rub lightly.
 
   She bit her lip to suppress a moan, her eyes firmly closed. If anyone was watching, she didn’t want to know. The hard truth was, there was truly no shame within her when it came to him. And what good was her stubborn pride anyway? Could it keep her warm at night? Could it send her exploding into heavenly starshine the way he could?
 
   Hell, no.
 
   “Can’t you tell?” she whispered hoarsely.
 
   His wandering hand abruptly pulled away, causing her eyes to fly open as she heard him brusquely order, “Get up. Let’s go for a walk.”
 
   A walk? Now? Unless it was a straight line to either her room or his, she really wasn’t interested. But arguing with him was like protesting the passage of time. It was going to happen whether you wanted it to or not.
 
   Taking his hand, she compliantly allowed him to guide her through the milling crowd in the direction of the boardwalk. The bottoms of their shoes made hollow thumps against the sandy wooden planks as they made their way down toward the beach. Eventually the mob thinned out and the jaunty beat of the steel drums faded somewhat in volume. Sami inhaled the delicious night air. It smelled clean and fresh, a salty mistiness mixed with the faint aroma of grilled seafood from the Renegade. It was a smell that had become the scent of home.
 
   As they approached the water’s edge, they paused to remove their sandals and drop them on an empty lounge chair. Sami instantly wiggled her toes, burying them in the squeaky white sand. Ever since she was a little girl she’d always loved that feeling. It was the feeling of summertime, of childish freedom. Funny how quickly the sand cooled off when the sun wasn’t beating down on it. During the daytime, it was sometimes too hot to walk across in bare feet.
 
   His low but precise instructions interrupted her reminiscing. “I want you to slide your panties off and hand them to me.”
 
   What? Startled by his unexpected request, her mouth fell open and she blinked at him with wide, dubious eyes.
 
   “Don’t give me that look. Just do it.”
 
   Glancing around, she waited until the coast was relatively clear before quickly pushing them to her ankles and stepping out of them. She handed the scrap of white lace to him, wondering what he was up to.
 
   He tucked them into his pocket with a furtive smile. “Come,” he said, reaching for her hand. “Let’s walk.”
 
   She followed him to the shoreline where their bare feet kicked up the salty water. There were dozens of other people out for a stroll along the beach, laughing and talking and simply enjoying the beautiful night. The evening sky was a soft gray, the hazy moon creating a white trail along the top of the water with its reflection. They splashed along the shore, hand in hand like any other ordinary couple they passed.
 
   Any other couple comprised of part vampire and part lovelorn fool.
 
   “You’ve grown quiet,” Ash commented.
 
   “What would you like me to say?”
 
   “Hm. Tell me what you did while I was away.”
 
   “I went to work. When I wasn’t working I was staring at the walls in my room. There you go. That’s the extent of it.”
 
   “Where’d you get the Rohypnol?” he wanted to know.
 
   “Some guy brought it back from Mexico.”
 
   “What guy?”
 
   “I don’t know. We didn’t exactly exchange names and addresses for Christmas cards. I just paid him the cash he wanted.”
 
   He laughed softly. “You could have gotten yourself arrested, idiot.”
 
   “I didn’t know what else to do. I was hoping it would make him forget.”
 
   “And the couple from Oregon? Did they get married and ride off into the sunset?”
 
   “Yes, they were married.” She gave him a troubled look. “You aren’t planning to do anything to them, are you?”
 
   “I suppose that depends on what you mean by ‘anything’. I haven’t yet made up my mind on the matter.”
 
   “Do you think Julian will come after you? Because of what happened?”
 
   “Not unless he wants a pretty little red-haired widow.” He didn’t appear concerned in the slightest.
 
   “You haven’t heard from Tristan, have you?”
 
   “No. Have you?”
 
   “No. Did you know he sold his restaurant? Or gave it away – I’m not sure which. The man I talked to there didn’t go into a lot of detail.”
 
   “Yes, Marco told me.”
 
   “Did he leave because he’s avoiding you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Should he be scared?”
 
   Ignoring this question, he merely smiled.
 
   “He didn’t betray you, Ash. Tristan would never have done anything to hurt you. All he wanted was to protect you.”
 
   He came to a sudden halt directly beneath the pier. “Why are you wearing a sweater?” he asked in a deliberate attempt to distract her. “You can’t possibly be cold.”
 
   Without saying a word, she slipped the light pink cardigan off one shoulder to uncover purplish bruises that the strappy ties of her sundress wouldn’t hide. Strangely, the ragged puncture wounds had closed up and healed quickly but the flesh surrounding them had begun to turn all sorts of interesting colors. Proof positive of his savage assault.
 
   It was clear that she wasn’t the only one who had no shame. He actually licked his lips, as if it gave him great satisfaction to relive the moment.
 
   “Take it off. I like seeing your battle scars.”
 
   With a dry laugh, she slipped out of the sweater. “You’re a sick freak, you know that?”
 
   “I believe we already established that, dearest.” Taking it from her hands, he balled it up and tossed it out into the breaking waves.
 
   “Ash!” she protested. A group of teenage girls walking past them giggled.
 
   “I’ll buy you a new one,” he promised, maneuvering her backwards with his body until she ended up pinned against one of the pier’s support posts. The wood was damp and rough against her back, and more than likely snagging the cream-colored dress with its splinters. “I’ll buy you a dozen, one in every color.”
 
   Leaning in to flick her mouth with the tip of his tongue, he caught her bottom lip in his teeth before sucking gently. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she tangled her fingers in his silky hair and pulled his mouth harder against hers. His taste was intoxicating, a sweet and sinful indulgence that always left her craving more. She felt the electricity from his kiss surging all the way down to her bare toes and moaned softly against his lips, creating an erotic vibration.
 
   He paused for a moment to rest his forehead against hers. “Ah, my sweet little angel…the things I want to do to you.”
 
   “Maybe we should head back,” she murmured breathlessly. The voracious ache inside her was becoming unbearable.
 
   “Oh, I don’t think so. Not just yet.”
 
   “I don’t know how much more of this I can take!”
 
   “My goodness. One little kiss and you’re begging like a hungry puppy.” Lifting her chin, he gazed at her with eyes that twinkled deviously. “Mm…I do love how easily you’re aroused.”
 
   His tongue found its way deeper inside, circling hers, exploring her mouth while one hand cupped the back of her head, thumb massaging her temple lightly. He reached down with the other hand and out of her fog, she realized with a ripple of shock that he was using it to lower his zipper. Within seconds he had managed to free his stiff erection and was stroking it in easy, fluid motions.
 
   “What are you doing?” She whipped her head around anxiously to see if anyone was near enough to make out his actions. No, not at the moment, but there were people heading in their direction from either side.
 
   “I’m about to fuck you. Isn’t that what you wanted?”
 
   “Here? Ash! Are you crazy, there are people all around – they’ll see us!”
 
   “Yes. And that, my dear, is the whole idea.”
 
   Oh no, this is wrong. Wrong? It’s plain perverse! So why is the very thought of it getting me hot as hell? Is this actually turning me on? Oh, he’s right, he’s so right…I really am demented. I’m just as messed up as he is. I must be.
 
   Raising up her dress, he reached underneath to squeeze her bare ass with both hands. “Wrap your legs around me,” he instructed, lifting her while pressing her back against the pier. “That’s it. Just like that. Yes…what a good girl you are...”
 
   She felt the velvety tip of his cock graze against her inner thigh before he pushed the hard length deep into her wetness, and the moment he was inside her everything around her was forgotten. Everything but that feeling. The sensation of being invaded and completely possessed, of falling apart and being slammed back together again. Of pure, unadulterated euphoria.
 
   “Mm…that’s it, baby. Move with me. Oh, yes…you like that? Is that what you wanted?” His thrusts were fast, deep, hard, heavenly. They brought her to a place that only he could, a world that existed for no others. He alone held the keys.
 
   He worked his hips expertly, pounding her against the rough wooden post, and she tensed with the anticipation of her climax as it dangled tantalizingly within reach.
 
   Against her ear, he was breathing, “I can feel how close you are. Time to let go, baby. Let me feel you come. Let me feel you lose control.”
 
   That was all it took to send her leaping over the precipice, diving into the pulsing depths while everything around her spun wildly out of control. All she could grab onto was his name, and she brought it out of the darkness with her tongue as the supernovas behind her eyes rained down hot fire. Seeing her fall, he jumped in after her, joining her in that place, filling her with his own liquid ecstasy.
 
   The sparks slowly winked out, one by one. Winding his fingers through her hair, he dropped light kisses down her neck as she waited for her fugitive heart to slow its runaway pace.
 
   “Oh, yes,” he chuckled. “Now that was definitely worth waiting for.”
 
   It was then that she heard a distant snicker and another voice saying, “Holy shit, man! Did you get that?”
 
   Turning her head, she was mortified to discover that they were far from alone. Numerous couples were idling past, unabashedly straining their necks for a closer look. From a captivated audience of five young men came a round of whoops and applause. One of them was holding up a cell phone. Jesus, was he recording them? Oh my God…
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” she pleaded in a low voice as her cheeks flushed crimson. Her feet touched the wet sand again as he set her down, and the tide sent a shallow current of salt water rushing over them. Straightening the skirt of her dress, she refused to look up.
 
   Ash turned his eyes in the direction of the cheering boys and grinned broadly. He was obviously enjoying himself immensely.
 
   For herself, all she wanted at the moment was to bury herself in the sand and hide.
 
   Zipping himself back up, he pulled her into his arms and whispered, “That was a nice start. Why don’t we mosey on up to my room now and see what else we can come up with?”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   His patterns were impossible to predict.
 
   Ever since she’d first met him, she had watched his alter egos run the gamut from silver-tongued charmer to raging psycho to aloof stranger, never knowing which one would be at her door next. There were nights when he wanted to hold her in his arms for hours; at other times, he would silently retreat into himself when he was done with her. She had come to expect never knowing what to expect.
 
   But she certainly hadn’t expected the aloof stranger to appear tonight, of all nights. Not when they’d been apart for weeks. And not right after they’d just engaged in four straight hours of very, very vigorous sex.
 
   She lay on her side in his huge bed, her muscles tired and trembling, watching as he nursed a glass of Chardonnay while staring silently into the darkness. He hadn’t spoken a word in twenty minutes. Hadn’t even looked her way.
 
   “Penny for your thoughts,” she finally ventured quietly.
 
   He didn’t respond right away, but when he did it was to ask dryly, “Is that what they’re worth to you?”
 
   “My, aren’t we moody all of a sudden.”
 
   No response.
 
   “What, did you lose all your personality out the end of your prick?”
 
   Even in the dusky room she could see one corner of his mouth twitch as he raised an eyebrow. “You’re treading on thin ice, little miss.”
 
   “I just want you to talk to me. I never know what you’re thinking.”
 
   “Why must you know what I’m thinking?”
 
   “Don’t you ever want to know what I’m thinking?”
 
   “I can usually tell what you’re thinking.”
 
   She propped herself up on one elbow. “So let’s hear it.”
 
   “You’re trying to come up with a hundred and one more ways to annoy me.”
 
   “I didn’t hear you complaining about me being annoying when you were balls deep inside me a little while ago. So try again.”
 
   This produced a ghost of a smile. “No, that was certainly nothing to complain about.” He took a sip of his wine before setting the glass on the nightstand beside him. “All right. I expect you’re wondering what your future holds.”
 
   Right on the money. “Well, that really wasn’t all too hard to guess. Considering where we left off the night you…we…ah…”
 
   “The night you disobeyed a direct order and instead opted to slice me into pieces?”
 
   “I’m tired of trying to defend my decision to you. I’ve already told you, it was for your own good.”
 
   He released a cynical laugh. “For my own good. Imagine that. No one’s said those words to me in a hundred years. Not since my mother.”
 
   “She used to say that to you?”
 
   “Frequently. It was one of her favorites. That and ‘Harland Luther Reid, you either straighten out your devilry or I will tan your hide!’”
 
   “Harland?”
 
   “Mm…most people called me Harley. I changed my name a long time ago.”
 
   “Harley.” It didn’t feel right on her tongue. Somehow it was inconceivable to try and picture him as a little boy named Harland Luther.
 
   “Do you ever miss her? Your mother?”
 
   “Of course not. I barely remember her. Besides, she died when I was ten.”
 
   “Oh. So young…what happened to her?”
 
   “My father killed her.”
 
   She was silent for a full minute while her brain tried to process his casual statement. No, surely she must have heard him wrong. “Uh. Come again?”
 
   “He killed her. Somehow or another he found out she’d been fraternizing in the carnal sense with some shopkeeper in town. So one night he gets drunk and beats her unconscious before tying her up and dumping her in the swamp. We lived near the edge of the Everglades, you know. Lotta hungry gators. She was still alive when they got her.”
 
   Good Lord – it sounded like something pulled straight out of a late night horror show. “You actually witnessed this?”
 
   “Hell, me and my brothers helped throw her in.”
 
   That can’t be true! He’s just messing with me. He has to be. And even if it is true, I’m just going to assume he was forced into it by his father. If not…well, that’s something I don’t want to think about.
 
   “So you had brothers. Whatever happened to them? And your father?”
 
   “Cole was shot and killed sometime in the early twenties, I can’t recall what year. Coast Guard caught him smuggling in moonshine from Cuba and he was stupid enough to pull a gun. Not really sure what happened to Gideon and my father. I left the area several months after my rebirth in ’26 – cut off all contact with them after that. If I had to guess, I’d say they probably either ended up in prison or drank themselves to death with their own rotgut whisky.”
 
   “Then your father was never caught for murdering his own wife?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure people suspected but nobody cared enough to do anything about it. The Reid name wasn’t exactly highly respected.” His eyes probed her intently. “We had a long history of violent and psychotic behavior. Kind of a family trait.”
 
   She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear any more, but some deep-seated masochistic need to know kept spurring her on. “Did they ever find out the truth about how you were ‘cured’ of your blackwater fever?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Rolling onto her back, she gazed up at the ceiling. “Tell me about your wife.”
 
   “Cecilia? What about her?”
 
   “I don’t know. Was she beautiful?”
 
   “Yes. Quite beautiful.”
 
   “But you weren’t married long.”
 
   “Three months. And that was ninety days too long for me.”
 
   “You never loved her?”
 
   “I couldn’t stand her. She was like a goddamn leech that wouldn’t let go.”
 
   “Then why did you agree to marry her?”
 
   “Because she knew things. Things that I wanted to learn. Knowledge is the best defense against your enemies. The surest road to the rise to power.”
 
   “Is it true that you destroyed her?”
 
   He glanced sidelong at her. “Tristan tell you that?”
 
   “Maybe. So did you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Would you ever do that to me? It was a question that would never break the surface. No matter what, she knew she would never find the courage to ask.
 
   “Ash, what’s it like to die?”
 
   There was a pause. Then, “I can’t answer that for you. I’ve never known a true death. My death was unnatural. There is a difference, and I have no way of comparing one with the other.”
 
   “How is there a difference? Death is death, isn’t it?”
 
   “After the things you’ve seen, it amazes me that you can still believe that.”
 
   She faced him again, her cheek resting on one outstretched arm while she smiled dreamily. “I only wanted to know what it will feel like. When I become like you.”
 
   He began to laugh then. The deep tolling of bells from purgatory, a cruel, mocking sound that twisted her heart and filled her with dread. Her smile slipped away as she felt herself go pale.
 
   “And what makes you think I’m going to do that for you?”
 
   The frigid steeliness in his eyes turned her blood to ice, cracking it into cold splintered pieces. “We agreed…you said that –”
 
   “You are correct, we did have an agreement. You were given a test. You failed that test in every conceivable way. Even after that, you still continued to defy me by refusing my order to kill Laiken. I don’t give a damn what you thought best. Your reasons were inconsequential. It was your bound duty to obey me without question, and instead you chose to prove to me, more than once I might add, that you can’t be trusted.”
 
   “How…how can you say that? You know it isn’t true!”
 
   “Isn’t it? Do you deny that you flagrantly ignored my demands on two separate occasions?”
 
   “I…that’s not how –”
 
   “You want to know what your future holds? Very well, I’ll tell you. You, being the pathetic little pushover you are, will go on permitting me to use you in any way that amuses me until I lose interest. At which point I will either empty your veins and leave you to die, or send you away so that I don’t have to be disgusted by your waning flesh as you age into some ugly, sallow old crone. Depending on what suits me at the time. That is your future, my darling Samara. Your punishment for playing a game that you knew you could never win.”
 
   She drew in a quick breath as a sob caught in her throat, her eyes filling with unwanted tears. A stray one spilled over to slide down her cheek. He can’t be saying these things to me. He can’t mean them. Oh God, he can’t mean them!
 
   Ever so gently, he caught her tear with the tip of his finger and brought it to his mouth to taste. Softly, he crooned, “All I ever wanted was to break you. Didn’t you realize that?” With one last look into her devastated eyes, he turned away from her to pick up his glass of Chardonnay and a magazine. “Why don’t you run on back to your own room now. I’m sick and tired of answering your inane questions.”
 
   Leaping out of bed, she snatched her crumpled dress from the floor and squirmed into it as quickly as possible. “I hate you, you bastard,” she hissed at him through her tears.
 
   He waved a dismissive hand without even looking up. “Yes, yes, you hate me. But you also love me. This, too, is something you will always have to live with and regret.”
 
   And it struck her then, with cold, brutal force, a dull blade twisting deep in her gut. Tristan was right. He’d been right all along. She’d only been kidding herself. This heartless creature would never love her. He really was incapable of love. It was just another four-letter word to him, one that held about as much sentiment as fuck.
 
   The next day, Saturday, she didn’t see him. She didn’t see anyone. With the rush of ocean waves serenading her through the open patio door, reminding her of what she’d be missing, she spent the deceptively sunny day packing up her things. And in the dead of night, in the darkest hours before dawn, she took her suitcases and her ravaged heart and quietly slipped away.
 
    
 
   ~5~
 
    
 
   “Well. It appears we’re having some regrets now, yes?”
 
   Hearing the familiar voice on the phone, Sami wanted nothing more than to break down and bawl her eyes out. As the tears welled up to blur her vision, she hastily swerved her car into the empty parking lot of a closed gas station. “Tristan! Thank God, finally – where are you? Why haven’t you called me back? I was getting worried about you.”
 
   “Take a number and get in line, kid. I’ve been worried about me, too. You wanna tell me just where you think you’re going?”
 
   “How did…” Had he been keeping tabs on her? So that was why he suddenly decided to call. Any other time the invasion of privacy would have pissed her off in a major way. But try as she might, she couldn’t find it in herself to be angry with him. Not now. “I don’t even know, honestly. I really haven’t thought that far ahead. Back to Birmingham, I guess.”
 
   His voice was sympathetic but firm. “So you can put your friends and family in danger? Are you sure that’s what you want?”
 
   Dazed, she stared fixedly at the glowing red numbers on the dashboard clock. In her reckless rush to flee, she hadn’t stopped to consider the possibility that she’d be putting others in harm’s way. Considering Rick’s fate, it should have been the first thing to occur to her. But where else did she have to go, if not back to her hometown?
 
   The red numbers faded seamlessly from 4:56 to 4:57. The sun would be up soon. It’s Sunday. When did I last sleep? A few restless hours Thursday night? I’m so tired, I can’t even remember…
 
   “Sam? Hello? Still with me?”
 
   “Yeah.” She forced her eyes away from the hypnotic numbers. “Yeah, I’m here.”
 
   “Where exactly are you right now?”
 
   “98 West. Um…at a Kwik Stop. Near Freeport, I think.”
 
   “Okay, I know where that is. Stay right where you are. I’m going to come get you.”
 
   “You want me to sit here in this creepy ass parking lot for two days waiting for you to fly in from…I don’t know, Brazil or wherever the hell you are? Are you high? I’ll find a hotel, I’m sure there’s one up the road –”
 
   “Stay put. I can be there in half an hour. Will you do that?”
 
   “Where are you?” she asked, surprised.
 
   “Not far away. Will you promise to wait?”
 
   “Well…all right. But just for a little while. If you don’t get here soon –”
 
   “I’m on my way. Keep your doors locked, don’t go anywhere, and don’t call anyone. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “Okay,” she agreed, dropping the phone in her lap with a sigh. Somehow it seemed counterproductive to just sit here idly waiting. She should be trying to put as many miles between her and Ash as possible. How long would it take before he realized she was gone? Would he even give a damn? Maybe he’d be glad to be rid of her. Maybe he wouldn’t even bother looking for her. After the contemptible things he’d said, it seemed more and more unlikely that he would care one way or the other.
 
   Searching for distraction, she clicked on the radio and almost gave in to hysterical laughter when Nazareth’s Love Hurts taunted her through the speakers. What is this, an airwaves conspiracy? Kick her while she’s down? Nice. Real nice. It’s probably a sign from Rick, telling me that I deserve this. He’s right. I guess I do. I’m such a blind fool. Maybe I should just go ahead and have “Doormat” tattooed across my forehead and be done with it.
 
   A fluorescent light over one of the gas pumps flickered in the darkness, and she watched it with strange fascination for a while before her heavy eyelids drooped shut. In a tired, hoarse voice, she began to sing softly along with the radio. At some point she must have fallen asleep because the next thing she knew, a light tap at the window right beside her head startled her enough to make her jump.
 
   Unlocking the car door, she pushed it open and turned sideways to drop her feet on the asphalt before looking up. “Hey. I didn’t see you drive…up…” Her voice trailed off, and she blinked to clear her cloudy vision. Those were Tristan’s silvery gray eyes all right, but not much else was the same. The signature dreadlocks were missing, for one thing. Instead his light brown hair hung straight and sleek, tapering off just below a scruffy jawline that hadn’t seen a razor in a day or two. He looked like a completely different person.
 
   “You cut your hair,” she said stupidly.
 
   “You took up scuba diving.” He threw an arm over the car door and leaned closer with a meaningful smile.
 
   She winced. “Guess you’re pretty mad at me, huh.”
 
   “There were a few moments there when I wanted to strangle you, yes. Who knows, I might still do it. Are you all right?”
 
   “I don’t know.” At the moment, she didn’t see how anything could ever be all right again.
 
   “Did he hurt you?”
 
   “No more than usual.”
 
   “Hm. Well, that took less time than I thought.”
 
   “What did?”
 
   “For him to run you off.” His hand brushed her face to gently tuck a limp strand of hair behind her ear. “Jesus, honey, you look like shit. We’ll have plenty of time to talk about all this later. Right now let’s get you someplace where you can rest.”
 
   “How far are we going?”
 
   “Not far. Thirty or forty miles.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s it. But first I’m going to need your cell phone.”
 
   “What for?” Handing it to him, she watched as he removed the battery and then stuffed both pieces into the pockets of his frayed blue jeans.
 
   “I don’t want us being tracked through your phone,” he explained.
 
   “Why are you keeping it? You don’t trust me?”
 
   The look he gave her indicated that she’d nailed it right on the head. “Where Reid is concerned, no, I’m afraid I don’t. You haven’t given me much reason to, have you?”
 
   She didn’t even have the strength left to feel ashamed.
 
   “All right – let’s get out of here. You follow me in your car. Okay?”
 
   “Whatever you say.” Only thirty or forty miles? Where was he taking her?
 
   Watching as he got into a rather beat-up looking green truck – another anomaly, since she never would have pictured him driving a truck – she pulled out of the parking lot and trailed him. After about half an hour they turned onto a bumpy, neglected stretch of dirt road. A mile or so of bouncing along this washed-out trail took them to a long grassy drive that led to a small log house. Here, they stopped and got out.
 
   “Where are we?” was her first question. The sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon, and she inspected their surroundings in the dim light. The little house was on waterfront property, maybe thirty yards from a lake that had a weathered bass boat tied to a short dock.
 
   “It’s a fishing cabin. I’m renting it temporarily. That’s all you need to know for now.”
 
   That explained the truck then. He was trying to blend in, look inconspicuous.
 
   “This isn’t where you’ve been staying, is it?”
 
   “Yep. Right here.”
 
   She cocked her head, bewildered. “I gotta tell you, this doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. If you’re hiding out, why would you pick here of all places? We can’t be more than forty miles from Panama.”
 
   “Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.”
 
   “I kind of figured you’d be halfway across the world by now.”
 
   “Exactly. Hopefully Reid has the same thought.”
 
   Well, he did have a point. The last place Ash would expect to find them would be right in his own back yard. Almost literally – if they weren’t still in Bay County, then they were surely no more than a stone’s throw away from the county line.
 
   “Do you have any bags or anything?”
 
   “In the trunk.”
 
   When he reached in to retrieve two suitcases, she grabbed his hand and instead pointed out a yellow duffel bag. “No, just this one. The others can stay where they are for now.”
 
   He gave her a sharp look, but thankfully said nothing. She didn’t want to try and explain her logic to him. Yes, okay, so it was true – some stupid, callow part of her believed that she’d be going back. That all this was just a temporary setback. Maybe she just wasn’t ready to face the truth yet. But for now, she didn’t want to go down that path. Didn’t want to open her eyes and see where it ended. There were too many thorns and it hurt far too much.
 
   The cabin was neat and tidy inside, if not very spacious. The furnishings looked worn but comfortable, smooth oak floor swept clean. A rather ugly fish mounted on a plaque goggled at her from the wall behind the sofa. The glassy eyes gave her the creeps. What was it about men, that they liked to fill animals with sawdust, slap on a coat of varnish and stick them on a wall? Maybe vampires weren’t really the morbid ones.
 
   “There’s not a lot to it,” Tristan warned her. “Just a kitchen, bathroom and one bedroom. You can stay in there. I’ll sleep out here.”
 
   “I’m not taking your bedroom.”
 
   “It’s no big deal. The sofa folds out to a bed.”
 
   “Then that’s where I’ll sleep. I’m not taking your bedroom,” she repeated stubbornly. “End of discussion.”
 
   “Suit yourself.” He dropped her bag next to an overstuffed chair. “Well, make yourself at home. Bathroom’s right there, kitchen’s though there. You hungry?”
 
   She was still staring at that hideous fish. “What? Oh…no. Thanks.” Exhaustion was overtaking her, making it hard to concentrate on what he was saying.
 
   “How about a drink? You look like you could use one.”
 
   “No. I don’t…not now. Just…not now.” She dropped wearily onto the sofa, feeling numb and disoriented. Opening her mouth to speak, she closed it again without a word and gazed blankly at the braided rug on the floor.
 
   Tristan lowered himself beside her with a slight frown. “Sami?”
 
   She shook her head as her body trembled all over, desperately trying to keep her raging emotions in check.
 
   “Oh, sweetie. Come here.” Opening his arms for her, he hugged her close while she buried her face against his shoulder. “It’s okay, love. It’s okay. You go ahead and cry all you need to.”
 
   That one kind gesture was all it took to open the floodgates. The tears came, in great gasping sobs, and they didn’t stop for a very long time.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Drumming his fingers nervously on the desk, Stuart gazed at the email on his screen, half expecting the unwelcome text to suddenly fly apart and rewrite itself. This was the last thing he needed, the last thing he’d expected to find waiting in his inbox when he strolled in to work on a beautiful morning like this. The only thing that had been keeping his boss’s mercurial temper at bay these past months, and she was walking out the door. This couldn’t be good for anyone.
 
   It was nice while it lasted. I knew it was too good to be true.
 
   He rubbed his temples before releasing a deep sigh.
 
   Reluctantly, he placed the call, all the while praying he wouldn’t get an answer from the other end.
 
   “Morning, Studebaker.”
 
   Uh-oh. Reid sounded awfully bright and chipper this morning. Was it possible he didn’t even know? No, there was no way, surely he had to. They must have been fighting or something, right? She wouldn’t have done this out of the blue, without any warning. Would she? Then again, if they did have a major argument, he wouldn’t be in such a good mood today, would he?
 
   The last thing he wanted was to be the messenger of bad news. Particularly if it was unexpected.
 
   “Good morning, sir. Sorry to bother you this early.” I don’t want to do this. I really don’t want to do this.
 
   “Not a problem. I see you made it back from your fishing trip in one piece. Catch anything besides a cold?”
 
   “Nothing to speak of. One of the guys almost reeled in a nice sized marlin but the line snapped at the last minute. Brought back a cooler full of amberjack and red snapper though. Are you…uh, are you busy right now?”
 
   “Not at all. Whatcha need?”
 
   “Could I have a few minutes of your time to speak with you, please? In private?” I REALLY don’t want to do this.
 
   “Sure. Where are you at right now, in the office?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Hang tight. I’ll be there in five.”
 
   It didn’t seem like anywhere near five minutes. Stuart felt as if he’d been granted mere seconds to prepare himself before the door flew open and Reid breezed in, whistling a tune like he didn’t have a care in the world. With a blithe grin, he perched himself on the corner of the desk.
 
   “So what’s up? New hire didn’t show?”
 
   “No…I mean, yes, he’s out there at the front desk with Patsy now. That’s not the problem.”
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “I have to replace another employee.”
 
   “Well, set up some more interviews. Who’s leaving?”
 
   “Um.” Shit. “I think maybe you should read this for yourself.” Pointing to the monitor, he braced himself.
 
   _________________________
 
   From: Samara Porter
 
   To: Stuart Sedgwick
 
   Subject: Letter of Resignation
 
    
 
   Please accept this message as notification that I will be leaving my position as network administrator effective immediately.
 
    
 
   I regret that I am unable to provide ample notice and sincerely hope that you will not be exceedingly inconvenienced. However, due to circumstances beyond my control, I have no other choice but to offer my resignation along with my deepest apologies.
 
    
 
   Thank you for the support and guidance that you have provided me during my tenure with the company.
 
    
 
   I wish you all the best.
 
    
 
   Samara April Porter
 
    
 
   Slowly rising to his feet, Reid froze as he read the message, jaw tightening while his mouth pressed in a hard, angry line. Only his eyes moved, back and forth, scanning the brief impersonal email with clear displeasure.
 
   He didn’t know. Oh, shit – he had no idea!
 
   “This must be her idea of a joke,” he muttered between clenched teeth. “Come with me, we’ll go find Miss Porter and straighten this out right now.”
 
   Storming off, he nearly snatched the office door from its hinges with the force used to fling it open. Stuart followed behind warily, pausing only to quickly lock the door before hurrying to catch up to him. Maybe it was just a lover’s spat and it could all be resolved. Dammit, this was why interoffice romances were a bad idea. Of all people, Reid should have been the one to know better.
 
   Passing the front desk, Stuart cringed when Patsy caught sight of them and raised a hand to wave. Her timing, as usual, was impeccable. “Mr. Reid! Good morning! May I have a word with you for just a –”
 
   “Don’t fucking bother me right now.” He stalked past without even looking her way. Once they reached room 122, Reid used his own key card to open the door. He headed immediately to the bedroom while Stuart waited uncertainly in the kitchenette, dreading the outcome.
 
   His heart sank when Reid emerged from the bedroom, eyes flashing their cold blue fury. “What the hell! How long has she been gone? Did you know about this?”
 
   “No sir, I didn’t have a clue.”
 
   “Are you telling me no one saw her leave?”
 
   “I…I don’t know. Not that I’m aware of.”
 
   “She just waltzed right out of here and nobody even fucking noticed?”
 
   “People come in and out with luggage carts all the time,” Stuart timidly reminded him. “Even if someone did see her, they probably would have assumed she was just assisting a guest.”
 
   “Her job is to keep the goddamn computers up and running, not to haul luggage back and forth for lazy, incompetent fucking guests!” he roared.
 
   “Yes…I know that, sir.” Keep your mouth shut, dummy. You know from experience, the best way to handle his temper is by waiting for the storm to pass. Saying anything will just make it worse.
 
   Thankfully, the expected storm never materialized. In an instant the rage was gone, and Reid’s face had taken on a strangely impassive and unreadable expression. His voice was now eerily calm and quiet. “Call the temp agency, Sedgwick. In the meantime, put Logan Peterson back on the schedule full time. Tell him it’s just temporary. Miss Porter will be returning.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “You are not to speak of this to anyone. As far as everyone else is concerned, she has simply taken a leave of absence. If anyone thinks they need to know more, they can come to me. You are not to volunteer any information whatsoever.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Reid studied him for a moment before smiling slowly, the broad Cheshire grin that typically spelled trouble for some poor unsuspecting schmuck. “All right. Thank you, Stu. You can go now.”
 
   Stuart didn’t have to be told twice. All he could hope, as he headed back to the general manager’s office, was that he wasn’t the targeted schmuck.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   So. The bitch had more self-respect than he gave her credit for.
 
   He honestly hadn’t seen this coming. Maybe he should have – after all, he’d pushed her to the limit this time – but how could she not have expected some form of discipline? She had defied him. Twice. And even though he was letting her off easy, she took it in her head to run away like a silly child trying to avoid the inevitable punishment.
 
   Little idiot. Did she really think she could escape him? Did she actually believe there existed a corner in any part of this world that could shelter her for long?
 
   “You are only making things worse for yourself, pet,” he murmured aloud, running his fingers along the clean countertop. Opening the refrigerator, he saw that she had even taken the time to empty and wipe it out. My, how very thoughtful of her not to leave a mess behind for the cleaning crew.
 
   Too bad she hadn’t been quite so thoughtful with him. Already she’d made him look like a fool in front of his general manager. Add that to her list of transgressions and there was one young lady who was going to have a lot to answer for. Reparations were owed and he would take what was due out of her lovely hide. It was a pleasure he looked forward to.
 
   Spotting a key on the kitchen table, he walked over to pick it up. And what was this? Oh, yes…the spare key to his Maserati. He’d given it to her before flying to Oregon. It was lying on top of a small card, the one delivered with her flowers. She had modified it by circling the word control several times. A message of her own, apparently.
 
   He shook his head, laughing softly. “Ah, Samara. You failed to understand the meaning.” The card crumpled in his fist. “I don’t want to want you this way. The way I do. Anything that is too difficult to cast off can only become a burden. And that’s what you have become. My burden. My weakness. And I can’t have that. I refuse to let my desire for you cripple me.”
 
   He dropped the crumpled bit of cardboard into the trash. For now, he’d let her hide away and sulk. Let her develop a false sense of security, believing that she was safe. Or let her break and come crawling back on her own with her tail between her legs, begging his forgiveness. Whatever the case, he had other things to occupy his time until her return.
 
   It wasn’t as if she’d be hard to find. The GPS tracking device under the hood of her car would tell him right where she was. It had been there since February.
 
   He trusted no one.
 
    
 
   ~6~
 
    
 
   A plaintive meow directly in front of her face woke her.
 
   Opening her eyes, Eva smiled as Rio touched his nose to hers before selecting a spot just below her neck to curl into. She rested her chin against his soft, furry head and stroked his back while he flexed his paws against the comforter and purred contentedly.
 
   Pressed against her back with one arm encircling her waist, her new husband planted a kiss on her shoulder before murmuring, “I do believe someone missed you.”
 
   She snuggled closer with a blissful sigh. “I thought you were asleep.”
 
   “I was, until your little feline alarm clock woke me.”
 
   “I’m not sure why, but that sounded dirty somehow,” Eva snickered.
 
   Lifting his head, Julian gave the cat a pointed look. “Isn’t Mommy naughty? What are we going to do with her?”
 
   Rio’s ears twitched.
 
   “Oh, I know…”
 
   “Jules, don’t!”
 
   His fingers walked teasingly across her belly. “I know what to do with minxes who have dirty little minds…”
 
   “Don’t you dare!” she warned with a giggle.
 
   “They get…tickled!”
 
   Her loud shriek sent Rio streaking out of the room, and she kicked Julian with her heels as his fingers dug into her ribs. “Stop it, you cretin!”
 
   “Cretin? Oh, and now she insults me.” Gathering her into his arms, he nuzzled her neck. “Ten days of lovely debauchery in the Virgin Islands and this is what I have to come home to. A flea-ridden cat in my bed and a wife who kicks me and calls me names.”
 
   “Rio doesn’t have fleas!” she protested indignantly.
 
   “No, but have you noticed how round he’s getting? I can’t imagine what Lainie must have been stuffing him with while we were away. We should put that fat little melon on a diet before his paws can’t reach the floor. He’ll have to bounce up and down the stairs like a rubber ball.”
 
   “You’re silly.”
 
   “And you’re stuck with it for the rest of your life. Fancy that.” With one last kiss, he released her to roll out of bed. “Did you sleep well, love?”
 
   “Like a log. I don’t think I moved all night. It’s so good to be back home.”
 
   “Then I can assume you’re not too jetlagged to join me in the shower?” He tossed a wicked grin over his shoulder.
 
   Eva threw the covers back with a broad smile. “Oh, you’re on, mister!”
 
   When they finally made it downstairs some time later, Lainie had a late breakfast of blueberry pancakes and bacon ready and waiting for them. Propping both hands on her plump hips, she scolded them good-naturedly. “It’s about time ye were up and about, lazy lie-abeds! I thought ye’d ne’er make it down. Ye couldn’t work in enough time to sleep on yer holiday?”
 
   “The point of a honeymoon, Lainie, is to find creative and innovative ways not to sleep,” Julian pointed out while crunching on a piece of bacon.
 
   “Och, ye rascal.” Pinching his cheek, she shook her head and laughed at him.
 
   Eva wrapped the woman in an affectionate hug. “You didn’t have to do this, you know. Not that we don’t appreciate it, but I don’t want you to feel obligated to cook for us all the time. We’re perfectly capable of turning on an oven.”
 
   “Good heavens,” Julian objected, clutching his chest in mock horror. “Surely you don’t intend to subject me to your cooking?”
 
   “Oh, whatever! Don’t pull that ‘helpless man’ act with me. I know darn well you know your way around a kitchen.”
 
   He winked playfully at Lainie. “I cook for her once and I’m ruined for life.”
 
   “I’ll give ye ruined. Sit down and eat before I skelp yer behind,” Lainie chuckled.
 
   “You’re outnumbered, pal,” Eva informed him cheerfully.
 
   “You forgot Rio. He’ll back me up. Won’t you, old chum?” He reached down to scratch behind the ears of the cat who was slinking underneath the table, rubbing himself against the chair leg while purring loudly.
 
   “He just wants some of your bacon. Sure, he’ll kiss up to you for now, until he finds out you’re the one wanting to put him on a diet!”
 
   Lainie poured herself a cup of coffee, commenting, “There’s another wedding present for ye in the other room. Someone dropped it off this mornin’.”
 
   “Really? Who brought it by?”
 
   “Delivery person, I gather. She ne’er said her name. Magnetic on the side o’the car said Sky Castle Boutique.”
 
   Oh, she’d been hearing advertisements for that place on the radio. It was a new gift shop that recently opened up in nearby Gresham. After finishing up her breakfast, Eva flitted gaily into the living room and almost immediately spied the white box sitting on one of the end tables. She hadn’t even noticed it when coming downstairs earlier. The package was elegantly gift wrapped in white paper with a fresh spray of lilies-of-the-valley serving in place of a bow. How clever – the idea had never occurred to her to use flowers that way before.
 
   She lifted the attached gift tag and read the silver embossed inscription.
 
    
 
   Congratulations to the bride and groom.
 
   Wishing you luck with your journey ahead.
 
   ~Asher Reid
 
    
 
   Asher Reid? Stunned, Eva’s throat closed up as she reread the name in disbelief. Then again, just to be sure her mind wasn’t playing tricks on her. Was this someone’s idea of a joke? If so, it wasn’t the least bit funny. But who could possibly know, beyond the two others who were there? Her fingertips felt cold and dread knotted in her belly. It couldn’t possibly be from him. It just couldn’t be. He was dead. Dead and gone.
 
   Wasn’t he?
 
   “Julian?” she called, tearing her eyes away from the card long enough to look up. “Could you come out here for a minute, please?”
 
   “Coming.” A moment later he strolled in, cup of coffee still in one hand. “What is it, love?”
 
   “Take a look at this.” She showed him the card.
 
   Holding it between his fingers, he absently set the coffee mug down while scanning the words. His black eyes seemed to grow even darker as he studied them silently.
 
   She nibbled anxiously on the tip of one of her fingernails. “You don’t suppose Tristan sent it?”
 
   “I don’t think Tristan would have found this sort of thing funny.”
 
   “Well…okay, what about Samara then?”
 
   Gazing off into space, he furrowed his brow thoughtfully. “It’s a possibility. She could be blaming us for what happened. A delayed reaction brought on by her grief. I’d say that has to be the most logical explanation.”
 
   “What do you suppose is in there?” Eva scrutinized the flat, rectangular package apprehensively. She was almost afraid to touch it.
 
   “God only knows. Just leave it be. I’m going to give Tristan a call just in case. See if he has any idea what this is about.”
 
   Eva watched while he jogged upstairs to retrieve his cell phone. Her green eyes instinctively fell again on the neatly wrapped gift. It didn’t look particularly ominous. If one of the employees at the boutique had delivered it, then obviously it had to be one of their items and not a bloody heart or someone’s hacked-off fingers or something. Really, Eva, she chided herself. You have GOT to lay off the slasher flicks.
 
   With a quick glance at the stairs, she tentatively pulled at one corner of the white paper. Then the other side. Suddenly annoyed by her own cowardice, she ripped off the rest of the paper in one quick jerk and let it flutter to the floor.
 
   She ran her fingers along the edges of the hinged box before slowly opening the lid.
 
   “Didn’t I ask you not to touch that?” From behind her came Julian’s voice as he descended the staircase to rejoin her.
 
   “What did Tristan say?”
 
   “No answer. I left a message asking that he call straightaway.” His eyes lowered to the discarded wrapping paper before returning to the open box in her hands. “I might have known the curious kitten wouldn’t be able to resist.”
 
   “No…it’s okay. Look.” She held up the box and showed him the contents. Nestled on a bed of white satin was nothing more than a wedding cake knife and server with vintage-looking steel handles. They were rather pretty, actually. Still, something about them gave her an unsettling sense of foreboding. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.
 
   They were both silent for some time. After a moment, she said uneasily, “Odd choice for a present, don’t you think? I mean…wouldn’t the person sending it have realized we already had our wedding?”
 
   He unfastened the knife from its display spot and lifted it from the box. “I don’t think this was a gift so much as a subtle threat.”
 
   The feeing of disquiet grew stronger, spreading through her like an infectious virus. “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Doesn’t it look familiar to you?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean. Familiar how?”
 
   “The knife. Is it just me, or does it bear a rather uncanny resemblance to a certain Scottish relic that is currently locked away in our safe?”
 
   Now that he’d pointed it out, she had to grudgingly admit there was a very strong resemblance. Of course, that could just be a coincidence, couldn’t it? The set was designed to have an antique look. But the question still remained – why would anyone print Reid’s name on the card?
 
   Wishing you luck with your journey ahead.
 
   Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Jules. How can we be sure he was really dead?”
 
   “How indeed.” He dropped the knife back into the box before taking it from her hands and snapping the lid shut. “Darling, you and I are both living proof that death does not always adhere to its own rules. At this point, I think it’s safe to say we mustn’t assume anything.” With one last look of distaste, he tossed the unwanted gift into the cold hearth of the fireplace.
 
   “What should we do?”
 
   “For now, we wait for Tristan to call.”
 
   “Do you think we should say anything to Lainie?” So far, the woman was unaware of the events that had occurred in Florida. They had seen no reason to burden her with such unpleasant knowledge. Besides, it was over and done with and Eva had come out of it unscathed. She was safe now.
 
   Or so she’d assumed.
 
   “No. Not unless it becomes absolutely necessary. It’s better that she knows nothing of the others.”
 
   “I don’t like this.”
 
   “I can’t say it gives me a particularly cozy feeling either, love. But you mustn’t worry. You know I would give my immortal life to protect you. No one is ever going to take you away from me again. I promise.” Taking her hand in his, he brought it to his lips and kissed each finger, one by one. “My precious butterfly. I would gladly die a thousand deaths to ensure that you never know a single moment of unhappiness.”
 
   “I could never be unhappy as long as I’m with you. No matter what happens.”
 
   He smiled then, but the gesture didn’t quite reach the eyes that still seemed troubled. “There is one precaution I would like to take. Just let me make a quick phone call, and then we’ll take a drive. There’s a place in Portland I think we should visit.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Time to wake up, sleepyhead.”
 
   Sami opened dry, puffy eyes to blink at the source of the singsong voice. Tristan was sitting beside her on the comfortable futon mattress, a plate of savory-smelling food in his hand. Sunlight was streaming in through the uncovered windows, causing her to squint from the bright glare.
 
   “What time is it?” she rasped, struggling clumsily to sit up while rubbing the gritty feeling from her eyes. Shouldn’t it be getting dark out by now? God, but she ached all over. Why was she so stiff and sore?
 
   “It’s Monday morning. You’ve been asleep for nearly twenty-four hours.”
 
   She stared at him in disbelief. “What? You gotta be kidding.”
 
   “Nope. I was beginning to think you intended to hibernate through the summer, Miss Van Winkle. Are you feeling better now?”
 
   “Um. I guess so.” Better? Well rested, yes, but she could hardly classify herself as better, or anything resembling it. She was still heartsick and miserable to the bone. Sleep would not cure that.
 
   “Good. How about eating something for me.” He handed her the china plate, which she accepted reluctantly. “It’s a Florentine omelet with scallions, ricotta and mozzarella.”
 
   “Hm. Fancy schmancy.”
 
   “I’m a chef, remember? Dig in before it gets cold.”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” she mumbled obstinately, trying to push the plate back into his hands. Even though her empty stomach was rumbling, the thought of trying to eat anything made her feel nauseous.
 
   “You’re going to eat this if I have to pry your mouth open and shove it in,” he cheerfully informed her. “Bon appétit, toots.”
 
   “What is it about vampires that makes you all so damn pushy?” Lifting the fork to take a small bite, she grudgingly had to concede that it was delicious. Too bad she had no appetite. “There. Happy?”
 
   “I’ll be happy when you clean that plate. Come on, don’t insult my culinary talents. You’ll give me a complex.”
 
   “I can’t. My stomach is in knots.”
 
   “Try and finish half, then. You’re going to make yourself sick if you don’t eat.”
 
   She poked at it distractedly a few times before forcing herself to swallow another bite. “I suppose by now he must know I’m gone.”
 
   “He knows, all right. I looked in on him a little while ago. Let’s just say I wouldn’t want to cross his path right now.”
 
   “Is he really pissed?”
 
   Tristan gave her a strange look. “What did you expect?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure how he’d react,” she confessed, toying with the fork. “You never can tell with him.”
 
   “With him? Expect the worst, and don’t waste your time hoping for the best. That’s what I’ve come to learn.”
 
   “Is that why you’re here?”
 
   “I’m here because I’m a coward who doesn’t want to die,” he admitted frankly.
 
   “What makes you think he intends to kill you?”
 
   “I’ve seen too much not to be afraid. He’s the last one you ever want to double-cross.”
 
   “This whole thing is all my fault. I’m so sorry, Tristan. I’ve made a mess of your life as well as my own.”
 
   “Blaming yourself is counterproductive. You think looking to the past is going to change anything?”
 
   “But I don’t want to be a burden to you. I’m unemployed now, I have no job or income on top of everything else – God, I feel like such a loser!”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I have some cash saved up. We can get by on that for a while.”
 
   It was sweet the way he included her, but his generosity only served to make her feel that much more guilty. He shouldn’t have to accept her as his responsibility. “I stopped by the ATM as I was leaving, but I only took out three hundred bucks. I guess it’s not a good idea to use my debit card anymore, is it?”
 
   “I wouldn’t advise it. And by the way, I’ve taken your car keys. You don’t need to go anywhere until I’ve had a chance to get a replacement tag.”
 
   “Where would I go?” she lamented, picking at her food.
 
   “It isn’t a good idea for you to go anywhere. I would suggest for now you just lie low until I decide what we should do.” Suddenly clenching his jaw, he closed his eyes and began vigorously rubbing his temples.
 
   “What’s wrong? Do you have a migraine?”
 
   “No. It’s…nothing.” He stood up to head for the closed door that hid the bedroom, adding, “There are clean towels in the bathroom if you’d like to wash up. There’s plenty of hot water. Let me know if you need anything.”
 
   By the time she was done showering and dressing in the tiny bathroom, Sami felt somewhat more revived and refreshed. She found Tristan in the kitchen with a checkered dishtowel in hand, drying the clean pots and dishes. The domestic scene made her smile.
 
   “I didn’t thank you for breakfast,” she said, linking her arm in his affectionately. He instantly tensed, and she looked up at him quizzically, wondering what she’d done wrong.
 
   “Sorry,” he apologized. “It’s the smell of your blood. I should have rejuvenated myself days ago. I’ve put it off for too long.”
 
   “What – you mean you haven’t fed lately?”
 
   “I hate referring to it as that. Food to us is still food; blood is…it’s more like a medicine that we can’t live without.”
 
   “What happens if you don’t get it?”
 
   “You don’t want to know.”
 
   With an apathetic shrug, she told him, “You’re welcome to some of mine. After everything you’ve done for me, it’s the least I can offer you.”
 
   Slamming the frying pan in the cupboard with more force than necessary, he gave her a look of disgust. “Jesus, Sami, do you really think I’m that much of a bastard?”
 
   His indignant reaction caught her completely off guard. And it occurred to her then that perhaps this gentle soul didn’t appreciate being tarred with the same brush that colored someone like Ash. He was trying his best to help her, and she’d thanked him by completely discounting his integrity.
 
   “I wasn’t trying to insinuate…oh, forget it. I’m sorry. I guess I’ve reached the point where I automatically expect the worst in everyone.”
 
   Relaxing a bit, he gave her a contrite half-smile. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. I’m just a little on edge right now. I’ll go out this evening and find a donor, then I won’t be such a grump.”
 
   “Should I stay out of your way until then?”
 
   “You don’t have to do that. I wouldn’t hurt you.”
 
   How strange to know that there was someone out there who didn’t revel in her pain. “It’s his favorite pastime, you know. Hurting people. Hurting me.” Absently she lifted the edge of her red tank top to touch the fading scars that spelled out his claim across her abdomen.
 
   MINE.
 
   Lost in the memory, she barely noticed Tristan’s sharp intake of breath. “Christ – when did he do that?”
 
   “I don’t know…while back. Month ago, maybe more.”
 
   “And even after that, you still cared enough about him to resurrect him? The sick son of a bitch should have been left at the bottom of the ocean to rot!” Running his fingers through the newly short hair, he shook his head in consternation. “I have to ask. Why did you do it, Sam?”
 
   She laughed softly. “You, of all people, should know the answer to that.”
 
   “Whatever hold he had on me was broken not long after his death.”
 
   “Was it? How fortunate for you. I wish I could say the same. Instead I’m destined to spend the rest of my life loving someone who only wants to make me suffer.” The tears that had temporarily dried up were now threatening once again to overflow. “When I’m with him, he hurts me. When I’m away from him, he somehow manages to hurt me even more. Tell me what I’m supposed to do, Tristan. How does an addict break free?”
 
   “Cold turkey,” he advised, plunking down a glass to pour her a stiff drink. “And in the company of a friend.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   His name was Atticus, and for Halina it was love at first sight.
 
   He was Tristan’s gift to her, a sleek chestnut Arabian gelding delivered three days earlier by a horse breeder in Wichita. Gentle but mischievous, he quickly learned where she kept his treats and developed a habit of playfully nudging her pockets in search of a peppermint. He never once nipped at her so she didn’t bother trying to discourage him. Even if he were to accidentally bite her, she wouldn’t have minded much. All he had to do was turn those soft brown eyes on her and everything would be forgiven.
 
   He took to her right off the bat as well. Seeing her emerge from the house, he would trot over to the fence and nicker with a frisky toss of his head, waiting patiently for her to feed or halter him. He actually seemed to enjoy being ridden.
 
   It was on one of these occasions that she happened upon the couple.
 
   She was walking Atticus leisurely along the trail that bordered Coldwater Lake, breathing in the freshness of the sunny day when she first saw them. A young man and woman sitting together on a park bench beside the lake. Nothing out of the ordinary, just a pair of lovebirds cuddling together and laughing, but something about them intrigued her and so she kept looking their way out of curiosity.
 
   It was when the man knelt before the woman that Halina pulled on the reins gently while shifting her weight backward in the saddle. Atticus stopped with a soft whinny, voicing his preference to continue on their way. But her fascinated eyes remained fixed on the man. From his pocket he produced something so tiny she couldn’t make it out, but it was easy to guess from the way the woman’s hands flew to her mouth that it must be an engagement ring. With a squeal, she threw her arms around the man and he lifted her, swinging her around and around while she kissed him exuberantly.
 
   A marriage proposal. A private, beautiful moment that should have evoked little from any stray bystanders beyond a wistful smile and perhaps a word of congratulations.
 
   For the girl on horseback, it was a knife to the heart. Maybe it was the expression of pure joy on the woman’s face that hurt the most. Knowing that what she was feeling was something Halina would never be able to experience, something she would never know. She would go on forever, year upon year upon year, but there would never be a wedding for her. No lover, no husband, no family of her own. Nothing but the never-ending empty life of a desperately lonely little girl.
 
   Even Atticus could not comfort her today.
 
   With her arms around his neck, she cried bitterly into his mane. Cried for a childhood lost, a past that was murdered and a future that would never be. For the family that was snatched from her arms so cruelly. For the unrequited love of her savior, the one who appeared like a dream to rescue her from her own private hell only to disappear again, to live his own life without her.
 
   She cried, and she remembered.
 
    
 
   ~7~
 
    
 
   Biecz, Poland 
 
   August 1942
 
    
 
   She is hungry.
 
   Not the sort of uncomfortable pangs one might feel when putting off supper later than usual, or missing a single meal. If it were only that, it would be tolerable. Instead it is an all-consuming famishment that affects every part of the body, including the mind. She wants to rip bark from the trees and consume it, just to have something to fill her empty stomach. She gnaws on roots clawed up out of the ground with bare fingers and constantly chews on the ends of her filthy braids. Her muscles are growing weak and lethargic, and her heart pounds with the slightest exertion.
 
   It has been three days since she has had anything to eat at all. At first the stabbing pains were almost unbearable, but today they have subsided into a dull, tight ache in her middle.
 
   For eight days she has slowly been putting distance between her and the village of Wojnicz. She sleeps like an animal in the woods during the nighttime and wanders listlessly in the daylight with no destination in mind. It is risky. She has no identity card, no way of establishing who she is. Before the German invasion she was Halina Szapiro, born in Mielec, Poland, the only daughter of Samuel and Edith Szapiro and younger sister to big brother Stefan. Lover of books and animals and practical jokes, staunch adversary of bullies and castor oil and anything to do with mathematics. The mischief-maker of the family, the girl most likely to be reprimanded for skipping her violin lesson in favor of visiting friends.
 
   But now her most defining label is Jew.
 
   It is the reason she has been turned out to fend for herself. The reason she has spent the past eighteen months sleeping beneath straw in a cold, damp barn. The Gentile woman in whose care she was entrusted chose to send her away over a week ago, without so much as a caveat. What do you want from me? You have already been here for a year and a half, and who knows how long this war will go on! I can no longer risk my own life to shelter an enemy of the Reich, particularly if there is to be no compensation. Your mother has sent nothing since February. I am sorry to say, your family is gone. You had better accept this. As for me, I can no longer be responsible for you. Now leave, or I will have to turn you in myself.
 
   Bronia Kowalczyk was never what could be considered a charitable woman. Even before the money and pieces of Mama’s jewelry stopped coming, Halina was already being fed very little. Her one meal a day eventually dwindled to nothing more than bread and a boiled potato or two. On Sundays, perhaps a bit of cheese or an egg if she was lucky. They both knew why the farmer who had been smuggling the monthly letters no longer stopped by. Word reached them back in March of a mass deportation in Mielec. The town was now Judenrein, ‘cleansed’ of Jews, and there was no point wondering when her family would return. Nobody ever returned from the transports.
 
   It is because of all this that Halina is here now, somewhere along the foothills of the Carpathian mountains, dirty and starving and completely alone. There is no reason to attempt to make her way home to Mielec. No one will be there waiting for her. Besides, someone is likely to recognize her and denounce her. At least here no one knows who she is, and with her blonde hair and light complexion she can be overlooked as just another Polish peasant girl.
 
   Today’s routine is the same as yesterday’s. She passes farm after farm, timidly begging for a piece of bread in exchange for work. She is rarely successful. Most, suspicious of strangers, either shoo her away or shout curses at her. It is this dreadful war. People have become standoffish and mistrustful. Food is scarce everywhere and nobody is willing to part with what little they have.
 
   It is growing dark and she has still had no luck. There is another house coming up in the distance, a rather pretty little place with fresh yellow paint and green shutters. As she draws closer, she notices a man standing in the doorway leisurely smoking a cigarette. She decides to circle around and avoid him. The way he is watching her makes her uneasy.
 
   Just as she is changing direction, he beckons to her. What can he possibly want? After some hesitation, she succumbs to the prospect of food and warily approaches him. Not too close, but close enough that she can get a better look at him. He is younger than expected, probably in his early forties, and somewhat handsome in a distinguished-looking way. His hair and eyes are both dark as a moonless night and his clothes are clean and neatly pressed.
 
   “What are you doing roaming about on my land, little one? Are you lost or just looking for something to steal?” He speaks perfect Polish with a distinctly Slavic accent.
 
   She doesn’t answer. Those bottomless black eyes are fixed suspiciously on her, studying her intently as if trying to determine whether or not she is to be trusted.
 
   He takes another drag of his cigarette. “Hungry?” he asks, more softly this time.
 
   She simply nods.
 
   He carelessly flicks the cigarette into the grass and steps back, motioning for her to follow him inside. Her empty belly propels her forward even though she knows it is a dangerous and foolish thing to do. Warning bells clang in her ears. What is this young and healthy-looking man doing here? Shouldn’t he be off fighting alongside his countrymen in this stupid, stupid war?
 
   A mouthwatering aroma hangs in the air inside the tidy kitchen. There is a pot of thick soup on the stove, brimming with not only potatoes but vegetables and meat as well. She feels faint. The man eyes her curiously while spooning some into a white ceramic bowl. Can he really mean to share this luxury with her? It is far too much to hope for.
 
   “Eat it slowly,” he warns her, setting the bowl on the embroidered tablecloth. “You will make yourself sick if you wolf it down. From the looks of you, it has been a while since you had a decent meal.”
 
   It is almost impossible to do as he instructs. Her hands are shaking. Never in her life has she ever tasted anything so wonderful. Every mouthful is ecstasy, even as the soup drops into the pit of her shriveled stomach like a handful of heavy stones.
 
   He dishes up a bowl for himself and joins her at the small wooden table, adding a plate of sliced bread between them. For a while they eat together in silence, but she is aware of his eyes constantly watching her. There is something wistful in them, almost sad somehow.
 
   “I am Tamás,” he tells her at last. “And you are…?”
 
   “Elka,” she lies.
 
   He smirks. “I see. Elka, is it? Now perhaps you would be so kind as to tell me your true name.”
 
   She finds herself almost smiling at his candid perceptiveness. “It is Halina.”
 
   “Yes, now that suits you better. How old are you, Halina?”
 
   “Twelve,” she responds. If he is considering raping her, then this lie might deter him. As small as she is, it will be easy for him to believe that she is twelve rather than fifteen.
 
   “And why do you show up at my door half starved, little one?”
 
   She only shrugs and looks down at the empty bowl in front of her.
 
   “Perhaps it is fate.” Propping his elbows on the table, he clasps his hands together and balances his chin on them. “Tell me, where do you come from? I am familiar with all the families in this area and I have never seen you before.”
 
   “Mielec.”
 
   “Ah, I see. Jew?”
 
   Hesitating, she nods slowly.
 
   “Are you all alone?”
 
   Another nod.
 
   “You see, it is fate that has brought you to me. I can help you, child.” Instead of explaining how this is possible, he frustrates her by suddenly veering in a different direction. “I originate from Hungary myself, though I have never remained in one place for very long. It is this wandering soul of mine. I possessed it even before such a thing became necessary for my survival. Yet always I am drawn back here. To the village of Biecz, to this very plot of land. My daughter was born here, you see. And now she is buried here, along with my wife who died while laboring to bring her into this cruel world.”
 
   His hand reaches out to touch her face, hovering mere inches from her cheek before withdrawing as he appears to think better of it. “You remind me of her. She was eleven years old, close to your own age, with golden hair and lovely brown eyes so much like yours. The resemblance is quite remarkable.”
 
   “I am sorry for your loss.” Even as Halina speaks the words, she understands how remote and emotionless they sound. She cannot bring herself to feel sadness or pity for these strangers, not when her own loved ones have all been rounded up and sent to some German labor camp to be decimated like insects. He may think her brown eyes lovely but they are empty; there have been no tears for them to shed for some time now. Her heart has grown cold and indifferent.
 
   “Shall I tell you why I chose to return to Poland this time, Halina? To these inhospitable surroundings, in the midst of the German invasion?”
 
   “If you like.”
 
   “I have come back here to die.”
 
   “You are ill?” He doesn’t look a man who is ailing. His physical appearance is one of robust health and the shining black eyes snap with vibrant stamina.
 
   “No, child, it is not that. I have simply grown weary of living. Of running. It has all become so tiresome. In the end, the hunter will find his prey, but if given the choice I would much prefer to die by my own hand rather than his. Can you understand that?”
 
   She has no response. What hunter does he mean? Is he referring to Hitler’s army?
 
   “I have said that I can help you,” he continues. “I can, and you may trust that I will – but I am afraid I must solicit your help in return.”
 
   “I don’t know what you think I can do for you.”
 
   “It is a simple task. And in return, I will give you everything I have. There is a lockbox in the cellar full of money – German Reichsmarks, British and American currency, gold coins – all this will be yours. You can use it to buy false papers and get out of occupied territory. Go wherever you like.”
 
   Does he take her for a fool? Because she is just a young girl, he means to tell her ridiculous stories and take advantage of her in some way? Standing, she tells him in an aloof voice, “I must be on my way. Thank you kindly for the soup.”
 
   He grabs her skinny arm, and the huge hand feels as if it could snap her bones with very little effort. “You are a smart girl to be suspicious. But if you will please wait here, I will prove to you that I speak the truth. Let me go down into the cellar. You will see for yourself. Will you wait here for me?”
 
   Torn, she glances at the door and then back at him. If he wants to detain her against her will, he can do so easily. But instead he is begging her to wait. She decides to humor him. After all, she has nothing left to lose and where else does she have to go?
 
   Minutes later, Halina is staring in stunned disbelief at the contents of the lockbox. It is just as he said – the metal box is packed to the top with paper money in large denominations, separated by currency and tied into neat bundles. She has never seen so much wealth in her life. And he is offering this to her, a complete stranger? Why? What can he possibly expect in return that would be worth so much to him?
 
   “What is it you would have me do?” She dreads hearing the answer to this question. Surely whatever he is requesting cannot be as simple as he claims.
 
   “You will stay here tonight…” he begins, then frowns at the defensively angry look she gives him. “No, Halina. You misread my intentions. I am disgusted that you would think such a thing – I have no interest in sleeping with little girls. The only desire I have anymore is to die in peace. That is all I want.”
 
   “I cannot help you with that. Go look for a German soldier. I’m sure one of them would be most happy to assist you in your quest for death.”
 
   He laughs quietly. “Ah, precious little one. There is so much, so very much, that you do not understand.” Spreading his hands out to his sides, he shakes his head with a sigh. “It is hard to know where to begin.”
 
   “At the beginning would be my suggestion.” His capriciousness is getting on her nerves.
 
   “Very well.” Lowering himself back into one of the wooden chairs, he motions for her to rejoin him at the table. “Did you know that I was once a carpenter? I built this house myself. I also worked in the salt mines, but that was many years ago.”
 
   “No. How could I know that?”
 
   “Of course, that was all before…her.” Turning his head, he spits on the floor as if those three letters are poison in his mouth. “Before that putrid, unholy bitch damned me, contaminated me, destroyed everything I held dear and made me the despicable monster that you see before you.”
 
   She is intrigued in spite of her apprehension. “Surely you don’t mean your wife?”
 
   “No, no – my dear wife had already been buried for eleven years. So you see, this is how old my sweet Katarina was when I left her with some of her mother’s relatives that I might travel. As I told you before, I always had a wandering heart. I could not stay in one place for any length of time before the sky itself would begin closing in around me. In spite of my age, I still had a boyish craving for adventure.
 
   “It was in a tiny village in Hungary that I found this adventure, along with my destruction. Her name was Syeira, and she was nothing but a Gypsy whore who could fight and curse like a drunken pirate. She was crass and uncouth and wild – and yet, a more bewitching creature had never walked God’s earth. Without trying, she made the most beautiful of women seem plain in comparison. She had fire in her eyes and skin that was softer than the finest Chinese silk. And how I lusted for her! I would have given my very soul for one night in her arms. And in essence…that is exactly what I did.
 
   “It was during this first night together that I proclaimed my eternal love for her, humbly offering myself as her loyal husband. You cannot imagine the joy I felt when she agreed to return to Poland with me and become my wife. I never stopped to consider what sort of mother this unrefined woman might make for my poor Katarina – I was so blinded by my lust, I could think of nothing but Syeira. Nothing. Even when the vile she-beast contaminated my blood with hers, I had no lack of faith in her devotion to me. I trusted that she loved me as well, because to believe otherwise would have left me a broken man.
 
   “It was later the same night that I woke to find her standing over me, six or seven men from the Gypsy camp all crowded behind her. I asked her, ‘My love, what are you doing?’ And she instructed them, with the devil’s sweet smile, to kill me.
 
   “Those men descended upon me like unseeing corpses with dead eyes. No mercy was shown. I was no match for so many, and these inhuman brutes bashed my skull and bones with rocks, crushing my body along with my spirit before I mercifully lost consciousness. Such a beating should have left me dead – and perhaps it did, I cannot say. When I woke the next morning, there was not a mark to be found anywhere on me. Syeira laughed at my terror, assuring me that I had only been dreaming. And though part of me knew that it was no dream, my foolish heart chose to accept her explanation. After all, as there was no evidence of the strange occurrence, what else made sense?
 
   “We left that very morning to begin our journey to Biecz, and only a few days passed before I began to feel strange. I was hungry, but not hungry; I was parched, but water would not quench my thirst. My skin felt as though it was covered in hundreds of crawling spiders and my hands shook so that I could barely hold the reins. When at last we reached home, I fell straight into bed. Assuming of course that I was ill, I did not send for my daughter right away. I feared that she might become sick as well, you see.
 
   “But word quickly reached Katarina that her father had returned, and as she adored her papa who spoiled her, she ran home to smother me with hugs and kisses. My health had deteriorated even more by then, and when I opened my eyes to the sound of her voice, I could see my darling daughter with Syeira beside her, stroking the golden hair while smiling at me in a most unwholesome manner. And the smell – dear God, the smell! So intoxicating, so seductive, it was indescribable. And I knew…with a newborn’s instinct, some intuitive part of me knew that this was what I needed to get well.
 
   “I began to pant and drool like a mad dog, and Syeira pushed Katarina closer to me, saying, ‘Here is what you want, old man. Take from this child what you need.’ And I…oh, God help me, I did, I did, I could not control myself, and when it was over my poor precious daughter was dead in my arms, her wretched father gorged with her blood, my baby’s brief life sacrificed for the bloodthirsty beast that I had become.
 
   “You can never comprehend what overtook me in that hellish moment. Delirious with grief, I flew into a rage and began smashing everything in sight, breaking down the very walls around us while Syeira, the foul succubus, held her sides and laughed! Yes, you heard me correctly – she laughed, as if the whole macabre spectacle was the most humorous thing she had ever witnessed. And Halina, I ask you, what was left for this heartbroken father to do? I fell upon her in a frenzy of madness, tearing that whore into a hundred mangled pieces, and what little was left of her I burned to ash in the fireplace. Then I took my baby, the one murdered by my own hands, and I buried her beside her mother.
 
   “And you see now, don’t you, why I have lost the will to live? It has been thirty-eight years since Katarina’s death, though it seems like just yesterday. I could keep moving and extend my time on this earth, but for what? My heart died with my child. The American sadist seeks to destroy me, and I was patiently waiting here for him. But here you are, sent to me by my daughter who has no doubt forgiven me, to be my salvation. You will help me to die by my own hand so the demon who hunts me can never receive the satisfaction of stealing my last breath.
 
   “You will rest here until morning. As this will be my last night, I want to spend it in the moonlight looking at the stars. After the sunrise, then I will go to join my wife and daughter. As it should be.”
 
   Rooted to her chair for the duration of his story, Halina is shocked and appalled by the man’s sordid tale. He is mad – he must be. How can he say that his child has been dead for thirty-eight years when he cannot be much older than that himself? And to confess to her murder, as well as the Gypsy woman’s…why is he telling her these outlandish things? If he is not a murderer, then he is delusional, and neither option appeals to her.
 
   “That is quite a story,” she says, rising slowly as she prepares to leave. “Though not a very pleasant one. I thank you anyway for sharing it, but I am afraid I am not the one to help you as I really must be on my way.”
 
   “On your way to where, child? An early grave? This area is swarming with SS. Just four days ago they rounded up two hundred Jews and shot them all in the town square. There is nowhere safe for you aside from here.”
 
   “I am no safer here than anywhere else.”
 
   “If you stay and help me, you will be safe. I give you my word.”
 
   “You cannot promise me that, and I have already told you – there is nothing I can do for you!”
 
   He is growing visibly agitated. “You have not even heard what it is that I want you to do!”
 
   “Whatever it is, I must respectfully decline.” She inches her way toward the door, seeking to escape this lunatic. He can keep his money. She wants no part of whatever weirdness he has concocted.
 
   “But you must!” Standing, he slams both hands down on the table so hard she can hear the wooden legs splinter beneath.
 
   “Please, sir. I cannot stay. My apologies, but –”
 
   “You are NOT LEAVING this house!” he shouts in a thunderous voice, and this eruption is enough to send her flying out the door on wings of panic, only to be stopped cold in her tracks by a forceful blow to the back of her head that sends her sprawling into the grass.
 
   The night’s darkness descends upon her.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Halina opens her eyes to find herself lying on a soft bed with Tamás kneeling on the floor beside her, his head down. One heavy arm is draped across her. To her astonishment, he is weeping, his broad shoulders quaking as he sobs in a muffled voice, “I am sorry. I am sorry. Forgive me, my Katinka, I beg of you…please forgive your foolish father. I never meant to harm you…your papa loves you so…”
 
   Has he now convinced himself that she is his daughter? She tries to sit up, but her head swims and she feels dizzy. In the flickering candlelight, the small room appears to be slowly spinning.
 
   He lifts his head and pulls his arm away, looking at her with glistening wet eyes. “So at last you are awake, Kata-, ah, Halina. I must apologize for striking you. My temper is so short these days.”
 
   “That is a sad excuse.” In spite of her fear, she cannot help but feel angry. As if the German soldiers are not bad enough, now she has Polish peasants raising their fists to beat on her? The whole world has gone mad.
 
   “I only wanted you to do one small thing. It isn’t much to ask. If you will do this small favor for me, you can take the money and be on your way. Or you can stay here if you like. You can do whatever you please without fear. I have given you what you need to keep you safe. While you were sleeping, you see. You must not die in this senseless war – I cannot bear it. You are too much…” His wistful voice cracks. “…you are too much like her.”
 
   He is not to be trusted, but there is little choice left for her other than concession. “If I do what you ask, then you will permit me to leave?”
 
   “I swear it.”
 
   “And you will not come after me?”
 
   “Of course not. I will be unable to.” He lifts his left arm then and waves his wrist, and for the first time she sees the Mauser pistol in his hand.
 
   Her eyes widen as she shrinks away from the gun. Whatever he has in mind, it cannot end well.
 
   He smiles rather sadly at her alarm. “I have already told you that you have nothing to fear. This bullet is not meant for you, little one. It is for me.”
 
   Forcing herself to sit up, she shakes her head as another wave of dizziness engulfs her. “Surely you don’t expect me to shoot you!” Even if he is crazy, there is no way she will do this. She won’t shoot him. It is unthinkable.
 
   “I will do that myself. It is what comes next that involves you.”
 
   “Next? What do you mean?”
 
   “Do you see that axe propped in the corner?”
 
   She looks where he is pointing with the pistol’s barrel. “Yes.”
 
   “As soon as I have done it – immediately afterward, mind you, wasting no time – I want you to take the axe and completely sever my head from my body. It must be completely detached. Then burn it in the fireplace. My body you can leave here if you like, or drag it into the woods if you intend to stay on. Although I doubt you are strong enough to do that. Well, I suppose you could burn it as well. It really doesn’t matter.”
 
   She opens her mouth partway as the blood drains from her face. “Dear God…you are mad,” she whispers.
 
   “If that is true, then it is madness born of desperation. This is the only way I can be free.” He grazes her cheek gently with his knuckles. “You will do this for me, Halina. You will be the one to set me free. Fate demands it.”
 
   “P-please don’t do this, Tamás. I don’t want t-to…to see…” She is trembling, her teeth starting to chatter. No matter the situation, she does not want to see this man shoot himself, if that is even his true intention. “You cannot really want to die. Your daughter w-would not want such a thing for you…”
 
   “She wishes that I join her. It is why she sent you, so that I may go peacefully.” He lifts her head with the gun and she gasps at the menacing sensation of the Mauser’s front sight scratching the underside of her chin. “Let us do this now. I have decided I will not wait for morning. Repeat to me the instructions I have given you.”
 
   The very idea of his sick request makes her stomach churn. “I am to…c-cut off your head with the axe.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Burn it in the fireplace.”
 
   “Give me your word, Halina. Give me your word that you will not deviate from these instructions in any way.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yes, what?”
 
   “Yes…I will do as you ask.”
 
   “Swear it. Swear to me that you will do it.”
 
   “I swear it.” She is willing to promise anything just to get far away from here. Bronia’s leaky barn now seems a utopia in comparison to this madhouse. The woman may have been surly and miserly, but at least she was in possession of all her mental faculties.
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   She wants to scream out her protests but instead abdicates with a mute nod. This has to end. She only wants it to be over so she can leave. If he is determined to end his life, there is nothing she can do to stop him. All she knows for certain is that she does not want to die along with him.
 
   He takes a few steps back before turning the gun on himself, pressing the barrel firmly against his temple. “It is in your hands.”
 
   Closing her eyes, she draws her knees up to her chin and wraps her shaking arms around them.
 
   “Remember, my child. Death cannot touch you now. May the dark gift serve you well.”
 
   She jumps at the explosive crack of the pistol, waits in the ensuing silence for what seems an eternity for the dreadful thud as his body collapses to the floor. Only then does she open her eyes and stumble out of the room. She refuses to look back at him.
 
   Snatching the tablecloth from the table, she fills it with paper currency and what food she can quickly gather before tying off the corners. Just as she reaches to open the door, an indistinct sound from the next room freezes her in her tracks. Her pulse throbs deafeningly in her ears. He cannot still be alive, surely…
 
   The low moan this time is unmistakable. “Katarina…”
 
   She bolts then, leaving the door standing open behind her, not waiting, not thinking, just running. She sprints until her lungs are bursting, until her braids have come undone and her hair streams loose behind her. The night is so dark – where has the moon gone? She dreads hearing the sound of his footsteps behind her, even while she tries to convince herself that her childish fears are unfounded. He has been shot in the head. Even if he is still alive, he will not be coming after her.
 
   Though she is running in no particular direction, she finds her way to the road and in no time she reaches the edge of the village. It is quiet and there is no one on the street at this late hour. She finally stops, gasping for breath as she tries to decide where to go from here. Glancing to her right, she catches sight of an all-too-familiar sign posted in a store window: Eintritt für Juden und für Hunde Verboten.
 
   She stumbles backward, suddenly remembering that the Hungarian man is not the only threat to her. It is not safe to be here – but of course it isn’t, no place is safe for her. She must disappear like an animal back into the forest. Perhaps she will get lucky and find some partisans who will help her. She has money now. Surely that must still mean something.
 
   “Wo gehst du hin?” Out of nowhere comes the sharp voice that petrifies her with a new and even more sinister terror. Slinking from the shadows, the SS Obersturmführer leisurely approaches her, his shiny black boots clicking against the cobblestones. He is the epitome of Hitler’s Aryan ideal – pale blond hair, narrow nose, high cheekbones typical of the Nordic race. His hands are behind his back, lips pursed as he scrutinizes her with narrowed eyes that are as hard and cold as steel.
 
   She cannot speak. Her mouth tries to move, but no words will form. Two more soldiers materialize from the darkness, rifles slung across their backs as they follow behind their superior, smirking lewdly.
 
   The one in charge jerks his head toward the bundle in her hands. “Was haben Sie da?”
 
   Halina can only manage a timid shrug of her shoulders as she gawks at him stupidly. To her horror, he removes the bundle from her hands and unties it. The flinty eyes light up in astonishment at the sight of the contents, stack upon stack of 1000 Reichsmark notes along with some American currency thrown in as well. Several potatoes fall out and roll away in the street unnoticed. The other two soldiers exchange surprised glances.
 
   “Wo haben Sie das her?” He lifts his head from the bundle, frowning at her.
 
   What can she say? Grasping at desperate straws, she tries to tell him in her halting German that it was given to her by a wealthy relative. It is clear from his barking laugh that he finds this story ridiculous, and she almost faints dead away when next he demands to see her identity card.
 
   “I lost it,” she whispers in Polish, before correcting herself. “Ich…Ich verlor es.”
 
   He orders one of the soldiers to search her. It is fruitless – she has nothing. Nothing in the world but a dirty dress and worn shoes that have grown way too small for her. She no longer even has a coat for the coming winter – Bronia took that away from her last April to trade for some sugar.
 
   Not that she is likely to see the coming winter.
 
   “Schmutzige kleine Dieb!” The officer is calling her a dirty little thief, but the insult means nothing to one marked for certain death. The back of his gloved hand splits her lip and she recoils in shock, tasting blood on her tongue. What has happened to men lately, that they think nothing of striking a girl? Her papa would have been appalled at the very notion of a man raising his hand to a female. She angrily spits the blood from her mouth and notes with a small measure of satisfaction that it has landed on the Obersturmführer’s perfectly polished boot.
 
   “Blöde schwein!” The next blow is administered with a closed fist, and the blood that fills her mouth now contains fragments of broken teeth. Her knees threaten to buckle but she refuses to give the Nazi brute the satisfaction of seeing her kneel before him.
 
   Pointing to the soldier who has just searched her, he orders him, “Sie! Nehmen Sie den Hund in den Wald und es loszuwerden.”
 
   You! Take this dog to the forest and get rid of it.
 
   It is over. Every part of her goes numb; she can no longer think. Mindlessly her feet carry her away from the village, into the woods in the direction the unforgiving rifle shoves her. When the soldier orders her to halt, she stops and turns to face him. Somehow she no longer feels afraid. She is only tired. Tired and indifferent. She tries to picture her family, but it has been so long since she last saw any of them. If there are survivors after this war, will they ever discover what became of her? Strangely, the words of Tamás are the last thing that spring to her mind. Death cannot touch you now.
 
   What an absurd thing to say.
 
   Funny. She sees the flash, hears the report, but does not feel a thing.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   A drop of water splashes her cheek.
 
   Another wets her forehead before a few more stray drops follow suit. There is a long, low rumble of thunder from somewhere far off in the distance.
 
   Halina opens her eyes in curious wonder and stares up at the night sky and the dark outlines of treetops swaying back and forth in the damp breeze. The gentle whooshing of the oaks and alders mingles with the splatting of heavy raindrops on the leafy ground around her head. These are the only sounds she can hear. Is she alone now? How can the soldiers have gone off and left her still alive?
 
   Gingerly, she sits up and gropes her head with tentative fingers. There is dried blood caked in her hair but she cannot tell where it is from. There is no pain. She can feel no obvious wounds. Running her tongue along her front teeth, she expects jagged edges but instead they are smooth and even. She was so sure they had been broken. So sure.
 
   There is no time to waste pondering what really happened. Springing to her feet, she takes off like a deer through the forest, expecting with every step to hear the shout of a German voice or feel a volley of bullets spraying her back. There is nothing. Still, she runs for miles.
 
   Eventually she stumbles upon the blackened shell of a burned-out farmhouse. Here she discovers a crawlspace underneath the charred pieces of wood and she wriggles her way inside to crouch among the ruins. In this cramped hole she remains for three days, leaving her hiding spot only to occasionally relieve herself in the woods. She is beginning to feel terribly ill. There is nothing for her to eat or drink aside from some rainwater, but she is too afraid to go in search of either. The world, the whole of society, has descended into mass chaos bent on destruction and she is terrified of seeing another human being. People are evil. They are all evil, and they only want to hurt her. Why? What has she ever done?
 
   Her hollow stomach compels her thoughts to stray to the house of Tamás and his well-stocked cupboard. Can she find her way back there? Does she dare try? Surely he is dead by now. He cannot have lived for long after being shot in the head. Nor could he have possibly missed – the barrel was pressed right against his skull. For the hundredth time she wonders how the soldier could have managed to miss her at point blank range. Did the rifle somehow misfire? She must have fainted and hit her head. That is where the blood came from, no doubt.
 
   On the fourth night she finally summons enough courage to crawl from her refuge and go off in search of the pretty little house with the green shutters. It takes her four hours, and once she has to hide in a cluster of bushes when a small group of patrolling soldiers passes by. They must be eating something delicious because the smell that carries over to her on the breeze is enough to make her almost lose control. It is unfamiliar but incredibly tantalizing, so delectable it makes her mouth water, and it takes all the willpower she possesses not to charge at them like a rabid dog.
 
   When at last she finds the house, there is no light from inside but the front door has been shut. This is not a good sign. But at this point she is so desperately ravenous that she is even willing to face crazy Tamás, if somehow he is still alive. Pushing the door open, she listens in the stillness for any sound. Hesitating, she calls his name. The soft moonlight streaming through the windows illuminates the kitchen and she notices that the lockbox containing the rest of the money is gone. Perhaps he was not the one who closed the door. It may have been one of the soldiers, or possibly a neighbor.
 
   Bracing herself, she peers into his tiny bedroom and is not sure whether to be relieved or concerned that the body is not there. Did someone take him away to bury him? Yes, that must be what happened. He surely didn’t get up and walk off on his own. But the gun is still lying on the floor. Why would they not remove that as well? She decides it does not matter.
 
   The first thing she does is try and quench her thirst with water. Then, scrounging through the cupboard’s contents, she locates a tin of smoked herring which she opens and devours along with some cheese, a limp carrot and a handful of dried fruit. It strikes her as odd that whoever came here did not ransack the kitchen in search of food. It is such a precious commodity these days, worth even more than the money perhaps.
 
   The nausea hits her quickly and unexpectedly. She has eaten too much, too fast, and she barely makes it outside before it all comes back up. Even as sweat breaks out across her forehead, her hands and feet feel like shards of ice and she shivers convulsively. The night is warm – she should not be so cold. Barely able to stand, she finds a blanket along with some candles and matches and climbs down into the cellar. She does not dare stay in plain sight in the house where anyone might easily find her.
 
   For two days she dozes fitfully. Her illness is growing worse. She feels hungry, but the idea of eating makes her retch. Her body is racked with tremors. Every nerve ending is jittery and twitching and it makes her want to climb the walls and scream. She begins to see things in the dark cellar, strange things, visions that could not possibly be real. Her mother’s face. The Obersturmführer, screaming insults at her. Tamás with his accusing dark eyes. Stefan, stroking their pet cat Nuka while he sings to her, nonsensical lyrics that sound like high-pitched gibberish.
 
   And the two Americans.
 
   They are both wearing the uniform of the SS, but it is clear they are not German. They are speaking English. The one with the dark hair and bright blue eyes points his flashlight directly in her face before stating in disgust, “My God, did you ever see such a wretched sight? She looks like a diseased sewer rat. What do you suppose that fool was planning to do with her?”
 
   Stupid apparition. Does he think she cannot understand him? Her papa taught her English when she was ten years old. She may not speak it fluently, but she can interpret it quite well. Huddled in a corner, pressed against the wall, every part of her is trembling while she watches the delusion with feverish fascination.
 
   “No. Not a rat.” The other one crouches before her. He has the most beautiful eyes she’s ever seen, an oddly light shade of powder blue or maybe gray. There is gentle compassion in them. “More like a scared little rabbit.”
 
   “Rat, rabbit, what’s the damn difference – you want to dispose of this one or should I?” Dark Hair seems not only impatient, but bored.
 
   His companion reaches out to brush some of the dirty hair from her face. His warm touch feels real. How can that be? An illusion cannot be felt, can it?
 
   “Do not be afraid,” he says to her in broken Polish.
 
   For some absurd reason she feels a strong urge to demonstrate to this man that she is an intelligent, well-bred girl. Even if she is deathly sick and repulsively dirty, she is not a sewer rat. “I know English, some,” she informs him between clenched teeth. She is so cold, and yet her clothes are drenched in sweat.
 
   Gray Eyes seems relieved and also surprised. “Well! I’m certainly glad to hear that. My grasp of foreign languages is atrocious. You should hear my German. It sounds like I’m trying to cough up a hairball.”
 
   She does not know the meaning of that word, atrocious, but she tries to offer him a weak smile nonetheless.
 
   “So the little cellar dweller speaks English!” Dark Hair perks up, appearing to find this revelation interesting. He crosses his arms and taps the flashlight against his shoulder. “How old are you, kid?”
 
   “Fif-fifteen.” She no longer needs to lie about her age. What more can they do to her? She is beyond caring anymore anyway.
 
   “No shit? You don’t look a day over twelve.” He leans in closer to her. “Let’s see if you can understand this then. We found your Hungarian and cleaned his clock. He’s buzzard meat. Dead. Kaput. Pushing up daisies, baby. What do you think of that?”
 
   Gray Eyes mutters something that sounds like, “Dammit, Ash.”
 
   Unfazed, she blinks. Does he mean Tamás? “Yes. I know.”
 
   “You don’t say. And how would you know that?”
 
   She points a finger at her head, imitating a gun. “He shoots.”
 
   “He shoots, huh.” He rolls his bright eyes with a laugh. “I bet. Little old for you, wasn’t he?”
 
   The man crouching before her, the friendlier one, looks up at Dark Hair. “I don’t think she has a clue what he’s done to her.”
 
   “Are you joking? If nothing else, how can she at least not realize she fucking died?”
 
   “I don’t know. Look at her. She’s confused. Probably scared out of her mind. I’m sure these uniforms aren’t helping.”
 
   “Hey – wonder how hysterical she’d get if I took the form of Hitler.”
 
   “What the hell’s the matter with you? Don’t do that! Jesus.”
 
   She had begun to think that these men might not be figments of her imagination, but perhaps they are after all. The things they say do not make much sense. Or maybe her English is not as good as she thought.
 
   “Is the war over?” she asks. It is the only thing she can think of that would explain why Americans would be here. Perhaps the Germans have been defeated.
 
   “For everyone else, no. But for you, sweetheart, yes. Your own personal war is over.” Gray Eyes smiles. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Halina.”
 
   “Halina…how lovely. My name is Tristan and the rude one over there is Asher.”
 
   “Charmed,” the one called Asher says sardonically.
 
   “Why this?” she whispers, pointing to the red and black armband. “You are not SS?”
 
   “No. You might say we’re incognito.”
 
   She isn’t sure what that means exactly, but the no is sufficient for now. “You are here to take me to…to, ah…hospital?”
 
   “More like the morgue.” The light is trained on her face once again, temporarily blinding her. “How’s that sound to you, dollface? Sound like fun?”
 
   “Don’t jerk her around, Ash. Let’s just get her what she needs so we can all get the hell out of here.” Tristan reaches over and pushes the flashlight down some so the harsh beam is no longer in her eyes.
 
   The rude man’s voice is incredulous. “I know you’re not suggesting we take this filthy lice-ridden runt back with us!”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. She hasn’t done anything wrong.”
 
   “What does that have to do with the price of tea in China?”
 
   “Consider it a personal favor. I found the Hungarian for you. You owe me.”
 
   Dark Hair – Asher – gives his companion a knowing smirk. “And here I thought you were only interested in the more masculine gender.”
 
   “Don’t be crude. That has nothing to do with it.”
 
   “So explain to me, then, why you expect me to go to all the trouble of smuggling this kid out of a war zone? Do you have any idea what a pain in the ass that’ll be?”
 
   “What’s wrong? Afraid of a little challenge?” There is a tiny smile behind Tristan’s provocation, as if he knows exactly how to ruffle the other’s feathers.
 
   With a raised eyebrow, Asher considers his dare before grinning slowly. “All right. You’re on, wise guy. Piece of cake.”
 
   Tristan winks at her, and she wants to smile but a sudden agonizing spasm in her middle causes her to double over. She cries out in pain as the violent tremors return. How can they talk of smuggling her out of Poland? Where do they mean to take her? She is in no condition to travel. Do they not see that she is dying?
 
   A pair of strong hands scoops her up and the warmth of the firm body helps to ease her quaking. She is carried up out of the cellar and brought into the kitchen where Tristan continues to cradle her in his arms like a baby, cooing softly, “Shh…you’ll be fine, little rabbit. You’ll be fine. We’re going to make you all better. All better...”
 
   The voice from across the room is less sympathetic. “Looks like it’s time for Daddy to go a-hunting. So what’s your preference, dollface? Polish cuisine or German? I’m guessing the latter. Revenge always tastes sweeter.”
 
   “Would you just hurry up? She’s suffering here. Oh, and how about seeing if you can find her some clothes. We have to get her cleaned up.”
 
   “No kidding. She smells like something that crawled out of a trash heap.” The door closes behind the rude one. She is glad he is gone.
 
   The pain subsides just enough for her to fall into a restless sleep. Her American protector never puts her down – he holds her the whole time, standing by the window so the stars in the night sky are the last thing she sees before her eyes drift shut.
 
   They open sometime later to Tristan’s voice whispering to her, “Don’t be afraid.” The other one has returned. To her amazement, he has brought someone with him.
 
   It is the Obersturmführer.
 
   And my, but he smells good.
 
    
 
   ~8~
 
    
 
   “The butterfly is supposed to be a symbol of transformation, you know.” Trying to hold the hand mirror at just the right angle, Eva leaned against the dresser and strained to get a glimpse of the tiny blue swallowtail on the nape of her neck. Her mom would have a fit if she ever saw it. She’d better remember to wear her hair down around Abigail from now on if she didn’t want to get stuck listening to some irrelevant lecture on the toxicity of mercury and lead. As if people hadn’t been getting tattoos for ages. One of the downfalls of having a nurse for a mother – growing up, everything around Eva was pointed out as a potential health hazard. She couldn’t remember a time when her mom didn’t have a ready bottle of hand sanitizer in her purse.
 
   Well, she sure didn’t have to worry about her health anymore. Her safety…now that might be a different story.
 
   “Transformation, hm? I suppose you could look at it that way. Not that you ever resembled a fuzzy green caterpillar.” Amused by her awkward contortions, Julian lifted his hand to snap a picture with his cell phone before handing it to her. “There you are. Now you can see it.”
 
   She grinned sheepishly. “Can’t believe I didn’t think of that. Oh, it’s so pretty! Look at how intricate the detail is. I love the colors he used, don’t you? You know, I wasn’t sure this would even work. I was afraid our bodies might reject the ink or something.”
 
   “I wasn’t a hundred percent convinced of the outcome myself. I’d be willing to wager the artist never worked with a canvas like ours before.”
 
   “He was making some goofy faces, wasn’t he? Let me see yours again.” Reaching for his hand, she admired the discreet design on his wrist. A miniature glass jar, barely an inch high, with the teensiest little butterfly inside. It was Julian’s idea. For someone who once claimed to be lacking basic human emotions, he certainly had proven himself an incurable romantic. “It’s so cute. Hey, you know what would have been even cuter? If it was on your butt.”
 
   Raising an eyebrow, he gave her a wry smile. “Now why didn’t I think of that? What a smashing idea. Shall we visualize how that scenario might play out? ‘Pardon me darling, but there seems to be some question as to your identity. Would you mind dropping your trousers so I can have a quick peek at your bum just to confirm that it’s really you?’ Yes, very effective solution. Not weird at all.”
 
   “And what about mine, smarty pants? You have to lift my hair to see it.”
 
   “Still easier than getting underneath your clothes.” Noticing her impish smirk, he broke into laughter. “Ah-ha! On the other hand…”
 
   “Yeah. I was wondering how long it would take you to realize what you just said.”
 
   “All right, stop distorting the facts, madam. A-hem. As I was saying before you got me all distracted…I would think that if Reid were by some miracle still alive, he’d be more likely to replicate my form again rather than taking on yours. Of course, that’s assuming we’re not overreacting here. This could all be completely unnecessary. The more I think about it, the more I believe it had to be Samara who signed his name to that card.”
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know. I mean, don’t you think it’s strange that Tristan still hasn’t called you back? That kind of worries me. You think we should try him at Palamara?”
 
   “Good idea. He’s probably busy with the dinner crowd right now, though. Tell you what, let’s give him until nine and if he hasn’t returned my call by then, we’ll see if we can reach him at the restaurant.”
 
   “If we still can’t get up with him after that, maybe we could try calling Samara.”
 
   “Do you have her number?”
 
   “No, but we could call Vestal Sands and ask for her.”
 
   “True. Why don’t we wait and see if we have any luck with Tristan first. I’d prefer neither of us have any contact with that one unless absolutely necessary.”
 
   Kicking off her yellow ballerina flats, Eva sprang backwards onto the edge of the bed and bounced up and down on the cushiony mattress. “What’s your beef with her? Did you forget how she basically saved my neck?”
 
   Slightly, almost imperceptibly, his expression hardened. “Eva, I saw the look in that girl’s eyes. She was more conflicted than you want to believe. If Reid hadn’t lost it and starting shouting at her the way he did, she might have swung that blade in a different direction.”
 
   “Nah. She wouldn’t have gone through with it.”
 
   “I’m glad one of us is convinced of that.”
 
   “Oh, you men. You just don’t understand how the female mind works.” Rolling onto her stomach, she grabbed a pillow and scrunched it underneath her chin, watching as he began undressing.
 
   “I’m not stupid enough to debate that. Are you getting hungry, love?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Would you like to drive out to Phantom Ridge for dinner?”
 
   “Mm. Sure, I’m game.”
 
   “I’m going to have a quick shower first. Give me ten minutes and I’ll be ready. Why don’t you ask Lainie if she’d like to join us?”
 
   “Okay.” Sitting up, she ogled him playfully as he strolled away in all his naked glory. “I have to admit, I stand corrected. Your butt doesn’t need any embellishments. It’s already a priceless piece of, um…art the way it is.”
 
   “Better be careful with that,” he called back to her from the bathroom. “You know they’re only open until ten!”
 
   Smiling to herself, she swung her feet back and forth restlessly. Her gaze fell beside her, to Julian’s leather Gucci wallet lying on the nightstand. Idly she wondered if he still had the business card Reid gave him when they went to Florida for their first meeting. It would have the number of Vestal Sands on it. Just in case they needed to get in touch with Samara. It would also have his personal number, though of course they didn’t need that. Nobody needed that anymore.
 
   She rifled through the contents, somewhat surprised when she did come across the brown and cream card tucked away between an American Express Platinum and some accountant’s contact info. The resort’s name was done in one of those fancy fonts with swirling curlicues. Everything else was printed more simply, though still with understated panache. It listed the address, website and phone number, along with Reid’s personal number and email address.
 
   She placed it on the nightstand along with the wallet. Okay, so if they couldn’t reach Tristan, then here was the fallback. They’d give Samara a try. Although if she was the one who sent the gift, then it seemed doubtful she’d just brazenly admit it. Still, they’d probably be able to tell by the tone of her voice whether or not she was lying. Had she really gone off the deep end? It was plausible. She was awfully infatuated with that horrid man.
 
   Grabbing her purse from the Baroque chair where she’d dropped it, Eva found her phone and checked it for missed calls. There were none, not even from her mother. Tristan probably wouldn’t have called her though – as far as she knew, he didn’t even have her number, only Julian’s.
 
   Sitting back down on the bed, her eye fell on the card again.
 
   Curious to see what would happen, she carelessly tapped in the personal cell phone number listed on the card. It was a silly thing to do – she didn’t expect anyone to answer. It couldn’t be that simple. For all she knew, his phone had sunk to the bottom of the ocean with him. And even if it hadn’t, wherever it was, no one was likely to –
 
   “Well! Now this is certainly an unexpected pleasure. How’s married life treating you, Red?”
 
   Holy. FUCK.
 
   The force of her heart slamming against her chest was a sudden and painful shock. She was unprepared, completely caught off guard. Never for one instant had she actually thought that someone would pick up. And the voice. That infuriatingly glib smugness. There was no mistaking who it belonged to.
 
   It was him. It was really him.
 
   He was back.
 
   Somehow, he had managed to elude death once more.
 
   She drew in a sharp breath, waiting, unable to break through her heightening panic for anything rational to say. Hoping with a sinking sense of desperation that she hadn’t really just heard the voice of a cadaver. That her overactive imagination was simply running wild.
 
   “Hel-looo…” the voice dropped to a teasing, almost seductive whisper. “Still with me, Red?”
 
   Oh, God. Struggling to compose herself, she deliberately forced her own voice to remain steady and calm. He mustn’t detect her fear. It was what he wanted, what he thrived on. And no doubt what he expected.
 
   “So,” she affirmed coldly. “You’re alive.”
 
   He laughed quietly, an obscenely menacing sound that caused her spine to stiffen. “Oh, yes. Alive and well. There is a reason we call ourselves immortals.”
 
   “I was under the impression that decapitation was –”
 
   “There are ways of getting around that. If you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “And you always know exactly what you’re doing, don’t you?” It was impossible to disguise her contempt.
 
   “Always.” Her sarcasm didn’t faze him one bit.
 
   “How long have you been back?”
 
   “Not long. Why, did you find yourself missing me?”
 
   Pompous prick! “Hardly. Where is Tristan? Have you done something to him?”
 
   “I haven’t seen Tristan. Now that you mention it though, I do get the feeling he’s been avoiding me for some reason. I just can’t imagine why, can you?”
 
   “What about Samara? Is she okay?”
 
   There was just the slightest pause before he replied, “Sami’s fine. She sends her regards.”
 
   Eva wasn’t sure whether to believe that or not. But if he had taken out his vengeance on her for what she did to him, there was nothing anyone could do about it now. “What’s with the wedding present? I don’t care for innuendo. If you have something to say to us, then just say it.”
 
   “The present? Oh, yes. My apologies for sending it belatedly. I’ve been, quite literally, a bit tied up lately. You understand.”
 
   “That was none of my doing. You started this whole thing.”
 
   “Need I remind you, sweetness, that you were the one who set this in motion by breaking the rules that were very clearly spelled out to you in advance.”
 
   “But you didn’t even give me a chance to explain! You never even stopped to ask why!”
 
   “The whys and wherefores are not important. There is no justification for disregarding the laws. No such thing as extenuating circumstances, whatever the situation. Due process is a mortal concept – it doesn’t apply to our kind. Once you defy me, you relinquish all rights. Just think, this all could have been avoided if you had simply gone through the proper channels and asked. I might have granted permission, you never know.”
 
   “There was no time for any of that – he was dying!”
 
   “You hardly accomplished anything then, did you?” He snickered maliciously.
 
   “You revolting bastard,” she whispered, clenching her fist in outraged disgust. “How can you even live with yourself after what you did to him? For God’s sake, he was just a kid! He wouldn’t have been a threat to you, or to anyone else for that matter!”
 
   “Spare me the sanctimonious censure, will you? It’s such a bore. Now if you’ll pardon my bluntness, do you think we could wrap this up? I have a pedicure scheduled for seven and you haven’t yet told me why you called. I assume it wasn’t just to inquire about my health.”
 
   Why she’d called? That was a good question. Why the devil had she tried his number? To confirm that he was really dead? Well, that sure as bloody hell backfired on her. But even as she pondered the answer to that, an idea was forming in her head. And she had nothing to lose, so…
 
   “I want you to do me a favor.”
 
   He burst into astonished laughter. “My God, Red, but you have some colossal balls! You’re asking me to do you a favor?”
 
   “That’s what I said. I don’t believe I stuttered.”
 
   “Oh, man…” Still chuckling, he commented, “You are quite the little spitfire, aren’t you? I’m beginning to see why that uptight Brit is so smitten with you. Okay, never let it be said that I’m not an open-minded guy. Let’s hear it.”
 
   “I want you to tell me what you did with Dane.”
 
   “That spindly little punk? Sure, I’d be happy to describe it down to the last detail if that’s what gets your motor running. Should I start with how I lured him away by pretending to be you?”
 
   Eva’s fingers tightened around the phone, her cheeks growing suddenly cold as the blood drained from her face. “What?”
 
   “That’s right. He followed me into the woods like a willing little puppy with his tail wagging the whole time. Stupid ass horndog thought he was about to get laid. Isn’t that a riot? He actually thought he had a chance with you.”
 
   Closing her eyes, she tried to shake off the mental image of Dane’s shy smile. She felt sick to her stomach knowing that he would have come with her unquestioningly because he trusted her. Cared for her. And this heartless monster had used this trust to lure him to his death. She wanted to scream curses, to let him know just what kind of a slimy, disgusting cockroach she thought he was.
 
   No. Don’t lose it. You have to keep it together.
 
   Grinding her teeth in frustration, she said, “No. That’s not what I meant. I want to know where his body is.”
 
   “Oh, here and there. Why do you ask?”
 
   Here and there? Sweet Jesus. “I thought…maybe…”
 
   “Ah…let me guess. You have it in your head that since I was able to find my way back from the land of the dead, there should be no reason why you couldn’t organize a happy little reunion with your friend. Am I somewhere in the ballpark?”
 
   “Well…is it possible?”
 
   “No. Not for him.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “A number of reasons. The main one being that his skull has been crushed to smithereens.”
 
   Nausea settled in the pit of her stomach. How could he talk about such horrible things so nonchalantly? “I’d like to know where he is anyway.”
 
   “Would you now? Color me intrigued. If you can give me one good reason why, then I might consider it.”
 
   “For his parents. It has to be agony for them, not knowing what happened to their son. They need some kind of closure.”
 
   “I said a good reason. What makes you think I give a flying fuck about his parents?”
 
   “Please.” She hated having to beg but if that’s what it took, so be it. “If it’s true he can’t be brought back, then what harm can it do? All I’m asking is for a proper burial for him.”
 
   “Mm. Tell you what. Since you asked so nicely and I’m feeling generous today, how about a compromise. I’ll give you the location of part of him. Take it or leave it.”
 
   “Agreed.” What other choice did she have? Anything was better than nothing. She listened carefully as he described in detail a spot along the banks of the Salmon River, about a half mile from the Chandler home.
 
   “You might want to rethink heading out on this little scavenger hunt yourself,” he warned her. “I’m telling you, it won’t be a pretty sight.”
 
   “Your concerns are duly noted. Thank you.”
 
   From the other end came another low chuckle. “You really are more assertive than I gave you credit for. I like that. What say we let bygones be bygones, Red? Provided you can manage to behave yourself and there are no more infractions.”
 
   She could hardly believe she’d heard him correctly. “Are you…are you saying you have no intention of coming after me? Or Julian?”
 
   “Not unless you give me another reason to.”
 
   “And I have your word on that?”
 
   “Like I said. Keep your nose clean and I won’t have a reason to. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s been lovely chatting with you, but I have a million things to do. Hasta la vista, baby.”
 
   Before she even had a chance to respond, he was gone. She stared blankly at the phone in her hand, trying to process everything that had just transpired.
 
   “Who were you talking to?”
 
   Emerging from the bathroom with nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist, Julian breezed past her to open the closet door. Selecting a shirt, he undid the top button and pulled it from its hanger.
 
   Eva cleared her throat. “Jules. You aren’t going to believe this. It was him. I just talked to him.”
 
   “Who? Tristan?” He turned to face her.
 
   “No.” She looked back at him with wide eyes. “It was Asher Reid.”
 
   The shirt in his hands fell to the floor in a heap.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Hello, beautiful. Did you really think you could hide from me?”
 
   Startled, Sami called out his name as she jerked her head up from the sofa cushion. In her disoriented fog, she fully expected to see Asher right in front of her and found herself both relieved and strangely disillusioned by his absence. He wasn’t here. No, of course he wasn’t. There was no one else in the room, nothing out of place. The television was still tuned to some Family Guy rerun and beside her, Tristan was calmly munching potato chips. Nothing was wrong. It was a dream. Just a dream.
 
   “Dozed off there, did you?” Licking the salt from his fingers, Tristan cut his eyes sideways at her.
 
   “I know…I can’t believe I could even be tired as much as I already slept. When did you get back?”
 
   “Just a few minutes ago.”
 
   “Mm. You weren’t gone that long.” Straightening, she ran her fingers through her tangled hair. “Feeling better now?”
 
   “Much.” He folded down the edge of the potato chip bag and laid it on the end table beside him with a grin. “I always crave salt afterwards. Not sure what that’s all about.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Jeez. You vampires and your weird ways.”
 
   “You have some pretty bizarre quirks of your own, thank you very much.”
 
   “Yeah. For one, I seem to have this habit of hanging around weirdos.”
 
   “Should I be insulted by that?”
 
   “Probably.” She nudged his thigh playfully with her bare foot. “You look so different. I can’t get used to seeing you without your dreadlocks. What made you decide to cut your hair?”
 
   “Just figured it was time for a change. Plus I don’t stand out as much like this.”
 
   “Anyone would recognize you by your eyes,” she pointed out.
 
   “I have some color contacts in the bathroom. I just rarely wear them.”
 
   Looking around the sparse room, she sighed. “What do you do to keep yourself entertained around here? Besides the obvious diversion of stuffing dead wildlife and nailing it to the wall.”
 
   He glanced at the fish she was eying with distaste and laughed. “Don’t look at me. That was already part of the décor when I got here.”
 
   “Have you noticed no matter where you’re standing in the room, his eyes always seem to follow you?”
 
   “I think his ‘eyes’ are marbles. I wouldn’t worry too much about old Thurman.”
 
   “Thurman? You named him?”
 
   “Hey, it was either talk to him or talk to myself. It gets really quiet around here.”
 
   “I don’t know which is worse. So what do you do for fun? When you aren’t carrying on conversations with dead fish, that is.”
 
   “I take the boat out and catch more fish so I can carry on conversations with them.” He grinned blithely. “Sometimes I get up enough for a game of poker. Last time I came out ahead with three earthworms and a fishhook.”
 
   “Guess it was a good thing you weren’t playing strip poker. Unless their scales count as clothes.”
 
   “Well, now that you bring up the topic of stripping, I have to confess I do go skinny dipping in the lake on occasion.”
 
   “Seriously? Aren’t you afraid someone out there fishing will see you?”
 
   “Not at night, dummy.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose in exaggerated horror. “You get in that water at night? With all the…I don’t know, snakes or whatever?”
 
   “I haven’t seen any snakes so far. It’s not like they could hurt me if there were any.”
 
   “Still…there’s a major ick factor.”
 
   “There’s probably less out there to harm you than there would be in the ocean. No jellyfish, sea urchins, stingrays, sharks…”
 
   “I guess that’s true. I’ve never heard of lake sharks.” Land sharks, on the other hand? I know those exist. “What do you suppose Ash is doing right now?”
 
   “Hm. I was wondering how long it would take before his name came up.”
 
   “I know,” she groaned. “I’m pathetic, aren’t I?”
 
   “I could check in on him again if it would make you feel better.”
 
   “No, that’s okay.” Actually she was dying to know what he was up to, but she didn’t want to pester Tristan with her insecurities. “Do you suppose he’ll try to find me?”
 
   “Yes. Without a doubt.” His brow furrowed as he studied her. “You make it sound as if that’s what you want. For him to come looking for you.”
 
   “At least the effort would prove that he cares some.”
 
   She was startled when he caught her underneath the chin and turned her head to face his suddenly serious gaze. “Do you think this is a game?”
 
   “What? No…I didn’t –”
 
   “You think you can just hide out here for a while, trying to prove a point until you’re satisfied that he’s been duly punished?”
 
   “No!” She pushed his hand away irately.
 
   “Bullshit! Lie to me all you want, Sam, but don’t put us both in danger by lying to yourself. Admit it, you never had any intention of staying away. I know this strategy of yours – it’s as old as time. And while it might work with some, there’s one thing you’ve forgotten. You aren’t dealing with a rational person who has a conscience or even the vaguest notion of what it means to feel regret. I hate to sound like I’m being an insensitive ass here, but you have to know there is no going back. Not after this. You need to face that and accept it before we both wind up dead.”
 
   The accuracy of his words struck their target with blunt force, and with no less pain than a flint arrow. The raw, unvarnished truth wasn’t something she wanted to hear, nor something she wanted to accept, but it couldn’t be denied or even ignored for long. And the truth was…he was right. All along she’d held tight to the hope that she could change him somehow, that in her absence Ash would come to his senses and realize how much she meant to him.
 
   And as futile a hope as it seemed, she refused to relinquish her hold. It was all she had left to cling to, all that would prevent her from drowning in her misery.
 
   “You really think he’d kill us?” she asked bleakly.
 
   “The list of things Ash wouldn’t do is a remarkably short one.”
 
   “Are we safe here?”
 
   “I don’t know how safe we are anywhere, but I don’t think he would ever expect us to be so close. He’d probably start with either Birmingham or San Francisco.”
 
   “He wouldn’t do anything to my friends or family, would he?”
 
   “I can’t promise anything, except that they’ll be better off not knowing where you are.”
 
   Her mouth fell open and she stared at him in disbelief. “What are you saying? That I can’t ever contact my family again?”
 
   “I warned you the price for your dalliance with him would be high.” Reaching for her hand, he squeezed it sympathetically. In a softer voice he told her, “There is one thing I know of that will keep you safe. But it also comes with a price.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “My blood.”
 
   She blinked at him, mulling this over. “Do you mean…”
 
   “It would protect you. If by some chance he were to find you and take your life, you would resume your existence as one of us. He would never have to know as long as you were careful to stay far away from him and any other immortal.”
 
   This was something she’d never considered. Always before when she’d envisioned her transformation, it was someone else who offered up this gift. Someone with silky dark hair and eyes like the ocean on a clear day, someone who wanted her to live forever because he loved her as much as she loved him.
 
   Right. What a joke. What a sad, pathetic joke.
 
   But if the end result was the same… “You’d be willing to do that for me?”
 
   “Yes, if that’s what you want. But keep in mind, the effects are irreversible. Once it’s done, it’s done. There’s no going back after you’re infected. So you better be damn sure you have no doubt in your mind whatsoever.”
 
   “What about the price you mentioned?”
 
   “You should already know the price. After your mortal death, an eternity of life as a parasite. Always stealing from others to keep yourself strong. It’s not quite the romantic conception that literature and cinema have made it out to be.”
 
   “It’s better than the alternative,” she remarked.
 
   “Ye-es.” The look he gave her was shaded with skepticism. “Well, I’ll give you some time to think it over. Why don’t you sleep on it tonight, and tomorrow we’ll –”
 
   “No!” Sami shook her head rebelliously. “I don’t have to think it over. There’s nothing to think about. I refuse to let him end my life, Tristan. He’s taken too much from me already. This is where I draw the line. If he wants me dead, then by God I intend to keep living purely out of spite. I’ll be damned if it’s going to end this way, with him controlling every aspect of my destiny. It’s time I took some of his precious control away and used it to my advantage.”
 
   Tristan’s terse laugh was incredulous. “Did I just hear you correctly? You want to become a vampire out of spite?”
 
   Lifting her chin stubbornly, she grinned at his expression. “Can you think of a better reason?”
 
    
 
   ~9~
 
    
 
   In Tuesday’s waning afternoon light, approximately a mile and a half from the home of Aaron and Paula Chandler, two lone figures searched the banks of the Salmon River for a hemlock tree with a trunk curved into the distinctive shape of an S. Between the hemlock and the cool, rocky rapids they would supposedly find a pile of heavy boulders, stacked higher than the smaller surrounding ones, the undisturbed tomb of one short-lived teenage vampire.
 
   Or part of him, anyway.
 
   “It’s going to be too dark to see before long,” Eva remarked, brushing something that felt alarmingly like a sticky spiderweb from her hair. “Do you think we should just come back and try again tomorrow?”
 
   Pausing to look around, Julian carefully scanned the area before shaking his head with a sigh. “We must have already passed it. Surely they wouldn’t have come this far downriver.”
 
   “It doesn’t seem like it should be taking this long,” she reluctantly agreed. “I’m starting to think he just made all that stuff up. Maybe he thought it would be funny to send us on a wild goose chase.”
 
   “That is a distinct possibility.” However, in spite of their mutual skepticism, he continued on in the same direction and she fell in step beside him. Neither of them was ready to give up just yet. She couldn’t explain Julian’s personal determination, unless it was due to his unwavering devotion to her. This was something she wanted, something she’d asked of him, and he would have moved heaven and earth for her if she requested it.
 
   Eventually she ventured to ask, “What if we do find him? How do we tell his parents?”
 
   “We don’t.”
 
   She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, wondering if she’d misunderstood. “Did you just say, we don’t?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “But…I thought that was the whole purpose of looking for him. So they would know something. Otherwise, what’s the point?”
 
   “If we do find his body, it would be better for us to simply leave him uncovered for someone else to stumble across. We don’t need to draw attention to ourselves by getting involved in a murder investigation, Eva.”
 
   “Wouldn’t some animal just drag him off if we did that?”
 
   “We haven’t even found anything yet. Let’s not put the cart ahead of the horse.”
 
   “Hmph. Maybe animals don’t like the way we taste either,” she speculated underneath her breath.
 
   Chuckling, he reached for her hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze. “Now you’re just being morbid, darling.”
 
   A cacophony of angry cawing and the flapping of dozens of wings abruptly broke the forest’s silence as a flock of crows took flight, disturbed by their presence. It wasn’t so much the noisy birds that caught their attention as the leafy resting place that had just been vacated. They both spotted it at exactly the same moment, their eyes meeting in silent acknowledgment before turning back to the unmistakably twisted tree that designated the site.
 
   “Stay here.” Brushing her hand gently with his fingertips, Julian made his way closer to the water’s edge and toward the pile of massive river rocks. There was nothing inherently conspicuous about them, but something about that unassuming stack of boulders gave Eva a cold chill. She dug her nails into her palms tensely and nibbled at her bottom lip, watching from a distance as he retrieved a pair of gloves from one of the pockets of his cargo pants and slipped his hands inside them.
 
   Lifting the top boulder, he tossed it aside to land on a pebbly carpet of smaller stones. The sound cracked and reverberated through the trees. There was no doubt in her mind they had the right location, even if it was a good deal farther from Dane’s house than Reid had described. She could feel it. There was something unpleasant hanging in the heavy air.
 
   A second rock was thrown aside. Another loud crack echoed through the woods. A third followed. It was at this point that Julian stopped what he was doing to gaze at the remaining boulders for what seemed an eternity. Then, slowly, he turned his head to look back at her. She released the breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding in.
 
   “Did you find him?” The question was whispered so softly she was certain there was no way he could have possibly heard her, but somehow he did. It plainly showed in his eyes. Instead of answering, he turned to give the rocks one more lingering look before heading back towards her.
 
   She took a few tentative steps in his direction. “Jules…”
 
   “Stay where you are.” He approached her quickly, grasping her by the shoulders and steering her away from the rocks in an attempt to maneuver her back the way they had come.
 
   “He was there, wasn’t he?” Stubbornly she rooted her feet to the ground, refusing to budge another inch until he either confirmed or denied what she desperately needed to know.
 
   Hesitating, he released her and began to slowly and methodically remove the gloves, tugging at one finger at a time, before responding. His eyes remained fixed on his hands as he deliberately avoided looking at her. “Yes, darling. He was there.”
 
   Gazing down at the mossy ground at her feet, she blinked rapidly and swallowed before asking, “What…was there, exactly?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   She frowned, unsatisfied with his neutral answer. “I want to know what you saw.”
 
   “No. You don’t.” He stuffed the gloves back into his pocket.
 
   “Right now, Jules.”
 
   “Trust me, you don’t. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Stop telling me it doesn’t matter!” Snapping her head up, she caught his troubled black eyes with her own willful glare before dropping her voice to a murmur. “It matters. I want to know, and then we never have to speak of it again. Now tell me. What did you see?”
 
   He held her gaze for some time before reluctantly sending another uneasy glance in the direction of the rushing river. “Not a lot. Some shattered skull fragments and hair, mostly. It was just his head. What was left of it.”
 
   “Oh.” The word escaped her throat in a tremulous gasp. For some reason she couldn’t fathom, her lower lip began to tremble and one solitary tear slid its way silently down her cheek. Perhaps it was the brutality of it all. Twice Dane Chandler had faced death, and in both instances he was completely undeserving. The injustice of it all broke her heart. It always would.
 
   Julian took her head in both hands and brushed his nose tenderly against hers. “Oh, my precious butterfly, no…why the tears? There’s no need for this. It’s not as if anything has changed. You already knew he was gone.”
 
   “I don’t know.” She tossed one last look over her shoulder before quietly suggesting, “Maybe I just needed some closure of my own.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “You really aren’t doing much for my ego, you know.”
 
   Looking up from the pecan crusted bass she’d been pushing around on her plate for the past ten minutes, Sami gave her host an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry…it really is good. I just don’t have much of an appetite.”
 
   “Tough customer. And here I thought my culinary prowess was irresistible.” Sliding down from the tottering wooden barstool, Tristan took his own plate and silverware to the sink and dropped them in with a clatter. “Guess I’ll have to find another way to get rid of all this fish, n’est-ce pas?”
 
   “Shh…don’t let Thurman hear you say that.”
 
   “Ha! Good point. I wouldn’t want him finding out I filleted his first cousins and stuck ’em in the freezer.” He gestured to her plate. “Done playing with that, or did you want to reconstruct Devils Tower with your potatoes next?”
 
   “Reconstruct what?”
 
   “Devils Tower. You know, Close Encounters reference?” Securing nothing from her other than a blank look, he rolled his eyes. “Never mind. Before your time, I guess.”
 
   She handed the plate to him rather sheepishly. “Sorry.”
 
   “Hey, don’t apologize to me. I’m not the one who’s going to wake up in the middle of the night with an empty stomach.” He scraped the remains in the trash before adding to the growing pile of dirty dishes, muttering, “I really have to think about upgrading my accommodations. Not even room enough here for a damn dishwasher.”
 
   “Just leave them. I’ll do them later.”
 
   “Oh, like you said you’d do the breakfast dishes?” With two fingers he lifted a frying pan by the handle and grimaced at the congealed bacon grease stuck to it.
 
   “I didn’t ask you to cook breakfast,” she countered, a little more sharply than she intended to. “I seem to recall telling you not to bother.”
 
   “My, my…we’re just a happy little ball of sugar-coated bitch today, aren’t we?” Turning back around to face her, he crossed his arms and leaned against the sink. “I’d swear you were PMSing if I didn’t know better.”
 
   “How do you – ugh, you know what, forget it. I don’t want to know.” Burying her head in her hands, she scrunched her hair between her fingers. “I don’t mean to seem ungrateful, Tristan. I swear I don’t. You’ve done a lot for me and I appreciate it. Right now though, I just feel like one giant mess. My nerves are shot. I’m sorry, I know I haven’t been very good company.”
 
   “Well, I can promise you starving yourself isn’t going to help.”
 
   “I can’t help it. There’s no way I can force myself to eat when I’m like this.”
 
   “Fair enough. How about we drink our dessert then?” Squeezing past her to reach inside the fridge, he produced a bottle of Vana Tallinn with an enthusiastic grin. “So. What do you say we get totally blazing shitfaced and finalize your destiny?”
 
   Finalize my destiny? Sami perked up, realizing immediately that the suggestion could imply only one thing. “Does that mean…you’re ready?”
 
   “Technically I think you’re the one who should be asking yourself that question.”
 
   “You already know I’m – wait, what do you mean, get shitfaced? I know better than that. Alcohol doesn’t even affect you!”
 
   “By we I meant you. That pissy little mood of yours has got to go. Come, come.” Grabbing her by one hand, he tugged her off the barstool. She followed him through the confines of the tiny living room and out the front door into the soft pink twilight.
 
   “Hang on a second, where are we going? I don’t even have any shoes on.”
 
   “Just out on the pier. You aren’t allowed to sit in the house and mope all night tonight.”
 
   “Yeah? Says who?”
 
   “Says the one who knows how to hide the body.” Taking her by surprise, he swept her off her feet with one arm and effortlessly tossed her over his shoulder like a half-empty sack of grain.
 
   “Aggh! What are you doing?” she objected, staring incredulously at the moving ground beneath her. Wow, he was a lot stronger than he looked. Not that he resembled a wimp by any means, but compared to Asher’s more muscular physique, she never would have expected the two of them to be proportionate in the brawn department.
 
   “Burrs in the grass,” he explained. As soon as they reached the pier, he dropped her gently on the weathered board planks. They walked all the way to the end, lowering themselves to sit side by side with their legs dangling over the edge. Sami’s toes barely skimmed the top of the water.
 
   “So how do we do this?” she prompted him.
 
   “We start by having a drink. And cool your jets, lady. There’s no rush.” Opening the bottle, he turned it up and downed a few swallows before passing it to her.
 
   Unprepared for the high alcohol content, she nearly choked when the heat of ninety proof sweetness slid down her throat. “Oh, fuck me!” Coughing several times, she sucked in her breath and managed to spit out a hoarse laugh. “Mm. That’s…whew, that’s a tad bit stronger than Laiken’s piña coladas.”
 
   “Ah, yes. Your partner in crime.” Reaching for the bottle, Tristan took another drink before handing it back to her. “It amazes me he’s still alive.”
 
   “You knew about that?”
 
   “I saw enough to put two and two together.”
 
   She waited for him to say something else, but he didn’t. He merely gazed quietly at the orange sun as it slowly sank into the lake. Above it, the sky resembled a watercolor done in feathery brushstrokes, a graceful abstract of pink and blue and violet. She took a deep breath and braved another gulp of the rum-based liqueur before timidly asking, “You aren’t going to tell me what a horrible person I am for putting an innocent person in that position?”
 
   “I am just about the last person in the world qualified to judge you for that. If anyone understands why you did it…” Closing his eyes, he leaned back on his arms and tilted his head towards the sky. “I guess that’s why I can’t be angry with you, Sam. Hell, I might have done the same thing. Who knows?”
 
   “But you didn’t,” she reminded him. “See, that’s what I don’t understand. You loved him, too. And yet you were able to let him go while I couldn’t. I just physically couldn’t stand the thought of being without him.”
 
   “You’re away from him now. I’d say you’ve taken the first steps.”
 
   The first steps. Right. Three steps forward, four steps back. There was no way she’d have either the strength or the willpower to stay away from her addiction for very long. She knew this. She also knew it would probably be a bad idea to admit to Tristan just how desperately she needed her fix.
 
   Try not to think about him. She turned up the bottle again. Maybe getting good and trashed would help her forget, if only for a little while. There certainly wasn’t much around her to distract those wandering thoughts. Only a few vague sounds slipped past the evening’s stillness. The gentle lapping of water beneath the pier; the muted, almost rhythmic croaking of hundreds of invisible frogs.
 
   “It’s so quiet out here,” she commented after a while, finally breaking the silence after about fifteen minutes of nothing but rika, rika, rika.
 
   “Mm-hm. I love sitting out here at night and just listening to the frogs.” Opening his eyes, Tristan leaned his head closer to hers and whispered, “Do you know what they’re saying to one other?”
 
   “No. What?” she whispered back.
 
   Grinning, he shrugged. “I have no idea. That’s why I was asking you.”
 
   “Idiot,” she giggled, pressing her lips against the bottle again. Once you got used to it, the stuff had a really nice flavor. Kind of like vanilla with cinnamon sprinkled on it.
 
   “That’s a nice sound.”
 
   “What…the frogs?”
 
   “You laughing. I’ll take that over the tears any day.”
 
   “No tears tonight,” she promised, crossing her heart before helping herself to another long drink. Yum. Tasty oblivion.
 
   “Good. That’s what I want to hear.” He pushed the bottle down gently. “Uh…you might want to take it a little easy. I didn’t intend for you to get drunk within the first twenty minutes.”
 
   “But you do admit you wanted me drunk.” Another giggle escaped her. “If I didn’t know you were into guys, I might have to queshun your motives.” Queshun? Was her speech starting to slur already? Wow. Ninety proof on an empty stomach – talk about fast acting.
 
   “Okay, no more for you right now.” Prying the liqueur from her fingers, he placed it out of reach on the other side of him. “Would you just relax? Everything isn’t a race, you know.”
 
   “You don’t think I look relaxed?” She gave him a deliberately innocent look, evoking a wry laugh from him.
 
   “You make me wish I had some shade.”
 
   Shade? What the heck was he talking about – shade from what? The sun was gone, the light in the gorgeous cotton candy sky getting dimmer by the second. Within minutes it would be pitch dark out. “Some what?”
 
   “Nightshade.”
 
   “Ohhh…” Of course. The drug of choice for vampires. Well, actually the only drug that would do anything for them. “Guess you can’t just call up a dealer for that, can you?”
 
   “If that was the case, I can name a couple of party animals who would have him on speed dial.”
 
   “Is Ash one of them?” she couldn’t resist asking.
 
   “Ash loves his shade, but he usually doesn’t let it get out of hand. No, I was mostly talking about Marco and Drake.”
 
   “Marco...” That name rang an unpleasant bell. “He’s the one you suspected of killing Rick, isn’t he?”
 
   “That would be the one. Sad thing is, with a little guidance he might have turned out differently. He’s actually a very smart kid. Very talented artist.”
 
   “Um. Kid?” It was hard to imagine a mere kid being that devious.
 
   “Well, nineteen seems like a kid to someone who managed to make it to the ripe old age of twenty-five.”
 
   “Hey, you’re younger than I am by two years! I mean, maybe not techliclally…uh, tech-ni-ca-lly, but –”
 
   “Tech-ni-ca-lly, I’m decades older than you,” he teased.
 
   “I bet you have a lot of crazy stories to tell.”
 
   “A few. Probably none worth repeating.”
 
   “You never did tell me what exactly happened in Cancún,” she reminded him with a smirk.
 
   “And I never will.” Pinching the end of her nose lightly, he wiggled it back and forth. “That, my nosy little friend, is something that will forever remain a mystery to you.”
 
   “Ash says he was at Woodstock. Were you there too?”
 
   “Mm-hm. We went together.”
 
   “Wow. So you got to see Jimi Hendrix?”
 
   “Unfortunately, no. He was the last one scheduled to perform and by that time we’d already left.”
 
   “Oh. Bummer.” Sliding forward until most of her backside was hanging off the edge of the pier, she stretched her legs down far enough to swirl the water around with her feet. “It’s so hard for me to imagine either of you being as old as you are. Trying to picture you back, say, during the days of Al Capone and people like that. The whole concept…it’s just…I don’t know, a total mindfuck.”
 
   “You better stop that before you fall,” he warned her.
 
   “’Cause if vampires can be real…” she continued, ignoring him, “…if stuff like that exists, then what else is out there that we never took seriously before? Like, could Superman be a real guy? And are there actually leprechauns that grant you wishes if you catch them?”
 
   “I’ve never seen any leprechauns if you don’t count the one on the cereal box. I did, however, run into Superman once at Comic-Con.”
 
   
  
 

“Yeah? Wait, lemme guess. He was never in the same room at the same time with Clark Kent, was he?”
 
   “Now that you mention it, no. Isn’t that a strange coincidence?”
 
   Scooting back a bit, she reached over to poke his leg with a finger. “See, I think there is something up with that.”
 
   “Actually, I don’t even think his name was Clark. I seem to remember it being something more along the lines of Steve. Or maybe Shane.”
 
   “Oh! You know what, I totally forgot! I have also run into someone claiming to be Superman. Every year right around Halloween he seems to turn up. Only he’s a lot shorter than I thought he would be.”
 
   “Fella does get around, doesn’t he?”
 
   “You tell me. Didn’t you just say you was…he was…in a comic book store?”
 
   “Damn, girl. I think you’ve uncovered a superpower of your own,” he chuckled. “I’ve never seen anyone go from bitchy to bombed in under eight seconds.”
 
   She issued him a playfully sulky pout. “I resent that, sir. I have just passed tipsy and am nowhere near the vicitimy…uh, vicinity of bombed. I am merely doing as you suggested and trying to relax.”
 
   “You get any more relaxed and I’m gonna have to pull you out of the lake.” Drawing his legs up beside him, Tristan jumped to his feet.
 
   “Hey, where are you going?”
 
   “I’ll be right back. You just stay put and try not to fall in the water, okay?”
 
   “You’re so bossy.” Gazing dreamily into space, she noticed for the first time that the night sky was becoming mottled with threatening black clouds. There was the faintest scent of rain in the air. A storm was approaching. Like magic, a low rumble of distant thunder confirmed what was already obvious.
 
   She waited until Tristan was inside the cabin before reaching over to grab the Vana Tallinn, almost knocking it over. Now this stuff worked like magic. It was amazing how much better she was feeling already. By the time he returned, she’d managed to chug enough to numb the heartache into temporary submission.
 
   With a slight frown, he took the bottle away from her once more. “I think you’ve had enough of this for now.”
 
   “How would you know?” she retorted before noticing what he held in his other hand. It was a clear glass tumbler containing something that looked sort of like red wine or maybe watered down V-8 juice.
 
   She had a sneaking suspicion it was neither.
 
   “Uh…what is that?”
 
   The corners of his mouth turned up slowly as he swirled the contents around in the glass. “Six ounces of prime aged vampire blood. Guaranteed to cure what ails you.”
 
   Queasiness settled in the pit of her stomach. “I know you don’t expect me to drink that.” She peered up at him anxiously. “Do you?”
 
   He crouched beside her, his face unnervingly close to hers with an expression that had suddenly become somber. She watched his eyes with fascination. They glittered like silver tinsel in the darkness. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   “Yes, of course I am. It’s just…I thought it was supposed to be done intra…uh, intravenously.”
 
   “That is the preferred method, but I don’t exactly keep a stash of needles lying around so we’re going to have to improvise. Okay?”
 
   After all that rum he expects me to toss back blood? There’s no way I’ll be able to keep it down. I’ll puke for sure. Instinctively placing a hand over her mouth, she grimaced and mumbled, “I’m not sure if I can.”
 
   “Not surprising after all that hooch, but fortunately for you that’s not the way it’s done.” Digging into his faded jeans, he produced a small pocketknife. “I’m going to have to cut you. Can you handle that?”
 
   Could she handle that? Was he serious? After the deviant things Ash had already done to her, it was amazing he could even ask her that with a straight face. “Yeah,” she told him dryly. “I think I can handle that.”
 
   “You’re right-handed, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Let me have your left hand.” He set the glass down and opened the knife with a snapping click.
 
   She turned halfway, her right leg stretched out across the planks while the left one still dangled over the edge. Obediently she held out her hand, observing his hesitation as he turned it palm up and massaged the soft skin gently with his thumb. He seemed reluctant to hurt her, which was almost amusing in a warped sort of way.
 
   “Ready?” Giving her a quick glance, he pressed the blade against the crease of her flesh.
 
   “Yep. Go for it.”
 
   He drew it across her palm quickly, and the deep cut immediately burned with a stinging ache, but she barely even flinched. In all honesty, though she wouldn’t admit it to him for fear of sounding like a freak, there was something distinctly pleasurable about the sharp sensation. Her hand began to fill with her own blood. She thought of Ash and smiled.
 
   “Last chance to back out.” Tristan lifted the glass and waited expectantly.
 
   “Just do it already.”
 
   “All right. Brace yourself. This might feel a bit strange to you.” Tilting the glass, he began to gradually pour the contents into her open wound to mingle with the blood already pooling there. She wasn’t sure what to expect, what he meant by the evasive summarization of strange, but it sure as hell aptly described what happened next.
 
   She assumed, as any rational person would, that the majority of his blood would spill over the sides of her hand and run between her fingers to drip on the wooden planks below. Some did, yes, but very little. As the raw edges of the fresh cut pulsed and throbbed, the layers of flesh within seemed literally to consume the foreign plasma, drawing it in like a thirsty sponge. With a feverish tingle, the charged heat worked its way up her arm and spread quickly throughout her body, consuming while at the same time ravishing her.
 
   It was almost too much to bear. Her lips parted and she inhaled sharply, eyes closing of their own volition as she threw back her head and surrendered herself to the invasion. Every part of her felt charged with electricity, humming with a static vibration that hurt oh, so damn good. Impossibly good. The sweet caress of borderline pain was so intense, it was almost orgasmic. A low moan built in the back of her throat and she clenched her wet fist tightly, trying to prolong the ecstasy.
 
   Then, just as quickly as the sensation had come, it was gone.
 
   Holy fuck. What just happened?
 
   She opened her eyes to find Tristan watching her intently, a slight smile tugging at his lips. Wetting them with his tongue, his gaze leisurely traveled down the front of her white PCB Spring Break t-shirt, pausing to watch the last droplet fall from her closed fist before asking in a quietly husky voice, “Did you like that?”
 
   Hastily swinging her right leg back over the edge of the pier, she drew in a long, deep breath before slowly releasing it. Her injured hand trembled, and she cautiously tried to work the fingers. Okay, no discomfort so far. “Jee-zzus,” she drawled. “I need a fucking cigarette. And I don’t even smoke.”
 
   He picked up the bottle with a chuckle. “Tell you what, I’ll let you have another drink instead. But first, let’s wash that off.”
 
   Before she realized his intentions and had a chance to protest, he had already wrapped his fingers around her wrist and poured some of the alcohol over her wound. Squealing, she pressed her lips together and squeezed her eyes shut, expecting it to burn like a sonofabitch. Surprisingly it didn’t. Even more surprisingly, when the last traces of blood were washed away, she saw with astonishment that the lacerated skin had already rejoined and was in the process of healing.
 
   “How…?” was the only word that came to mind.
 
   “Immortal blood is some potent shit,” he told her, straightening and looking down at her with a grin.
 
   No kidding. Holding her palm up, she inspected it more closely. “Will I heal that fast from now on, or just after…you know, afterwards?”
 
   “Not until after your death. For now, it’s business as usual.”
 
   She took another good long draught of rum before asking, “So what happens now?”
 
   He shrugged. “Nothing happens. Life goes on until you die. At which point it continues to go on. Only differently.”
 
   “So that’s it, huh?”
 
   “That’s it. You’re good to go.” Casually stripping off his shirt, he let it fall beside her before kicking off his Nikes and unbuttoning the frayed jeans.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” she demanded, trying not to stare at his hard, lean frame. She’d never have guessed that what was underneath those clothes was so ripped.
 
   “I feel like going for a swim.”
 
   “A swim. Of course. What was I thinking?” Rolling her eyes, she turned the bottle up again and swigged as much as she could stand while deliberately avoiding looking his way. What was the point of ogling a naked gay man, even if he was hot? It was like having Tiramisu shoved under your nose when you weren’t permitted to taste it. Not that she was interested in…er, tasting him. Still, she couldn’t resist a quick peek as he dove into the water. Yep, he was bare ass naked all right.
 
   Yowza. And a very nice ass it is, yes indeedy.
 
   “Coming in?” he called.
 
   “Nope,” she answered, popping the p. Another long roll of thunder arrived, this time accompanied by a brief flash of lightning from somewhere across the lake. The storm was getting closer.
 
   “Just gonna sit there and drink yourself into oblivion?”
 
   “Ye-p.” To prove her point, she threw back some more even though she was starting to feel pretty woozy. For some stupid reason, the splashing sound of the water reminded her of swimming in the ocean with Ash.
 
   Stop it. Don’t think of him. He doesn’t care anything about you, so why even bother? Drown out his memory with more booze. Forget that asshole.
 
   She watched as the shadowy figure in the lake swam out of sight. Eventually she could no longer hear him. The frogs continued serenading one another in their creaking voices. Gazing hypnotically at the gloomy black sky, she began to hum quietly to herself. It took a while before it suddenly struck her what the tune was.
 
   Nights in White Satin.
 
   She stopped.
 
   The night seemed so still and empty all of a sudden. It was as if the entire world had been swallowed up by the darkness and she alone was left to face the silent void.
 
   “Tristan?” she called out softly. There was no response from him, only the incessant croaking of the amorous frogs. Thunder rumbled again, echoing across the lake.
 
   “Tristan!”
 
   “Yeah?” She heard the sound of splashing again as he swam nearer from out of the misty shadows.
 
   Relaxing, she closed her eyes and sighed. “Nothin’. I just din’ know where you were.”
 
   “Where’d you think I went?” Paddling over to grab one of her legs, he tugged at it with slippery wet hands. “Come on in. The water feels nice.”
 
   Pressing her pink polished toes against his forehead, she playfully shoved him back. “An’ get struck by lightning? I don’ even think so, pal.” Her words came out sounding even more slurred than before. Yup. Congratulations, Samibear. You are officially toasted. Hang the sign in the window and call it a day.
 
   Slinging his arm across the top of the water, Tristan sent up enough spray to effectively drench her shorts and t-shirt. “And…? Can you tell me what you have to be afraid of even if that did happen? Think about it.”
 
   “Hey…” Initially annoyed at having been soaked, it took a while for his words to sink in. When at last they did she paused to consider them as much as her inebriated brain would allow. “Hey. Yeaaahh…you’re right. I don’ gotta worry ’bout that no more, do I?”
 
   “No, you don’ gotta worry ’bout that no more,” he mimicked her, treading water with a grin.
 
   “It can’t hurt me!” Drawing up her legs, she clumsily stumbled to her feet, staggering a bit as her head reeled giddily. “Fuck th’lightning!”
 
   “Now you’ve got it!” he laughed heartily. “Hell yeah! Fuck the lightning! Fuck everything!”
 
   “Yeah! Fuck it!” She tore off her shirt and bra, but in the process of removing the rest somehow got one leg tangled in her shorts while trying to step out of them. As a result she promptly fell backwards on her ass. Kicking off the offending shorts along with her panties, she managed to stand again, albeit unsteadily. “I’m not scared a’you!”
 
   Carefully trying to maintain her balance, she defiantly raised her chin and welcomed the feel of the night breeze on her exposed skin. It flicked the ends of her hair gently, tickling her shoulders and bare breasts with the soft strands. Arching her back, she stretched her arms upward, reaching for the heavens and the absent moon that had been selfishly concealed by thick roiling clouds.
 
   “I’m fuckin’ invincible!” she shouted to the sky.
 
   On perfect cue, a bolt of lightning streaked through the darkness to strike the top of a nearby pine tree in a shower of sparks, chased by a resounding boom of thunder that shook the sky. With a startled yelp, Sami jumped sideways and toppled off the pier into the lake. Her first crazy thought was that the water really was nice, much warmer than she’d expected. But when that black water sucked her down, twisting her back and forth until she was completely disoriented, it became impossible to tell which way was up until one of her heels inadvertently kicked against the hard sand on the lake bottom.
 
   At that point a pair of arms suddenly grabbed her by the waist and yanked her back up to the surface. Gasping and coughing, she wiped her eyes to find Tristan laughing so hard he could barely keep his head above water.
 
   “Not funny,” she grumbled, placing one hand on his shoulder to help keep herself afloat. Huge heavy drops were beginning to fall, and within moments the rain was pelting their heads in a deafening torrent.
 
   “At least you don’t have to worry about getting wet,” he pointed out loudly over the rain, still snickering.
 
   “Ha, ha.”
 
   “You can swim, can’t you?” He tilted his head to one side, appraising her dubiously.
 
   “Yes, I can swim!” she informed him haughtily. “This water’s jus’ crooked.”
 
   Her dignified announcement produced another burst of laughter. “Oh, man. You’re wasted.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So it’s funny, that’s all.”
 
   “What? It’s too loud out here,” she yelled to him over the roaring downpour. It was hard enough trying to see through the blinding sheets of rain without having her hearing impaired by the sound of it as well. It also didn’t help that the rippling motion of the lake’s surface was making her feel a little seasick.
 
   “Would you rather go inside?” he yelled back, though at that precise moment the rain abruptly let up, diminishing to a light sprinkle as if a giant faucet had been turned off. Florida thunderstorms. More unpredictable than the stock market.
 
   “Uh. Never mind.” She reached around his neck with her other hand and rested her head on his shoulder, already tired out from treading water. It was hard to do when your limp legs refused to go in the direction they were supposed to. Her muscles felt like melted caramel, all warm and gooey. She could go to sleep right here.
 
   “I’m not sure swimming was such a good idea for you, lush,” he said, trying to hold her while at the same time turning around so she was behind him. “Let’s go in before you drown.”
 
   “Thought you said it din’ make any diff’rence.”
 
   “Maybe not, but I don’t want to have to deal with a fledgling fanger tonight.” Pulling her arms tighter around his neck, he started swimming towards shore while she hitched a ride on his back. Once they reached shallow water, she released him and they waded the rest of the way. Promptly collapsing in the rain-soaked grass, she rolled onto her back and stretched while smiling drowsily at him.
 
   He quickly dropped down beside her, sitting with one leg bent up and leaning into it in an attempt to retain a decorum of modesty. Somehow that struck her as absurd. What was he trying to hide, anyway? Here they were, naked as Adam and Eve, and it didn’t bother her in the slightest because it couldn’t possibly even matter. He played for the opposing team and she had all the wrong equipment. Besides, she’d had gay male friends before and none of them had ever shown the slightest interest in checking out her lady parts.
 
   Yawning, she gazed up at the pale moonlight that was trying to break through the clouds. “Mm. Y’know, this feels good. I think I’ll become a nudish. Nudis-t.”
 
   “Well, everyone needs a goal, I suppose.” He looked down at her in amusement, his eyes wandering south before he quickly averted his gaze. “Pretty sure you’d make a lot of men happy with that particular ambition.”
 
   “An’ how many men have you made happy? Hm?” She cocked her eyebrows with a naughty grin.
 
   He shook his head, smiling self-consciously. “Always leave ’em wanting more. That’s my credo. I don’t stick around long enough to see to anyone’s happiness, I’m afraid.”
 
   “You such a playa,” she teased.
 
   “Uh-huh.” He seemed a little uncomfortable with the topic, which of course made her want to delve into it deeper.
 
   “Haven’t you ever been in love?” She didn’t say not counting Ash, but the implication was there. His impalpable presence, even when left unmentioned, remained a tangible constant hanging in the air between them.
 
   “I’m not sure such a thing exists.”
 
   “Ah, c’mon. In all these years, you gonna tell me you never had a solid healthy relashumship?”
 
   Tristan snorted a laugh. “You don’t even know what you’re saying. Look at you, drunk off your ass trying to talk to me about relationships.”
 
   “I’s just askin’.”
 
   “What would you know about a healthy relationship anyway? You seem to gravitate toward the toxic. There is nothing remotely healthy about any of the decisions I’ve seen you make.”
 
   “So forget relashumships, Mister Grouchy Pants. Izz all about sex then, right?”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   “Okaayyy…” Sami pursed her lips, trying to hide a smirk. “Then why don’ you tell me ’bout the guy from Comic-Con. What’d you say his name was?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “Oh, sure ya do.”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “I don’ belieeeeeve yoouuuu…”
 
   “I don’t caa-aaare…”
 
   “But see, now I gotta know. Gimme the lowdown. Were you gettin’ it on with the comic book guy? Did Superman put it to you?” For some reason, the whole idea struck her as screamingly funny. Clutching both hands to her stomach, she began to giggle uncontrollably. “Did he wear his cape? Wuzzee faster than a speeding bullet?”
 
   Raising an eyebrow, Tristan shot her a derisive look.
 
   “Wuzzee more powerful than a locomomo…locomum…” She tried to stifle the next eruption of giggles and failed. “…choo choo train?”
 
   “You’re pushing it, little miss.”
 
   “No, I really wanna know! I’m totally serial. Whassit like to get pounded in the ass by th’man of steel?”
 
   In barely the time it took for her to blink, he rolled over on top of her, trapping her between his arms as his silvery gray eyes glittered down at her defiantly. She stared back at him in wide-eyed surprise, her urge to laugh instantly squelched. There was something decidedly wrong here. And that something was pressing against her nakedness with rock hard force.
 
   His mouth mere inches from hers, he whispered, “Would you like for me to show you?”
 
   “Huh?” she squeaked.
 
   “Well, you just asked…” Never taking his eyes off hers, he moved his lean hips to grind against her slowly and rhythmically. “…what it was like to get pounded by the man of steel. I took that as a request to find out. Or did I misunderstand?”
 
   “H-huh?” she echoed.
 
   “It’s possible that I did. But no, I don’t think so.” Transferring all his weight to one arm, he slid the other hand beneath her to grip her bare ass. “I think that was an open invitation. So…should I turn you over on your knees and demonstrate? Hm?”
 
   What the hell is going on here? Just how drunk am I?
 
   Lowering his lips to brush them against her ear, he breathed softly into it, “Or maybe you prefer the more…traditional approach.”
 
   Who was this person and what had he done with Tristan? Since when did the female form get him so hot and bothered? She pressed her hands against his chest with the intention of pushing him away but instead found herself rubbing the smoothness of his hard flesh in bewildered awe. Oh my, but he felt nice. So nice. Wrapping her arms around him, she hugged him close with a sleepy sigh of contentment.
 
   Trailing light kisses along her neck, he murmured, “Pretty Sami. You need a good fucking from someone who is focused solely on your pleasure. Not your pain.”
 
   What did he just say? No. No, this isn’t right. “Tristan, I don’t –” Her feeble protest was cut short when his mouth silenced hers, the thrust of his tongue gentle but persistent. He knew what he was doing. Somewhere along the way he had been proficiently skilled in the art of seduction. She didn’t even want to try and imagine where he’d learned it.
 
   He pulled his head back to gaze down at her while she blinked several times in an attempt to clear her fuzzy vision. “Oh. You taste yummy,” she whispered. There shouldn’t be three of him. Should there? No, probably not.
 
   “So do you, honey. And I intend to taste every part of you. Because every part of you is so fucking beautiful.” Using one knee, he gently nudged her legs apart and prodded her teasingly with the tip of his cock. “I don’t know about you, but I’ve wanted to do this ever since you got here. I want you so bad, you can’t even imagine.”
 
   Wait. WAIT. This is all wrong. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Where is Ash? What the hell am I even doing here? Her head was spinning wildly out of control. The black clouds seemed to be moving through the sky at warp speed, descending to envelope her in their inky darkness while the ground below teetered precariously back and forth. God, but she was out of it. Why did she feel so groggy? The muffled sounds around her, the frogs and the lapping water and the soft breathing above her, gradually began to fade away as her eyes slipped shut.
 
   Hesitating, Tristan stopped what he was doing to give her a puzzled look. “Sami? Honey, are you okay?”
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   “Uh…Sam?”
 
   The only response he got from her was a delicate snore.
 
   Lifting his face to the heavens, he closed his eyes and groaned with insurgent frustration. “Son. Of. A. Bitch!”
 
    
 
   ~10~
 
    
 
   The midmorning sun was shining warmly on her face when Sami finally stirred into consciousness. Blinking and scrunching her eyes to diminish the glare, it struck her for a split second that she must still be outside. Once she was more fully awake, she realized that instead of damp grass there was a warm softness beneath her. Instead of blue sky, a ceiling fan whirred gently above her head. She wasn’t outside, she was back in the cabin, stretched out on the futon’s cozy hideaway bed. Still naked from head to toe but at least covered with a sheet and light blanket. The sunlight in her eyes was coming in through the windows.
 
   Slowly sitting up, she rubbed her temples with a forlorn groan. Her head was pounding like a three-year-old with a new set of drums. All things considered though, she didn’t feel half as bad as she’d feared. Could have been worse. At least there hadn’t been any late night sprints to the bathroom, no praying to the porcelain god. She was thankful for that.
 
   A close inspection of her hand revealed only the faintest trace of a scar traveling down her palm. Even then, it was only noticeable because she was specifically looking for it. No soreness, no inflammation, nothing at all to suggest that her flesh had been sliced open with a knife less than fourteen hours earlier.
 
   Amazing. Truly amazing.
 
   Looking around with bleary eyes, she noticed last night’s clothes folded neatly in a stack on the end table. There was a glass of water sitting beside them, and upon leaning over to investigate further she discovered two ibuprofen caplets as well. They were on top of a note with the words you’re gonna need these scrawled messily above a lopsided smiley face. Laughing softly at that, she gratefully gulped them down with most of the water.
 
   One hot shower later, her loose hair clean and dry and teeth freshly brushed, she felt less like a slug and more like a human being. Quickly donning a pair of cutoff shorts and a plain yellow tank top, she abandoned the steamy bathroom fully expecting to find Tristan in the kitchen whipping up more culinary concoctions for her to refuse. She had a feeling he only did it out of boredom. Or maybe he missed working at the restaurant.
 
   Nope, not in there.
 
   Peering through one of the front windows to see if the truck was still parked in the yard, she caught sight of him out on the pier. He was perched on the very edge the way they’d been sitting last night, only this time he had a tackle box by his side and a fishing rod in his hands. Just one more thing she never would have pictured him doing. She was beginning to wonder if she really knew Tristan Kendall at all. Shoving her feet into a pair of canvas sneakers, she headed out into the dazzling sunshine.
 
   Hearing footsteps on the planks, he turned to look behind him and gave her an easygoing smile when he saw her. “Morning.”
 
   “Hey there.” Dropping down to join him, she watched as he slowly reeled in the line before casting again. Something about the smooth motion of his arm reminded her of her father. An avid fisherman, he used to take her and her brother out on his boat, patiently baiting their hooks for them and never once complaining about all the noise coming from two rambunctious kids. Funny how the simple things seemed so important, long before growing up revealed how complicated life truly was. Back then, the worst she had to fear was Carter dangling one of those wiggly bait worms in her face and making her scream.
 
   She had yet to discover that there were much more frightening things than harmless little earthworms.
 
   Picking at a loose splinter on one of the boards, she asked, “Are they biting?”
 
   “Not so far.” He started reeling in again, his eyes watching the taut line carefully. “Sleep okay?”
 
   “Like a rock.”
 
   “No hangover this morning?”
 
   “Nothing I can’t handle.”
 
   “Good. Glad to hear it.” He sounded amused.
 
   “My hand’s all healed up, too,” she informed him, holding it out so he could see. “Look. You can hardly even tell where the cut was.”
 
   He didn’t seem surprised. “Probably won’t be able to see it at all by tomorrow.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Told you. Potent shit.”
 
   “That’s for sure.” Continuing to gaze at her hand, she added apologetically, “Thanks for…um, you know. Putting me to bed and everything. Guess I was a little out of it.”
 
   “No problem. No problem at all.” The lazy smile twitched a bit, and she couldn’t help but uneasily wonder what he found so funny.
 
   “Hey, Tristan?”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   She hesitated for a moment, mulling over the best way to phrase her question without sounding like she was accusing him of anything. “I have to ask. Last night. Did we…well, what I mean is, after I passed out is there any chance you might have taken advantage of the situation in any way?”
 
   The smile faded as he turned his head to give her a look that was equal parts incredulous and annoyed. “You’re asking whether or not I boned you while you were passed out drunk? The answer would be no. I did not. Thanks to you, however, I did spend most of the night wanking a hard-on I couldn’t seem to get rid of. So…yeah. Thanks for that.”
 
   Her mouth fell open. “Thanks to me? You’re the one who stripped down first, remember! And what the hell is up with you anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be gay?”
 
   “Yeah, well, isn’t that just the funniest thing. Turns out after all these years I’m not into men after all. So hey, go figure, right?” His gaze returned to the water as his jaw tightened.
 
   Sami was speechless. She didn’t have the foggiest idea how she was supposed to react to something like that. His sudden turnaround made no sense – it wasn’t even logical. How could a person spend decades being sexually attracted to men and then all of a sudden, from out of nowhere, decide to pull a one-eighty? That just wasn’t the way it worked. Frolicking in the lake with a naked woman did not turn a gay man straight.
 
   Not if he was really gay.
 
   “Tristan?” she said softly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” Because I sure as hell do. Something isn’t adding up here. One plus one doesn’t equal rainbows one day and Sports Illustrated the next.
 
   With a flick of his arm, he cast again. The lure hit the water with a faint bloop. “I don’t even know how I’m supposed to explain all this to you, Sami. I’ve had a hard enough time coming to terms with it myself.”
 
   Hm. Apparently she was going to have to try and coax the details out of him. “All right. Then just answer this. How long have you known?”
 
   Closing his eyes for a brief moment, he sighed. “I guess I started to realize it not long after I left for California.”
 
   “What – you mean when you moved there originally or this last time when you went back?”
 
   “The last time.”
 
   “Right after what happened.” Made sense. She might have known that somehow or another, Ash had contributed to his confusion. Toying with emotions was his specialty, after all. “That’s what you meant when you said his hold on you had been broken. Isn’t it?”
 
   “That appears to be where it started.” The reel made a rapid succession of light clicks as he turned the handle.
 
   “Then…wait, now hang on a second here. Are you saying you weren’t always into guys? Weren’t you already gay before he even came into the picture?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Oh my gosh! You’ve gotta be kidding me,” she breathed. “So what happened? I mean…how? What changed things for you?”
 
   “All this time I was brainwashed enough to believe that I was in love with him.”
 
   Sami gave him a perplexed look. “I get that, but what I don’t understand is how a straight guy can fall for another man.”
 
   “You’re forgetting that he isn’t a man.” Laying the fishing rod beside him, he bent one leg across the pier so he could turn to face her. “You’re already aware of how we possess a strong sexual magnetism. And I’ve already told you this pull is exceptionally powerful with him. You remember me telling you that, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I remember that conversation.”
 
   “I have to assume he must be able to manipulate this talent far more than I ever realized. I don’t know how he was able to do it. I can’t explain it. All I know is this – the first time I ever laid eyes on him, I was captivated. As messed up as it sounds, the fact of the matter is, I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anyone or anything before in my life. I didn’t understand it at the time, but to be perfectly honest I didn’t put much effort into trying to figure it out. He was all I could think about. I was infatuated. Completely obsessed.”
 
   It was a tale that was all too familiar. She tried to tune out the voice in her head that reminded her of her own personal obsession. “And you think he did that just so he could use your psychic abilities?”
 
   “Of course that’s why. He used my lust for him to persuade me to do whatever he wanted. All he had to do was turn on the charm and then pull my strings like a puppet. Eventually though, I had to accept the fact that it was never going to happen. After a couple of instances where I got too frisky with him and wound up getting knocked on my ass for it, I learned to be a little more discreet. I became very adept at redirecting those urges.”
 
   “Redirecting?” She wasn’t sure what he meant by that.
 
   He dropped his gaze and quietly, reticently explained. “Every lover, every sexual experience I had, was nothing but a cheap substitute to help satisfy the constant craving I had for him. And of course it was never enough. Because those men weren’t him, I was never content.”
 
   “In all that time, didn’t you ever stop to question your sexuality?”
 
   “No. Why would I? If the one person in the world you were crazy in love with happened to be a woman, wouldn’t you assume you must be a lesbian?” Lifting his eyes to watch her expression, he continued, “And you. I’m ashamed to say the first time I saw you, I hated you. I hated you because it was you he wanted instead of me. You were the only woman he’d ever managed to keep around for longer than it took to get his rocks off and I despised you for it.”
 
   “You were a little on the dickish side at first,” she admitted jokingly. “But hey, no hard feelings.”
 
   “Come on now. I warmed up to you pretty quick, didn’t I? As much as I tried not to like you, I couldn’t help myself.”
 
   “I am pretty irresistible.” Her grin widened.
 
   “Yes, you are.” The lazy smile returned. Actually, now that she thought about it, maybe seductive would have been a better description. She looked down at the water and cleared her throat.
 
   “So tell me something. Would you say you still care about him?”
 
   He paused before answering. “Hard question. I guess you could say I care about him the way you would someone you’ve known forever. An old friend who you share a long history with. See, I was the only male in the group who, for whatever reason, didn’t provoke the typical aggression. And since he and I were able to tolerate being around one another, we spent a lot of time together. Some of those times were good, some I’d just as soon forget. But all in all I suppose I’d have to say yes, I do, just not in the same way I used to.”
 
   Understandable. “All right. Let me ask you one more question, and I want you to be perfectly honest with me. What he did to you. Do you think he’s pulling the same trick with me?”
 
   He didn’t look as if he really wanted to answer that, and she braced herself for what she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear. “I wish I could say yes. But the fact that he’s alive today tells me otherwise. If he was the one influencing your emotions, the fixation that tied you to him would have faded after his death. Obviously this didn’t happen or you wouldn’t have brought him back.”
 
   “So it’s official. I really am this much of an idiot.” Why, then, was that confirmation the very thing she’d hoped for? It was ludicrous to think that she could be happy in the knowledge that her self-destructive tendencies were all her own. Nobody to blame but herself. It’s true. I’m a walking disaster. A train wreck looking for a place to happen. Face it, Ash didn’t cause this – all he did was buy a ticket and enjoy the ride.
 
   A sudden scraping against the wood caused them both to turn their heads just in time to see the rod and reel go flying off the pier and skimming across the water. All they could do was watch helplessly as it glided for a short distance before sinking out of sight.
 
   Tristan looked over at Sami with a sheepish grin. “Oops.”
 
   Snorting back a giggle behind her hand, she told him, “I hate to say this, but I think the fish are on to you.”
 
   “They sure picked a heck of a time to start biting, didn’t they?” Tossing up his hands in resignation, he closed the lid to the tackle box before crossing his legs to stand. “Oh, well. I needed to drive into town and pick up some things anyway.”
 
   “Cool. I’ll come with you,” she offered, jumping to her feet. Anything to get away from this total isolation. She hadn’t even been here that long yet and cabin fever was starting to set in already.
 
   “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You better stay here.”
 
   Planting her hands on her hips, she gave him a sullen pout. “Oh, come on. Aren’t you being a little paranoid? Ash hasn’t even given the first indication that he’s interested in looking for me.”
 
   “Humor me, okay? I’ll sleep a lot better at night knowing you haven’t been seen by anyone in the area.” He surprised her by reaching up to brush his fingers lightly across her cheek. “Tell you what. Think about where you want to go, and as soon as you decide we’ll start making preparations to leave.”
 
   “Leave?” Her body tensed, caught off guard by his suggestion.
 
   “Don’t you think it’s time we crawled out of the shadows and started living again?” Lifting the tackle box, he started walking away while she stayed behind, frozen with uncertainty. Turning his head, he called back to her with a cheerful wave of his hand, “Anywhere you want! Zurich. Barcelona. Sydney. Prague. Take your pick. Wherever you want to go, we’ll go. Think it over.”
 
   Think it over?
 
   The very thought of being so far away from Ash twisted her insides, wringing them dry, leaving behind a blistering ache that seared her heart.
 
   Leave.
 
   Hadn’t she already tried that? Putting hundreds or even thousands of miles between her and the source of her misery wasn’t going to make any difference. He was still with her, always in the forefront of her mind, tormenting her with his mere absence and the fact that he didn’t even seem to care that she was gone. But for her, nothing had changed. Nothing would ever change. She still wanted him as desperately as ever. Maybe more.
 
   She stared after Tristan’s retreating form silently.
 
   And wondered how to tell him there was no way she’d be able to go.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Yeah, hi. I’m looking for Samara Porter. She’s an employee here…?”
 
   From his vantage point in front of the gift shop, Asher’s ears perked up with interest at the mention of Sami’s name. Leaning slightly to one side, he tuned out the sound of Stuart’s voice and looked past him to seek out the source of the more feminine one.
 
   The young woman making the inquiry was leaning casually against the front desk, chewing vigorously on a wad of gum while listening intently as Patsy explained that Miss Porter had taken a temporary leave of absence. Judging from the way she was frowning, this wasn’t the response she was hoping for. Apparently she hadn’t come alone either, because she turned to exchange words with a very colorful character next to her. Tall and gangly as a beanpole, this guy not only sported a florescent green mohawk, but his eyebrows were dotted all the way across with silver studs. Three hoops pierced his bottom lip. Beneath the stiff spiked hair, on one side of his shaved head, was an orange tattoo depicting a cracked skull with the word CRASH spelled out in a banner underneath.
 
   “Hold that thought,” he interrupted Stuart distractedly before leaving him behind to approach the odd couple. Brandishing his most charming smile, he said to the female, “Excuse me. Did you say you were looking for Samara Porter?”
 
   The gum-chewing chick eyed him curiously. She was a cute enough girl, a petite little thing with curly dark hair, but that rhythmic smacking was nothing short of disgusting. He could smell the strong fruity scent of it from where he was standing. What are you, a woman or a fucking cow? Spit or swallow already.
 
   “Yeah. This lady says she hasn’t been here since last week. Is that true?”
 
   Placing one hand on the small of her back, he guided her away from the front desk and out of the nosy clerk’s hearing range. To his annoyance, the freakshow with the mohawk tagged along right on their heels.
 
   “Before I answer your question, may I first ask what your relationship is with Miss Porter?”
 
   “I’m her best friend. We used to be roommates before she moved here.”
 
   “Ah…so you’re the infamous Kelly, then?”
 
   “That’s right. Kelly Sheldon.” With an unabashedly flirtatious grin, she looked him up and down before suddenly remembering the guy beside her. “Oh. This is Dustin. He’s a friend of ours too.”
 
   “Her fiancé was in my band,” the man announced in an accent that sounded to be Australian.
 
   Ash could barely contain a snort of derision at the obvious attempt to impress. Your band, my ass. I know better than that. Rick Radcliffe was the front man, lead singer, the one getting all the pussy. Who are you trying to kid?
 
   Instead he replied mildly, “I see. Then let me offer my condolences. I was very sorry to hear about Mr. Radcliffe.”
 
   “Do you have any idea when she’s supposed to be back?” Kelly asked between snaps of her yellow gum. “Nobody’s been able to reach her. She didn’t show up for the funeral or the viewing or anything. We’ve been kinda worried about her. She hasn’t even talked to anyone in her family since it happened.”
 
   “Yeah – where’d she go?” her companion chimed in.
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to divulge her whereabouts. She requested that information be kept confidential. As for a return date, she left that open but I don’t expect her to be out too much longer. After the shock of what happened, I thought she could use some time off to recuperate.” He patted the girl’s shoulder with a reassuring smile. “I wouldn’t worry too much. More than likely she just needs some time alone to sort things out. I’m sure you’ll hear from her soon.”
 
   “But she is okay, right?”
 
   “She’s perfectly fine.”
 
   “And did she happen to mention why she couldn’t be bothered to take five bloody minutes out of her busy life to pay final respects to her fiancé?” Freakshow demanded, narrowing his eyes.
 
   The way this walking mutant kept referring to Radcliffe as Sami’s “fiancé” was quickly igniting his already short fuse. Ash rested his icy blue eyes on the guy’s lip piercings. What he really wanted to do right now was grab a pen from the front desk, slide it through those three silver hoops and snatch them from his repellent mouth. How entertaining it would be, to watch him try to scream through all that blood. “It was my understanding the engagement had been broken.”
 
   “And just how do you know so much about her personal life, aye?” the Aussie persisted.
 
   Ash leveled his gaze with a cool stare. “Because, Rusty, I am her personal life.”
 
   The girl’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh! Sami didn’t tell me she was seeing anyone,” she gushed, clearly impressed. “How long have you two been dating?”
 
   “It’s Dustin,” Freakshow mumbled, affronted by the slight. “Not Rusty.”
 
   Deliberately ignoring Dustin/Rusty/whatever the fuck his name was, Ash gave Kelly the vague reply of, “Not that long, really. She’s only been here a few months, you know.”
 
   “I can’t believe she never said anything. That little sneak…just wait ’til I get hold of her!”
 
   “Didn’t waste any time getting back in the saddle, did she?”
 
   “Dustin!” Pulling her attention away from Ash, Kelly turned to give her disgruntled companion a horrified look.
 
   He shrugged defensively. “What? She breaks off the engagement and leaves without a word, drives my mate to suicide, and all the while she’s already found some other bloke to take his place.”
 
   “Hey! Now listen here! I know you’re still upset about Rick and everything but you are way outta line with that! He’s the one who –”
 
   “If I may,” Ash broke in smoothly. “Maybe I can be of some help. I understand that you must be upset after losing your booking with the Jade Palms. If you like, I can have our manager rearrange the performance schedule to accommodate your band here for a few nights.”
 
   The offer was, of course, nothing more than an egregious jab at his “mate’s” integrity. Even the most dense person would have no trouble recognizing the insinuation. Rick’s philandering, Paisley’s fall from the balcony and the subsequent negative press were the reason Crash for Glory lost that particular gig. And, if he had to guess, there were probably more cancellations as a direct result.
 
   If looks could kill, Dustin surely would have been arrested for manslaughter. “We’re already booked through the summer,” he conveyed through clenched teeth.
 
   “Without a vocalist?” Ash raised an eyebrow, trying not to smirk. He almost succeeded. Almost.
 
   “We have a new vocalist.”
 
   “Ah, then you already found some other bloke to take Radcliffe’s place. Well, good for you.” It was rather amusing to watch the man’s face turn a flaming shade of scarlet. The color sort of offset his ridiculous green mohawk. “Tell you what, Miss Sheldon, next time I talk to Sami I’ll let her know that you’ve been worried and remind her to get in touch with you. All right?”
 
   “Um…okay…” She still seemed a bit confused by the subtle trading of barbs.
 
   “Good, then that’s settled. I have to run, but it was nice meeting you. Take care now.” Without waiting for a response, he turned his back on the pair and strolled away, having already lost interest in what little they had to offer. Conversing with those two dullards was about as engrossing as watching paint dry. No wonder Sami cut ties with them.
 
   “Wait – what did you say your name was again?” Kelly called after him.
 
   “I didn’t,” he responded without looking back.
 
   Patiently waiting for him by the gift shop door, Stuart had the good prudence not to pry and simply asked, “Want to grab a bite of lunch?”
 
   “Can’t today. I have a shareholders meeting in half an hour. Now what is it you were trying to tell me before we were interrupted?”
 
   “Oh. Uh…nothing too important. Logan was just wondering if he could get some idea of how long he’ll be expected to put in extra hours. Something about issues with his babysitter being able to watch the kids.”
 
   “Week or two, tops. If that’s too much of an inconvenience for him, I hear Burger Barn is currently hiring.”
 
   Stuart hesitated before timidly asking, “You’ve heard from Sami then?”
 
   “Yes,” Ash lied. He offered no more information than that, and his general manager had sense enough not to push it. Too bad the rest of the staff couldn’t take a lesson from him. Sedgwick at least knew when to keep his mouth shut. “Was there anything else?”
 
   “No sir, nothing else. Enjoy your meeting.”
 
   “Right,” he muttered, stalking off in the direction of the skywalk. In his present frame of mind, a business meeting with a flock of greedy shareholders was the last thing he felt like dealing with. Damn Samara Porter. She was directly to blame for his black mood. He’d assumed by now the stubborn bitch would have come skulking back to throw herself at his feet and beg forgiveness. Whether she knew it or not, every day that went by was only adding to the severity of her forthcoming punishment. And damn, but his cock grew ramrod stiff whenever he considered the various ways he might administer that discipline.
 
   Frustrating little vixen. Even when she wasn’t around, she still had the ability to send his already oversexed libido into maximum overdrive. And fuck it all, but that irritated him to no end.
 
   What he really needed was to get laid. Maybe a few rounds with a hot piece of beach bunny ass would lighten his dark mood. Help ease the sexual tension. Yeah, sounded like a good plan for tonight.
 
   His mind made up, he strolled through the double doors that led from the air conditioned skywalk out to the parking garage.
 
   And promptly stepped in a discarded wad of yellow gum.
 
    
 
   ~11~
 
    
 
   “Hey. Psst. Don’t look now but I think Abercrombie’s checking you out.”
 
   Without moving her head, Cin Delaney cast a subtle sidelong glance in the direction of the bar. He was looking her way, all right. The guy her friend Ivy had nicknamed due to the fact that he looked like a walking advertisement for Abercrombie & Fitch. Green eyes, honey brown hair and a body hotter than bacon sizzling in a pan. He appeared to be clubbing solo, even with dozens of pairs of longing female eyes tracking him everywhere he went.
 
   “Look at him,” Cin drawled in her affected Georgia twang. “Sittin’ on that stool like he’s doin’ it a favor.”
 
   “Mm…I can think of a few favors he could do for me.” Plucking the cherry from her drink, Ivy pulled it from the stem with her teeth while eyeing him wistfully. “Think he’s waiting on someone?”
 
   “I doubt it. He’s been here since we got here and that was, what, like forty-five minutes ago?” Her personal opinion was that anyone crazy enough to keep that guy waiting damn well deserved to be ousted. “I haven’t seen him dancing with anyone. Maybe he’s gay.”
 
   “Would he have been scoping you out if he was gay?” The word duh wasn’t articulated but it was very clearly implied.
 
   “Good point. So you think we oughta go over and talk to him?”
 
   “Nuh-uh! Not me, girl. You go. I just wanna sit here and finish my drink. My feet are killing me, and I don’t mean maybe.”
 
   “Are you kidding? Already?”
 
   Ivy kicked off one of the red stiletto heels and rubbed her cramped toes, wincing ruefully. “These shoes were made for looking hot. Dancing? Not so much.”
 
   Cin tossed her long brunette tresses over one shoulder before standing. She wasn’t about to admit that her own six inch heels were anything but comfortable. The important thing was that they looked ultra chic with her new tangerine spandex minidress, and heads had been turning all night as a result. “Y’know what they say. No pain, no gain.”
 
   “Yeah, well, considering I’ve probably gained at least five pounds on this vacation already, I think I’ll pass on the pain if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Wuss.”
 
   “Happy hunting.” Lifting her plastic cup, Ivy toasted her with a grin.
 
   “Wish me luck.” Making her way over to the bar, Cin did her best to avoid getting jostled by the exuberant partiers on the dance floor. She was going to be super pissed if one of these assholes bumped into her and made her look like a klutz in front of Abercrombie. Because he was watching, she made a point of employing her most provocative walk, one foot directly in front of the other, striding leisurely from the hips.
 
   Tilting her head, she pretended to study him as if trying to place where she’d seen him before. “Hey, don’t I know you from somewhere? You went to Mercer, right?” Sure, it was a tired bullshit line, but so what. The classics were classics for a reason. They worked.
 
   His lips curved into a killer smile and he shook his head. “I don’t think so. Then again, my past is kind of a blur so anything’s possible.”
 
   She mirrored his smile with a sultry one of her own. “Well now, I just know I’ve seen you somewhere before. By any chance, are you from Georgia?”
 
   “That where you’re from?”
 
   “Uh-huh. Just here on a little girl’s vacation with my friend over there.” She nodded in the direction of Ivy, who waved to them. “We’re staying at Pelican Reef through Sunday.”
 
   “Means I’ll have to work fast then, doesn’t it?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Feigning innocence, Cin climbed onto the bar stool next to Abercrombie, deliberately allowing the short dress to ride up her thighs and display a sneaky little crotch shot. It was a bold move, even for her, but most of her inhibitions had been lost somewhere between the two margaritas at the restaurant and the super strong Mai Tai she’d been served here. And damn, but this guy was fine.
 
   “I think you know what I mean.” Just as she’d expected, his green eyes dropped for the briefest moment before returning to her face. “You gonna tell me your name, or do I have to guess?”
 
   “Cinnamon,” she purred coyly, peering at him from beneath her long black eyelash extensions. “You know, like the spice.”
 
   For one split second she could have sworn he was about to laugh in her face, but the look passed so quickly she must have just imagined it.
 
   “Isn’t that just too appropriate. Did you know that cinnamon is one of the few spices that can be directly consumed?”
 
   “Is that right?” Pursing her lips into a sexy pout, she raised an eyebrow. “Well, before we start discussing who’s consuming who here, how ’bout you tell me what your name is.”
 
   “What would you like it to be?”
 
   Great. So he wanted to play adolescent mind games. She might have known he was too good to be true. “I’d like it to be whatever it is. So do me a favor and clue me in so I know who I’m talkin’ to here.”
 
   He shrugged guilelessly. “I have no name. The fact is, I didn’t even exist until you came over and started talking to me, pretty girl. So…seeing as how you’re the one who brought me to life, I think it only fair that you should have the honor of naming me. Would you do that for me?”
 
   That was a truly bizarre, and yet somehow hopelessly romantic thing to say. Like a line taken straight from one of those tear-jerker chick flicks. All right then, if this was the game then she could be persuaded to play along.
 
   Analyzing him carefully, she thought for a moment before deciding on the perfect name. “All right then. Your name is Declan.”
 
   “Very well. Declan has officially been born,” he agreed with a smile. “It’s very nice to meet you, Cinnamon.”
 
   She felt absurdly pleased that he approved. “Actually, most people just call me Cin.”
 
   “Ah, of course. And which of the seven deadly sins are you? I’m partial to the fifth myself.”
 
   “All of them. Take your pick.” At the moment it’s lust, if you really must know.
 
   “Well, well. I’m going to have my hands full with you, aren’t I?”
 
   “If you play your cards right, you just might.”
 
   He chuckled softly. “I look forward to that. So can I buy you a drink, or would you maybe like to dance?”
 
   “I’ve had enough to drink. Come dance with me.” Slipping her hand in his, she pulled him out into the throng of gyrating bodies. Soon they were slowly swaying and grinding to Bastille’s Bad Blood. Declan, or whatever his name really was, had some surprisingly good moves. As sensual and fluid as his motions were, she could have easily pictured him working as an exotic dancer. For all she knew, that’s what he was. And why not? Anyone as downright lickable as this guy was bound to make a small fortune in tips.
 
   Cin glanced over one shoulder to see if Ivy was watching, knowing she’d be green with envy, but a group of strangers had taken over their table. A little while later she caught sight of her through the crowd. Ivy had kicked off her shoes and was dancing barefoot with a guy of her own. He was cute, but he couldn’t even begin to compare to the hottie she’d snagged for herself tonight.
 
   “I have an idea,” Declan murmured in her ear after their second dance. “Why don’t we go take a little walk out on the beach.”
 
   She caught the faintest whiff of his cologne and marveled at how he even smelled better than any guy she’d ever met. Still, she knew nothing whatsoever about him. Maybe leaving the club with a total stranger wasn’t the smartest idea. There were articles on the internet all the time about girls who went missing all because they trusted the wrong person.
 
   “What do you want to go out there for?” she questioned him skeptically.
 
   “So when I kiss you for the first time you can remember it being underneath the stars instead of in a crowded bar.” His gorgeous blue eyes sparkled as he looked down at her with an alluring smile. Wait – weren’t his eyes green before? No, that couldn’t be right. She’d obviously had one too many drinks and was seeing things. Or the kaleidoscopic lights in here caught his irises in a weird way and made the color appear to change.
 
   “You don’t waste any time, do you?”
 
   “True enough, my little deadly sin. But time spent in your company could never be considered wasted.”
 
   If she was an ice sculpture, someone would have been mopping her up off the floor right about now. Sweet merciful heavens, this guy could melt the stone panties right off a Greek statue. “Well…okay. Lemme just go tell my friend.”
 
   “I don’t think she’ll miss you,” he smirked, and she followed his gaze just in time to witness Ivy locking lips with her dance partner. “Come on. We won’t be gone long enough for her to worry. I’ll have you back safe and sound before she even knows you’re missing.”
 
   He was probably right. Ivy wouldn’t even notice that she’d left. Not as long as she had her own brand new plaything to keep her entertained.
 
   “All right then,” she agreed, fluttering her thick lashes with a flirtatious smile. “Let’s go for a walk.” Linking her arm in his, she allowed the man with no name to guide her through the crowd and out of the safety and security of the nightclub.
 
   It was a grave mistake.
 
   Because if she’d stopped for just one moment to think, she would have realized that the fifth deadly sin was not lust, but wrath.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Ah-ha! Read it and weep. Triple word score. Forty-two points.”
 
   “What? No way, you’re cheating. That’s not a real word.” Done with painting her toenails, Sami recapped the bottle of Cranberry Crush and lowered her foot from the edge of the coffee table to the floor.
 
   “Is so,” Tristan smugly contradicted.
 
   “It is not! Jupon – what the hell is a jupon? You’re just making crap up now because I’m so far ahead.”
 
   “A jupon, ye of little faith, is a tunic that was worn in the fourteenth century with medieval armor.”
 
   “I’m calling bullshit on that one. I read a lot of history and I’ve never heard that word before in my life.”
 
   Raising an eyebrow, he pointed to the board. “Should we call into question ‘zorp’ then? I took your word for it when you gave me that cockamamie story about it being some kind of alien spacecraft. Which, by the way, I don’t buy for a minute.”
 
   “I told you I’d be happy to look it up for you, but we don’t have wireless out here,” she informed him sweetly.
 
   “How convenient for you,” Tristan teased with a grin. He didn’t really mind that she’d been brazenly cheating at Scrabble all night. Actually it was pretty entertaining to watch her come up with ridiculous definitions for the fictitious words she managed to pull out of her ass. Good thing they weren’t playing Monopoly. Shameless grifter would probably rob the bank and then deny it later.
 
   “Oh, whatever. Let’s see here.” She studied her tiles thoughtfully. “Okay, here we go! Jixlaq. Triple letter score on the ‘q’ for a total of forty-nine points. Bazinga!”
 
   “Wow. Seriously, Sam?”
 
   “What? You can’t honestly tell me you’ve never heard of a jixlaq,” she said, blinking her wide eyes innocently. “You have to be kidding me. Everyone and their brother knows what a jixlaq is. It’s common knowledge.”
 
   Folding his arms over his chest, he leaned back against the sofa cushions. “I can’t wait to hear this one.”
 
   Sighing with a shake of her head, she patiently explained, “A jixlaq is an endangered species of beetle that can only be found in parts of Outer Mongolia.”
 
   “Mm-hm. And what is this elusive beetle supposed to look like?”
 
   “Um…kind of like a ladybug except they’re green instead of red, and the spots are all sparkly gold. And they’re twice as big. Oh, and they also have these little horns that can stick you and cause paralysis so then they can burrow in your ear and have babies that crawl around in your brain and make you go insane.”
 
   “You are so full of shit, it’s no wonder your eyes are brown.”
 
   Struggling to keep a straight face, Sami pressed her lips together tightly before finally bursting into unrestrained laughter. “All right, fine, I confess! There’s no such thing as a jixlaq, I made it up. I suck at Scrabble. I always have.”
 
   Tristan let his mouth drop open and brought a hand to his cheek, feigning shock. “No! Really?”
 
   “Oh, shut up.”
 
   “I knew from the start, when you first came up with that bull about ‘snurm’ being the crusty dried milk that comes off the lid when you twist it open.”
 
   “Well, I think I deserve an advantage, considering you’ve been around a lot longer than me. Of course you would have a broader vocabulary.”
 
   “You just can’t stand to lose, can you?”
 
   “Lose? What is this ‘lose’ you speak of?”
 
   “The prosecution rests.” Tristan caught his gaze wandering again and snapped his eyes back up for what had to be the tenth time that evening. The skimpy yellow top Sami was wearing barely covered the lacy edges of her bra, and every time she leaned forward he was treated to a very nice view of rounded cleavage and pink satin. Could she really have no idea what the sight was doing to him? It was impossible to catch a glimpse and not immediately recall what those gorgeous tits had looked like in all their naked splendor the night before. Perfection. Pure, voluptuous perfection.
 
   Argh. If he didn’t stop thinking about naked Sami right fucking now, he was going to have to cover his swelling bulge with a pillow. Yeah, that wouldn’t be too obvious, would it? Jesus, he was like a hormone-crazed adolescent just discovering girls. Damn that asshole Reid, sonofabitch deserved to rot at the bottom of the ocean for screwing with his mind the way he did. Too bad she didn’t leave him there where he belonged.
 
   “You want to see what’s on TV?” He picked up the remote, trying to divert his attention to something else. Anything else.
 
   She shrugged indifferently. “Might as well.”
 
   He flipped randomly through a few channels, searching for something even marginally interesting. There wasn’t much of a selection. Local news, some home shopping program, a talk show where the guests did nothing but shout obscenities at one another. Scary what passed as entertainment these days.
 
   “Hey…Tristan?”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Could I get you to do me a favor?”
 
   “Of course. What do you need?” Glancing back in her direction, he noticed that she was watching him with an almost anxious expression. He had a feeling he already knew what she was about to ask.
 
   “Would you maybe…” She hesitated, biting her bottom lip uncertainly.
 
   “You want to know what he’s doing right now,” Tristan guessed.
 
   “Do you mind?” Her voice was timid, almost ashamed.
 
   He patted her hand reassuringly. “No, honey, I don’t mind at all. Just give me a minute or two, okay?” Whether or not he really minded was up for debate. As much as he understood her need to know, it still bothered him that she wasn’t willing to at least try and forget about him.
 
   Looking down, he focused on a dark spot on one of the oak floorboards while mentally reaching out to his mark. The vision came to him in a confusion of flashing colors and loud music among a sea of blurry faces, fading into the sound of a door slamming and footsteps clomping down wooden stairs. He could hear a feminine voice cut through clearly. Hang on, lemme take off my heels. I can’t walk out here in these. Unless you were planning to carry me! A flirtatious and rather inebriated-sounding giggle followed.
 
   The hazy surroundings, shown to him through Asher’s eyes, indicated that he was leaving some sort of bar or club and heading out the back way towards the beach. And he wasn’t alone. The female, the source of the garish voice, strangely enough bore a slight resemblance to Sami until he got a better look at her and saw that the hairstyle was about the only thing they had in common. Something about this girl made him think of a plastic mannequin. Every part of her was artificial and applied with meticulous precision, from her unnaturally long lashes to her rigid breast implants to the perfectly outlined lipstick covering her Botoxed pout.
 
   He felt a tiny sense of relief in discovering that Ash was up to his old tricks, keeping himself entertained in a carnal manner rather than attempting to search for either of them. But this knowledge came with a downside. There was no way he could tell Sami the truth. The last thing he wanted to see was the look of hurt on her face when she learned that she’d been so easily replaced.
 
   Shaking his head, he let go of the image. “I’m sorry, I’m just not getting anything beyond darkness. He must be asleep already.”
 
   Her forehead crinkled, and he could see the doubt clouding her amber eyes. “At ten o’clock? That’s not like him.”
 
   “We get tired too, you know,” he reminded her, hoping she wouldn’t be able to read into his tone and tell that he was lying like a penny in a parking lot.
 
   “Yeah, I know. It just doesn’t seem…well, it is a weeknight,” she surmised, trying to convince herself with logic. “Are you sure that’s all it is? He’s okay, isn’t he?”
 
   “And you called me paranoid. Yes, he’s fine, Sam. Not that I can see why he deserves your concern.” It was impossible to keep the irritation out of his voice. The asshole was out picking up random women and here she was worried about whether or not he was okay. Christ.
 
   “He doesn’t,” she freely admitted, casting her troubled gaze downward. “I don’t know why I care. I just do.”
 
   “Don’t waste your time,” he advised.
 
   She didn’t respond to that. The forlorn wistfulness in her pretty eyes was almost more than he could take. He wanted to grab her, shake some damn sense into her and then fuck that sense right back out again. Instead, he reached up to cup one side of her head, sliding his fingers through her soft sable hair.
 
   “What’s it gonna take for you to forget him? Hm? I wish you’d tell me, Sam. You know all I want to do is help. Let me help you. What do I have to do to prove to you that he’s not the only man who can make you feel something?”
 
   Her lips parted slightly and she stared at him with a deer-in-the-headlights look, frozen in bewilderment. Apparently she wasn’t expecting that, though how she didn’t see it coming was beyond him. God, how could she be so impervious to the fact that he wanted her? Was she that blinded by her infatuation with someone who clearly didn’t possess the capability to give two shits?
 
   Taking advantage of her stillness, he leaned forward to graze her lips with his in the lightest and softest of kisses. “Let me help you forget,” he whispered, tangling his fingers in her coconut scented hair. The other hand dropped to rest on her thigh, just below the hemline of her shorts. Her skin was so soft and smooth, he wanted to undress and caress every inch of it. He rubbed his mouth against hers, savoring the sweetness of her lips before sliding his tongue between them to explore deeper. She tasted so good, so damn good, and eventually she relaxed enough to respond to him, matching the movements of his tongue with her own as her hands clenched the front of his cotton shirt. Wanting to feel her fingers on his bare flesh, he quickly stripped it off and tossed it to the floor.
 
   That’s when he saw the sudden panic in her eyes, and he felt his heart sink.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered, shaking her head while blinking back tears. “I can’t do this.”
 
   “Sam. Honey…” Touching her cheek, he was startled when she actually flinched and drew back. Dropping his hand, he gazed at her helplessly. “What’s wrong? What did I do?”
 
   “You didn’t…you didn’t do anything. It’s me. I can’t. I’m sorry.” Her eyes wouldn’t meet his, and she wrapped herself in her arms as if the temperature in the room had dropped twenty degrees. “I can’t do this,” she echoed.
 
   He didn’t have to ask why. Her heart was still with Ash, and as long as it remained so she would never be able to open it to anyone else.
 
   “It’s okay. Sweetie, it’s okay. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Come here. Come to Tristan.” Holding his arms open, he closed his eyes and sighed when she fell into the comfort of his embrace. For now, a warm hug was the most he could offer that she was willing to accept. “See. Now this isn’t so bad, is it?”
 
   “I never said it was bad. That’s not it at all. I just…” Her words trailed off uncertainly.
 
   “I’m not asking for a profession of undying love here, you know,” he murmured softly against her temple. “All I want is a chance to get to know you better. Would that be so terrible?”
 
   She hesitated before quietly confessing, “No. Of course not. But I can’t do this right now when all I can think about is him. It’s not like I can just flip a switch and make my feelings disappear. I love him. No matter what he does to me, no matter what happens in the future, my heart is always going to belong to him. I’m sorry, I really am, but I can’t help how I feel. Try and understand.”
 
   “All right, honey. I get it. You can relax. I’ll behave myself, I promise.” For now, anyway, he silently amended. He’d never been one to give up so easily.
 
   “Please don’t hate me.”
 
   “Well, now you’re just being silly. You know I could never hate you. I’m your friend above all else. Nothing’s going to change that.”
 
   She snuggled into him, mumbling, “I do care about you. A lot. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   “It’s always nice to hear.” Not that it was going to help his raging boner any, but he could always take care of that himself. What was wrong with him lately? Getting into this girl’s pants seemed to be all he could think about anymore. Sex had never been his number one priority, but here with her, his priorities were rapidly changing.
 
   He knew damn well that it was madness to lay his hands on anything that belonged to Reid. It made no difference that Sami had been discarded. That was irrelevant. If Tristan’s fate wasn’t already sealed, it certainly had been the moment he’d taken Sami in and hidden her. And now…well, the way he saw it he might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb. Whether he made love to her or whether he didn’t, his name was mud.
 
   And Asher’s indifference, rather than reassuring him, only served to stoke Tristan’s unease. Ash wasn’t going to just forgive and forget and go on with his life like nothing ever happened. Retribution was on the horizon.
 
   Hide and wait. While they tried to avoid the inevitable, that was all they could do.
 
   Hide and wait.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Didn’t this bitch ever SHUT UP?
 
   Ever since they’d left the nightclub, Ash had been subjected to a steady stream of headache-inducing gossip centered around people he’d never heard of and topics he couldn’t give a flying fuck about if his immortality depended upon it. Did he really need to hear the details about her cousin’s boyfriend’s sister’s goddamn vaginal reconstruction surgery? Was there some reason he should find one iota of that information in any way helpful or interesting? As soon as he had her alone he’d seal that runaway mouth of hers, but for now all he could do was tune her out with an occasional nod to make it appear as if he was listening.
 
   It took only about fifteen minutes to reach their destination, although with her nonstop yammering it felt a hell of a lot longer than that. They passed fewer and fewer people walking along the shoreline as they drew closer to the undeveloped section of beach that bordered the edges of one of the state parks. The tall, waving stalks of sea oats scattered across rows of uneven sand dunes would provide just enough privacy for what he had in mind.
 
   “…but I don’t really see anything wrong with it, do you? I mean, if the girls want to be in the pageants then it’s their own business, right? Don’t you think so?”
 
   What the fuck was she going on about now? “Uh-huh,” he idly agreed, scanning the area to make sure the coast was clear. Grabbing her by the shoulders, he faced her with a scowl. “Can you use that mouth for anything besides talking?”
 
   The airhead actually giggled at that. “Maybe. What’d you have in mind?”
 
   Glaring directly into her eyes, he told her, “I don’t want to hear another word out of you. Not one word. I want you silent from here on out. Understood?”
 
   Under his hypnotic spell, Cin nodded with a dreamy smile.
 
   Finally. Peace and quiet. This one was definitely more trouble than she was worth. He’d only chosen her because she was a good-looking brunette with a nice rack, the type he generally found most appealing.
 
   No. Not really. If he was being honest with himself, it was because at first, from a distance, something about her had kind of reminded him of Sami.
 
   And for some inexplicable reason, that just plain pissed him off.
 
   “Get on your knees,” he commanded sharply, untucking his shirt while she dropped down obediently. It angered him even further that her over-sprayed and perfectly styled hair didn’t even budge in the night breeze. Was there anything about this girl that was genuine? “This better be the best blowjob of my life or you are one dead slut. Now get to work.”
 
   He waited impatiently as she fumbled with his zipper, but the second her perfectly manicured nails reached inside and touched his limp dick a raging wave of disgust overwhelmed him. How dare this pathetic excuse for a woman put her hands on him? She didn’t deserve the pleasure of any part of what he had to offer. “Look at me, you fucking whore!”
 
   She lifted her chin to gaze at him with blank, opaque eyes. Clenching his teeth, he scrutinized her features for a moment before declaring, “I don’t know what I was thinking. You don’t look anything like her at all.”
 
   A quick jerk of his strong hands and her head snapped around to face the opposite direction. Ash smiled in satisfaction as he watched her slump over sideways, neck broken and spinal cord severed. Still not wholly content, he snatched a handful of stiff hair at the back of her head and slammed that stupid vapid face into the sand repeatedly. It was pointless – the bitch was already dead – but the violent action made him feel somewhat better. If he couldn’t get his jollies one way, he’d get them another.
 
   Kneeling beside the twisted corpse, he leaned down on his elbows to whisper, “Wrath. That’s one of the seven deadly sins. I’d say it’s the deadliest of them all, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   Chuckling to himself, he used his hands to claw out a hasty shallow grave before rolling the body in and filling the hole with more sand. Then he straightened and brushed the gritty grains off his arms. Fuck this shit. He didn’t want some cheap, generic knockoff of Samara. What he wanted was her. And he was tired of waiting for her stubborn ass to give in. Obviously what the little masochist wanted was to be dragged back by force, and if that’s what it took then he was certainly willing to oblige.
 
   Whistling cheerfully while strolling along the shore, he waited until he was directly behind Vestal Sands before relaxing back into his own form. The other was simply a model duplicated from an ad he saw in a magazine. It was only in rare instances that he kept his own identity with the women he used. He liked to keep his options open, just in case. Occasionally playtime got messy.
 
   As far as witnesses went, Cinnamon Delaney was last seen with a young man who didn’t exist, and there was nothing in the world that could possibly tie her murder to a businessman named Asher Reid.
 
   It was so easy, it was laughable.
 
   Now to take a shower and then head out to locate Sami. He knew she wasn’t far away. It was time to bring her home.
 
    
 
   ~12~
 
    
 
   She couldn’t move.
 
   He was standing over her with an axe, a fucking axe, brandishing it like a deranged Jack Nicholson and there wasn’t a single part of her petrified body that could be persuaded to budge. Not one finger. Her eyelids wouldn’t even blink, much less close.
 
   She was going to die. And it didn’t matter that her death would only be temporary, it didn’t matter that she knew this wasn’t really the end, because none of that logic could lessen the macabre horror of the situation one damn bit. Her subversive body absolutely refused to cooperate, so all that was left to do was lie still and wait to feel the axe head lodge deep in her bones. Wait helplessly to be hacked into bloody ground meat by the man she loved.
 
   Lightning flashed through the windows behind him, illuminating the room as Ash raised the weapon in both hands with a maniacal grin.
 
   “Trust me, baby. You’re gonna love this.”
 
   Sami jerked awake just before the gleaming blade struck her, sitting bolt upright while scanning the dark room in terror as the clarity of the nightmare slowly dissipated. Around her, there was nothing to see but shadowy outlines of furniture. Other than a soft patter of raindrops on the roof, there was nothing to hear but peaceful silence. Another dream. No axe-wielding maniac. Just another crazy dream.
 
   A flicker of bright lightning startled her, and she clutched the covers to her chin while listening to the rolling waves of thunder that followed, waiting for her pounding heart to resume its normal rhythm. Her nerves were on edge. Never before had she been afraid of the dark, and maybe it was just that godawful nightmare, but something about this creepy cabin-in-the-woods setup was giving her a major case of the willies right now.
 
   From his place on the wall, Thurman goggled down at her with shiny marble eyes.
 
   “Fuck you, Thurman,” she snapped at the mounted fish as she scrambled off the futon bed and tiptoed through the quiet house. The bedroom door was cracked – Tristan rarely closed it all the way – so she went on in. After a moment’s hesitation, she lifted the covers and slipped into bed beside him. Considering what happened between them earlier, it was probably a bad move, but frankly she just flat out didn’t want to be alone right now.
 
   As careful as she was not to wake him, he stirred nonetheless and opened his eyes halfway, mumbling, “Whatsa matter? Somethin’ wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong,” she whispered. “Can I sleep in here?”
 
   Suddenly fully awake, his wide gray eyes blinked at her in surprise.
 
   Oh hell, of course he was going to get the wrong idea. Who wouldn’t? “Don’t read anything into this. I just had a bad dream is all.”
 
   Burrowing into his pillow, he gave her a crooked little half-smile. “Mm. You know you’re welcome in my bed anytime.”
 
   “Tristan!”
 
   “What?” he replied innocently. “I was just sayin’…”
 
   She couldn’t help but return his grin. “Go back to sleep, pervo. And try not to snore.”
 
   “I never snore,” he yawned, rolling over so his back was to her. His bare back.
 
   Oh boy, now that was just asking for trouble. “Hey, you’re not naked under there, are you?” she demanded.
 
   “As a jaybird,” was the muffled response.
 
   “Well, would you mind putting some clothes on?”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “You know what for!” For Pete’s sake, it wasn’t as if she hadn’t been tempted. Yes, she admitted it. He was a very desirable man. But ultimately he just wasn’t who she wanted. Why couldn’t he get that through his head?
 
   “I’ll put something on if you take something off,” he bargained playfully.
 
   “I don’t have anything to spare,” she informed him dryly. A pink and gray striped sleep tee and a pair of panties were the extent of her attire and she wasn’t about to part with either item.
 
   “All right then…” Abruptly flinging the covers off with one hand, he rolled onto his back. His grin widened when she gasped instinctively before glaring at him. The liar was wearing a pair of yoga shorts.
 
   “Dammit, Tristan!”
 
   “Gotcha.”
 
   “I swear to God, one of these days…”
 
   “Yep. You better believe it. One of these days.” Pulling the covers back up, he leaned over to tuck them snugly around her before planting a noisy smack on her forehead. “Mwah! Nighty-night, sugar.”
 
   “Hope you fall off the bed,” she muttered.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said, have fun dreaming about Superman.”
 
   “Won’t be Superman I’ll be dreaming of, honey. Sleep tight.”
 
   The room grew cozily quiet with the exception of an occasional rumble of thunder. Sami drowsily closed her eyes, listening to the steady, comforting sound of rain as it began to fall heavier on the rooftop. At some point she must have dozed off, because she didn’t remember Tristan putting his arm around her, but there he was spooning her from behind just the same. She couldn’t deny that cuddling with him made her somehow feel protected and secure.
 
   Until he squirmed close enough for her to feel the pressure of his erection against her backside, and the hand that rested against her belly began to sneak its way underneath her sleepshirt.
 
   Her first instinct was to put a stop to his advances, push his roaming hand away and remind him of his promise to behave. But she waited, closing her eyes and savoring the feel of his touch on her breast, postponing the inevitable for a little while longer. The stimulation felt heavenly to a body that was desperately craving release. A little longer. Mm, yes, just a little longer…
 
   The downpour outside intensified, pelting the rooftop in a steady deluge, and lightning flickered briefly through the small window above their heads just before a booming crash of thunder shook the whole house.
 
   Like a clock whose pendulum has been stopped, everything seemed to suddenly stand still. Her eyes flew open wide. Something felt wrong. Out of the darkness, the strangest sensation, the disquieting moment just before a panic attack. That illogical and unexplainable feeling of impending disaster.
 
   He’s here.
 
   Another flash of lightning lit up the room for a fleeting moment, and her heart stopped, literally skipping a beat, when she caught a glimpse of the imposing figure looming in the open doorway.
 
   “Ash.” She almost choked on her whisper.
 
   Behind her, snuggled close enough to breathe softly into her hair, Tristan apparently misunderstood and thought she’d called him by the wrong name.
 
   “No, honey. Tristan,” he patiently corrected her, oblivious.
 
   Sami hastily wiggled out of his grasp to turn on the bedside lamp, flooding the room with pale light. “Ash,” she repeated, the hoarse revelation sticking in her throat. The blood drained from her face even as a surge of adrenaline coursed through her, the weirdest combination of terror and exhilaration.
 
   “Fuck!” Scrambling out of bed, Tristan stumbled over his feet before straightening to back against the wall as he faced the inevitable reckoning.
 
   Asher leaned quietly against the doorjamb, muscular arms folded casually over the drenched white t-shirt stretched across his chest. Soaked from head to toe, his wet black hair glistened with fresh raindrops. For at least thirty long seconds he said nothing, prolonging the anticipation, and something about the nonthreatening stance of his posture made him seem all the more intimidating.
 
   Or maybe it was the cold blue murder radiating from his eyes.
 
   With a slight smirk, he finally broke the deafening silence. “Well, isn’t this a cozy scene. My best friend the cock jockey and my favorite little whore. Have you two been enjoying your time together?”
 
   Another long, awkward silence filled the room. Wetting his lips nervously, Tristan cautiously attempted to speak. “Ash…”
 
   Whatever explanation he was about to give was silenced with one raised finger. “No. Not one fucking word out of you.”
 
   His icy gaze fell on Sami, still sitting upright in bed, now hugging both knees to her chest with trembling arms. There was no trace of compassion in his frigid smile.
 
   “What’s the matter, angel? Aren’t you glad to see me?”
 
   No…and yes. She knew better than to speak. There wasn’t a damn thing she could say that would improve the situation anyway. His rage couldn’t be assuaged with petty excuses. It was better to just ride this out. Maybe he’d make it quick. She already knew it wasn’t going to be painless.
 
   His eyebrows shot up. “Nothing to say for yourself? Has the pussy cat got your tongue? Or does my pretty little whore have a mouthful of faggot cum?”
 
   “Christ, Ash, she didn’t do anything!” Tristan blurted desperately.
 
   It was the wrong thing to do. Dropping his arms to his sides, Ash redirected his attention to Tristan, flexing his fingers before clenching them into fists. “Is that right, friend? And what did you do?” His accusation, delivered between clenched teeth, seethed with poisonous venom. The hands opened and closed again, and Sami could see that they were shaking in barely restrained fury. “Tell me, what did you do?”
 
   “No,” she whimpered. “No, don’t hurt him, please…”
 
   “WHAT DID YOU DO?” Quicker than a cat, he lunged across the room at Tristan, grabbing him by the throat with both hands to lift his body and slam it against the wall with enough force to crush bones. The timber panels behind him cracked and splintered as dust rained down from the ceiling. “YOU PIECE OF SHIT MOTHERFUCKER!” More panels snapped as the broken body was flung against the wall again. The ghastly howls of pain escaping Tristan’s throat were sickening.
 
   “STOP!” Tumbling off the bed and onto the floor, Sami scampered into the corner and cowered there like a trapped animal, covering her ears to drown out the horrible sounds. “Please, please, oh God, PLEASE STOP! PLEASE STOP! STOP!”
 
   No amount of crying or begging or pleading would end the assault. Curled into a ball on the opposite side of the bed, she was mercifully spared the sight of most of what was happening. Still, she could feel the house shake with every vicious, merciless blow. Even with her hands pressed against her ears, she couldn’t shut out the distressed cries that grew weaker and weaker, until one final scream of agony ended it all. Soon after that everything went still and quiet.
 
   That, somehow, was even worse.
 
   Dropping her forehead to her knees, Sami closed her eyes and waited. So now it was her turn, her turn to die, and temporary or not, the prospect scared the hell out of her. The sudden hush in the room only managed to add to her dread. There was no longer even the steady din of rain; the storm outside had been frightened away. She jumped skittishly at the sound of him walking across the wooden floor, cringing with every slow and deliberate step as he drew nearer.
 
   The footsteps stopped directly in front of her, and she waited, her entire body quaking in terror. She waited.
 
   And waited.
 
   Until she couldn’t stand the suspense any longer, and reluctantly opened her eyes.
 
   Ash stood towering above her, eyes gleaming as they stared down at her with a peculiar expression. His white shirt was no longer white. It was covered in wet blood that wasn’t his own, and he was holding something that looked like…
 
   …that looked like…
 
   Oh, Jesus, Mary and Joseph, it was a hand. It was one of Tristan’s hands.
 
   His voice was eerily soft. “So tell me, beautiful. Do you want him touching you now?”
 
   Her scream ended in a muffled sob as she covered her head with her arms, a pathetic reproduction of one of those duck-and-cover nuclear drills from the fifties. Her eyes were scrunched tightly shut, as if it was going to do any good. She was fucked. This was going to hurt, and not in a pleasant way. A meaty thump made her stomach churn as she realized he must have dropped the detached extremity to the floor.
 
   But still, nothing happened.
 
   What was he waiting for?
 
   She was vaguely aware of an odd sense of bewilderment in his voice when he quietly said to her, “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I was the one who was supposed to break you. Isn’t that the funniest thing?”
 
   Sami continued to sob desolately into her knees.
 
   And by the time she finally summoned the courage to lift her head, he was gone.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   I don’t understand what just happened.
 
   I mean, what the fuck – I should have killed her. Should have ripped that treacherous bitch a new one, should have left her to suffer and die a slow death. Or at the very least I should have thrashed her within an inch of her worthless life. Imposed the punishment rightly owed.
 
   But I couldn’t. I couldn’t even bring myself to lay one fucking finger on her.
 
   Why couldn’t I?
 
   Tristan got his, that double-crossing pole smoker, but he deserved far worse than I gave him. At least I have an excuse for leaving him alive. I need him. As much as it sickens me to admit it, I do. I need his mental link with the others. I have to stay one step ahead of them in order to maintain my position. Of course, now I’ve got to figure out another way to handle him. Hm. Maybe Sami would be useful in that capacity. If the stupid prick has feelings for her…
 
   Dammit! What the hell was she doing with him? In his fucking bed, no less. Jesus Christ. All along I knew where to find her, but how the hell could I have known he was shacked up with her? That was the last thing I would have expected from Kendall. Never occurred to me that my short stint with death was enough to break our bond. Ha! What a surprise that must have been for him, coming to the realization that he’s been plowing man ass all these years when he never really was queer in the first place.
 
   Personally, I don’t like surprises.
 
   I don’t like any of this.
 
   Okay, I just need to regroup. Figure out where to go from here. And what to do with her. What is it about this human? I can’t seem to get her out of my head. For the first time in decades, I’m second guessing my own actions.
 
   And I don’t. Fucking. Like it.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   How much time had passed?
 
   Five minutes? Five hours? More?
 
   The window above the bed produced only inky darkness so it had to still be nighttime. Suppose the night never ended? Maybe she was dead after all and this was purgatory. Or maybe she was delusional and the past few months had been nothing more than one prolonged hallucination. She could be in a mental institution, where doctors in white coats would assure her that there were no vampires. No supernatural blood. No promises of immortality. Where was the line on the palm of her hand? It wasn’t there. There was nothing there at all. And the faint scars on her abdomen? The four brutal letters Ash carved into her to stake his claim?
 
   She was afraid to look. Afraid that none of it had ever happened. Or maybe, afraid that it had. Which was worse? If those scars were no longer there, wouldn’t it only confirm that she was truly insane? Of course, if they were there, then this shit was all real and now Tristan was dead because of her. So no, she couldn’t accept that. She wouldn’t.
 
   Surely the rest of the world was sane, had been all along, and she was the crazy one.
 
   And that…that thing on the floor. Lying in a pool of russet blood, barely three feet away from where she sat huddled against the wall. It wasn’t a hand. It had to be something else. Her mind was playing tricks on her.
 
   Like now. That soft shuffling coming from the other side of the bed. Was she really hearing movement over there or were her ears playing tricks on her as well?
 
   An indisputable thump startled her, and her eyes widened into saucers when the bedcovers to the right of her moved slowly, as if something over there was pulling on them for leverage.
 
   “Tristan…?” Her whisper was barely audible.
 
   For a moment there was no sound and no more movement. Then came a low, drawn-out moan, followed by a couple of hoarse croaks that sounded like vague expletives. Across the room, Tristan straightened haltingly before limping around the edge of the bed to stand in front of her. There was blood all over him, glistening fresh red in some spots and dried rusty brown in others, random splashings of color that resembled a ghoulish abstract painting.
 
   Sami gaped at him open-mouthed, too deep in shock to allow herself to believe that he was actually still alive. Looking down at her with a grimace of pain, he bent over to retrieve his severed hand.
 
   “Well, that was unpleasant. Are you all right?” Affixing the appendage to the jagged stump of his wrist, he cradled the bloody arm against his chest to wait for the bone and flesh to mend itself. Shifting his attention back to her when she didn’t respond, he asked again, “Samara. Answer me. Did he hurt you?”
 
   Unable to speak, she gave a quick, wobbly shake of her head.
 
   Tristan crouched down so they were eye to eye. “Hey! Snap out of it, girl. What’s the matter with you? Hell, I would have thought you of all people would be used to seeing blood and gore by now.”
 
   “I thought you were dead! I thought he killed you and you were dead!” she babbled in a squeaky, almost hysterical voice.
 
   Turning, he pressed his back against the wall and carefully lowered himself to sit beside her, holding his injured arm close. “It appears the sadistic bastard found it in his benevolent heart to let me off with a warning. If he wanted me dead, trust me, I’d be dead right now. But he didn’t take my head. He broke damn near every bone in my body, but he didn’t take my head. Lucky for me, he must still need me around. What I can’t figure out is why he didn’t take you with him.”
 
   Dropping her head to rest against his blood-smeared shoulder, Sami’s chest hitched with a series of short gasps as she tried to hold back the tears. Tears of relief that Tristan was okay; tears of misery from his reminder that Ash hadn’t bothered to take her with him. Tears because she was foolish enough to even want such a thing. How could she still love him after all this? How? What was wrong with her that she was still willing to fall at his feet and serve as his personal doormat?
 
   Tristan reached around her with his good arm to give her a gentle squeeze. “Hey now,” he scolded her softly. “Stop that. I’m the one who just got the shit beat out of me. What do you have to cry about?”
 
   Sami laughed and sobbed at the same time. “I don’t know. It’s all just…such a mess.”
 
   “This is the world you wanted so much to be a part of. I tried to tell you, honey, it isn’t always sunshine and roses. Better strengthen that backbone and learn to take the bad with the good, ’cause there’s no turning back now.” He nuzzled his chin against the top of her head. “He really didn’t hurt you? He didn’t hit you or anything?”
 
   “No. He didn’t touch me.”
 
   “Huh. Well, what did he say to you?”
 
   Sniffling, she struggled to recall his exact words. “Not a lot. Some smartass comment about you touching me and then ‘It wasn’t supposed to be this way’ or something like that.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “Basically. Then he just left.”
 
   “Un-be-lievable,” Tristan uttered slowly, sounding perplexed. “I swear, just when you think you have the guy figured out, he goes and does the complete opposite of what you expect. Seems like every time I’m convinced I have him pegged, he backtracks just long enough to trip me up. I’m starting to think he does it on purpose just to psych me out.”
 
   Sami bit her bottom lip, still mulling Asher’s parting words. Didn’t he say something else? I was the one who was supposed to break you. Yes, that was it. What did he mean by that? Isn’t that the funniest thing… “Wonder how he found out where we were?” she pondered aloud.
 
   “That I couldn’t tell you. I don’t think he was expecting to find us here together, though. He came here looking for one of us and wound up getting both.”
 
   “It must have been you he was looking for, then. Since he left me behind.” Keep the bitterness out of your voice, stupid. You should be relieved he’s washed his hands of you. You should be glad.
 
   She wasn’t glad.
 
   “You shouldn’t assume you’ve seen the last of him,” Tristan warned, cautiously lowering the wounded arm from its place against his chest.
 
   She winced sympathetically. “Does it hurt?”
 
   “Nah, not anymore.” He held it out, tentatively opening and closing the stiff fingers. “Check it out. Good as new.”
 
   “Ash didn’t heal that quickly,” she observed.
 
   “He was also separated from his head for a couple of weeks. I’m sure that makes a difference in recovery time.”
 
   Heaving a deep sigh, she looked up at him to say, “I’m glad you’re okay.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re okay, too.” He smiled down at her, in that warm and reassuring way that always softened his silvery eyes. Sami couldn’t help but wonder how two creatures who shared the same blood could be so different. She couldn’t recall a time when she had ever seen compassion reflected in Asher’s eyes.
 
   “So what now?”
 
   “We could still leave,” he suggested.
 
   There was that word again. The one that made her feel sick deep down in her soul. Leave. Why did he have to keep bringing it up? “I think maybe right now the best thing would be for you to get cleaned up and then for both of us to get some rest,” she hedged.
 
   “I’m all for that.” Rising awkwardly to his feet, Tristan shook his head as he surveyed the bloodstained floors and broken, splintered wall panels on the opposite side of the bedroom.
 
   “Would you look at this mess? I’m never going to get my security deposit back.”
 
    
 
   ~13~
 
    
 
   “You hear the latest news?”
 
   Pausing in the middle of bagging groceries, Mr. Hinson lowered his gray head to peer over the top of his black-rimmed glasses.
 
   “No…” Eva replied, distracted with rummaging through her purse in search of her wallet. One of these days she really had to sort through all this junk. Everything in the free world seemed to wind up buried at the bottom of her handbag. Finally locating it, she slid her debit card through the processor before punching in her PIN. “What news?”
 
   “Early this morning. Why, I just got wind of it a few hours ago myself. Everett boys found some human remains over by the Salmon River.” He leaned forward and tapped the side of his head for dramatic effect. “A skull. Was all broken up, though.”
 
   She could feel the muscles in her stomach contract painfully. He’d been found already? Somehow she’d assumed it would take a while before anyone happened to stumble across the remains. Careful to keep her expression impassive, all she said was, “Really? You’re kidding.”
 
   “Heard the state police was out there, lookin’ for the rest of the body. Floyd Everett says they were reckoning to try and match up the teeth to Dane Chandler’s dental records.”
 
   “Dane?” React as you normally would. Just the right amount of shock. Look surprised, but don’t overdo it. “Oh, no. Surely it’s not him.”
 
   “Well, I hope it ain’t! Wouldn’t wanna think anything like that happened to him. He always was a good boy. Hard worker, too. Heck, I was figurin’ he was all tore up over that Collier girl’s death and just took off for a spell.”
 
   “That’s what I assumed, too.”
 
   “If that’s so, I wish he’d at least pick up a phone and call his parents instead of worryin’ ’em half to death the way he’s been doin’. Kids these days, they just don’t seem to have a lick of sense. No consideration for others, I tell you what.”
 
   Eva glanced over at Lainie, who was gathering their bags together while listening quietly to the exchange. Her face was unreadable, but there was a troubled look in her weathered eyes.
 
   “Can’t imagine why anybody’d wanna hurt the poor boy,” Mr. Hinson lamented, shaking his head with a frown.
 
   “Maybe it was an animal.” Agh, no, you dumb blockhead! Why did you say that? “What I mean is…” she clarified quickly, “…if it did turn out to be him, which it probably isn’t, all I’m saying is maybe some kind of animal got him. I don’t know, like a cougar. Or a bear. Something like that.” Stop talking. For the love of God, stop talking.
 
   “Never heard of a wild animal takin’ a body’s head off. Anyway, the bears usually stay to the lower canyons.” Tearing the receipt off the register, he handed it to her with a smile. “Well, we’ll just have to keep him in our prayers. Reckon that’s about all we can do. You ladies take care now. Have a good day and come back to see me.”
 
   “Thanks. You too.” Grabbing the remainder of the bags, she followed Lainie out to her Subaru and hastily tossed the groceries in the back.
 
   The first thing she said once they were settled inside was, “I know what you’re thinking. And I just want you to know, we had nothing to do with it.”
 
   Lainie gazed out the car window at the Missing Person poster taped to the glass storefront. “Is that who ye were talkin’ about? Him, on the poster there?”
 
   “Yes. He used to work for Mr. Hinson.”
 
   “Och, dear me. I do remember seein’ him. He made deliveries to the house now and again. Ne’er had much to say, as I recall.”
 
   “No. Dane was…he was a little shy.” Eva smiled wistfully, thinking back to the first time she saw him. Early December, right before that massive winter storm. Standing at the front door holding a box full of groceries. An awkward, insecure teenage boy, so intimidated by girls that he couldn’t even look her in the eye without blushing. At the time, she’d hoped that he could help her.
 
   If only she could have helped him.
 
   “What do ye know o’this?” Lainie questioned her. “That skull found by th’river. Is it his then?”
 
   Eva hesitated before confessing, “Yes. It’s him.”
 
   “And ye say Jules had nae hand in it?”
 
   “No. It wasn’t Julian who killed him.”
 
   “But ye know the one that did,” she guessed.
 
   “Yes. We both know the one who did.”
 
   “Since ye haven’t gone to the authorities, I’m guessin’ there’s more to tell than ye’re lettin’ on.” The concern in her voice was palpable. “There’s more o’ye, isn’t it so? Others out there. Bad ones, though. Like the Guthrie brothers.”
 
   “I can’t answer that. I’m sorry, Lainie. Trust me when I tell you it’s for your own safety. The less you know, the better.”
 
   The elderly woman shook her head with a sigh. “Saints preserve us. The older I get, the stranger this world becomes.”
 
   “We don’t want you to leave us, Lainie. You know that. And I honestly don’t think you have anything to worry about. But if you’d feel safer back in Scotland…”
 
   “Pish!” Lainie huffed. “After puttin’ up wi’ Jules’ shenanigans all these years, there isn’t much left to frighten me. I’ll not be chased off so easily.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d say that.” Eva took her eyes off the road just long enough to smile at her.
 
   “Bah, enough about me. Are the two o’ye in any danger is what I want to know!”
 
   “No. That is, I don’t foresee any problems.” She wanted to reassure the woman that everything was okay, put her worried mind at ease, but with that crazy self-appointed dictator running loose in Florida how could any of them ever feel truly safe?
 
   “That’s good enough then, lamb. Don’t look for old Lainie to pry into what doesn’t concern her.” After a few moments had passed, she added, “To be sure, ’tis a sad end for that young man. Poor bairn.”
 
   “I know. I can’t imagine what his parents must be going through right now, waiting for the results to find out if those bones belong to their son. I keep thinking…well, I keep wondering if maybe they were better off not knowing. It might have been easier on them if they spent the rest of their lives never finding out the truth.” Slipping on her sunglasses to blot out the noonday sun, Eva sighed. “Something about all this brings to mind a proverb I once heard. ‘When one has one’s hand full of truth it is not always wise to open it.’ I guess I’ll always wonder if I should’ve kept my hand closed.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Are you sure this is what you want?”
 
   Slamming shut the trunk of her car, Sami turned to reassure Tristan for what had to be the six millionth time that morning. “Yes. I’m positive.”
 
   The look he gave her was doubtful. “I really wish you’d take a few more days to think things through. At least give him some time to cool off.”
 
   “He’s not going to hurt me. If that’s what he wanted, you and I both know he already had ample opportunity.” She wished she could be as certain of that as she sounded. But really, did it make any difference whether she went back to him or chose instead to flee? If Ash decided to seek revenge, he would find her. There was no place for her to hide. Even if she wanted to.
 
   Grasping her shoulders to face her, Tristan furrowed his brow while gazing earnestly into her eyes. “If you feel you must go back to him, then fine, go, but don’t kid yourself, Sami. He will hurt you. Even if he never puts another mark on your body, rest assured he will tear your emotions to pieces. That’s what he does. The road you’re choosing is going to be an uphill climb all the way. I hope like hell you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “I know exactly what I’m doing. Trust me, I can take care of myself.”
 
   “Can you? ’Cause no offense, but I’m not sure you’ve done such a bang-up job so far.”
 
   “I have to do this. I’m sorry. I don’t know what else you want me to say.”
 
   His gray eyes softened as he quietly appealed, “What if I asked you not to go? What if I told you I wanted you to stay with me? Would it matter?”
 
   The plea cut her heart with a pang of guilt. Sweet, gentle Tristan. She couldn’t deny there was a sensible part of her that knew she’d be better off staying behind. His offer would come with stability, peace and lasting affection. But as much as she had come to care for him, she also knew deep down in her soul that he could never be what she wanted. A soft, tender touch would never be enough. It was time to accept that what she needed was the sharp sting of chaos to make her feel alive. As irrational as it may be, she needed Asher’s volatile nature. His depravity. Even his sadism.
 
   She wrapped her arms around Tristan’s waist, hugging him close. “Oh, sweetie…don’t ever think for one minute that you don’t matter. You mean the world to me. I wish I could stay with you, but you know I can’t. I mean, let’s face it. I’m pretty sure we both knew all along how this would end up. Now didn’t we?”
 
   Squeezing her tightly, he sighed against the top of her head before reaching into his pocket to retrieve her cell phone. “I suppose you’ll be wanting this back. If you ever need me, just call. I promise from now on I’ll always be accessible.”
 
   She took it from his hand. “Where are you planning on going?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. I might just stick around here for a while. I’ve kinda grown fond of the place, believe it or not.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Thurman’s going to miss you.”
 
   “Ha! Thurman’s lucky he didn’t wind up in a box shipped to Goodwill.” Opening the car door, she dropped into the drivers seat before looking up at him. “You must think I’m crazy, don’t you?”
 
   He leaned against the frame, his lips curving in a teasing grin. “Well hell, honey, I always thought that.”
 
   “That’s what I figured,” she laughed.
 
   “You remember how to get out of here?”
 
   “Yep. Right at the end of the road, then take a left to get back on 98.”
 
   “Sure I can’t change your mind?”
 
   “Tristan…”
 
   “All right, all right. I tried. Before you go, may I give you a piece of advice?”
 
   “Please do. I need all the help I can get.”
 
   Choosing his words carefully, he delivered them slowly and deliberately to emphasize their importance. “I know it must seem to you that what he expects is your complete submission. He may have even convinced himself that’s what he wants. But I’ve been around him long enough to know that nothing in this world disgusts him more than weakness. So keep that in mind. If you really want to catch him off guard, you’re going to have to think like him. Do the unexpected. And above all, be strong.”
 
   Think like Asher. Now there was a scary suggestion. Then again, it fit right in with what she already had concocted so maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea at that.
 
   “Be strong. Do the unexpected. Got it. I think I can handle that.” Never one for long and lingering goodbyes, she simply left it at, “Take care of yourself, Tristan.”
 
   To her surprise, he leaned inside the car to kiss her one last time before giving her a melancholy smile. “Naturally. I’ve never had anyone else to take care of. See you around, Sam.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   By the time Sami was finished with her errands in town, the sun was sinking low in the sky and the florescent lights along the strip glowed purple and yellow. The parking garage across from Vestal Sands was alive with clusters of guests coming and going. Mostly going. It was dinnertime, after all.
 
   Sitting alone in her car, she uncapped the bottle of Captain Morgan she’d picked up as an afterthought, gulping a mouthful of liquid courage as she idly watched the traffic. The black Maserati was in its usual reserved spot, so its owner must be around someplace. Hopefully up in his room, alone. There was no way she was walking out to the poolside bar in her current getup. She’d already gotten enough strange looks just slinking back to her car from the public restroom where she’d changed.
 
   Flipping the visor down, she checked her makeup in the mirror before covering her head with a newly purchased scarf. Then, just before stepping out of the car, she added her sunglasses. This part of her attire was to ensure that no one recognized her. She was on a mission, and the last thing she needed was the third degree from everyone wanting to know why she left, where she’d been and what the hell she was doing dressed in an ankle-length gabardine trench coat in the middle of summer.
 
   Feeling more than a bit ridiculous, she hurried along the skywalk and managed to make it through the lobby without incident, though she didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until the elevator door slid shut. It stopped once on the ninth floor, and for the rest of her ascent she was subjected to the smothered giggles of two preteen girls who obviously found her ensemble hilarious. Not that she could blame them. She probably looked like some kind of weirdo flasher.
 
   Stepping out on the sixteenth floor, she wandered down the quiet hallway to 1608. You better be here, dammit. PLEASE be here. I may not be able to work up the nerve to try this again later. Pulling off the sunglasses and scarf, she stuffed them in a coat pocket before fluffing out her loose hair. Then, straightening her spine, she gave three firm raps on the door.
 
   Ten seconds later, the sound of the steel handle turning set her pulse racing. In spite of that, she was careful to maintain her cool composure. Even when the door opened and a familiar pair of azure eyes iced over at the sight of her. God, but he looked scrumptious. Casually dressed in white linen pants and a navy shirt, his dark hair slightly damp, meaning he’d either just been swimming or was fresh out of the shower.
 
   Steady, girl.
 
   “Well, well. Look who’s come crawling back.” Smirking, he stepped aside to let her in, taking in her appearance with a raised eyebrow. “Why the hell are you dressed like that? You get a job hustling fake Rolexes in the alley?”
 
   “Not exactly.” She mirrored his cocky smirk with one of her own. “There’s nothing fake about what I have to hustle. Oh, and just for the record…? The only one who’s going to be doing any crawling tonight is you. So if you have any prior engagements, I suggest you cancel them. Pronto.” Making a point of turning her attention to the clock on the wall, she added, “You have thirty seconds.”
 
   The look he gave her was about what she’d expected. Burgeoning anger at the sheer audacity of her demand. Maybe he wasn’t that unpredictable, after all.
 
   “As a matter of fact, I was just on my way out. I have about a dozen more important things to do than waste my time…”
 
   Opening the trench coat, Sami let it fall to the floor.
 
   “…my...uh, my time with…” The sentence trailed off as his train of thought crashed and burned at the station. Yep. That look was precisely what she’d expected, too. His eyes were as glassy as Thurman’s as they took in the black bustier, fishnet panties and thigh-high leather boots. Her D-cups were practically spilling over the top of the tight corseted bustier, displaying enough cleavage to stop traffic on a six-lane highway. At least, that’s what the salesgirl at the fetish wear boutique assured her.
 
   He wet his lips, his hungry eyes never leaving the scrap of black fishnet that did nothing to hide the smoothly shaved delicacy beneath. “I…ah, I suppose I could…spare a few minutes.”
 
   “Oh, you’re not going anywhere.” Placing her hands on her hips, she lifted her chin with a frosty smile. “You and I, we have a score to settle. So I suggest you get your ass in the bedroom now, before I lose my temper. And trust me, you don’t want that to happen.”
 
   As if suddenly coming to his senses, he snapped his attention back to her face with a threatening scowl. “Just one goddamn minute, you –”
 
   “Excuse me! Did I tell you to speak? At any point did I ask you to open your mouth?” Reaching for the plaited handle tucked inside her right boot, she pulled out the coiled single-tail bullwhip and prodded him in the chest with it while he stared at her in astonishment. “I gave you an order. And that was to move your fucking ass. So get it in gear, buddy. Because if I have to tell you again, I can promise you I won’t be nearly so nice about it.”
 
   Stunned, he opened his mouth before clamping it shut again wordlessly. Despite the lecherous flicker of interest in his eyes, it was clear he was torn, not yet certain whether he approved of this new transfer of power. This was the deciding point. He would either choose to play the game or her whole bizarre strategy would fall apart. She held her breath, silently praying that when he came down off the fence it would be on her side.
 
   He tilted his head, curiously assessing the whip clutched firmly in her hand as she tapped it against her boot impatiently. His gaze traveled leisurely upward, pausing at intervals on key parts of her anatomy, until his eyes met hers and then, slowly, one corner of his mouth curled up. Shrugging, he turned to stroll casually off into the dark bedroom.
 
   Oh, yes. She had him now. Hook, line and sinker.
 
   Pausing to switch on one of the bedside lamps, he leaned against the sturdy teak bedpost, folding his arms across his chest with a defiant leer. “Well?”
 
   “Remove your clothes.”
 
   Not surprisingly, he didn’t waste time questioning that command. Everything was pulled off and tossed to the floor, revealing an eager penis that was already fully erect. It was all she could do to keep a solemn expression. Poor clueless horndog, he actually thought this was all about sex.
 
   “Good boy,” she crooned, praising him as if he were a puppy in training. “Now come.” Walking over to the open area beside the whirlpool tub, she pointed to the floor directly in front of her. “Here. This is your spot. Stand here.”
 
   He did as she instructed, but when one of his errant arms slipped around her waist to cup her backside she was quick to correct him. Across the cheek, open palm, hard enough to snap his head to one side. He never saw it coming, and she was pretty proud of herself for catching him so completely off guard. Even if it was a risky move.
 
   His mouth opened silently, disbelief and anger etched all over his face. But that wasn’t all. Offsetting his pique was something else, the dark thing she had sought to unleash, a salacious gleam in his eye that exposed the deviance she was all too familiar with. Was he pissed that she’d struck him? Yes, of course he was. Would he retaliate later? Maybe.
 
   Did he like it?
 
   Oh, that was a definite hell yes.
 
   “Did I give you permission to touch me?” Without giving him a chance to reply, she continued reprimanding him in a stern voice. “Put your hands down by your side. I didn’t bring you in here so you could fuck me. Is that what you thought, after the way you behaved? Oh no, sweetheart. Your days of using me are over. From now on, you are the one who is mine to use. If you derive any pleasure at all from this, it will only be because I’m feeling generous enough to allow it. Are we clear on that?”
 
   Narrowing his eyes, he wordlessly set his jaw, obviously still trying to surmise what she was up to.
 
   “Oh, poor baby. Still aren’t taking me seriously, are you?” Smiling seductively, she ran her fingers lightly up and down the shaft of his stiff cock, eliciting an animalistic grunt of pleasure from him. His eyelids fluttered as she gave him a few gentle strokes before running her thumb along the tip to wet it with a silky drop of pre-cum. Her ministrations travelled ever so slightly south. She wrapped her fingers around his balls.
 
   And squeezed.
 
   His half-closed eyes opened wider than the sky.
 
   “I asked you a question,” she purred against his throat, clamping down harder. “You will answer me. Are. We. Clear?”
 
   “Yes!” he yelped, startled.
 
   “That’s what I thought.” Sami released her grip. “Turn around and face the wall.”
 
   With one more thunderstruck glance in her direction, Ash obeyed.
 
   “Hm…move a little more to the left, sweetie. We don’t want to break the mirrors, do we? Your luck tonight is bad enough without adding seven years to it.”
 
   She watched as he sidestepped, then propped one leather boot against the wall to stop him. “That’s far enough. Put your hands on the wall, please. That’s right…legs apart, just like you were getting frisked by the police. There we go. That’s a good boy. See, you can behave when you want to, yes?”
 
   Dropping her foot, she positioned herself behind him, pressing her crotch against his gorgeous tight ass. Her tongue lapped up the delicious salty flavor of his skin, trailing kisses along the angel wings inked on his back. God, how she loved the taste of him. The feel of him. Even the stupid dickish stunts he pulled that made her crazy. No matter what he did or said, she knew she would never stop wanting him.
 
   Reluctantly backing away a bit, she held up the coiled whip still clenched in her hand and brushed his cheek with it. “Like my new toy?”
 
   Closing his cloudy eyes, he wet his lips before whispering, “Yes.”
 
   “I thought you might. Just in case you were wondering, I do know how to use this thing and, not to brag or anything, but I’m pretty damn accurate with my targets. You see, my brother went through this cowboy phase when he was about ten and…well, long story short, my father ended up teaching both of us the various ways to crack a whip. Being the competitive type, I practiced a lot so I could be better at it than Carter.”
 
   His gaze followed her hand as she found the tip and twisted it back and forth between her fingers.
 
   “As you can see, I customized this one with my own personal modification. I removed the popper and attached this lovely little spiked metal barb to the end of the fall. Tiny, but nice and sharp. Designed for maximum damage. It may not make a lot of noise, but this baby will tear your flesh apart.”
 
   Jesus, he was practically panting with excitement. She could hardly believe what a perverted freak he was.
 
   “Since you seem to enjoy inflicting pain so much, I thought it only fair that I give you a little taste of your own. You see, you’ve been getting away with your bullshit for far too long. I think you need to be taken down a peg or two. So I decided it would be a good idea to break in this nice new whip on your misbehaving ass. Incidentally, I should probably point out that this is not meant for your pleasure. This is a punishment, and you are not to enjoy it in any way. I expect you to feel the pain, only the pain, and believe me, you will feel it.”
 
   Backing away, Sami uncoiled the six foot thong with a loose arm. She smiled to herself, pausing just long enough to savor the sweet anticipation.
 
   “I’d brace myself if I were you, baby. This is going to hurt.”
 
   Crack!
 
   She began high, the first lightning-quick lash striking his right shoulder blade, drawing enough blood to trickle down his perfect back. The garbled stream of expletives that escaped him was more satisfying, more melodious than a rhapsody. That nasty little barb was doing a splendid job of slicing into him. To his credit, though, he held his position admirably.
 
   “Told you it was going to hurt, didn’t I? Ready for another?” She lifted her arm again and snapped it in a smooth motion.
 
   Crack!
 
   “SHIT! Dammit, Sami!”
 
   A second stream of blood made its way down his back, merging with the first before running in a crooked red line down his hip and thigh to splash onto the pristine white carpet. “Oh, we’re just getting started, baby.”
 
   Crack!
 
   “Ah, FUCK!”
 
   That well-aimed lash struck his left buttock, and Sami felt a flutter of excitement at the sight of those tight gluteal muscles clenching. That sexy round ass of his was about to take the brunt of her abuse. This was turning out to be even more fun than she visualized. “Quiet! Don’t be such a whiny little pussy. Man up and take your medicine.”
 
   Crack!
 
   “AAAH!”
 
   “Shh…you were told to be quiet. That means shut the fuck up. Now. To be fair, I should probably detail exactly what it is you’re being punished for. And I’m nothing if not fair. So how about you close your mouth and listen carefully while I enlighten you. We’ll start with you throwing me over the side of your boat. That was not funny.”
 
   Crack!
 
   “This one is for tying me up and cutting me. I’m still scarred from that, by the way. Not cool.”
 
   Crack!
 
   “This is for soliciting that punk hood from Vegas to kill Rick. You didn’t realize I knew about your friend Marco, did you?”
 
   Crack!
 
   “This is for making me pull a gun on Laiken. That wasn’t funny, either.”
 
   Crack!
 
   “This is for trying to force me to execute that girl. Or vampire – whatever the hell she is. I bet you’ve been in touch with her, haven’t you?”
 
   Crack!
 
   “Yeah, I thought so. This one is for calling me a whore. I fucking hate that word.”
 
   Crack!
 
   Beneath him, the carpet was becoming peppered with stains from the blood running down his thighs. The muscular arms that steadied him were trembling, and he leaned forward just enough to press his forehead to the wall with a groan.
 
   Oh, yeah. Beautiful. Time for the money shot.
 
   “And this, you heartless motherfucker, this one is for Tristan!”
 
   Crack!
 
   Her aim couldn’t have been more perfect. As the unforgiving metal prong snapped against his scrotum, both legs buckled and he dropped to his knees, collapsing against the wall with a cry that bordered on a scream.
 
   Grinning broadly, she tossed the bullwhip aside and sauntered over to stand behind him. “Well, would you look at that. I just brought the mighty Asher to his knees.”
 
   His only response was a soft moan.
 
   She crouched down to wrap her arms around his neck, planting a kiss on his cheek before murmuring, “That last one was a bitch, wasn’t it?”
 
   He was shaking all over, his eyes closed, ragged breaths coming in shuddering gasps. She could almost feel sorry for him, as vulnerable and broken as he appeared right now.
 
   “Sami…oh God, baby…”
 
   That was when she peered over his shoulder and saw that she was misreading his reaction entirely. His ramrod stiff erection pointed due north, twitching hungrily with desperate need. There was nothing broken about him. There never had been.
 
   He wasn’t trembling from agony – he was quivering from barely restrained ecstasy.
 
   She felt her own breath quicken as hot desire pooled between her thighs. He wasn’t the only one getting off on this lewd game, but she wasn’t ready to concede. No way, this was too empowering.
 
   Releasing him, Sami straightened to move to his side where she could better see his expression. “You sick fuck! You actually liked that, didn’t you? After you were expressly forbidden the benefit of pleasure. Apparently you don’t take direction very well. We’re going to have to do something about that. Now how should I discipline you?”
 
   Still on his knees with both hands pressed against the wall, he slowly turned his head to look at her. She felt her heart skip at the sight of his blue eyes burning bright with lust. A positively indecent smile spread leisurely across his lips.
 
   And then, to her amazement, he parted them to issue a challenge. “Bring it on.”
 
   So he wanted to play hardball, did he? Well, that was fine with her. With one more trick up her sleeve – or, to be more precise, tucked inside her thigh-high boot – she wasn’t throwing in the towel just yet. Sliding a hand between her warm skin and the creaking leather, she retrieved her weapon of last resort. Tristan’s pocketknife. Hopefully he wouldn’t notice that she’d pilfered it from him.
 
   Clicking it open right in front of Asher’s unimpressed poker face, she ordered him, “Lie down on the floor. On your back. Legs straight down, arms above your head.”
 
   He followed her request, linking his hands together to rest his head on them with a knowing smirk. Either he was hiding the pain from his wounds very well, or they were beginning to mend already. Surely he couldn’t have healed that quickly, though. His lacerated ass must be sore as hell. For a split second, she wondered how he was going to explain all the bloody carpet stains to housekeeping.
 
   Well, she sure as hell wasn’t cleaning it up for him. He could afford to have it replaced if need be.
 
   Standing over him, she straddled his body, lowering herself to her knees before leaning back to sit on his thighs. His hard cock bobbed in front of her, and she reached forward to wrap her fingers around the shaft. With a sweet smile, she raised her other hand to show him the knife.
 
   “Looks like I’ll have to teach you that there are repercussions when you disobey me. As I told you before, there is to be no pleasure for you. Tonight, any pleasure to be had is mine. Only mine.” Her left hand moved up and down, caressing him with a few slow-moving strokes. “Bet that feels good, doesn’t it, baby?”
 
   Mesmerized by the motions of her hand, Ash grunted softly.
 
   “Let’s see how well you comprehend simple instructions.” Angling her body forward, she flicked her tongue across the smooth tip before whispering, “Whatever happens, you are not permitted to come. I forbid it. If you do, I’m going to have to cut you. Here.” She poked the blade gently against the base of his cock to drive home her point. “Do you understand?”
 
   He closed his eyes with a slight smile, nodding, looking completely unconcerned. Jesus, didn’t anything scare him? If the threat of castration didn’t do it, then what the hell would? The truth was, she had no intention of following through with it, but he didn’t know that.
 
   Lowering her head, she teased him with a few swirls of her tongue before taking every inch of him into her mouth. No easy task considering his impressive size, but she was determined to make this challenge as difficult as possible for him. Her tongue continued its stimulation as she alternated between sucking and sliding her wet lips up and down his shaft. Every muscle in his body was vibrating. She could feel his engorged head swell, heard the breathy moans that came from the back of his throat. He held his body rigid, refusing to lift his hips to meet the motions of her mouth, fighting it with unbelievable restraint. This went on for a surprisingly long time.
 
   Control. He had truly mastered it. God, she’d never known anyone who had the willpower to hold back the way he did. She had to admire his fortitude.
 
   As for herself, the intimate act had worked her into a frenzy of desire, and as the point of no return hovered on the horizon she abandoned her present task to instead grind her soaked crotch against him. It wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. She wanted him inside her. Moaning, she yanked her panties to one side and sank down, sheathing that beautiful sword with her slick warmth as she rocked back and forth. The powerful orgasm pulsed through her almost immediately, shattering her into a million pieces over him as she struggled not to scream his name but failed.
 
   “Goddammit, Sami!” Wild-eyed with ravenous lust, Ash snatched the knife from her limp hand and flung it away with a flick of his wrist. It landed in the empty whirlpool, circling the smooth acrylic with a clatter. Apparently he’d finally reached his limit. Grabbing her by the waist, he pushed her off and rolled over, rising to his knees while roughly maneuvering her body to face the opposite direction in front of him. His hand impatiently ripped the wet scrap of mesh lingerie from her, tossing it aside as well.
 
   “You want pleasure? Here’s your fucking pleasure right here,” he snarled, plunging his hungry cock deep inside her from behind. One hand reached up to fist the hair at the nape of her neck while the other arm encircled her waist to hold her firmly in place. Every single frenzied thrust of his hips had her crying out in hedonistic rapture as he taunted her in a low, throaty growl. “Take it, baby…that’s it, you like that, don’t you? I got what you want right here. All for you. That’s right…Ash knows what you need. Take it all…yeah, just like that…that’s my girl. Here it comes. Oh, fuck yes…here it comes, baby…ah, FUUUCK!”
 
   She could feel the violent spasms of his release, coming harder and longer than ever before, pumping his seed deep within her as he threw back his head and howled his gratification to the night. The dividing line separating right from wrong had long since crumbled into dust. In this surreal moment, the two were one, past and future no longer existed, and the present was exactly as it should be.
 
   His body eventually went slack over hers and she collapsed beneath his weight, nestling her cheek against the plush carpet while his hot panting breath warmed her neck. She half expected, in the stillness of the aftermath, to hear a knock at the door or the land line ringing from the front desk with allegations of noise complaints coming from this floor.
 
   Instead, she heard his husky laughter against her ear. “Well played, Miss Porter.”
 
   “I play to win, Mr. Reid.”
 
   “Indeed you do.” Pushing her hair aside, he ran his tongue along her neck, the tickly feeling causing her to shiver while goosebumps rose up on her arms. “Mm…my perfect, precious angel. That was…beautiful. So fucking beautiful. Thank you.”
 
   The erotic sensation of his mouth on her neck sent a fresh wave of longing surging through her. Enough could never be enough where he was concerned. Under the influence of his touch, her body wanted more. Infinitely more. It wanted forever.
 
   “Ash,” she whispered.
 
   “What, baby?”
 
   “Why must it always be nothing but games with us?”
 
   She wasn’t sure why, of all the questions running through her mind, that was the one she chose. It seemed pointless to ask it anyway when she couldn’t expect a straight answer. Nothing with him was ever that simple, and she was so weary of struggling to decipher the meaning behind his cryptic riddles. But when he finally spoke, what he said was far removed from what she expected to hear.
 
   “No more games, Samara. When the student surpasses the teacher, the lesson is over. As soon as you’re ready to cross the threshold, I’ll take you there myself.”
 
    
 
   ~14~
 
    
 
   The faint whooshing sound of waves breaking on the shore was a pleasant cadence to wake to, and Sami couldn’t help but smile giddily as she stretched and rolled over in bed. Ash was no longer by her side, but from where she lay she could spot him sitting out on the balcony, nursing a mug of something that was presumably coffee. She could smell the delicious aroma wafting in from the kitchen. Oddly enough, he wasn’t looking at the people down below on the beach. Instead, he was watching her.
 
   Sliding out of bed, she wrapped herself in the satin top sheet before shuffling outside to join him. Her entire body was sore and achy, muscles taut from a long night of physical exertion. Hopefully her hair didn’t look too much like a rat’s nest, though she had her doubts. He, on the other hand, was already showered, shaved and fully dressed.
 
   Eyeing her from top to bottom, he took another sip of coffee before sardonically announcing, “Togas went out with the eighties.”
 
   “It was either this or give the seagulls a peep show.” Her apparel choices were pretty much nil considering all her belongings were still packed away in the car. A point she would like to bring up, but was almost afraid to. Nothing had been discussed during the night so she still had no idea where they were headed from here. “Not to mention the people on either other side of us.”
 
   His mouth twisted into a lewd grin. “I doubt they would complain much.”
 
   “I’m surprised they didn’t complain last night, with all the noise we were making. They must have been out for the evening.” Or maybe they nuked some popcorn and settled in to enjoy the audio show. Probably would have made for quite an entertaining night.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry. The walls are thick.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Why? Planning a repeat performance?”
 
   “If I do, you’ll be the first to know.”
 
   He gazed at her over his mug. “Mm-hm. And which act of the performance will our dear Tristan be attending? Or does he have a season pass?”
 
   It was hard not to cringe, though she could hardly be surprised by the rebuke. She’d known it was coming. Actually it was kind of a relief to get it all out in the open.
 
   “Let’s get something straight right now,” she told him firmly. “I never had sex with Tristan. And I wasn’t planning to. He was only trying to help me out with a place to stay. I know what it must have looked like to you but you have to believe me, there was nothing going on between us. Tristan and I are friends and that’s it. That’s all we ever will be. No matter what. Okay?”
 
   Studying her expression intently, Ash relented with a terse nod. “All right then.”
 
   Wow. That was easy. Almost too easy. “You do believe me, don’t you?”
 
   He shrugged. “I’m sure you’re aware of the consequences of lying to me.”
 
   “I’m not lying to you!”
 
   “I know you aren’t. You wouldn’t dare.” His smug smile was infuriating. She had to admit he wasn’t wrong, though. She never, ever wanted the opportunity to discover what those consequences might be.
 
   “Want me to fix you something to eat?” she offered, deliberately changing the subject.
 
   “No time. I have to leave pretty soon. I have an appointment downtown in forty-five minutes.” Draining his mug, he set it on the mosaic bistro table. “Give me your car keys and I’ll have someone bring up your things.”
 
   Keys, keys…now where did that darn elusive keychain get off to? Oh yes, it was in the pocket of her coat in the living room. Wait a second – what did he just say? “Up?”
 
   He seemed amused by her double take. “Yes, up. The opposite of down. As in, movement to a higher position or level. I want you where I can keep an eye on you from now on.”
 
   “You’re…are you asking me to move in here with you?” Pinch me, I must be dreaming!
 
   “For the time being, yes. Why? Do you have a problem with that?”
 
   Her head shook back and forth incredulously. “No. No problem.”
 
   “That’s a first. Now. Should I message Sedgwick that you’ll be reporting to work on Monday? Or were you not quite done with your little game of hide-and-seek?”
 
   She instantly bristled in defense. “Ash. Seriously? You know why I left.”
 
   “Irrelevant.” He discounted her with a wave of his hand. “I’m not interested in hearing excuses for inexcusable behavior. For future reference, Sami – running away like a temperamental child is not a viable option. It never was and it never will be. From now on, if you have a dispute, take it up with me. We’re both adults here.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll take it up with you if you promise to listen.”
 
   “I listen.”
 
   “Like hell you do!”
 
   “What? I do.”
 
   “Ash!”
 
   “All right, fine,” he relented, breaking into a chuckle. “Maybe I don’t always listen as well as I should. I’ll make a point to do better. You really know how to drive a hard bargain, don’t you? Oh, that reminds me. You had some friends stop by day before yesterday. Your ex-roommate Kelly and…ah, what the hell was his name…Rusty, I think?”
 
   “Kelly was here?” She felt a twinge of remorse for avoiding her friend just because she didn’t feel like dealing with the drama surrounding Rick’s death. Not to mention the fact that there were those who might lay the blame on her, regardless of the role he’d played in their breakup. “I don’t know anyone named Rusty. Male or female?”
 
   “Male. More or less. Green mohawk.”
 
   “Oh…Dustin.”
 
   “I must say, you have some peculiar friends. Anyway, I told them the same thing I told everyone else. That you took a temporary leave of absence to get your head together.”
 
   “I guess I better give her a call.” Along with her parents. She had several neglected voicemail messages from her mother, the most recent one laden with enough guilt trip-inducing platitudes to make her want to nominate herself for the Worst Daughter of the Year award.
 
   Sliding the wrought iron chair back, Ash straightened with a catlike stretch. “Well, I better get a move on. If you need to go out for anything, there’s an extra keycard in the drawer of the nightstand. After my meeting I have to go look at some property in Destin so I’ll probably be gone most of the day, but I should be back by five or six. We can go have dinner at the Marlin or something if you want to.” Holding out his hand palm up, he waggled his fingers expectantly. “Keys?”
 
   “Oh. Right.” Wandering into the living room, she dug her car keys out the pocket of her discarded coat and handed them over. “Um…where should I put my stuff?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Wherever you can find room. Mi casa es su casa.” He grabbed his laptop from the kitchen counter and opened the door, pausing to add with a sly grin, “By the way…there’s some hydrogen peroxide under the sink in the bathroom. How about seeing what you can do about getting those bloodstains out of the carpet. You live here too, y’know. Ciao, baby.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “You gotta be kidding me.”
 
   Collapsing onto the futon, Tristan stared blankly into space as the unexpected news sunk in. His fingers stiffened as he fought the temptation to crush the cell phone into plastic shards in his hand. Moving in together? Just what the hell was going on over there anyway? This was Reid they were talking about. Asher Reid. Fangwhore extraordinaire, the egocentric misogynist who never focused on any one woman for longer than it took to drain his balls. There had to be some hidden motive behind this. No way could he have shifted gears that hard, that fast. Could he?
 
   “No, I’m serious. Tag just brought all my stuff up about ten minutes ago. I’m about to start unpacking.” From the other end, Sami gave a breathy little huff that sounded like she was blowing a loose strand of hair out of her face. “Not that it’ll take long. I don’t really own that much.”
 
   “Unbelievable.”
 
   “You’re telling me. I’m still in shock.”
 
   “Are you…sure this is what you want?” He felt compelled to ask, even though the answer was evident. Of course it was what she wanted. For reasons that eluded him, Sam loved that undeserving jackoff.
 
   “Tristan,” she reproached him gently.
 
   “I’m sorry. I just don’t know how you can expect me to be happy for you when I can’t help but question his intentions here. Less than thirty-six hours ago he was breaking into my house, ready to kill you – now he suddenly wants you to live with him? Doesn’t that strike you as a little strange?”
 
   “Name one thing about this relationship that hasn’t been strange. Then we’ll talk.”
 
   “Uh-huh. You know you’re avoiding the issue.”
 
   “What issue? Damn, Tristan, I really wish you wouldn’t always be so pessimistic where he’s concerned. Why can’t you just accept that maybe he feels something for me too?”
 
   Because he doesn’t know how to feel. He never has. I don’t think he even felt anything remotely human when he WAS human.
 
   Instead of voicing his opinion, he merely said, “Fine. I won’t mention it again. Just do me a favor and watch your back. Listen to me when I say from experience, you can’t ever let your guard down with him.”
 
   “Why? What’s he gonna do – kill me?” There was nothing in her cheerful voice to indicate that she was the slightest bit concerned about the possibility. “Pretty sure I don’t have to worry about dying anymore, thanks to you.”
 
   “You haven’t told him about that, have you?”
 
   “Are you crazy? I may have done a lot of braindead things in my life, but even I am not that stupid.”
 
   “Glad to hear it. I don’t exactly relish the thought of him tearing into me again.”
 
   “I won’t ever tell him, promise. I know how to keep a secret. You can trust me.”
 
   “I would appreciate it.”
 
   “So. Um…what are you up to today?”
 
   “Actually, seeing how you no longer seem to require my assistance, I was thinking I might schedule a little solo trip. I have some friends in Kansas who’ve been asking me to stop by and pay them a visit.”
 
   “Yeah? Cool, that sounds nice. Better than sitting around all by yourself in that musty old cabin.”
 
   “Hey. I like this musty old cabin.”
 
   “Hard to believe. Well, look, I hate to cut this short but I should probably go. I gotta get busy putting all this stuff away. How about giving Thurman a big ol’ sloppy kiss for me, huh?”
 
   “I’m afraid he’ll have to settle for a handshake, finshake, whatever you wanna call it,” he declined with a chuckle. “He’s really not my type. You be sure and call me if you need anything, all right?”
 
   “I will. Have a good trip, okay?”
 
   “Will do. Talk to you soon.”
 
   He waited until the screen had gone dark before pressing the phone to his lips with a sigh. Of all the bombshells she could have dropped on him, this was one he had never seen coming. Anticipating a gesture of commitment from Ash was like expecting a square peg to slide easily into a round hole. It just didn’t fit. It would never fit, no matter how hard she tried to force it. Why couldn’t she see that?
 
   And as foolish as he found Sami’s behavior, he had to accept that his own was equally asinine. It had been stupid of him to try and help her in the first place. Putting himself at risk just to protect some flighty human who didn’t have sense enough not to poke a sleeping tiger. And for what? What was she to him anyway? Why did he feel obligated to try and safeguard her from her own ignorance?
 
   Just because she had bedroom eyes and a nice healthy rack and suddenly he was lusting over something soft and curvy, something he hadn’t experienced in…how many years had it been? A lot. Damn close to ninety. Ninety years without knowing the touch of a woman. No wonder he wasn’t thinking straight.
 
   Ash, you fucking asshole. One of these days someone is going to turn the tables on you. I only hope and pray I’m around to see it when it happens.
 
   Heaving yet another sigh, he found Julian Winter’s number in his contacts list and reluctantly called him.
 
   The Brit answered almost immediately. “Kendall! Is that you?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me. Hello.”
 
   “Dammit, man! Where the bloody hell have you been? We were starting to think you’d been done away with!”
 
   “Sorry. I’ve been inaccessible for a while. How’ve you guys been? Did you have a nice honeymoon?”
 
   “What? Are you daft – I don’t want to talk about our blasted honeymoon! What the hell has been going on? Do you know that Reid is back? That he’s been in touch with my wife?”
 
   “He’s been in touch with Eva?”
 
   “She spoke to him, yes. What the blazes, Kendall – how could you go off and disappear and just leave us in the dark like that? We’ve been worried out of our minds.”
 
   “You were never in any danger,” Tristan guiltily assured him. “I was checking in on him every day, keeping tabs on his location. If I saw that he was making a move to leave town, I would have warned you in plenty of time.”
 
   “Well, you might have notified us! Good Lord, man. We had no way of knowing what was happening. What’s he doing back anyway? How did he manage that?”
 
   “I couldn’t say for sure. With him, there’s no telling. He has more tricks up his sleeve than Houdini.” The lie rolled off his tongue easily. He saw no reason to implicate Sami in this. Eventually she would be joining their ranks, and it was probably best that the others harbored no ill will towards her. “You say he contacted Eva?”
 
   “Actually, she was the one who contacted him. Don’t ask me why. It seems he’s found it in the depths of his charitable heart to call a truce, though I don’t know how much of that rubbish to believe. Has he said anything to you? Have you talked to him?”
 
   “I’ve seen him, yes,” Tristan hedged.
 
   “You know him better than anyone. Tell me. Should we be concerned?”
 
   “Depends. What exactly did he say to your wife?”
 
   “From what she told me, he gave her his word he wouldn’t come after either of us. He said that so long as she adhered to the laws from here on out, he would agree to clemency.”
 
   “Sounds like you could be off the hook then. For the time being, at least. At the moment he’s…otherwise occupied. Sami’s been doing her best to keep him distracted.”
 
   “Then she’s safe? Eva’s been worried that he might have retaliated against her for what she did.”
 
   “No, she’s fine. Apparently he’s seen fit to absolve her as well.”
 
   There was a long pause from the other end. “Odd. I wouldn’t have characterized Reid as the type to forgive and forget so easily.”
 
   “Yes. Well…he’s always been unpredictable.”
 
   “Where are you? Are you calling from San Francisco?”
 
   “No. Actually I’m in Florida right now. Just wanted to touch base and let you know everything was okay. Sorry for not getting in touch with you sooner. It was bad judgment on my part and I really have to apologize. I should’ve realized you’d be worried.”
 
   “No harm done, I suppose. Are you sure you’re all right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And Elliott? How is he?”
 
   Tristan frowned into the phone, puzzled. “I’m sorry…who?”
 
   Julian relaxed enough to laugh, the earlier tension melting away. “Never mind. Just a little test to make sure you are who you say you are.”
 
   After a brief moment of confusion, the clouds lifted. “Oh. Gotcha. Can’t say I blame you for that one. I hate it when he pulls that doppelganger shit.”
 
   “I’m not too terribly fond of it myself. So how do we get in touch with you from now on?”
 
   “Same cell phone number. This one. I’ll try to be more conscientious about returning my calls from here on out. Oh, I almost forgot – you won’t be able to reach me at the restaurant anymore. I recently sold it.”
 
   “Are you relocating?”
 
   “More than likely. Nothing’s set in stone yet, but I don’t plan to return to San Francisco anytime soon.”
 
   “I see. Not that it’s any of my business, but may I ask why the sudden upheaval?”
 
   “Would you believe midlife crisis?” he half-heartedly joked.
 
   This produced another chuckle from Julian. “I’d really like to know how one determines the midway point for eternity.”
 
   “I’m winging it. Who’s to say I can’t have another midlife crisis down the road if this one doesn’t prove satisfactory?”
 
   “I’ll leave that to you. Something tells me Eva wouldn’t put up with that sort of nonsense from me.”
 
   “I have faith she’ll keep you on the straight and narrow. I trust you’ll do the same for her. You’re a lucky man, Winter.”
 
   “Tell me something I don’t know.”
 
   I could tell you a hundred things you don’t know. Only I don’t think you’d care to hear any of them. “Will you give my regards to Eva? And my congratulations too, of course.”
 
   “Thank you. Yes, I certainly will. And please do come and see us sometime.”
 
   “I’ll make a point to do that. Take it easy.”
 
   “Keep in touch, won’t you?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Pressing end, Tristan dropped the phone on the table beside the futon and gazed aimlessly out the front window at the lake. Without Sami here, the place suddenly seemed unnaturally quiet and empty. He thought of her warm smile, and of the coming nights that would find her in Asher’s arms when not long ago she had been curled up in his.
 
   So close, and yet so far.
 
   He thought of Julian and Eva, deeply in love, devoted enough to one another that they had pledged to spend their lives together.
 
   And he wondered, not for the first time, if he was the only immortal soul on earth who was destined to spend eternity completely and utterly alone.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Sami couldn’t put her finger on it, but something definitely wasn’t right.
 
   There was no discernible reason for her sense of unease. It wasn’t as if Ash hadn’t been on his best behavior all evening. He acted the part of the quintessential gentleman – charming, engaging, attentive. She couldn’t have asked for a more pleasant escort. They enjoyed a romantic candlelit dinner at the Royal Marlin, followed by a leisurely stroll along the beach and drinks at the poolside bar. A flawlessly perfect night.
 
   Still, something seemed off about him. He was being too nice. Too agreeable.
 
   It could just be her imagination. Possibly she was lingering too much on Tristan’s somber warning to watch her back. Wise advice no doubt, but why shouldn’t she relax just a little and appreciate the attention? She couldn’t live under a black cloud of suspicion forever. Besides, everything was going exactly the way she wanted. She should be ecstatic.
 
   Even so, her sense of disquiet couldn’t be shaken so easily. Every time she looked into those aquatic eyes, all she could see was the predatory shark swimming beneath the surface. Behind every alluring smile was some unspoken nefarious intent. It was almost as if there was something lurking in the shadows, biding its time until her guard was down before breaking free to attack.
 
   Which was why, when the offer came, she couldn’t refrain from questioning the unseen strings attached.
 
   She was soaking in the whirlpool tub, waiting for him to join her, when he came in from the living room with a secretive smile.
 
   Opening her eyes just enough to give him a brief look, she closed them again before mumbling lazily, “It’s about time. I was about to fall asleep in here.”
 
   He dropped his robe and lowered himself into the steamy, jasmine-scented water. “Have a little patience, beautiful. You know I’m worth waiting for.”
 
   “Mm. Prove it.”
 
   “I intend to. Open your eyes and look at me.”
 
   Obeying his request, she felt the familiar tingle of excitement that always coursed through her whenever she caught him looking at her the way he was right now. He was never sexier than when those bright eyes were hazy with desire.
 
   “I won’t have you falling asleep on me, naughty girl. Come here.” Reaching for her arms, he gently turned her so that her back was to him before pulling her close. She rested her head against his shoulder, snuggling into his hard, wet body, loving the way they fit perfectly together like two puzzle pieces. “That’s better,” he murmured his approval, sliding his hands around to fondle her breasts. “Don’t you think?”
 
   “Much better,” she agreed, arching her back slightly.
 
   “My sweet Aphrodite. I’ve been aching to touch you like this all night.”
 
   “Have you?”
 
   “Can’t you tell?”
 
   Oh, yes. The solid proof was twitching against her backside. She squirmed against him with a happy sigh.
 
   He caught her earlobe between his teeth and tugged on it lightly, causing her to shiver from the ticklish sensation. “Do you know what the best part of my day was?”
 
   “No. Tell me.”
 
   “Knowing that when I came back home, you’d be right here waiting for me. I like that. As a matter of fact, I think I could get used to it.”
 
   She had no lucid response for that. The admission was so out of character for him, she couldn’t help but wonder if he was playing another of his twisted games. She desperately wanted to believe that he was sincere, but with his history of tormenting her for sport, it was difficult to take his amorous musings seriously.
 
   “I have something for you,” he whispered.
 
   “Oh yeah? What?”
 
   His body shifted as he reached behind his back to pluck something small from the edge of the tub. She tensed instantly, cringing when she saw the hypodermic needle balanced delicately between his fingers. What did he intend to do with that? Was he planning to drug her? After the LSD incident, she was definitely not down with anything involving narcotics.
 
   “What the hell is that?” Her voice took on a sharp tone.
 
   He seemed surprised by her less than thrilled reaction. “It’s what you wanted. Immortality. Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind?”
 
   Oh. Allowing herself to relax a bit, she gazed at the syringe curiously. Now that she could see the small amount of crimson liquid in the clear tube, it should have been obvious. “That’s your blood?”
 
   “Yes. The rarest, most valuable essence in the world. All for you, angel.” His lips brushed against her cheek as he breathed, “Just for you. To keep my girl young forever. Don’t you want to be my beautiful perfect angel for always?”
 
   Tristan’s image leapt into her mind, but she pushed it away guiltily. There was no way she could ever confess to Ash that his gift had been superseded. It was better that he never found out. He would never forgive her, and this time Tristan might not survive his jealous wrath.
 
   “Tell me something first. Why are you doing this for me now?”
 
   He rolled the syringe back and forth between his fingers. “I don’t understand. I thought you wanted this.”
 
   “I do. You know I do. I’d just like to know what changed your mind. Last time we talked about this you went batshit crazy on me and said all those horrible things, remember? ‘All I ever wanted was to break you.’ Sound familiar?”
 
   “You know I didn’t mean it.”
 
   “Really? And how could I know that, Ash? How? I can’t read your mind! I never know what the hell you’re thinking! If you tell me something, I have to assume you mean what you’re saying, don’t I? So why? Why now? Just once, I’d love to know what’s going on in that head of yours.”
 
   He was silent for a moment. “I don’t know what you want me to say. How am I supposed to answer that?”
 
   Figuring she might as well go for broke, she braced herself and asked, “Do you love me?”
 
   “You want love?” He gave a disbelieving laugh, one that sounded almost perplexed. “The most fragile of human emotions? Honestly, I can’t figure out why you would even want to hold on to something so frail.”
 
   “Everyone wants to be loved. Even you. Otherwise, why would I still be here?”
 
   “You’re here because I want you here.”
 
   “Yes. And isn’t that my point?”
 
   “You aren’t going to let this go, are you?”
 
   “No. Not until I get a straight answer.”
 
   “Turn around and face me, Samara.” His command was stern but not unkind.
 
   She rotated, sloshing water as she moved her legs to straddle him while balancing herself with both hands on his shoulders. His eyes never left hers as he lifted her by the waist only to lower her onto his erection with a hiss of pleasure.
 
   “Ah…God, yes. Even underwater I can feel how wet you are for me. And I know you can feel how much I want you. Is that love? Is it?”
 
   The only response she had for him was a euphoric moan as she moved slowly up and down.
 
   “Lust. Possessiveness. Affection. What do any of those words mean? All these emotions – tell me, is there a truly significant difference between any of them? I suppose if those things define love, then that must be what I feel for you. How could I know? How is anyone expected to know such a thing? We have what we have. Does it need four letters to make it any more real?”
 
   His words were as close to a declaration of love as she was ever likely to get, so she accepted them without question. “No. We don’t.”
 
   “All we need is this. It speaks in any language. Don’t you agree?”
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “Do you trust me?”
 
   “I trust you.”
 
   Using his teeth, he pulled the plastic cap from the needle and spit it aside. “Ready?”
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   She felt the sharp pinch as the needle penetrated the flesh of her upper arm, felt the fiery heat as his dark life force surged through her bloodstream and overpowered her own. Tossing the empty syringe over his shoulder, Ash wrapped his arms around her and buried his tongue in her mouth, groaning hungrily as the force of his thrusts quickly escalated to a fever pitch.
 
   “That’s it…ah, that’s it…you’re mine now, all mine…”
 
   Her climax, intensified by the effects of the injection, came fast and forceful, sending wave after shuddering wave of unimaginable ecstasy to jolt every molecule in her body. She trembled in his arms, her thighs quivering against his hips. If it wasn’t love she saw in those hooded eyes right now, then it was a damn fine reproduction.
 
   “Thank you, Ash,” she whispered after their rapture had subsided.
 
   He kissed her again, more gently this time, his mouth warm and delectably delicious. Those sensual lips had a unique flavor all their own, and she couldn’t get enough of the taste of them. His taste, his scent, his touch…she wanted to melt into his flesh and become an everlasting part of him.
 
   “Never give me cause to regret doing that.”
 
   “I never will,” she promised. And meant it with all her heart.
 
   “That’s my girl,” he murmured. “Such a good girl you are, when you want to be.”
 
   “And such a bad boy you are, when you want to be,” she countered with a smile.
 
   Smirking, he picked up a bottle of shower gel and poured some into his hands. Rubbing them together to work up a jasmine-scented lather, he reached around to knead her back with his soapy fingers. “Something tells me you wouldn’t want it any other way.”
 
   “I plead the fifth.” Her eyes closed in bliss as she savored the expert massage.
 
   “You can plead all you want. I rather like it.”
 
   “See? What did I tell you. Bad boy through and through.”
 
   “Just think. That bad blood is running through you now.”
 
   “Yes.” She opened her eyes and gazed at him lovingly. “Your life is running through me now.”
 
   “Can you feel it?”
 
   “Not anymore. I could earlier, though.”
 
   “You know, after your rebirth, these scars will disappear.” One hand snaked back around to lightly stroke her abdomen. “But that won’t make you any less mine. Remember that.”
 
   “Oh, Ash…of course I’m yours. I was always yours.”
 
   He nodded, pleased. “Now all that’s left is for you to select your method of death.”
 
   Oddly, that little detail was something she’d never given much thought to. “Tristan said you gave him an overdose of morphine.”
 
   “Only because that’s what he requested. But surely you’d rather go a more unconventional route?”
 
   “I’d like the morphine.”
 
   The blue eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Dull, dull, dull. I swear, the two of you have no imagination whatsoever. Come on, baby. Can’t you be a little more creative than that? I could come up with a hundred more exciting ways to die.”
 
   “You asked me to choose, and that’s what I’m choosing,” she insisted firmly.
 
   Shrugging, he shook his head with a chuckle. “All right, suit yourself. When would you like to do it?”
 
   Tap the brakes, speed demon, this is all happening so fast. Too fast. We aren’t ordering a pizza – this is my life we’re talking about here. “I…I’m not sure. Can I think about it for a while and let you know?”
 
   “Of course, pet. Whenever you’re ready.” His crooning voice was soft and soothing, but once again behind that twisted half-smile the shark seemed to lie in wait. “Whenever you’re ready.”
 
    
 
   ~15~
 
    
 
   “Tristan!”
 
   Nimbly pouncing on him, Halina threw her arms around his neck in a stranglehold that nearly knocked him to the ground.
 
   “Hey, Rabbit!” Laughing at her exuberance, he backed out of the doorway and swung her around in a circle before dropping her to her feet. “How’s my girl? Nick and Miranda been taking good care of you?”
 
   “I take care of myself,” she reminded him, propping both hands on her small hips. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? How’d you get here, did you drive all the way? Is that your car?” Pausing her interrogation long enough to peer over his shoulder, she eyed the silver Audi in the driveway.
 
   “No, just from the airport. That’s a rental. And I wanted to surprise you. Are you surprised?”
 
   “Am I! And here I thought today was going to be just another boring day. This is the best surprise ever!” Her bright eyes practically danced in their enthusiasm. Grabbing him by the hand, she dragged him into the house. “What’d you do to your hair? Oh my gosh, you look so different!”
 
   “You don’t like it?”
 
   “No, I do, I do, it’s totally hot. It makes your eyes stand out even more.”
 
   “Glad you approve. It’s definitely a lot easier to take care of.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here – nobody said anything to me about you coming. Did you even tell anyone?”
 
   “Nope. It was kind of a spur of the moment thing.” Tristan glanced around the quiet, tidy kitchen. It looked like a page out of Country Living magazine. Blue checkered curtains in the windows, wooden bowl filled with apples on the table, ceramic roosters in an antique china cabinet. Lina hadn’t been exaggerating. “Where’s everyone at?”
 
   “Oh, they’re not here. They drove into town – if you can call it that – to see about renting some office building. Can you believe it, Nick’s talking about opening a practice here. Like a town this size really needs a psychiatrist. Looks like I’m going to be stuck here for a while. Yay, me.”
 
   He ruffled her fine blonde hair, grinning at the snarky face she made. “Oh, come on now, drama queen. It isn’t really that bad, is it?”
 
   “Well, not anymore. Not since I have Atticus. Thank you for getting him for me, Tristan. I love him so much.” Wrapping her arms around his waist, she gave him another enthusiastic hug.
 
   “I’m glad you’re happy with him.” He kissed the top of her head affectionately. The kid really knew how to melt his heart. She’d had him twisted around her little finger ever since the summer night he found her in that cellar in Poland, dirty and scared and starving. Something about those sad brown eyes brought out his protective instinct. If his own lifestyle hadn’t been so wild at the time, he might have considered looking after her himself. But he was smart enough to know that leaving her in the care of the Fieldings was the best option for her. She needed a wholesome, stable environment. And wholesome fangers were hard as hell to come by.
 
   Besides, he preferred to keep her as far away from Ash as possible. Particularly after the uncouth jerk made an appallingly vulgar remark about certain “untouched” parts of her anatomy, some three or four years after her rescue.
 
   It was the first and only time Tristan ever took a swing at him.
 
   “Hey, you wanna go see him?” Halina asked, lifting her head from his chest to look up with hopeful eyes.
 
   “Sure, let’s go say hello.”
 
   “Okay. Hang on, lemme get him a treat.” Skipping over to the countertop, she popped the lid off a plastic bowl and grabbed a cookie from inside, offering it with an outstretched hand. “You want to give it to him? He’ll be your friend forever.”
 
   “No, thanks. I’ll leave that to you.” He followed her outside and behind the house, where a length of wooden farm fencing stretched as far as he could see in either direction. Way off in the distance, Atticus was grazing with his head down, oblivious to their presence.
 
   “Check this out.” Climbing the fence to stand with her sneakers on the bottom rail, she leaned forward and shouted the horse’s name. He lifted his head, turning it to look in their direction before shaking his glossy mane and cantering eagerly towards them.
 
   “He looks a lot bigger than he did in the pictures when I bought him,” Tristan commented. “Is he gentle with you?”
 
   “As a kitten.” Halina giggled as Atticus nudged her with his muzzle. “Here you go, buddy.” She held out the cookie, watching as he took it gingerly from her hand and crunched it contentedly.
 
   “I’ll be the first to admit I don’t know much about horses, but do you think you should be feeding him stuff like cookies? Isn’t that bad for him?”
 
   “These are okay. I made them specially for him out of oatmeal and applesauce. He loves ’em.”
 
   “I can see that.” He smiled to himself, pleased with the pure adoration in her eyes. Her happiness was worth every penny of the money he’d shelled out for the trained gelding. “He seems to love you, too.”
 
   “He does. Don’t you, baby?” she cooed. “You love me, don’t you?”
 
   Atticus nickered softly in response.
 
   “Been riding him a lot?”
 
   “Just about every day. There’s a really nice trail over by the lake. I guess this place isn’t all bad.”
 
   “Are you planning to register for school this year?”
 
   Halina arched her eyebrows. “I already have six diplomas. What do I need with another one? Besides, you know how Ash-hole feels about that. He obviously thinks I’m too stupid to be allowed out in public.”
 
   “He knows you’re not stupid. I think he’s just concerned about the risk involved. Being around so many people, you know? Wait – did you just call him Ash-hole?” He snorted a laugh. “That’s a good one. I’ll have to remember that.”
 
   “School’s a drag anyway. Everyone there is so immature. I get tired of listening to all the petty bullshit histrionics. Seems like the more things change, the more they stay the same. You know what I mean?”
 
   Poor kid. She so desperately craved validation as an adult. But the harsh reality of her plight was that her hormones and brain function remained those of a fifteen-year-old adolescent. An adolescent who had accumulated decades of wisdom and intelligence and, unfortunately, disillusionment.
 
   “Have you been practicing like I told you?” He preferred to steer her in a less bleak direction.
 
   Her face instantly brightened. “Wanna see?”
 
   “Thrill me.”
 
   “I’m getting pretty good. Watch this.” Scanning the ground, she pointed out a patch of wild wood sorrel growing beside the fence. “Those flowers right there.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “You’re watching, right?”
 
   “I’m watching. Go ahead.”
 
   Under her close scrutiny the tiny flowers seemed to quiver, shimmering into a filmy blur, and in a matter of two or three seconds he was looking not at yellow blossoms but instead at plump, dewy blackberries. They looked real enough to eat. So real that Atticus put his head down to sniff them.
 
   “Very impressive!” he approved, applauding her.
 
   She turned her head in his direction with a grin, and abruptly the berries were gone. “Not too shabby, huh? It still kinda makes my head hurt, but not as much as it used to.”
 
   “You have been practicing. That was very good. I’m proud of you.”
 
   “Meh, it’s something to do.” She shrugged modestly. “It would be a lot more fun if I could use it on myself the way Ash does. I’d love to be able to make myself look like a supermodel or something. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. I wouldn’t want you to change anything about yourself.” Tristan was the only one who knew what she could do. It was a secret they had shared ever since she’d confided in him many years ago. No one else was aware of her ability, not even her guardians. If word of it were to ever reach Ash, there could only be two possible outcomes. One, he would see her capability as a threat and use it as an excuse to eliminate her. Or two, he would find some way to exploit her the way he did with Marco and many of the others.
 
   Who are you kidding? It isn’t just the others he manipulates. You yourself have never been anything more than his favorite lapdog to use.
 
   “I dream of change,” Halina admitted, so quietly he barely heard her.
 
   “I seem to attract it. Everything around me is changing faster than I can comprehend.”
 
   She turned her sepia eyes on him, studying his expression intently. “Is that why you left California?”
 
   “You know about that?”
 
   “I hear things. Miranda’s voice carries.”
 
   Tristan crouched down to pluck a black-eyed Susan from the grass before straightening. “It was just time to move on. Things have been…different lately.”
 
   “Different how?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “Does all this have anything to do with a guy maybe?” Halina climbed the fence again to sit on the top rail.
 
   “There might have been a girl involved, yes.”
 
   His admission seemed to catch her off guard. “A girl? I never knew you were bi.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Then…okay, you’ve lost me.”
 
   “I’m just full of surprises today, aren’t I?” Smiling, he tucked the flower’s stem behind her ear.
 
   She reached up to touch the bright yellow petals in her hair. “I always thought you were gay. I mean, that’s what everyone always told me.”
 
   “Yeah, I get that a lot.”
 
   “But you never said any different. You just let people think it.”
 
   “Does it matter what people think?”
 
   “It matters what I think. Why didn’t you ever tell me?”
 
   “Because I just discovered the truth myself.” He waited for the volley of questions, and found himself a victim of surprise when they never came. Instead, she merely gazed at him thoughtfully for a while, a look of perceptive understanding on her solemn face. Sometimes he had to remind himself that she was just a child. An immortal child, but a child nonetheless. Lina had always been more insightful than anyone gave her credit for.
 
   “Are you in love?” she finally asked.
 
   “No. She’s just someone I tried to help. But I failed.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “So am I.” Failure, perhaps, was subjective. In Sami’s lovelorn eyes, everything was coming up sunshine and roses. She would learn soon enough how sunshine could burn, and roses could prick.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “There’s really nothing to say.”
 
   “Are you going back to California?”
 
   “No. I’m going to be living in Florida for a while.”
 
   “With Ash?” 
 
   “Definitely not.”
 
   “Good. I’d hate to know you had completely lost your mind.”
 
   “Not completely,” he teased. “Not just yet.”
 
   “Are you going to open another restaurant?”
 
   “Not right away. Maybe eventually, I don’t know. Right now I’m not sure what I want to do. Or where I want to do it.”
 
   “At least you have a choice.” Halina cocked her head at the sound of a vehicle pulling into the driveway in front of the house. “Sounds like they’re back.”
 
   “Well, let’s go and meet them then, shall we? Hop, little Rabbit.” Spanning her slender waist with his hands, he lifted her down from the fence. She didn’t weigh much more than a sack of feathers. No wonder people often mistook her for being younger than fifteen.
 
   Nick and Miranda were in the midst of an animated discussion as they walked up the driveway, but they both stopped short when they caught sight of the unexpected guest.
 
   “Tristan! What a wonderful surprise. How are you, love?” Transferring her shopping bags to one hand, Miranda gave him a hug with her free arm while he kissed her cheek.
 
   “Hello, gorgeous. You look ravishing, as always.”
 
   “Hey, stranger!” Nick offered an outstretched hand. “Good to see you.”
 
   Tristan reached for it apprehensively. This was the moment he’d been dreading. Being the only male whose presence didn’t incite antagonism from the others, he’d always assumed his sexual orientation had something to do with it. What worried him was that his immunity might have disappeared along with Asher’s influence.
 
   It appeared, to his great relief, that wasn’t the case. Nick reacted no differently than usual. He clapped his friend on the shoulder, saying, “Come on in, man. Let me get you a beer.”
 
   “Sure, that’d be great.” Releasing a sigh of relief, Tristan followed the group inside. “Lina tells me you’re thinking of going back into the head shrinking business.”
 
   Nick laughed boisterously. “Miranda always said it was a fitting career choice, considering messing with minds is our specialty. Plus, it’s a perfect way to come by donors.” Opening the refrigerator, he passed a bottle of imported beer to Tristan and then one to his wife. “Easy peasy. Want some ginger ale, munchkin?”
 
   Halina rolled her eyes and stalked off, muttering something that sounded like, “Just put some chocolate milk in a sippy cup for me, why don’t you?”
 
   Nick watched her moody retreat before cringing sheepishly. “Oops.”
 
   “Well, you know she hates it when you call her that,” Miranda scolded him, motioning for Tristan to join her at the kitchen table.
 
   “I know. I keep forgetting. I can’t help it, it’s like habit.”
 
   “Treating her as a daughter is one thing. But she does not want to be your little girl, Nicky. How would you like it if people were always calling you…I don’t know – Scooter?”
 
   Tristan nearly choked on his beer.
 
   “Scooter?” Nick pulled out a chair and straddled it, giving her an incredulous look. “What does that even mean?”
 
   “It means you would not appreciate it if you were always referred to as a little boy in short pants!” She turned to shake her head at Tristan. “Dio mio, I cannot see how this man thinks himself qualified to be a psychiatrist.”
 
   “Technically, I’m not,” he conceded with a mischievous grin. “You know darn well my state license and board certification are both forgeries. Oh, you know what, that reminds me – Lina could use an updated birth certificate. Can you hook us up?”
 
   “No problem,” Tristan told him. “I’ll email Sawyer and you should have a replacement within a couple of weeks.” Drake Sawyer served as the group’s resident counterfeiter, an essential skill that kept him safe from elimination. Though meticulous with his forgeries, he had a tendency to be careless with his victims. Reid despised him. Tristan’s personal opinion was that it was because their personalities were strikingly similar.
 
   Nick nodded, taking several gulps of beer before exchanging a meaningful glance with his wife. Clearing his throat, he said, “Well, we’re both dying to ask. Lay it on us. What’s the latest with Reid?”
 
   “You can relax. Surprisingly, he’s been taking it all in stride.”
 
   Miranda frowned skeptically, disbelief written all over her face. “The couple you told us about, the newlyweds? He did not harm them?”
 
   Tristan shook his head with a shrug. “I honestly don’t know what’s up with that whole situation. He seems to have completely lost interest in them. Right now all his attention is focused on a woman.” He neglected to mention that the woman just happened to be the same one who had decapitated him. No need to get into all that.
 
   “Then you’ve seen him?” Nick asked.
 
   “Oh, yeah.”
 
   He winced. “Was it bad?”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t an experience I’d care to repeat. But I think it’s safe to say the storm has passed.”
 
   “Until the next one.” Miranda tapped the side of her beer bottle with a long fuchsia nail. “This woman you mentioned. What is his fascination with her?”
 
   Tristan paused for a long time before finally admitting, “I don’t know. He seems almost…obsessed with her.”
 
   Cocking an eyebrow, she smirked knowingly. “I see. Perhaps it is true that even the devil himself can love.”
 
   “My ass,” Nick grunted sardonically. “Whoever the poor sap is, all I can say is I feel sorry for her, getting tangled up with the likes of that one. Hope she knows what she’s in for.”
 
   From another room, the macabre minor chords of Chopin’s Marche Funèbre drifted in to them. Tristan couldn’t help but smile at Halina’s satiric choice. She was becoming quite the accomplished little pianist. It never failed to amaze him, the creative ways she found to express herself. Six months ago when he was in Connecticut she showed him an entire portfolio of portraits she’d taken herself, candid black and white shots of strangers who had no idea they were being photographed. She had a keen eye for capturing raw emotion.
 
   Miranda was not as impressed. “Such music she plays! A funeral march? Nicky, go ask her to play something else.”
 
   “Oh, you know Lina. She thinks she’s being funny.” Winking at his wife, he grinned wickedly at Tristan. “Don’t worry. Her Bach is worse than her bite.”
 
   Without missing a note, Halina yelled from the next room, “Nine and a half!” which threw everyone in the kitchen into gales of laughter.
 
   “Anyone need another beer yet?” Standing, Nick opened the fridge and grabbed one for himself. “Hope you’re gonna stick around for a while. We were planning to have our first taste of local cuisine later this week. Care to join us in a little self-medication?”
 
   “Self-medication? Is that what we’re calling it now?” He waved a hand to decline the beer. “Nah, I’m good. I wouldn’t mind tagging along for the ride though. What’s the plan? Are we going in search of randoms or have you already got someone in mind?”
 
   “There’s a nice healthy young couple just two miles down the road. I thought it would be a neighborly gesture to stop by and introduce ourselves. Miranda’s going to put together a basket of her homemade cranberry-orange muffins and marmalade.”
 
   “Hm. How very sociable of you.” Actually, the Fieldings were the most considerate of patrons. They never deliberately killed, never abused their power. Never did anything that might draw attention to themselves. It was the very reason he had suggested to Ash that Lina be placed with them. Here, she could experience some semblance of a normal life.
 
   And here, he himself could temporarily unwind and relax enough to be able to forget about her.
 
   The woman whose veins pulsed with his blood.
 
   The one who preferred Asher’s embrace to his.
 
   The catalyst of the next storm brewing.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Sami was in seventh heaven all week long.
 
   Living with her employer was proving to have its advantages. She was welcomed back by the other employees with no questions asked, not even by Patsy, who apparently had been cautioned to mind her own business or risk being booted out on her bottom. Ash got into the daily habit of meeting Sami and Stuart at noon for lunch at the Renegade. His mood was lighthearted, his temperament pleasant and mild. Not a single uncivil word escaped his lips. It must have been a personal record for him.
 
   On top of that, he seemed to be engaging in a full-fledged attempt to sweep Sami off her feet. Every evening found a fresh bouquet of flowers waiting for her, flickering candles and soft music, a bottle of champagne or fine wine chilling. On Wednesday she was treated to the sight of hundreds of fragrant rose petals strewn across the white satin bedding. If his intention was to beguile her with his romantic charm, then it was working. She was completely and utterly beguiled.
 
   They ordered in or skipped dinner altogether, opting to spend their nights exploring the mysteries of one another. They made love for hours on end, slowly and leisurely, and by the time the first perfect week wound down she was positive Ash could close his eyes and point out the precise location of every tiny freckle on her body. Her single complaint would only have been the lack of sufficient sleep, but that minor inconvenience could be easily overlooked. It was a small price to pay for the soaring heights her heart reached.
 
   Such a very small price.
 
   Until the full payment eventually came due, as it did on a balmy Friday night. The night that signified both the beginning and the end.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Look how far we’ve come.” Turning to walk backwards, Sami grinned at Ash as her bare feet sank into the warm, wet sand along the shoreline. The towering resort had long since disappeared from sight and the only buildings dotting the landscape now were privately owned beachfront cottages. Most of the windows in the small pastel-painted houses were dark. Being a Friday night, perhaps the occupants had migrated to the bright lights and recreation farther down the strip. The beach on this end was deserted.
 
   Sliding his hands casually into the pockets of his white linen pants, Asher cocked his head. His bright eyes cut through the darkness to twinkle at her. “Ready to head back?”
 
   “Not particularly, no.” Breaking into a spontaneous sprint, she dashed off in the direction of a small dune. Her toes squeaked in the fine white sand as she scaled to the top. Below, water from the receding tide had pooled into a miniature basin surrounded by marooned shells and clumps of green seaweed. Childish inspiration struck her, and she called out gaily while sliding down, “Check this out! This is so cool – look at all these shells. You know what we should do? We should build a sand castle here.”
 
   “A sand castle?” Following her over the rise of the dune, Ash gazed down at her in placid amusement. She had already settled herself cross-legged beside the shallow pool, the wet fringes of her red eyelet sundress splayed out around her like the petals of a flower.
 
   “Afraid of getting dirty?” She raised her eyebrows, holding back a mischievous smile that threatened to break free.
 
   “A sand castle.” Sighing, he shrugged with a resigned chuckle before dropping down beside her. “Okay, sure, why the hell not.”
 
   Scraping up handfuls of wet sand from the edge of the mini lagoon, she patted and smoothed the pile into a level foundation. It wasn’t going to look like much without a bucket to shape the towers, but that was beside the point. The end result wasn’t what mattered. What mattered was the exhilaration of feeling eight years old again. Of being free and happy and having no worries.
 
   Ash merely watched, his arms folded over his drawn-up knees, chin resting on top. He made no move to help.
 
   “Haven’t you ever done this before?” Leaning back to reach behind her, Sami began plucking up yellow cockle shells and ridged scallops to adorn her creation.
 
   “I can’t say that rooting through the dirt has ever been all that high on my list of priorities.”
 
   “Not even as a kid?”
 
   “Our father kept us working from sunup to dusk. We didn’t have time for idle sport.”
 
   “All the more reason why you should enjoy it now.”
 
   One corner of his mouth twisted upward. “Oh, but I do. I love to play. Just not quite like this.”
 
   “You have a one track mind,” she teased, holding up a small striped conch for inspection. “Look at this, isn’t it pretty?”
 
   “Beautiful.” Lifting his chin, he turned his head to give her a lingering appraisal. “So beautiful, I think maybe I’ll take it home with me and dare anyone else to ever look at it. Being the selfish bastard I am, I’ll keep it all to myself.”
 
   Smiling to herself, Sami used her finger to trace a square drawbridge into the rather pathetic-looking sculpture. “You talking about me or the shell?”
 
   “Shell? What shell?” he asked innocently.
 
   “Such a smooth talker,” she laughed, shaking her head. “Why didn’t you ever go into politics?”
 
   His nose wrinkled in distaste. “Probably because politics bore me to tears. I’m already responsible for the internal affairs within our own private syndicate. Why waste my time worrying about what stupid bullshit the dumb cattle are stirring up?”
 
   “By dumb cattle, I’m assuming you mean humans?”
 
   “You nailed it, babycakes.”
 
   “I’m still human,” she tactfully reminded him.
 
   “That can be easily remedied.” Taking the conch from her fingers, he pushed it into the wet sand just above the makeshift drawbridge. “Have you given any more thought to when you’d like to shed your mortal coil for something a bit more…permanent?”
 
   Oh, hell. She’d been waiting all week for him to bring this up again, but now that he had she wasn’t quite sure what to say. Rationally, there was no legitimate reason to put it off. Why was she stalling anyway? It was what she wanted. It was what he wanted. What possible downside could there be to remaining young and healthy forever?
 
   Well, maybe there was one downside.
 
   Sami bit down on her bottom lip anxiously. “Okay, don’t laugh. But…I gotta be honest. It’s the whole drinking blood thing. I mean, the thought of it just kinda grosses me out. No offense or anything, but how am I supposed to get past that? I’m afraid I won’t be able to bring myself to do it. What if I can’t? What’ll happen to me? Will I dry up and turn into a skeleton or something?”
 
   Pressing his lips into a firm line, Ash brought up a hand to tap two fingers against his mouth. It was obvious he was struggling not to laugh. “That’s what you’re worried about? The taste of blood? Sweetheart, I can assure you without a shadow of a doubt that you won’t have any reservations about it once you’ve transitioned.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “One hundred percent positive.” Underneath his fingers, the smile spread.
 
   Even if she wasn’t totally convinced, Sami had to concede that he must know what he was talking about. Besides, when you really thought about it, the whole concept was a little absurd. A vampire with an aversion to blood? She’d never heard of such a thing, not even in folklore. “No killing necessary?”
 
   “Taking into consideration your size and gender, I’d say you shouldn’t require more than a pint and a half at the most.”
 
   A pint and a half. Ugh. Visualizing the size of a pint of milk, Sami repressed a shudder at the idea of consuming such a large amount of something so unappealing. Tossing one of the scallops into the tidepool, she watched as it sank out of sight in the murky water. “When can you get the morphine?”
 
   “Whenever you like. All you have to do is say the word.”
 
   She scooped up a handful of cool sand to dribble over his bare feet. “And it’ll just be like falling asleep, right? I won’t feel anything?”
 
   “You won’t feel a thing. You’ll simply drift off to sleep, and when you wake your whole body will be refreshed and renewed. You’ll experience a sense of euphoria like you’ve never known before. It’s incredible. Unlike anything you could possibly imagine.” Grasping her chin with his fingers, he caught her eyes with a soft, sensual gaze. “You don’t have to be afraid. Death is nothing more than a waypoint. A means of entry. There’s nothing to fear there. Nothing at all.”
 
   “Just promise me it’ll be easy.”
 
   “I promise. So easy.” His lips were almost touching hers now, warming them with his breath. “You trust me, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes. Of course I do.” She flicked out her tongue to give him a playful lick. If only blood could taste as sweet as his lips. “All right then. When should we do it?”
 
   “What if I told you I have it with me right now?” He brushed her mouth with a light and deliberately chaste kiss.
 
   Startled, she pulled back to stare at him in disbelief. “Have what? You don’t mean the morphine!”
 
   “Yep.” The guileless expression never changed. He didn’t even have the decency to feign chagrin, the scoundrel.
 
   “You brought it with you? Are you serious, Ash?”
 
   He patted the deep pocket of his loose linen pants. “I have three vials and a syringe in a bag right here.”
 
   “When were you going to tell me?”
 
   “Just now.” The sweet-tasting lips twitched in amusement at her wide-eyed alarm.
 
   “So that’s why you brought me way out here. I should have known you were up to no good!”
 
   “Au contraire. I asked if you were ready to turn back and as I recall, you said no. Didn’t you? So don’t get all defensive on me. I didn’t plan this. All I did was come prepared.” Taking hold of her waist, he pulled her between his legs so her back was pressed to his chest. Against her neck he murmured, “How about you, Samara? Are you prepared?”
 
   Nervous butterflies stirred in her stomach. “Oh, God. I don’t know, Ash…”
 
   “I think you are. As a matter of fact, I know you are.”
 
   “Do you now?” Snuggling into him, she ran her fingertips up and down the muscular arms that encircled her. “You know more than I do, then.”
 
   “You’re making this more complicated than it needs to be. There’s nothing to it, really. It’s a breeze.”
 
   “I want to, Ash. I do. I’ve always wanted it. I’m just…a little scared is all.”
 
   “Do you want to keep putting it off until you’re old and gray?”
 
   “No, but maybe we should at least wait until I’ve had a chance to –”
 
   “I don’t want to wait. Let’s do this now.”
 
   She stiffened in his arms. “Right now? Here?” Her heart pounded in a frantic rhythm of fear and excitement. Was she ready for this? To leave the security of everything she was familiar with and become something, someone other than the person she’d always been?
 
   But maybe that person was already gone. The truth was, she’d become someone unrecognizable from the moment she first let him into her life.
 
   “Don’t you love me?” he purred into her ear.
 
   “You know I do.”
 
   “Then let me do this for you. Let me bring you into my world. Now. Tonight. Why would you want to delay something so perfect?” His arms tightened around her. “You’ve reached the end of the path. It’s time to reap the rewards. I want you to know what I know. To feel what I feel. Die for me, angel. Then live for me. Live only for me.”
 
   She trembled in spite of the humid weather. “Ash…”
 
   “Say yes,” he commanded in his deep, seductive voice. “I want to hear it. Tell me your life is mine. Tell me your death and your life will both belong to me.”
 
   “Yes,” she breathlessly agreed. “Yes.”
 
   He lifted his head, eyes darting around quickly to make sure there was no one who might see them. The area was quiet and isolated, and they were partially obscured by the rise of the sand dune on one side. The only sounds breaking the stillness of the night were the ebb and flow of ocean waves crashing on the shore.
 
   “Trust me?” he whispered.
 
   “I trust you.” Her eyes fluttered shut as she waited for the sharp prick of the needle, the one that would send her into her last slumber as a human.
 
   Instead she felt herself being lifted into the air, and even before the back of her head slammed against the hard packed sand, even before the warm water of the tidepool surrounded her, she knew she’d been deceived yet again.
 
   Ash was straddling her body, both hands wrapped around her neck in a grip of steel as he held her head just beneath the water’s surface. The briny sting of saltwater in her nostrils sent panic rushing through her, and she began to struggle like a wild animal, kicking while beating at his arms and tearing at his flesh with her fingernails. It did no good other than to exhaust all her strength. The hands around her throat were immovable. He would not be budged.
 
   A primitive scream escaped her in a short trail of bubbles, accomplishing nothing at all but to deprive her of what little breath she had left. The sapphire eyes that were coldly fixed on her seemed to blur and waver as the rippling water obstructed her vision. She felt dizzy. Her pulse banged out a violent tempo of terror.
 
   Air! Oh God, I need air…I can’t breathe…please, for God’s sake, let go…let go…
 
   In a final desperate bid for oxygen she inhaled reflexively, and her starving lungs ached and burned as they sucked in the stagnant seawater that mercilessly suffocated her.
 
   The frenzied thrashing grew weaker. Her fingers slowly released their clench on his wrists as her body became limp and still. The pale light from the full moon above her dimmed and faded away, and a sleepy blanket of darkness began to cover her with its peaceful comfort.
 
   So this was what it was like to die.
 
   It wasn’t so bad, really.
 
   Blinking once, she relaxed and succumbed to the darkness.
 
   The last sight her mortal eyes took in before the twilight of death clouded them was his broad Cheshire grin, hovering just above the water’s surface.
 
    
 
   ~16~
 
    
 
   “Okay, let me be the first to say it. That movie was dumb.”
 
   Following the stream of people pouring out of the theater, Tristan glanced over Halina’s head to exchange an amused look with Nick. “You didn’t like it?”
 
   “I’ve seen worse, but not by much. Anyone want to explain to me why a vampire would ever feel the need to hiss like that? What, was he supposed to be reincarnated from a cat? And bursting into flames when he got trapped in the sunlight – um, hello! That doesn’t even make sense. Was he drinking blood or super unleaded? Oh my God, so cheesy.”
 
   “I don’t know. I thought the scene where he went up in flames was the best part.”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Lina snickered as she conceded, “Yeah, it was the best part because it was the end! Who comes up with this stuff?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be so quick to blame the screenwriters. They’re just rehashing the same superstitions that have been passed down and distorted through the years.”
 
   “Whatever. Still feels like they’re insulting everyone’s intelligence. You can’t tell me you didn’t find all that malarkey just a tiny bit offensive!”
 
   “I don’t think we were meant to take it personally, Rabbit.” Throwing an arm around her shoulders, Tristan grinned at her.
 
   “And what’s with the whole garlic thing?” she persisted. “You know, I’ve never understood that. Why always garlic? Why not – oh, I don’t know – oregano? Or basil?”
 
   “I personally can’t stand sage,” Nick announced cheerfully. “Maybe someone should look into that.”
 
   “I think that particular myth has something to do with the belief that garlic has medicinal properties,” Tristan offered. “Vampirism used to be regarded as a disease, so it kinda makes sense when you think about it. As much time as you spend reading, I would have thought you’d have known that already.”
 
   Pausing in his tracks, Nick turned his attention to the florescent OPEN sign hanging in a café window. “I don’t know about you guys but I could do with something sweet. Anyone else feel like ice cream?”
 
   Miranda’s response was one of disbelief. “You just ate a tub of popcorn almost as big as me, and don’t think I didn’t see you sneaking Lina’s Mike & Ikes! How can you  have any room left for ice cream?”
 
   She discreetly neglected to mention that on top of that, it had only been four hours since they’d called on the neighbors. The unsuspecting young couple had been kind enough to supply the family with the one thing the history books got right. A necessary evil, but the donors would be no worse off for their contribution. A little sluggish perhaps, but they’d soon recuperate.
 
   Self-medication, Tristan mused. As analogies went, maybe it wasn’t that far off base.
 
   “Tristan hasn’t eaten,” Nick reminded his wife. “And we skipped dinner tonight, remember?”
 
   Her hand flew to her mouth. “Dio mio, I completely forgot! What a scatterbrain I am. You must be starving.”
 
   “I could stand to eat,” he admitted.
 
   The bell over the café door jingled as Lina pulled it open and skipped inside. “I hope they have lime sherbet.”
 
   “Just don’t order too much,” Nick warned playfully. “You’ll get Breyers remorse.”
 
   His quip produced a round of groans as they found an empty booth and seated themselves, laughing. Lina slid in beside Tristan and picked up one of the menus already laid out on the table. “Wow. I think you just earned yourself a nice solid ten there. Congratulations.”
 
   “Thank you, thank you. I got a million of ’em.”
 
   “Please,” his wife begged. “Spare us that torture.”
 
   “Woman, do not try and stifle my creative genius.” He leaned sideways to plant a theatrically noisy kiss on her cheek.
 
   “Ha! I only wish you would learn to stifle.”
 
   “Mm…chili cheese fries and a big sloppy burger with the works. Sounds like a winner to me.” Looking up from his menu, Tristan took in the retro-chic décor with interest. “Look at that. They have an authentic jukebox in here. Wonder if it actually works?”
 
   “I saw it when we walked past. It’s country music.” Lina’s bright eyes twinkled mischievously. “I prefer jazz and classical. Wanna know why?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “’Cause it’s full of sax and violins,” she giggled. “Get it?”
 
   Grinning, he nudged her in the ribs with an elbow. “Well, I guess it’s true what they say about musicians. They don’t know how to conduct themselves in public.”
 
   “I think none of you have learned how to conduct yourselves in public!” Miranda scolded good-naturedly. “Enough with the puns. If I hear one more bad joke tonight, you will have to carry me out of here in a straightjacket!”
 
   Nick shifted his eyes naughtily. “A chipmunk and a politician walk into a bar…”
 
   They were still cracking jokes and laughing forty-five minutes later when Tristan quietly got up to take care of the check. The woman at the register, an older and more rotund version of the lady who’d waited on them, took his money and ticket with a heavily jowled smile.
 
   “Was everything okay, hon?”
 
   “Just perfect, thank you.”
 
   “Let’s see here…out of fifty…” Her plump fingers started plucking change out of the register. “That your daughter over there?”
 
   Surprised, he looked directly into her eyes but they were concentrating on the cash in the drawer. Was she referring to Lina? “My daughter? No. I don’t have any kids.”
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t figure you could be that old. Sister?”
 
   “No…no relation. I’m just a friend of the family.”
 
   The woman shook her head with a wistful sigh, causing the folds of loose skin beneath her neck to jiggle. “Sure is a pretty little thing. Hard to believe I was ever that young. Or that tiny!” Winking, she dropped the change in his palm. “Tell you what, Mom and Dad better go ahead and get ’em a big ol’ stick to chase the boys off with. ’Cause let me tell you, that little girl’s gonna break a lot of hearts one day.”
 
   Wincing, he gave a sidelong glance at the booth to make sure Lina hadn’t overheard. For anyone else, the trivial comment would have meant nothing. Just small talk, certainly not intended to be offensive. But for a young girl whose one day would never come, it was a cruel reminder that every single tomorrow would be the same as today.
 
   No such luck. Her small blonde head turned and she was looking right at him, trying but failing to hide the hurt in those puppy-dog eyes.
 
   Goddammit. She heard.
 
   Oblivious, the woman chirped, “Have a good night, sugar. Y’all be sure and stop in again, okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” he mumbled distractedly. “Thanks.”
 
   Dropping her gaze as if embarrassed, Lina said nothing to him as they all filed out of the restaurant. Outside in the night, strolling leisurely back to the theater parking lot, Nick and Miranda continued their spirited bickering. Those two could scrap like stray cats in an alley. In spite of their constant sparring, anyone with eyes could see that they were fiercely devoted to one another. Nick just happened to enjoy goading his wife, and her sharp tongue was quick to rise to the bait.
 
   Dropping a hand on Lina’s shoulder, he found himself blurting, “You know, I do believe you’ve gotten taller since last time I saw you.” The moment he blabbed the words, he realized how disingenuous they sounded. He wasn’t even sure why he said such a stupid thing other than out of a defensive need to encourage her. To instill a spark of hope. The poor kid had never done a damn thing to deserve the lousy hand she’d been dealt.
 
   If hell really existed, then he could only pray that the Nazi bastard responsible had a prime spot among the embers.
 
   “Think so?” Her response was apathetic. There was no optimism there. She knew, they both knew, that it wasn’t true. But she slipped her small hand in his anyway, apparently touched by his clumsy effort to cheer her.
 
   “Could be the process just takes a lot longer with us,” he suggested. “Maybe it’s like a delayed reaction or something.”
 
   “Yeah. Maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced.
 
   “We don’t know for sure.”
 
   “It’s okay, Tristan. I know the score.” Her patient smile told him that she understood what he was trying to do. “You don’t have to humor me.”
 
   “Humor you? Honey, that’s not what I was –” Oh, shit.
 
   He stopped talking in midsentence, stopped walking, stopped breathing. Time seemed to flash-freeze. His surroundings darkened, enveloped in a hazy cloak of dense fog. From someplace far away he could make out Lina’s muted voice asking him what was wrong, but he had no answer to give. Not yet. A dark but familiar sensation began to spread through him, that ominous awareness that always preceded the most unsettling revelation.
 
   Another soul had joined them.
 
   Closing his eyes, he let his mind open to the impending vision. The mass of storm clouds that filled his head parted, the swirling fog dissipating just enough for him to make out a face. The last face he wanted to see. The most recognizable blue eyes in the world, shining down like jewels, crinkling at the sides with a satisfied smile as the sound of harsh coughing reached Tristan’s ears. This was quickly followed by a stream of angry curses.
 
   Sami.
 
   As always, the image faded as quickly as it had come.
 
   “You gotta be kidding me,” he mumbled.
 
   Beside him, Lina was tugging on his hand. “Tristan, you okay? What’s the matter?”
 
   “It’s happened. He’s gone and done it already. Dammit, I should have known this would happen...”
 
   “What? What happened?”
 
   “He’s killed her.”
 
   Lina’s brow furrowed in bewilderment. “Who? What are you talking about?”
 
   Taking a time-out from their quarrelling, Nick and Miranda turned to give him a puzzled look.
 
   “I have to get back to Florida,” he told them.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   I’m underwater. Isn’t that odd, I don’t seem to be breathing either. I must be dreaming. That’s it, I’m dreaming. In my dream I’m a fish or maybe a mermaid. But wait, this all feels a little too real. Too much detail. I can count the stars in the sky, one by one. The water makes them look blurry, but they must be stars because there’s the moon. Isn’t that Orion? I feel a piece of seaweed tickling my cheek. At least I think that’s what it is. Out of the corner of my eye it looks like a piece of seaweed. Maybe not. Pretty sure I’m not in the ocean but I am definitely in water. Why the hell am I lying in water? Did I fall asleep in the bathtub?
 
   Oh, wait…wait just a cotton picking minute…I didn’t fall asleep…I remember now…I remember…Ash, you FUCKER!
 
   Propelling herself upright, Sami coughed up lungfuls of brackish seawater, wiping her eyes while sucking in gasp after gasp of clean, fresh air. She’d never realized before how wonderful it felt simply to breathe. When you never had to think about it, the involuntary action was taken for granted. Funny how you never appreciated a thing until you didn’t have it anymore.
 
   Kneeling by her side, Ash watched with intent fascination, an infuriatingly smug expression on his face. The murdering bastard seemed quite pleased with himself. Psychotic son of Satan – he better have a good explanation for this. She’d never felt more like mangling someone’s face in her life.
 
   The instant Sami sufficiently caught her breath, she let him have it. The floodgates burst wide open and every vulgar insult that popped into her mind was noisily unleashed in a torrent of tawdry profanity. She swore at him like a truck driver in a cussing contest. The object of her wrath merely straightened, standing with his arms crossed while he waited her out, completely unfazed as she screamed to the world just what she thought of him. Eventually she ran out of swear words and paused to take a breath, still glaring at him with eyes on fire.
 
   He smirked then, his own eyes twinkling merrily. “Let this be a lesson to you. Never trust anyone, you silly girl. Least of all me.”
 
   That did it. Leaping out of the tidepool with a splash, she connected her fist with his perfectly chiseled face, determined to knock the arrogance right off of it. To say that she was shocked when he landed flat on his back, eight feet from where he had been standing just a second before, was a gross understatement.
 
   “What the…” she whispered. Her mouth fell open as he sat up, rubbing his jaw with a wry grin.
 
   “Not bad. You feel better now? I think you fractured it.”
 
   Before any of this had a chance to sink in, a floodlight lit up the elevated deck of the house behind them. Footsteps shuffled across the planks, and then a man appeared to lean over the railing and snap in a very annoyed voice, “Hey! Is there a problem out here?”
 
   “Nope. No problem,” Ash cockily assured him.
 
   “Well, how about keepin’ it down then! Why don’t you two go someplace else if you wanna make all that racket! Jesus Christ, you’re gonna wake the dead!”
 
   “Already done, Sparky.”
 
   The man hesitated uncertainly as he assessed the situation. His unbuttoned shirt flapped in the breeze and he took a drag from his cigarette before asking, “Ma’am, is he botherin’ you? You need me to call the cops or somethin’?”
 
   A sudden irrational wave of fury swept over Sami, and before she knew what was happening she found herself yelling more obscenities. “Was I talking to you? Huh? Were either of us talking to you? Why don’t you shut up and mind your own goddamn business, you limp-dick piece of shit, before I come over there and make you deep throat your own wang! How about that?” Riled at this total stranger for no logical reason, she stomped threateningly through the sand in the direction of the house.
 
   Running to catch up, Ash grabbed one arm to restrain her. “Don’t mind her,” he yelled up at the man, subdued laughter in his voice. “She’s just had a little too much tequila tonight. We’ll move on. Sorry for disturbing you.”
 
   From somewhere inside the house, a female voice called, “What’s going on? Who’s out there, Kemper?”
 
   Flicking his cigarette butt over the railing, Kemper turned and stalked back inside. “Couple of fuckin’ nutballs!” he grumbled before slamming the door shut behind him. The bright light was extinguished, throwing the beach back into darkness.
 
   Sami’s unexplained rage subsided as quickly as it had come and she blinked, confused by her own erratic behavior.
 
   “Oh, man,” Ash snickered, wrapping his arms around her. “I knew you were gonna be a wild one, but this is just too good.”
 
   “Get off me, you asshole!” She wiggled indignantly out of his grasp. “Have you completely lost your mind? What the hell did you think you were doing? You could’ve drowned me, you know!”
 
   “Could have?” He flashed his pearly whites at her. “Or did?”
 
   She stared at him, speechless, her eyes widening as the implication of his words struck home.
 
   “Do you think you could have knocked me on my ass under normal circumstances?”
 
   “I didn’t…you…oh, shut up! I don’t care what you say. Just shut up.”
 
   “Tell me something. How do you feel right now?”
 
   “I feel fine!” she snapped defensively, her head swimming with protests. Uh-uh. Don’t even. There is no way you’re going to make me believe that I died just now. I did NOT drown. I am NOT dead. So tell your lies to someone else, pal. You’ve cried wolf way too many times before. I’m not falling for this one.
 
   “Let’s see if I can guess.” His voice dropped to a seductively low drone. “You feel strangely displaced, though not in an unpleasant way. You’re antsy. Restless. Bursting with energy. Adrenaline is surging through you right now and it feels so good. So sexual. So vibrant and robust. Every molecule in your body is truly alive for the first time in your life. Alive and unrestrained.
 
   “Your eyesight is sharp, the colors of your surroundings clearer, crisper. Everything around you feels the same, but somehow different. The salt in the night air. The sea breeze on your skin. The sand between your toes. Every sensation is amplified, improved. You’re awake. You’re aware. You’re alert.
 
   “You feel primitive. You want to run like a mustang. You want to fly like a bird. You want to fuck like a feral beast. You want. You simply want. You want it all. And you know deep down that there is nothing standing in your way. Nothing can stop you. The world is yours. It belongs to you. You are a goddess. Powerful. Untouchable. Immortal. You are perfection.”
 
   His soft lips brushed against her temple as he whispered, “In other words, you feel fucking incredible. Does that about sum it up?”
 
   My God, he’s right – it’s true! Every single thing he says is true. I can’t believe it. This is really happening. It HAS happened. I’ve become like him. Like Tristan. I’m one of them now!
 
   Her eyes met his. Quietly, she admitted, “Yeah. That about sums it up.”
 
   “Welcome to my world, angel.”
 
   Our world. Using her tongue to trace the roof of her mouth, she felt the sharp hinged fangs laying flat and discreet, waiting for the opportunity to be broken in for the first time. A complacent smile teased the corners of her lips, but she forced herself to curb it. Ash still had a lot to answer for, and she wasn’t about to let him off the hook so easily. “Why’d you lie to me about the morphine, you dick?”
 
   He shrugged with a wicked grin.
 
   “Don’t give me that look. You promised!”
 
   “I promised it would be easy. And it was.” The grin widened. “For me.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, jaw clenching resentfully. “You have no idea how much I hate you right now.”
 
   “Déjà vu, baby. I’ve heard all this before. Love, hate…it’s all cut from the same defective cloth.” His head tilted to one side curiously. “So how was that for you? Your death. Was it good?”
 
   Was it good? Her jaw loosened and felt absurdly close to coming unhinged altogether. How disturbing that he genuinely believed she might have gotten some perverse enjoyment out of such a thing. Out of, for all practical purposes, being murdered. “Was it – Ash, you held me underwater until I suffocated! You just fucking drowned me! Do you have any idea what it’s like not to be able to breathe? Was it good – are you kidding me? No, it wasn’t good! My God, what’s wrong with you?”
 
   “I know what it’s like.” The lewd gleam in his eye reminded her of their first night together. Of the handcuffs. The mirrors. The crazy acid-fueled hallucinations. “It’s something you’ll always remember.”
 
   “I’ll remember it, all right. You better watch your back.”
 
   Laughing, he pulled her into his arms and waltzed in a circle around the tidepool before dipping her so low her wet hair brushed the packed sand. “Ready to go have some fun, my virgin vampire?”
 
   “I need to change into some dry clothes if you’re planning on taking me anywhere. I’m soaked to the skin, in case you haven’t noticed.”
 
   “You’re fine. This is a come-as-you-are kind of party.” Pulling her upright, he gave a succinct nod in the direction of the house behind them, the one inhabited by a very irritated man named Kemper.
 
   “Um…what are you up to?” she asked suspiciously.
 
   “I already told you. We’re going to have some fun.” With a wink, he crooked a finger and motioned for her to follow him. “Be vewy, vewy quiet. I’m hunting wabbits. Huh-huh-huh-huh.”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Sami smiled to herself as she shadowed him up the sandy hill toward the saffron yellow cottage. He came to an abrupt halt at the bottom of the steep wooden steps that led up to the deck. “What’s the matter?” she whispered after almost bumping into him.
 
   Strike that. Bumping into him? Nope, that wasn’t right. Because him wasn’t standing in front of her anymore. Him was gone. The person she almost tripped over wasn’t a tall, muscular male, but instead a pigtailed child of about six, a freckled blonde in a pink ruffled swimsuit who coyly peered over her shoulder to flash deep dimples and blue eyes that were eerily familiar.
 
   “Holy shit on a stick!” Startled, she jumped back and almost lost her balance. “Ash?”
 
   “Well, it ain’t Honey Boo Boo.” The cutesy lisping voice might have been that of a little girl, but it still contained every ounce of his smarminess.
 
   “Good Lord. You look like that kid from The Brady Bunch. What the heck are you doing?”
 
   “Gaining entrance to the house, what else? Can’t just break in – they might have an alarm system. This is easier. Nobody’s gonna turn away a poor pitiful lost kid.”
 
   Sami continued to stare at the child, unable to pull her eyes away from the disconcertingly realistic illusion. “You cannot possibly realize how freaky this is. And I don’t mean just regular freaky. I mean on a freak scale of one to ten, I don’t even have enough fingers to tell you how messed up this is.”
 
   “You don’t know what freaky is, toots. Before long I’ll have you redefining the meaning of the word. For now, just wait here for me and keep quiet. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Whatever you say, Smurfette.” She gave a mock salute, unable to hold back an almost hysterical giggle. The night was graduating from strange to stranger still, but oddly she was finding the volatility of it all insanely thrilling. “Wait. I just gotta say one more thing.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Pink is definitely your color.” Her barely stifled laughter was rewarded with a rather out-of-place gesture involving a diminutive middle finger.
 
   “Remind me to get you for that later.” The stubby purple flip-flops made soft clopping noises as the moppet mirage trotted up the stairway. Sami couldn’t help but wonder crazily how the sounds fit in with the whole illusion. The high-pitched voice, the patter of the child’s light footsteps. How he was able to manufacture something so authentic was beyond her comprehension. Was it difficult? He made it seem so easy. So effortless. Then again, he had a way of making everything he did look effortless.
 
   She sat on the bottom step and waited, listening, wondering what Ash intended to do once he gained entry to the house. She had a feeling that whatever it was, it was likely to involve blood. Her first taste, perhaps? For whatever reason, the idea no longer bothered her. Rather than being disgusted, the thought of it only invoked a mild curiosity. She’d look at it as trying a new delicacy for the first time. Nothing more. He’d promised that it wouldn’t be an issue.
 
   Then again, the lying devil had also promised that her death would be an easy one.
 
   After a moment she heard voices but couldn’t quite make out what was being said. Then the voices faded to silence. She expected the glaring light to be switched back on but it never was. It was impossible to see what was happening from her spot below, but she had to assume that he must have been invited inside. What on earth was going on in there? What was he doing?
 
   She didn’t have long to speculate. Ash came bounding down the wooden steps not two minutes later, a self-satisfied grin on his face.
 
   “What happened to Curly Top?” Standing, she brushed gritty grains of sand off her sodden dress.
 
   “She’s been a very bad little girl, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Hm. Why doesn’t that surprise me.”
 
   “Don’t knock it, baby. It feels good to be bad.” Bowing gallantly, he offered an arm with a charming smile. “My lady. Your destiny awaits.”
 
   My destiny. Does it make sense that he’s the one controlling it instead of me? This has all happened so fast. I feel like I’ve been thrown into an alternate dimension where everything looks the same but isn’t. Myself included. I don’t feel the same. I feel…well, to be honest, I feel good. Euphoric, even. But considering what’s happened, what’s very likely about to happen, WHY do I feel that way? Where’s the apprehension? The fear? Where’s the reluctance? It should be there but it isn’t. We’re about to do something terrible, I know we are, and yet the prospect doesn’t really bother me.
 
   It’s all so strange. Everything’s the same, but different.
 
   Even me.
 
   Especially me.
 
   Saying nothing, Sami tucked her arm in his and climbed the steep stairs alongside the master of her destiny.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Lina watched as Tristan make the same call for the fourth time in a row, even reflecting his frown as once again he reached only a prerecorded message.
 
   Miranda twisted around so she could talk to him face to face from the front passenger seat of Nick’s Lexus. “This new recruit…she is the woman you say he has been spending all his time with?”
 
   “Yes. Samara. Her name is Samara.”
 
   “Very well…so he has given her immortality. Why is this a surprise to you? It seems only natural if he has finally found love. I cannot understand, why get so upset?”
 
   “She’s the friend you were telling me about,” Lina stated quietly. She didn’t have to ask – it was plain to see in his concern. He cared about this woman. And it hurt, as much as she wanted it not to. She knew it was pointless to give in to something as base as jealousy, but there it was just the same. An ugly green ice pick through the heart. He confirmed her suspicion with a quick look, not needing to say a word.
 
   “I’d just feel better if I could talk to her. Make sure she’s transitioning smoothly. That’s my main concern.” Drumming the fingers of one hand against his thigh, Tristan fiddled restlessly with the door lock button. “Okay, maybe that’s not entirely true. What’s really bothering me is, I have no idea what his intention was when he did this.”
 
   Glancing over his shoulder, Nick shot him a puzzled look. “His intention? I’m not following. His intention was to make her immortal, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Not necessarily. What I mean is, that was my doing. I gave her my blood, you see. It was a precaution. I was…well, I was afraid for her. You know how unpredictable he is.”
 
   “Then you think he may have been out to simply kill her?”
 
   “Exactly. I’m hoping that wasn’t the case, that he knew about the transfusion. It is possible she decided to tell him. If so, then everything’s okay and she’s in no immediate danger.”
 
   “Until he starts feeding her his warped ideology, that is,” Lina muttered.
 
   “It’s the other scenario that worries me. That he wanted her dead.”
 
   “Why should he want her dead?” Miranda wanted to know. “You said yourself that he seemed obsessed with her.”
 
   Tristan paused for a moment before replying in an edgy voice, “Ash has never needed a reason to kill anyone.”
 
   Something in his hesitation made Lina wonder if there was something he wasn’t telling them. “Forget the phone,” she advised. “There are other ways to check up on her, you know.”
 
   “I did that,” he admitted.
 
   “And…?” Nick asked.
 
   “All I could see was the ocean. She wasn’t doing anything. I think she was just sitting on the beach.”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t sound like she’s in trouble. What about him? Did you try him?”
 
   “See, that’s got me worried, too. I couldn’t seem to get a clear handle on him. I know this sounds paranoid, but it’s almost like he knows I’m watching and he’s deliberately blocking me.”
 
   “If she’s just sitting on the beach, obviously she isn’t worried about him hurting her,” Lina pointed out.
 
   “Yeah. That’s true. I suppose you’re right, I’m probably worrying for nothing.” Turning his head, he gazed out the car window at the darkness. “I just wish I knew what was going on.”
 
   Guess you’ll know soon enough, since you’re cutting your trip short to go running back to Florida. She was tempted to say the words out loud, but knew they would only come out sounding bitter. Like the complaints of a child who was disappointed about not getting her way. And why shouldn’t she be disappointed? She got to see Tristan so infrequently as it was.
 
   Still, she kept her sullen thoughts to herself. Instead she tried to reassure herself that Tristan had already admitted he wasn’t in love with the woman. That she was only a friend. Maybe it was true and maybe it wasn’t, but she chose to believe that he was being straightforward. She couldn’t bear the thought of him lying to her.
 
   And this mysterious Samara – what was she like? She already had the benefit of an exotic name. Samara…it sounded glamorous, sexy, like a movie star’s name. Was she beautiful? Desirable? Did she turn heads? Was she as stunning as Miranda? She must be, if she was able to hold the attention of a womanizer like Ash. Not to mention the interest Tristan was showing in her, even if it was platonic. The whole idea bothered her. Whoever this person was, it didn’t seem fair that she should be beautiful. Not fair at all, when she herself would never have the chance to mature and blossom.
 
   That little girl’s gonna break a lot of hearts one day.
 
   Sadly, the only heart little Lina was capable of breaking was her own.
 
   Every time she looked into a mirror and saw the childish reflection, her heart cracked just a little bit more.
 
   And every time he left, he took a piece of it with him.
 
   She had to wonder what would happen when there were no more pieces left.
 
    
 
   ~17~
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong with them?”
 
   Sami stared in fascination at the motionless couple sitting side by side on the rattan sofa. One of them, of course, was the sourpuss who’d yelled at them for making too much noise. Kemper. His Hawaiian print shirt was still unbuttoned, and at his left elbow a lit cigarette smoldered in an ashtray balanced on the arm of the sofa. At his right, an over-tanned blonde in white shorts and a tight yellow t-shirt emblazoned with the words Will Flash For Beer gazed off into space with empty eyes. Sami waved a hand in front of her face to see what would happen, but the woman didn’t so much as blink.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with them, per se. I simply suggested that they sit here quietly until I instruct them otherwise.” Leaning forward, Ash smacked the man’s scruffy cheek a few times in rapid succession. Amazingly, he didn’t even flinch. “Whatcha say there, Sparky? Where are your manners? Can’t you say hello to the little lady?”
 
   “Hello.” The voice was one-dimensional, devoid of emotion.
 
   “Well, you don’t have to be so enthusiastic about it.” Out of curiosity she lifted one of his hands and then released it, snorting a laugh when it dropped lifelessly back to his denim-clad thigh. “This is just too cool! He’s like your own personal robot, no batteries required. You gotta show me how you do that.”
 
   “Nothing difficult about it. This is one of the easiest tricks in the book.”
 
   “Can you make him do whatever you want?” She remembered a show she and Kelly once saw during a trip to Biloxi, where a hypnotist had brought some woman onstage and convinced her to strut around and cluck like a chicken. It was hilarious to watch, even if it was just an act.
 
   “Yes, within reason.”
 
   “Within reason? What do you mean by that?”
 
   “It means there are limits. For instance, if I were to try and persuade him to do something he viewed as immoral or reprehensible, such as taking his own life for instance, it’s unlikely that he would comply. The request would just cause him to become agitated and confused.”
 
   “Oh, I see. Like if you were to ask a guy to swallow a lethal dose of painkillers, then he probably wouldn’t actually do it.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Unless, of course, his name happened to be Rick. Then he’d toss them back like candy.” Crossing her arms, she looked him right in the eye as she waited to hear him talk his way out of this one.
 
   He cocked a brow with a slight smirk. “What makes you think I had anything to do with Rick?”
 
   “Oh, don’t play dumb with me. We both know you’re responsible.”
 
   “I never touched him.” He held his hands up, as if somehow the lack of evidence there would prove his innocence.
 
   “True, and technically neither did Marco, but somehow the guy wound up with a belly full of Oxy, didn’t he? He never would’ve done that of his own free will. So explain to me again how there are ‘limits’!”
 
   “There are exceptions to every rule. Marco just happens to be one of those exceptions.”
 
   “An exception to the rule, huh?” Wrinkling her nose at the acrid stench of smoke, Sami bent over Kemper to snuff out the burning cigarette. “Bullshit. You know what? I don’t believe you. I think you can do it, too. For some reason, you just don’t want anyone to know you can.”
 
   “Why would you think that?” He sounded genuinely surprised.
 
   “Because! I know what you did to Tristan. You made him gay!”
 
   Ash choked out a laugh. “First of all, I didn’t make him gay. All I did was entice him a bit, set the pheromones loose and turn up the charm ’til he was lusting after me like a little bitch in heat.” He shrugged with a sly grin. “Now if he somehow read ‘homosexual’ from that, well, it’s hardly my fault, is it?”
 
   Frowning, Sami let her gaze wander to the two zombified humans. They showed no indication that they could hear or comprehend anything being discussed. “But that doesn’t make any sense. You’re contradicting yourself. You just said –”
 
   “I said I couldn’t convince a person to do something they found reprehensible. But seduction happens to be one of my singular talents. You see, most of us already have the benefit of a powerful sexual presence. Only, I can take it a step further. I guess you could say I’m literally irresistible. A walking, talking aphrodisiac.” His smile widened, eyes twinkling naughtily. “You’d be surprised how quickly a person’s ideals go out the window when their libido is running the show.”
 
   Yeah, right. I’d be surprised. Did you forget who you’re talking to here?
 
   “It’s like this,” Ash continued. “I can have anyone – regardless of age, gender or sexual orientation – inundated with such overwhelming feelings of desire, they can’t help but believe they’ve fallen madly in love with me. Kind of a useless talent if you ask me, but hey, you take what you get. Gotta admit, it did come in handy when dealing with Tristan. His infatuation meant that I would have the benefit of his unconditional loyalty. And I can’t say that I haven’t benefited greatly from his telepathic abilities. So you see, it all worked out well. There are methods to my madness.”
 
   “Didn’t work out so hot for Tristan,” she mentioned distractedly. Underneath the lingering odor of cigarette smoke, she was beginning to notice a more agreeable aroma hanging in the air. Something incredibly savory. The woman must have been in the process of cooking dinner. It suddenly dawned on Sami that she was hungry. Very hungry.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about Tristan. He seems to have bounced back remarkably well.”
 
   The icy sarcasm in his voice wasn’t lost on her. She lifted her chin defiantly, refusing to allow him to deflect any wrongdoing onto her. “And is that what you’ve done to me?”
 
   The dark head tilted to one side as he studied her expression. “You think I influenced your emotions?”
 
   “Well, did you?”
 
   “No. Never once.” He ran a finger down her cheek, ever so lightly, and she shivered at his touch. “False desire? Come on now, angel. There would have been no fun in that. Whatever you felt, good or bad…it was real. I can promise you that.”
 
   “Seems like I remember someone, just a little while ago, telling me it would be in my best interest not to trust him. Maybe I should take that guy’s advice.”
 
   Ash laughed softly at her impudence. “Maybe I should stop dispensing advice. You’re becoming too smart for your own good.”
 
   “Yeah? Wait ’til I have a few decades’ worth of knowledge under my belt. Bet you’ll rue the day you created a monster.” Clutching her empty stomach, she inhaled deeply. What was that, anyway? It had an earthy, almost woodsy scent. Barbecue? Oh, yeah. She could really go for some of that right about now.
 
   “You could be right,” Ash chuckled. “We’ll worry about that when the time comes, my pretty chimera. For now, what say we get this party started?”
 
   “In a minute,” she mumbled, pacing away from him in search of the kitchen. “Can we just grab something to eat first? It’s been like, forever since lunch. Oh man, what is that smell? I’m starving.”
 
   The kitchen wasn’t hard to find, and the first thing that caught Sami’s eye was the barren stovetop. She’d assumed there would be something yummy simmering there, but no. Nothing. Not so much as a string bean. The smell was starting to fade anyhow so maybe it wasn’t even coming from in here. Maybe one of the neighbors was grilling out.
 
   Ash strolled into the kitchen behind her, watching in obvious amusement as she yanked the oven door open only to find cold racks. She peered inside the microwave next, slamming it shut with a curse once she saw that it was empty as well. Darn appliances were so shiny and spotlessly new, they looked like they’d never even been used. What, didn’t Miss Will-Flash-For-Beer know how to cook? Or was she too busy baking her own buns in the sun to have time for anything else?
 
   His mouth twitching, Ash jerked a thumb in the direction of the room they’d just vacated. “I believe what you’re looking for is back that way.”
 
   “What?” Pulling her attention from the hollow ache in her stomach, Sami’s eyes widened as his words sank in. “Oh, wait a second. You mean…”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Opening the refrigerator, Ash rummaged around inside. “Cool, they have wine. Looks like a good year, too. Care for an apéritif?”
 
   “That can’t be blood I smell.”
 
   “No? Then what do you think it is?”
 
   “I…I don’t know.” It couldn’t be that, though. She’d smelled blood before. It had the tarnished odor of dirty metal or rust or something like that. It wasn’t supposed to smell like the freaking nectar of the gods.
 
   “Damn, look at all the yogurt. Gross. These people must be health nuts or something.” Straightening, Ash studied the label on the bottle of wine before changing his mind and putting it back. “Never did understand how anyone could eat that stuff. You know what it reminds me of?”
 
   “Ash…I don’t feel so good…” Gripping the countertop, she leaned against it for support. Where moments ago she had felt like a million bucks, now suddenly she was trembling, clammy all over and sick to her stomach.
 
   In an instant she was in his arms, and he was gently pushing up her eyelids to look closely at her irises. “Can’t be,” he muttered, shaking his head with a concerned frown. “This shouldn’t be happening for another several days, at least.”
 
   “What’s…what’s wrong with me?” Clenching her teeth, she dug her fingernails into his shoulders as panic began to well up within her.
 
   “Nothing, baby. Nothing we can’t fix.” Scooping her up, he carried her back into the living room, where once again the strange scent assailed her nostrils. God, it was making her insane with longing. It stimulated her very core, made her want to climb the walls and scream. How could anything smell so good? No, more than that. More than just good. Necessary. And she knew then, it wasn’t just something she wanted, something she craved, it was what she needed, needed like a parched woman dying of thirst needed water. It was the remedy. The solution. It was the fucking life.
 
   What happened next she couldn’t begin to explain, not even to herself. A primal animal instinct seemed to take over, clouding her own judgment to the point of nonexistence, obliterating any remaining sense of right or wrong until all that remained was the hunger of a savage beast. Springing out of a surprised Asher’s hold, she latched onto the mesmerized female and buried twin fangs in her pulsing carotid artery, gulping mouthful after mouthful like a thirsty child at a drinking fountain.
 
   From just behind her came the familiar deep chuckle. “Okay…AB-positive it is, then. Good choice.”
 
   Ignoring him, Sami closed her eyes in ecstasy, savoring the taste the way a heroin addict relishes the high. Blood ran down her throat like warm soup, soothing and therapeutic, and her tremors quickly subsided as her body relaxed and melted into euphoria. As the flow began to diminish, she heaved a sigh of contentment against the woman’s throat.
 
   Kemper never budged during any of this. Never even turned his head. He just continued to sit there slack-jawed, staring into space like a lobotomized slug.
 
   “Well. I can see I’m going to have to be very careful about making sure you get fed on time.”
 
   Removing her mouth from the woman’s neck, Sami wiped it with the back of a hand and twisted her head to give Ash a panicked look. “I don’t…fuck, I don’t even know what just happened! I couldn’t even…was it supposed to be like that? It’s like I couldn’t even control myself. Is that normal?”
 
   “Normal for one who’s waited too long to feed.” Holding out his hands, he helped her climb down off the woman’s lap. “I’m not quite sure why it happened so suddenly just now. Typically with a newly turned vampire, it would be days or even weeks before that point of frenzy was reached. But, I suppose each person reacts to the transformation in their own inimitable style. You feel all better now, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.” All better didn’t even begin to describe it. She’d never felt this strong or this healthy before in her life. It was like a switch had been flipped from off to on.
 
   “Good. Then no harm done.” Pushing her hair back over her shoulders, he shook his head and clucked. “Except to your dress. Look at you, you managed to drip blood all down the front of it. And I liked that one, too. It’s sexy as hell. Well, we’ll just have to buy you another one, won’t we?”
 
   Sami regarded her victim dubiously. She wasn’t so sure Ash was right about no harm being done. The cloudy eyes were now closed, and for such a deeply bronzed woman, Will-Flash-For-Beer was remarkably pale. Her breathing didn’t sound quite right either. Her inhalations were shallow and came a little too rapidly.
 
   “What’s wrong with her? Is she hyperventilating?” The puncture wounds had closed up, but maybe she had already lost too much blood. “I think I screwed up. She doesn’t look right. Does she look right to you?”
 
   “Well, you did tap her veins pretty good.” True to his nature, he came off as totally indifferent. “It’s all right. We all tend to go overboard our first time.”
 
   “Oh, great. That’s just great. Half an hour into this and I’m a murderer already.”
 
   His snicker sounded downright sinister. “Check your vocabulary, baby. Humans call it murder. We call it foreplay.”
 
   Sami pressed her knuckles against the woman’s sallow cheek, mildly surprised at how cool her flesh felt to the touch. Should it alarm her that she wasn’t half as concerned about that as she ought to be? Thinking about it logically, it would appear that she should be horrified by what she’d just done. Horrified and disgusted. But to be perfectly honest, all she felt was a detached sense of apathy. For whatever reason, she just couldn’t make herself give much of a shit.
 
   So the human would die. Big deal. She wasn’t the only one to stand eye to eye with the Reaper this night.
 
   Only difference is, I beat him.
 
   Tossing her head with a reticent smile, she fluttered a hand in the direction of the man on the sofa. “Aren’t you going to…?”
 
   “Oh, yes. But you see, I have to admit that sometimes I like to play with my food before I eat. I know it’s considered bad manners, but what can I say. I’m just a kid at heart.” With a flirtatious wink, Ash turned to focus his attention on Kemper. Leaning forward, he gazed deeply into the man’s vacant eyes. “Do you own a gun? Wait, let me rephrase that. Is there a gun anywhere in this house?”
 
   “Yes,” was the monotone reply.
 
   “Good. Get your skinny ass up and go get it for me.”
 
   Sami watched, duly impressed as Kemper obediently stood and wandered out of the room. Seconds later they could hear him rummaging around in a hall closet. “Are you gonna show me how you do that? Put people under your control like that?”
 
   “Chill, baby girl. There’s no hurry,” Ash smiled. “I’ll teach you everything you need to know. Just have a little patience. We’ve got all the time in the world.”
 
   “What do you need a gun for?” she wanted to know.
 
   “Oh, just to ensure that they keep quiet after I snap ’em out of it. Humans tend to be more afraid of bullets than they are of vampires.” Flexing his fangs, he ran his tongue down the length of one. “Mm. At first.”
 
   Wrapping her fingers around one of his muscular biceps, Sami pressed herself against his hip. “God, you look sexy when you do that.”
 
   “Not half as sexy as you did when you were ripping into that bitch just now.” He caught her in his arms and kissed her roughly, growling against her lips, “I love that animal side of you. You were meant for this. I told you. You’re a fucking natural.”
 
   “Yeah?” Sliding a hand down to the bulge in his pants, she whispered, “I’ll show you what I was meant for. You want to see animal? Forget these two. Take me home and let me unleash the real beast.”
 
   His soft laugh was husky with desire. “Patience, baby. You know what they say. All good things…”
 
   Kemper came shuffling back in like a sleepwalker to interrupt them, revolver dangling from one hand. Coming to a halt beside them, he held his arm out to present it to Ash. She had to wonder how he was able to walk around like that when his vacuous eyes didn’t appear to be seeing anything.
 
   “Muchas gracias.” Popping open the cylinder of the .38 special, Ash emptied the cartridges into his hand and dropped them in his pocket before closing it back up. “Now go have a seat over there with your wife. Or girlfriend…whichever it is. I don’t care.”
 
   “She doesn’t have a ring,” Sami offered helpfully. “I don’t think they’re married.”
 
   “Ah…whatsa matter? Got commitment issues?” He nudged the man’s calf with a foot before crouching down between the couple. “Better take what you can get, Quasimodo. Beggars can’t be choosers. Now…I think you lazy bums have been asleep long enough, don’t you? Seems to me you’re being very neglectful of your guests. Time to provide some entertainment. Both of you. Wake up. Now.”
 
   Almost simultaneously they blinked, the two heads bobbing about in disoriented confusion as they struggled to assimilate. Straightening, Ash took a step back and spread his arms open with a haughty smile.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the freakshow! I am your host and master of ceremonies. Tickets are nonrefundable and the rules here are simple. There are only two, so please give me your undivided attention as I will not, I repeat, will not be going over these instructions twice. Listen up, here we go. Rule number one. Do. Not. Scream. First motherfucker in here that wigs out on me gets their gray matter painted all over the walls. Unless you want this place redecorated with your brains, I suggest you take ol’ Sparky’s advice here and – how’d you put it? Oh, yeah. Keep. It. Down.
 
   “Rule number two. I am in charge here. In case you illiterate hillbilly dumbasses don’t know what that means, I’ll clarify. You will do what I say, when I say it, without asking why. These rules are non-negotiable and subject to change at any time, without any warning, in accordance with my whim. Do we have any questions from the audience?”
 
   Sami watched, enthralled, as the startled couple exchanged panicky looks. Once again almost synchronously, their bulging eyes returned to the gun being waved around in front of their faces. Neither of them seemed to know what to do.
 
   The woman was the first to hazard a question. Bringing a shaking hand to her chest, she coughed twice before saying in a croaky voice, “P-please…I need a Xanax. I think I’m having a panic attack.”
 
   “A panic attack? Really?” Asher’s free hand flew to his mouth in exaggerated dismay. “Oh, my. Now that is unfortunate. Regrettably, management won’t allow us to stop the ride and let you off once it’s started. However, we will have some nice parting gifts for you. May I have your name, please?”
 
   “My…name?” Her cheeks grew even more wan if that was possible. She looked dangerously close to face-planting into the floor.
 
   “Yes. Your name. What people call you. Comes above the street address on your mail. Generally the first line on your birth certificate. Any of that ring a bell?”
 
   “Brandy,” she whispered before coughing again.
 
   “What was that you were asking for, Brandy? A Xanax?”
 
   “Yes…please. They’re in…in my purse. Over there.”
 
   “My dear, you don’t need medication. What you need is a transfusion. Request denied. Next?”
 
   At her side, Kemper seemed to suddenly spring to life. “What’s going on here?” he snapped indignantly. “Who are you people?”
 
   “I apologize, but due to union rules we are only permitted to answer one question at a time. Kindly select just one.”
 
   Not only baffled but clearly getting pissed off, Kemper gritted his teeth so that his lower lip protruded in a way that reminded Sami of Slingblade. “I said…who ARE you people?”
 
   “Oh! That’s right! You don’t even know how to address me yet, do you? Please pardon the oversight. Let me introduce myself. I am known as Alpha to the fortunate, Grim Reaper to the unfortunate, and Total Prick to everyone else. You can simply call me Sir. To my left is my lovely assistant Samara. Take a bow, gorgeous.”
 
   Smiling brightly, she gave a dainty little curtsey. “How do you do?”
 
   “Did you…did you drug us or somethin’? Where’d y’all come from?”
 
   “Now, see – that’s two questions again,” Ash sighed. “A little slow on the uptake, aren’t you? Let me guess. You dropped out of high school somewhere around the…ninth grade? Tenth? Am I getting close?”
 
   “What’s this all about? This just ’cause I asked you to be quiet?”
 
   Brandy tugged weakly at his sleeve. “Kemper…”
 
   “What, you want an apology? That why you’re here?”
 
   “Hey…”
 
   “Fine. Sorry I rained on your fuckin’ parade. There. Ya happy?”
 
   “Kemp…”
 
   “What? What is it?” he barked, angrily turning his head to see what she wanted. That was when he finally saw the blood.
 
   “You gotta do somethin’…I don’t feel right…” Lifting her hooded eyes, she frowned at the strange expression frozen on his face. “What? Kemper, whatsa matter?”
 
   “You…you’ve got some…” He pointed with an unsteady finger to the smeared blood staining her neck and yellow shirt.
 
   She looked down, and immediately her chest began to heave as the wheezing escalated into a mewling whine that threatened to crescendo into a shriek.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Ash warned, shaking his head.
 
   “Oh, shit!” The man turned almost as pasty white as his girlfriend as he clumsily searched for the source of the blood. “What the…where are you hurt, babe? I can’t find – what’d you crackpots do to her?”
 
   Ash shrugged carelessly. “What makes you think I did it?”
 
   “Maybe it’s not even her blood,” Sami piped up. “Did you ever think of that?”
 
   “Not hers?” Snapping his head up, Kemper suddenly seemed to remember something. “That kid. The little girl. Where is she? What’d y’all do to her?”
 
   “Little girl? What little girl?” Feigning ignorance, Ash blinked at Sami with wide innocent eyes. “Have you seen a little girl?”
 
   “Sorry. No.” Damn, but she was enjoying this. It was a lot more fun when she wasn’t the one on the receiving end of his torment. Really though, she ought to be ashamed of herself for finding it all so humorous.
 
   She wasn’t.
 
   The man’s gaze fell on the revolver and he paused to scrutinize it through squinted eyes. “Hey. That’s my gun, ain’t it? How’d you get hold of it?”
 
   “Sorry. Question and answer time is over.” Ash tapped the muzzle against his bottom lip thoughtfully. “Let’s see, we’ve already had naptime…what comes after that? I think we’ll just go with playtime. That’s always a popular choice. How’s that sound to you?”
 
   “It sounds like you’re outta your goddamn mind! What the hell kinda drugs are you on anyway?”
 
   “How incredibly rude! Where did you learn your manners? I wasn’t even talking to you, anyway.” Pretending to be insulted, Ash glanced sidelong at Sami. “Bet you’d like to play with me, wouldn’t you, pretty lady?”
 
   She bit back a giggle. “Oh, I’m always up for that.”
 
   “Now we’re talking. Any requests?”
 
   “Now that you mention it, yes. Maybe you could tell Magic Mike here to button up his shirt so I don’t puke everywhere. Frankly, he’s making me sick.”
 
   The gun’s sight lowered to line up with the man’s gaunt belly. “You heard the lady. Cover up that shit. No need to advertise that you’ve never seen the inside of a gym before in your life.”
 
   Shooting a nasty look their way, Kemper fumbled with the buttons one by one until he was sufficiently attired. Beside him, Brandy tilted her head back against the cushions and closed her eyes with a soft moan.
 
   “Truth or Dare,” Ash suddenly announced. “How does that sound? And I get to go first since I thought of it, so I think I’ll pick…Sparky here. Truth or Dare, pansy boy?”
 
   “Fuck you,” Kemper spat, his dark eyes seething with fury.
 
   “Well. That was a bit uncalled for.” Keeping the gun trained on his target, Ash reached forward with his free hand to wrap strong fingers around Brandy’s throat. Her head wobbled, eyes opening only a fraction as he gave her a menacing shake. “Maybe your girlfriend would rather take your turn. I’ll admit she doesn’t really seem up to it at the moment, but I bet I could find a way to wake her up.”
 
   The threat prompted an instant shift in attitude. “No! No – I’ll play, I’ll play – whatever you want, just don’t hurt her or nothin’ like that!”
 
   “That’s the spirit!” Releasing his hold on the semiconscious woman, he presented the question again. “Truth or Dare?”
 
   “Ah…uhh…” Weighing the lesser of two evils, Kemper reluctantly chose, “Truth?”
 
   Sami crossed her arms with a huff, rolling her eyes impatiently. “Figures he’d pick the easy one.”
 
   Bending to caress the man’s unshaven jaw with the muzzle of the revolver, Ash demanded in a low voice, “Isn’t it true that you would like nothing more than to kill me right now?”
 
   Kemper shook his head vigorously, emphatically babbling, “No! No, sir. Not at all. No. I wouldn’t do that. I ain’t no kind of killer, I swear it.” His forehead broke out in a sheen of perspiration as the muzzle traveled sideways to jam one of his nostrils roughly.
 
   “You’re lying,” Ash whispered, lightly tapping the trigger several times with his index finger. “I can tell. I can always tell. You didn’t tell the truth and that’s a clear violation of the rules. Do you know what happens to piece of shit liars who don’t play by the rules? Hmm? Do you?” Pulling the gun away abruptly, he straightened with a jubilant grin. “They lose a turn! That means I get to go again. Isn’t this fun?”
 
   Releasing his breath, Kemper slid down several inches into the sofa.
 
   “Okay. Truth or Dare. And please don’t pick Truth again. That’s just boring and redundant.”
 
   The man’s eyes flickered with fear. “Dare?” he rasped uncertainly. It was clear he wasn’t comfortable with that option, but his choices were hopelessly limited.
 
   “Good show! All right. Let’s see now…” Scratching his head, Ash pretended to be deep in thought. “Oh, okay. I’ve got it.” Pausing to give a quick wink to Sami, he commanded, “I want you to hit someone in this room.”
 
   Kemper’s mouth went completely slack. “Whu…huh?”
 
   “Any one of us. Your choice. But it has to be closed fist, right in the face, and you have to use all your strength. No holding back or it doesn’t count.”
 
   His eyes darted wildly around the room. “You want me to…punch one of you?”
 
   “That’s what I said.”
 
   “Anyone?”
 
   “Yup,” Ash confirmed, popping the p.
 
   “You don’t expect me to hit her, do you?” He motioned to Brandy, who appeared to have fallen into a state of hypovolemic shock. “She’s sick. I’m not doin’ that.”
 
   “Well now, that’s not up to me. It’s all up to you, slugger. You have my permission to knock the living daylights out of anyone you choose. Have at it.”
 
   The man hesitated. “If I hit you, you’ll shoot me.”
 
   Ash shrugged with a taciturn smile. “Let’s go. Hurry up and pick someone. On your feet. Chop-chop.”
 
   “Aw, sheeeyit…” Kemper whined, slowly and unsteadily rising to his feet. He stared at the floor numbly, trying to decide what to do. After a moment he raised his eyes to look nervously at Sami.
 
   Ash tapped his foot impatiently. “You have about three seconds left to make up your mind. After that I start shooting. One. Two…”
 
   Balling one hand into a fist, Kemper drew back, his sights aimed on Sami. She pursed her lips and blew him a kiss, smiling sweetly. Oh, yeah. This oughta be good.
 
   The blow never had a chance to reach her. Grabbing him by the front of his shirt with a lightning-quick hand, Ash lifted the man and carried him over to the wall, slamming him against it hard enough that several framed pictures fell to the hardwood floor and shattered. The gun was shoved underneath his chin. “What the hell’s the matter with you? Were you actually going to punch my girlfriend in the face? What kind of pussy asshole hits a girl? I should break every bone in your body for even thinking of doing that! Stupid son of a whore!”
 
   Kemper covered his face with his forearms, whimpering.
 
   “I can’t believe you would do something like that! And I thought we were friends! Boy. You think you know someone. I tell you what. You just can’t trust anyone.”
 
   Sami couldn’t help snickering at the irony.
 
   “Tell you what, Sparky. Since we are such good friends, I’m willing to give you another chance. If you’ll apologize to the lady, I might just forget this ever happened.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” the terrified man croaked from beneath the shield of his arms.
 
   “What? What was that? I didn’t hear you.”
 
   The arms dropped like dead weight. “I’m sorry!”
 
   “You damn well will be if you don’t say it like you fucking mean it!”
 
   “I’m sorry! Ma’am, I’m sorry. Please. I didn’t mean it, I swear, I’m so sorry!”
 
   “Hm. I dunno,” Ash said doubtfully. “That good enough for you, baby?”
 
   “I suppose it’ll do.” Sauntering over to where the men stood, she rewarded Kemper with a kiss on the cheek. “You’re forgiven.”
 
   “Super! Now we’re all friends again.” Releasing him, Ash made a show of straightening the man’s shirt for him. “What do you say we play a different game? This one feels a little too hackneyed. I say we go with something a little more classic, something more dignified and less clichéd…a game for grownups instead of schoolgirls. Sound good to you, buddy?”
 
   His mouth quivering, Kemper grudgingly nodded.
 
   “By the way, how many bullets are in this thing?” Ash waved the gun around carelessly. “Do you know?”
 
   “Uh. Um. Three, I think.” He cleared his throat, trying desperately to regain his composure after being effectively emasculated. “Two or three, somethin’ like that. Can’t remember exactly.”
 
   “Perfect! Who’s up for a game of Russian roulette?”
 
   “Oh! Me! Me!” Sami squealed, bouncing up and down and clapping her hands.
 
   Kemper looked to be on the verge of coming unglued altogether. “Please. My girlfriend. Something’s wrong with her, she needs a doctor…”
 
   “I don’t want to play Doctor. I’m in charge here and I say we’re playing Russian roulette.” Turning the revolver over in his hands, Ash inspected it closely. “Nice little piece. I like that it’s hammerless. Might have to get one of these for myself. What is this, a Smith & Wesson?”
 
   “Uh…” He licked his dry lips nervously. “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought so. Hey, why don’t we make this game a little more interesting? I’m going to modify the rules just a bit. First, let’s leave all the bullets in the chamber instead of just one. It’ll be more exciting that way. And since this model has a cylinder lock, we won’t have to bother with all that anticlimactic spinning. Anyway, this isn’t Vegas. Your odds here are worse. Last man – or woman – standing wins. Agreed?”
 
   A bead of sweat trickled slowly down the side of Kemper’s face. His stricken eyes darted back and forth between the two intruders.
 
   “Who wants to go first? Oh, what the hell. It was my idea. I’ll go.” Pressing the muzzle against his temple, Ash paused dramatically to build tension. The room grew perfectly silent. Other than Brandy, who was by now fully unconscious, no one even breathed. When the metallic click finally came, the only person in the room who flinched was Kemper. He didn’t do a very good job of hiding his blatant disappointment.
 
   “Bang,” Ash whispered before laughing softly. “Whaddaya know. Looks like my lucky day. Who’s up next?”
 
   “I’ll go.” Holding out her hand, Sami accepted the gun from him and assumed the proper stance. Hesitating, she frowned. “Oh, wait a minute. What about Brandy? We haven’t been including her. Well, now I just feel bad.”
 
   “Why don’t you let her have your turn?” Ash suggested.
 
   “You think I should?”
 
   “I think it would be the polite thing to do.”
 
   “All right then.” She pointed the barrel at the motionless woman and deftly pulled the trigger just as Kemper slapped his hands against his ears, collapsing to his knees with a hoarse scream. Click.
 
   “NOOO!”
 
   Wrinkling her nose, Sami cut her eyes over to Ash. “What’s his problem?”
 
   “Beats me. Maybe he didn’t get his nap out.”
 
   Crouching down to his level, she patted the man’s shoulder in mock sympathy. “Poor baby. Would you feel better if I let you go next?”
 
   “You better,” Ash snorted. “He’ll probably have a little bitch fit if you don’t. My goodness, what a baby.”
 
   “Here.” She extended her arm, offering the revolver. “Take it. Don’t be upset, sweetie. You get to have a turn, too.”
 
   Kemper’s round eyes looked ready to pop right out of his head. Reaching for the gun with a violently quaking hand, he stared at it for a full five seconds as if he couldn’t believe it was really and truly in his possession.
 
   Then, to no one’s surprise, he aimed it straight at Asher’s chest and pulled the trigger once, twice, three times. Blinking in bewilderment, he shifted his position and gave it another try. Four. Five. Six. His efforts were wasted, of course. With nothing but a series of empty clicks for his trouble, he flung the useless gun away with a frustrated howl. It skidded across the floor to end up somewhere beneath the entertainment center.
 
   Crossing his arms, Ash shook his head with a sigh. “What are you doing, man? That’s not how you play the game.”
 
   “He cheated!” Sami complained with a pout. “That’s not fair.”
 
   Letting loose an angry stream of expletives, Kemper jumped to his feet and rushed Ash, who promptly deflected him with a powerful fist. In a microsecond, the man was halfway across the room and flat on his back, blood gushing from his nose as he bellowed in pain.
 
   Ash wet his lips, a hungry gleam in his ice blue eyes. “Hey, I have an idea! Everyone in the room who isn’t about to be food for a vampire, raise your hand!”
 
   Two hands went up.
 
   “Playtime’s over. Now we break for lunch.”
 
   The look on the poor man’s face when Ash tore into him was something Sami rather wished she could capture on film. It was almost comical in a bad B-movie sort of way. Complete stupefaction mixed with wide-eyed horror, the typical expression of dumb disbelief common to any cinema victim who ever got stabbed, impaled or otherwise butchered onscreen.
 
   Only this was real.
 
   After a minute or two of watching Kemper flail about under Asher’s weight, Sami became bored. Browsing through the magazines on the coffee table, she selected a Cosmopolitan and flopped down beside Brandy to flip aimlessly through the pages. She did take a break between articles long enough to feel the woman’s wrist for a pulse. If there was one, it was too weak to register.
 
   She was skimming over some tips on applying smoky eye makeup when Ash, finally sated, left his repast to come join her. He balanced himself on the arm of the sofa, looking over her shoulder with a satisfied smile. “Whatcha reading there?”
 
   “Mm. Just girl stuff. Nothing special.” Glancing up, she was impressed to see that he didn’t have a drop of blood anywhere on him. Not that she could see, anyway. “How’d you manage not to get any of it on you?” she wanted to know.
 
   “Years of practice.”
 
   “Wow. Nice going. You make me feel like a total slob.” Sami tossed the magazine back on the table before nodding her head at the corpse beside her. “Incidentally, I regret to inform you that what’s-her-name is no longer with us.”
 
   “Sucks to be her.”
 
   “Doesn’t it?”
 
   “I went ahead and finished off her boyfriend, too. Although I gotta say, I really hate heavy smokers. He tasted like fucking nicotine.”
 
   “Eww.”
 
   “I know, right?” Wandering off into the kitchen, he returned a moment later with a carving knife and a checkered dishtowel.
 
   “What are you doing with that?”
 
   “Just taking care of business. Always gotta clean up after yourself when you’re done. Hop up out of the way, baby.”
 
   Standing, Sami backed away in surprise when Ash drove the knife’s blade deep into Brandy’s neck. “Do I even wanna know?”
 
   “Domestic murder-slash-suicide. Disgruntled boyfriend loses temper and offs his girlfriend, then takes his own life. Don’t want everyone thinking there’s a crazy serial killer on the loose.”
 
   “Or a crazy vampire,” she amended dryly.
 
   “Nobody’s likely to jump to that conclusion. Not in this day and age. You’d have to be pretty brazenly conspicuous to ever encourage that idea.” Snatching the knife out of her throat, he shoved the woman’s body onto the floor. Her head cracked against the corner of the coffee table as she fell. “See if you can find the gun, will you? I need to put it back where it was.”
 
   
  
 

With a resigned shrug, Sami walked over to the front of the entertainment center. Dropping to her hands and knees, she reached underneath and groped around until her fingers located the revolver. “Why are you using a knife anyway? Wouldn’t the gun make more sense? I mean, if they’re having a fight and he suddenly decides he wants to kill her, seems to me that would be the first thing he’d go for.”
 
   “Too much noise. I don’t want to take a chance on someone hearing the shots.” Slicing the sharp blade across Kemper’s throat, he used the dishtowel to wipe off any stray fingerprints before placing the knife in the man’s limp hand. “Should’ve kept your nose out of our business, Sparky. You broke the most important rule of all. Never fuck with a fanger.”
 
   “We touched them,” Sami pointed out. “Our DNA is going to be on the bodies. You know, hair and saliva and stuff. Isn’t it?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Even if murder is suspected, no one would ever think to point a finger at either one of us. Besides, there are always ways around that. The main issue here is that we don’t want to attract undue attention to ourselves. Like I said, we’d have to be pretty conspicuous for anyone to conclude vampire. But still, that’s not a seed you want to plant. Proof of our existence would be disastrous. For everyone. Remember that.”
 
   “Gotcha. Discretion. No problem.”
 
   “You did good tonight, angel.” Rising to his feet, Ash gathered her up in his arms, burrowing his face into her soft, silky hair. “Mm…you were perfect. No. Better than perfect. What’s better than perfect? Phenomenal. That’s you, baby. Phenomenal.”
 
   “The night’s far from being over,” she reminded him breathlessly.
 
   “Touché. So what the hell are we still doing here? Let me go put that piece back where it belongs and we can head home.” Releasing her, he tossed a wicked grin over his shoulder as he walked away. “I’d really like to take you up on that offer to unleash the beast. Not sure if you were referring to yours or mine, but either way, I’m game.”
 
    
 
   ~18~
 
    
 
   Remains Discovered Near Salmon River Confirmed To Be Missing Teen
 
    
 
   “Oh, horse bollocks.”
 
   Setting his mug down with a thunk that sloshed hot coffee over the side, Julian scowled at the morning paper’s headline. What a lovely way to start the day. Inundated with more reminders of Dane Chandler. Reminders to be tossed in Eva’s face like cold ice water, reviving her sense of guilt once more. Not that he hadn’t known it was coming – they’d both been expecting this. But the last thing he wanted to see on this bright and beautiful morning was the shadow of pain in her eyes as she relived the tragic memories yet again.
 
   Bollocks.
 
   What really boggled his mind was the way she seemed to feel obligated to shoulder the blame. It was absurd. She hadn’t contributed to Dane’s demise, had done nothing other than try and protect him from his own foolish decisions. None of which were her fault. Frankly, contrition was a foreign concept to him. Guilt in and of itself was a far-removed emotion. Guilt over something he had no hand in? Now that just made no logical sense whatsoever.
 
   “What is it?” Sitting across from him, spreading strawberry jam over a piece of toast, Eva paused to lick a stray drop of stickiness from the side of her hand before taking a bite.
 
   Hesitating, he dropped the paper on the table and pushed it over to her without a word. She turned it around to read the headline, munching quietly on her toast as her eyes skimmed over the article. For a moment she said nothing. Then, “Well. I guess that’s that, then.”
 
   She tried valiantly to hide it, but it was there just the same. That hurt, distant look.
 
   He hated that look.
 
   “I’m not sure whether to be relieved or…or what.” Dropping the rest of the toast on her plate, she pushed it aside with a sigh, all appetite for breakfast apparently quashed.
 
   “You don’t have to be anything. It’s all over. Aaron and Paula know the truth now. They can bury their son and stop agonizing over his whereabouts.”
 
   “I have a feeling their agony is just beginning.” The green eyes clouded over with sympathy. “Poor Paula. When I think about what she must be going through…losing her only child…”
 
   “Better to know the truth now than have the suffering dragged out for who knows how long.”
 
   “Yes. Yes, I suppose you’re right.” Judging from the doubt in her voice, she obviously wasn’t so sure. “Did you read the whole thing? It says they’re still searching the area for the rest of his body.”
 
   “Sounds like a waste of time to me. Whether they find it or they don’t, it isn’t going to change anything.”
 
   “Wow. Your compassion is truly overwhelming. You know, you could at least pretend to care.”
 
   Julian’s forehead creased with a perplexed frown. “I don’t understand you, Eva. Wasn’t this what you wanted? For him to be found? Closure for his parents?”
 
   “None of this was what I wanted,” she replied in a lackluster tone. “None of it. Not by a long shot.”
 
   Nothing she might have said could have possibly stung worse than those words. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to know the deeper meaning behind them. None of it? Did that include her life here with him? Had she only agreed to marry him because she felt she had no other choice? Well, what could he expect – he’d never given her much choice. If not for him, she’d still be in Nebraska, living a normal life as a human. Going to college. Planning her future. A future surrounded by life and light instead of death and constant guilt.
 
   Guilt. Ah yes, there it was. Not so far-removed after all. Where his beloved Eva was concerned, no emotion could ever be truly defunct.
 
   Appearing to suddenly recognize the hurtfulness in what she’d just intimated, Eva looked up at him with a stricken expression. “Oh! Jules, no…” Hopping up, she hurried over to situate herself on his lap, draping her arms around his neck in a reassuring hug. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. You know I didn’t. I love you more than anything in the world – I wasn’t trying to say this isn’t what I want. I’m happier with you than I’ve ever been in my life. You must know that. It’s just…all the other stuff. The bad stuff. That’s all I meant.”
 
   He released a breath, feeling more relief than he would have believed possible. “Good to know. You had me worried there for a minute, darling.”
 
   “Really? I’m sorry. That didn’t come out right at all. Please don’t think for one second that I could ever regret you and I. Don’t let that thought even cross your mind. What I was talking about was…well, the accident for starters. First Imogen dying and then what happened with Dane. I guess I’m just having trouble wrapping my head around all of it. It’s hard to understand how anyone could be so downright evil. I mean, it’s not as if Reid even had a rational reason for what he did. His so-called ‘laws’ are nothing more than an excuse to justify cruelty. You and I both know he only did it to be hateful. I can’t make myself forget that no matter how hard I try.”
 
   “No one’s asking you to forget.” Taking her chin in his hand, Julian kissed her lovely rose-petal lips. “Just don’t let it consume you. There is a time and a season for everything. And that includes retribution. You and I, we will have our day.”
 
   “Retribution?” She gave him an anxious look. “Oh, no. You scare me when you talk like that. Look, as much as I’d like to see Reid get his ass handed to him – and boy, would I ever love to see that – I don’t think he’s someone to fool around with.”
 
   “I have no intention of instigating trouble, if that’s what worries you. The time will come. The opportunity as well. When it does, we’ll know what to do. And we’ll do it.”
 
   Eva rested her head on his shoulder, breathing a warm sigh against his neck. “Just promise me you won’t start anything with him. He’s dangerous, Jules. You can’t predict what someone like that will do.”
 
   Julian cuddled her close in his protective embrace. “He took you from me once. I won’t let it happen again.”
 
   “Trust me. I have no intention of giving him any reason to.”
 
   “He’s the one I don’t trust. If the notion struck him, I hardly think someone with his moral compass would think twice about pulling some ludicrous reason out of his arse.”
 
   “I just hope Samara’s still keeping him distracted. Although I have to say, it’s hard for me to believe she’s still with him. Wonder what she sees in that bastard? After the way he treated her, you’d think she’d be running in the opposite direction as fast as her legs could carry her.”
 
   “I can’t imagine. He certainly isn’t my type.”
 
   His joke prompted a laugh from Eva. “So glad to hear it.”
 
   “Too tall.”
 
   “Oh…you.” She gave his chest a playful swat.
 
   “Besides, I seem to have developed a preference for redheads.”
 
   “Better keep that preference to one redhead, mister.”
 
   “Are there others? I hadn’t noticed.” Running a hand through her auburn curls, he gently twisted a fiery lock around one finger before slowly unwinding it. “We could go hiking this afternoon if you like. It’s getting to be that time again. Might as well go ahead and get it out of the way.” The backpackers that frequented the Mount Hood National Forest were always a viable source of healthy plasma.
 
   “Why don’t we wait and do that tomorrow? I should really go see Paula. And Aaron. I’m not sure what I’ll be able to do, but I feel like I should at least be there for them.”
 
   “We can both go see them afterwards. I don’t want you shut up in a house full of people with your time drawing so near. You’re still new to this. If the hunger were to suddenly overtake you, it would be hard for you to control yourself.”
 
   “Feeding time at the zoo,” she murmured softly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing.” Her lips pursed in a sexy pout that he found somewhat distracting. “I wish we didn’t have to do it. It makes me feel dirty, somehow. Like a leech. Stealing blood from people without them even knowing what’s going on…it’s just wrong. I wish there was some other way.”
 
   “There is no other way. You would do well to remember that we have no choice. And neither does the leech, for that matter.”
 
   “Doesn’t make it any less wrong.”
 
   “Is that so? And by what set of rules is it wrong?” His shook his head with a cynical laugh. “Do you think the lion cowers in shame after he’s eaten his prey? It’s what he does, Eva. What he was meant to do in order to survive. The same principle applies to us.”
 
   She seemed to seriously contemplate this. “But we don’t have to kill.”
 
   “And we won’t, love. No one will be harmed. I promise.”
 
   Her eyes strayed to the newspaper on the table. “Jules? Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “I think you just did, didn’t you?”
 
   “No, silly. I’m serious. I’m curious about something. Do you believe in God?”
 
   Well, that one came flying straight in from left field. “You’re certainly in a profound mood today. May I ask where this is coming from?”
 
   She looked down at her fingers, flushing while twisting her wedding ring back and forth. “I just wondered, is all.”
 
   He had to smile. Curiosity was as good a reason as any, he supposed. And she’d definitely been blessed with an overabundance of that. “I’ve always believed in the possibility of His existence. Even more so now, as paradoxical as that might seem. With all the extraordinary things I’ve seen and experienced, it would be shortsighted of me to deny the likelihood of an omnipotent deity.”
 
   This revelation appeared to surprise her. “Huh. Now that I did not expect.”
 
   “Why so surprised? If nothing else, you should remember that my parents were both missionaries. I grew up surrounded by a strong doctrine of faith.”
 
   She glanced up at him almost timidly. “Aren’t you ever afraid that one day we’ll have to answer for all of this?”
 
   “All of what?” Her concern was puzzling to him. There was no denying he personally had much to atone for, but Eva? She was as innocent as a lamb. Well, almost. “If you’re referring to Alistair Guthrie, the man had it coming.”
 
   “Yes. But maybe it wasn’t up to us to decide that.”
 
   This conversation was taking a very odd turn. Where was she going with all this, anyway? Surely she didn’t expect him to feel remorse for that vulgar drunk. Not after he knowingly contributed to her brutal death. “What’s done is done.” Yes, and he’d gladly do it again. A thousand times over. He had no sympathy for that one, or his despicable brother.
 
   Eva laced her fingers with his. “I just don’t ever want to become…I don’t know. Someone I don’t recognize anymore. Someone without a soul, without a conscience. Someone like Reid.”
 
   “Someone like me?” he asked softly, his throat tightening.
 
   She squeezed his hand before bringing it to her lips and kissing it. “No. Don’t say that, Jules. You’re not like that anymore.”
 
   “Only because of you. So you see, that must account for something.”
 
   “Yes. It must.” She gazed into his eyes, and he couldn’t deny the pure adoration he saw there. Would he ever feel worthy of such devotion? Of the serenity and happiness he once thought was forever lost to him? He knew he didn’t deserve this woman, didn’t deserve the love she gave freely as if she saw something worthwhile in him. Something buried beneath all the charred rubble that was worth saving.
 
   He owed her more than he could ever repay. For reaching inside him and somehow finding what was left of his humanity.
 
   And for making him want to be the person he once was.
 
   “Don’t ever worry about losing yourself, Eva. I’ll never let that happen.” With a smile, he Eskimo-kissed the tip of her nose with his. “Besides, you’re far too stubborn to ever change.”
 
   “Stubborn? Ha!” Pinching his nose between her fingers, she wiggled it playfully. “Well, if that isn’t the pigheaded pot calling the kettle black!”
 
   “I take umbrage to that remark. I am only classified as pigheaded on Mondays, Thursdays and every third Sunday of the month. All other days I am obstinate, cantankerous or just plain ornery.”
 
   “Right now you’re just cute.”
 
   “Well now, that I am eight days a week.”
 
   From upstairs came a sudden shriek, followed by a loud scolding female brogue. “Ye mangy damn moggie! Leave jus’ one more hairball in my slipper and I’ll have yer furry lil’ arse turned into a pair o’boots!”
 
   Exchanging surprised looks, the two burst into laughter.
 
   “Sounds like Lainie’s up,” he commented needlessly.
 
   “Uh-oh. Rio strikes again.” Surrendering his hand, Eva reluctantly left the cozy comfort of Julian’s lap. “I better go find him before she decides to use him as a down payment on a fish aquarium. I told her to keep her door closed if she didn’t want him in there.”
 
   “Oh, don’t let her fool you. She leaves her door cracked on purpose so that cat can sleep in her room.”
 
   “Hmm,” she speculated while strolling out of the kitchen. “Kinda figured she must be growing attached to him. I was wondering why she keeps bringing home all those kitty treats and catnip mice if he drives her as crazy as she makes out.”
 
   “I drive you crazy, but you still let me sleep in your bed,” he reminded her with a grin. Her snarky reply, yelled to him from the next room, sent him straight into a second fit of laughter.
 
   “That’s only because you haven’t been neutered yet!”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Excuse me…ma’am? Ma’am? You’re Samara Porter, right?”
 
   Slowing her fast pace toward the resort’s public computer access room, Sami peered over her shoulder at the mousy little brunette who was scurrying to catch up to her. She didn’t look familiar, but was obviously an employee since she had on the standard white collared shirt and black vest of the reservations staff. New hire. Fresh out of high school would be her guess.
 
   “Yep. That’s me. Ma’am is just my middle name.” Her eyes fell to the name tag pinned on her vest. Dixie. Seriously? Wasn’t that a freaking cartoon mouse? No way, she couldn’t possibly be reading that right. “What the hell kind of a name is Dixie?” she blurted. Oh shit, did I just say that out loud?
 
   Taken by surprise, the girl flushed an uncomfortable shade of pink. “Uh…I don’t know,” she stammered. “It’s just the name my parents gave me.”
 
   Sami snorted a rude laugh. “Jesus. Were they high or just really really mad at you?” It was a crude and terribly unprofessional thing to say, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. The foul mood plaguing her this morning was a mystery. There was no reason for her to be so uptight and cranky. Over the weekend she’d felt incredible. Bungee jumping on Saturday, parasailing on Sunday. And in between, round after round of wildly uninhibited sex. Ash couldn’t seem to get enough of her.
 
   But for some reason this morning, everything and everybody seemed to be grating on her nerves like fingernails down a chalkboard.
 
   The girl stared at her, dumbstruck, her round eyes blinked rapidly. Clearly she had no idea how to react to the jab.
 
   Okay, loudmouth, try again. Without being a total bitch this time. “Well, as long as your last name isn’t Normous, I guess you’re good to go, right?”
 
   Timidly clearing her throat, Dixie mumbled, “Uh. Yeah. Um…Patsy sent me after you. She says she couldn’t reach you on your radio and to tell you that you have a phone call at the front desk.”
 
   Great. Now what? Someone else feel the need to bug the crap out of me? Fucking humans…I swear I’m gonna bash someone’s face in before the day’s out. Throwing an arm around the girl’s shoulders, she steered her in the opposite direction. “That’s what I get for ignoring my phone all weekend, huh? Guess there’s no hiding out from some people. Well, come on, Dixie-Normous. Let’s go see who’s stalking me.”
 
   The new employee didn’t say anything else, but once she was back behind the security of the front desk she ventured one very strange look. Sami couldn’t resist giving her a wink as she reached for the receiver Patsy handed her over the desk.
 
   “Talk to me.”
 
   “I’ll talk to you, all right. What did you do, throw your cell phone off a bridge?”
 
   Ah, Tristan…she might have known. For some reason the frustration in his voice made her smile. “Sir? If you’re calling to change a reservation I should warn you, we’re booked through the end of July.”
 
   “Oh, ha-ha. You’re a riot. Would you mind very much filling me in on just what the hell’s going on down there? Where have you been? I’ve probably texted you like six dozen times since Friday night.”
 
   “Six dozen? Wow, that’s a lot. Your thumbs must be really sore.”
 
   “Well, obviously there’s nothing wrong with you. Couldn’t you at least answer your phone? You had me worried out of my mind.”
 
   “Of course there’s nothing wrong with me. Why are you spazzing out?”
 
   “You know damn well why. Would you please call me back on your cell phone so we can talk more openly?”
 
   “I’m busy. I’m working, in case you forgot. Where are you, anyway?”
 
   “The airport in Atlanta. I have a two hour layover.”
 
   “Took a little vacay, did ya? Look, I’m kinda swamped here. Can we talk later?”
 
   There was a brief pause from the other end. “Sami. Honey, are you okay?”
 
   “Peachy keen, jellybean.”
 
   “Will you answer one quick question for me?”
 
   “Depends. What do I win if I get it right?”
 
   He sighed, apparently growing exasperated with her flip attitude. “Just tell me. How pissed off is Ash?”
 
   Sami glanced sidelong at Patsy, who was pretending not to be listening but without a doubt was. “About what?”
 
   “You know what!”
 
   “No, I don’t…ohhh…you mean…” She lifted two fingers from the phone to smother a giggle. “Your little gift to me?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “He isn’t pissed.”
 
   “He isn’t?” The disbelief was evident in his voice. “You’re sure?”
 
   “Sure I’m sure.” Maybe because I never TOLD him… “It’s all good. Nothing to worry your precious little head about.”
 
   “All right, but if he –”
 
   “So if there’s nothing else, I really gotta get back to work.”
 
   Another pause. “You’re sure you’re okay?”
 
   “For the bazillionth time, yes. I’m fine. Want me to have it notarized or something?”
 
   “Damn. Someone’s really feeling their oats today, aren’t they?”
 
   “You got that right.”
 
   “Glad to hear it, ’cause I’ll be seeing you both soon. Real soon. Like, tonight. So keep your dinner plans open.”
 
   “I look forward to it, sugar britches. Ciao for now.” Without waiting to hear his response, she tossed the receiver in Patsy’s general direction. The woman made an awkward grab for it, but it ended up bouncing off the carpeted floor when she missed.
 
   “Nice catch.” Turning with a smirk, Sami took a few steps away from the desk before stopping again, eyes darting suspiciously around the lobby. She blinked, trying to clear the haze that seemed to be clouding her pupils. Something wasn’t quite right here. Her surroundings were…off, somehow. Wrong. All wrong. The guests, the groups of vacationers that were milling through the lobby…their movements seemed oddly sluggish. Delayed. As if they were all in a movie being run in slow motion. In stark contrast, however, their mouths were moving far too quickly. All speaking at once. But the voices – those were all wrong too. There were no words. Nothing intelligible. She could barely hear anything beyond a quiet monotone whispering that sounded like gibberish.
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment, expecting that when she opened them everything would be as it should be.
 
   It wasn’t. The whispering was gone, but the delusion wasn’t. Instead, the scene around her had been further altered. Every trace of color had vanished. Now those same tourists were shrouded from head to toe in funereal black, as if the entire world were in mourning, and each person that slowly passed her turned a listless head to stare at her with eyes that had no life in them.
 
   Stumbling over her feet, she turned to face the front desk again, where Patsy lifted her head from the computer keyboard to look at her with dead eyes. She too was clothed all in black, her raiment resembling some tattered relic of the Victorian era. Even her lips were a sickly bluish gray. A moth-eaten charcoal veil covered her head, the lacy edges blowing in a cold wind that shouldn’t be. Shouldn’t be.
 
   That wind, coming from nowhere…it just shouldn’t be…
 
   Sami took a step back. Then everything else went black as well.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   A muffled voice called to her from the far end of a dark hallway. She couldn’t understand the words at first. The person speaking them seemed to be drawing closer, though. Which was a good thing because she was lost and couldn’t see a thing in this pitch darkness.
 
   “Sami? Can you hear me? Wake up.” A cool finger pushed up one of her eyelids. “Wake up, baby. Come on, speak to me.”
 
   It’s Ash. She lifted her other eyelid tentatively, blinking, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw his familiar face hovering over her. Behind him, a small crowd had gathered to gawk at the woman sprawled out on the floor. To her immense relief, nothing seemed out of place with any of them. They were just people, regular people, a mix of resort employees in uniform and vacationers wearing typical summer beach attire. No black crêpe dresses and gothic robes, no slow motion movements or weird whispers or lifeless eyes. Everything was normal. There were no ghouls wandering the halls here. It was just a dream. Or the overactive imagination of someone who hadn’t slept all weekend. Nothing more.
 
   “You back with us?” Ash gave her a smile, but it didn’t offset the worry in his eyes.
 
   “Is she all right?” Patsy peered around from behind him, stretching her neck curiously, and Sami couldn’t suppress a shudder at the memory of her most recent appearance. She struggled awkwardly to sit up.
 
   “Yes, she’s fine now. Why don’t you all go back to your stations? Give her some room to breathe.”
 
   The crowd began to disperse, but of course Patsy just had to linger behind to offer her superfluous assessment. “You might want to get her checked out by a doctor. She could have a concussion if she hit her head when she fell. My word, you should’ve seen it – all of a sudden she just went down like a lead balloon, and she was perfectly fine a minute ago.” A shrewd look entered her eyes as her voice grew smug with innuendo. “I’ve seen women faint like that before. My sister did it in the early stages of every one of her pregnancies.”
 
   Sami was probably the only one who noticed the almost imperceptible twitch of Asher’s lips. “Thank you for your concern, Patsy, but she isn’t pregnant. Just hypoglycemic. Her blood sugar is prone to bottoming out. I’ve warned her before about skipping breakfast.” He looked down at her with a stern expression. “Maybe next time you’ll listen to me.”
 
   “Sorry.” She curved her mouth in what she hoped was a convincingly sheepish grin.
 
   “Think you can stand up?” He put one hand behind her back to steady her, using the other to help her to her feet.
 
   “Yeah…I’m all right now.” It was true, she felt perfectly fine. As if none of it had ever even happened. “I just want to get the hell out of here,” she muttered, brushing off her khaki shorts. “Everyone’s staring at me.”
 
   “Come on, then. I’ll take you up to our room.”
 
   “Up to our…no, but I have to –”
 
   “You have to do as you’re told,” Ash cut in, steering her in the direction of the elevator. “You’re not going back to work, Sami. You’re coming with me. End of discussion.”
 
   She waited until they had stepped out of the elevator on the sixteenth floor before cheerfully commending him on his quick thinking. “Nice save, by the way. That hypoglycemia bit was sheer brilliance.”
 
   “Mm-hm.” Swiping his keycard, he ushered her inside the room. “Now. You want to tell me what just happened?”
 
   She hitched her shoulders, nonplussed. “I just fainted, I guess.”
 
   “You just fainted.”
 
   “Yes, I just – hell, I don’t know! What do you want me to say?” Stalking into the living room, Sami flopped down on the couch and kicked off her sneakers. “It’s like Patsy told you. One minute everything was hunky dory and the next thing you know, I was laid out on the floor. That’s all I remember. Not sure what happened, really.” She wasn’t sure she wanted him knowing the rest. It was just too bizarre to try and explain.
 
   “This doesn’t make sense. Health issues aren’t something feasible to our kind.” Shaking his head, Ash lowered himself to the spot beside her. “You haven’t been messing around with those belladonna plants out on the balcony, have you?”
 
   “No. I haven’t touched them.”
 
   “You’re positive?”
 
   “Yes! I’m positive I haven’t smoked, snorted or otherwise fucked with your stupid plants! Anyway, it isn’t a health issue. I just got a little dizzy and passed out, that’s all. I’m probably overtired. You didn’t let me get much sleep this weekend, you know.”
 
   He frowned, unconvinced. “That shouldn’t matter.”
 
   “How come you keep checking my eyes?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, when I started feeling sick Friday night, you were looking at my eyes. And then down in the lobby you were doing it again. Why?”
 
   “Just a precaution. It’s kind of a telltale marker. When we’ve gone too long past our time, the dark ring around our irises becomes wider and more prominent.”
 
   “But that’s not supposed to happen for another month, is it?”
 
   “Better safe than sorry.” Smiling, he reached for the elastic band holding her ponytail and pulled it loose, setting her mocha tresses free. “Can’t have you eating the guests, now can I? It would be a poor reflection on the hospitality of Vestal Sands.”
 
   “To say the least.” She hesitated a moment, wondering if it was silly to even bring up the question lurking in the back of her mind. “Um…Ash? That bit about me being pregnant – there’s no chance of that, right? I mean, you did tell me it wasn’t possible.”
 
   “It isn’t. Don’t worry about that – you definitely aren’t pregnant.”
 
   “Oh. That’s what I figured. Good…just thought I’d double check.” Stretching her legs out across his lap, she grinned. “I can see it now. By the end of the day, Patsy will have everyone in the building convinced I’m knocked up. You watch.”
 
   “Patsy’s reputation precedes her. I don’t think there’s anyone who takes anything she says seriously anymore.”
 
   “Mm. No one with half a brain, anyway.” Yawning, she fumbled for the two-way radio clipped to her belt. “I better let Stuart know where I am.”
 
   The radio was yanked right out of her hand. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll talk to Stuart. I was planning on getting up with him sometime today about replacing you anyway. As far as I’m concerned, your resignation is still valid. I’ve decided I don’t want you working anymore.”
 
   “And why not?” she bristled. Dammit, did he always have to be so bossy and overbearing? Couldn’t he ever, just once, ask her what it was that she wanted before making these one-sided decisions?
 
   “Sami, what the hell’s the point? I have an obscene amount of money. I would be more than happy to top off your bank account if it makes you feel better. It’s not as if you need the job anymore. Frankly, I’d rather you were at my disposal twenty-four hours a day anyway.”
 
   “Wow. How very chivalrous of you. And here I thought you might actually be concerned about my wellbeing, instead of just having me at your beck and call.”
 
   “Well…there’s that, too.” His nimble fingers began massaging her calves. “Are you sure you there’s not something you’re keeping from me? I’ve never seen anything like this happen before. Not to our kind. It’s unheard of.”
 
   “I’m sure. Told you, I’m just tired. We still have to sleep once in a while, don’t we?”
 
   “We do, yes, but –”
 
   “But nothing. Butts are for ashtrays. A few hours rest and I’ll be good as new.” Sighing, she burrowed into the sofa cushions and closed her eyes, only to have them fly back open when she suddenly remembered something. “Oh, yeah. Tristan called. I think he wants to do dinner with us tonight or something.”
 
   “Is that right?” Ash smirked. “I didn’t figure he’d be able to stay away for long. The question is, which one of us is he coming here to see?”
 
   “Hate to break it to you, but I think it’s me.”
 
   He pressed a hand to his heart. “Oh. My ego is crushed.”
 
   Smiling, she let her eyelids flutter shut again. “There isn’t a force in the world strong enough to crush something that massive.”
 
   “I hope you don’t think I’m about to leave the two of you alone together.”
 
   “So suspicious,” she mumbled sleepily. “Get over yourself. I’m not interested in Tristan and he knows it.”
 
   “I wonder if he does.”
 
   “Mm. Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”
 
   “I like to think of it as having a vested interest in my assets.”
 
   “Call it what you want.”
 
   Stirring, Ash gently removed her legs from his lap so he could stand up. “Get some sleep. I’m going to go find Stuart, then I have to meet with a building inspector in a couple of hours. I want you to stay put. And call me if Tristan shows up before I get back.”
 
   “Um-kay.” A cool breeze fanned her face as he covered her with a light chenille blanket. Pulling the curtains closed to help block out the sun streaming in through the balcony doors, he switched off all the lights before leaving. The door clicked quietly shut behind him.
 
   Comfortably relaxed, Sami quickly drifted under, into a dark, peaceful and wholly unnatural slumber.
 
   Had she any inkling of what was to come, she might not have slept so soundly.
 
    
 
   ~19~
 
    
 
   “Well, hey there, sweet cheeks. Long time no see.”
 
   Ignoring Asher’s smarmy grin, Tristan stepped inside room 1608 and waited for the door to close behind him before leveling a no-nonsense gaze his way. “According to the laws you yourself set forth, I am required to notify you of any unauthorized inductions. Consider this my notification.”
 
   As expected, his sarcastic little speech prompted a laugh. “Ah, Kendall. I do enjoy your caustic sense of humor. For the record, while I appreciate your determination to follow protocol, you should not need reminding that my authority is all that matters.”
 
   “Well, you know me. I’m a by-the-book kinda guy.” Sensing that Ash seemed to be more or less back to his old self, Tristan let his guard down enough to relax a bit. “So how’s she doing? Adjusting well, I presume?”
 
   “Oh, yes. Taking to it like a fish to water. As I knew she would.”
 
   “Good to know. I’ll admit, I wasn’t really expecting this to happen so fast.”
 
   “Sometimes fast and hard is preferable to slow and easy.” The blue eyes flickered with a lewd glimmer. “Just ask Sami. I’m sure she’ll tell you.”
 
   “You guys gonna play nice or do I have to separate you?”
 
   They both turned their heads as Sami walked in from the bedroom, her concentration focused on fastening a silver and turquoise bracelet around her wrist. Tristan felt his eyes glaze over at the sight of her. Beautiful before, she was now nothing short of visually stunning. The change was subtle, nothing anyone would ever be able to pinpoint, but to one who knew the signs the difference was there. She practically dripped with raw sex appeal, the subtle but undeniable allure characteristic of their kind. Her shining brown hair fell loose around her shoulders, and the coral spandex dress she’d been poured into hugged every luscious curve, leaving little to the imagination.
 
   No doubt about it. She was adjusting just fine.
 
   “Not to worry, babydoll. Tristan and I have a long history of playing not-so-nice.” Sliding a possessive arm around her waist, Ash shot him a smug look that had ha-ha-fuck-you-she’s-mine written all over it. He couldn’t have been any clearer about marking his territory if he’d whipped out his dick and pissed around her feet.
 
   Tristan gave her a terse nod. “Sami. You’re looking well.”
 
   Her golden eyes rolled to the ceiling. “My, aren’t we formal all of a sudden. Do we really have to dance around one another all night? It’s so not necessary. We’re all friends here. Can everyone just please chill?” Grinning, she flipped her hair over one shoulder. “I, for one, am as mellow as a speckled mushroom. Now…what do you guys feel like eating?”
 
   “Sweetheart, that is a loaded question if ever I heard one,” Ash murmured against her temple, causing her to giggle. “You sure you want me to answer that in present company?”
 
   “Uh…anything’s all right with me,” Tristan broke in awkwardly. “What was that place we went to that time over by Grand Lagoon? I wouldn’t mind trying them again. I remember they had pretty good steaks.”
 
   “Mariner’s Landing?”
 
   “Yeah, that was it.”
 
   “Fine by me,” Ash agreed. “Okay with you, babe?”
 
   “You’re asking me?” Sami raised an eyebrow. “Listen, I haven’t had anything to eat all day. At this point, a three-day-old hot dog from a gas station sounds divine. I don’t care where we go.”
 
   “Nobody told you to starve yourself. Why didn’t you eat?”
 
   “I slept all day, remember?”
 
   Shrugging, Ash turned his attention to Tristan. “Feel like a little appetizer before we head out? A gram or two of shade might help remove that stick from your ass.”
 
   “Nah, not tonight, man…some other time.” Now that he’d seen with his own two eyes that Sami was truly okay, all he wanted was to get this evening over with as quickly as possible.
 
   “Hey! Remember me? Starving girl here!” She snapped her fingers impatiently. “Can we go already?”
 
   “Yes, dearest. Whatever you say.” Removing his hand from her waist, Ash gave her derriere a sharp smack. Paying no attention to her indignant squeal, he strolled over to the kitchen counter to scoop up his car keys and wallet. “I’ll drive.”
 
   Being a Monday night and still early, the restaurant wasn’t yet full to capacity and they were able to get a table outside on the deck. The sun was just beginning to set, a blazing orange ball sinking slowly beneath a pink and purple streaked sky. They put in their orders, then sat back to sip flavored iced tea while watching the fishing fleets as they unloaded their catch of the day.
 
   “Dude. You cut off your dreadlocks,” Ash suddenly remarked out of the blue.
 
   Tristan gazed at him incredulously. “Really? You’re just noticing that now?”
 
   “What? So I just now realized you look different. I’m not in the habit of checking out other men or their fashion trends. Sorry.”
 
   “Not very observant, are you? Just for the record, I didn’t have the dreadlocks when you came barging into my cabin either.”
 
   “You didn’t? Huh.” Ash took a few swallows of his drink before adding, “You’re not all that observant your damn self. I didn’t come ‘barging in’, as you put it. I stood there watching you rub your back-door-loving boner all over my girlfriend for a good five minutes before you even noticed I was there. So tell me, which one of us is really the clueless one here?”
 
   “Tristan! Um…how was your trip?” Sami cut in, desperate to change the subject.
 
   He sighed, suddenly wishing he hadn’t declined that offer of nightshade. Sometimes the alpha’s lofty attitude was hard to take. “A little shorter than I’d planned, but otherwise not bad.”
 
   “What trip?” Ash wanted to know.
 
   “It was nothing. I just spent a few days with Nick and Miranda.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Riveting. How are Ward and June Cleaver?”
 
   “Pretty much the same as always.”
 
   “And their sweet little foster cherry?”
 
   As much as the crude taunt angered him, Tristan refused to rise to the bait. It was exactly why the smartass made those comments in the first place – just for the amusement of pissing off his subordinate. Besides, it was pointless to argue with someone so bullheaded. “Halina’s fine. Not exactly overjoyed to be living the country life, but she’ll adapt. Personally, I don’t think they’ll end up staying in Coldwater too long – once Miranda starts getting bored, she’ll want to move again. She’s a city girl at heart.”
 
   “I’ve always found Fielding to be a pretty resourceful guy,” Ash commented. “That psychiatry racket he’s got going was a stroke of genius.” To Sami, he explained, “Not only does he rake in the money from his patients, but he’s got a steady stream of easy prey right there at his disposal. It’s actually brilliant.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she replied distractedly, not really paying attention. She had an odd expression on her face, and her eyes continually darted about as if she were looking for something or someone.
 
   “So I hear you’ve been in touch with Eva Winter,” Tristan continued.
 
   “Yeah,” Ash laughed. “Get this. She was begging me to tell her where that kid’s body was. That Chandler punk – what was his name? Dobie or something like that.”
 
   “Dane.”
 
   “That’s right. Knew it had something to do with a dog. Anyway, I gave her the location. Thought she might like to see firsthand what happens to those who wind up on my shit list. Haven’t heard a peep from either one of them since. When did you talk to them?”
 
   “Just before I left for Kansas.”
 
   “I can just imagine what Winter had to say,” he chuckled. “Didn’t expect to ever hear from me again, did he? Dipshit. Tell you one thing, I bet he keeps his little woman in line from here on out.”
 
   “He didn’t give any indication that he’s out for revenge. I think all they want is to be left alone.”
 
   “Nice to know he’s at least got a fraction of sense.”
 
   “So you have no plans to finish what you started there?”
 
   “Not at the moment. I don’t think we’ll have any more trouble out of her. I don’t know, though…something about that prissy tea-drinking Englishman just rubs me the wrong way.”
 
   “You say that about everyone,” Tristan pointed out. “Name one person who doesn’t rub you the wrong way.”
 
   Ash grinned broadly. “I admit it. I have a low tolerance for dumbassery.”
 
   “Yeah, well…I’d be careful with that one if I were you. That dagger looked pretty damn authentic to me.”
 
   “Oh man, are you gonna start that again?” He shook his head in disgust. “Christ, Tris, even if that tired old legend was true, do you know what the odds are of that particular knife being the real deal? Sometimes your gullibility amazes me. The guy was just fucking with you. He probably bought that piece of junk on eBay.”
 
   “If that’s true, then how do you explain the way he was able to slide right under my radar? I never would have known he existed if not for Eva. If he was reborn in a manner different from us, wouldn’t that kind of make sense?”
 
   “How do I know? Maybe you’re slipping. Or maybe he has the ability to…”
 
   Asher’s voice trailed off as the waitress appeared to set their salads down in front of them. Her bubbly smile lingered on the men in particular. “Can I get you guys anything else? Ready for a refill yet?”
 
   “What the hell is this?” Sami demanded in an unexpectedly sharp voice. She was poking at her salad distastefully, a scowl on her face.
 
   Confused, the server’s flirtatious smile faltered as she gave her a blank look. “Is there something wrong with your salad, ma’am?”
 
   Wrinkling her nose, Sami lifted a circular slice of red onion with the end of her fork. “What does this look like to you?”
 
   “It’s just an…oh, that’s right, you asked for no onions, didn’t you?”
 
   “That’s right. I did. So why do I have a plateful of the nasty things sitting in front of my face right now?”
 
   “Just pick them off,” Tristan suggested, choking back an uneasy laugh at her sudden fastidiousness. “There’s like, three. Here, give them to me, I’ll eat them.”
 
   “Did I come here so I could pick through my food like a scavenger? No, I did not.” Snatching up the salad plate, she handed it back to the waitress with an icy glare. “Would you mind taking this back and bringing me another one? Or would it be too much to ask that I get what I actually ordered?”
 
   “Of course,” the woman mumbled, her cheeks turning red. “Sorry about that. Give me just a minute and I’ll be right back with a fresh one.”
 
   Once she disappeared inside, Tristan commented wryly, “Didn’t realize you had such a strong aversion to onions.”
 
   “I don’t. That’s not the point. Stupid bitch needs to pay attention.”
 
   “Not sure if I’d eat that salad if I were you. Got any idea what they do to food sent back by rude customers? You might wind up with a little something extra in your Ranch dressing.”
 
   “If that skank wants to keep her nose in the middle of her face where it belongs, she better not even think about it,” Sami huffed.
 
   Ash looked over at him curiously. “Anyone ever piss you off to the point of messing with their order?”
 
   “Of course not. A chef of my caliber would never stoop to such unprofessional behavior.” He shrugged innocently. “I’d just follow them home, drain their blood and steal all the cash they have on hand.”
 
   They were still laughing when the waitress scurried back to their table to place a new salad in front of Sami. “There you are. I apologize for the mix-up.”
 
   She was rewarded with a coldly acerbic smile.
 
   “Thank you,” Tristan felt obliged to say, embarrassed and a little unnerved by Sami’s uncivil behavior. He’d never seen her act this way before. What was up with her tonight?
 
   As if in response to his unspoken question, she complained, “Is it just me, or has every single human being on earth completely devolved into a drooling imbecile in a matter of just a few days?”
 
   Tristan raised an eyebrow. “My. Three days as an immortal and already you’ve developed a superiority complex.”
 
   “And why not? She is superior.” Ash put an arm around her proudly. “This beauty right here is straight up perfection.”
 
   “Damn right.” Smiling complacently, Sami gave him a kiss before digging into her onion-free salad. She didn’t seem at all concerned about the possibility of her cherry tomatoes being rolled across the floor by a disgruntled server.
 
   “So what do you wanna do after this?” Ash questioned with his mouth full. “Anyone got any ideas?”
 
   Tristan shook his head. “Actually, I’m probably going to head on home after dinner. It was a long flight back. I’ve been up since before dawn.” Not really, but it was the only excuse he could come up with off the top of his head.
 
   “Oh come on, man. Don’t give me that shit. Hey, we could hit up one of the clubs. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Find some hardbody stud to ease that tension. A little one-on-one with a hot young donut puncher…sound good?”
 
   “I’ll pass,” he dryly declined. Cocky bastard. As if he didn’t know full well what the score was.
 
   “Ohh…wait, that’s right, you’re into chicks now, aren’t you? Can’t imagine how that slipped my mind. What with you doing your best to violate my trust right underneath my nose.”
 
   Tristan threw down his fork with a sigh. “Okay. Look, man. What do you want, an apology from me? I’m sorry. I’m sorry I hit on your girl. It was a lowdown thing to do, I admit. But nothing ever came of it so do you think maybe we could just drop it now?”
 
   “Of course, buddy. It’s all in the past. No hard feelings.” The sapphire eyes sparkled with a shrewd glint. “She never would have let you go there, anyway. You’re not even close to being her type.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” Sami chimed in with a sly smile. “Have you ever gotten a good look at his butt? I tell you, it’s not bad. Nice and tight. He’s got the cutest little dimples back there. Don’t you, Superman?”
 
   “Sami…what are you doing?” he hissed. “That’s not helping.”
 
   A muscle twitched in Asher’s jaw. “At what point did you get a clear view of that, may I ask?”
 
   “When we went skinny dipping,” she told him nonchalantly.
 
   “When you…WHAT?”
 
   “Nothing happened then either!” Tristan hastily assured him, glancing around nervously. A few people at nearby tables had turned their heads to see what was going on. He was thankful they were in a public place, otherwise he’d probably be picking his head up off the floor right about now. “We just went for a swim. I swear, it was no big deal. It was at night – I couldn’t see a thing.”
 
   “She obviously could see quite clearly.” His clipped tone was like granite.
 
   “Sami, tell him nothing happened!”
 
   “Nothing happened.” She blinked her wide amber eyes innocently. “At least, I don’t think it did. I mean, you did get me pretty drunk. The last thing I remember before passing out was you lying on top of me. But I’m sure your intentions were nothing but honorable, right?”
 
   Holy fuck. I’m gonna kill her. I am seriously going to kill this crazy bitch.
 
   Pushing his salad plate aside, Ash leaned forward on his arms with an icy stare. “Care to explain that…friend?”
 
   Fed up with all the drama, Tristan threw his hands in the air in frustration. “Oh, come on! Do you honestly want to sit there and pretend like we have some sort of code of ethics or something? That we’re not just a bunch of wild animals turned loose to do whatever we please? Face it. We are all, every damn one of us, nothing but manipulative soul-sucking creatures who care only for ourselves and our own selfish gratification. It’s in our nature. Fucking others over is what we do. What we live for. So look me in the eye right now and tell me you wouldn’t have done the exact same thing in my place. I’d really like to see that. Do it. I dare you.”
 
   Ash studied him for a moment, considering. Then, to Tristan’s surprise, he actually cracked a smile. “Well…hell, man. You got me there.”
 
   Tristan sighed. “I’m only gonna say this one more time. Yes, I tried to seduce her. No, I did not succeed. End of story.”
 
   Sami plucked a yeast roll out of the bread basket and casually began buttering it. “Jeez, Ash, what were you getting so upset about? I told you nothing happened between us. Honestly, where do you get these outlandish ideas?”
 
   They both turned their heads to stare at her. Grinning, she tore off a piece of the roll and popped it in her mouth.
 
   “You’re just a devil spawn, aren’t you?” Scooting his chair closer to hers, Ash reached down to slide a hand up her thigh. “Wait ’til I get you home. I’m gonna beat that naughty little ass all the way into next year.”
 
   “Why wait?”
 
   “Oh, you think I won’t do it here? Baby, I will bend you over this table and make you scream like a banshee.”
 
   “Sounds like a lot more fun than going to some stupid nightclub.”
 
   “It does, doesn’t it?”
 
   “A-hem.” Tristan was beginning to fear that the entire deck full of diners, not to mention the fishermen, were all about to be subjected to an X-rated floor show. Thankfully the waitress chose that moment to reappear. She placed their steaming plates in front of them, deliberately avoiding eye contact with Sami.
 
   “Here we are. Everything look okay? Anyone need any steak sauce or ketchup or anything? Maybe a refill?”
 
   “No, I think we’re all good here. Thanks, doll.” Ash winked at her with a charming smile, which of course had the cute young waitress grinning back at him like a puppy eager for attention. Tristan couldn’t help but wonder if he was doing it on purpose just to provoke Sami. A little game of payback. It was just the sort of thing he’d do for idle entertainment.
 
   Whether or not that was his intention, it worked. Her eyes flashing, Sami snapped, “Hey! You gonna stand there all night watching us with your dopey tongue hanging out or is it all right with you if we eat without an audience? Take a hike. He’s not interested. My God, you’re pathetic.”
 
   The shock on the poor girl’s face resembled the look of someone who had just been assigned a lifetime of scrubbing toilets. Her final humiliation came when Ash, rather than offering sympathy, instead burst into raucous laughter. Covering a mortified gasp with one hand, she turned on her heel and dashed away with her empty tray.
 
   Leaning across the table, Tristan hissed under his breath, “What the hell’s the matter with you? Was that really necessary?”
 
   “Oh, lighten up,” Ash chortled, cutting into his steak and taking a bite. “She’s just having a little fun. You remember what fun is, don’t you?”
 
   “Humiliating some undeserving waitress is not my idea of fun. There was no reason to do that.”
 
   “Not your idea of fun, hm?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “I see. Well then, why don’t we all discuss your idea of fun?” He turned to face Sami with a salacious smirk. “Would you like to hear about our trip to Malaysia? Oh, what an unforgettable experience that was. Let me fill you in on some of the details. Two hours after we check into the hotel, he’s already managed to pick up some random tourist from Switzerland. If memory serves correctly, he had biceps the size of Mount Rushmore. Baby, let me tell you, you haven’t lived until you’ve been trapped two thousand feet in the air in the same cable car with a couple of face fuckers while they snowball right in front of you. Talk about wanting to gouge your own eyes out. And that was only the beginning.”
 
   “Snowball?” She looked puzzled.
 
   “Yeah. It’s when one guy spits the –”
 
   “You don’t want to know. Trust me.” Tristan shot him a reproachful look. “Could we maybe not bring up this kind of stuff in public?”
 
   “Hey, you never had any trouble bringing it up in public before. Come to think of it, you always seemed to have a perverse predilection for bringing it up in public.”
 
   “Ash. Seriously. Enough already. She doesn’t want to hear about all that.”
 
   “Says you,” Sami giggled. “Tell me more. What else did he do?”
 
   “I’d tell you but I don’t want to ruin your appetite.”
 
   She speared a grilled scallop with her fork and brought it to her lips. “Mm. Nothing wrong with my appetite. Wow, these are yummy.”
 
   Reaching across the table, Ash patted Tristan on the forearm. “How’s your steak, buddy? Good as last time? We’ll have to come here more often. Mine’s as tender as butter.”
 
   From hot to cold and back again. That was one of the most mind-boggling things about Ash – he could be ruthlessly cutthroat in one breath and disconcertingly friendly in the next. You never knew which side of the faucet you were about to get.
 
   “Yeah. It’s good.”
 
   They ate in silence for a few minutes before Sami apparently decided it suited her best to keep him in abject discomfort. “So, Tristan…I had no idea you were such a paragon of debauchery. How come you never mentioned it?”
 
   “Nothing there worth mentioning.”
 
   “Ha! I beg to differ,” Ash snorted.
 
   “Wicked, wicked boy. I should have guessed you were an exhibitionist when you shed your clothes right in front of me out on the pier. So you like getting it on in public, huh? That’s kinda hot.”
 
   Not again. Are you trying to get me killed? “Why are we discussing my sex life? Seriously, how did this even come up?”
 
   Ash shot her a devilish grin. “Not public per se. Seemed like it was only around me specifically. He had a thing about doing it in my presence. Like he wanted to make sure I was watching or something.”
 
   “Ooh, juicy stuff! Come on, share,” she insisted. “I know. Tell me the Cancún story. I still wanna know what happened there.”
 
   “What, you mean he never filled you in on the details?”
 
   “How would you even know the details yourself?” Tristan scoffed. “As I recall, you had just as much shade as me. I wasn’t the only one tripping, pal.”
 
   “I was well aware of what was going on.”
 
   “Ah…you don’t know what was real and what wasn’t. Get this, Sam – at some point he convinced himself the dolphin we smuggled out of the aquarium was supposed to go to Cleveland. Kept asking whether we needed customs papers to ship it from Mexico.”
 
   “I wasn’t the one running around naked covered in purple glitter paint and a fedora, thank you very much!”
 
   “I have news for you – it was your idea to have those Filipinos paint me in the first place!”
 
   “At least I didn’t fuck the Filipinos!”
 
   “Oh yeah, that’s right, you were busy rutting in the dirt with that slutty diving instructor with the huge lopsided cha-chas – so much better. You realize those things were fake, right?”
 
   “Hey! So what? It still beats dipping my wick in some dude!”
 
   “Whatever happened to the dolphin?” Sami interrupted their bickering to ask.
 
   “We released him into the peninsula,” Ash told her, his eyes never leaving Tristan. “At least, that’s what the rest of us were doing – pretty boy here was too busy dancing around singing Born Free to be much help.”
 
   “I helped,” Tristan protested defensively.
 
   “By getting us arrested? Yeah, big help. Nice going there. You know, you’re probably the only perp in the world who ever requested to be cuffed.”
 
   “It was a joke!”
 
   “Asking if they came with matching shackles was a joke too, then? Fun-ny.”
 
   Choking on a laugh, Sami came close to spewing out a mouthful of iced tea. “What? You got arrested?”
 
   “Thanks to Liza Minnelli here. His little Broadway act was attracting quite a crowd.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just do your little mind control thingie?”
 
   “Have you forgotten that belladonna renders us nearly powerless? Anyway, it wasn’t a big deal. After the effects wore off, we just broke through the back wall of the holding cell. The IDs they confiscated were fakes anyway.”
 
   “That’s right, it wasn’t a big deal. So why are we even discussing it? What was the point of bringing this up in the first place?” Tristan put down his knife and fork with a frown.
 
   “I was trying to figure out your infatuation with public indecency.” Smirking, Sami propped an elbow on the table and rested her chin in one hand. “But it’s all starting to fall in place now. Wanna know what I think?”
 
   “Not really, no.”
 
   She went on, unfazed. “I think the reason you had such a fetish about screwing in front of Ash was not just because you liked knowing he was watching. No, see, it goes deeper than that. I think you were fantasizing about him while you were doing it. Even when he wasn’t around, I know that’s what you were doing. You told me. Remember? You said that every lover you ever had was just a cheap substitute for him. Because he was the one you really wanted. So in your mind, you were fucking him. And it was a lot easier to picture him when he was right there. Isn’t that right, sugar britches?”
 
   Stung by her casual betrayal, Tristan felt his throat close up. Unable to speak, all he could do was stare back at her in disbelief. Why are you doing this to me? Was it not enough that you already humiliated one person tonight? Am I nothing more than the next act on the roster? I never knew you to be spiteful. How can you have changed so fast? Or did I ever really know you at all?
 
   Snickering, Asher’s mouth twisted in a cruelly sordid smile. “That right, twink? Were you imagining it was me you were plowing? Isn’t that romantic.”
 
   Pulling his eyes away from Sami, he retorted, “If I was, you have only yourself to blame. What you did to me was unforgiveable.”
 
   “Never heard you complaining before. You should be thanking me. Looked to me like you were really getting off on having your oil checked on a regular basis.”
 
   “Don’t worry, he’s straight as the crow flies now.” Cocking her head, Sami winked coyly. “Think I haven’t noticed you staring at my tits all night?”
 
   “What do you expect, when you have them propped up and on display like that?”
 
   “Gonna be fantasizing about me from now on?” she purred.
 
   “Maybe he’s got a threesome in mind,” Ash suggested. “Both of us at the same time. What a little perv.”
 
   “That’s it.” Tristan pushed his chair back and stood up. “You’re twisted, you know that? Both of you. Enjoy your time with him, sweetie. For as long as it lasts. If you ask me, you two deserve one another.” Opening his wallet, he tossed three hundred-dollar bills on the table. “Dinner’s on me. Be sure and leave the rest for the waitress. At least she deserves to get something out of this crappy night.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Unbelievably, Sami sounded almost surprised that he was leaving. “You rode here with us.”
 
   “I’ll walk. I could use some fresh air. So long, have a nice life and fuck you both.” He didn’t waste time trying to defend himself. All he wanted was to get the hell out of dodge, and now. But as always, Ash had to have the last word.
 
   “Don’t be a stranger, duckie,” he called after him in a mockingly effeminate voice.
 
   Tristan didn’t bother looking back. It wasn’t the first time he’d been through this same type of scenario with Ash. He was used to that. But somehow he’d expected more from Samara. More than to be made a complete fool of.
 
   Whatever. He was done. As far as he was concerned, she could enjoy sleeping in the bed of self-delusion she’d created for herself.
 
    
 
   ~20~
 
    
 
   “Where you goin’?”
 
   Lifting her head from the pillow, Sami blinked sleepily at Ash, who to her surprise was already up, showered and dressed at the ungodly hour of 6:30 a.m. The sun was up as well, peeking brightly around the edges of the blackout curtains. She pulled the covers up to her chin and unfurled her legs with a lazy yawn. What time did they finally fall asleep? Wasn’t it just a couple of hours ago? God, his stamina was literally mind-blowing. Hers had undeniably improved since her transformation, but she hadn’t quite reached his level.
 
   “Told you last night I had to go to Mobile today. I’m looking at some property there, remember?”
 
   “Oh. Yeah. Hotel, right?”
 
   “Mm-hm.” Buckling his belt, he walked over to the bed and gave her backside a pat through the thick down comforter. “You can come along if you like. Might be a little boring for you though.”
 
   “That’s okay. Think I’ll just stay here and sleep in. Maybe go down to the beach later.” Pushing the wispy veil of hair away from her face, she grinned up at him. “That the same belt you used on me last night?”
 
   “The very one.” His lips curved in a wicked smile. “Something to remind me of the way your sexy little ass clenched up every time I thrashed it. And don’t give me that sulky look – you know you enjoyed every minute of it.”
 
   “Hmph. What if I did? Actually, you know, it’s probably a good thing you’re keeping it handy. I’m already plotting what trouble I can get into today to warrant more punishment. Fair warning.”
 
   “I’ll give you fair warning – you better stay out of trouble, little miss. Be a good girl. I promise to punish you anyway.”
 
   “Deal.” She burrowed back into her pillow in drowsy contentment.
 
   “I’ll be back sometime tonight. Might be after dinner, okay?”
 
   “’Kay,” she mumbled. “Bye.”
 
   Drifting back to sleep, Sami woke several hours later to finally roll out of bed and mosey into the living room. The curtains in there were already open and hot sunshine beat in through the sliding glass doors, wrestling stubbornly with the cold air conditioning. As usual, the clear Florida sky was a solid sheet of cobalt blue. This time of year, when it did rain, the showers tended to blow in and clear out again within a matter of minutes.
 
   Turning on the television, she saw nothing worth watching and soon shut it off again. Instead she went into the kitchen to make herself a grilled cheese sandwich but found that she had no appetite. After picking at it for a while, she abandoned the sandwich to have a bath and get dressed, intending to wander the strip and browse some of the shops. But before long she lost interest in that as well and returned home to change into her swimsuit.
 
   The area around the pool was mobbed, typical for such a hot sunny day. Normally that wouldn’t have made much difference to her. For some reason, however, today she found the crowds irritating. All that noise, the splashing and squealing and mindless jabbering from all those voices, was like a jackhammer in her ears. She ordered a drink from Danielle at the bar, but it had no taste to her. Laiken wasn’t working today – not that it mattered really, considering he’d been avoiding her since Ash planted the subliminal message in his head. She couldn’t help but wonder if her newly acquired sexual magnetism would trump those orders. It would be interesting to find out.
 
   Too bad he wasn’t here.
 
   Well, this was a bust. Maybe she’d just walk down to the beach for a while.
 
   Just as she was sliding off the stool, the man sitting beside her suddenly blurted out, “Hi. How are you?”
 
   Raising an eyebrow, she looked him up and down cynically. He was a nice enough looking guy, short of the goofy grin that made him resemble a lovesick schoolboy. One who was clearly enamored with her. If he’d been any more transparent his spleen would have been showing. And it occurred to her then, as she paused to take in her surroundings, that there were plenty more men who were ogling her with that same wistful look.
 
   Idiots.
 
   “How am I?” Returning her attention to the man by her side, she gave him a cool stare. “How am I at what?”
 
   Chewing the end of his red stir stick self-consciously, he said, “I meant…um, how are you in general?”
 
   “Generally speaking, I’m doing just fine. Why do you ask?”
 
   “No reason. Just being friendly.” Clearing his throat, he stuck out a hand and cheerfully announced, “Hi. I’m Chuck.”
 
   Sami ignored the proffered hand. Mainly because she had an absurdly strong urge to rip his arm right out of its socket. What was it about this guy that had her temper in overdrive? “And you’re telling me this because…?”
 
   “Well, I was just hoping for an introduction. That way I could brag to all my friends about how I met the prettiest little lady in the entire state of Florida.”
 
   Oh, good grief. That had to be the lamest pickup line anyone ever came up with. Also, she found it rather insulting. “Just Florida?”
 
   “Oh, no. Nooo. Nuh-uh, no way.” He shook his head, laughing the whole time like an escaped lobotomy patient. “You gotta be the best-lookin’ woman I’ve ever seen in my life. No joke. And I’ve been to a lot of places.”
 
   Grinding her teeth together, Sami felt her hands tremble with unwarranted rage. Gathering every ounce of self-restraint she could muster, she somehow managed to keep her voice low enough not to create a scene. “And you, Chuckie or whatever the hell your name is, are the walking, talking poster child of both mental and physical male inadequacy. So why don’t you go find yourself a magnifying glass and a pair of tweezers, see if you can dig out that half-inch toothpick you call a penis, and go shove it in a jellyfish!”
 
   Without waiting to see his reaction, she twirled around and fled, heading back inside toward the elevator that would take her back to the sanctuary of her room. Her cheeks were flushed, every vein in her body burning with a surplus of adrenaline. But she found that simply getting away from the crowd wasn’t enough. The agitation was still there in the presence of only a few. The three women sharing the elevator with her, for example. Those witless fools who stood there in their floppy straw hats and oversized sunglasses, clutching beach bags while smiling vapidly with those stupid expressions. She wanted to tear into them, rip their highlighted hair out by the roots, bash in their pathetic fragile skulls.
 
   She wanted to hurt them. To watch them writhe in agony. To revel in their pain.
 
   What is WRONG with me?
 
   She practically shoved one of the women aside in her haste to exit the elevator. As the door to 1608 clicked shut behind her, Sami released a deep breath and collapsed against it, shaking.
 
   All right…then it wasn’t just the Romeo at the bar. It was all of them. People as a whole. The others, the humans. Just being around them seemed to enrage her. Something about them provoked an inexplicable anger, an anger profound enough to bring her dangerously close to losing control. But why? Why this sudden animosity? Was that normal? She’d never seen this in any of the others. They seemed to have no trouble blending in with relative ease.
 
   Last night at the restaurant. This must explain why she was so nasty to Tristan. She was taking her frustration out on him. First the waitress, then him…from the moment they were first seated on that deck she’d felt uptight. Fidgety. Angry.
 
   So angry.
 
   No onions. I said no onions. That was no mistake, she did it deliberately. She was laughing at me. I know she was, she was laughing at me behind my back the whole time. They all were. All of them. If not, then why was she smiling at Ash? You don’t smile at Ash. He doesn’t want that from you. He wants your pain. Can you comprehend that, are you listening? Are you paying attention? Hush. Be quiet. Stop talking, stop trying to confuse me. I know what you’re doing. You think I don’t know? You won’t get into my head. I’m on to you. Don’t you realize you’re the inferior ones?
 
   For hours she paced back and forth like a caged animal, carrying on a deep animated conversation with herself as she tried to rationalize her situation. Waving her hands around as she debated with herself. Pausing every so often to step out on the balcony and lean over the railing, surveying the humans below, watching as they skittered here and there like mindless little ants.
 
   You think you’re so smart. You think you’re safe from me just because I was once like you. You don’t know how wrong you are. I’m not like you. I OWN you. I can do whatever I want now. I can and I will. You’ll see.
 
   You’ll see.
 
   As the afternoon wore on, her restlessness only grew.
 
   Until the idea came to her in a flash. The ocean. Yes, of course…she should take a dip in the ocean after all. Go for a nice, long marathon swim. Was she not the queen of Poseidon? She was strong, she could swim for miles.
 
   All the way out to Shell Island, perhaps.
 
   Few people lingered there after dark.
 
   She was bound to find something there to take the edge off.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Man, I tell you. Doesn’t get much better than this.”
 
   Looking up from the guitar he was strumming, Liam Winslow quietly nodded in agreement. His friend Mickey wasn’t wrong; it definitely was close to being a perfect night. A full moon, the breeze coming in off the ocean, his best buddies and a cooler full of iced-down beer courtesy of Dylan’s older brother. No school until August. He didn’t even have to go back to his part time job at Giorgio’s Pizza until Friday. Not that delivering pizza was a hard gig. The tips could be pretty decent sometimes.
 
   A perfect night. Almost. The only thing missing was Heather.
 
   Unfortunately, she was currently dating some steroid-sucking football jock who thought an archeologist was someone who designed buildings. She had no idea Liam worshipped her from afar, had since the seventh grade when he first noticed the outline of her bra through her t-shirt. And he had no intention of revealing his crush to her just to have her laugh in his face. Okay, so maybe that would happen and maybe it wouldn’t. But he wasn’t quite ready to risk having his ego stomped into the ground.
 
   Well, there was always the hope that senior year would be different. Maybe he’d actually grow a pair and work up the nerve to ask her out. Until then, Heather Danvers, head cheerleader, homecoming princess and his favorite musical and masturbatory inspiration, would remain nothing more than a fantasy.
 
   He plucked at the strings of his guitar, wondering if he should try and write a song about her. How would it start off? What rhymed with Heather? Feather, leather, nether, weather…
 
   “How come your stepdad never let you take his pontoon boat out before this?” Dylan asked him.
 
   “Doesn’t trust me with it, I guess. Anyway, he didn’t exactly say I could. He’s out of town until Thursday so I figured what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. My mom won’t say anything.”
 
   “Oh, man. You serious? Better hope he doesn’t find out.”
 
   “What’s he gonna do? Divorce me?” Tether. No, that probably wasn’t useable either. He lightly strummed a chord in E major.
 
   “Dude, no offense but your stepdad’s kind of a douche.”
 
   “Tell me something I don’t know.” An E minor followed. He began to sing softly. “Upon my pillow lay my head, and dream of tears I cannot shed…if all is lost you’ll find me still, and bring the –”
 
   “You take requests?”
 
   The feminine voice coming out of the darkness only a few yards behind him nearly scared the everloving shit out of all four of them. Wesley dropped his beer and cursed, reaching down to snatch it up before it all spilled out. Kind of pointless – it was pretty much a lost cause now that the can was covered in sand.
 
   “Where the hell did…”
 
   That was it. That was all he could get out. Rendered mute by the approaching vision, all Liam could do was sit there on that washed-up piece of driftwood and stare in dumbstruck awe. Because compared to this chick, Heather what’s-her-name was last week’s moldy tuna loaf.
 
   The siren ran her hands through dark wet tresses in a perfect portrayal of a swimsuit model at a photo shoot. Dressed only in a miniscule black bikini, that’s exactly what she looked like. A model or a movie star. Only better because she was real. No airbrushing needed, not from what he could see. Holy cow. There was just…there were no words.
 
   “Sorry. Did I scare you?” She smiled with a luscious mouth that just begged to be featured in an ad for lipstick. “I seem to be getting good at that. Scaring people.”
 
   Dylan was the first to snap out of his stupor. “Nah, that’s okay. You just surprised us is all. We didn’t think anyone else was on this side of the island.”
 
   “Got room for one more?” Sidling up to Mickey, she ruffled his strawberry blond hair with delicate fingers. “Mind if I share your blanket, gingersnap?”
 
   “Sure!” Mickey agreed, his eager voice cracking. “Sure, come on and join us, have a seat. Make yourself at home. Here, let me brush the sand off for you.” He was grinning ear to ear and Liam couldn’t tell in the darkness, but he would have bet his entire college fund the guy was blushing. Which was pretty hilarious considering he got mad as hell whenever anyone at school called him a ginger.
 
   She dropped gracefully onto the blanket beside Mickey, folding her long legs beside her in a way that only emphasized their lean sexiness. Then she leaned closer to him and murmured, “Sorry I’m all wet.”
 
   Oh. My. God.
 
   Liam sucked in a deep breath and slowly let it out before trusting himself to speak. “Um…you here all by yourself?”
 
   “Uh-huh. Just me and my lonesome.”
 
   “Would you like a beer?” Fawning over her already, poor Mickey couldn’t tear his eyes away from the stranger as he fumbled blindly around in the cooler. “Or, uh…I think we got some grape soda. If you’d rather. You know, if you don’t drink. I know some girls don’t like beer.”
 
   “That’s all right, honey. I’ll get something to drink later.” Her eyes, an exotic shade of tarnished gold, seemed to sparkle with veiled amusement.
 
   “Well…hey, how about some introductions.” Even Dylan, the group’s resident player, sounded a little unsure of himself. “I’m Dylan…guy beside you is Mickey…the blond over there is Wesley…and the guy with the guitar in his lap is Liam.”
 
   “And is it just the four of you? Or are there more of you running about like mice in a maze somewhere?”
 
   “Just us,” Liam told her. “We came out here to get away from stuff for a little while. You know.”
 
   “Perfectly understandable. That’s exactly why I’m here.”
 
   “Cool. So. Um…you didn’t tell us your name.”
 
   “Samara.” The name rolled off her tongue like warm creamy caramel.
 
   Samara. It suited her. Someone who looked like she did sure as heck wouldn’t go by Jane or Midge or something bland like that. Too ordinary. There was nothing ordinary about this woman. Not one single thing.
 
   “You got a boat, or did you kayak out here or something?” The shuttles stopped running at five. Surely they couldn’t have left her behind.
 
   She gave a careless shrug. “Maybe I swam.”
 
   “Yeah,” Wesley joked. “Us too. We’re actually mermen, we just traded in our tails for legs for the night.”
 
   “Guess it’s a good thing I have a fondness for seafood.” She ruffled Mickey’s hair again and Liam half expected him to start kicking one leg like a dog.
 
   “You live around here?” Dylan wanted to know.
 
   “Uh-huh. Just around the corner, you might say.”
 
   “You single?” he persisted. All four sets of male ears perked up in anticipation of her response.
 
   Her answer was evasive. “By your standards, I suppose I am. There’s no ring on my finger. See? Not that it matters.”
 
   The four boys exchanged hesitant looks. None of them were quite sure what the deal was or why someone like her seemed willing to hang out with someone like them. Girls as a rule were hard enough to read, but this chick’s body language was completely indecipherable.
 
   “You any good with that thing?” She jerked her head at Liam’s guitar.
 
   “I’m not bad,” he said modestly.
 
   “Yeah, he’s good,” Mickey vouched for him. “He can sing, too. Show her, man. Play something.”
 
   Liam drummed his fingers against the pickguard, wondering what she’d like to hear. “You asked earlier if I take requests. Have you got one?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I do. Can you play Don’t Fear the Reaper? I just love that song.”
 
   “You mean this one?” Knowing he was showing off, he started right in, absurdly pleased that she’d chosen something he was familiar with. Anxious to impress, he even pushed his insecurities aside to blend in with the vocals.
 
   She watched and listened in silence for a while, heedless of the rapt attention of her instant fan club. Then, to Liam’s surprise and Mickey’s conspicuous disappointment, she got to her feet and leisurely sauntered in his direction, the curve of her hips moving in an easy, subtle sway. Settling beside him on the knotted hunk of driftwood, she waited until the last notes faded away before speaking in a quiet voice.
 
   “You know, they say that death is nothing to dread. That the only true pain comes from life itself. Do you believe that, Liam? That life is more painful than death?”
 
   He felt a stirring of butterflies at the melodious sound of his name on her lips, insanely flattered that she’d been attentive enough to remember it. “I don’t know. I never really thought about it. But yeah, I guess that makes sense.”
 
   Her subdued laugh was like the soft rustling of silk. “It only makes sense to those who don’t know any better. Don’t ever let anyone feed you that foolishness, dove. It’s a lie. You see, I’ve met the Reaper. And the truth is, you should fear him.”
 
   Perplexed and yet fascinated by her cryptic advice, he took a stab at deciphering the meaning behind it. “Are you saying you’ve had a near death experience?”
 
   “Near death?” Reaching for his guitar, she gently plucked a few strings, casually brushing her hand against his. Her skin felt like cool crushed velvet. “Oh, honey. No. I walked all the way through that valley and came out on the other side. And I’ll let you in on a little secret, if you like.”
 
   “Okay.” At the moment he was just glad the guitar in his lap was covering the tent being pitched underneath. The mere smell of this woman was enough to make him want to drop to his knees and swear eternal love. Every time the night breeze stirred through her damp hair, he caught a whiff of an intoxicating fusion of coconut, jasmine and sweet citrus.
 
   She leaned in heartstoppingly close, so close he could feel the warmth of her enticing breath against his mouth. “I found out there’s one thing you should fear even more than the Reaper.”
 
   What? Oh man, I can’t think straight. What is she talking about? Bewildered, he glanced around the group for aid. No help there. The others all remained silent. Like him, none of them had any idea what to say.
 
   “What’s that?” he whispered hoarsely.
 
   “His woman.” Grazing her soft lips against his cheek in the briefest of kisses, she straightened abruptly, abandoning him to rejoin Mickey. “Play something else,” she instructed, dropping back down on the blanket.
 
   For one fleeting moment, he hated Mickey. Fucking hated him. Lucky bastard.
 
   But of course he said nothing, instead honoring the lady’s request with one of his personal favorites, Stairway to Heaven. He didn’t sing along this time, just played. This one was expressive enough without the vocals. At one point he glanced up and felt his heart sink when he saw his beautiful Samara (His? Now why did he think of her that way?) murmuring softly to Mickey before nuzzling her lips against his neck. Wesley and Dylan remained quiet, watching the scene with the longing expressions of two guys who would have given anything to trade places with their friend.
 
   Still Liam played, pulling his eyes away from the nauseating sight of dorky Mickey securing the kisses that he desperately wanted for himself. He tried not to think about it. Instead he concentrated on giving a flawless performance, fully intending to curry her favor with his musical talent. His nimble fingers didn’t miss a note. Jimmy Page would have been proud.
 
   Near the end of the song he ventured another look, hoping that by now he’d managed to snag her interest away from making out with his friend. He looked, just in time to see Samara lift her head to catch his eye with a smile, one that seemed disconcertingly more reptilian than before. Mickey, his cadaverous face wiped clean of any trace of cognizance, toppled backwards like a broken recliner. Liam’s hand slid down the neck of the guitar.
 
   Even though the night air wasn’t hot, he began to sweat.
 
   What was that dripping down the side of her mouth? Surely that wasn’t…no. Was it? No, it couldn’t be. Could it? Because it almost looked like…
 
   Blood?
 
   Wesley and Dylan both twisted their heads to look at one another. Through some unspoken thought transference they simultaneously dropped their beers and took off, their bare feet kicking up sand as they unabashedly hauled ass, leaving their friends behind.
 
   “My goodness, look at them go!” Laughing carelessly, the succubus rose smoothly to her feet, the dainty little feet with the cherry red nail polish that didn’t seem to fit in at all with Liam’s image of what a vampire should look like. Her pink tongue flicked out to lick the trail of blood clinging to the side of her mouth. “Now don’t be jealous, turtle dove. If it makes you feel any better, I find you much more tolerable than your lunkhead friends. It’s just that I happen to be partial to this one’s blood type.”
 
   He sat there frozen, open-mouthed, watching as she stepped over Mickey who was lying completely motionless. The wide glazed eyes stared blankly up at the stars without seeing them. Dead. Oh my God, he’s dead. Mickey’s actually dead. Am I dreaming or is this really happening? Vampires don’t exist. There’s no way this is real. There’s no way. This can’t be happening. It just can’t.
 
   “Don’t go anywhere,” she told him with a wink, and then she was gone, leaping like a cheetah over the grassy dunes and out of sight. For a moment there was nothing. Nothing but a deathly hush. In the span of the longest five seconds of his life, the only noise breaking the eerie silence was the wind in his ears and his own heavy breathing. It was far too quiet.
 
   Somehow, that unnatural calm was the scariest part.
 
   Until the screaming started.
 
   And then he was finally able to move. Throwing the guitar aside, he sprang to his feet and took off in the opposite direction, sprinting faster than he ever had in his life. Faster than when he tried out for the track team. Faster than the time he ran over a nest of yellow jackets with the lawn mower. Faster than he ever would have believed himself capable of running.
 
   It wasn’t nearly fast enough.
 
   Something solid and unseen slammed into him from behind, knocking him facedown on the hard packed sand that shattered his nose and caused him to bite off the tip of his tongue. Blood filled his mouth, spewing all over the place when he let out a feral howl that tapered off in gasping, keening sobs. And when he heard the first sickening pop, felt the tug on his shoulder accompanied by unspeakably agonizing pain, pain like he never dreamed possible in the darkest of his nightmares, he wasn’t at first able to comprehend what was happening.
 
   Even when he rolled over and saw her, the woman who was far too beautiful to be real, standing over him holding his severed arm while she kicked him violently. Snapping his ribs into broken splinters with those dainty little pedicured feet.
 
   Then he knew why the others had been screaming.
 
   It wasn’t so much the pain. Or the certainty that he was about to die.
 
   It was the fact that she never once stopped laughing.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   “Where have you been? I’ve been back for two hours. Why don’t you ever have your damn phone with you, I swear you’re –”
 
   Asher’s scolding was abruptly cut short as a warm tongue slid down his throat, silencing the reprimand he had fully intended to give. Latching onto him with both arms, Sami wrapped her legs tightly around his hips, devouring his mouth with the hungry passion of a wild animal. Caught up in his burgeoning lust, it took a moment before he noticed that something about her was different.
 
   Pulling away, he narrowed his eyes with an accusing look. “I taste blood on you.”
 
   “What, suddenly you’ve decided to become a vegan?” Gyrating her hips, she pressed her crotch against his in a rhythmic grinding motion. Not satisfied with that, she brought one hand down to fumble impatiently with his belt, prying the end loose from the buckle.
 
   “Sami, what have you been up to? Where were you?” She’d been swimming, obviously. That much was clear. Her luscious body, barely covered under the skimpy scrap of her bikini, was still wet and smelled faintly of the ocean. Did she attack someone while she was out on the beach? He hadn’t yet taught her the mind control technique. Of course, it was entirely possible she’d picked it up on her own. It wasn’t that difficult to figure out.
 
   Her response? “Shut up and fuck me.”
 
   Hm. All right…he wasn’t about to argue with that. Dropping her on her toes, he spun her around and gave the spot between her shoulder blades a hard push, bending her over the side of the sofa. Upended in the air, the round curve of her horny little ass beckoned him like a moth to a red-hot flame. Still on her tiptoes, she wiggled her backside tauntingly.
 
   Good God. Something that enticing should come tattooed with a warning label.
 
   Stopping to quickly shed his clothes, he kicked them aside before curling his fingers around her bikini bottoms and yanking them down around her ankles. She stepped out of them, spreading her thighs invitingly to afford him better access. Grabbing the shaft of his cock in one hand, he rubbed the already engorged head against her slit, bathing it in her musky wetness. Ah, she was sublime. He’d never known a time when his sweet angel wasn’t ready and willing to take everything he had to offer.
 
   Slick with desire, she pushed back against him impatiently, desperate to draw him inside her. “Dammit, Ash – what the hell are you waiting for! Fucking do it!”
 
   He deliberately held back. “Beg,” he said simply, smiling to himself while he waited for her reaction. Would it be righteous indignation or downright fury?
 
   And…fury for the win. “You fuck me right now, you asshole, or I’ll find someone who will!”
 
   “Is that so?” Gripping her arms, he twisted them behind her back and pushed her further down, forcing her face into the sofa cushions. “I don’t think so, babydoll. Now let’s hear you beg. Come on. Make me believe you want it.”
 
   “Nnngh!” Turning her head, she snarled through clenched teeth, “Please!”
 
   “I don’t know. Didn’t sound to me like you really meant it.”
 
   “Ash…please…I’m begging you…” she whimpered, wriggling beneath him.
 
   “Ah, that’s better. There’s my good girl.” Refusing to admit to himself that it was his own lack of self-control and not her obedience that justified him caving so easily, he buried himself balls deep inside her in one smooth thrust. Oh, fuck yeah. Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about. “This what you wanted?”
 
   Groaning, she made a few throaty noises that may have been words, but not in any language he was familiar with.
 
   Raising a hand, he brought it down across her backside with a loud SLAP, leaving behind a red handprint that faded quickly into her creamy flesh. “Shameless little slut. Couldn’t even make it without my dick for one day, could you? You’re hopeless.”
 
   “Unnhh…” Her fingers clenched the chenille throw above her head, scrunching the soft fabric in her fists. “Harder, dammit…I’m not gonna break…”
 
   “Harder? Like this?” Bucking his hips fiercely, he rode her like the spirited bronco she was, an animal meant to be branded but never tamed. To try and domesticate this beautiful wild immortal was unthinkable. At one time he’d sought to break her, yes, but even he was willing to admit his mistakes. Any attempt to subdue this magnificent creature would constitute a crime. “You better hold on, baby, ’cause I am gonna turn you inside out…”
 
   “Aaaaahhhh…yes…” She thrashed against him in her fervor, meeting his violent thrusts as well as she was able from her awkward position. Her breath came faster, the hungry little sounds emerging from her throat became more frantic, until with a shuddering cry, she tensed and he felt her constrictive heat pulsating around his cock.
 
   Instantly he let go and exploded inside her, pumping her full of his warm essence as both eyes rolled back in his head. He had to clench his jaw to keep from shouting out. The intensity of her orgasm only enhanced his, and the aftereffects resonated for an exquisitely long time.
 
   Mmm…yes. Perfection.
 
   It was some time later, as they were finishing up a midnight dinner of leftover beef chow mein, that he once again brought up the subject of Sami’s absence. Well, he was finishing up. She was still pushing hers around on the plate in a vague pretense of eating.
 
   “Would you care to fill me in on your evening?”
 
   “Hm?” She glanced up from her uneaten food with a vacant expression.
 
   “Your evening. I’d like to know how you spent it.”
 
   Avoiding his gaze, she shrugged. “You were there.”
 
   “Don’t be obtuse, Samara. I’m not referring to just now. I’m talking about earlier. What were you doing out on the beach? And don’t say swimming because we both know that’s not what I’m referring to either.”
 
   “Oh. I don’t know, nothing much. I don’t really remember.”
 
   Ash stared at her in amazement. “Sweetheart, I don’t understand why you would feel the need to keep these things from me. There’s really no reason for it. All I want to know is whether or not you solicited blood tonight. This is something you’re not ready to do on your own yet. I need to accompany you until I can be confident that you have a handle on things. Now if there’s a problem, I need to know about it.”
 
   She seemed…not nervous exactly. More like distracted. Her downcast eyes kept shifting from her plate to the balcony doors, then back again, as if she expected the scene to have suddenly changed somehow.
 
   He followed her gaze, but saw nothing past the glass doors other than darkness. “Are you even listening to me?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” she said defensively.
 
   “Are you sure? Because I could have sworn –”
 
   “There are too many lights in here.”
 
   This unexpected statement gave him pause. “Come again?”
 
   “Haven’t you ever noticed it? Look. There’s an overhead light in the kitchen, one over the stove, another one over the sink, one right above us, and then four bulbs in the ceiling fan in the living room. Plus the lamps. There are…one, two, three…three lamps. Do you see? That’s too many. And that’s not even counting the ones in the bedroom.”
 
   “I…don’t know why you’re telling me this. Are you all of a sudden worried about conserving electricity? What? I’m afraid I don’t follow.”
 
   “It’s too many lights,” she repeated stubbornly.
 
   What the hell is she talking about? Too many lights…what difference does it make how many lights there are? “Uh, Sami…”
 
   “I’m going to bed,” she announced, abruptly standing.
 
   He stared at her, baffled. “All right. I’ll…why don’t I just take care of the dishes and I’ll join you in a minute. Okay?”
 
   Giving a jerky nod, she made her way toward the bedroom, though not before sending one last suspicious look in the direction of the balcony.
 
   Women. Jesus Christ, I’ll never understand them. What kind of nonsense is that? Too many lights…give me a fucking break.
 
   More unnerved than he wanted to admit, he hastily loaded the dishwasher and headed into the bedroom after her. She was already curled up underneath the covers. Only the very top of her head poked out. He was careful not to turn on any lights, because God forbid she freak out about there being too many.
 
   After a quick trip to the bathroom to brush his teeth, he came back in and quietly undressed before climbing into bed. When he wrapped an arm around her, she instinctively snuggled into him as she always did. By the steady sound of her breathing, he assumed that she was already fast asleep.
 
   He was just on the verge of drifting off himself when she suddenly sat bolt upright to ask in a sharp voice, “What did you say?”
 
   Startled, he lifted his head groggily. “Hm? I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “You didn’t? Are you sure?” Her voice sounded almost angry.
 
   “Uh…yeah.”
 
   “Okay. Well, just…turn it off.”
 
   “Turn what off?”
 
   “The music! The music – turn it off. I’m sick of it. It’s driving me crazy. How am I supposed to sleep with all that noise?”
 
   He raked a frustrated hand through his hair. “Sami, I don’t hear anything.”
 
   “That’s because you’re…not…listening.”
 
   Ash strained his ears, but all he could hear was the soft hum of the air conditioning. “I don’t hear any music.”
 
   “You don’t? You don’t hear that?”
 
   “No, baby. I don’t.” Pulling her back into his arms, he murmured, “Are you okay? You’ve been acting a little weird tonight.”
 
   She tensed in his arms. “Weird? What do you mean by that?”
 
   “I didn’t mean anything, just that you don’t seem to be yourself. Are you feeling all right?”
 
   “I feel fine. I’m fine.” Her assurance carried a slight high-pitched edginess.
 
   He sighed. “You don’t sound fine. Is there something we need to talk about?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you mad at me or something?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good. Then could we please just go to sleep? It’s been a long day and I’m not in the mood to play games right now.”
 
   “Okay. Yeah. Sorry.” Relaxing somewhat, she nestled her head against his chest. Her breathing eventually became slower and more even. But a few moments later he heard her repeat the words in a whisper, as it reassuring herself. “I’m fine.”
 
   After that he found it hard to sleep.
 
   There was something not quite right about her behavior. He’d never known her to be prone to irrational outbursts. Oh, outbursts maybe, but they’d always been provoked out of anger directed at him. There was always a reason behind them. This was just…bizarre.
 
   His eyes wide open, he stared into the quiet darkness.
 
   And couldn’t help but wonder why it suddenly felt as if something was terribly wrong.
 
    
 
   ~21~
 
    
 
   So far, so good.
 
   They’d been at the zoo for two hours and in that time, Sami had displayed none of the previous night’s strange behavior. On the contrary, she seemed to be having fun – giggling at the monkey exhibit, feeding the giraffes and the baby dromedary, snapping pictures of the peacocks as they strutted about. Her mood was so breezy and cheerful that Ash was beginning to think maybe he’d been unduly concerned over nothing.
 
   They were there at her request, as a matter of fact, and he humored her by pretending to enjoy himself though secretly he found the whole excursion a bit of a bore. Frankly, he couldn’t see the appeal of gawking at a few penned-in animals while they napped listlessly in the heat or paced back and forth in their confinements. Almost depressing, in a way. Like being a voyeur to a goldfish, watching it circle the same glass bowl around and around and around. What was the big deal?
 
   He’d seen herds of migrating wildebeest crossing the crocodile-infested Mara River in Kenya. Witnessed Siberian tiger cubs as they frolicked in the deep snows of Russia’s Anik Mountain. Laughed at the mischievous antics of the bonobo primates in the Congo. Looked down from a helicopter over Argentina at a stony coastline dotted with thousands of tottering little Magellanic penguins.
 
   An animal trapped in a cage was no comparison.
 
   Nevertheless, he patiently accompanied Sami through the park’s exhibits, drank the godawful tart lemonade from the snack bar without complaining, and bought her the silly gray plush elephant she couldn’t stop mooning over. And by the time she was finally ready to leave, he’d gone from pretending to enjoy himself to…well, actually enjoying himself.
 
   Who would have thought?
 
   After the zoo they stopped for a late lunch in some little hole-in-the-wall Mexican place at her insistence. Since he was throwing the rules out the window today, he figured he might as well go ahead and indulge all her whims. What he couldn’t understand was why, out of all the classy restaurants in town, she’d chosen such a rundown looking dive. But soon he had to grudgingly admit that yes, they did have the best chicken fajitas he’d ever tasted. And their margaritas weren’t half bad either.
 
   By the time they strolled back into the lobby of Vestal Sands, it was after two o’clock. The first thing that caught his eye, to his annoyance, was the busy reservations desk being manned by only one flustered girl. Over by the gift shop, Stuart, Patsy and several other employees stood shoulder to shoulder in a small huddle, engrossed in what appeared to be a very serious discussion. Not one of them was smiling. They looked more like they’d all been handed pink slips with their paychecks.
 
   Five sober faces turned as he approached, their anxious eyes all trained on him.
 
   He furrowed his brow disapprovingly. “What’s going on? Are we having a party over here?”
 
   With a gasp of disbelief, Patsy fluttered one hand to her bosom. “You haven’t heard?”
 
   “Heard what?”
 
   “What happened on Shell Island!”
 
   “No. What?”
 
   Widening her eyes, she shook her head. “Oh my gosh, you won’t believe it! It’s just…oh my goodness. The most horrible thing. I couldn’t believe it myself. I just couldn’t believe it. It’s –”
 
   “Unbelievable?” he guessed dryly. “Sedgwick, I’d like to talk to you in your office please. Everyone else, you have a job to do. There are guests waiting. Break it up.”
 
   “But you haven’t even –”
 
   “I’m not telling you twice, Ms. Palmer.”
 
   With a brief exchange of glances, the group reluctantly dispersed. Rolling his eyes, Ash told Sami, “Why don’t you go on up. I’ll be there in a bit.”
 
   “Okey-dokey.” Holding the stuffed animal in front of her face, she cheerfully demanded, “First give Mr. Snuffles a kiss.”
 
   The look he gave her was incredulous. Seriously? Did she really take him as the type of man who would lock lips with a stuffed toy? “I am not kissing that fucking elephant,” he informed her.
 
   “Your loss, grumpy bear.” Grinning, she bounced off toward the elevator, hugging that stupid elephant to her chest as if it had just become her new best friend.
 
   Oh, Good Lord. If I were human, I’d need a handful of aspirin right about now.
 
   He waited until he was in the general manager’s office to ask, “Tell me something, Stuart. Are all women clinically nuts or is it just the ones I happen to come in contact with?”
 
   “In my experience?” Stuart cocked his head with a grin. “Well, I guess I’d have to say they’re all just a little on the nutty side. Some more than others.”
 
   “That’s what I figured.” Hopping up to sit on the edge of the sturdy oak desk, Ash crossed his arms expectantly. “All right. So what’s the deal? What’s got Patsy’s granny panties in such a twist?”
 
   “There were some murders out on Shell Island last night.” Hesitating, Stuart adjusted his glasses thoughtfully. “Actually murder’s probably not the right word for it. More like a massacre. Sounded pretty brutal.”
 
   The small office suddenly felt stiflingly hot. “Murders?”
 
   “Yes, sir. From what I’ve been hearing, so far it seems at least four bodies have been found. And that’s not even the worst. What’s really messed up is the way they were found.”
 
   No. No, she couldn’t possibly have done something so foolish. She wouldn’t dare. “And how…exactly were they found?” His raspy voice was barely above a whisper.
 
   “All mangled and torn apart. We’re talking faces bashed in, limbs hacked off and thrown around…you know, sick Leatherface kinda stuff. Heard the sand was stained red with all the blood. They’re saying it was a real mess.” Wincing, he shook his head with a slight shudder. “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Something like that happening here. Man. I don’t envy the person who stumbled across that scene. They’ll wind up needing some major therapy. Know what I mean?”
 
   “Okay, wait a second. Hold the phone.” Clearing his throat, Ash held up one hand with a frown. “Are you sure this isn’t just a rumor that got blown out of proportion? Someone comes across a drowned body and before you know it, whole thing’s turned into a mass murder. People exaggerate. It’s not just a case of miscommunication, maybe? Have you tried getting up with Rathke?” Jim Rathke was the Deputy Chief of Police and a close acquaintance. He also occasionally served as a fairly worthy racquetball opponent.
 
   “Yes, sir. He confirmed. It’s all true. Eastern tip of the island’s been cordoned off and shuttle services have been temporarily suspended.”
 
   “Shit.” Ash wet his suddenly parched lips. “Did he say whether or not they have any idea who might be responsible?”
 
   “Not so far. Had to be more than just one person to do all that though. No possible way that’s the work of just one.”
 
   One human, no. “Some kind of cult, maybe?” he suggested.
 
   “Beats me. I couldn’t even begin to guess. They better catch whoever it is soon. Creeps me out, knowing someone capable of that is just running around loose.”
 
   “Yeah. I know what you mean.” It can’t be her. It can’t be.
 
   “We’ve already had three guests check out early. I told the desk clerks to waive the early departure fees. I imagine we’re about to see plenty more once word spreads. Not to mention what happens after it hits the news. We’ll probably have a lot of future reservations cancelled as well.” Stuart plopped into his chair with a sigh. “So what’s the protocol here? Regarding early departures.”
 
   “In lieu of the circumstances, we’ll continue to waive any early departure fees for now. At least until they have someone in custody.”
 
   “Gotcha.”
 
   “And Stuart?”
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “Put a muzzle on Patsy. This is bad enough without her filling the guests’ heads with every gory detail.”
 
   Upstairs, he found Sami curled up on the couch with her elephant, watching television. She turned her head to smile sweetly at him, innocence written all over her face. “What’s up, grumpy bear?”
 
   “All right.” Grabbing the remote, he switched off the TV and lowered himself down beside her. “I’m going to ask you a question and by God, you’re going to give me a straight answer this time. Where. The fuck. Were you. Last night?”
 
   She seemed perplexed by his blunt acrimony. “Just out on the beach. Why?”
 
   “You’re going to sit there and tell me you were nowhere near Shell Island yesterday? At any point?”
 
   “No. Why do you ask?”
 
   Ash studied her expression carefully. There wasn’t a single trace of deceit in those clear, guileless eyes. If she wasn’t telling the truth, then she was one hell of an accomplished actress. “Someone went on quite a killing spree out there last night, from what I’ve been told.”
 
   “Really?” She didn’t seem too concerned, just mildly surprised. “Someone was murdered?”
 
   “Four someones, to be precise.”
 
   “Four? Seriously? Wow, that’s crazy. What happ –” In a heartbeat, realization suddenly dawned, and her placid expression turned instantly leery. “Oh, wait a second. You think I had something to do with it?”
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “Of course not! Why the hell would you think that? Didn’t I just get through telling you I wasn’t there?”
 
   “I find that a little hard to believe when you come home with the taste of fresh blood on your tongue.”
 
   “What? I did not! Jesus, Ash, talk about paranoid! I think you’re imagining things. Tell me, what reason would I have to do something like that? It’s not even remotely close to time for me to start craving blood again. So what would be the point?”
 
   “There doesn’t have to be a point.”
 
   “For you, maybe. And why are you all freaked out over this anyway? What difference does it make? You kill people all the time. Since when do you give a crap about a few deaths?”
 
   “First of all, I do not do it ‘all the time’. Second of all, this isn’t about me. I know how to use discretion. I do not leave dismembered corpses strewn about in my own backyard. This is not about the act of killing. This is about not bringing unnecessary attention to ourselves and what we do.”
 
   She gave him an injured look. “I don’t get it. Why are you blaming me for this? I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   “I’m not blaming you.” Relenting somewhat, he reached over to pat her gently on the knee. “I just need to make sure you understand the importance of using sound judgment. If you have the urge to play in such an ostentatious manner, there are plenty of other places to do that. But not here. Here we have to be a little more careful. We don’t shit where we eat. You get what I’m saying?”
 
   Her lips pursed in a sullen pout. “You don’t believe me.”
 
   “If you say you weren’t there, then fine, you weren’t there. I believe you.” Drawing in a deep breath, he let it out in a long sigh. “Well, if you didn’t do it, I can’t help but wonder what really did go down. Must be a very interesting story behind that.”
 
   “How do you know it wasn’t Tristan? Maybe his sexual frustration got the better of him.” Her pout began to resemble a smirk, as if she found the notion funny.
 
   “Not Tristan’s style,” he said simply.
 
   “Oh, but it is my style? Boy, it’s nice to know what you really think of me. Thanks a lot!” Flouncing off the couch, she stomped off toward the bedroom with the stuffed elephant still tucked in the crook of one arm.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m going in here to read a book. I don’t want to be around you right now. Me and Mr. Snuffles are mad at you.” The door slammed shut behind her.
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Shaking his head, Ash picked up the remote and turned the TV back on to ESPN. Mr. Snuffles, my ass. He was really starting to develop an aversion to elephants.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Sami was engrossed in the task of reconciling two months’ worth of debit card purchases with her online bank account the next morning when a succession of quick raps interrupted her concentration. Wondering if housekeeping had the wrong room, she distractedly opened the door only to stand transfixed in complete surprise.
 
   “Well, well. What do you know about that. You haven’t been sucked into an alternate dimension.” Snapping her gum, Kelly Sheldon raised a disparaging eyebrow.
 
   Sami stared at her blankly for a moment, unsure how to react. “Kelly?”
 
   “That’s me. I’m surprised you remember my name. Seeing as how you clearly can’t remember my phone number or email address.” Jostling her way inside, she unloaded the contents of her overburdened arms. A duffel bag, purse, beach bag, folded easel, watercolor paint kit and a spiral-bound pad of paper fell into a disorderly pile on the floor. “I assumed you’d be working, so I was planning on just hanging out by the beach until you got off. But they told me at the front desk I could find you here. So what’s up with that? You still out on leave or something?”
 
   “Out on leave?” Sami was still mesmerized by the array of items dumped at her feet. “Um. No.”
 
   “Don’t tell me I got lucky enough to catch you on your day off!”
 
   “They didn’t tell you I don’t work here anymore?”
 
   Now it was her friend’s turn to be surprised. “They didn’t tell me anything, other than where I could find you. What do you mean, you don’t work here anymore? What happened? Did these assholes fire you just because you took some time off?”
 
   “I didn’t get fired. I resigned.”
 
   Kelly’s eyes quickly scanned the condo before returning to Sami in a look that clearly spelled out her disbelief. “You gotta be kidding me.”
 
   “No. It was Ash’s idea, not mine. I actually liked the job, most of the time.”
 
   Already enough at ease to make herself right at home, Kelly breezed into the living room and flopped down in the middle of the couch, crossing her feet over the bamboo coffee table. “Ash? You mean Hunky Blue Eyes?”
 
   Trailing behind her, Sami eased herself down on the rocker recliner a bit skittishly. For some reason she felt awkward and uncomfortable around her former roommate. It hadn’t been that long, but already the girl had become a stranger to her. “How do you – oh, that’s right. I almost forgot. He told me you and Dustin came by.”
 
   “Did he tell you to pick up the phone and let a bitch know you’re okay?”
 
   “Yeah…I’m sorry. I kept meaning to call you. Really. I don’t know why I kept putting it off. Just a lot on my mind, I guess.” She even smelled different. Then again, all humans gave off a peculiar scent to her now.
 
   “Well. As long as everything’s cool. Gotta admit, you’re definitely looking good.” Lacing her fingers behind her head, Kelly grinned expectantly. “So hey, fill me in on Hunky Blue Eyes. What’d you say his name was? Nash?”
 
   “Ash.”
 
   “Mamma Mia, talk about a hottie! Damn, girl…you didn’t just trade up, you went and found the mother lode, didn’t you?” Crinkling her nose, she hastily added, “Oh. That was kind of mean, wasn’t it? I wasn’t trying to diss Rick or anything. Not that he didn’t deserve it but it’s like, sort of bad karma to speak ill of the dead, isn’t it?”
 
   Sami’s lips twitched involuntarily. “It could be.”
 
   “Anyhow, all I meant was, the dude is primo. And those eyes…whoa! You could get lost forever in those babies. Only thing is, he struck me as kind of a smartass. No offense. Maybe he was just having a bad day or something, but he was a little rude to us.”
 
   “Sounds like Ash, all right. He gets that way sometimes.” Like last night. She was still miffed about the way he’d behaved. Practically accusing her of…of… what was it, again? Something about Shell Island.
 
   “Are these his digs? I remember you telling me you had a ground floor room.”
 
   “I did. I mean, I used to. Now I stay here with him.”
 
   “You’re shacking up with the guy already?” Kelly’s dark eyes widened in astonishment. “And you let him talk you into quitting your job on top of that? Oh, man. You don’t waste any time, do you?”
 
   Sami gave a stiff shrug. “Just seemed like the best thing for both of us.”
 
   “Huh. Well, all I can say is, I hope he really is the best thing for you. After all the crap Rick put you through, I’d hate to see you get burned again so soon. So where is he? Is he here?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Who? Eleanor Roosevelt, who do you think! Stud Muffin. Is he here?”
 
   “Oh. No, he went downtown to sign some papers.”
 
   “Good, then you’re free. Right? ’Cause I seriously need to get in some beach time. And you’re coming with me. We have a lot of catching up to do.” Dropping her feet from the coffee table, she kicked off her bright red Keds one at a time. “Maybe later you can point me in the direction of a hotel that won’t cost me an arm and a leg. Doubt I could afford a room here on my dinky little salary. I was kinda hoping I could stay with you, but…um, I wasn’t aware of your new situation. Obviously.”
 
   Blinking, Sami shook her head to try and clear her muddled thoughts. “You wanted to stay with me?”
 
   “Yeah. Well, I would have called, but…” She gave a sardonic snort. “Not like it would have done much good, right?”
 
   With me? Why would you want to stay with me? What is it you want? “How come you’re not at work today?”
 
   “Oh, I took a few personal days. Honestly, if I didn’t get out of that cubicle once in a while I think I’d have to kill someone.”
 
   Sami let out her breath in a quickly curtailed laugh.
 
   “So whaddaya say? How about we leave a note for lover boy and you and I go soak up some rays. I was thinking about trying to do a watercolor of the skyline, but I dunno. It’s really windy out today. Maybe it’ll be calmer tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” No. This isn’t right. Tomorrow? You shouldn’t be here now, much less tomorrow.
 
   “Oh! Oh! You’re gonna love this – guess who’s having a baby? You’ll never guess. Come on, see if you can.”
 
   “I…I don’t know.”
 
   Kelly raised her eyebrows, delaying the moment for dramatic effect. “Marcie! Yep, you heard me right, little miss goody two-shoes herself. And that’s not all, either. Guess who the father is?”
 
   What are you carrying on about? I don’t even know who that is. Do I? I don’t know, it doesn’t matter. Whoever she is, she doesn’t matter. Are you trying to confuse me on purpose? You are, aren’t you? Well, it’s not going to work. Her lips curled in a forced attempt at a smile. “Your dad.”
 
   Taken aback, Kelly shot her a look of disgust. “That’s not funny. No, it’s Dustin. Can you believe it? According to Marcie, they only hooked up this one time and now he’s totally freaking out. But hey, it’s his own fault, right? Anyway, she’s so stupid she’s letting him off the hook and plans to raise the baby all on her own. Which is fine and all but that kinda leaves me stuck between a rock and a hard place. ’Cause Marcie’s annoying enough just by herself without factoring in a screaming, barfing poop machine. And you know me and kids – really not my thing. But see, I don’t have the heart to ask her to move out. So…I don’t know. I’m not sure what I should do. What do you think? Should I bring it up? Or should I just keep my mouth shut and deal?”
 
   Sami nodded soberly. “Keep your mouth shut.” Yes. For fuck’s SAKE, keep your mouth shut. Have you no idea how irrelevant your petty thoughts are to me? I know what you’re trying to do. Babbling on and on, hoping to distract me. You want to ruin things, don’t you? Because you’re jealous. I know. You envy me for being better than you. For being perfect.
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I thought. I guess it would be pretty crappy of me to ask her to leave. Oh well, maybe I’ll get lucky and she’ll decide she needs a bigger place or something.” Springing to her feet, Kelly sashayed over to her pile of belongings and bent over to rummage through them. “Whatever, we can talk about this better while we’re working on our tans. So where can I get changed?”
 
   “Changed?”
 
   “I wanna put on my swimsuit.” Straightening, she held up a bright flowery maillot and waved it around.
 
   “Oh.” Sami lifted a finger and pointed weakly to the open bedroom door. “In there.”
 
   “Cool. Just give me two minutes, okay?” Slinging the gaudy scrap of spandex over one shoulder, Kelly strolled into the bedroom, closing the door behind her.
 
   Biting her bottom lip, Sami gazed apprehensively at the closed door. She counted the seconds slowly to herself, frowning when she reached one minute. Restlessly she stood and began pacing back and forth, anxiously twisting her fingers in her hair. Pulling at it nervously. A minute and a half. Two minutes. Almost two and a half now. That was too much time – what was taking her so long?
 
   You know what she’s doing in there, don’t you? She’s altering everything. She’s making everything different so when you go back in there it won’t be like it was before. Nothing will be the same. She’s messing with your mind.
 
   You should never have let her in here. Humans are like roaches. Don’t you know that? You let one slip in through the door and before you know it, they’re all over the place. Hiding in the corners. Watching you. Running across the floor, only when you turn around to catch them in the act they’re all gone. But you can still hear them laughing at you. Little bastards.
 
   You have to do something. She’s trying to tear it all apart. She wants to get inside your head because she knows she’s inferior and she wants what you have. Don’t let her make a fool of you. Stop her. Stop her now or she’ll tell everyone. She’ll tell everyone what you are and then they’ll come and take you away and you’ll never see Ash again.
 
   Stop her.
 
   Crush her.
 
   Stop her.
 
   The bedroom door swung open, and a sickeningly cheerful voice called out in a sing-song voice, “Okay! Your turn.”
 
   Sami slowly rotated her head to stare at the stranger. This fake person who claimed to be her friend. “I don’t know you.”
 
   “What’d you say?” The woman who called herself Kelly stood there pretending to be confused, but Sami knew it was all an act. Just a lie. Humans lied all the time.
 
   “Why did you come here?”
 
   The stranger hesitated. “Um…I came to see you. Why do you think? What’s the matter with you? You act like you’re mad or something.”
 
   “You came here to spy on me, didn’t you?”
 
   “What? Spy on you? Are you…Sami, what the hell’s gotten into you? I’m not –”
 
   “You think you’re so smart, don’t you? Think you can trick me. I know what you want. You want me to be human again! You want to take it all away from me!”
 
   “Sami…oh my God…honey, you’re starting to scare me…” The strange pair of eyes widened as the intruder inched backward, trying to be sneaky about it, as if that was going to work. As if she actually thought she was going to get out of here alive.
 
   “You miserable BITCH!” Reaching for her with both arms, Sami snagged her fingers in the dark curls on either side of the woman’s head and jerked. Twisting hard. Watching in fascination as the startled eyes glazed over just before she slumped to the floor.
 
   One quick snap.
 
   That was it. That was all it took.
 
   Just like that, the threat was gone. So simple. Easy, easy, easy. Like squashing a bug.
 
   A dirty, squishy little bug.
 
   Pleased, Sami smiled to herself, singing a giddy little tune as she continued to stomp on the lifeless creature. Reveling in every fragile bone broken beneath her feet. Delighting in an enemy vanquished and exterminated.
 
   “The itsy, bitsy spider crawled up the water spout...”
 
   Crunch.
 
   “Some naughty person came along and pulled her legs right out.”
 
   Crunch.
 
   “Away went the sun to hide from all the pain…”
 
   Crunch.
 
   “And the itsy, bitsy spider would never walk again.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Ash was just walking out of the land title office, mentally congratulating himself on his latest acquisition of a nicely profitable apartment complex, when he got a text message from the last person he would have ever expected to hear from.
 
   Drake Sawyer. Hmm. Now what could he want? With Tristan to serve as their go-between, the two rarely had reason to communicate. And that was the way he preferred it. Even from a distance, he couldn’t stand the Texan. His brash, uncouth personality combined with that deliberately affected southern drawl were enough to get on anyone’s nerves.
 
   The message, though brief, was baffling nonetheless.
 
   What the fuck is going on down there?
 
   Ash clicked on the Web link attached, narrowing his eyes as the meaning behind Sawyer’s message became clear.
 
   You gotta be kidding me.
 
   The violent murders, just the sort of gruesome tidbit that generated clickbait headlines, were already trending online, having been picked up and pounced on by gleeful journalists who were jonesing to spread the news.
 
   Still, he couldn’t really see what Sawyer was so worked up about. Homicides happened every day. There were those among the human race who exhibited a thirst for blood that rivaled theirs. And yes, these particular murders were exceptionally savage, but there was nothing there to point to anything other than your typical garden variety axe-happy psychopath. So this happened to occur in the vicinity of his personal territory. Was that his fault? What, was he expected to police the humans as well as his own kind now?
 
   Scrolling through the article, he had just about decided to ignore Sawyer’s message altogether when a single phrase jumped out at him. Three incriminating little words, blended into a leaked bit of information that the local news had neglected to mention.
 
   Sources tell us that the killer or killers left behind a grisly calling card. The macabre message of “I am immortal” was allegedly carved into the back of one of the victims, inciting worries from law enforcement that they may be dealing with a suspect who considers himself invincible.
 
   Ash stared at the phone in disbelief. He re-read the paragraph, more carefully this time. Word by damning word. Trying to analyze them for a clue that might indicate anything other than what he was thinking.
 
   Sami.
 
   She’d lied to him. The bitch had looked him right in the eye, innocent as a kitten, and straight up lied. But why? And how could she have pulled it off so well? That sweet guileless expression, the sincere hurt in her eyes that he would dare to accuse her. It was all an act. Dammit, what the hell was she thinking? Why would she do something so deliberately compromising and then lie to him about it?
 
   Or maybe…
 
   Maybe she hadn’t. What if she was telling the truth? There was always the possibility that one of their members had gone rogue and was attempting to stir up dissension within the group. Make it appear as if he was the one responsible. It was a long shot, but certainly not something to be ruled out completely.
 
   Unlocking his car, he slid inside and was just contemplating whether to call Tristan or pay him a visit in person when the phone vibrated in his hand.
 
   Well. Speak of the devil.
 
   “Kendall! This is fortuitous, I was just thinking about you.”
 
   The voice coming from the other end was crisp and direct. “I imagine you know why I’m calling.”
 
   “I imagine you’re correct. But before you even start dropping hints in that direction, I’m just gonna go ahead and set the record straight right now. It wasn’t us. Sami and I had nothing to do with it.”
 
   There was a long pause. Then, “You’ll forgive me if I tell you I find that a little hard to believe.”
 
   “You’ll forgive me if I tell you, I don’t give a fuck. Listen, I need you to do something for me. I want current locations for everyone. I want to know who is where at this very moment. So drop your dick and get cracking. I expect this information pronto.”
 
   Tristan’s beleaguered sigh made him want to reach through the phone and smack him. “Don’t you think I already thought of that? I’ve been working on it all morning. And I hate to burst your bubble, but there isn’t a single one of us out of our respective territories, other than Derry O’Keeffe who’s vacationing in Italy.”
 
   “What about Winter? You can’t track him. How do we know –”
 
   “No, but I can reach Eva. And when I saw her, she was with him. They’re both still in Oregon.”
 
   Strike one. “Okay, but it’s not like there hasn’t been a wide window of opportunity. This happened night before last, so there are a number of us who could have easily traveled back within a relatively short span of time.”
 
   “True. It’s logistically possible. I find it highly unlikely though.”
 
   “Oh? And what’s so unlikely about it?”
 
   Another malcontent sigh. “Come on, Ash. Stop for a minute and think about what you’re saying. You’ve basically whittled us down to a fraction of the number we once were. Anyone who made a habit of defying the laws has already been eliminated. You spent years taking down everyone who didn’t bend to your will. Everyone. The only ones left are those who either don’t possess the inclination to kill or who don’t have the audacity to risk their own lives by deliberately provoking you.”
 
   Strike two. “Okay. Fine. Then the only other explanation is that there’s no correlation whatsoever. If it wasn’t any of us, then the whole ‘I am immortal’ thing was just a random coincidence. Just like the articles are saying, it’s probably some homicidal psycho with a God complex.”
 
   He was surprised to hear a burst of laughter coming from Tristan.
 
   “I say something funny?”
 
   “Really?” he continued to snicker. “You don’t see the irony? Ash, you just described yourself to a tee.”
 
   “Oh, fuck you, you brown piper. I hope your balls rot off. Don’t call me, I’ll call you.” Pressing end, he tossed the phone onto the passenger seat irritably. Okay, so maybe the know-it-all had a point. He couldn’t think of anyone in their circle who would go out of their way to do something so blatantly defiant. Not even Sawyer. And Winter…well, that guy just didn’t seem like the type to create such a mess. Somehow that one struck him as more the obsessively clean sort.
 
   Human psychopath. Yeah, that’s all it was. Some loony off his meds who was pissed at the world because Mommy didn’t give him enough cuddles. Or better yet, a meth-head who carved the message because he was just high enough to believe it was true.
 
   By the time he was halfway home, he’d almost convinced himself that it really was just a coincidence. That Sami had done nothing wrong, that she was still his perfect obedient angel. She would never seek to deceive him. It was ridiculous of him to jump to conclusions. He even stopped off along the way to pick up a bouquet of fresh cut flowers for her. Just in case she and Mr. Snuffles were still mad.
 
   It would soon become clear to Ash that ‘mad’ was a very ambiguous term.
 
   The smell hit him as soon as he opened the door. The subtle but unmistakable scent of recently spilled human blood. His eyes were drawn to it immediately, soaked into the ruined carpet in various blotches trailed across the living room. There were even droplets of it running down the walls and sprayed across his very expensive white furniture.
 
   The flowers fell from his hands.
 
   Look what she’s done to the place! That rebellious fucking whore...I’m gonna kill her! Lying little bitch…when I get my hands on her, she’ll wish her death really was permanent!
 
   “Goddammit Samara, WHAT DID YOU DO?” Kicking open the bedroom door, the angry curse froze on his lips as he took in the surreal scene in disbelief.
 
   Propped up against the pillows on the bed they shared was the source of the blood, a woman whose bowed head was hidden beneath long dark curls. Balanced on top of her head was a paper hat, the kind kids used to fold up out of old newspapers, only this one had been made from the glossy page of a magazine. Her lifeless body was a mangled wreck. The broken limbs were splayed out at grotesquely weird angles, like a Barbie doll that had been deliberately twisted and bent.
 
   Drawing closer to the bed, he reached out a tentative hand to push back the head, sucking in a sharp breath when he got a good look at her face. The paper hat fell silently to land on one of the pillows beside her.
 
   Sonofabitch – it was Sami’s friend. The one who recently came by to see her. Kelly something-or-other, the gum-chewer. Even beneath all the makeup he had no trouble recognizing her. Weirdly enough, someone had applied a messy mask of cosmetics, as if attempting to give the corpse doll-like features. Lipstick had been used to color in bright red circles on her cheeks and a cupids-bow pout over the grayish lips. The closed lids were caked in flamboyant stripes of blue and pink eyeshadow.
 
   What…
 
   …the fuck…
 
   …was going on here?
 
   His eyes slowly trailed across the room to the open balcony door, where the pleasant sounds of squawking seagulls and crashing ocean waves seemed paradoxically out of place.
 
   She was there. Sitting alone out on the balcony, dressed in a fresh, clean white sundress, her windswept hair dancing in the breeze. An artist’s easel had been set up in front of her, and she seemed to be deep in concentration as she dabbed at the paper with the slender brush in her hand.
 
   Quietly approaching her from behind, he saw that there were several discarded paintings lying at her feet. Fortunately the railing had prevented the wind from carrying them away. Each one looked exactly the same, all of them done in just one color, a drab rusty brown shade that didn’t originate from any watercolor paint kit. It came instead from the small crystal bowl she held in her free hand.
 
   Blood. The crazy bitch was trying to paint a landscape with her best friend’s blood. If she’d done it anywhere but in his condo, he might have seen the humor in it.
 
   When she looked up, he was astonished to see tears forming in her eyes.
 
   “I can’t get it right. I’ve tried and tried and it just doesn’t come out right.” Sniffling, she swiped the back of her hand across her nose and in the process, dropped the paintbrush. “Do you think it’s bad? It’s bad, isn’t it? It’s supposed to look like the ocean, but I can’t get the waves right.”
 
   “Sami…let me have that.” Taking the bowl away from her before she could drop that too, he set it carefully on the small bistro table. “What are you doing? What happened here while I was gone?” His gaze fell suspiciously on the potted belladonna plants in the corner. Would she even know what to do with them?
 
   “I tried really hard. I just can’t do it. I don’t understand – I thought it would be easy for me.” She blinked up at him anxiously. “Are you disappointed? I wanted it to be perfect. It had to be perfect.”
 
   Holy fuck. This isn’t the effects of nightshade. She’s lost it. She’s gone completely off the rails.
 
   His anger evaporating, he swallowed back the uncomfortable lump that was forming in his throat and tried to smile. Kneeling beside her, he took her small hands in his and rubbed them gently. She felt cold. It was 90 degrees in the shade today – how could she be cold? “It is, sweetheart. It’s exactly right. I love it.”
 
   “You do?” Her expression instantly brightened. “I got the waves right? You could tell it was water?”
 
   “Sure I could tell. A person would have to be blind not to see it.”
 
   “Oh! Okay. Well…good, then. You saw the seagull too, right?”
 
   “Yes, I saw the seagull. It was lovely. You did a beautiful job.”
 
   Satisfied with his approval, she nodded. “Oh. I’m sorry to tell you, we have bugs. Did you know? Well, one bug. But don’t worry, I smushed it.”
 
   “Okay. Well, I’ll…I’ll get an exterminator in.”
 
   “I don’t like them. The bugs. They say mean things to me.”
 
   “Do they? What sort of things?”
 
   “Just…things.” Resting her head against his shoulder, she huffed a little sigh. “I’m tired of painting. Can I have some ice cream?”
 
   Straightening with a worried frown, he moved the easel aside before bending to scoop her up in his arms. “Sure. You can have all the ice cream you want.”
 
   Smiling dreamily, she gazed up at him with eyes that didn’t quite seem to be seeing anything. “Did you mean it? You really like it?”
 
   Ash pressed his lips against her forehead while hugging her close to his chest in a protective embrace. He would fix this. Find a way to make her okay. This was just a minor obstacle, nothing to be concerned about. He’d figure out the problem and find a way to fix her, and then everything could be the way it was supposed to be. She could be the way she was supposed to be.
 
   “Of course I do. It’s perfect, angel. Just like you. Perfect.”
 
    
 
   ~22~
 
    
 
   Providence, Rhode Island.
 
   West Yellowstone, Montana.
 
   Or Danville, Kentucky.
 
   He’d pretty much narrowed it down to one of those.
 
   Tapping his finger lightly against the mouse wheel, Tristan once again scrolled through the commercial real estate listings in West Yellowstone. There were a couple of reasonably priced properties that had already caught his eye as prime locations for a restaurant. And the area itself – absolutely charming. A picturesque little piece of small-town heaven under wide Montana skies. Oh yeah, he could definitely see himself living there. Plus with all the tourists visiting Yellowstone National Park, he’d never be lacking for customers. A lucrative investment all the way around.
 
   “What do you think, Thurman?” His eyes cut to the bass on the wall. “Ready to trade in the heat for some snow?”
 
   His phone chose that precise moment to go off right at his elbow, succeeding in scaring the everloving piss out of him. For a second – just one split second – he actually thought the scathing lyrics of How You Make Me Hate were coming from the mounted fish. No wonder he’d nearly jumped out of his skin.
 
   Instead, it was something worse than singing zombie marine life. It was the ringtone he’d assigned to Ash a couple of years ago. That particular song seemed fitting at the time, when Tristan’s furtive love/hate relationship with him kept him in constant turmoil. He’d always tried his best to keep those emotions under wraps, never wanting his true feelings exposed. Pfft! What a waste of angst. When all along not only was Ash fully aware of them, turned out he was the fucking cause. And those feelings – they were anything but true.
 
   He ignored the call.
 
   Sighing, he leaned back and folded his arms across his chest, looking up at the wall again. “Shit, Thurman. For a minute there I thought you were answering me.”
 
   The glassy marble eyes goggled back at him stupidly.
 
   “I’m talking to a fish,” he muttered, shaking his head in disbelief. Okay, clearly he’d been removed from civilization for just one damn day too many. Other than the occasional trip to the grocery store, he hadn’t conversed with a single soul since the disastrous dinner in Panama City. How long had that been? Three weeks? A little longer?
 
   Three peaceful, relaxing, stress-free weeks. As always, Ash was proving that these temporary breaks never lasted long. The tranquility was always shattered at some point by yet another of his wild impulses. Hey man, pack your bags, I signed us up for a weeklong white water rafting trip in Alaska. Or, I’m bored, wanna fly to Norway and hike the fjords? Even after he’d opened the restaurant in San Francisco, the guy still expected him to drop everything to cater to his whims. Not that Ash didn’t have responsibilities of his own, but he had enough money to pay others to handle things for him. He’d always had the Midas touch when it came to finances, whereas Tristan had never cared much about accruing hoards of money. As long as he had enough to cover the basics, he was good.
 
   He preferred to keep things simple.
 
   Things were never simple with Ash.
 
   Sure, they’d had good times, but those memories were watered down with the other shit. The not-so-pleasant stuff. Things that had never appealed to him, like the senseless slaughter of humans just for fun. The ruthless executions of so many of their own, primarily due to Ash’s paranoia and his obsessive need to be in control. The unpredictable mood swings. Their constant arguments.
 
   And now? Honestly, Tristan would just as soon cut all ties with him but that, of course, would never happen. Some ties were lasting. No matter what the future held, they would always be bound together by their past. In some unhealthy way, Ash had been the closest thing he had to a best friend through all these years. Kind of pathetic when you thought about it.
 
   As far as Sami went, after the way she’d treated him, he really didn’t give a damn if he ever heard from her again either. They could both get bent. He was sick of playing the nice guy. Why even try? His efforts were never appreciated.
 
   The familiar ringtone started playing again, as he knew it would, and he picked it up with a few choice curses. No point putting it off. Ash wasn’t one to be ignored, and he’d really prefer not to have the asshole show up on his doorstep when he couldn’t reach him any other way.
 
   “Yeah, what is it?” Scowling, he braced himself for whatever offensive insult was about to be hurled his way.
 
   There was a silence just long enough to make him wonder if the call had been dropped. When the voice on the other end finally spoke, it didn’t even sound like Ash. It could have almost belonged to a different person altogether. “Tristan? I…I’m glad I caught you.”
 
   “I’m just thrilled to death about it myself.” Thrilled enough to bang his head against the wall repeatedly. He could hardly wait to hear what was expected of him this time. Must be a humdinger, judging by the uncertainty in his tone.
 
   “Are you…uh, by any chance are you still in the area?”
 
   “I am, but not for long. I’m getting ready to pack up and clear out. There’s a cozy little log cabin in Montana with my name written all over –”
 
   “I need your help.”
 
   The almost whispered request caught Tristan off guard. This was a first. I need your help…? Since when did the almighty Ash ever admit that he needed anyone for anything? “Would you mind repeating that.” Had he imagined the desperation there?
 
   “I need your help.” There was a muffled noise in the background that sounded almost like laughter, and then he heard, “Please, Tristan. I just…I don’t know what to do anymore.”
 
   Disconcerted, Tristan was almost rendered speechless. This wasn’t like Ash. He never asked. He ordered. He never requested. He demanded. And he sure as hell never pleaded.
 
   Softening his tone, he told him, “All right, man. I can be there in about forty-five minutes.”
 
   “I’m not at Vestal Sands.”
 
   “Okay, then where are you?”
 
   “I…we’ve been staying in one of my empty rental houses.” He rattled off the address, and Tristan grabbed a pen and scribbled it on the back of an envelope. “So you’re coming now, right?”
 
   “Yeah, sure. I’m on my way. You need me to bring you anything?”
 
   “No, just…come.”
 
   Taking only the time required to check the MapQuest directions, Tristan immediately snatched up his keys and headed out. During the drive that was relatively short but seemed to take forever, he racked his brain speculating about what could possibly have Ash so flustered. This was a whole brand new ball game. Nothing – not even the prospect of a fight-to-the-death scenario with another immortal – had ever rattled that one. No, things like that only got his adrenaline pumping. The guy feared nothing. Fear? Ash didn’t even know the meaning of the word.
 
   But there was something in his voice just now, something so…he was reluctant to use the word vulnerable, but that pretty much nailed it. Vulnerable. And the whole thing had him completely unnerved.
 
   Distracted as he was, he came close to rear-ending an SUV that suddenly braked in front of him for no apparent reason. Refraining from his initial urge to shove a middle finger out the window, he passed the road hog and somehow managed to make it to his destination with his truck still in one piece. The address wasn’t difficult to locate. He found the house at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac, a modest little stucco bungalow with a neatly manicured lawn and circle drive. In the center island of the driveway, a cluster of landscaped palm trees swayed in the humid breeze.
 
   Ash was waiting for him outside, leaning back against the black Maserati, hands pressed against the hood on either side of him. The fact that he was this impatient was somehow even more unsettling. Tristan pulled in behind him and parked, trying not to let his trepidation show as Ash stood up to meet him halfway.
 
   He looked tired. He’d never looked tired before.
 
   “What’s up, man?” Tristan greeted him.
 
   “Hey.” For someone so anxious, he didn’t seem to be in any great hurry to get to the point. He cleared his throat, his eyes darting aimlessly from one spot in the yard to another. “Thanks…uh, thanks for coming.”
 
   “No problem. So what’s going on? You said you needed my help.”
 
   Nodding, Ash hesitated as if mulling over in his mind what to say. Suddenly inhaling, he looked up at the sky before releasing his breath. “Smells like rain, don’t you think? I hope we do get a good rain. It’s been so dry. We could use some.”
 
   A feeling of irritation began to creep up, replacing the earlier concern. What the hell was this, another of his asinine games? Dammit, he should have known. “Please tell me I didn’t drop everything and hightail it over here just so you could give me your weather forecast.”
 
   “No.” He brought a hand to his forehead, rubbing back and forth in jerky motions. “No.”
 
   “Then what is it? I have other things I could be doing right now, you know!”
 
   “It’s Sami.”
 
   Tristan felt himself tense. “Sami? What’s happened to her?”
 
   “She’s gone mad.” The hand dropped, and Ash lifted his weary blue eyes to finally meet his with a bleak expression. “Stark. Raving. Mad.”
 
   He stared back uncertainly. The first thought that popped into his head was that she must have gotten pissed off about something and taken off again, and Ash wanted him to track her down. But to say that she was stark raving mad…that was a bit of a stretch. “All right. Well, do you have any idea where she is?”
 
   “Of course I do. She’s right inside. I have her chained to the floor. Don’t worry, she’s not going anywhere.”
 
   “I…see.” Tell me again, exactly WHO is stark raving mad here? “Uh, Ash…”
 
   “Those murders out on Shell Island? It was her.”
 
   This revelation hit him with all the sickening force of a sledgehammer to the gut. “What? Are you saying Sami did that?”
 
   “Yeah. Sami did that. All on her own. I wasn’t even there – I was out of town when it happened.”
 
   “Out of – what the hell, you didn’t make sure she got fed before you just took off and left a newborn vampire all alone?”
 
   “Oh come on, how fucking stupid do you think I am? She got all the blood she wanted the very first night. That had nothing to do with it.”
 
   “But then…what makes you think it was her? I mean, what reason would she have?”
 
   “That’s the thing. I’m not sure there was a reason. I don’t even think she remembers doing it.” Ash closed his eyes with a sigh. “It was her all right. I didn’t think at first that it could be, but now…”
 
   Tristan took a step back nervously. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear any of this. Wasn’t sure how much he was expected to believe.
 
   “Right after I spoke to you on the phone last time…do you remember? A few weeks ago. I was on my way home when I was talking to you. Anyway, once I got there…well, one of her friends had stopped by to see her. This girl she used to share an apartment with in Birmingham.” He paused to rub his unshaven jaw. “She’d killed her. Right there in my fucking living room. I don’t even think she did it for the blood – it’s more like she just lost it and beat her to death for the hell of it. Broke her neck and…uh, pretty much every other bone in her body. Made a real mess of the place. And didn’t even act like she knew what she’d done, you know? She was…she was talking out of her head. Saying all this weird shit. Nothing that made any kind of sense, you know?
 
   “And it’s gotten worse since then. I brought her out here thinking it would be best to get her away from people until I could bring her under control, or at least figure out what the problem is, but she’s just…deteriorating. Fast. I don’t think she even knows who I am anymore. That’s why I called. I mean, it’s not like I expect you to have a clue either. I just…I don’t know. I don’t know what to do anymore.”
 
   Tristan stood there wordlessly, too stunned to come up with any rational reply. He couldn’t fathom why Ash would concoct such an outlandish story. Their race was one of robust health, originating from a flawless genetic code that bore no imperfections – mental, physical or otherwise. To suggest that one of their kind had simply gone insane was unthinkable. It just didn’t happen.
 
   Ash turned his eyes to the front door. “Would you like to see her?”
 
   Tristan followed his gaze suspiciously. It was slowly occurring to him that there was a very distinct possibility that he was about to be ambushed. Since Ash no longer exerted any form of control over him, perhaps he’d decided to eliminate him next. But why ask him to come out here, in a residential area, when he could just as easily have waylaid him at his own secluded cabin? That would have made a lot more sense. And why make up such an elaborate excuse?
 
   Something about this whole story reeked to high heaven. “Let me see if I have this straight. You say she killed someone in your condo.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And nobody heard anything?”
 
   “Not as far as I know. If they did, they must have ignored it. I don’t know if the girl screamed or not – I don’t know what went on. I wasn’t there.”
 
   “Okay, so what happened to the body? I’m assuming you didn’t just leave it there.”
 
   “No. After I got Sami settled in here, I went back and carried it out a few pieces at the time. In my gym bag. Dumped her in the sinkhole. Then I drove her car to the airport, went inside and used her credit card to purchase a one-way flight to Miami. In her image, of course. Even flirted with the customer service agent so he’d remember having seen her if he’s ever questioned. I’m just keeping my fingers crossed she didn’t tell anyone where she was going. So far nobody’s come by asking about her so I think we’re in the clear as far as that goes.”
 
   Scrutinizing him closely, Tristan began to relent a bit. Ash might be a master of deceit, but it was hard to deny the barren hopelessness in his eyes. Something was definitely wrong. And if even a fraction of this was true, then he needed to do all he could to help Sami. “All right. Let’s go see her.”
 
   He followed Ash inside, through the empty unfurnished house to a hallway at the opposite end. From behind one of the closed doors, he could make out the muffled sounds of someone quietly crying.
 
   Ash reached for the doorknob, pausing to tell him, “I’ve had to keep her pretty doped up, obviously. But before you even ask, it isn’t the nightshade that’s screwing with her mind. She was already that way before I gave it to her. Anyway, this is different. You’ll see what I mean.”
 
   Turning the knob, he pushed open the door.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Ash watched him carefully. It was almost comical, the myriad of expressions that came over Tristan’s face. The disgust as his eyes followed the thick chain attached to the steel shackle around Sami’s bare ankle. The horror when he spotted the jagged bloody scratches in the hardwood floor where she’d repeatedly clawed at it. The visible heartbreak as he was forced to listen to the pitiful sounds of her agonized moaning.
 
   Curled up in a fetal position on a pile of blankets in the barren room, wrapped in her own trembling arms, she didn’t even seem aware of their presence. Though it was hard to tell with her eyes masked by the curtain of her disheveled hair. Her white cotton nightgown, the one Ash had put on her not half an hour ago, was already ripped in places. He changed her clothes countless times, but she always wound up tearing at them when the pain got to be too much. Once or twice he’d considered binding her hands together, but that just seemed excessively cruel.
 
   “The pain’s a new thing,” he informed Tristan. “That just started a few days ago. The other stuff sort of comes in cycles. It’s like she randomly shifts from one bizarre behavior to the next. Sometimes it’s the baby talk. Like she thinks she’s a little kid or something. Then out of the blue she’ll just fly into a rage and start screaming and tearing at whatever’s within reach. That’s why I have to keep her sedated. And then…sometimes she just sits there laughing. Until the pain started, that was always the worst part to me. That goddamn laughing. Sitting there rocking back and forth, watching me, laughing like a lunatic in an asylum.”
 
   “Jesus Christ…” Dropping to his knees beside her, Tristan reached out to gently push the hair away from her face. “Sami? Honey, it’s Tristan. Can you talk to me? Can you tell me what’s wrong, sweetie?”
 
   She lifted her head then, staring at him with glassy, fevered eyes. Her voice came out in a paroxysm of raspy sobs. “Have you…come…to kill me?”
 
   “Oh, honey, no. No. Of course not.”
 
   “Why…not…?” Between the cries of pain she began to laugh, a truly nightmarish sound that could only be dredged from the hysteria of the deeply deranged.
 
   Recoiling in horror, Tristan turned his head to fix an accusing glare on Ash. “My God, what’s happened to her? What have you done to her?”
 
   “I’ve done nothing,” Ash wearily reminded him. “It’s exactly as I told you. She just…went mad.”
 
   “She couldn’t have just gone mad! Something had to cause this!”
 
   “You think I haven’t been racking my brain for an explanation? There is none. I have no answers for this.”
 
   “But…you must have some idea!”
 
   “Why? What makes me an expert on this? I don’t know what’s going on with her. Maybe she was mentally unstable the whole time and just hid it very well.”
 
   “Maybe she hid it! Maybe she hid it!” Parroting his words, Sami rolled off the stack of blankets onto her back and slammed her palms repeatedly against the floor, cackling to herself gleefully.
 
   “There was nothing wrong with her before and you know it.” Watching her antics in dumbfounded dismay, Tristan offered, “At least she doesn’t appear to be hurting anymore.”
 
   “It won’t last.” Ash smiled bitterly. “The pain will return. The gaps between episodes keep getting shorter and shorter. I’m afraid soon the pain will be all that’s left.”
 
   She grew suddenly quiet, lying prone on the floor with her hair splayed out around her, smiling up at the ceiling dreamily. Taking one of her hands in his, Tristan rubbed it as he tried once again to get through to her. “Sami? Look at me, honey. You know who I am, don’t you? You remember me.”
 
   Her head turned obediently, but the glazed vacant eyes looked straight past him. “Are we going sailing?”
 
   “Sure, if you like. Would you like to go sailing, sweetie?”
 
   “All the pretty little flowers go sailing…sailing away…”
 
   “Sami! Look at me!” He smacked the back of her hand several times. “It’s Tristan. Say my name. Say ‘Tristan’. Come on honey, say it for me.”
 
   “Down, down, down the rapids…no. No! Don’t use the color green. You’re doing it wrong. Use blue. I want blue.” Drawing her knees up, she stomped against the floor with her bare feet, the chain rattling with every stubborn thump.
 
   Crossing his arms, Ash leaned against the doorjamb. “You’re wasting your time. She hasn’t said anything even remotely sane in over two weeks. I can’t even get her to eat anymore. It’s been three days now. She just throws the food back at me.”
 
   “Have you tried giving her blood?”
 
   “She’s had blood; it isn’t blood she needs. It doesn’t help. Look at her eyes – there’s no ring.” Shrugging cynically, he heaved a defeated sigh. “Hell, there’s nothing. There’s nothing there. It’s like she’s trapped behind a wall or something. Or maybe she’s already gone for good.”
 
   Tristan let out a startled yelp as her sharp nails suddenly raked down the length of his forearm. Releasing her hand, he jumped to his feet and stumbled backwards, pressing his back to the wall just out of reach as she sprang at him. The sturdy chain stopped her and she strained against it, leaning forward with arms outstretched to grab wildly at him, missing him by mere inches.
 
   “I want blue, you fucking bastard! I’ll kill you! I’ll rip your fucking heart out! Stop looking at me! Stop looking at me!”
 
   The corners of Asher’s lips turned up slightly. “I warned you. I told you she was unpredictable.”
 
   “N-no kidding.” Tristan’s wide gray eyes followed Sami in amazement as she abruptly turned her back on him and retreated to the nest of blankets, gracefully lowering herself to sit cross-legged. Beneath the same disturbingly absent smile, she began to sing softly. The lyrics, sweet and surprisingly on-key, were clear and distinctly familiar.
 
   Nights in White Satin.
 
   That song. Why did it have to be that song?
 
   Looking away from her, Ash cleared his throat. “Sorry about that. She’s probably about due for another injection.”
 
   “Yeah, well…” Struggling to regain his composure, Tristan inched away from Sami to go stand with Ash over by the door. “What are we supposed to do here? I mean…I’ve never seen anything like this before. I’ve never even heard of anything like this.”
 
   “I brought in a doctor,” Ash admitted.
 
   “What? You did?”
 
   “Uh-huh. About a week ago. It was a long shot, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. I erased his memory before I sent him away, of course. But he couldn’t find anything physically wrong with her while he was here. Nothing. Not a damn thing.”
 
   “You mean he couldn’t help at all?”
 
   “His diagnosis was schizophrenia. Of course, you and I know that’s not possible. And even if it was, what could we do? Medications have no effect on us. Besides, it doesn’t explain the pain. There’s no fucking way that’s psychological. She’s really hurting.”
 
   Tristan chewed on his bottom lip thoughtfully. “Do you know of any instance where a mentally ill human was given immortality?”
 
   “No. But there have been cases of individuals with terminal diseases who were. You already know the process eliminates all health imperfections. Stands to reason it would do the same for any brain disorders as well.”
 
   “And what if…well, say there was something abnormal in the patron’s blood?”
 
   “Impossible.”
 
   “How can you say for sure that it’s impossible? Look at her, Ash. What’s happening to her isn’t supposed to be possible either. Think about it, man. This didn’t start until after her change. Right? So you know it’s got to have something to do with that. What if the blood she was given was tainted somehow?”
 
   Ash narrowed his eyes threateningly. He most certainly did not appreciate the insinuation here. To suggest that he, the superior alpha, the strongest and most powerful of their kind, was endowed with anything less than the purest and most impeccable DNA…that was treading on very thin ice. “If I were you, I’d watch what I –”
 
   “Oh, God. What if this is all my fault?” Tristan rambled on, completely unaware of his faux pas. “What if I’m the cause of this?”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I’ve never –” They both turned their heads at the same time when Sami let out a sharp cry and doubled forward, clutching her stomach while whimpering like an injured animal. “I’ve never done this before,” Tristan continued, his eyes glued to her in alarm.
 
   “Done what before?” Ash was quickly growing annoyed. He might have known he wasn’t going to get any help from the drama queen. Honestly, why had he even bothered calling him in the first place?
 
   “What if it was my blood that did this to her? Maybe it’s defective or something – how would I know? Like I said, I’ve never done this before. It could be there’s something wrong with me!”
 
   “Tristan, what are you…” The words trailed off into dry dust in his mouth as he suddenly, in a dawning moment of clarity, understood. Understood everything. And it all made logical, undeniable sense. “You gave her your blood,” he cited softly.
 
   “You didn’t know?” Tristan gazed at him in disbelief. “She never told you?”
 
   “She never told me.”
 
   “Then you…you gave her yours as well.”
 
   “I gave her mine as well. Yes.” Oh, my strong-willed Samara. I told you, you were meant to be mine and mine alone, and yet you willingly allowed someone else to pollute the purity and perfection that I offered you. I always knew your stubbornness would be your undoing. Foolish, foolish girl.
 
   As if in response to his thoughts, she groaned in a long paroxysm of agony, the sound tapering off in pitiful little sobs. “Make it stop…please kill me…just kill me…make it stoooop…”
 
   “Do you think that has something to do with it?” Tristan took a tentative step back, his expression anxious. Clearly he was now fearing for his own life. As well he should.
 
   Smiling at his discomfort, Ash threw an arm over his shoulders, almost crushing him in a formidable embrace. “Ah, but my dear friend, that has everything to do with it. Everything. However, I can’t in all good conscience hold you responsible. Not entirely. You see, in my efforts to maintain the upper hand, it was imperative that I keep certain information out of the public realm of knowledge. You can understand my reasoning behind that, can’t you? Of course, in retrospect, there are a few things that I might have been better off sharing, at least with you. Or her. I never told her either. But, I digress. The long and the short of it is, you had no way of knowing what might happen. If anyone is to blame, it’s that one. For being deceitful.”
 
   Tristan stared back at him with wide eyes, confused but hopeful. “So if you know what’s wrong with her, does that mean you know how to fix this?”
 
   “It burns…oh God, it’s eating me alive from inside…”
 
   Ash shot a scathing look to the pathetic creature on the floor. “Be quiet, you. This is your own doing, you know.” So much wasted time – and for what? She was ruined to him now. He’d worked so hard to mold her into the perfect mate, and how did she repay him for his efforts? What did he have to show for them? Nothing but wasted time.
 
   “Can you fix this?” Tristan prompted him desperately. He was trembling all over. The strain of watching her suffer was wearing him down.
 
   As it wore me down. But no more. No more. I will not allow myself to feel anything for one who would mislead me. Whatever hell she is going through, she deserves.
 
   “There is no fixing this,” Ash told him. “She is beyond hope.”
 
   “There must be something you can do! Anything!”
 
   “There is nothing.” He lifted his hands in a benign shrug. “Of the lessons taught to me by my creator, there existed certain guidelines regarding the induction process. You, along with the others, are already aware of the majority of them, but there is one that I never saw fit to contribute. Mainly because I couldn’t imagine a situation where it would ever apply. And that is that the blood, our blood, must never be blended. It cannot coexist within the same host. To quote the dear departed Cecilia…‘One of two is an abomination. For one created in such a manner, the only alternative is swift elimination.’”
 
   Poor Tristan. He looked to be on the verge of collapse. “No. No. This can’t…oh God, if I’d known, if I’d only known…”
 
   “As I said before, you’re not entirely to blame. The fault lies with her. Let her bear the weight of the penalty.”
 
   “Are you saying that she’ll never recover from this? That she’ll die?”
 
   “Die?” Ash barked a callous laugh. “Oh, no. She won’t die. None of us die, now do we? Unless someone puts her out of her misery, she’ll go on suffering in her pain and madness for a very, very long eternity.”
 
   “So you’re telling me…” Walking back over to where she huddled quivering in misery, Tristan crouched in front of Sami to brush her cheek with his knuckles. “What you’re saying is that one of us has to do her in. Otherwise this is her future?”
 
   “Not much to look forward to, is it?”
 
   “Oh, Sami…honey, if you can hear me, please forgive me. I’m so sorry…” Twisting his head to look up at him with tears in his eyes, Tristan whispered hoarsely, “Ash, I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry. I was only trying to protect her. I swear, I never wanted this for her, for either of you…”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. She’s worthless to me now anyway. You’ve contaminated her.”
 
   “Worthless? My God, man – how can you say that?”
 
   “What good is a woman I can’t trust? She lied to me. She lied by omission. And the fact that she would even accept your blood tells me all I need to know. That she never really was mine to begin with.”
 
   “Ash…”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it. Say your goodbyes. I think it’s time you were leaving.” Stepping out of the bedroom, Ash closed the door behind him and went outside to wait. He knew without a doubt that Tristan would not have the guts to kill her. No, he would whisper his sweet farewells to her, shed a few tears and then walk away, leaving behind the mess he’d created for someone else to clean up. Fucking pussy. Damn tree-hugging bleeding heart had always been that way. Repulsed by the very brutality that Ash reveled in.
 
   And now he expected someone else to handle the euthanasia of his precious Samara.
 
   Well, he was about to be in for one nasty surprise.
 
   Apparently Tristan opted to keep his goodbyes brief – either that or Sami had succumbed to another fit of rage – because the front door opened less than five minutes later and he came shuffling out to join Ash in the driveway. His gray eyes were rimmed with red. So predictable. So damn predictable…
 
   He leaned against the door of his truck with a sigh. “She’s talking crazy again. Does the phrase ‘swimming in the mirrors’ mean anything to you?”
 
   “Yeah. It means she’s a prime candidate for a sanitarium.”
 
   “I’m not sure but I think she…I think she called me Rick.”
 
   “Isn’t that something. Personally, I don’t see the resemblance.”
 
   “Dammit Ash, I’m sorry! I don’t know what to say other than that. If there was anything I could do, I’d do it. If I could trade places with her, I would. You know that.”
 
   “Well, hell,” he sneered. “I’ve always known that. What happened, buddy? When you finally accepted that you couldn’t have me, you decided that desecrating my woman would be the next best thing?”
 
   “It wasn’t like that.”
 
   “Save it. I don’t need to know what it was like. I don’t care.”
 
   There was a long, awkward silence before Tristan spoke again. “Are you going to…um, will you be doing it soon?”
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “You know. You’ll make it quick, won’t you?”
 
   “I’m sorry. Make what quick?”
 
   “Don’t make me say it. Please. This is hard enough…”
 
   Dropping the charade of ignorance, Ash couldn’t hold back a bitter laugh. “I see you fail to understand. I have no intention of releasing her from her agony. No, until such time as I see fit, I intend to keep her alive just to watch her suffer. She owes me that much pleasure.”
 
   The look on Tristan’s face was delicious. He wouldn’t have traded it for a truckload of AB-negative on tap. Eventually his own reparations would come due, but in the meantime, it was enough to torment him with this.
 
   “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “Oh, but I am.”
 
   “How could you even think of doing such a thing? You, of all people – you were supposed to love her!”
 
   “Love her?” He huffed a dry laugh. “I’ve never loved anyone. You yourself have reminded me of that on more than one occasion. Well, here is your proof.”
 
   Tristan shook his head in denial. “No. I can’t believe that. If not love, then at least you felt something. I saw the way you were with her…”
 
   “I will say this for her. She was a phenomenal fuck.”
 
   That look again. It really was priceless. “My God. You truly are a monster, you know that?”
 
   Turning his back on him, Ash headed for the house. “Goodbye, old friend. Do keep in touch, won’t you?” He got no reply.
 
   Just as well. He didn’t expect one.
 
   He found Sami pressed against the wall behind her, pushing her feet against the floor as if she could escape her pain by running from it.
 
   I won’t feel sympathy for her. I won’t. This treacherous bitch will never make me feel anything again.
 
   He nudged her with a toe. “About time for some more candy, isn’t it, little girl? You do realize I’m only administering the belladonna to keep you weak. Certainly not to help with the pain. I’m afraid nothing can help with that. Anyway, as far as I’m concerned, you can damn well suck it up and take what you have coming. But I can’t have you breaking loose and creating more havoc, can I? No. That wouldn’t be good for anyone.” Once again he nudged her, a little harder this time, but she didn’t appear to even notice. “Why am I wasting my breath talking to you? You’re about as aware as a fucking piece of broccoli. You don’t understand a thing I’m saying, do you?”
 
   Leaning forward to jerk her head up by the chin, he looked directly into her anguished eyes. “Maybe you can hear me and maybe you can’t. But if you comprehend nothing else from this moment on, then understand this one thing. You could have had it all. I would have given you the world. But you betrayed me. Now reap the consequences of that, my sweet angel.”
 
   ~*~*~
 
   He can’t do this. How can he do this? How can he stand back and watch her suffer in a way that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy? Which, incidentally, is a bill he fits quite nicely. My God, he really is heartless. Anyone who could look at what she’s become without feeling their heart break right in two is truly empty. Not even Asher fucking Reid deserves to be reduced to such a pitiful state. Well…maybe HE does, but I wouldn’t wish it on him or anyone else.
 
   This is my fault. What’s happened to her, it’s all my fault. The pain she’s feeling right now. It’s because of me. And all I wanted was to ensure her safety. My intentions were good. But you know what they say about good intentions. And now…now she’s on the road to hell that I paved for her.
 
   Why did she lie to me about telling him? I wish I hadn’t asked her not to. Was she trying to protect me? I don’t understand – it makes no sense that she would lead me to believe that he knew. Guess it was stupid of me to assume that everything was cool. I should have known better. But something like this never would have crossed my mind, not in a million years. How was I to know? Who would have ever imagined that the mixing of two bloodlines would have such ghastly repercussions?
 
   No. It’s NOT my fault, dammit. I won’t accept the blame for this. If he hadn’t kept all these secrets to himself, I would have been aware of the risks. This all could have been prevented. He should be blaming himself, not me. Not her.
 
   Certainly not her.
 
   I can’t let him do this. I can’t let him prolong her suffering just to appease his wounded ego. Christ, as long as I’ve known him, even with as much of his savagery as I’ve witnessed, I still can’t believe he would do this to her. To someone I know he must have cared for. Why else would he have focused so much energy on her? Why else would he have given her immortality?
 
   A gift that turned out to be a curse. Oh, Sami, I’m so sorry. Hang tight, honey. I’ll find a way to release you.
 
   Perhaps…
 
   Perhaps I’ll find a way to release you both.
 
    
 
   ~23~
 
    
 
   Two days.
 
   From the time Tristan made the first phone call, to the moment of their first meeting a little over an hour ago. Two days was all it took. Forty-eight hours to gather those who he knew he could trust. Those who would be willing to help. A party of only a select few, but what they brought to the table was invaluable.
 
   Nicholas Fielding and Julian Winter, eyeing each other warily from their respective distances. Miranda, Eva and Halina, grouped together in a small huddle as they whispered to one another. All of them anxious. All of them tense.
 
   Two days.
 
   To him, it seemed like no time at all. But for Sami, every minute of those hours must have ticked by in a slow agonizing crawl.
 
   The plan was simple enough. Simple in theory, but of course Ash was no fool. He hadn’t come this far by underestimating those around him. And if he had any idea what they were about to try to pull off, there would be hell to pay. For all of them.
 
   With a brusque nod at the men, Tristan approached the front door of the bungalow and lifted a hand to ring the doorbell. Steeling himself with a deep breath, he looked down at the delicate blonde by his side. “Ready, sweetheart?”
 
   “Ready.” Fingering the small brown teddy bear clutched against her chest, Lina smiled up at him bravely. A feeling of panic surged up within him, and in that stricken instant he wanted to tell her to forget the whole thing. To go wait in Nick’s rental car until it was all over with. He shouldn’t be involving her in this. She was just a kid, after all…
 
   “What have we here? Are we staging an intervention?” Asher’s voice was nonchalant, but his alert eyes darted quickly from one person to the next, assessing the group in a matter of seconds. They fell to rest on Tristan last of all, gleaming with cold censure. This was no social visit and he knew it. He also wanted to make it tactfully but abundantly clear that he knew.
 
   “We’ve come to see Samara,” Lina piped up sweetly.
 
   “Have you now? Well, isn’t that thoughtful. Come in, precious. Come in.” Reaching an arm out to snake it around her shoulders, Ash guided her inside the house, never taking his eyes off the others as they filed in behind her one by one. “My goodness, it’s been such a long time since I’ve seen you, Halina. Let me have a look at you. How well you look! So bright-eyed and rosy-cheeked. You’re just as pretty as a peach.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “This is such a nice surprise. But really I ought to be scolding you. Why haven’t you paid a visit to your Uncle Ash sooner?”
 
   “You never invited me,” she pointed out innocently.
 
   He burst out laughing at her bluntness. “Nonsense! You have an standing invitation. My door is always open to you.” His glittering eyes scanned the room. “As it is with all of you. Nicholas! Good to see you again. I hear you’re planning on continuing your psychology practice in Coldwater.”
 
   “Technically, I’m a psychiatrist,” Nick told him tersely. “Not a psychologist.”
 
   “Technically, you’re neither. But I suppose that’s neither here nor there. Miranda, my dear. You’re a vision of loveliness, as always.”
 
   Miranda offered a hesitant smile. “Hello, Ash.”
 
   “And our newlyweds! How nice that you could come. Judging by the looks of you two, married life certainly agrees with you. Especially you, Mrs. Winter. I declare, you look positively radiant.” Turning his attention back to Lina, he lifted her by the waist and planted a loud kiss on her neck before dropping her lightly back to her feet. “My precious girl. I’d forgotten what a pretty little thing you are. So! To what do I owe the pleasure of your company? I find it hard to believe you would all travel such a distance on behalf of someone you don’t even know.”
 
   “We know Samara,” Eva reminded him. “Not very well, but we have met.”
 
   “Yes, I do recall.” Asher’s mouth twisted in a smirk. “I believe the last time you saw her was at a funeral, of sorts? Or maybe ‘burial at sea’ would be more accurate.”
 
   Her emerald eyes narrowed. “I’ve attended a lot of funerals lately.”
 
   “Oh, yes! You know, with everything that’s been going on I completely forgot about your little friend. Did you ever find him?”
 
   “What was left of him,” Julian cut in. “Yes. We did.”
 
   “Wonderful! And now that all that ugly mess is behind us, we can all be friends again, yes?” Sweeping one hand around the empty room, he said in an apologetic voice, “Sorry I can’t offer you ladies a seat. Originally I wasn’t planning on being here very long, but you know how things can change. I may wind up staying for quite some time, after all. Who knows? Life is so fickle.”
 
   It didn’t escape Tristan that during all this, Ash never once released his casual hold on Lina. He realized, with a sick knot in his stomach, that it was a subtle threat. She was his assurance that no one would dare try anything. The message was clear. One wrong move and the innocent child would be the first casualty.
 
   “How is she?” he asked, desperate to get the ball rolling. The sight of Ash clasping Lina so close to him was, quite frankly, making him feel ill. Don’t start second-guessing yourself. This will work. Have some faith in yourself. Have faith in Lina. She can handle this.
 
   “Oh…not very well at all, I’m afraid.” There was suppressed laughter in his otherwise somber voice, as if he found it difficult to hide the fact that he actually delighted in her affliction. “She’s really gone downhill. Doesn’t speak at all anymore. Barely moves. I haven’t had to give her any shade since early this morning. I can probably dispense with that altogether. She’s weak enough now without it. But I expect you’d like to see for yourself. Am I right?”
 
   Tristan nodded, then scanned the heads quickly. “I think it would be a little crowded with all of us in there at once. Nick, Miranda…would you mind waiting out here?”
 
   Encircling his wife with an arm, Nick said, “Of course not. Take your time.”
 
   “Well then. Shall we?” Gesturing the way with one hand, Ash waited for the others to go ahead before following behind with Lina.
 
   He hadn’t been lying about Sami’s condition. Tristan had tried to prepare himself in advance for seeing her again, but his face still registered the same shock that mirrored everyone else’s. There was a long stretch of silence as they all gazed down at the wretched sight in varying shades of sympathy and horror.
 
   The single positive thing was that she was no longer lying on the floor. At some point Ash must have had a bed delivered, because instead of the pile of blankets she now had a soft mattress to support her. Also, the chain around her ankle was gone. In her frail condition, it was obviously no longer a necessity. She was dressed, oddly enough, in a long red sundress with an open back. Strangely, Ash seemed to be very meticulous about keeping her clean and well groomed. Even the white satin sheets beneath her were spotless.
 
   Sami herself had slipped into a state of unresponsiveness. Coiled in a tight fetal position, both hands tucked away beneath her drawn-up knees, the only movement was an involuntary shuddering as tremors of pain wracked her body. Her milky white eyes were rolled all the way back in her head, hiding the beautiful golden irises from sight. A thin layer of foam formed a crust around her mouth as she struggled to draw breath from between clenched teeth. The moans and cries of anguish from only a couple of days ago had dwindled into nothing more than a low raspy nnuuuh sound that was somehow even more dreadful to listen to.
 
   Eva was the first to break the uncomfortable silence. “My God. Is she dying?”
 
   “No. Although I’m sure at this point she’d like nothing better.” Dropping his arm from Lina’s shoulder, Ash reached for one of her small hands to lace his fingers with hers. “See what happens when you’re naughty, little one? Let this be a lesson to you.”
 
   “What did she do that was so bad?” Lina wanted to know.
 
   “She didn’t tell me the truth. And now she’s sick because of it.”
 
   “Won’t she ever get better?”
 
   “No. She won’t ever get better.” Strolling over to the bedside with his hostage in tow, Ash picked up a washcloth that had been draped over the brass headboard and used it to gently wipe Sami’s mouth.
 
   From across the room where he was keeping a respectable distance, Julian ventured, “Are you sure there’s nothing that can be done for her?”
 
   “No. I’m afraid the damage has been done. This isn’t something that can be reversed.”
 
   Staring at the bedridden woman with wide eyes, Lina held up the teddy bear hesitantly. “I…I brought this for her. But I guess…I guess she probably isn’t going to want it. Is she?”
 
   “Probably not, sweet pea. Why don’t you keep it.” Ash lifted her hand to kiss it with the Cheshire smile that more closely resembled a piranha than a cat. Raising his eyes to meet Tristan’s, he said bluntly, “Let’s stop with the charade, shall we? It’s become a bore already. So out with it. Why have you all really come? I’m assuming it wasn’t for afternoon tea.”
 
   Tristan held his gaze without flinching. “We only wanted to talk to you, Ash. About what you’re doing.”
 
   “What I’m doing? And what is that?”
 
   “You damn well know. Now don’t get defensive – we’re not here to lock horns with you. All we want is the opportunity to discuss this rationally. Will you hear us out?”
 
   “Oh, I hear you quite well. Loud and clear. And what I’m hearing is that you seem to be under the misconception that you actually have some input here. Let’s get one thing straight right now. Sami’s fate is of no concern to you. Any of you. She is my responsibility. Mine. I’ll be the one to deal with her.”
 
   Eva jumped in to try her hand at reasoning with him. “Would you mind answering a question for me? Please. If there’s no hope for her, then why keep her alive? It would seem that all you’re doing is prolonging her suffering.”
 
   “Maybe that’s the idea.”
 
   Tristan’s gaze fell to the bed. It made no sense that he would have gone to all the trouble to keep her as comfortable as possible, if watching her languish truly gave him pleasure. “And maybe you aren’t really keeping her alive to torture her. Maybe the real reason is that you can’t bring yourself to let her go. Maybe you’re just too stubborn to admit that you love her and this is tearing you apart.”
 
   “You’re overstepping your bounds, Kendall,” Ash warned him.
 
   “Why is it so hard for you to admit that you care?”
 
   “Why are you so obsessed with what I feel? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were the one playing at psychiatry instead of Fielding.”
 
   “You don’t want to keep her alive just to punish her. At least admit that much.”
 
   “My reasons are none of your fucking business.”
 
   “Give me one. Just one. One convincing, rational reason for any of this, and I promise you, we’ll walk away and leave you to it. No arguments.” Crossing his arms, Tristan waited to hear what he had to say. Expecting, of course, nothing less than something vulgar, sardonic or completely irrational.
 
   Oddly, it was none of the above. Ash merely looked down at the quavering shell that once housed a vibrant, passionate woman. A ghost of what she used to be. The body now shrouded only the madness and misery of a broken, defective wraith that could not die. He watched her, saying nothing. Staring at her with an empty expression.
 
   “Mr. Reid?”
 
   Blinking, he turned his head to gaze blankly at Lina.
 
   “You’re hurting me,” she complained timidly.
 
   He relaxed his tight grip on her hand, but still said nothing.
 
   “You can’t, can you?” Tristan persisted.
 
   Asher’s head snapped up then, his blue eyes suddenly blazing to life in a surge of defensive anger. “What would you have me do, friend? Decapitate her and dump her in the ocean the way you did with me? A piece here, a piece there…or perhaps you’d rather see her beautiful body rotting in the sinkhole with all the others. Is that what would make you happy? Is that what you want?”
 
   The very notion of such a thing pained Tristan all the way down to the marrow of his bones. She didn’t deserve a death like that. She didn’t deserve to die at all, but the idea of treating her remains as something akin to garbage reached far beyond any realm of decency. To even hear the suggestion spoken aloud sickened him. Moderating his voice, he reassured him gently, “Of course not.”
 
   “There is a better way.” Bending forward, Julian slipped a hand underneath the hem of his neatly pressed slacks before hesitantly lifting his head to ask, “If I may?”
 
   Shrugging, Ash told him, “By all means.”
 
   From beneath the fabric of his black Calvin Kleins, he produced the sheathed dagger that had been strapped to his calf. “Should you make the decision to euthanize her, I would offer this as the most humane option. With this blade, her passing would be instantaneous and virtually painless. You can bury her in a suitable grave, with no need to butcher or disfigure her in any way.”
 
   “Ah…so that’s why you’re here.” Barking a dry laugh, Ash rolled his eyes with a shake of his head. “Explains a lot. So you’ve brought your little relic along with you for show and tell. Hundeprest dagger, my ass. And just what did you intend to do with that rusted piece of junk, limey-boy? Were we hoping for a spot of revenge with our crumpets, perhaps?”
 
   Julian took a step forward, his black eyes gleaming like polished coal. “If you’ve any doubts to its authenticity, I would be more than happy to provide a demonstration.”
 
   “Jules.” Resting a hand on his forearm, Eva shook her head slightly.
 
   Perking up at the possibility of a physical confrontation, Ash winked at him with a contemptuous smile. “Bring it on if you’re feeling froggy, teabagger.”
 
   “Enough!” Tristan shouted, spreading out his arms in an effort to distract the two from their verbal sparring. “This isn’t a goddamn schoolyard. We haven’t come here to pick a fight. Could we please put our differences aside for five fucking minutes and focus on the issue at hand? Ash. All we want to know is whether or not you’re willing to consider it. If you’d like to think it over, then fine. But I implore you to not waste any more time than necessary.”
 
   “Time is all we have, brother.” Patting the top of Lina’s head absently, Ash heaved an impatient sigh. “How can something in infinite supply ever be wasted? It’s like asking someone not to waste air. You realize you’re talking gibberish.”
 
   “My God, Ash – look at her! Every breath she takes is pure agony. I am begging you, on my knees if that’s what it takes – if you ever felt anything for her, if there’s any compassion whatsoever left in you, please – release her. Set her free.” Laying a hand on her shoulder, he almost recoiled from the shock. Her flesh felt cold and waxy, like a mannequin that had been abandoned in a freezing storage room. “Look at her. It’s over, man. It’s over. Let her go.”
 
   Ash turned his eyes once more to the catatonic wretch huddled on the bed, and Tristan could tell that this was the deciding moment. Once he made up his mind, at this point there would be no changing it. Across the room, Julian and Eva exchanged looks and he silently prayed they wouldn’t try anything unexpected. Stick with the plan, guys, anything else is pure suicide.
 
   “Fine.” Abruptly tearing his eyes away from Sami, Ash rested his icy glare on Julian. “Give me your little artifact there and we’ll see how much of what you claim is true.”
 
   Julian huffed an incredulous laugh. “You’re bloody daft if you think for one minute I’m handing it over to the likes of you!”
 
   “We’ll have a third party do it,” Tristan suggested diplomatically. “Ash, would that work for you?”
 
   There was a brief moment of hesitation before he agreed. “All right. Halina can do the honors.”
 
   “Again – hell, no!” Julian protested. “How stupid do you think I am? I give it to her and you wind up taking it from her – I don’t think so!”
 
   “Ah…what’s the matter? Afraid you’re going to lose the two bucks you paid for it at the salvage yard?”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake – I’ll do it!” Eva volunteered out of sheer exasperation. “Does that work for everyone?”
 
   Satisfied, Julian nodded. All eyes turned to Ash, who consented with a shrug. “I suppose this does call for a woman’s touch.” Tristan didn’t miss the snide look he cast at Lina out of the corner of his eye, and for that remark alone he wanted to kill him. Wanted to bash his fucking skull in for saying the one thing he knew would hurt her most of all. To her credit, however, she pretended not to notice the jab and merely smiled back at him angelically.
 
   “Okay.” Tristan raked a nervous hand through his hair. “For the love of God, let’s get on with this. I can’t stand to see her like this anymore.”
 
   Sliding the dagger from its leather sheath, Julian cautiously pressed the iron handle into his wife’s hand. “Be very, very careful with it, love. Mind the blade.”
 
   Eva gave the cold metal a distasteful look before glancing up at Ash uncertainly. “Do you need a moment alone with her to say goodbye?”
 
   “What’s the point? She doesn’t even know I’m here.” Backing away from the bed, Ash leaned against the wall with Lina positioned directly in front of him. As much as he might doubt the dagger’s authenticity, he still wasn’t careless enough to discount the danger completely. “Go on, Red. Let’s put this myth to rest once and for all. Do it. Show me the power of the great Hundeprest dagger.”
 
   She approached the bed slowly, clearly dreading the task assigned to her, and Tristan blinked back tears when she leaned forward to drop a kiss on her cheek. “I’m so sorry to have to do this, Samara. May you rest in peace. I hope your next life will be more rewarding than this one.”
 
   “Not her face,” Ash unexpectedly ordered, in a voice almost vulnerable enough to evoke sympathy from Tristan. “Don’t…don’t cut her face.”
 
   “How about here?” Gingerly pushing Sami’s hair aside, Eva positioned the blade just above her bare back, letting it hover there while she awaited his confirmation.
 
   “Yes,” he approved rather hoarsely. “That’ll work. Go ahead. Just be careful, don’t make a mess of her.”
 
   “All right. Here we go.” Pressing the tip against the smooth flesh of her back, Eva took a deep breath to brace herself before giving the dagger a quick jerk. A thin trail of red followed the blade’s path, leaving behind a fairly shallow cut of only about four inches in length. Tristan wondered if it would be enough. How deep did the blade need to go? And what if Ash had been right all along? What if the damn thing really was a fake, or the legend itself nothing but myth? For the first time, he allowed himself to doubt Julian’s credibility.
 
   He didn’t have long to wonder. True to his word, it happened in a merciful blur of speed. A few tiny drops of blood trickled down from the small flesh wound between her shoulder blades, the wound that should have healed quickly but did not. Her tremoring body relaxed and went still, eyelids fluttering shut in a brief ecstasy of relief. The painful gasping breaths ceased altogether, and with her last quiet exhalation came an eerie silence that hung thick in the air, heavy enough to suffocate them all. No one spoke. No one seemed willing to desecrate the overwhelming hush.
 
   For a moment, one fleeting moment, time itself stood still in respectful reverence.
 
   Then, from somewhere outside, a house finch warbled a series of cheerful, high-pitched chirps, signifying that the rest of the world would continue on.
 
   And with that, it was over.
 
   Pulling his eyes away from Sami’s still, peaceful remains, Tristan watched Asher’s reaction with fascination. It was more than obvious that he hadn’t expected this to work on any level, and his bulging eyes validated that fact. The look in them was one of dazed astonishment. Disentangling his fingers from Lina’s, he raised his arm to slowly crook it around her fragile neck.
 
   Alarmed, Tristan stretched out a hand. “Ash…”
 
   Eva turned to face him then, and he actually shrank back into the corner, jerking Lina along so forcefully that the teddy bear tumbled from her grasp. “Get that thing away from me!” His lips were so close to her head that the flaxen hair stirred from the breath of his venomous hiss.
 
   Eva stooped to retrieve the stuffed animal before taking a few meandering steps back, her eyes never wavering from the scene in front of her.
 
   “Ash. It’s okay, man,” Tristan reassured him in the calmest voice he could muster. “Don’t do anything crazy. Nobody came here to hurt you.”
 
   “I only brought it for this purpose,” Julian concurred. “I have no quarrel with you. Eva, bring me the dagger.” He held out his hand and motioned for her to come to him.
 
   “No! Don’t give it to him. Drop it on the floor and kick it over to me.” The powerful arm tightened around Lina’s neck and as much as she tried not to show her panic, Tristan saw it dancing in her frightened eyes.
 
   “Bring it to me,” Julian repeated evenly.
 
   Ash stared Eva down with a menacing look that held the promise of something dreadful. “You better do as I say, bitch. If you think for one minute I won’t –”
 
   “Give it to me,” Tristan hastily broke in. “I’ll hold on to it for now. Look, Winter, I understand your reluctance to relinquish such a potentially dangerous weapon, but the fact of the matter is that as alpha, Reid will have the ultimate say in determining what is to be done with it. Whether or not you agree is something you will have to take up with him at another time. For now, we have to follow procedure. Mrs. Winter…if you don’t mind?” He held out his hand and waggled his fingers expectantly.
 
   Eva glanced over at Julian questioningly, and after a second’s hesitation he agreed with a sharp nod. Breathing a little sigh of resignation, she crossed the room to where Tristan waited on the opposite side of the bed. She deliberately turned her back on Ash to exchange a quick look with him while handing over the item. As soon as she stepped out of the way, Tristan held it up so Ash could see that he had possession of it. Eva returned to stand close to Julian, slipping her hand in his.
 
   Relaxing, Ash released his hold on Lina with a triumphant smirk. With the threat removed, his demeanor had changed instantly from defensive to confident. “Kendall, you always were the voice of reason. You’re right, of course – I’ll have to consider what will be in the best interest of the group as a whole. In the meantime, I will appoint you trustee. The dagger will remain in your temporary custody for safekeeping. I hope everyone finds that solution agreeable?”
 
   No one was fooled by this, least of all Tristan. He knew damn well what Ash was thinking. He would, of course, expect it to be handed over to him as soon as everyone else left. The rapacious gleam in his eyes proved that he was already contemplating the immense power that could be wielded with such an asset.
 
   “I suppose we haven’t much choice in the matter, do we?” Julian snapped. Letting go of Eva’s hand, he put a protective arm around her waist.
 
   “Come, now…is it really such a sacrifice? I would think you would be happy to be relieved of such a burden. Surely you must realize how dangerous it could be if it were to fall into the wrong hands.” Ash smiled in a pretense of courteous benevolence. Standing beside Lina, he was probably the only one in the room unaware of the way her eyes were fixated on what he believed to be the dagger in Tristan’s hand. Holding the object in her steadfast gaze. Concentrating.
 
   It was then that the perfectly formed plan began to unravel. Unexpectedly, Eva suddenly looked around in confusion and asked in a puzzled voice, “Does anyone else smell that?”
 
   No! Eva, what are you doing? Don’t distract her! If she loses her focus even for a second…
 
   Inhaling, Julian gave her a startled look. “It’s blood.”
 
   They both turned their heads to the corpse on the white sheets, just as the esoteric scent of human blood drifted lightly to Tristan along an invisible current of air. There was no mistaking it now. A very familiar smell to him, the same subtle aroma of O-positive that used to mingle with the delicious tropical fragrance that was distinctly Sami.
 
   Back when she was human.
 
   But she wasn’t human anymore.
 
   She wasn’t even alive anymore.
 
   “Oh my God – did you see that? I think she moved!” Rushing over to the bedside, Eva quickly lifted a limp wrist to feel for a pulse.
 
   “What? That’s impossible!” Ash wasted no time checking for himself, pushing Eva’s hand away as he snarled, “Get away from her!” His eyes flickered wildly, a gleam of hope sparking to life as he seemed to perceive a stirring of vibration beneath his fingertips. Rolling her from her side to her back, he pressed a hand against her chest in desperate search of a heartbeat.
 
   Eva stared down at her in disbelief, watching like a hawk for any sign of movement. “Am I imagining things, or…”
 
   “She’s breathing,” Ash stated incredulously.
 
   “Breathing? Are you sure?”
 
   “I can feel her heartbeat!” Leaning over her, he murmured against her cheek, “Sami. Can you hear me? Open your eyes. Try and open your eyes for me, baby.”
 
   The tiny noise that emerged from her throat was faint, almost inaudible, the sound of a newborn kitten sighing in its sleep. Quiet and succinct. But it was there. No one in the room could deny that they’d heard it.
 
   Ash lifted his head to demand, “What the hell’s going on? She’s mortal again – what have you done to her?”
 
   Baffled, Eva shook her head with an open mouth. “I…I don’t know. Kade – Edan, I mean – he said that vampirism couldn’t be reversed. That the dagger could only release a vampire through death.”
 
   “He lied to you about everything else, didn’t he?” Julian pointed out from behind her. “Or it could be he was misinformed himself.”
 
   “I know, but it killed him…”
 
   “It killed him because it made him human again! You must have pierced his heart or punctured a lung or something – that’s what killed him! The dagger itself isn’t lethal to us. Jesus, Eva, you were right all along – this damn thing really was the answer! The cure! It’s the bloody fucking cure!” His black eyes were snapping with the excitement of this possibility.
 
   “Oh my God,” she whispered.
 
   Ash was still attempting to revive the unconscious form. “Sami! Dammit, wake up. I know you can hear me. Come back to me, angel. Come on, you can do it. Move for me. Try and move your fingers – anything. Just a little bit. Try.”
 
   Tearing his eyes away from the confusing chaos, Tristan went almost limp with relief when he saw that during all this, Lina’s sharp focus had never wavered. Lost in her deep concentration, she was somehow managing to tune out everything around her. Yes! That’s my girl. Just a little longer, Rabbit. Don’t let go. You can do it.
 
   A sudden spasm from the bed startled them all as Sami’s entire body began to convulse, her muscles contracting sporadically as a low moan escaped her. Her eyes flew open.
 
   “What’s happening? What’s wrong with her?” Ash shouted, panicking.
 
   Eva froze like a deer caught in headlights. “I…I don’t…”
 
   “What the fuck have you done to her?”
 
   “I don’t know!” she yelled back, raveling the fingers of both hands through her thick curls in frustration. “It looks like she’s having a seizure.” Her eyes widened abruptly as something occurred to her. “Wait a minute – the nightshade! Didn’t you say you gave her some this morning? It must still be in her system! That stuff is toxic to humans. Highly toxic. She needs a doctor. We have to –”
 
   There was a tap on the bedroom door before it opened a crack, and Nick poked his head inside to ask, “Is everything okay in here?”
 
   “No. Come help me, Nick. We have to get her to a hospital. Now.” Eva was already sliding an arm behind Sami’s back, trying to lift her into an upright position, paying no mind to Ash or bothering to ask what he might want. Tristan waited for him to protest, but quickly realized that the calculating blue eyes were shifting between Sami and the item that he coveted even more. Selfish bastard – the dagger was of more importance to him right now. And why should that be a surprise? Actually it was a relief – their plans hadn’t taken into account any of this happening, and Ash leaving right now would throw a major wrench into the works. Still, for Sami’s sake he had hoped the brute had enough compassion to put her wellbeing before his own avaricious desires.
 
   He should have known better.
 
   Without asking any questions, Nick hurried over to scoop Sami up in his arms. She had stopped convulsing and appeared to be more awake and cognizant, but still was unable to communicate verbally. She seemed to be trying to speak, but no sounds would come out of her mouth when she moved her lips.
 
   “We’re leaving. The rest of you can meet us at the hospital when you’re done arguing over that stupid knife,” Eva announced as she followed Nick out of the bedroom.
 
   Tristan caught Julian’s eye and prayed he was able to read what he was trying to convey. Now. The time is now.
 
   Clearing his throat, Julian looked at the door and then back to Ash before saying uncertainly, “I guess I should probably go with them.”
 
   “Yes, of course.” Ash delivered a sly counterfeit smile. “You ride with your wife – Tristan and I will take my car. We’ll be along right behind you.”
 
   “All right then.” Taking a few steps toward the door, Julian paused to turn around and ask, “So…we’re all square here, right? No hard feelings?”
 
   “None at all.”
 
   “Good. I appreciate your understanding.” Extending an arm, he casually offered his hand.
 
   Tristan held his breath and watched with pounding heart.
 
   Watched as Ash took the bait.
 
   Took it and swallowed it…hook, line and sinker.
 
   What followed was a flurry of conflicting emotions that were as readable as they were delectably satisfying.
 
   The surprise on Asher’s face as he felt the unexpected sting against his palm.
 
   The confusion as he lifted his fingers and watched the blood drip from the cut administered with a simple handshake.
 
   The shock as he saw Julian, with a slow spreading grin, allow the dagger to slip from its place inside the long sleeve of his shirt where he’d kept it hidden after Eva secretly returned it to him.
 
   The bewilderment as he turned his head to Tristan, who was supposed to be in clear possession of it.
 
   And the absolute, unmitigated horror when he saw that the item in his trusted friend’s hands was not an iron dagger, but nothing more threatening than a fuzzy brown teddy bear.
 
   Pressed against the wall behind him, forgotten and chalked up as inconsequential, Lina broke the silence with a mischievous giggle. “Fooled you, didn’t I?” She skirted around him and ran over to throw herself into Tristan’s arms, resting her cheek against his chest as he hugged her tightly. “I did it! I wasn’t sure I could keep it up for that long, but I did!”
 
   “I knew you could,” he praised her. “Smart girl. I’m so proud of you, Rabbit.”
 
   Dropping to his knees, Ash doubled over with his face contorted in agony as he screamed, “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO ME!”
 
   Slipping the dagger back into its sheath, Julian calmly told him, “I’d say right about now the impurities in your blood are dissolving. More or less, anyway – not sure how it works on a biological level, but I would assume it must be dreadfully painful. It certainly looks that way. You could attest to that better than me, of course. Why don’t you share with us. Is it very painful?”
 
   “Fucking bastard – I’ll rip your goddamn throat out!”
 
   “Yes. Well. Good luck with that.” Crouching down directly in front of him, Julian caught his gaze with a frosty smile. “You stink of blood, human.”
 
   “NO! No, you can’t do this to me! You can’t fucking DO this to me!” Turning his head to spit a mouthful of blood, he screamed in horror at the sight of one of his fangs lying in the wet pool.
 
   “Too late. It’s already done.” Julian straightened with a smirk. “Couldn’t help you now even if I wanted to. Which, if you’ll excuse my impoliteness for saying so, I don’t.”
 
   Ash was almost sobbing at this point, the bright blue eyes glistening with never-before-seen tears. “No…Christ almighty, Tristan, DO something – HELP me!”
 
   Tristan shook his head sorrowfully. “I can’t help you. I’ve tried. So many times I’ve tried, my old friend, but you’ve proven to me time and time again that you’re beyond hope. You have no integrity. No honor. No sense of loyalty. I was never anything to you but just another mark to take advantage of.” Finding it difficult to watch the panicked delirium of what used to be the world’s most powerful vampire now groveling on his knees, he turned his eyes away. “I’m sorry, Ash. I don’t know if you will ever believe that or not, but I truly, honestly regret that it came to this. I never wanted to hurt you. I really didn’t. But you brought it on yourself.”
 
   “KENDALL…don’t you fucking leave me like this…”
 
   “Come on, Rabbit. Let’s let Mr. Reid have some time alone to reflect.” He ushered Lina away from the room of misery that he hoped to never lay eyes on again. In spite of everything, it gave him no pleasure to see the man suffer. They had all come there fully intending to destroy him, but in a way, this was even more fitting. To Ash, life as a mere mortal was a fate worse than death. It was the harshest punishment they could have inflicted upon him. So in a sense, he had been destroyed after all.
 
   And it was exactly what he deserved.
 
   Julian, a little less sentimental, was inclined to leave him with a parting gift. Fixing the cowering man with a steely glare, he announced his intentions in a clipped, concise voice. “This, you piece of shit, is from my beloved Eva. Something to remember her by.” Drawing back a clenched fist, he landed a vicious blow forceful enough to send his nemesis sailing across the room. Asher’s heavy body slammed against the wall with a meaty whump, his head dangling loosely like a rag doll that had been tossed aside.
 
   None of them bothered to look back as they walked away. However, Julian did call out a last goodbye.
 
   “Do be sure and have a nice life, mate. What’s left of it, that is.”
 
    
 
   ~24~
 
    
 
   What the hell’s going on? Why can’t I talk?
 
   God, I feel sick. My head is spinning. Either that or the earth is suddenly on a tilt. Who the devil was that man carrying me? I hope he isn’t pissed that I threw up all over his shirt. He didn’t yell at me so maybe he’s not too mad. Guess it’s a good thing I don’t know him because that was really humiliating. Well, it’s not like I did it on purpose. I’ll replace his shirt for him if he wants to make an issue of it. I didn’t tell him to pick me up in the first place so he can just jolly well get over it.
 
   This is weird. I don’t even know half these people. That woman in the front seat, that kid…whose car is this anyway? And why are Eva and Julian here? Something must be seriously wrong. Where’s Ash? Why isn’t he here? Dammit, I want to ask them but my mouth doesn’t seem to be working right. Jesus, who taught that man how to drive? Is he going in circles or is it all in my head? I wish he’d stop, I’m dizzy. Ugh. They must have drugged me. Yeah…hey, maybe they’re kidnapping me.
 
   I bet that’s it! That’s got to be it. I know, they’re hoping to get back at Ash for what he did to Eva. That’s what they’re doing! Well, that’s just great. The fucking drama never ends, does it? They’re out of their everloving minds if they think they can get away with this. Holy shit, I can’t even lift my arm, it won’t move! It’s like my muscles don’t work either. What did these assholes do to me? You know what, I’m not even worried, because he’ll come for me and when he does they’ll be sorry they even thought of –
 
   Wait, did someone just ask where the hospital is? Is that where we’re going? Now I’m getting scared. There’s something wrong with me, isn’t there? Shit. I wish someone would just tell me what’s happening.
 
   Oh God, I’m going to throw up again.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   3 days later
 
    
 
   “Hope you had better luck than I did.”
 
   Squeezing into the booth next to Miranda, Lina gave a quick perusal of the hospital cafeteria before responding to Eva’s comment. “That would be a definite negatory. She wouldn’t talk to me either. I made the mistake of trying to tell her a joke and she looked like she was thinking about throwing her dinner tray at me. I’m not even kidding. I got the heck outta there when it looked like she was about to pick it up.”
 
   “I’m guessing she wasn’t a fan of tonight’s mystery meat.” Nick sawed at the dry chicken in front of him with a plastic knife and fork. “Can’t really say I blame her.”
 
   “I told you we should have waited until later,” Miranda fussed good-naturedly. “But, oh no! ‘We might as well go ahead and eat since we’re already here,’ you said. So you just finish your dinner and hush up.”
 
   He reached underneath the table to poke her leg with his fork. “It’s your own fault, woman. You know you’ve got me spoiled with your cooking.”
 
   “Ha! Don’t you try and butter me up, old man.”
 
   “At least you gave it a try, Lina. I appreciate the effort.” From across the table, Tristan offered her a plastic cup. “Chocolate parfait?”
 
   “No thanks.” She beamed at him with a wide grin. “I should probably slow down on the desserts. Would you believe I’ve already gained four pounds?” Not that she was complaining. More like bragging because honestly, she was ecstatic about it. The fact that she was gaining weight meant that she was growing, proving she’d made the right decision when she, along with Nick and Miranda, had traded in the immortal bloodlust for what the Hundeprest blade had to offer.
 
   Humanity.
 
   Julian and Eva were still debating when to do it. Tristan was the only one who seemed reluctant to even consider it. Old habits died hard perhaps, but maybe the true reason was revealed in his response to Eva yesterday when she asked if he was afraid of growing old.
 
   Very quietly he’d told her, “You don’t understand. It isn’t that I’m afraid of growing old. It’s that I’m afraid of growing old alone.”
 
   Personally, it was never a question with Lina. She didn’t have to think it over. Not when she’d already spent decades fantasizing over what it would be like to grow older.
 
   Of course, her metamorphosis hadn’t exactly been what she’d call a walk through the park. Even though Tristan had been gentle with the blade, the whole encounter hurt something awful for what seemed like the longest few minutes of her life. But when it was over, when the searing pain in her veins subsided and finally dissipated altogether, she felt like a brand new person. Someone reborn, with a whole new lease on life. Life as a blossoming young woman.
 
   A woman.
 
   And maybe, just maybe, someday he might look at her with something different in those sterling eyes, something that went deeper than friendly affection. Also, just maybe she had pretended that it hurt for a little bit longer than it really had so he would continue to hold her in his arms and comfort her. That in itself kinda made the whole pain thing worthwhile.
 
   She was over the moon with joy.
 
   “I think she resents me,” Tristan was saying to Eva.
 
   “Resents you? For what?”
 
   “For what we did to Ash. That’s got to be what it is. You should have seen her face when I told her. I know she wasn’t saying much before, but after that was when she just closed up completely. I swear, sometimes the way she looks at me now, it’s like she hates me.”
 
   “Oh, come on now, she doesn’t hate you,” Eva reassured him. “She doesn’t have any reason to. On the contrary, you’d think that since she’s human again she would be glad to know that he is, too. I don’t think it’s that. She probably just hasn’t had enough time to fully recover yet. People get pissy sometimes when they don’t feel well.”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe. You think?”
 
   “Have you spoken to the doctor today?” Julian asked.
 
   “No. He’d already come and gone when I got here. And when I asked Sami what he said, she just gave me the finger and rolled over and went to sleep.”
 
   Eva winced. “Oh. Ouch.”
 
   “Exactly! See what I mean?” Tristan picked up a straw wrapper and started straightening it with fidgety hands. “I’m sorry, but that doesn’t seem like normal behavior to me. Even if she does feel bad.”
 
   “What do we know of normal?” Miranda pointed out. “Few of us can even remember what it was like to be sick.”
 
   “I guess.” He began to fold the wrapper into tiny little squares. “Well, she has been through a lot. Even if she can’t remember any of it, the whole ordeal must have been a huge drain on her.”
 
   “She still doesn’t remember?” Nick’s playful expression sobered.
 
   “No. At least, I don’t think so.”
 
   “You aren’t going to tell her, are you?” Biting her lip worriedly, Eva lowered her voice to a whisper. “About the murders.”
 
   “No. No way in hell. She doesn’t need to know about that.”
 
   Nick exchanged an uneasy glance with his wife. “Tristan…” he began slowly, “…while I do agree that right now isn’t the time, surely you must know that eventually she’s going to find out. And…I don’t know, but don’t you think it would be better coming from you than if she were to find out about it on her own? Or worse, from Ash? You know he isn’t going to keep something like that to himself.”
 
   Tristan hesitated. “Maybe. I don’t know, you’re probably right. I just don’t know how I’m supposed to tell her something like that.”
 
   “Have you seen Ash?” Lina asked curiously. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t even been to the hospital to see Samara. Wasn’t she supposed to be his girlfriend? Didn’t he even care what happened to her? Cripes, what a jerk.
 
   “No. And I don’t want to.”
 
   “Has he even called to check on her?” Eva wondered.
 
   “Not that I’m aware of. ’Course, I don’t think she’d tell me if he had, so who knows? He may have. I don’t know.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why she’s in such a bad mood,” Lina suggested. “Because he hasn’t been to see her.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s a possibility.” Resting his chin on folded hands, Tristan tapped a finger against his mouth as he considered this. “You know, you’re right. That could very well be what’s got her so mad.”
 
   “I know if it was me, I would be upset,” Miranda remarked.
 
   Nick snorted. “Upset? Woman, you’d haul yourself up out of that hospital bed and come looking for my ass. With a baseball bat. That’s what you’d do.”
 
   “You know me too well, Nicky my love.” She linked her arm with his, smiling.
 
   “Are you guys still planning on leaving in the morning?” Eva asked her.
 
   “Yes. There’s really no reason for us to stay any longer. And Lina’s been worried about her horse.”
 
   “That guy Derek better be feeding him like he’s supposed to.” They’d promised to pay him a substantial amount but still, how well did they know the guy? He was just some college student whose number she got off the bulletin board at the tack shop. What if he didn’t bother to show up? Poor Atticus would go hungry. “You think I should call him? Just to make sure?”
 
   Nick chuckled at her concern. “Uh, didn’t you call him yesterday? And didn’t he tell you Atticus was just fine?”
 
   “Yeah, but that was yesterday. Maybe today he forgot.”
 
   “Pumpkin, you worry too much. I’m sure he’s a stable individual. No need to stirrup trouble when there isn’t any.” His eyes twinkled merrily while everyone joined in with his laughter.
 
   “Okay, okay! So I’m a little overprotective,” Lina giggled. “Oh, and you get nine a half for that. Just because I’m feeling generous. Plus it was a twofer.”
 
   “Only nine and a half? Well, you whinny some and you lose some.”
 
   “Stop it!” Reaching across Miranda, she gave Nick’s arm a light slap.
 
   “Do you see this?” he complained. “I get abuse from all sides. If it’s not my wife picking on me, it’s the little Munchkin here. Tell you what, I can’t win living in a household dominated by women.”
 
   “Don’t expect sympathy from me,” Tristan grinned. “Most men would love to have your problem!”
 
   Lina smiled to herself, quietly watching him with adoration and fresh hope in her heart. Her future was no longer set in stone. Change was coming. For better or worse, whatever happened, at least her future would no longer be a duplicate of her present. She didn’t even mind that Nick had called her Munchkin. He wouldn’t be calling her that for long. So why should it bother her now?
 
   It didn’t. Not a bit.
 
   It would never, ever bother her again.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   There was laughter coming from the hallway outside her door.
 
   Pulling the thin covers up over her ears, Sami rolled over in the narrow hospital bed and tried to block out the sound. As much as she tried not to let it bug her, she couldn’t prevent her muscles from stiffening in sullen response. She was so tired of being surrounded by cheerfulness. It was offensive. The laughter. The smiles. The perky friendliness of the nurses as they breezed in and out of her room at all hours. Everyone was so pleasant and accommodating, it made her even more nauseous than the damn physostigmine in her IV drip.
 
   That pungent disinfectant smell wasn’t helping either. Why did hospitals always have the same exact smell? Did they all get their disinfectants and floor cleaners from the same company or something? Yuck. Three days of this crap was enough already. If they didn’t release her soon she was going to lose her shit. Lose it even worse than before.
 
   Not that she could even remember what happened. So much was missing. Her last clear memory was walking on the beach with Ash. She vaguely recalled talking with him while playing in the sand, but the context of the discussion eluded her. When that occurred exactly, she couldn’t be sure. A Friday night, wasn’t it? It didn’t really matter. After that night, her life became nothing more than a forgotten dream that couldn’t be pieced together.
 
   Oh, there were fragments that came to her in random flashes. Sometimes, just as she was drifting off to sleep, an obscure vision of a face or venue would come to her. Like the zoo, for instance. Had she been there, or were her recent memories getting mixed up with those tucked away from her childhood? And swimming. She kept seeing herself swimming far from shore, way out into the cold, deep depths of the Gulf of Mexico. That one didn’t even remotely make sense. She would never do that. She was too afraid of the creatures that might be lurking beneath the surface.
 
   That wasn’t all. There were other images pricking at her subconscious. Faces that weren’t familiar to her. Reflections of places she was sure she’d never been. She could almost swear that at some point she’d talked to Kelly. Not on the phone, but face to face. Was that who she’d gone to the zoo with? Maybe. She wasn’t sure. She couldn’t be sure of anything anymore.
 
   Between those hazy flashbacks, nothing remained of the past weeks but a wasteland of darkness. She’d questioned Tristan, but he revealed very little. She could sense the discomfort there, his reluctance to talk about it. Something in his eyes made her think that there were things he really didn’t want her to know.
 
   Maybe she was better off not remembering.
 
   He did fill her in on the events of the afternoon when she was admitted to the hospital. And what had become of Ash. She kept her expression stoic but inwardly, she was appalled. Because really – was she supposed to be happy that they’d done such a horrible thing to him? Did they expect her to fucking congratulate them and high-five everyone involved? She knew Ash. She knew him better than anyone, and she also knew better than anyone that he could never readapt as a human. He would never be content to go back to living as an inferior mortal.
 
   No one had even bothered to go check up on him. No one cared. They all seemed to think he deserved whatever he was going through. Did he? Well, yeah, maybe. But who the hell were they to judge? Fucking hypocrites. All of them. She hated them. She hated them all for what they did to him.
 
   Especially Tristan. He was the biggest hypocrite of them all. Already he’d contacted the others to let them know of their miraculous “cure”. To offer release from the constraints of vampirism, the promise of a return to normal, traditional life. He made the proposal sound so appealing, like a shifty car salesman trying to convince you that trading in your Ferrari for a minivan was a brilliant move. Yeah, whatever. Who in their right mind would prefer perishable milk over golden honey that stayed sweet forever?
 
   And now, once again, she herself was substandard. Apparently her wish to become one of them had finally been granted, but her brief foray into their world had been cut short, leaving her with nothing. Not even the memories. Even Cinderella could reminisce about the one night she danced as belle of the ball.
 
   But she didn’t even have that.
 
   It was so fucking unfair.
 
   What now? Where was she supposed to go from here? Would Ash even want her anymore? He’d be a completely different person. Devastated, no doubt – his power and pride had been snatched right out from under him. It wasn’t just that he was a mere man now. He was a hopelessly broken man. Would he hold her responsible? None of this ever would have happened if not for her, so wasn’t she to blame?
 
   Maybe that was why he hadn’t come by. Hadn’t called. She’d assumed it was just because he needed time to brood, but could it be that he wanted nothing more to do with her? The few attempts she made yesterday to reach him on his cell phone were fruitless. The calls went straight to voicemail. He didn’t want to talk to anyone, obviously. So in the end she simply left a short, rather awkward message.
 
   Hi, Ash. Um…I keep trying to call but I just keep getting your voicemail so…I don’t know, I hope you get this. Anyway, I just wanted to say that I miss you. And that it doesn’t matter. You know, the other stuff. It doesn’t matter to me. I still love you. So…I just wanted to make sure you knew that. Um…okay then. Well. Talk to you soon, I hope. Bye.
 
   It probably should hurt that he hadn’t come by, and as far as she knew he hadn’t even called the hospital to see how she was. But it didn’t. Not really. He did things in his own time. She was used to that by now. And right now he must be reeling from the shock of having his immortality stolen from him.
 
   Stolen. Yeah, that was exactly the right word for it. Those bastards robbed him.
 
   The door to her room clicked open and she sighed, hoping it wasn’t Tristan again. Or Eva. Ugh, that perfect bitch with her perfect husband – she’d already been here before with flowers in hand, all smiles and sunshine. And why not? She had everything. Everything that Sami had always coveted. And the real kicker? She and Julian were actually considering throwing it all away to go back to their boring old human lives. It was enough to make you laugh until you cried.
 
   But I won’t cry. I won’t.
 
   A willful tear escaped one eye nonetheless, sliding down her cheek to fall on the bleached white pillowcase.
 
   “Are we awake?” An obnoxiously bubbly voice chirped right above her head, and she wanted to slug the petite little nurse who was too damn cheerful for her own good.
 
   “Yes, we’re awake,” Sami mumbled. We’d also appreciate being left alone. Would that be too much to ask of us? Or are we too dense to figure it out?
 
   “These just came for you, sugar. Not sure how they managed to sneak ’em in after visiting hours. I didn’t realize there were any florists in town who would deliver this late. Aren’t they gorgeous? I wanna steal these for myself, they’re so pretty.”
 
   Reluctantly forcing herself to sit up, Sami pushed the tangled tresses away from her face to look at the arrangement the nurse had just brought in. An enormous bouquet of blood red roses mixed with carnations and tulips of the same crimson shade. The list of people who might have sent them was limited – her family wasn’t even aware that she was here. It was better that way. They didn’t need to know.
 
   Her heart picked up its pace. “Who are they from?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know. They’re not mine, I didn’t read the card.” The nurse – her name was Ingrid, if Sami wasn’t mistaken – winked at her with a jaunty grin before checking her IV. “How we doin’, sugar? Can I get you anything? A ginger ale, maybe?”
 
   “No,” Sami told her distractedly. “Not right now. Thanks.” Reaching over to pluck the card out of the holder, she slipped it out of the miniature white envelope. It wasn’t signed, but she immediately recognized his neat handwriting. There wasn’t much to see. Just six words, but they seemed to convey a lot.
 
    
 
   I’m sorry for what I am.
 
    
 
   She stared at it, rereading the message over and over, absorbing the words while trying to understand the meaning behind them. I’m sorry for what I am. Was he apologizing for the past? Expressing sorrow for what he’d become? Or was there some other reference that she was missing altogether?
 
   “Guess you won’t be wanting any more blueberries for a while, hm?” Ingrid teased her, picking up the TV remote. “Mind if I turn this on for just a minute? I wanna see the lottery numbers.”
 
   “No, go ahead.” The nurse’s reference to blueberries was due to the explanation given when she was admitted. That girl – Halina or whatever her name was – had apparently come up with the idea of telling the doctor on call that Sami had ingested deadly nightshade berries after mistaking them for blueberries. Good thing nobody around here was into botany or they might have discovered the flaw in that story, seeing how those particular berries didn’t even ripen until sometime around September.
 
   She only knew that because Ash had mentioned it once. Funny how she was able to retain that useless bit of trivia.
 
   Ingrid was glued to the small TV screen mounted on the wall, tapping the remote against her thigh impatiently. “Come on, nobody gives a hoot about the weather. We already know what that’s gonna be. Hot, hot and more hot. Just gimme the dadburn numbers.”
 
   Yes, for the love of all that’s holy, please give her the dadburn numbers so she’ll take a hike already. Why is my hospital room suddenly the social hub? GO. AWAY.
 
   The lottery numbers were finally announced, though apparently they weren’t the ones Ingrid had been hoping for. “Shoot. Well, looks like I won’t be quitting my job today, will I?”
 
   Sami plastered a stiff smile on her face and attempted to be civil. “Better luck next time.”
 
   “I’m gonna need more than luck. I got three kids to put through college. Well, here you go, sugar.” She handed Sami the TV remote. “Better enjoy your rest while you can. You’re scheduled to be released tomorrow, aren’t you?”
 
   “I think so. Dr. Forester said I could probably go home tomorrow.” Home. Once she left this limbo, would home still be Vestal Sands?
 
   “That’s good news. I know you’re glad to hear it. And listen here, the next time you decide you want some berries, go get ’em from the grocery store and not out in the dadgum woods!” With one last lighthearted grin, Ingrid finally bounced out of the room, closing the door behind her.
 
   Sami rested the back of her head against the flat pillow with a sigh. She wished, more than anything, that Ash would just talk to her, give her some idea what was going on in his head. What the future held for them now. If there even was a future for them anymore. If there was, it was going to be considerably different than anything either of them had envisioned.
 
   I’m sorry for what I am.
 
   She muted the annoying chatter to closed captioning and surfed through several channels, looking for something to take her mind off the questions swimming relentlessly through her fatigued brain. No matter how much she slept, she couldn’t seem to ever wake up completely. She was so tired. Physically and emotionally drained, worn down by months of psychological turmoil. She’d never felt this tired before in her life.
 
   Broken. She felt broken.
 
   Maybe they really were two of a kind.
 
   Her finger paused over the remote on some 24-hour news channel, her attention captured by a vaguely familiar face. A teenage boy from the looks of it, maybe even a young college student, but nobody she knew. So why was the face so familiar to her? She was just able to catch the caption before the screen changed. Liam Winslow – Lynn Haven, Florida. Just up the road. That was only about…what, maybe ten miles from here? But no, she’d never heard the name before. Had she?
 
   The guy with the guitar in his lap is Liam.
 
   Now where did that fleeting recollection come from? Who was it that said that to her? Knitting her brow, she struggled to think. Had he been a guest at the resort maybe? That was a possibility. Spring break. Yeah, that had to be it – he was probably here for spring break. Every teenager within a hundred miles came flocking here between March and April. She may have seen him then. Maybe even spoke to him briefly.
 
   A blurred sentence suddenly jumped out at her from the small TV screen. The new library wing was dedicated to the four boys who lost their lives in the brutal rampage killing on Shell Island, where police still have no leads and no clear motive.
 
   Rampage killing? Here? When the devil had that happened?
 
   Hastily switching from closed captioning to full volume, she listened carefully but the fast-talking reporter had already jumped to another story. Cursing under her breath, Sami closed her eyes and tried once more to place the guy. Where had she seen him?
 
   Liam. That name. She knew it from somewhere…
 
   Surprise. He looked surprised. She could see him smiling at her. He seemed shy.
 
   Outdoors. Sand beneath her feet. The beach. Nighttime. Someone offering her a beer.
 
   Music. An acoustical arrangement, something from the sixties or early seventies.
 
   Do you believe that, Liam? That life is more painful than death?
 
   Running. Screaming. Anger. Fear. So much fear.
 
   Not hers. It wasn’t hers. The fear was someone else’s.
 
   A sick feeling began to form in her stomach.
 
   The memories, when they were finally released, came rushing back to her in a terrible flood, riding a rogue wave of titanic magnitude that slammed into her all at once. Consuming everything in its path. Overwhelming her with its destruction. Sending her spinning and reeling into the cold depths as it knocked down the concrete barriers of her subconscious and scattered everything she had tried so hard to block out.
 
   Asher’s face above hers as he held her underwater.
 
   The couple in the beach house.
 
   Her morbid hallucinations.
 
   The violent hostility.
 
   Arguing with Tristan.
 
   Attacking the boys on the island.
 
   Lying about what she’d done.
 
   Kelly. Her own best friend.
 
   Blood.
 
   Blood.
 
   So much blood.
 
   And she was responsible. For the deaths of those four innocent boys, for the brutal murder of her lifelong friend…she was the only one who could be held accountable. There was no one else to blame. There was no one else there. She’d acted alone. It was her. She was a killer. She was a sick, sadistic killer.
 
   So this was what it felt like.
 
   This was what it meant to live in his world.
 
   A hysterical sob hitched in her throat, her chest heaving as a full-fledged panic attack engulfed her. “Oh God, I can’t…”
 
   I can’t deal with something like this. I was wrong. This isn’t what I wanted. I never wanted to be a monster. I loved him, God knows I would have done anything in the world for him, but if this is the price then every choice I ever made was wrong, wrong and so unbelievably selfish. Because how can I ever forgive myself? How can I live with myself? Every morning for the rest of my life I’ll be forced to wake up with this crushing burden of guilt. Living every day with the faces of those whose lives I’ve destroyed. All because I wanted to live in some kind of dark fantasy. But this isn’t a fantasy, it’s real. There’s no happy ending here, no way of getting past this. It’s over. It’s all over. I can’t live with this. With or without him, I can’t. I just can’t.
 
   Yanking the IV catheter from the back of her hand, Sami kicked the covers to the foot of the bed and dropped to the floor, trying to avoid bumping the side rail where the nurse call remote dangled. Her body quaked all over from the cold, and it wasn’t because of the air conditioning or the flimsy hospital gown. It was a sharp, piercing chill that originated from deep inside her, clutching her very core with the icy fingers of death.
 
   She was dying inside. Her lungs might still suck in shallow breaths, her heart might persist with its stubborn beat, but every other part of her was already dead. And there was no coming back this time.
 
   The window to her room opened sideways, and she was able to push it along the tracks far enough to allow ample space to fit her body through. Maneuvering herself through the opening one leg at a time, she sat on the edge with her feet dangling as she looked down at the twinkling lights of the city. Listening to the sounds of the traffic below. Feeling the warm wind as it caressed her skin. Breathing in the pure night air for the last time.
 
   Five floors up. It didn’t sound like a lot, five stories, but from her bird’s eye view she could verify that it was plenty high. High enough. High enough to put an end to the pain that held nothing of the pleasure that was promised her.
 
   Still clutching the card tightly in one hand, she closed her eyes, spread her arms wide open and let herself fall forward, emulating the graceful swan dive Ash had once taken from his balcony.
 
   I’m sorry for what I am.
 
   I’m sorry.
 
    
 
   ~25~
 
    
 
   Death would have been preferable.
 
   Throwing back his head, Ash polished off the rest of the scotch before flinging the empty bottle into the water. The breaking waves would return it to shore if it remained in one piece; otherwise some unlucky swimmers would end up stepping on shards of glass. He didn’t give a damn one way or the other. The ocean, like everything else, had ultimately betrayed him. Poseidon had been dethroned, and for this fallen god the beach had lost its magic. It was only sand and seawater, after all. Nothing more. Just endless grains of sand and gallon upon gallon of dirty saltwater that smelled of algae and fish. There was nothing special out there. Not anymore. Not for him.
 
   An elderly couple out for a late-night walk turned their faces to admonish him with disapproving looks. As if littering the beach was the worst thing he’d ever done. He paid them no heed. Didn’t even waste his sour liquored breath telling them to fuck off. Didn’t care enough to.
 
   If they’d cared enough to ask, he could have told them that the bottle contained the only salve for his wounds. It was the one compensation afforded to him in his ruination. The fact that he could sufficiently numb himself with copious amounts of alcohol. Small comfort, but at least it was something. Keeping himself thoroughly and effectively shitfaced was the plan now. Yep. That was his life from now on. The ultimate goal of his brief, pathetic mortal life. To drown the misery, the same way he’d drowned her.
 
   How he hated her.
 
   His dark angel.
 
   The catalyst of not only his destruction, but her own.
 
   He didn’t attend her funeral. There was no point. What was he supposed to do there, anyway? Show up to play the part of bereaved lover, solemnly introducing himself to her family and friends, the very ones she’d turned her back on for him? Dress his brittle human body in a suit and tie so he could stand around making nice with Tristan and the others, the very motherfuckers who had succeeded in completely dismantling him? And for what. To gaze at a closed coffin that encased the shattered remains of something wasted. Something that was once a flawless work of art. His work of art.
 
   No. Fuck, no. He couldn’t do it.
 
   Her memories were here. Not there, not in Birmingham. Although what he was supposed to do with those memories, he couldn’t be sure. He wasn’t willing to let them go, and yet they haunted him. Tormented him. Kept him from closing his eyes at night. Whispered in his brain while he tossed and turned in the huge, empty bed with the white satin sheets. The ones he’d bought specifically for her. All because of that fucking song, the one he’d antagonized her with just for fun. The one she’d come to associate with him.
 
   The one he couldn’t seem to stop hearing in his head.
 
   There was a lot of shit that he couldn’t seem to get out of his head.
 
   All planted and cultivated by her, the damn witch. She’d cast some kind of voodoo hex on him, spellbinding him with his lust for her until it consumed him. Until he couldn’t let her go. The woman had somehow slithered beneath his skin and become part of him before he ever had a chance to realize what she was doing. Even now, she was still there. That was the bitch of it. The maddening part. Traces of her remained, and he fucking hated her for that. For leaving so much of herself behind, for not taking those accursed memories with her when she died.
 
   He couldn’t help but wonder why. It was a human trait, he supposed – to analyze in retrospect in an attempt to try and understand. Why she’d chosen to abandon him, to leave him all alone when he was at his weakest. The whole thing made him question whether any of those emotions were even real to begin with. Maybe she’d never truly loved him. Maybe it was just the allure of his dark enigma that drew her to him. The mystery, the intoxicating adrenaline highs, the excitement. And when that was gone, she saw no reason to stick around. Or maybe, like him, the prospect of life as an inferior species was too oppressive a burden to bear.
 
   There were dozens of possibilities. It could have been one of them. It could have been a combination of all of them. It could have been anything. He would never know for sure.
 
   The one thing he did know for sure was that it should have ended with him bumping into her on the boardwalk that day. A few inches. That was all it took to initiate his downfall. His entire life had been shredded to pieces because of something so damned insignificant. If he’d been walking a few inches more to one side, only brushing past her, neither of them would have noticed the other. They would have just kept walking into their respective futures, separate and oblivious. Sedgwick more than likely wouldn’t have hired her, and Ash never would have been aware of the existence of a she-devil known as Samara April Porter.
 
   Fate really stuck it to him with that one. A few lousy inches. It would have been better for both of them if he’d just stepped aside. Then again, he could have stepped aside at any point in their twisted relationship. But he hadn’t. He hadn’t, and he alone knew why even if no one else did. Even if no one had ever believed him capable of whatever parody of emotion would pass for love in his nefarious soul.
 
   Had he loved her?
 
   Christ. Yes. Of course he had.
 
   He could see that now. Now that it was too late.
 
   Staggering to his feet with a curse, Ash stumbled a few times before managing to gain control of his balance. Walking through deep sand was a tricky enough endeavor without the additional hindrance of being drunk off his sorry ass.
 
   Somehow he made it back to the resort without falling. He kept his eyes downcast, not wanting to give anyone reason to initiate conversation. Not that they would. The past few weeks of his vile temper had been enough to isolate the entire staff. They avoided him like the plague now. Even Stuart turned his back and whisked off in the opposite direction whenever he saw the dark thundercloud approaching.
 
   Yeah. That’s what I am now. An unstable black thundercloud, just waiting for the day the sun comes out to break me apart forever.
 
   He missed the slot with the first two attempts to slide his keycard in, but finally the door to 1608 opened and he shuffled inside. Back to his empty room, back to the place that still held her essence. Back to the closet that held her clothes, the refrigerator stocked with her favorite orange soda, the cold pillow that still smelled faintly of her perfume. Back to the stuffed elephant that he, for reasons he couldn’t explain, placed on her side of the bed every morning so it could stare with shiny plastic eyes as if waiting. Not realizing she wasn’t coming back.
 
   It was dark as his mood inside. Dark enough that at first he didn’t notice the silhouette waiting for him. The tall man leisurely sprawled on the sofa, long legs stretched out with both feet propped up on the arm, one alligator boot casually crossed over the other. Like he’d been relaxed enough to just recline there and take a nap while biding his time.
 
   There was no mistaking the deep, lazy drawl. “Well. Howdy there, stranger. Long time no see, huh?”
 
   Drake Sawyer.
 
   A hard, uneasy knot twisted in his gut.
 
   Fear. Dear God, he’d forgotten what a debilitating emotion it was.
 
   Reaching beside him to switch on a lamp, Ash looked down at the vampire lying prostrate on his couch. Both hands were folded behind his thick chestnut hair, a shit-eating grin stretched wide across his clean-cut face. His eyes were hidden beneath the broad brim of a black cowboy hat.
 
   “Sawyer.”
 
   “Reid.” Lifting one finger to push back the brim of his hat, Drake examined him with olive green eyes. “Looks like you’ve seen better days.”
 
   “You might say that.” Swaying slightly, Ash grabbed the edge of the dining table to steady himself. He harbored no illusions about his appearance. What Sawyer saw before him was a scruffy, bleary-eyed sot in wrinkled clothes that reeked of malt whisky. He couldn’t deny that, and didn’t care enough to.
 
   The uninvited guest chuckled softly. “So. The rumors are true. King of the pride ain’t nothin’ more now than a bleating little lamb just waitin’ for slaughter. Lord, but the high and mighty do land hard when they fall, don’t they?”
 
   He couldn’t argue with that.
 
   “I gotta say…” Drake swung his boots to the floor before casually sitting up. “…I’m kinda surprised you’re still here. You musta known this day was comin’. Now you got me wonderin’. Why didn’t you leave?”
 
   Ash shrugged indifferently. “And go where?”
 
   “Hell, I don’t know. You coulda just gone off and disappeared. We both know that ass-kissing lackey of yours wouldn’t’a told nobody where you was. Even if he is the reason you’re in this predicament. So why’d you stick around?”
 
   “This is my home.”
 
   Drake’s eyebrows shot up as he snorted a dry laugh. “Never figured you for the sentimental type.” Removing his hat by the crown, he dropped it on the coffee table.
 
   “Guess you learn something new every day.” Too bad the most important knowledge tends to reach us when it’s far too late to do any good.
 
   “Right.” Smirking, the tall fanger got to his feet and took a few meandering steps in his direction. “Well, I ain’t never been much for small talk. So I’ll get straight to the point. I reckon you already know why I’m here.”
 
   Standing his ground, Ash gazed back at him with bloodshot eyes, saying nothing. There was no point in running. He knew that from experience. How very odd to be on this side, as the prey instead of the predator.
 
   “I’ve heard tell the easiest way to eat crow is while it’s still warm. You ready to take yours while it’s still warm, Reid?”
 
   “Warm, cold – what’s the difference?” A few inches. One step sideways and this all could have been avoided. Samara, my angel…I’m sorry. For both of us.
 
   “Don’t matter none to you, I guess. You’re gonna choke on it either way. But if it’s all the same to you, I prefer my food warm.” Reaching up to weave his fingers through Asher’s ebony hair, he leaned in to whisper, “Oh yeah. I don’t reckon it’s really necessary for me to point this out, but just in case you were wonderin’…? This is really gonna hurt.”
 
   He was lifted and slammed against the wall just before the sharp fangs pierced his throat with no mercy. None. The same amount he’d always reserved for his own victims.
 
   And the one thing, the last fleeting thought that struck Ash as he slowly bled out, was that pain wasn’t nearly as pleasurable as it used to be.
 
   ~*~*~
 
   Brightwood, Oregon 
 
   Thanksgiving eve - 5 1/2 years later
 
    
 
   “Tristan! I’m so glad you finally made it!” Shifting the baby to one arm, Eva reached around his waist with the other to envelop him in a hug. “It’s so good to see you again. Come in and make yourself at home. You know everyone here.”
 
   “Yes…hello.” Smiling, Tristan raised a hand and nodded at the familiar crowd. There were no strangers here. Just the same small group of people he’d spent the last five Thanksgivings with, and Christmas for the past two years.
 
   Lainie Forbes. The quirky gray-haired woman with the lilting brogue and years of wisdom behind her friendly, crinkled eyes. He’d liked her from the moment he first met her. Though she never said anything, he had a strong hunch the shrewd Scotswoman knew more than she let on.
 
   Eva’s mother Abby with her husband, Grant Reynolds. Both of them always warm and welcoming. They were married about two years after Julian and Eva tied the knot, just before the birth of their first grandchild.
 
   And, of course, Julian. No longer an immortal, but now a fairly well-known music composer and more importantly, proud father of two. First to Radley Dane, and more recently to little eleven-month-old Rowan April.
 
   He never felt like an outsider with this bunch. They all accepted him as part of the family, though only Julian and Eva were aware of his nonhuman status. And perhaps Lainie. But he was relaxed and completely comfortable here among these humans. Maybe that said something about him. A thousand times over the past five years he’d wondered if he wouldn’t be happier as a mortal himself. The dagger called to him sometimes, tempting him from the safe deposit box where he kept it locked away. Having no more use for it, Julian had relinquished possession to him.
 
   Many of the others had been eager to take advantage of what the blade had to offer. Some, like Marco and Drake, had elected to remain in their present state. They weren’t told of the dagger’s existence, of course – only that there was a remedy available should they ever decide to make the transition. The group as a whole had been disbanded with the death of Asher. There was no more governing force. No alpha to answer to. No more laws. The few remaining immortals were free to make their own decisions. Whether those decisions were smart or otherwise, the choices were theirs to make, the resulting consequences all their own.
 
   Someday he would make use of the dagger himself. Someday when he no longer dreaded the waning of his youth, the inevitable decline of his strength. When he wasn’t trying to be strong all on his own. Alone.
 
   But for now, his youth and his strength were all that he had.
 
   “How was your drive?” Abby was asking him.
 
   He cocked his head with a shrug. “Traffic on the interstate wasn’t nearly as bad as I expected. I don’t know, maybe everyone’s flying this year.”
 
   “I don’t know why you didn’t just fly out,” Eva commented. “It’s an awfully long drive from Montana just for a four-day weekend. You must be worn out.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not all that long. It’s a scenic drive too, so that makes the time go by faster.” When you had all the time in the world, a mere thirteen hours seemed an insignificant drop in the bucket. Besides, he preferred traveling on his own schedule.
 
   “Speed Demon here could probably beat the plane by an hour,” Abby joked, nudging her husband playfully.
 
   “It’s called making good time,” Grant informed her cheerfully.
 
   Smiling at the towheaded baby girl in Eva’s arms, Tristan chucked her underneath her pudgy chin. She stuck a finger in her mouth with a slobbery grin before shyly burying her face in her mother’s shoulder. “Hello, cutie pie. She’s really gotten big since last time I saw her.”
 
   “Yeah, and she’s walking now, Lord help us all.” Eva bent down to set her on her chubby feet, holding her little hands to help her balance. “Show Uncle Tristan how you can walk, Rowan. Can you go see Daddy? Walk to Daddy.”
 
   “Come here, jellybean.” Julian held out his hands. “Come to Daddy.”
 
   Still grinning, she let go of her mother’s fingers and toddled unsteadily across the room into her father’s arms, giggling as he tossed her in the air before resting her on his knee. “Da-da-da-da,” she chanted as he bounced her up and down.
 
   “That’s my sweet poppet,” Lainie praised her. “Ye’ll be runnin’ about with yer brother in no time, ye will!”
 
   As if on cue, a series of loud clomps demanded their attention as a feisty four-year-old jumped noisily down the steps, taking them one at a time with both feet.
 
   “Twistan!” Reaching the bottom, the little auburn-haired boy ran over and latched onto his arm, swinging from his bicep as if it were a tree branch.
 
   Tristan chuckled. “Hey there, sport. I’m surprised you haven’t forgotten me.”
 
   “Of course he hasn’t forgotten you,” Eva said. “He remembers you and Jules putting his swing set together last summer. He’s had so much fun with that thing. I can hardly get him to come inside anymore.”
 
   “Good. Boys are supposed to play outside. Speaking of which, I might have a present or two for the kids in the trunk of my car. I’ll go out and get them later.”
 
   “Couldn’t wait for Christmas, huh?”
 
   “Nope.” He winked at the little boy.
 
   “You gots me a pwesent?” Radley’s eyes widened hopefully.
 
   “I may have. If you’re good, we might go see what it is in a little while. Okay?”
 
   “Okay. I be good. Hey, me an’ Li-li made a fort in my woom. Outta my blankets. An’ Pookie jumped on ’em and messed it all up. It was funny!”
 
   Tristan already knew who Pookie was. He was the spunky Dachshund Julian had brought home to cheer Eva up after Rio passed on last year. The other name, however, didn’t ring any bells.
 
   “Is that right? Who’s Li-li?”
 
   “Oh, yes.” A strangely devious smile spread across Eva’s face. “I completely forgot to mention, we have an extra guest this year. Just plain slipped my mind.” Her twinkling green eyes shifted over to the staircase, and he followed her gaze to…
 
   Holy. Smoking. Guacamole.
 
   He froze at the sight of the vision descending the staircase. Even with the child swinging rambunctiously from his arm, with five other adults and a baby filling the room with their chatter, there was silence in his ears and nothing else to see. Nothing but her.
 
   The stunning young woman with skin the hue of a ripe peach and eyes the color of warm chocolate. Her pink lips curved into the sweetest, most kissable smile he’d ever seen in his life as he wordlessly stared. Skimming the top of her boots, a clingy teal sweater dress hugged the most delectable curves imaginable. A black belt cinched her slim waist above hips that just begged to be gripped tight, and damned if he wasn’t lost in the fantasy of doing that right now. She tossed her head, the shoulder-length blonde hair shining about her head like a fallen halo.
 
   He knew who she was in an instant. Of course he did – he would know those huge brown eyes anywhere. They’d kept in touch via the occasional email, but he hadn’t seen her in person in nearly five years. She’d been busy with college; he’d been busy with his restaurant. But for some reason, being in her presence, he felt completely and utterly tongue-tied.
 
   She laughed then, and amazingly her beauty was only magnified. In a voice that was more sultry than he remembered, she teased, “What’s the matter? Don’t you recognize your little Rabbit?”
 
   My little Rabbit. God help me, that childish nickname suddenly sounds ridiculously provocative coming from that mouth.
 
   He finally managed to unthaw enough to speak. “Lina. Um…wow. You’ve really…”
 
   “Grown?” Her doe-like eyes sparkled mischievously.
 
   “Yeah.” He laughed self-consciously. “Yeah. That’s one way of putting it.”
 
   She sauntered over to grab the boy clinging to his arm and lifted him to plaster his cheek with kisses. “C’mere, ya little monkey! I gotcha now, don’t I?”
 
   “Nooo!” Shrieking with laughter, he wriggled out of her grasp and galloped over to face-plant himself on the loveseat beside his father. Then, just for good measure, he rolled over to balance on his head with his legs propped against Julian’s shoulder.
 
   Standing on her tiptoes, Lina wrapped her arms around Tristan’s neck and granted him a kiss of his own, though to his absurd disappointment this one was also on the cheek. “And one for you. It’s really good to see you again, Tristan.”
 
   Her soft hair brushed against his arms as he hugged her back. Every other part of her was just as soft, and he found that he was reluctant to let her go. She was so familiar, and yet so different. Beneath the faint aroma of her healthy blood, he caught a whiff of the sweet smell of honeysuckle. He’d never realized that such an innocent scent could be so seductive.
 
   “It’s good to see you, too.” He didn’t mean to whisper the words, but they came out sounding husky just the same. It was strange to find that his strong urge to protect her hadn’t diminished, even though the grown woman before him clearly had no need of protection. Well, on the other hand, maybe she did. Someone might need to step up and protect her from him.
 
   For the next two hours, through all the pleasantries and small talk, he found his eyes constantly drawn to her like a magnet. It was absurd that he would be this amazed by the change in her. After all, what did he expect? That she would still resemble a fifteen-year-old girl? She had grown up, as they both knew she would. And now she was all woman, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her. Which was a bit disconcerting, considering he’d never thought of her as an adult before.
 
   He was glad of the distraction when they all finally loaded up to head to the Phantom Ridge Inn for dinner. This was an event that had become somewhat of a yearly custom. The night before Thanksgiving was a light meal out, then Lainie, Eva and her mother made all the traditional dishes the next day. There was invariably enough food to keep a small army stuffed for a week. For Tristan, whose career as a chef kept him constantly in the kitchen, it was always a welcome break.
 
   “Do you remember the first time I brought you here, butterfly?” Julian asked Eva after they were seated.
 
   “How could I forget?” Looking up from the bib she was tucking around Rowan’s neck, Eva shot him a blithe grin. “I kept looking for an escape route.”
 
   “As if I would ever let you get away,” he chuckled.
 
   “It’s not like I didn’t try. Darn wolves.”
 
   “Hold your tongue! The wolves are the very reason I send a nice fat donation to the National Wildlife Federation every year. I have to thank them somehow.”
 
   “Wolves? What am I missing?” Abby wondered, shaking her head in bewilderment.
 
   “Long story, Mom. Maybe someday I’ll tell it to you. Although I doubt you’d ever believe it.” Eva and Julian exchanged secretive smiles, and Lainie suddenly became very engrossed in reading the menu, though behind it her eyes were twinkling. Tristan couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy. He’d never seen two people so in love. Maybe it hadn’t started out that way for them, but somehow they’d managed to find the right path to take. For them, something that began in cold darkness ended in sunshine and a loving happily-ever-after.
 
   He’d long ago stopped wondering about his own what-ifs with Samara. There was no saving someone who was determined at every point to go rushing off in the wrong direction, chasing after the pied piper of self-destruction. Her story was tragic in the way it all ended, but he couldn’t go on blaming himself. The blame was better off resting where it belonged – six feet beneath a headstone with Asher Reid’s name etched across it.
 
   At his elbow, Lina asked, “How’s the restaurant business in Yellowstone?”
 
   “Very busy. A little too busy sometimes. I hired a new manager recently though, so that should take some of the burden off me. He’d been a big help. I think it’s going to work out just fine.”
 
   “Good to know. All work and no play makes Tristan a dull boy.”
 
   “On the flip side of the coin, all play and no work and you wind up with a home overrun with these!” Julian ruffled his son’s hair lovingly. Radley gave his father a cherubic smile and continued playing quietly with the Leapfrog Tristan had brought him.
 
   “How are Nick and Miranda?” Eva inquired. “Have you seen them lately?”
 
   “I went to visit them about a month ago,” Lina told her. “They’re fine. I think Miranda’s had her fill of the country life, though – she was dropping hints about moving to Boston. Nick just kept rolling his eyes.”
 
   Tristan had to laugh. “I was waiting for that. Honestly, I have to hand it to her. I’m surprised she lasted this long.”
 
   “Me, too. She gave it a good run, but I guess you can only put up so many jars of marmalade before you start going stir crazy. Only bad part is we’ll have to find a new home for Atticus, but I hardly ever get to see him anymore anyway. Nick has gotten really attached to him though, so I don’t know. We might be looking for a boarding farm in Boston.”
 
   “Are those yer parents, lamb?” Lainie asked.
 
   “My adoptive parents, yes ma’am. My birth parents died when I was…younger.”
 
   Grant leaned forward on his arms. “Did I hear you say you were enrolled at USC?”
 
   “I was. I got my Bachelor’s degree last year. Still living in Los Angeles, but instead of school now I’m working as a video game designer.”
 
   The young waiter who had just appeared at their table promptly offered a proposal with a jokingly deadpan face. “Marry me.”
 
   Flushing a rosy shade of pink, Lina merely smiled while everyone around her burst out laughing. After they’d all placed their orders, she discreetly turned her attention back to Tristan. “Are you staying with Jules and Eva?”
 
   “No, they don’t really have the space. I made reservations at a bed and breakfast over by the Sandy River.”
 
   The corners of her lips turned up slightly. “Wildwood?”
 
   “Yeah. How’d you know?”
 
   “Because that’s where I’m staying.”
 
   Oh, that is it. I am SO taking this as a sign. Biting back a grin, he tried his best to sound nonchalant. “Are you? Awesome. I guess I’ll be seeing you there, then.”
 
   “Why don’t I just go back with you after dinner since I rode here with Grant and Abby? I won’t need my car tonight. I checked in earlier this morning so my stuff’s already there. Would that be okay?”
 
   “Sure, we can do that.” Now that she’d made the suggestion, he desperately wanted dinner to be over with already. He suddenly wanted nothing more than a few moments alone with her. For what, he wasn’t sure. She’d just asked for a ride, for heaven’s sake. For all he knew, she might have a serious boyfriend back in L.A. As a matter of fact, he’d be surprised if she didn’t. It was a little unsettling how distasteful he found the idea.
 
   One very long hour later, she was sliding into the passenger seat of his Nissan 370Z. After all the chatter and bustling activity of the restaurant, the quiet inside the small coupe was almost a shock to the system. The minute he settled in and shut the door, a very noticeable silence enveloped the closed-in space. Lina didn’t seem bothered by it. She was calmly gazing out the window at the dark clouds in the night sky, saying nothing.
 
   “Let’s get some heat going in here,” he commented as he reached for the heater control. He only said it to break the silence, but the minute the words were out of his mouth he realized how unintentionally suggestive they sounded. “It’s getting cold outside,” he added hastily.
 
   “Uh-huh.” She looked like she wanted to laugh, but maybe he was imagining it.
 
   “Temperature drops fast here at night, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Feels that way.”
 
   “Looks like we’re about to get some snow.”
 
   “Mm. Maybe.”
 
   “The kids’ll probably enjoy that.”
 
   “Yeah, probably.”
 
   Okay, so they’d covered the weather. Was the whole twenty minute drive going to be this awkward? Strange how much of a difference five years could make. He never used to have trouble talking to her. Then again, she never used to make him feel hot under the collar either. What was the matter with him? This was Lina, his Rabbit, the girl he always regarded as a niece or maybe a little sister. Why, all of a sudden, did she seem like a stranger?
 
   He backed the car out of the parking spot, lowering the window just long enough to wave at Radley, who was making silly faces from the back seat of his parents’ SUV.
 
   “He really likes you,” Lina remarked, turning her face to watch him.
 
   “Yeah, he’s a handful and a half, that one.” It was difficult to keep his attention on the road when he was so hyperaware of the way she was observing him. “Looks a lot like Eva, doesn’t he?”
 
   “His hair does. I think he has Julian’s eyes though.”
 
   “True. They’re dark like his. They were blue when he was a baby.”
 
   “Were they?”
 
   “Uh-huh. Rowan’s were too, and now they’re sort of hazel green.”
 
   “She is a beautiful baby. I’m glad they were able to conceive. I wondered about that. You know, whether we’d be able to after…” There was a pause. “Well. After.”
 
   “Hoping for a little bambino of your own?”
 
   “Me? No way, José. Definitely not.” She shook her head, and once again he caught the clean, fresh scent of her hair. “Not anytime soon, anyway.”
 
   Well, that was a relief. Although he wasn’t quite sure why.
 
   “New car?” she asked, tapping her fingers against the dashboard.
 
   “Fairly new. I’ve only had it for about two months.”
 
   “I figured. Still has that new car smell.”
 
   He allowed himself an appraising sidelong look at her. “You smell pretty good yourself. What is that scent?”
 
   “A-positive,” she replied without missing a beat. One corner of her mouth quirked up impishly.
 
   “That wasn’t quite what I meant,” he murmured, chuckling softly to himself.
 
   “Should I be concerned that you like the way I smell?”
 
   He hesitated briefly before answering, glibly but honestly, “Yes. You should.”
 
   “Just so you know…if you’re considering having me for dessert, I’d think twice.”
 
   “Oh? Why’s that?”
 
   “I’m a black belt in karate.”
 
   Sweetheart, if you only knew…it isn’t your neck you should be guarding. “Not to worry. I made a point of taking care of my appetite before I left.”
 
   “Did you?” Her perceptive eyes were still watching him intently. “And what appetite would that be? We are talking about blood here, aren’t we?”
 
   “I was. What were you talking about?”
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her bite her lip with a smile.
 
   “You’re not afraid of me, are you?” he demanded.
 
   “No. I’m not afraid of you.”
 
   “Good. ’Cause I was just kidding around. You know I would never hurt you. I mean, I hope you know me better than that.”
 
   “Yes. I think I know you pretty well.” Finally pulling her gaze away from him, she looked down at the folded hands in her lap before asking the exact thing he’d been wondering about her. “So. What else is new with you? Dating anybody interesting?”
 
   “No. I don’t really have a lot of spare time. I spend most of it at the restaurant. I’m always working, seems like.” His tongue glided self-consciously across the roof of his mouth. “Besides, this is just a little too hard to explain.”
 
   “This? You mean your current status as one of the last remaining fangers?” Pushing impatiently at the seat belt, she bent one knee up and shifted her body sideways to face him. “That’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. How come you haven’t remedied that situation yet?”
 
   Tristan considering her question carefully, wondering how much he should tell her. In the end, he opted for the truth in its simplest form. “That’s a little hard to answer. I’m not sure, really. Maybe I was waiting for the right person to come along before I took such a permanent step.”
 
   The headlights of a passing car lit up her face for just a moment, spotlighting the amusement there. “I see. You’re avoiding dating because you’re a vampire, but you don’t want to do anything about being a vampire until you find the right person. What is that, kind of a chicken-and-the-egg thing? You do realize that’s not going to work, right?”
 
   Analyzed out loud, it did sound pretty illogical. But instead of trying to come up with an explanation that he didn’t have, he chose to ask, “How about you? There must be a whole slew of boyfriends waiting back in L.A. for you.”
 
   She smiled coyly. “Oh, I’ve dated plenty. Trouble is, they don’t tend to stick around for long.”
 
   “Why?” Are they intimidated? Or just butt ass stupid? Those were the only two reasons he could fathom why any straight male in his right mind would walk away from someone like her.
 
   “Most guys aren’t interested in confirmed virgins.” Her shoulders hitched in a careless shrug.
 
   Is it just me or is it suddenly hard to breathe in here? His grip tightened around the steering wheel. “Um…not that it’s any of my business, but may I ask why…uh, why?”
 
   “Why am I a virgin?”
 
   He hadn’t meant to come off as a drooling pervert, but it occurred to him that she might read it that way. “Well, I didn’t mean to make it sound like that. I just wondered if there was some reason you weren’t interested in maintaining a serious relationship.”
 
   “Maybe I was waiting for the right person to come along, too.”
 
   Yes. It is most definitely getting hard to breathe in here. “Oh.”
 
   She shook her head again with a subdued laugh. “You’re funny.”
 
   “Funny? How so?”
 
   “Come on, Tristan. You can’t be that blind. You’re seriously going to sit there and pretend that you never once noticed your little Rabbit was head over heels in love with you?”
 
   There was a fleeting moment of silence as her unexpected bombshell leveled him. Did she just say…
 
   Braking suddenly, he shifted the car into park and turned to stare at her with his mouth partway open. Fortunately they were on the isolated dirt road leading to the river, so there was no other traffic around. Not that it would’ve made a damn bit of difference. The only thing that mattered to him right now was making sure he hadn’t misunderstood. “Come again?”
 
   “Oh, don’t act like you didn’t hear me. I said, I spent the last –”
 
   He didn’t give her a chance to finish. Before he could change his mind and stop himself, he completely surrendered to wild impulse, pressing his mouth against hers, tangling his fingers in her silky blonde hair and holding on for dear life. His spontaneous passion was rewarded. She parted her lips to flick her tongue against his in a way that set his pounding heart on fire, burning him with a desperate need too long denied. His soul rejoiced in her willing response, as if she already knew this would happen, had been waiting for it all along. Waiting patiently for the day when she would no longer be suspended in time.
 
   And maybe some dormant part of him had been waiting as well. Because if he’d had any doubts about whether this might feel weird, they were all obliterated in the sweet perfection of that kiss. Nothing had ever felt so right.
 
   When he finally pulled back, it was only to catch his breath. And to gaze into the wonder of those earthen eyes smoky with desire. It was wildly exhilarating to know that she was just as affected, that she felt it as strongly as he did.
 
   “You know, Montana is really beautiful,” he told her breathlessly.
 
   “So I’ve heard.”
 
   “You’d probably like it there.”
 
   “I’m sure I would.”
 
   “I was thinking maybe you should come visit me sometime.”
 
   “I might just do that.”
 
   “I was thinking, soon.”
 
   “The sooner the better, I always say.”
 
   “I gotta warn you, my place isn’t that big, but –”
 
   “Tristan?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Shut up and kiss me again.”
 
   She didn’t have to tell him twice. If the first kiss sparked fireworks, then this one triggered a supernova, the stellar explosion of a dying star who was reborn with her touch. There, in the middle of a deserted road with only the darkness and the forest surrounding them, Tristan felt something he’d never felt before. For the first time in his long, empty existence, he knew what it was to be needed. Not for what he could do or for what he had to give. But to be wanted with no strings attached, just a pure and unconditional love that was given simply because it was hers to give.
 
   A pair of bright headlights cut short their embrace as an advancing car slowly approached from the rear. Reluctantly, he released Lina to put the car back in drive and move out of the way before they wound up on the bad side of an insurance claim.
 
   Still tasting her on his lips, he drew his tongue across them while looking over at her with a primal hunger that had nothing to do with bloodlust. “We should probably take this somewhere else.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.” Her smile was beautiful. So beautiful, he felt his heart ache with a hundred swirling emotions. How, in all these years, had he never noticed it before? The magic in that sweet, familiar smile…
 
   He reached for her with one arm, and she automatically grazed his palm to lace her fingers with his. Hand in hand, they drove off into the night together, towards a future that was less unchanging but infinitely more promising.
 
   The storm clouds parted.
 
   And for them, the darkness wasn’t nearly so dark anymore.
 
    
 
   ~*~*~
 
    
 
   “To himself everyone is immortal; he may know that he is going to die, but he can never know that he is dead.” ~Samuel Butler
 
    
 
   ~*~*~
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   ~*~*~
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading the Immortal Touch trilogy! I really hope that you found all three books entertaining and worthy of your time. If you enjoyed this collection (or even if you thought it stunk), please remember that a review on Amazon is always highly appreciated. As the reader, your opinion matters to me. I couldn’t do this without you.
 
   ~Allie
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