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Madison, Wisconsin
Friday, May 14th, 1999
The itch burned in the base of his skull, dangerously strong, as Gabriel Chapel watched his prey through the haze of cigarette smoke.
She sat at the bar with her back to him, her face in shadowed profile as she talked to her two friends. Gabriel had no trouble finding her scent amidst the smells of smoke and sweat and beer that permeated the place; the absence of his scent-mark on her was a provocation he found increasingly difficult to ignore. He stifled the need to get up, to go to her. It had been hard to wait, but he wanted her undivided attention when the time came, needed to keep the disruption to her schedule as unobtrusive as possible.
She wasn’t smiling tonight. She was jittery, playing with her drink, shifting in her seat, sensing his scrutiny as she’d begun to do over the last couple of weeks. Gabriel reached out with a psychic caress, the thought brushing over her defenses like a breath of wind against closed shutters, and noted with satisfaction the shiver she couldn’t quite suppress.
Her searching gaze slid harmlessly past him, foiled by the low-level psychic broadcast he was projecting. Look elsewhere, that insidious mental whisper said. You never even saw me. His prey was just as susceptible as any other human, and yet, as she passed over him there was a hesitation that hadn’t been there before.
He leaned forward, watching her, his lips curling upward just at the corners.
She was learning him already and he hadn’t even started.
* * * *
Amanda Bairns found herself scanning the faces around her—again—and wondered who she was looking for.
The bar was packed with University of Wisconsin-Madison students celebrating the end of finals, just as she and Brandy and James were doing. Normally, Amanda liked the press of people, the odd mix of camaraderie and anonymity that was part and parcel of State Street on a Friday evening, but tonight she couldn’t shake the itching between her shoulder blades, the hint of a breath on the back of her neck.
“You know, I thought once the Business Law exam was out of the way I’d stop feeling so paranoid,” she commented to Brandy.
“I told you your professor wasn’t out to get you specifically.” Brandy poked at the sunken cherry of her brandy old-fashioned, the tiny black straw too small to be used for much besides fishing out muddled fruit. “Have another drink, you’ll feel better.”
Amanda shook her head, the very thought making her shoulders hunch defensively. Her gut said she needed her wits about her, and she trusted her instincts. Even if my instincts have been saying the same damn thing for the last week or more. “I have to work tomorrow.”
“At noon.” James leaned over the bar so he could see her around Brandy, just to make sure Amanda couldn’t miss the eyeroll. “It’s not like you have to drive home.”
“Drunk on the bus has never appealed to me.” Amanda toyed with her half-empty gin and tonic, spinning the tumbler in idle circles, and unapologetically changed the subject. “Are your parents doing another cruise this summer?” she asked James.
“Yeah, Alaska again. They’re leaving Memorial Day weekend.” He grinned devilishly. “I’m already making plans.”
As she and Brandy made their usual pledges to help with the cleaning up, Amanda forced her paranoia to the back of her mind. Brainstorming ideas for the party James wanted to hold at his parents’ house was just the distraction she needed.
Amanda girl, the only premonition you need to be worrying about is how many pizzas we’re going to need to order.
* * * *
Gabriel stopped probing his prey’s defenses and let her relax for a little while. Her psychic shields were crude but strong: much stronger than the natural defenses of her friends, or most of the humans in the bar, for that matter. All humans had some rudimentary mental barriers to buffer them from outside thoughts and emotions, but most never developed their gifts enough to need the sturdy—if piecemeal—shields his prey had. Not that he couldn’t get through her shields; he just couldn’t do it from here without her noticing. When she was looking at him, though, with her hazel-brown eyes fixed on his, her guarded expression slowly melting in response to a joke or a smile…then it was almost disappointingly easy.
Once she was his, her shields wouldn’t matter. Gabriel watched her nervous fiddling slow and then stop altogether as she fell into animated conversation with her two cohorts, leaning forward and talking with her hands as she tended to do when she was excited. In no time at all she was dominating the discussion, taking over as if she had every right to do so. Though the bar was loud, Gabriel’s sensitive ears filtered out the excess noise, just as the dim lighting and the shadows could not hide her features from his gaze. Her reddish-brown curls were pulled back from her face but fell in careless waves to cover the nape of her neck, the perfect offset to the long, graceful exposed throat.
His head throbbed in time with her pulse, each beat a thundering chorus of Mine! Mine! Mine! Anticipation made his fangs tremble in their sockets, but he forced the muscles to relax. Not yet. Soon, tonight, but not yet. Despite his efforts he tasted venom on his tongue, bitter as briars, and felt it weeping down the backs of his fangs.
“Fancy seeing you here.”
The other chair at his table scraped against the floor. Few creatures would be able to notice him under that look-away aura Gabriel was hiding behind, but Paul Galati was definitely one of those few. Gabriel kept his gaze on his prey and said nothing as his son sat down. He felt the movement of Paul’s head more than saw it, but even so his teeth clenched and his lips started to curl back. Mine. Gabriel stifled the protective urge, but couldn’t make himself relax until Paul turned to face the other direction.
“So that’s the way of it.” Paul’s voice and scent were both carefully calm, but that meant nothing. He stroked his dark beard. “Isn’t it a bit soon? Cian was, what, 1848?”
“Forty-nine,” Gabriel corrected absently. Cian had left Madison hardly a century ago. Paul was right, it was too soon, but two hundred years was only an average. Gabriel shrugged and dismissed Paul’s concern. The itch came when it came, as inevitable as morning.
Paul refused to be put off. “You’re making the natives restless.”
With a snort, Gabriel finally glanced away from his prey, his eyes finding the growing knot of skinshifters that was gathering in the far corner. Immune as they were to any kind of psychic influence, the shape-shifting fae were, of course, also among the few. While it was true that Gabriel usually left the campus and the Square to the rest of Madison’s unseen communities, it was only tradition. A politeness. Without moving his head, he met his son’s worried gaze.
“Nothing bars me from the isthmus.” Gabriel’s mild, even tone betrayed no hint of the eagerness slowly consuming him. “If someone takes exception to my unusual excursion here, they can take it up with me, not hide behind a proxy.” His ears caught the grumbles from the group in the corner, just as he knew perfectly well that they could hear every word he said. Isolde’s hearing had always been better than his, and she had taught him well the abilities and limitations of her original people.
“Stop teasing them,” Paul chided. “The state you’re in, I hardly wanted to talk to you.”
Gabriel smiled, but his attention was already being drawn back to his prey. “They won’t have to put up with my presence much longer.”
It was time. While he enjoyed pushing the boundaries of his self-control, he knew his own limits. The itch built over several months to give him time to find a suitable candidate, though often enough he didn’t recognize it until it was too late. He would find himself already fixated on his prey, his subconscious having chosen for him.
This was one of those times.
He knew from long centuries of experience that the itch would drive him to take her eventually, regardless of whether he wanted a fledgling. Not that he didn’t relish each contest, but occasionally it could be damned inconvenient.
Gabriel closed his eyes and let the need sweep through him, gave himself to it, savored the rush of expectation. The itch grew until his whole body ached with it, his vision growing hazy at the edges; but just like with the hunger, once he stopped fighting it he could channel it, could use all that demanding, shrieking energy in pursuit of his prey.
The ache evened out into a buzz that made every line and shadow jump into sharp focus, every sound resonate with extra clarity, every scent burst with complex nuances of emotion and health, environment and habit. His skin all but quivered under the stirring air. Yes. Now.
Gabriel wrapped himself in an aura of harmless amiability, checking one last time to make sure no hint of his true nature peeked through before dropping the aura that hid him from the humans. Look away slid into you like me with hardly a ripple. He touched the thoughts of the boy sitting next to his prey and told the boy’s subconscious it was time to go home. As the oblivious student rose to his feet, Gabriel shot Paul a mischievous grin. “Besides, I wouldn’t want to show up to your latest wedding without a date. The last time I was fairly mobbed with female relatives, if you recall.”
Paul sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “By all means, bring her to the wedding.” If she survives, he added, his voice a whisper in Gabriel’s mind.
Already moving to claim the vacated bar stool, Gabriel didn’t bother looking back. The hunting grin was all in his thoughts anyway, not on his face.
* * * *
Amanda was only dimly aware of the guy next to her leaving, but a moment later a new voice stopped her mid-sentence.
“Well, that’s a bit of luck, isn’t it?”
Turning away from Brandy and James, she watched Gabriel Chapel settle in on the seat next to her. She smiled at him, her heart speeding up just a little. Relax, you, she scolded herself. You hardly know the guy. “Hey,” she said by way of greeting, her friends echoing her. Brandy giggled. Amanda kicked her. “How are you?”
“Not too bad. Feel like I’ve been through a wringer, but at least that’s done with for another semester.” He rested both elbows on the bar and faced her with his chin on his shoulder.
If he wasn’t so supremely relaxed Amanda would’ve assumed he was posing, because the position showed off not only his muscular arms, but also his strong, chiseled features and finely sculpted lips. Not to mention his eyes, which changed color from blue to gray to green, depending on the light. Amanda felt her stomach begin to knot and quickly turned away.
“We were just talking about…um…” Shit, she’d totally forgotten. She stared at Brandy with wide, panicked eyes. Why does my brain turn to mush around the pretty ones? Although it wasn’t so much Gabriel’s looks as his looks; the blatant, unflappable self-confidence and good humor she saw in his face the few times they’d talked had made a bigger impression on her than his features had. He wasn’t exactly handsome by conventional standards—his nose was a little too strong, his hair a muddy brown-gold that could barely be called blond—but striking, yes, definitely striking. Sexy with a capital S, you mean.
“Finals,” Brandy supplied with a knowing grin. “Amanda has also been through the wringer, as you might’ve noticed.”
“Thanks, Brandy,” Amanda muttered, spinning her tumbler on the polished wood.
“Happens to the best of us.” Gabriel squinted at her as if trying to remember something. “Marketing, right? You said this is your third year in Madison?”
“Yep.” The tumbler spun faster, the remnants of her drink sloshing dangerously close to the rim. Out of the corner of her eye she saw him smile.
“So what do you think of my fair city?”
She glanced over at him, furrowing her brow a little. My city? Arrogant much? With a mental shrug, she said, “You mean other than being the biggest small town in the country?”
He cocked his head to one side. “How so?”
Amanda spoke more to the tumbler than to him. “Everyone knows everyone here. It’s like, if the rest of the country needs six degrees of separation, in Madison you only need three. I mean, I’m not even from here and I can’t go anywhere without running into someone who knows someone else I know. It’s not a bad thing, but I swear it’s beyond all normal probability.”
Brandy and James were natives to the area and had never understood why she found Madison such an odd city. Gabriel turned in his seat to face her a little more squarely, leaving one elbow on the bar so he could still lean against it, cool and casual, but when Amanda looked up she thought that his eyes were too bright, too interested, to quite fit with his relaxed posture. Her heart gave another little lurch and her cheeks heated under that not-so-casual regard, and to her own mortification, she started to babble.
“And it’s not a very impressive city, visually. From the Beltline or the Interstate it just looks like suburbia, and there’s no skyline because of that goofy law about not blocking the view of the Capitol, and the streets are a freaking mess downtown. It reminds me a lot of Point, er, Stevens Point, you know, up north? But bigger. Except Point has a river instead of these stupid lakes. I mean, why build a big city on an isthmus where there’s limited square footage and then make it illegal to build up?”
She managed to cut herself off and started stirring her drink with the stupid black straw, because if she kept spinning the glass she was going to tip the thing over. With her luck, all over Gabriel. Nice one, Amanda girl. He tries to start a conversation and all you do is bash his hometown. Assuming it is his hometown. Hell.
But he didn’t appear annoyed, only curious. “Why didn’t you go to school in Point then, if you don’t like Madison?”
“I never said I didn’t like it.” The words nearly tripped over each other in her hurry to get them out. “I just said it was weird. I like weird. The vibe here, it’s not quite like anywhere else I’ve ever been.” She wasn’t sure how to put it into words. Gabriel and James were both watching her with interest, but Brandy was already bored and looking around for cute guys to gawk at. “Besides, two hours is the minimum distance I want to live from my folks. Since Point is right in the middle of the state, it makes it hard to get too far away from them. I’d have gone out of state if I could’ve afforded tuition.” The last thing I need is Mom trying to run my life for me like she did at home.
“How is the vibe here different from up north?” Gabriel asked. “I’ve never been up that way.”
“Not much reason to go there unless you have family,” Amanda replied with a sour half-smile. “It’s sort of muted and desperate and hopeless and oppressive.” Or maybe that’s just me not wanting to get trapped there. “It’s friendly here. You don’t get that whole townies attitude, and there’s just so much energy. Like there are big things going on, you know?” You sound like an idiot. “It’s really…really alive here, I guess.”
James said something about how she should’ve seen State Street five or six years ago, but Amanda wasn’t listening. Gabriel continued to watch her from under half-closed lids, his gaze holding hers, ignoring James just as she was. Maybe it was the light, or those color-shifting irises, but his eyes glittered in a way that was beginning to make the hairs on the back of her neck rise.
A finger of unease crept up her spine, and she looked down at her glass. An image flashed before her mind’s eye: a snake coiled and motionless, staring at a mouse.
You’re imagining things, she told herself. She’d talked to Gabriel several times before now and never had the slightest cause for concern. She reviewed each meeting briefly. A few times on the bus, once or twice at the bookstore, down at the Inferno the one time… That had been the first, and when Brandy and James had met him, too. They’d been out for Leather and Lace, a monthly techno night at the club, all dolled up and decked out, but Gabriel had just been in black, jeans and a t-shirt, nothing fancy, his gray eyes like bits of old green glass against the pallor of his face. He’d looked almost dangerous, stark and cold, until he’d smiled at her.
I haven’t seen him all in black since then, she mused with a speculative look at his dark attire. Hell, could be the same outfit for all I know. Maybe it’s just not his color.
I really am getting paranoid. I should get some sleep.
“Sorry, guys, but I’m dead on my feet. I think I’m gonna catch the bus home.” Amanda gave a short wave and hopped off the bar stool.
Brandy pouted at her until Gabriel said, “Yeah, me too.” At which point Brandy grinned at her and James gave her a surreptitious thumbs-up.
Damned matchmakers, the both of you. Amanda rolled her eyes at them as she walked past, and Gabriel followed her out the door, falling in beside her as they headed up State Street to the Capitol Square.
“I hate the new transfer point system, don’t you?” she said to him as they navigated the busy sidewalk. “I mean, used to be you could hop any bus and you’d get to State Street, and any bus you wanted would be there eventually. Now, God knows where you’ll end up if you get on the wrong bus.”
“Why don’t you drive, then?”
He actually sounded interested in her banal attempt at conversation. She wasn’t sure she believed him, but she appreciated it anyway.
“And pay for parking downtown? At least the bus is free with the student pass.” She glanced at him and accidently caught his eye, and hurriedly glanced away again as she felt her cheeks flush. She’d had guys look at her speculatively before, as if they might be imagining her naked, but his look had been…not cold, far from it, but dispassionate almost. That makes no sense. How can you be dispassionate and heated at the same time? She fought down the urge to look again until they got to the bus stop, but by then whatever expression she’d seen was gone.
The wait for the bus wasn’t long, which was just as well since Amanda couldn’t think of anything to talk about and Gabriel had given up asking her questions. After climbing aboard, Amanda took an aisle seat and Gabriel took the one across the aisle from her, close, but not too close.
Poor guy’s probably just trying to see if I’m interested and I’m being a total basket case. And she was interested. I mean, we haven’t had any long conversations, but I’ll give him points for persistence. And cuteness. Assuming I haven’t made him think I’m a complete fluff-brain. I wish I was better at talking to people.
Oh, hell with it.
They were coming up on St. Mary’s Hospital, which was where he’d always gotten off the bus before. Amanda turned in her seat as the bus began to slow. “Hey, I’m sorry I had to bug out right away. I’m just totally scattered tonight, you know?” She meant to go on, say something about maybe getting together on purpose some time, but Gabriel was already smiling and shaking his head.
“No worries,” he said as he stood up. “You’ve just got good instincts, and I’m not trying as hard tonight.”
Before she could think of a reply, he turned and walked off the bus.
What the hell does that mean?
She mulled it over as the bus lumbered south to the transfer point, and mulled it over some more as she waited under the brightly lit awnings for her transfer, and was still turning it over in her mind as she rode the second bus to the stop near her apartment. The longer she thought about it, the less she liked it.
Maybe it’s just as well I didn’t get that second part out. She shivered a little in the cool night air as she trudged up the steeply sloping driveway. Confident is good, but creepy is definitely a turn-off.
She let herself into the building, grabbed her mail from the lock box, and trotted downstairs to her half-buried one-bedroom. Already thinking ahead to a long, hot shower and some serious zzz’s, Amanda unlocked the door to her apartment, stepped inside, and turned to lock the door again.
A hand reached around from behind her and clamped down over her mouth.
Something thin and cold pressed into her throat. Adrenaline shot through her like electricity, ready to be channeled into movement. Amanda was dimly aware of her keys dropping to the floor as her hands shot upward, closing around the hand that held the blade. Her thoughts raced madly as she realized her attacker was effectively pinning her in the corner. There wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver, and that blade felt very sharp…
“Yes, you should wait until I move you away from the door,” Gabriel whispered in her ear. “You’ll have much better odds.”
Gabriel?!
Confusion splintered Amanda’s focus. How could he have known what she was thinking? How could Gabriel even be here so quickly? And why, of course, but that almost didn’t matter.
Through pure effort of will, Amanda pulled herself together, forced her thoughts into order and shoved aside the churning of her stomach and the cold shock of gooseflesh shooting down her spine. Focus! This is why you take those self-defense classes every semester!
“Good.” Gabriel’s voice was a low rumble. “Very good. Calculating and analytical under pressure. A little slow to improvise, but I think we can work on that.”
The metal edge pressed harder against her skin until she was afraid to swallow.
His breath tickled her ear. “Just now you’re running through it in your mind: how you’ll twist my wrist out and away, stepping forward, pivoting, one hand swinging free to collapse my elbow as you step into me, driving my own weapon back toward…but you stop there.”
Bile rose in the back of Amanda’s throat, and she leaned back so she could swallow against it without cutting herself. Her hands trembled where they gripped his wrist. He can’t know that.
“But I do.” He pulled her tight to him, his chest pressing into her back, the blade pricking at the soft spot under her jaw until her head bumped up against his shoulder and she could go no farther. Even though his voice was so soft and low that it sounded like something out of a dream, she could still hear him clearly over the thundering of her pulse and the soft, high-pitched gasps of her breathing. She wished she couldn’t. “You’re thinking so loudly just now. You turn the blade, drive it up and in… Where, Amanda? Stomach? Liver? Lung? No, you know better than to chance hitting a rib, don’t you?”
She couldn’t help but picture it, just like when she was a child and someone told her not to think of a purple cow. She saw herself performing the move drill-perfect, only instead of ending with the rubber knife flat against her opponent’s belly she drove metal into soft flesh with all her weight behind it, so hard she swore she could actually feel the blade glance off Gabriel’s spine, both of her hands tight on his hand and the handle now, still moving, stepping behind him with the near foot, tripping him as she shoved him back but not letting go, no, let the metal tear its way free of him as he falls, the bones of his arm snapping, the vibration dancing under her fingers even as the blood fountains up, scalding her skin, the rush of pure power filling her, making the adrenaline seem like a caffeine buzz in comparison as his eyes widen in shock and disbelief, her snarl turning up at the corners into a hideous, rictus grin as she reverses the knife and plunges it down…
No!
Control gone, focus gone, it was all Amanda could do to tear herself out of that macabre vision.
Revulsion morphed into rage.
She shrieked against Gabriel’s muffling hand, pulling at his wrist and kicking at his legs, but he ignored her attacks so completely that she wondered if she was imagining them, too, until he bent backward a little farther so her feet no longer reached the ground. Only when she started kicking the wall and the door did he finally step back into the middle of the room, the blade vanishing from her throat as he wrapped an arm around her waist.
He was laughing, God damn him, a delighted, condescending laugh that only increased when she reached up to claw at his face.
The sound filled her with impotent fury and a vicious hate that made her forget the horror she’d felt only seconds before. She would’ve torn his eyes out if she could’ve reached him, but he hid his face in her shoulder and just kept laughing.
“I am not helpless, you sonofabitch!” The words came out as a garbled mess, but she didn’t care if he could understand her.
Amanda drove her elbows into him, but it was like trying to hurt an armchair; the soft parts gave and the hard parts held and neither seemed any worse for the wear. She screamed again in wordless frustration and tried to bite the hand covering her mouth.
“Ah, the mouse remembers she has teeth.” His jovial tone dropped into a growl that made her chest seize. “But so do I.”
The movement was so fast that she never felt him raise his head, only felt the searing pain as something ripped into her neck. It wasn’t the blade; it didn’t slice across her exposed throat but tore savage and hard, digging through the muscle. Her vision faded out, her senses overwhelmed by the pain, but that lack only heightened her awareness of another threat.
Spectral fingers burrowed under her skull and behind her useless eyes, ghosting over walls she hadn’t even known she had, seeking purchase in cracks and rough spots and sending in tendrils like roots to rip them apart.
She was choking on her screams now, gurgling, trying to breathe past the hurt and the shock, desperate to stop those invasive whatever-the-hell-they-were but she didn’t know how, she couldn’t think, and then the agony shifted. It was like someone turned a dial and everything changed frequency, sliding from torment to a wave of pleasure that took her completely by surprise.
The last of her defenses shattered under the onslaught.
A wordless croon filled her mind, a thick, velvet purr that stroked her insides in ways that shouldn’t have been possible. It soothed her, cradled her, lifted her out of herself. Every muscle she had vibrated with the ecstasy that raced through her, but there was something just out of reach, some threshold she absolutely had to cross that called her. She strained toward it, the voice—Gabriel—urging her on, and while some tiny part of her realized she was squeezing herself dry for him, most of her didn’t care. It was so close, so very close…
She passed out long before she got there.
* * * *
Gabriel lowered Amanda carefully to the carpet, his fingers tight against the wound he’d made, every instinct but one begging him to finish her, to keep drinking until her soul seared him with its nearness as it fled. The itch was stronger, though, and he sent up a brief prayer of gratitude to whatever had guided him to her, or brought her to him.
Devouring you would be such a waste.
His scent-mark spread through her body with each slow beat of her heart. He traced her cheek with one hand while he raised the other to his mouth, slicing open the flesh of his wrist with his teeth. His hands trembled in anticipation, but he made no effort to still them.
I knew you’d be a fighter, he whispered to her as he gently lifted her head, tipping it back so that her mouth opened. He pressed his wrist to her lips, and with a deft mental touch, forced her slack muscles to swallow. Drink, Amanda. You aren’t meant to die just yet.
The first mouthful hit her stomach. He felt it in the pit of his belly, felt it moving, working, his blood invading her, claiming her, tying them together. The hum in his veins turned up another notch, his heart beating in time to hers, a claxon that drowned out all other sound.
Her lips stirred against his skin.
Gabriel bowed his head, tried to gather himself, but the growing roar of the itch made him dizzy. With a tiny, almost pleading cry he repeated, Drink.
Still unconscious, Amanda’s brow furrowed. Then her mouth clamped down around the wound, and she began to suck.
He felt that pull in every cell of his body, as if she were draining away all other sensation and leaving only pleasure behind. When she swallowed again, the brief lull made his head spin. As she fell into a rhythm, he gritted his teeth and fought to stay in control as she drew the itch from him, stealing it with his blood.
Gods below me, he begged, yes, drink!
She needed no encouragement, demanding back every drop he had just taken from her and more, hooking her fingers into the very fabric of him and trying to rip him away from himself, to make him hers every bit as much as he was making her his, his energy infusing her until her very flesh exhaled his scent…
The itch melted abruptly into a flood of rapture. He wanted so badly at that moment to give into it, to let Amanda consume him down to the dregs. Theodore nearly had, over four hundred years ago—a lesson Gabriel could never quite take to heart, since the itch and its subsequent release had been noticeably stronger ever since.
He allowed himself one heartbeat to wallow in it before gathering his resolve—more, and he wasn’t sure even he would have the strength. “That’s enough,” he murmured, his voice sounding guttural even to him.
The moment he tried to pull away, Amanda reacted on instinct. Her hands flew up to hold him tight against her mouth, but the movement made her wake with a start. He waited while her confused gaze cleared, waited for the revulsion, the fear, the knowledge of what he was and what he had done to her.
It was there, for a split second. Then her eyes narrowed, hot and angry, and she swallowed again.
His whole being thrummed, his breath hissing through his teeth, the gratification only intensifying as he watched her expression grow distant as the blood slid down her throat, her fluttering eyelids not quite hiding the gleam of hunger that was taking root. The satisfaction must have shown on his face, because when she refocused on him she abruptly shoved his arm away.
He pressed down hard on the wound in his wrist, feeling it knitting together under his fingers just as the bite in her neck was healing, slowly now but gaining speed as his blood spread through her. The euphoria was fading, but the image before him still made his breath catch. Amanda glared up at him, eyes hard and blazing with fury, her expression fierce and fearless, his blood running freely down her chin.
“Yes,” he told her softly. “That is how you should look.”
Confusion cut across her features. She tried to prop herself up on her elbows, but the movement was too much and she collapsed back onto the floor with her hands clutching her head. “What do you mean? What have you done?” Her voice broke, and she coughed.
“I’ve made you mine. My blood is moving through you even now. Healing you. Changing you.” He smiled, enjoying the dawning horror on her face. “But I haven’t turned you, not yet. That choice will be yours alone, if you’re strong enough.”
She shook her head, more in denial than anything else. “I don’t understand.”
“I know.” Gabriel felt her trying to rebuild her mental walls and caught her gaze before she could finish. The bond was growing—already her presence was a siren’s song in the back of his mind—but it would be days before he could use it fully. “I’ll explain it all tomorrow, I promise. But for now, you need to sleep.”
Amanda struggled to look away, wriggling feebly in his mental grip. “But—”
“Shh.” He touched a finger to her lips. “Go to sleep.”
She did. She had no choice.
* * * *
The North Carolina sun had been up for just over an hour—not that it could be seen through the clouds—when Enrique Morales and his two apprentices broke into the vampire’s lair.
The house was one of a score of nearly-identical suburbanite homes that lined the wide street, with a brick façade and siding everywhere else, purely decorative black shutters, and more gables than a Hawthorne novel. The other houses were full of middle-income families, mostly, which meant that Mom and Dad would still likely be a-snooze in their beds, recovering from the weekly grind of commuting to nearby Charlotte. Kids would be up, of course, but most of them would be glued to Saturday morning cartoons.
Morales stood blocking Tawny Briggs from casual view as she assessed the lock on the back door. His junior apprentice, John Travis, watched Briggs closely as she tested the door. It was always best to stagger the newbies. Two newbies could get even a seasoned hunter killed pretty easily, but one was usually manageable. For him, anyway.
Most vampire hunters his age had retired long ago, aside from providing basic training to raw recruits before sending them on to do fieldwork with a more experienced hunter. Not that there were many hunters his age, retired or otherwise. At forty-nine, Morales was ancient by hunter standards.
We generally don’t retire so much as reach our expiration date.
“Three locks,” Briggs announced quietly. “The knob, a bolt above, and a bolt into the foundation.”
Typical. “Well, we didn’t expect she’d make it too easy for us.” Morales gestured for the other two to move over to the patio door.
Felicia Night—Morales bit back a grimace; seemed like half the vamps in America used “Night” as their surname—was a young but up-and-coming leech. Barely over seventy years old, and she’d already set herself up in a choice little enclave. Like most of her kind, she liked her thralls young and smart, using them to keep up on society and technology, culture and language.
And, apparently, home security systems.
“All right, then.” Morales shifted the tank on his back and tightened one of the shoulder straps. The canister was decorated with bug spray warnings and stylized pictures of cockroaches. They were dressed as pest exterminators—which they were, in a way—but the disguises wouldn’t fool any but the most gullible of observers.
Morales unzipped the duffel bag he was carrying. “The windows we checked have break sensors, and there’re probably motion detectors, too. We’re going to have to act fast. No time to sweep the whole house. You both remember the layout?”
His apprentices nodded. That was one nice thing about these modern-day-Levittown subdivisions: it was a piece of cake to get ahold of the floor plans. Since they couldn’t case the house ahead of time—you never knew who the leeches had watching, even during the day—the floor plans were a definite bonus.
“Travis, you’ve got the tranks. Briggs, you’ve got our backs. I’ll take point.”
Briggs’s lips thinned, but she made no protest. This was a training run, for the most part, and she could’ve handled point nearly as well as he could. Hell, he probably should’ve cut her loose by now, but Travis was still too green. This was Travis’s first hot run, first time getting his hands dirty. If Walker hadn’t zigged when he should’ve zagged, Briggs would be long gone and Walker would be watching Travis.
Just as well—it saved him the trouble of tracking her down for the next run.
“Eyes on the prize,” Morales murmured to Briggs as he passed her a shotgun.
Morales hadn’t told her about the message that had been left with his answering service a few hours earlier.
He’s chosen. Gather as many of the others as you can.
Briggs was still passionate enough to lose her edge at news like that, and Morales needed her to be sharp. This run had to go smooth so Travis could get a kill under his belt before they went after the big prize.
Besides, after all the preparations they’d made for Felicia, Morales was not about to leave the leech alive, even if he now had bigger fish to fry.
The biggest fish.
Gabriel Chapel.
Eyes on the prize yourself, old man.
The actual breaking and entering was pretty standard. Morales held the now-empty duffel over the glass door near the handle, and Briggs swung a weighted rope at it. The heavy lead ball punched through the glass and the bag muffled some of the sound. Morales reached through, thick leather gloves protecting his hands from the sharp glass, and unlocked the door.
Glass shards crunched under their boots and skidded across the linoleum, making footing uncertain. With quick but measured steps, Morales led them toward the basement.
Something thumped on the second floor.
“Be ready, Travis.” Morales didn’t spare a glance for either of his apprentices, his gaze fixed on the cheap-looking wood door ahead of them. The “gun” in his hands was connected to the tank on his back by a thick hose, and he kept his finger just touching the trigger. The tiny flame at the end of the barrel made an eerie blue glow on the varnish.
No sounds from below. Morales kept his gaze at roughly chest height, using his peripheral vision to watch for movement. Watch the chest, never the eyes. Stepping up to the handle side of the basement door, Morales shifted so he was just out of the direct line of fire. He signaled Briggs with a quick up-and-down movement of the flamethrower.
Briggs rested the barrel of the shotgun against her shoulder, the business end pointing straight up, and stood near the hinges with her back to the wall. Travis stood next to her, his eyes scanning the room with nervous little flicks. His knuckles were white where he gripped the tranquilizer gun.
Crouching down, Briggs reached across the door. Her hand hovered near the knob, fingers counting down.
Three…two…one…
Briggs grabbed the knob and twisted it violently, yanking the door toward her. Morales leaned around the frame, sweeping the nozzle across the stairwell.
Nothing. Just stairs descending onto a dark landing.
“Clear,” Morales murmured. He hated stairs. Easiest place to set up an ambush or a booby trap. Not that you saw as many booby traps these days, at least with the younger vamps. Too reliant on their tech and their thralls for that.
Briggs scrambled to her feet, running one hand over the door’s surface. “Metal. It’s a fire door.”
“Sprinkler system, too.” Morales gestured at a nozzle protruding from the ceiling. “Briggs, you take the trank gun and watch the door. I don’t want to get locked down there. Travis, bring the shotgun.”
Travis looked nervous as he switched weapons. Time to pop that cherry, son. It doesn’t get much easier than this.
Morales went down the stairs first, placing his feet close to the wall and moving quickly. As he approached the landing, he swung the flamethrower around to cover the basement, but nothing moved. Travis waited two seconds and came after, his nervous breathing echoing in the closed space.
The basement was mostly unfinished. Concrete floor, drywall that was taped but not mudded or painted, bare bulbs in the fixtures overhead. There were no windows, and the only light came from the stairwell and the little jet of blue fire at the end of the flamethrower. Morales descended from the landing, his feet moving in small, sliding steps once he reached the concrete.
Sensing no immediate threat, Morales took a moment to pull on a pair of night vision goggles. The dark corners jumped into focus, everything washed in shades of green. The room looked tight. No entrances or exits other than the stairs. A few support poles broke up the monotony of the bare floor. The furnace and water heater sat lonely and naked against the far wall.
It was one, big, empty room.
When nothing jumped out at Morales, Travis scurried down the rest of the stairs. “Where is it?” he asked in a harsh whisper.
Morales walked along the closest wall. The builders hadn’t even closed in the area under the stairs, as if they wanted to make it absolutely clear that there was nothing down here. He ran his hand over the drywall, moving from panel to panel. “Where are the windows?”
Travis’s eyes were too wide. You’d think he’d never been in a vampire’s lair before. “What windows?”
“There were basement windows from the outside,” Morales explained patiently as he moved along the walls. “Where are they?”
Travis looked around. “They must have dry-walled over them.”
“Right.”
It took a moment to sink in. “And if they walled over the windows, they might have walled over something else.”
It didn’t take them long to find the panel where the tape was only attached on one side. Travis set down the shotgun and got a good hold on the loose side of the tape while Morales stood back, flamethrower ready.
Travis pulled, and the panel swung back.
Another metal fire door was set into the concrete behind the drywall.
This one didn’t have a knob.
Travis ran his fingers over the edge but couldn’t get a grip. “Is this when we use the C4?”
“You got it.”
Morales continued to cover Travis as the young man rolled out long strands of the explosive and wedged them into the cracks surrounding the door. He was quick and sure with this part, fingers flying like a Rubik’s cube champion. If killing vampires only involved demolitions, Travis would be the best in the country.
Once the detonator was in place, Travis retrieved the shotgun and the two hunters retreated up the stairs. When they got to the top, they found Briggs still standing guard, but now there was a young woman lying unconscious on the floor nearby.
Travis started to go to her, but Morales put a restraining hand on Travis’s shoulders. “Leave her there, son. Thralls are tougher than they look; it’s hard to tell when they’ll shake off the tranquilizer.”
“She was trying to sneak up on me with a butcher knife,” Briggs added, as if that wasn’t anything unusual.
Travis hunched his shoulders, but nodded. Morales could practically see the thoughts running through the kid’s mind: he hadn’t been able to save his girlfriend, Carrie, but maybe there would be time to save this girl.
After the vampire was dead.
“Fire in the hole,” Travis muttered, and activated the detonator.
The fire door at the top of the stairs muffled some of the sound, but the explosion still shook the whole house. That might well wake up the mommies and daddies next door, and the broken glass of the patio door was not particularly subtle.
“We might get some nosy neighbors,” Morales warned as Travis pulled the basement door back open.
Briggs nodded, unconcerned. “Just hurry it up so we can leave, Boss.”
The two men hustled down the stairs.
The once-hidden door was still standing, but the surrounding concrete had been pulverized. It only took a few seconds for the hunters to figure out where the bolts were on the other side of the door, and a few more moments to knock out enough concrete that they were able to push the door inward, frame and all, to land with a resounding bang on the floor of the room beyond.
It was a small room, probably meant originally to house the washer and dryer. The edge of the fallen door landed only a few inches from the foot of an occupied bed.
Travis raised the shotgun to his shoulder, but Morales signaled for him to wait. “Know your target, Travis. You can’t even see who it is from here. Look around first.”
True to his advice, Morales was looking neither at the bed nor at Travis, but was casing the room. He flicked the light switch. It was set up like a normal bedroom, with a half-open closet on one wall, a bureau shoved up against another. An antique vanity sat near the bed, loaded with bottles and containers and girly clutter. The walls were papered, red on red with some gold thrown in.
“Cover the closet.” Morales stepped over the fallen door, his back to the wall, and approached the foot of the bed. Keeping his flamethrower trained on the unmoving figure, he reached down and yanked the blanket back.
The woman he uncovered didn’t move. She wore a simple, black sheath nightgown and her hair was up in curlers.
She wasn’t breathing, which was all that mattered to Morales.
They made a quick check of the closet—nothing unusual, aside from a few “costumes” from decades earlier that were very likely originals—and returned to the bed.
“Okay, Travis. Blow her heart out so we can go.”
Travis placed the end of the shotgun between the woman’s breasts, but he hesitated, his eyes searching her face. “My mom used to wear curlers like those,” he murmured, his brow furrowed. He looked confused.
“Don’t let yourself be fooled by appearances. This bitch has killed hundreds of people. Thousands. They’re monsters, Travis, just like Quinn was.”
The boy’s face grew hard. Quinn was the leech that had taken Travis’s girlfriend.
Travis studied the vampire for another couple of seconds. Then he pulled the trigger.
Saturday, May 15th, 1999
“Wake up, sleepyhead.”
Amanda moaned, rolling onto her side and burying her head in the pillow, hardly aware of what she’d heard. She’d been sound asleep, more so than she could ever remember being, and she wasn’t much inclined to do anything but sink back into that comfortable blackness.
A masculine chuckle made the bottom drop out of her stomach.
Why is there a guy in my bedroom?
The thought snapped her awake just as Gabriel pulled the pillow out from under her. “You’ve slept long enough,” he said. “It’s tomorrow.”
Everything rushed back at once. With a strangled yelp, Amanda sat up and scrambled away until her back was pressed painfully against her wrought-iron headboard. Her head throbbed and spun with the sudden movement, and she grabbed onto the headboard to keep from falling over. She wasn’t sure if she was going to pass out or throw up.
Gabriel sat on the edge of the bed, watching her with one eyebrow raised in amusement. “Don’t move too fast yet, you aren’t ready for it. You lost a lot of blood last night.”
The hell with that. Despite the way the bed seemed to tilt under her when she moved, Amanda tried to bolt for the door.
She wasn’t even sure where the impact happened, but the next thing she knew she was flat on her back with the breath knocked out of her and Gabriel had her pinned to the bed under him. His lips were drawn back in a fierce snarl that exposed long, glinting fangs where his eyeteeth should’ve been.
Oh God, oh God, it’s happening again, God, please, I can’t move, get off me get OFF…
Gabriel shook himself, the snarl fading. His lips moved but all Amanda could hear was a loud ringing and the harsh rasp of her own breathing. He tried sitting up very slowly, but as soon as his weight was gone she was struggling to get past him again. Just like before, the movement was too fast to see; between one blink and the next he had his hands around her wrists, and no amount of twisting and tearing made any difference. She couldn’t even make him shift his weight.
Her darting, panicked eyes met his almost by accident. The world shrank down to two little points of light the color of Lake Mendota on a stormy day.
Don’t scream. His voice came from everywhere and nowhere all at once.
Her throat closed up. She couldn’t breathe. She started struggling again and wondered when she’d stopped.
Dammit, I said don’t scream, not choke yourself to death. He sounded distinctly annoyed. Relax. Breathe.
Air rushed into her lungs, and the tunnel vision receded. Closing her eyes just to see if she could, she sucked in another greedy breath and tried to stop shaking.
“That’s better,” Gabriel murmured. “Don’t ever run from me, Amanda. That could end very badly for you.”
“Let go of me,” she growled from between clenched teeth.
He released her wrists and she squirmed away until her back was to the wall. Her movements were slow and jerky, but she managed to sit up without wanting to hurl this time. Carefully keeping her gaze fixed on his chest instead of his face, she swallowed hard. This can’t be happening. “What the hell are you?”
In her peripheral vision she saw his mouth quirk up at one corner. “Do you really need to ask?”
God, her throat was dry. She swallowed again. “What…what do you call yourself?”
He laughed. “I call myself Gabriel Chapel, but the word you’re looking for is vampire. It’s a fairly modern term, but it will do.”
Her head started to spin and she caught herself against the headboard. It was worse, hearing him say it out loud so casually. “How…why—?”
Gabriel cut her off with a soothing noise. “We’ll get to that soon enough. I thought you might want a shower first, and some clean clothes. Do you need help getting there? I could carry you.”
A shower was not anywhere on her list of immediate needs, but some time alone to get her shit together would probably be a good idea. She eyed the bathroom door, not more than ten feet away. Her vision swam just thinking about it. “I can get there. I’ll crawl if I have to.”
Gabriel’s smile had a distinct edge of pride that Amanda didn’t care for, but all he said was, “As you will.”
She managed to stand and sort of tipped herself toward the door, trusting her feet to keep up long enough to stop her from falling flat on her face. It worked, although by the time she caught hold of the doorframe, she thought she might be sick from the headrush. She hung on until the dizziness passed, then pulled herself into the bathroom with one hand on the counter and one on the towel bar.
As she turned to close the door, Gabriel stood. He moved slowly and deliberately, as if concerned that any sudden movement on his part would set her panicking again. The worst part was that she was afraid he was right, and if she lost her footing in here, she’d probably crack her skull on something.
“Don’t stand in the shower,” he said. “And don’t turn the water on too hot, either.”
She didn’t know whether to be annoyed or flabbergasted. I know perfectly well how to avoid passing out in the shower. Where the hell was all this concern last night when he ripped my throat out? But all she said out loud was, “I know,” and shut the door behind her.
Whatever sense of calm he’d imposed on her vanished as soon as she was alone. Amanda slid to the floor, her legs refusing to hold her upright. She held her breath to stifle the sobs that threatened to bubble up and crawled to the shower, hoping that the sound of the water would mask the hysterics she was about to have.
Oh, God, she wailed silently, curled into a little ball on the tiles, her forehead pressed awkwardly against the side of the tub. With trembling fingers she searched her throat, but there was no healing wound, no pain, no scar. Oh, God, he’s real. He can’t be real, but he is.
She wanted so badly to believe that she was hallucinating somehow, but the memory of last night was too vivid. She shuddered. There was no way she could have imagined sensations like that just out of fever dreams. Amanda pressed her lips together, biting back what might have been a whimper or might have been a moan. She didn’t want to find out which.
Don’t think about that! You wanted to get yourself together, didn’t you? Then you better damn well do it before he wonders what’s taking so long.
That was enough to get her moving. She stripped off the clothes she’d been wearing since yesterday and clambered into the tub, trying not to accidently pull the shower curtain down around her ears. Despite her intentions, it was a long time before she could do more than huddle under the hot spray. She wasn’t cold, but she felt like she should be.
When she finally turned the water off and shoved the curtain aside, she found her pajamas folded on the counter. She shivered, glancing at the door uneasily. She hadn’t heard the door open, and didn’t like the idea that he’d been in the room with her without her knowing it.
Amanda’s stomach growled as she climbed to her feet. She got dressed without bothering to dry her hair more than rubbing the towel over the tangled mess. Her bedroom was empty when she left the bathroom. Odd sizzling sounds drifted in through the open bedroom door. She gulped. Just get it over with. He must want something from you or you’d be dead already. With one hand on the wall to keep her balance, Amanda edged out into the living room.
Gabriel looked up from the stove and gave her the same friendly smile he had at the bar last night. “Dinner’s almost done. Why don’t you have a seat?”
Irritation flashed through her at his presumption. Unfortunately her knees were not quite ready to hold her upright for long periods, so she shuffled over to the battered recliner she’d rescued from her parent’s basement the last time she’d been home. It creaked with comfortable familiarity as she curled up on the cushioned seat, and she could still keep an eye on Gabriel over the back of the couch and the half-wall that separated the tiny galley kitchen from the living room.
The vampire ignored her, his attention focused on whatever he was cooking. Amanda gave the room a nervous once-over, but there was nothing out of place, and no bloodstains on the carpet.
With a small shake of her head she passed a hand over her face. I did not imagine it, or hallucinate the freaking fangs.
Gabriel brought her a plate of food. She studied him as he approached, but nothing in his appearance or movements hinted that he was anything other than the attractive twenty-something she’d always taken him for. The plate held a sirloin steak and green beans and mashed potatoes. She stared at it while he went back into the kitchen, wondering if she dared eat it.
“Here you go,” he said as he returned, holding out a knife and fork in one hand and a glass of milk in the other. Amanda gave an involuntary shudder. Milk was for cereal. “Tuck in. You’ll feel a lot better once you’ve eaten.”
Amanda balanced the plate on her knees and took the glass, setting it on the end table next to her before reaching for the utensils. He handed her the knife handle-first, and as her hand closed around it, the remembered image of burying it in his stomach flashed before her eyes. She glanced up and found him smiling at her as if they were sharing a private joke.
Her lips tightened. “What the hell is going on?” She was proud of how calm she sounded.
“Maybe you should eat first.” Gabriel sat down on the couch, at the end farthest away from her.
Amanda was grateful for that, and then irritated for being grateful. “I’m not eating until you start talking.”
“If you insist.”
He still didn’t look any different than he had all those other times she’d talked to him. It’s not fair. There should be some mark, some warning sign, something. Amanda readied her utensils and tried not to be distracted by how good everything smelled. Her stomach growled again.
“It’s quite straightforward,” he said, watching her hands. She speared a couple of green beans to keep up her end of the bargain. “Every couple hundred years, we get the urge to take a fledgling. Survival of the species and all that, perfectly natural.”
His gaze flicked over her, but she couldn’t read his expression. “You are my chosen candidate.”
Amanda shivered. She had to force the words out, and they fell like lead into the conversation, heavy and irrevocable. “You want me to become a vampire?”
Gabriel tipped his head to the side, his lips pursing as he hedged, “You are my candidate. I take pride in the success of my…offspring, I suppose.” He tipped his head to the other side as if he were a hawk, considering her from every angle. “I think you have it in you. You have to understand, a fledgling is a huge time investment. Not just anyone will do.”
This is ridiculous. It’s like a bad movie. “Why me?”
“You’re not eating,” Gabriel pointed out. “Truly, there is nothing wrong with the food. It will make you stronger.”
She looked down at her plate reluctantly. He could’ve killed you already, she reminded herself again, and shoved the forkful of beans in her mouth. They were buttery, lightly salted and just crunchy enough that she knew they hadn’t been frozen. Amanda made a surprised “mmm” noise in spite of herself.
Gabriel chuckled. “I don’t have to be able to eat in order to know how to cook.”
Amanda swallowed her mouthful. “You can’t eat? No, wait, answer that later. Why me, Gabriel?”
“Some of it I can put into words and some of it I can’t.” He shrugged. “I hadn’t even realized I was looking until I found you a couple months ago. The more I watched you, the more suited you seemed to be. Confident without being reckless, stubborn without being hide-bound, motivated but patient. These are all good traits, but there are other factors that are more important.
“You are cautious in letting others get too close; you have a few close friends rather than many acquaintances. That makes things easier, later. You prefer to take charge rather than follow, but you follow when it seems prudent to you. And most of all, you’re self-centered and ruthless when you know what you want.”
Amanda’s head jerked up, but before she could spit out an angry retort, Gabriel raised a finger to his lips. “You did ask. That’s only my opinion, of course, but your behavior for the last two months has been remarkably consistent.”
“But we only met two weeks ago, not two months,” she protested.
“I’ve been watching you two months,” he explained patiently. “I only let you see me two weeks ago. I know your work schedule, your school schedule, the bars you like, your favorite places to shop. I even stole your keys once and had copies made, and returned them to you before you realized they were gone.” He spoke pleasantly, as if discussing the weather. “I would’ve taken you before now, but someone would’ve noticed if you’d missed your finals.”
Amanda’s fork hit her plate with a clatter.
“Don’t look so shocked. You’ve known, Amanda.” His mild tone made his words even more sinister. “You could tell something was hunting you. You felt me watching.”
That stuff’s all nonsense. She couldn’t deny that something had had her on edge for weeks, but to put it down to being watched? How could you know someone was watching you? That sounded like something her crazy aunt would say.
Gabriel gestured at her plate, the movement bringing her out of her reverie. His eyes caught hers before she could think better of it. The room began to dim around the edges. “Finish your dinner. You need to be strong enough to fight me.”
She was eating again before she was aware of him looking away. Damn, how the hell did I forget about that? It was so hard to have a conversation with someone and not look them in the eye. “You want me to fight you?”
“Yes.” He steepled his fingers, leaning back against the arm of the couch. “You see, a vampire needs to be strong-willed to survive the transition. No former human could bear to take so many lives if they were weak.”
Suddenly the food tasted like cardboard. “You have to kill?”
“You’ll kill at least one person a night for the first ten or twenty years. It tapers off a little after that, and most learn to feed without killing after about fifty years.” He cocked his head. “It varies, depending on how strong you are and how motivated to get out from under your master’s thumb.”
Amanda nearly gagged. One person a night for ten or more years, and he says it as if it were nothing. She couldn’t help doing the math. “No! That’s, like, four thousand people at a minimum! I won’t let you do that to me.”
“Good.” Again came that proud, anticipatory smile. “I want your eyes open and your guard up. I want you to be very aware of the consequences of everything that you do. No mistakes, no accidents. That’s why you need me close to you: to help you understand what’s happening to you, and what it means. To teach you to control it. I need you to be strong, Amanda, because I want you to choose to become a vampire. That’s very important to me.”
He leaned forward for emphasis. “You see, if you don’t truly want it, after you turn you’ll probably find a way to off yourself sooner or later, and that’s just a waste of my time. Even the ones who think they want it from the get-go usually don’t understand what that kind of killing really entails. Most people don’t have the fortitude to look their prey in the eyes and watch as the life goes out of them night after night. And the sociopaths who truly wouldn’t care, well, they tend to be flawed. Either they’re over-confident, or they never learn to blend in, or they have poor impulse control. They usually end up with a fatal case of hubris, and I’m still out all that time and effort.”
“And if I don’t choose to become a vampire?” She tried to stiffen her spine, to at least look like she wasn’t cringing in horror at the idea.
“If you are strong enough to never drink directly from the prey, then you get to stay mortal.” His mouth quirked up at one corner, and suddenly she wondered how she could ever have thought him human. “Unless you choose otherwise. If you are weak and can’t control your hunger, well…I’m afraid I can’t let a weak vampire survive. It’s nothing personal. So it’s in your best interest to keep your strength up.”
“All I have to do is not drink anybody’s blood?” That didn’t sound too hard.
Gabriel glanced away with a silent laugh, and she wondered if he’d heard that thought. “My blood is spreading through you. Soon you’ll begin to notice changes; you’ll be stronger and faster, and your senses will become sharper. Other abilities vary from individual to individual. But those changes are fueled by energy and blood, more than a human body can produce on its own. Your body will begin to consume itself; that’s where the hunger comes from. A mature vampire can feed without killing for weeks, even months, but true hunger is simply too powerful for a fledgling to control.”
He spread his hands. “Right now you’re still producing new blood, so your hunger will not be quite so great. If you’re as strong as I believe, you’ll be able to keep it reined in. Eventually my blood will be too diluted, and the changes will fade, and you’ll become a normal human again.”
Amanda swallowed hard. “How long is ‘eventually’?”
“The worst of it will start to subside after about a month. If you haven’t turned at the end of four weeks and you still wish to be human, then I’ll concede defeat.”
“Which means what?”
“As long as you never try to hunt me down, you will never see me again unless you wish it. You will be absolutely safe from me, and I will not allow any hurt to come to you if I can prevent it. I give you my word.”
He said I give you my word as if it ended all doubt, as if it bound him utterly to his promise, but she refused to accept that weighty reassurance. Words. Worth less than the paper they aren’t written on. She almost didn’t ask, but she’d always preferred to know the worst up front, and now was not the time for squeamishness. “By your own admission you must’ve killed tens of thousands of people.” She shook her head. “Why would you let me live?”
“You’re mine.” He said it as if it should have been obvious. “I’m very protective of what is mine, vampire or otherwise.”
Amanda scowled at him. “I’m not yours.”
Gabriel smiled patiently. “Finish your dinner.”
Sunday, May 16th, 1999
The lights came on in the parking lot, shining through the windows at Amanda’s back as she worked her register. She glanced over her shoulder nervously. Gabriel had promised to stay away from the bookstore, but she couldn’t help the feeling that he must be just behind her, now that the sun was setting.
He’d confirmed the legend about sunlight, warning her that she’d want to take some time off work. “It’s sunlight specifically, by the way, not full spectrum light or ultraviolet light or any of that. It won’t harm you as it would me, but you won’t much like it. And no more working at night, after this week. The schedule was already posted or I would’ve had it changed. It might raise questions, changing it now.”
“Whoa, wait a minute.” Amanda glared at him. “Why should I change my hours?” What right do you have to try and reorganize my life? No one tells me when I can come or go but me.
His gentle, patient expression had melted, like wax running over steel, and her indignation had shriveled back into fear. “From sunset to dawn, your time belongs to me. I only have a limited time to convince you, and I expect, with your stubborn streak, that I’ll need every moment of it.”
Amanda shivered and looked again through the darkening windows, wishing she could put the sun in her pocket and carry it with her always. He hadn’t stayed long last night after she’d eaten, wanting her to get more rest. When he’d locked the door behind him with his own set of keys, Amanda had thought she’d never sleep again.
For the first time in my life, I don’t feel safe in my home. She shuddered. I don’t want to go there, knowing he’ll be waiting for me. Knowing he can waltz in whenever he pleases.
“You okay, Amanda?” Lily came by, her hands full of till slips from the registers.
Amanda jumped and turned away from the window. “I’m fine. A little under the weather, I guess.”
Lily passed an appraising eye over her. “You look a little pale. Why don’t you head home? We’ll finish up here.”
Great, just what I wanted. She forced a smile. “Thanks, Lil.”
After punching out, Amanda gathered her courage and walked outside. It had been hard to go to work and pretend that everything was normal; now, she found that walking out to her car was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. Even with the comfort of the lights, her neck prickled like it was expecting a hand to grab it at any moment, and she had to make sure there was no one in the backseat twice before she felt secure enough to start driving. It’s not paranoia if they’re really out to get you, she thought to herself humorlessly.
It was a miracle she made it home in one piece, given how distracted she was. Every shift of lighting or movement half-glimpsed from the corner of her eye made her jump. By the time she pulled into her parking spot in front of her apartment building, Amanda was so tense her teeth were chattering. Her hands shook so badly it took her three tries to unlock the front door.
She forced herself to take a few deep, slow breaths as she descended the stairs to her door. No fear. Just like with an animal. Back straight, shoulders back, chin up, and…go!
The apartment was empty.
She could hardly believe it, even after checking under the bed and in all the closets. Giddy with relief, Amanda stood in the walkway between the back of the couch and the kitchen island and wondered what she should do with herself.
Footsteps sounded on the stairs, so loud and slow Amanda expected to hear someone boom “Fee fi fo fum!” It was so overdone that between his theatrics and the giddiness, she couldn’t quite work up the proper level of dread again before Gabriel knocked.
He didn’t wait for an invitation, but opened the door and came in as if he had every right to. “How was work?”
“It was fine.” She leaned against the back of the couch, arms crossed, watching him warily.
He locked the door. “And how are you feeling tonight?”
“Better.” She shrugged. “Fine.”
“Good.” He came over to the couch, mimicking her posture, and it took Amanda a great deal of effort not to sidle away from him. “Are you hungry?”
Now that her stomach was done tying itself into knots… “Yeah, starving.”
“Then let’s—”
All he did was gesture to the door with one hand and place the other lightly, casually, at the small of her back.
Before Amanda could stop herself, she knocked his hand away with a strangled shriek. She retreated a few steps until the corner of the couch was between them.
Gabriel ceased to move, his hands still spread wide as he watched her.
“I’m sorry,” Amanda stammered, and then wondered why she was apologizing. “You startled me.”
Like a man trying to corner a frightened horse, Gabriel walked slowly around the couch, keeping his hands wide. “I didn’t make it clear, last night. You’re mine now, Amanda, under my protection. By my own rules, I can’t harm you.” His gaze flicked over her, hesitating over her throat. His eyes, when he met hers again, were as serious and solemn as she’d ever seen them, and a deep, luminous blue. “I can’t take anything you do not freely give.”
Her breath caught, the weight of his gaze making it hard to speak. “Really?”
“I give you my word.” Then he smiled at her, the charming I’m-just-a-harmless-human smile she was beginning to recognize as his way of breaking tension. “Shall we go get you something to eat?”
She hesitated, still a little creeped out by the abrupt switching of gears. But then, intense scary vampire Gabriel is a bit too much for me, right now. I can pretend if he can. “Do I get to define harm?”
Gabriel laughed. “No.” But he said it with a good-natured grin that Amanda found obscurely comforting.
“Damn.” Her feet dragging, she followed him back outside.
He led her over to a compact black coupe, unlocking her door before walking around to the driver’s side. Taking a deep breath, Amanda opened the door and sat down. The seat molded itself to her shape, the scent of the leather surrounding her as she shut the door. “Nice,” she murmured, grateful to have something to say.
“Thanks.” The engine purred to life. “This is my baby. I do all the work on her myself.” He rubbed the steering wheel affectionately.
A giggle broke loose. “A vampire gearhead?”
“Cars beat the hell out of horses.” His tone was just a little on the defensive side. “Where are we going?”
“Taco Bell? I’m not sure what else is open at this hour.”
“Taco Bell it is.” He put the car in motion.
Amanda ran a hand over the upholstery. “Horses,” she mused. “Just how old are you, anyway?”
“I forget the exact date. I can never remember how it converts to the Christian calendar.” He spoke without looking at her, his eyes on the road. “I was born about a hundred years before the fall of the Roman Republic, if that helps you.”
Amanda’s jaw dropped. “You’re more than two thousand years old?”
“You know something about history, anyway. Refreshing.”
The idea that someone who looked her own age could be so vastly ancient made Amanda’s head swim. “Um, you hide it well.”
Gabriel chuckled.
“How did you become a vampire? If you don’t mind my asking,” she added. She wasn’t sure how much she could trust his “protection” if she offended him.
“I don’t mind. I was living on a farm in Gaul, and I was coming home from town late. I’d left later than I should, but I had a new toy for my eldest, can’t even remember what it was, and I couldn’t wait to see his face.”
Gabriel’s expression was mild, as if he were talking about a trip to grocery store. Amanda, on the other hand, was having a hard time wrapping her head around the idea that Gabriel had had children.
“My mare stepped in a hole, though. I was leading her home on foot when I was attacked. Of course, she took off well enough then. Can’t say I blame her, but that was no help to me. I was face first on the road with some barbarus on my back.”
Gabriel pulled into the parking lot of the Taco Bell and got in line at the drive-thru. “He took me like a two-bit whore,” he said disgustedly.
“He bit you?”
He gave her an amused glance. “It’s not the bite, it’s the blood. Yes, he bit me. I don’t know why he decided to turn me, not for sure. Without feeding me his blood, I would’ve just died. But he did. I was so weak from blood loss by then that I turned immediately. And then passed out. I woke up in a cave the next night.”
Gabriel pulled up to the menu board, then added a little too casually, “The townsfolk killed him two days later.” He powered down his window. “What do you want to eat?”
* * * *
In a small clearing deep in a northern Minnesota forest, Isolde Constantinus finished building up the fire and turned to face her prisoner. Toby Cartwright’s wrists and ankles were cuffed together behind the trunk of a small maple. The firelight cast flickering shadows across his face and made the rest of the surrounding woods even darker than before. There was no other light, no sounds save the distant call of an owl and the impersonal calls of insects.
No one would hear Cartwright’s screams.
Cartwright had been easy to find; the fool still used credit cards when he traveled. Isolde had several contacts in the credit industry—some tied to her by blood, and some merely bought with large monthly bribes—so when she had returned to the States, she had simply called three of her contacts and chosen the most likely candidate from the few known hunters that were still on the radar. Morales had stopped using plastic years ago, and he was teaching the others.
Enrique Morales was the one she was truly after, not small fry like Cartwright. Kim Hyo had been the most dangerous vampire hunter in the world, and Fury Lee Bae had nearly killed the hunter several times until Kim fled to Colombia, out of Lee’s reach. Isolde had caught and killed Kim in Bogota, which left Morales as the next most dangerous hunter in the world.
The Fury Isolde always hunted the best.
Cartwright glared defiance from where he knelt on the uneven ground, his back as straight and stiff as the tree trunk he was bound to, but his scent was lined with fear. Isolde smiled at him. The ones who were too self-righteous for fear were hard to break—at least, hard to break in such a way as to leave anything useful at the end. Isolde needed information, not blubbering. She had chosen her target well.
Cartwright was a formidable hunter with a long kill record. He had watched her kind die by blade and fire. She doubted he would make this easy on himself.
The vampire hunter clenched his jaw and drew himself up to as much height as he could manage as Isolde knelt in front of him. He did not speak.
She started simply, her tone conversational. “Tell me where Morales is and I’ll give you a quick, clean death.”
He spat at her.
Isolde dodged, sliding to the side faster than he could see. She sighed. “Hunter, you know what I can do to you.”
“Go to hell.”
His voice was deep and rough. Isolde liked the sound of it.
“Do you know who I am?” she asked, taking a slim knife from one of her wrist sheaths.
“Isolde Constantinus.” He made a brave mockery of her name.
She would change that tone soon enough.
“Very good,” she purred, leaning in close. Cartwright eyed her, but did not shrink back. “Then you know my reputation. I assure you, it is not unearned.”
The slim blade flashed in the firelight, and a hair-thin line of red seeped from a tiny wound just below Cartwright’s left eye. His flinch came far too late; Isolde was already holding up the knife, its tip stained red. She sniffed at it, then made a show of licking the blade clean, exposing her lengthening fangs.
“Your blood is still pure,” she said as she lowered the blade. “But I will bleed you all night. Bleed you and heal you, bleed you and heal you, until your voice is gone from screaming and your blood runs thick with vampire taint.”
She leaned in and licked the tiny trickle of blood from his cheek.
When Cartwright tried to turn away she seized his chin and held him steady. His refusal to look her in the eye was just a bittersweet reminder of why she had to do this the hard way. It was good training on his part, but she was still skinshifter enough that he had nothing to fear from her gaze.
“Then, just before dawn, I will turn you. I will turn you and not feed you and I will put you in a metal box to cook in the sun all day while you sleep. I will leave you there to suffer from the heat of the sun and the fire in your veins until I know that you are nothing but a ravening killing machine.
“Then I will take your box and drop it in the middle of one of these delightful little hamlets, and I will open it, and I will leave.”
His gaze darted to hers despite his training.
“Oh, don’t worry,” she whispered. “I’ll be nearby, making sure no one manages to elude you. It might take you a little while to kill them all. But you will. And when their deaths are heavy on your soul and their lives fill you to bursting, you might even regain your wits, and remember what it was to be a man like they were. Then you will either help me track down your hunter brethren, or I’ll send you on your way to hell personally.”
Sweat had broken out on Cartwright’s face, and his lips were white and bloodless, but it would take more than threats to break his spirit. “You’re bluffing. You’d hunt down a rogue like that yourself.”
The tiny cut had stopped bleeding. She kissed his cheek. “Who better than me to clean up after your massacre? Once you’re dead no one will ever guess I created you. The Fury Isolde is a hero to her people.” A hero to be feared, a boogeyman to frighten fledglings. And their masters. Even among the Furies, the vampire paladins, she was an outsider. “Isolde Huntersbane. Isolde Rogueslayer. So few people use my real name.” Not her true name; at least, not all of it. Her father and brother would die before revealing that, as she would die before revealing theirs. “Say it again, hunter.”
He whispered it, and Isolde shivered. He did have a wonderful voice. Such a pity.
“Morales told it to you, didn’t he?” she asked.
Cartwright barked a derisive laugh. “You are a legend to us. It’s been known for hundreds of years.”
Isolde could smell the lie. She clicked her tongue in mock reproach. “And we’ve been getting on so well. Tell me true now, hunter.”
Instead of answering, Cartwright closed his eyes and braced himself.
Sighing, Isolde went to work.
* * * *
“Whoa, what do you mean, go hunting with you?” Amanda was already regretting dinner, her stomach twisting at the idea of the vampire feeding. Her hand started to creep up to cover her neck, but she forced it back down.
“I’m not planning on killing anyone tonight,” Gabriel replied as he drove, his tone conveying his amusement. “A swallow here and there keeps me going between kills, and I usually only kill once a month or so. Most of my regular prey don’t even realize what I am.”
“Your regular prey?”
“Blood fetishists, mostly, although a lot of them didn’t start out that way.” He tapped the corner of his eye with one finger. “Warping someone’s desires is an investment of power, but considering how long I’ve been here it pays off handsomely. If I don’t actually bite them I don’t have to make them forget about it later.”
Amanda stared, appalled. “You mean you brainwash people into enjoying having their blood drunk?”
“Yes.”
Swallowing hard to keep her tacos down, Amanda turned away. “Ugh! That’s awful! Can’t you just find people who are willing to let you bite them? I would think, given what it feels like…” Her cheeks were burning, and she didn’t finish.
“And what did it feel like?”
She couldn’t sort out his tone, whether he meant the question tauntingly or teasingly or—doubtful—honestly. “I think being forced to enjoy something doesn’t mean it’s not still rape,” she snapped.
“Agreed. And I do have pets, people who are willing, but they’re few. It’s an even bigger power investment to make sure someone can’t betray me. Vampire hunters are just as real as vampires.”
Amanda looked back at him, but she couldn’t read his expression. “Vampire hunters. Like, stake and holy water vampire hunters?”
He grimaced. “Sometimes. Those are the easy ones, too stupid to live past their first encounter. But there are enough of the ones who know, who’ve learned how best to kill us, that I don’t take chances by being sloppy with my prey.”
“I see.” She bit her lip. “And what is the best way to kill you?”
He gave a silent laugh. “Oh, daylight, fire, removing the head or heart, that kind of thing. Spells and charms—religious or otherwise—can be effective deterrents, but the only liquid I’ve ever seen harm a vampire is acid.” He paused, then added thoughtfully, “And fire would’ve been a much better choice.”
“I’m surprised you answered that.”
“You have a right to know.”
He pulled into a parking spot in front of what looked like a barn, and Amanda did a double-take. He’s going hunting at Branch Street Retreat? She hadn’t been to the bar in awhile, but mostly she remembered pool players and people watching sports on TV.
Gabriel parked and killed the engine. “Besides, there is a certain amount of risk inherent in vetting a fledgling, and a certain amount of trust required as well. I don’t think you’re the type to go tale-bearing, even if it wouldn’t get you killed.”
Amanda definitely didn’t like it when put her and “killed” in the same sentence. “Why does your bite have that effect, anyway?” she asked before he could say anything else. “I mean, it makes no sense. Fangs in my neck shouldn’t feel good, it should just hurt like hell.”
“I think you’ll recall that it does hurt, until the venom kicks in.” He shrugged. “The venom gets produced by glands right behind the fangs when I bite down hard, but it takes a few seconds to get circulated enough to be effective.”
Amanda shook her head. “Your teeth look totally normal. That’s so not fair.”
“Camouflage. They’re retractable, like a cat’s claws. Watch.”
Gabriel closed his eyes, and Amanda was startled by a sudden, inexplicable feeling of movement from him, almost like breath against her skin, that rose up through him from his gut. His lips parted with a silent exhalation, and his fangs extended.
Amanda leaned forward in spite of herself. She could see the difference now; not just the length, but the angle of the bottom edges was more acute, tapering to point that was sharp like a dagger, not rounded and worn as human teeth were. She started to reach up to touch, but caught herself.
Gabriel chuckled, his eyes glittering under half-closed lids. “Have a look,” he said, gesturing her on. His smile was an amused dare and a promise all at once. “Just watch out for the ridge on the back. It’s sharp.”
That smile goaded her, combining with her natural curiosity to tip the scales against her better judgment. She pressed one fingertip against the front of one of his canines, half expecting it to feel loose, and nearly jumped out of her skin when she felt pressure back as muscles in his gums flexed.
She laughed at herself, feeling like she’d just shrieked after glimpsing a spider. Spiders bite too, you know. “I’d love to see an x-ray of your teeth.”
Gabriel snorted, keeping perfectly still as Amanda slid her fingertip around to the back. The ridge made the tooth feel more triangular than round. Delicately she tested the sharpness just as she would a knife’s edge, and wondered how he kept from slicing his tongue open on it. Before she could ask, she felt a little divot next to ridge. No, more like a groove. She followed it up along the ridge, all the way from the tip to his gums, and there against his hard palate was the small, soft bulge of the venom gland.
Gabriel sucked in a startled breath. Amanda looked up to find him watching her warily. Raising one speculative eyebrow, she traced over that bump with gentle pressure. The vampire started to shake—a very fine, light tremor—and a look of desperation flitted past those odd irises. That feeling of movement, the wave of energy she had felt, roiled in the air between them.
Finally Gabriel reached up and moved her hand until he could close his mouth. With a sigh he relaxed, his head drooping as the wave of his hunger retreated, vanishing under the general cloak of his presence. He looked down at her hand rather than at her face, rubbing the skin of her finger as if to make sure it was still whole.
“Nothing that you do not give,” he said. “Damn, but I have the munchies now. Let’s go.”
* * * *
The clearing was every bit as isolated as Isolde had thought. No one came to investigate Cartwright’s screams, which was just as well. She didn’t think making him watch while she killed an innocent bystander would do anything but bolster his resolve, and truthfully she avoided it whenever possible. Her threat about the massacre was not entirely idle, but most hunters broke long before she had to start considering whether or not to go through with it.
This time was no exception.
It was well past three a.m. when she finally blinded him. Isolde was not a sadist. She took no pleasure in giving pain, but his voice held out surprisingly well, and she truly did enjoy the sound of it. Even so, eventually she needed to move on. Blinding and amputation went a long way in breaking someone. They both drove home the message of, “You are not going to live through this. I’m going to kill you, and I don’t care what I do to you beforehand.” Amputations were such a waste of blood, though.
She was careful to hold his head hard against the tree trunk both times. When she took his first eye, he struggled to get away as the knife drew closer.
One short, precise stab.
After he stopped screaming, she asked her questions again, but he still refused to answer. This time when she held him she felt him struggling to throw himself onto the blade. She scolded him gently as she pierced his other eye.
“You’ll not get out of this so easy, Cartwright. You haven’t answered my questions yet. I decide when you die, not you.”
His screams turned into harsh sobs.
There he goes. She’d learned long ago that you couldn’t start with blinding; you had to work up to it. You had to make them want to die first. Then you took even that away from them.
“Please kill me,” he begged, sagging bonelessly against the tree. “Please, just kill me.”
“I can’t do that yet,” she replied, voice thick with regret. She leaned hard against him, chest to chest, and whispered softly into his ear. “I can’t yet. You’re too stubborn. You’re making me keep going.”
His whole body shook as her mouth moved down to his neck. “No, no, please no. Please, not again.”
“I’m sorry,” she breathed, and bit deep.
He cried out, despair turning into a wail of pleasure as the endorphins hit him, washing away the pain.
His blood burned all the way down to her stomach. She took only a little, and then sliced her wrist open and held the wound to his lips. He was limp in his bonds. She held him up, tipped his head back, and let the blood run down his throat. He’d tried to drown himself in it once, but his gag reflex betrayed him. Now he was too broken to fight.
She’d only given him a few swallows at a time before—now she let him drink, and drink.
She’d made new vampires before, centuries ago, but the Furies were sworn to create no fledglings. Since joining their ranks five hundred years ago, Isolde had found that she needed this release more often than she used to. She needed to feel the blood drawn from her veins, needed to pit herself against the seduction of a hungry mouth.
More than the ceaseless hunt, more than the constant migration of following target after target, the most dangerous part of Isolde’s existence were those fleeting moments when she forced her blood on a human and chose whether or not that would be the night she finally died.
Not tonight. I want Morales. He’s eluded us for too long.
With her free hand, Isolde picked up two extra pairs of handcuffs from the pile she’d left next to the tree and cuffed Cartwright’s wrists and ankles again, just in case.
She took her wrist away from his mouth.
Cartwright sucked in a long, startled breath, and then he screamed. It was a deep, full-throated sound that rose and fell along the scale, ringing through the clearing and echoing back in odd ways. Isolde shivered delightedly. The hunter tried to bash his head against the trunk of the tree but Isolde put her hand in between. Cartwright didn’t seem to notice. He just kept thrashing and screaming while her blood seized him. The handcuffs bit into him, his skin tearing and knitting back together by turns. The metal protested, digging furrows into the tree bark, but held firm.
When the screaming stopped, Cartwright blinked and looked up at Isolde with two whole but haunted eyes.
“You can feel it inside you now, can’t you?”
He nodded wordlessly.
“If I kill you now, you’ll turn.”
His gaze flicked toward the fire. He stared at it as a starving man stares at a feast. “You can still kill me,” he whispered.
“Yes.” She turned his face back toward her. “Give me a reason to.”
When he hesitated, she laid the tip of the blade against the corner of his eye. “They might grow back on their own this time.”
Cartwright began to speak.
Monday, May 17th, 1999
Paul absently stirred his lemon soup and listened to Cecelia with half an ear. It was his turn to pick, so they were having lunch on the campus end of State Street. Mediterranean Café was much closer to Paul’s office than it was to Cecelia’s. Tomorrow they’d be eating somewhere closer to the Square.
He wondered how his father’s hunt was going. The skinshifters and the mages were all on edge; none of them were old enough to remember Gabriel’s last protégé, who had already been a vampire for twenty years when Gabriel and Cian moved to Madison.
Paul remembered. He remembered all of them.
The other communities are right to be worried. They’re used to Father being cold and calculating. They’ve never seen him be reckless.
Paul suppressed a sigh. For all the times his father had played this game, Paul still didn’t fully understand it, or the need that drove it. He glanced out the café’s window at the sunlit street. In between worlds in so many ways.
Something Cecelia said caught his attention. “What, love?”
She pouted at him. She was particularly good at pouting, but only did it to tease. “You have been preoccupied, haven’t you?”
He reached across the little table and took her hand. “Yes, I’m sorry.”
Her playful expression faded. “Is it about your book?”
That was their code, their way of talking about impossible things in public. “Yes. Sort of a subplot tangle.” He squeezed her hand. “It’s not important.”
She let it go. “Well, I was saying, I had thought to have Randall give me away at the wedding, since Dad passed on, but I wondered if maybe your father would want the honor.”
Paul gave a startled jerk. “No, let your brother do it.” Gently touching her thoughts, he added, You can’t mention to anyone that he’s my father.
Her brows drew down, and Paul suppressed another sigh. He doubted Cecelia would ever get the hang of having two conversations at once without letting her face show it. Why not? he heard her think. She couldn’t project much, but Paul spent energy trying not to hear people; picking up his fiancée’s responses was as easy as breathing.
“If you think Randall wants to, that is,” Paul said out loud, reminding her to keep up both halves of the discussion. I look older than he does.
“I’m sure he will.” Cecelia looked down at her bowl to hide her surprise. How can you be older than your own father?
“Good. Then that’s settled.” I age, he doesn’t. He was twenty-three when he was turned, so that’s how old he looks. Paul himself looked close to forty, and wanted to keep it that way. As it was, he’d need to start putting gray in his beard in a few years or Cecelia would catch up to him.
“I am going to get to meet your father before the wedding, right?” She cocked her head to the side. “I mean, it might be a bit awkward otherwise.”
Paul looked down at his soup. “That would probably be best,” he agreed reluctantly. “But he’s pretty busy right now. Maybe in a couple months.”
Cecelia didn’t press him, but Paul could practically feel her curiosity ratcheting up another notch. She’d wanted to meet Gabriel ever since she found out he was still alive, which had been disappointingly soon after Paul had told her about his own nature. Most of his wives had known enough to be afraid of a vampire, but Cecelia was too much a child of the TV era. He was pretty sure she didn’t believe him that Gabriel was a monster in the classic sense of the word.
And you aren’t, Paulus?
The thought was in his father’s voice, but it came from inside his own head. He’d heard the lecture often enough that Gabriel didn’t even have to give it anymore; Paul gave it to himself out of pure reflex. You can’t be the hero with the dark secret if the secret is too strong for you. The hero is always able to overcome his inner demons in the end.
“You don’t think he’d want to have some part in the ceremony? Groomsman, maybe?” Cecelia took a bite of bread and a sip of tea, watching him with intense interest as she chewed.
Paul sighed and reminded himself that her tenacity was one of the things he loved about her. “I don’t think so, Cici. He’s…not fond of being up in front of large groups.” He may very well just slip in and slip back out again, Paul told her. He really dislikes being documented. Of course, so did Paul, but it was far easier for him to change his appearance than it was for his father.
Even that oblique thought made his stomach clench hard. Damn, but it was getting close to the surface again.
The bell above the door chimed softly, but the gust of spring air that kissed his cheek told Paul who it was before he even turned to look. The scent of the mage’s fiery blood made Paul’s mouth go dry, but he throttled the response as he usually did. Mostly.
“Gil!” Cecelia grinned, waving at the lean, grizzled man as he entered. “How are you?”
“Well, if it isn’t the lovely Cecelia. You certainly are a welcome sight for these tired old eyes.” Professor Gil Spielmann dropped a fatherly kiss on the cheek Cecelia offered up to him. “I was just down to Paul’s office but he wasn’t there, so I thought I’d get a bite of lunch, and here you are!”
Bullshit, Paul thought to himself with a silent groan. “What can I do for you?”
“Oh, it’s just a bit of research I’m having trouble with,” Gil said, “nothing that can’t wait. I wouldn’t want to interrupt your lunch date…”
Gil let the words trail off, and Cecelia leapt into the breach just as both men knew she would. “I have to get back to the office soon anyway. Why don’t I leave you two to your translations?” She stood, gulping down the last of her tea while Gil murmured weak and insincere protests. Cecelia waved him off. “No, no, I’m probably going to be late as it is.” Try not to fall asleep, dear. You’ll hurt Gil’s feelings. She gave Paul a quick kiss and a mischievous wink, and vanished out the door.
Paul pursed his lips and raised an eyebrow at Gil. “You couldn’t have waited?”
“I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a wrinkle. Perhaps we could go back to my office?”
With a mournful look at his half-full bowl, Paul reached for his wallet.
They hardly had to dodge anyone as they crossed Library Mall and started up Bascom Hill. The walk across campus wasn’t long, and faster now that most of the students had gone for the summer. Gil kept pace with Paul’s longer strides easily enough, showing no sign of his age now outside of his silver hair and steel mustache, for all that he liked to put on a show for Cecelia.
Paul hadn’t told her about Gil being a mage; he tried his best to keep her shielded from dangerous knowledge. As far as she knew, Gil was just a professor at the University like Paul was. Gil taught Latin, among other things, and since Paul had grown up speaking Latin, it made perfect sense to her that the two men would collaborate on occasion. Not that Paul advertised where he’d learned the language, of course.
The scent of the power stored in Gil’s veins flared slightly each time they crossed one of the many ley lines that crowded under Bascom Hill. Paul couldn’t tell what kind of magic Gil carried; that had been Isolde’s specialty, not his. Her nose had always been more discriminating, but his served well enough. I don’t need to know if he’s a sorcerer or a witch or a cleric to some god. He smells like mage, and all mages are dangerous.
Van Hise was a rather boring rectangle of glass and concrete compared to the older, more ornate buildings they passed to get there, but Paul had to admit that the view of Lake Mendota was a damn sight nicer than any view at Humanities, where Paul’s office was. Once the two men were safely behind Gil’s office door—and, Paul assumed, a bevy of privacy spells—Gil got to the point.
“Did you know Gabriel was on the cusp of taking the child?”
Paul shook his head. “Not before Martin called me on Friday.”
Gil frowned with patrician disapproval. “I thought you were supposed to be keeping tabs on him.”
Paul allowed himself a small smile. “Just how close do you expect anyone to get? The vampire can be a mite prickly, even with me.”
That was an evasion, but true enough in its own way. As far as Paul knew, none of the mages could sense a lie, but the skinshifters could, so he kept in good practice.
Gil shifted in his chair. He was seated behind his great desk and used to the emotional advantages it usually granted, but Paul had dealt with far more imposing personages than Gil Spielmann.
Including real patricians.
Paul’s inexhaustible composure under scrutiny always put Gil off-balance. The mages thought Paul was a human, a mage like themselves most likely, though speculation ran rife as to whether he was a necromancer or a blood mage, or perhaps just a thrall of the vampire. They probably would’ve shunned him if his relationship with Gabriel hadn’t made him so useful. The mages weren’t sure just what that relationship was, of course, but that didn’t stop them from taking advantage of it. Gil, at least, remembered what dealing with Gabriel had been like before Paul had come to Madison.
It’s hard to intimidate someone who is used to defeating his rivals by outliving them.
“Well, it looks like he’s not just making a pet of this one.” Gil’s tone was suggestive, and he watched Paul to see if his words elicited any response, but beneath his posturing, Gil’s distress was great enough that it turned the scent of his blood sour.
Paul shrugged, refusing to rise to the bait. “I hear that happens, every now and again. He’s quite mindful of our situation here; you needn’t be concerned. I’m sure if she turns they’ll do most of her hunting in Milwaukee or Chicago…”
He’d been certain that was what Gil had been worried about, but to his surprise the old man was shaking his head.
“I went by her place of work a short time ago to have a look at her myself.” Gil’s lips were set in a thin, hard line. “I don’t think our resident vampire quite realizes what he’s done.”
* * * *
Still dressed in her work clothes, Amanda collapsed on her couch and kicked off her shoes. I can’t wait until the new schedule starts, she thought, too exhausted to resent why she was so tired. The bookstore didn’t open until ten a.m., so even a late shift the night before didn’t normally present much of a hardship. Being out until four a.m. made getting up in time for work just a bit more of a struggle than usual. She could function all right on six hours of sleep, but with less than five she was prone to biting people’s heads off. Although, not literally. Yet.
That was supposed to be a joke, but she wasn’t laughing. I don’t know if I’m just too tired or if that just wasn’t funny.
The phone rang. Probably Brandy. Amanda had left a message on Brandy’s machine that morning before work, returning a message Brandy had left on Amanda’s machine the night before, which Amanda had apparently slept through. This sort of phone tag wasn’t unusual, but she didn’t want Brandy worrying. She hasn’t talked to me since I left the bar with Gabriel on Friday. She’s more right to be worried than even she realizes.
Amanda grabbed the phone from the end table and brought the receiver to her ear. “Hey.”
“Is that how you answer the phone now?” Her mother’s voice dripped disapproval.
I so do not have the energy for this. “Hi, Mom. I thought you were Brandy.”
There was a sniff so loud Amanda could see her mother’s nose wrinkling. “That’s a terrible habit, Mandy. What if I’d been someone important?”
But you aren’t someone important. Amanda gritted her teeth. “Stop calling me Mandy.”
“You’ve always been Mandy, dear, don’t be silly.”
“No, you’ve always called me Mandy. Everyone else stopped in the fourth grade when I asked them to.” Amanda counted to three and tried to stop growling. “What can I do for you, Mom?”
“Can’t a mother just call to say hello?”
Someone else’s mother, maybe. You, on the other hand, always want something. Amanda didn’t say it, though. She just waited, rolling onto her side and wedging the receiver under her head so she didn’t have to hold it. There was no chance of her falling asleep on the line, not with her mother on the other end, but she wished she could.
Penny Bairns never could stand a silence. “Well, I know you said you had to work Memorial Day weekend, but Robbie is going to be in town.”
Amanda’s breath caught. “He is?” God, she hadn’t seen her brother in over a year. He’d sworn he couldn’t get leave last Christmas, but Amanda wasn’t sure she believed it.
“Yes, and it would be so wonderful to have both of you in the house again…”
Her mother’s wistful tone made Amanda wince. There was no way any of them would live up to the image Penny was already building in her mind of what the visit would be like. There was going to be at least one shouting match, guaranteed. It always went that way. So it’ll probably be at least another year until Robbie comes home again. I’d better see him while I can. “I’m sure I can swap shifts with someone, at least for an afternoon. What time is he getting in?”
“Couldn’t you stay the weekend? We never get to see you.”
Hell, no. “I can’t, I already agreed to work the hours and swapping out’s going to be bad enough.”
Penny gave a long-suffering sigh. “Well, I suppose. Although you’d think you could be a little more considerate of your poor parents; it’s not like we ask all that much…”
Amanda closed her eyes and stopped listening. She didn’t even bother with “mm-hmm” or “uh-huh” to pretend she was paying attention. Amanda had been doing this since she moved out and Penny had yet to notice.
Finally she heard, “…and he said he should be here around noon on Sunday.”
“Great,” Amanda broke in. “I’ll see you at noon then.”
Her thoughts whirled in sluggish circles as she disengaged with her mother; ending a phone call with Penny could be a lengthy process unless you didn’t mind being absolutely rude. If Robbie’s there at noon, things should explode in plenty of time for me to get home before it gets dark, even with a two-hour drive. Gabriel doesn’t even have to know I’m going.
Even if they are annoying, I’m not letting him get anywhere near my family. Dad and Robbie are both he-men enough to want to try and save me, and probably get us all killed in the process. If there’s any protecting anyone to be done here, I’m the one who’s gonna be doing it.
Finally, she was able to hang up the phone. Amanda forced her eyes open with a groan and blinked blearily at the VCR clock. I have a few hours yet before sundown. I should get a shower, have some dinner. Change clothes. She’d been exhausted before talking to her mother; now, the bedroom seemed miles away from her spot on the couch. A nice hot shower would do you wonders. You’ve just got to get back up.
By the time she’d talked herself into it, she was already asleep.
* * * *
The dream started out as a memory. She was following Gabriel through a sparsely crowded bar just as she had last night, the low lighting and smoky atmosphere and neon signs blending together into an archetypal caricature of Wisconsin bars, not any one specific bar but all bars at once. The vampire ignored her, stopping here and there to talk to a faceless patron, smiling, laughing, before making his choice and using light, causal touches to draw his victim away from the others. Amanda sat on a stool at the endlessly long bar and watched Gabriel and his dinner disappear into the shadows, save for a stray gleam of light that caught the edge of the straight razor he carried with him.
It was that razor she’d felt pressed to her throat in the darkness of her apartment, its blade every bit as sharp as she’d feared. She’d watched him press it to other throats last night, but those people had all welcomed it.
He’s twisted them. She shuddered. He’s made them want it.
The act itself had been remarkably discrete; if she hadn’t been looking for the blade, mostly hidden by his hand, she probably wouldn’t have seen it, and the necking that followed had just looked like, well, necking. He took so little from any one person that no one had shown the least suspicion or concern, but that also meant he had to nuzzle quite a few necks. By the third venue Amanda’s nervousness had given way to boredom, and she’d spent most of the night at the bar nursing one drink after another.
Trying to read the shifting labels on the bottles that lined the wall, Amanda started to spin her glass out of habit and nearly knocked it over. A tall bloody mary sat in front of her instead of her usual short gin and tonic. She wrinkled her nose. I hate tomato juice. She lifted her head to call the bartender so she could get the right drink, but she was startled to see that he had an oozing red wound on the side of his neck. Blood ran down under his shirt in little pulsing rivulets.
Amanda frowned. That’s not very like Gabriel.
She turned to look for the vampire but only found more bleeding patrons, all of them laughing and chatting while their clothes turned red and started to drip onto the floor. He won’t like this. Someone’s bound to notice this mess, and he told me no one is supposed to notice.
She didn’t see Gabriel anywhere, but the room was huge and dark and full of moving shadows, so she hopped off her stool and went to look for him. Her shoes made a sticky, squelching noise as she walked.
They have to see what’s happening eventually. Amanda tried to walk a little faster. The floor was slick now, the blood almost half an inch deep and rising. I don’t want to be the only one not bleeding when they realize they’re all dying slowly. Where the hell is he?
The lights around the bar were fading behind her, the shadows growing deeper the farther she went until she couldn’t see at all, and she walked with her hands stretched out in front of her, feeling the currents of the patrons’ breaths against her skin. Too warm, she thought, edging to one side to avoid bumping into someone, reaching, searching. Too warm. Too warm. Gabriel, dammit, where are you?
A tendril of cold air brushed past her fingers, and Amanda grabbed at it.
The dream shifted.
After the absolute dark she’d been searching through, the dim light here was almost blinding. Even so, the scene was pretty hazy—more so than cigarette smoke could account for. She would’ve blinked if she had eyes.
Gabriel sat at the bar at the Union House, the eyes of his image in the big mirror drifting from the door to the patrons and back in a lazy circuit, occasionally glancing at the man next to him as they chatted amiably about the weather. Amanda was sort of between them and behind them and in front of them by turns, unable to settle into one perspective. When she was in front of him, Gabriel looked straight through her; when she was behind, she could find no hint of her presence in the mirror. There was a buzzing sound, not quite in her ears since she didn’t have any, that had nothing to do with the hum of conversation.
Or does it? The sound sort of had that cadence, the rhythm of two people talking. Amanda tried to tune out the crowd around her, focusing so hard on listening to the buzzing that her vision dimmed and nearly went out altogether.
I don’t see what he’s so upset about. I know what I’m doing. Gabriel’s voice echoed, as if he were talking through a heating duct.
Do you really? The response came from the man beside Gabriel, but it was even fainter and more echoey and harder for Amanda to make out. She’s a natural adept. Gil nearly blacked out when he did the sounding.
I trained you, didn’t I? Gabriel was beginning to sound peevish.
The other man sighed. You know psionics are not your strong suit, Father.
Amanda gave a start. Father?
Both men raised their heads at once, suddenly tense. And then the one she didn’t know looked right at her.
Amanda’s field of view narrowed down to the shifting gray eyes of the stranger, the rest of the Union House fading from her awareness. His eyes looked just like Gabriel’s, but his hair was darker, mustache and beard just as black as the hair on his head. He was leaner as well, and while there were certainly similarities in chin and cheekbones and mouth, the rest was different enough that she wondered if maybe “Father” was some sort of honorific instead of a familial relationship. She wished she could blink. The haze made it hard for her to guess at his age; she’d thought him older than the vampire, but he felt younger. And warmer, too.
Well, well, aren’t you a quick learner. His words were suddenly clear and loud in her mind, and there was a good-natured glint in his eye. The stranger stared at Amanda just long enough for her to be sure he saw her, then went back to his perusal of the bar. She could feel his gaze on her even when he was facing the other direction. I think this makes Gil’s point quite nicely.
The last comment was as clear as the first, but it wasn’t aimed at her. It was an odd sensation, a vague feeling of movement, like an arrow shooting past her toward the vampire.
Gabriel had his eyes half closed, but when he focused his attention on her a jolting pull shook Amanda that would’ve made her teeth rattle. He was still talking out loud, something about the flood of ‘95, but the words faded into the background babble of bar noise. I see, he thought at the other man, and this time there was no tinny echo.
I’ll leave you to it, the stranger thought back with a distinct edge of amusement.
Amanda. Gabriel’s grip on her tightened, and she had a sense of impending movement, water gathering behind a dam. Wake up. Now.
He shoved her hard, and the dam let go, and she was tumbling through the darkness like a bit of flotsam in a storm-swollen river, hurtling through nothing at what felt like breakneck speed, and she was just thinking that she was glad she apparently didn’t have a neck to break when everything slammed to an abrupt, jarring halt.
Amanda sat up, arms and legs flailing so wildly she fell right off the couch.
When Gabriel arrived about twenty minutes later, Amanda was just coming out of the bathroom. His footsteps were light and even as he came down the hall. She ignored him, toweling her wet hair furiously, glad for the excuse not to look at him right away.
Was that just a messed up dream? The more time that passed, the more foolish it felt to think otherwise…but she was still afraid to look. She didn’t want to see that same cold, considering look on his face now as she’d seen right before he’d told her to wake up. It wasn’t a look, exactly, it was…like he was weighing me against something else, something valuable.
Gabriel stopped in the doorway but said nothing. Swallowing hard once, Amanda threw the towel at the hamper and turned to face him.
He was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed loosely, one leg bent, his head cocked to one side. The pose emphasized the breadth of his shoulders and the way his snug jeans hugged his hips, but he was still wearing that calculating expression, and she couldn’t repress the shudder fast enough.
“It wasn’t a dream, was it?” The words came out as a mortifying squeak.
His steel-gray eyes followed her every movement. “Tell me.”
She sat down on the bed and drew her knees up to her chest, hugging them as she recounted the dream. Or whatever it was. She wanted to look at the floor, or the ceiling, or anywhere except at him, but she forced herself to watch his face, his posture. Nothing changed, even after she was done.
A human would move. A human would shift his weight, or scratch his face, or do something that might give away what he’s thinking.
Gabriel did none of these things, not even when he finally spoke. “The part in the Union House was real. The rest was a dream.”
Her stomach was so tight it was hard to breathe. She waited for the other shoe to drop.
“You’re afraid.” When she made no reply he added, “I gave you my word.”
“Things are different now, aren’t they?” This sudden, uncharacteristic coldness made her realize just how much she relied on his pretense of humanity to keep her courage up.
He tipped his head to the other side in a roll that seemed more avian than mammal. “Are you afraid of the man I was talking to?”
Amanda blinked. “No. I don’t think…” She bit her lip, remembering the sound of his… could you call it a voice, when no vocal chords were involved? “No.”
Gabriel smiled at that. The expression didn’t make him look any friendlier. “He would regret having to kill you, but that wouldn’t stop him from doing it if you ever, ever repeated any of that to anyone, in any form. Understood?”
Amanda nodded. Her mouth felt like it was full of sawdust.
“Good.” His expression thawed a little, and his eyes looked a little more blue than gray. “He’s been under my protection a lot longer than you have.”
“He’s not…” She frowned, and started over. “Are there any vampires in Madison besides you?”
“No.” Gabriel walked over to the bed and sat down on the corner of the mattress. Close, but not too close. “We don’t like to share territory. Big cities can support more than one of us, if we aren’t hunting the same demographic, but it can be contentious.” His smile quirked higher at one corner. “Madison could probably support another mature vampire, but I don’t share.”
“Right.” She hoped he would keep going without her having to ask. She didn’t think asking would be healthy, no matter what he said about giving his word.
Gabriel had other plans. “You don’t think of yourself as psychic, do you?”
It was barely a question, and the insult made her forget her fear. “Of course not. That stuff’s all nonsense.”
He leaned back on one elbow, lounging on her bed like an insolent rake. Presumptuous bastard. “Would you’ve said vampires were nonsense, before Friday night?”
Amanda’s jaw was clenched so tight her teeth hurt. “That’s different.”
“You just had a conversation with me from half the city away.” The words came out as a patronizing laugh.
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