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I wrote this book for myself; it was a gift from me, to me.

For that reason, and many others,

I dedicate it to the best of who

I am and to all that I hope to become.

Special acknowledgments are in order for Alex Kamaroft, who saw the vision more clearly than I did
and helped me to bring it into focus; to Irene Goodman, who was a light in the darkness when things
seemed hopeless; to Debbie Macomber, whose confidence in me seemed unwavering; and to Pamela
Lael, who fearlessly marked errors of logic and spelling and raved in all the right places. Last but not
least, I wish to thank my editor, Judith Stern, for her tireless efforts to make the book shine.

“’Tis now the very witching time of night,

When churchyards yawn and hell itself breathes out
Contagion to the world: now could I drink hot blood,

And do such bitter business as the day

Would quake to look upon.*

—Hamlet, Act 111, Scene ii


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Chapter 1

That year, on the afternoon of Halloween, great glistening snowflakes began tumbling from a glowering
sky, catching the maples and oaks by surprise in their gold and crimson housecoats, trimming fences and
lampposts, roofs and windowsill, in shimmering, exquisite lace.

Aidan Tremayne awakened at sunset, as he’d done every day for more than two centuries, and felt a
strange quickening in his spirit as he left the secret place in the woods. He allowed himself a wistful smile
as he surveyed the snowy landscape, for he sensed the excitement of the town’s children; it was like
silent laughter, riding the wind.

All Hallow’s Eve, he thought. How fitting.

He shook off the bittersweet sadness that had possessed him from the moment he’d opened his eyes
and walked on toward the great stone house hidden in the stillness of its surroundings. There were birch
trees among the others, gray-white sketches against the pristine snow, and a young deer watched him
warily from the far side of a small mill pond.

Aidan paused, his eyes adjusting to the dusk, all his senses fluttering to life within him, and still the little
doe returned his gaze, as though caught in the glow of headlights on some dark and forgotten road. He
had only to summon the creature, and she would come to him.

He was hungry, having gone three days without feeding, but he had no taste for the blood of innocents,
be they animal or human. Besides, the life force of lesser creatures provided substandard nourishment.Go
, he told the deer, in the silent language he had become so proficient at over the years.This is no place

for you, no time to be abroad in the night .

The deer listened with that intentness so typical of wild creatures, white ears perked as fat flakes of
snow continued to fall, as if to hide all traces of evil beneath a mantle of perfect white. Then the creature
turned and scampered into the woods.

Aidan allowed himself another smile—it was Halloween, after all, and he supposed the occasion ought
to have some celebratory meaning to a vampire—and walked on toward the house. Beyond, at the end
of a long gravel driveway, lay Route 7, the first hint of civilization. The small Connecticut town of Bright
River nestled four and a half miles to the north.

It was the kind of place where church bells rang on Sunday mornings. Local political issues were hotly
debated, and freight trains came through late at night, the mournful cry of the engineer’s whistle filling the
valley. The children at the elementary school made decorations colored in crayon, pumpkins or Pilgrims
or Santa Clauses, depending on the season, and taped them to the windows of their classrooms.

Aidan still smiled as he mounted the slippery steps at the back of the house and entered the mudroom.
He stomped the snow from his booted feet just as a mortal man might have done, but he did not reach
for the light switch as he entered the kitchen. His vision was keenest in the dark, and his ears were so
sharp that neither cacophony nor silence could veil the essence of reality from him.

Usually.

He paused just over the threshold, focusing his awareness, and knew in the space of a moment that he
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was indeed alone in the gracious, shadowy house. This realization was both a relief—for he had powerful
and very treacherous enemies—and a painful reminder that he was condemned to an eternity of
seclusion. That was the worst part of being the monster he was, the wild, howling loneliness, the rootless
wandering over the face of the earth, like a modern-day Cain.

Except for the brief, horrified comprehension of his victims, flaring in the moment before their final
heartbeat, Aidan knew no human contact, for he consorted only with other vampires. He took little
comfort from the company of his fellows—except for Maeve, his twin, whom he loved without
reservation—for they were abominations, like himself. As a rule, vampires were amoral beings,
untroubled by conscience or a need for the fellowship of others.

Aidan sighed as he passed silently through the house, shoving splayed fingers into dark, unruly hair. The
yearning to live and love as an ordinary man had never left him, even though older and wiser vampires
had promised it would. Some remnant of humanity lingered to give unrelenting torment.

He had not known peace of mind or spirit since the nightshe —Lisette—had changed him forever.
Indeed, he supposed his unrest had begun even before that, when their gullible and superstitious mortal
mother had taken him and Maeve to a gypsy camp, as very small children, to have their fortunes told.

The old woman—even after more than two hundred years, Aidan still remembered the horror of looking
into her wrinkled and shrewd face—had taken his hand and Maeve’s into her own. She’d held them
close together, palms upward, peering deep, as if she could see through the tender flesh and muscle to
some great mystery beneath. Then, just as suddenly, she’d drawn back, as though seared.

“Cursed,” she’d whispered. “Cursed for all of eternity, and beyond.”

The crone had turned ageless eyes—how strange they’d seemed, in that wizened visage—on Aidan,
though her words had been addressed to his now-tearful mother. “A woman will come to him—do not
seek her out, for she is not yet born—and she will be his salvation or his damnation, according to the
choices they make.”

The ancient one had given each of the twins a golden pendant on a chain, supposedly to ward off evil,
but it had been plain, even to a child, that she had little faith in talismans.

The chiming of the doorbell wrenched Aidan forward from that vanished time, and he found himself in
mid-pace.

He became a shadow among shadows, there in the yawning parlor. Cold sickness clasped at his insides,
even though they had long since turned to stone.Someone had ventured within his range, and he had

not sensed the person’s approach .

The bell sounded again. Aidan dragged one sleeve across his forehead. His skin was dry, but the sweat
he’d imagined had seemed as real as that of a mortal man.

“Maybe nobody lives here,” a woman’s voice said.
Aidan had regained his composure somewhat, and he moved to the front window with no more effort
than a thought. He might have come as easily from his hiding place to the house, except that he liked to

pretend he had human limitations sometimes, and remember how it felt to have breath and a heartbeat.

He made no effort to hide himself behind the lace curtain, for the woman and child standing on the porch
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would not see him—not consciously, that is. Their deeper minds would register his presence and
probably produce a few spooky dreams in an effort to assimilate him.

The child, a boy no older than six or seven, was wearing a flowing black cape and wax fangs, and he
gripped a plastic pumpkin in one hand. His companion, clad in blue jeans, a sweater, and a worn-out
cloth coat, was gamine-like, with short brown hair and large, dark eyes. Their conversation went on,
ordinary and sweet as music, and Aidan took the words inside himself, to be played over and over again
later, like a phonograph record.

Perhaps the other side of him, the beast, willed solidity and substance to his body and made him open
the door.

“Trick or treat,” the small vampire said, holding up the grinning pumpkin. In his other hand he held a
flashlight.

The woman and child glowed like angels in the wintry darkness, beautiful in their bright innocence, but
Aidan was aware of the heat and warmth pulsing through them, too. The need for blood made him sway
slightly and lean against the doorjamb.

That was when the woman touched him, and parts of her past flashed through his mind like a movie. He
saw that she liked to wear woolen socks to bed, that she was hiding from someone she both cared for
and feared, that despite her close relationship with the child, she was as lonely as Aidan himself.

All'in all, she was delightfully mortal, a tangle of good and not-so-good traits, someone who had known
the full range of sadness and joy in her relatively brief existence.

Aidan felt a wicked wrench, in the darkest reaches of his accursed soul, a sensation he had not known
before, in life or in death. It was both pain and pleasure, that feeling, and the possible significance of it
dizzied him.

Why had he recalled the words of the gypsy, spoken so long ago, words tucked away in a child’s mind
and forgotten five minutes after they were offered, now, on this night?

A woman will come to him... she will be his salvation or his damnation. ..

No, he decided firmly. Even given all he knew of the world, and of creation, it was too fanciful a theory
to accept. This was not the one who would save or damn him; such a creature probably did not even
exist.

Still, the gypsy’s prediction had been otherwise correct. He and Maeve had both been cursed, as surely
as the rebellious angels had been, those banished from heaven so many eons before, following the
legendary battle between Lucifer and the archangel, Michael.

“Are you all right?”” the woman asked, pulling him sharply back from his musings. “You look a little
pale.”

Aidan might have laughed, so ludicrously accurate was her remark, but he didn’t dare risk losing control.
He was ravenous, and the woman and child standing before him could have no way of knowing what sort

of monster they were facing all alone, there in those whispering >woods.

Their blood would be the sweetest of nectars, made vital by its very purity, and to take it from them
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would be a bliss so profound as to sustain him for many, many nights. ..

The soft concern in the visitor’s manner was nearly Aidan’s undoing, for he could not even recall the last
time a woman had spoken to him with tenderness. He drew in a deep breath, even though he had no
need for air, and let it out slowly, holding the inward demons in check with his last straining shreds of
strength. “Yes,” he said, somewhat tersely. “I’ve been—ill.”

“If you don’t have any candy, it’s okay,” the child put in with quick charity. “Aunt Neely won’t let me
eat anything I get from strangers anyhow.”

Aidan was almost deafened by a rushing sound stemming from some wounded and heretofore
abandoned place in his spirit.Nee/y . He made note of the woman’s name—it was a detail that had
seemed unimportant, in the face of the devastating affect she’d had upon him—and it played in his soul
like music. His control was weakening with every passing moment; he had to flee the pair before he
broke his own all-but-inviable rule and ravaged them both.

Still, he was so shaken, so captivated by this unexpected mortal woman, that movement was temporarily
beyond his power.

“I have something better than candy,” he heard himself say, after a desperate inner struggle. He made
himself move, took a coin from the ancient cherry-wood box on the hallway table and dropped it into the
plastic pumpkin the little boy held out to him. “Happy Halloween.”

Neely’s brown eyes linked with Aidan’s, and she smiled.

He watched the pulse throb at the base of her right ear, imagined the vitality he could draw from her, the
sheer, glorious/ife . The mere thought of it made him want to weep.

He did not risk speaking again.
“Thank you,” she said, turning to start down the porch steps.

The small vampire lingered on the doormat. “My name’s Danny. We're practically your neighbors,” he
said. “We live at the Lakeview Trailer Court and Motel, on Route Seven. My dad is the caretaker there,
and Aunt Neely cleans rooms and waits tables in the truck stop.”

The blush that rose in the woman’s cheeks only made Aidan’s deadly hunger more intense. Just when he
would have lunged at her, he thrust the door closed and willed himself away quickly—far away, to
another time and another place, where he could stalk without compunction.

Aidan chose one of his favorite hunting grounds, a miserable section of nineteenth-century London
known as Whitechapel. There, in the dark, narrow, stinking streets, he might select his prey not from the
prostitutes, or the pickpockets and burglars, but from procurers, white slavers, and men who made their
living in the opium trade. Occasionally he indulged a taste for a mean drunk, a wife-beater, or a rapist;
circumstances determined whether his victims saw his face and read their fate there or simply perished
between one breath and the next. He did not actually kill the majority of his victims, however, and he had
never made vampires of his prey, even though he knew the trick of it only too well. It was all a matter of
degree.

He kept a room over a back-alley tavern, and that was where he materialized on that particular night.
Quickly he exchanged his plain clothes for an elegant evening suit and a beaver top hat. To this ensemble
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he added a black silk cape lined with red, as a private joke.

A cloying, yellow-white fog enveloped the city, swirling about the lampposts and softening the sounds of
cartwheels jostling over cobblestones, of revelry in the taverns and whoring in the alleys. Somewhere a
woman screamed, a high-pitched, keening sound, but Aidan paid no attention, and neither did any of the
other shadowy creatures who haunted the night.

He’d walked only a short way when he came upon a fancy carriage stopped at the curb. A small man,
clad in a bundle of rags and filthy beyond all bearing, was pressing a half-starved child toward the
vehicle’s open door.

Inside, Aidan glimpsed a younger man, outfitted in clothes even more finely tailored than his own,
counting out coins into a white, uncalloused palm.

“I won’t do it, do you “’ear me!** the little one cried, with unusual spirit for such a time and place.
Although Aidan sensed that the small entity was female, there was nothing about her scrawny frame to
indicate the fact. She couldn’t have been older than eight or ten. ’I won’t let somebastard from
Knightsbridge bugger me for a shilling!*

Aidan closed his eyes for a moment, filled with disgust, vividly recalling the human sensation of bile
bubbling into the back of his throat in a scalding rush. After all the time that had passed since his making,
it still came as a shock to him to realize that vampires and werewolves and warlocks weren’t the only
fiends abroad in the world.

“Get’n the carriage and tend to your business!” shouted the rag-man, cuffing the child hard between her
thin shoulders. “I’ll not stand “’ere and argue with the likes of you all night, Shallie Biffle!*

Aidan stepped forward, deliberately opening himself to their awareness. Closing one hand over the back
of the ragman’s neck, instantly paralyzing the wretched little rodent, he spoke politely to the urchin still
standing on the sidewalk.

“This man”—he nodded toward his bug-eyed, apoplectic captive—"“is he your father?”
“”ell, no, spat Shallie. ”” ‘e’s just a dirty flesh-peddler, that’s all. I ain’t got no father or mother—if I
did, would I be “ere?”

Aidan produced a five-pound note, using that special vampire sleight of hand too rapid for the human
eye to catch. “There is a woman in the West End who’ll look after you,” he said. “Go to her now.”

He put the street name and number into the child’s mind without speaking again, and she scrambled off
into the shifting murk, clutching the note she’d snatched from his fingers a second after its appearance.

The horses pulling the carriage grew restless, but the dandy and his driver sat obediently, bemused, as
helpless in their own way as the rag-man.

Aidan lifted the scrap of filth by the scruff of his neck and allowed him to see his fierce vampire teeth. It
would have been the purest pleasure to tear open that particular jugular vein, to drain the blood and toss
away the husk like a handful of nutshells, but he had settled on even viler prey— the wealthy pervert who
had ventured into Whitechapel to buy the virtue of a child.

He flung the procurer aside, heard the flesh-muffled sound of a skeleton splintering against the
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soot-stained wall of a brick building.Fancy that , Aidan thought to himself with a regretful smile.

He climbed easily into the leather-upholstered interior of the carriage, and there he settled himself across
from his intended victim. With a thought, he broke the wicked enchantment that had held both the driver
and his master in stricken silence.

“Tell the man to take you home,” Aidan said companionably enough, examining his gloves to make sure
he hadn’t smudged them while handling the rag-man’s dirty person.

The carriage was dark, but Aidan’s vision was noonday perfect, and he saw the young nobleman
swallow convulsively before he reached up with a shaking hand and knocked three times on the vehicle’s
roof. The lad loosened his ascot as he stared at Aidan in confounded fear, his pulse plainly visible
between the folds of silk.

Yes, Aidan thought with quiet lust, eyeing the man’s throat. Soon, very soon, the terrible hunger would
be satisfied, at least for the time being.

“Wh-Who are you?” the nobleman finally managed to stammer out.

Aidan smiled cordially and took off his hat, setting it carefully on the leather seat beside him. “No one,
really. You might say that you’re having a remarkably authentic nightmare—Bucky.”

The young man paled at Aidan’s easy use of his nickname, which, of course, he hadn’t given. Bucky
swallowed again, gulped really, and a fine sheen of perspiration broke out on his upper lip. “If it’s about

the child—well, I was only looking for a little harmless diversion, that’s all—"

“You are a man of peculiar tastes,” Aidan said without expression. “Does your family know how you
amuse yourself of an evening?”

Bucky squirmed in the seat. On some level, Aidan supposed, the specimen’s mind was developed
enough to discern that the curtain was about to come down on the last act. “If this is about blackmail—"

Aidan interrupted with atsk-tsk sound. “For shame. Not all of us are willing to stoop to such depths as
you do, my friend. Blackmail is far beneath me.”

A flush flowed into Bucky’s pasty face, sharpening Aidan’s desire to feed to something very like frenzy.
He would wait, however, allowing the prospect to grow sweeter, in much the same way he had let fine
wine breathe before indulging in it, back in those glorious days when the only blood he’d needed was that
which coursed through his own veins.

“What do you want then, if not money?”” Bucky sputtered.

Aidan smiled, revealing his fangs, and watched in quiet, merciless resolution as a silent scream moved up
and down Bucky’s neck but failed to escape his constricted throat. He looked frantically, helplessly,
toward the carriage door.

“There is no escape,” Aidan told him pleasantly.

Bucky’s eyes were huge. “No more—no more children— I swear it—"

Aidan shrugged eloquently. “I quite believe you,” he conceded. “You will never again have the chance,
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you see.”

The carriage rattled on through the foggy London night, and the trip must have seemed endless to
Bucky. Indeed, for him it was surely an eternity. Finally, when Aidan knew time was growing short, that
dawn would come soon, he decided he’d savored the salty, vital wine long enough.

Slowly he put his hands on Bucky’s velvet-clad shoulders, drew him close, even snarled a little, as a
media vampire might, to give the moment a touch more drama. Then he sank his teeth into the tender
flesh of Bucky’s neck, and the blood flowed, liquid energy, not over Aidan’s tongue but through his
fangs.

As much as he hated everything he was, feeding brought the usual ecstasy. Aidan drank until his
ferocious thirst had been quelled, then snapped Bucky’s neck between his fingers and flung him to the
floor of the carriage.

Aidan rarely fed in Bucky’s circles, and he frowned as he imagined the furor the finding of a dandy’s
blood-drained hulk would arouse in the newspapers. He felt some regret, too, for the confusion that
would reign among the diligent, well-meaning souls at Scotland Yard when they tried to make sense of
the incident.

They would, of course, blame the Ripper.

Aidan stopped the carriage by freezing the driver’s already addled mind, bent to straighten Bucky’s
stained ascot, then climbed out onto a virtually empty sidewalk.

His sister Maeve’s grand house loomed before him, beyond an imposing wrought-iron fence, its
chimneys and gables rimmed with the first gray-pink tatters of dawn.

The vampire met the carriage driver’s blank stare, dismissed him with no memory of visiting Whitechapel
or even encountering a stranger. The vehicle lumbered away through the slow, silent waltz of the fog.

Aidan let himself into the house via a special entrance next to the wine cellar and took refuge in a dark,
tomb-like room where inhabitants had once hidden from Oliver Cromwell’s men. He bolted the door,
then removed his hat and the cloak and settled in a half-crouch against a cold stone wall.

He yawned as the fathomless sleep began to overtake him. He’d been careless, coming here, but after
his dawdling with poor, misguided Bucky, there hadn’t been time to return to his lair in twentieth-century
Connecticut. Besides, satiation always dulled his wits for a while.

He would just have to hope—it was futile for a vampire to offer a prayer—that none of his enemies had
been watching when he came to this only-too-obvious place to rest.

Aidan yawned again and closed his eyes. He didn’t fear most vampires, for all but a few had to hide
from the sun just as he did, but there were other arch-demons, other abominations of creation, who
preyed upon his kind, terrible, beautiful things that flourished in the daylight.

Usually Aidan did not dream. All consciousness faded to dense blackness when he slumbered, leaving
him vulnerable while his being assimilated the food that made him immortal.

Tonight, however, Aidan saw the woman, Neely, on the stage of his mind, and the little boy with wax
vampire teeth, and even in his stupor he was wildly troubled. In two centuries no mortal female had
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captured his imagination. This one, this Neely, was different.

It wasn’t just her looks—she was pretty enough, though by no means beautiful—but something far
deeper, an ancient and cataclysmic affection of the soul, a bittersweet paradox. It was as if he’d been
captured by a cunning and much-feared foe and at the same time found a vital part of himself that he
hadn’t known was lost.

Again, the long-dead gypsy witch’s ominous words echoed, fragmented and sharp as splintered glass, in
his mind.Cursed —damnation or salvation...

When he awakened, many hours later, he knew immediately that he was not alone in the dark chamber.

A match was struck; the light flared, searing Aidan’s eyes. Before him stood Valerian, majestic in his
vampirism, a giant, beautiful fiend with chestnut-brown hair, patrician features, and a dark violet gaze that
could paralyze any lesser creature in a twinkling.

“You are a fool, Aidan!” Valerian spat, and the motion of his lips made the candlelight flicker. Like
Aidan, Valerian had no breath. “What possessed you to comehere 7’ He waved one elegant arm in
barely bridled fury. “Have you forgotten that she searches for you? That she needs neither darkness nor
sleep?”

Aidan yawned and raised himself to his feet, using the wall behind him for support. “ ”She,* ”” he quoted
mockingly. “Tell me, Valerian, are you so terrified of Lisette that you will not even say her name?”

The older vampire’s eyes narrowed to slits; Aidan could feel his fury singing in the room like the
discordant music of a thousand warped violins. “I have no reason to fear Lisette,” he said after a moment
woven of eternity. “It is you, Aidan, who have incurred her everlasting hatred!”

Aidan scratched the back of his neck, another habit held over from mortal days. The only itch that ever
troubled him now came from far beneath his skin, driving him to take blood or die in the crudest agony of
thirst. He arched one eyebrow as he regarded his long-time acquaintance.

“No doubt, if Lisette is near, it’s because she followed you,” he said reasonably.

Again Valerian’s lethal anger stirred. “I am nearly as powerful as she is—I can shroud my presence from
her when I wish. You, on the other hand, might as well have laid down to sleep in the full light of the sun
as to take refuge here! How long will you walk about with your thoughts naked to whatever demon might
be listening? Do youwant to perish, Aidan? Is that it?”

Against his will, Aidan thought of the woman, Neely, who lived and breathed back in the cold, fresh air
of twentieth-century Connecticut. He felt the most torturous and inexplicable grief, coupled with a joy the
likes of which no fiend could expect to entertain. “Perhaps I do,” he confessed raggedly. Then he lifted
his eyes to Valerian’s magnificent, terrible face and asked, “Do you never yearn for peace? Don’t you
ever grow so weary of what you are that you’d risk the wrath of heaven and the fires of hell to escape
it?”

“Fool,” Valerian spat again, plainly exasperated. “Why do I bother myself with such an idiot? For us, the
pure light of heaven would be as great a torment as the blazes of Hades! We would escape nothing by

fleeing this life!”

“This is not life,” Aidan replied with unexpected fury. “This is a living death. Hell itself could not possibly
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be worse

Valerian gentled, for he was an unpredictable creature, and laid his gracious hands on Aidan’s shoulders.
“Poor Aidan,” he mocked. “When will you accept what you are and stop playing at being a man?”

Aidan turned away and snatched his cloak and top hat from the top of the wine crate where he’d left
them that morning before giving himself up to a tempestuous sleep. Valerian’s words had struck a chord
of terror in his spirit.

Did the other vampire know about Neely and the little boy? Was that what he’d meant by “playing at
being a man”? If Valerian had taken notice of their existence while Aidan’s mind was unguarded in
slumber, he might see it as his duty to destroy them.

In the next moment Aidan’s worst fears were confirmed. “You are an even greater fool than I thought,”
Valerian said with rueful affection. “Imagine it, your being besotted with a fragile mortal!”” He paused,
sighed. “You do me injury,” he murmured, before going on to say, in his usual imperious way, “Come
with me, Aidan. [ will show you worlds and dimensions you have never dreamed of. I will teach you to
cherish what you are, torelish it!”

Aidan retreated a step, covered his ears with his hands, as though that could keep out the brutal truth of
Valerian’s words. “Never!” he gasped out. “And if you go near the woman or the child, I swear by all
the unholy vows, whatever the cost may be,/ will destroy you !”

Valerian looked stung, which was another of his many affectations, of course. Aidan knew the other
vampire was not capable of anything so prosaic as getting his feelings hurt, and he certainly didn’t fear a
being of lesser powers.

The creature sighed theatrically. “Perhaps Maeve can reason with you,” he said. “I am weary of the
effort.”

“Leave me,” Aidan replied.
Miraculously Valerian conceded the point and disappeared.

Aidan tilted his head back as if to see through the thick ceiling. His senses told him that Maeve was not
in residence but off hunting in some other place and century.

A small, aching coil of loneliness twisted inside Aidan’s breast. Whatever their differences, he cherished
his sister. Her companionship would have been comforting, a warm hearth in the dark bewilderment that
tormented him now.

He closed his eyes and thought of Connecticut, and when he looked again, he was there, standing in the
darkness of a bedroom he never used.

Aidan tossed the top hat and cloak onto a wing chair upholstered in rich leather and wrenched at the
high collar that suddenly seemed to constrict his throat. Somehow, in those few treacherous minutes
when Neely had stood on his doorstep, escorting a little beggar in a vampire suit, Aidan had made a truly
terrible error. He had brought the woman into his mind, just to admire her effervescence for a few
moments, and she had taken up stubborn residence there.

What in blazes was this fascination he’d acquired?
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He looked toward the bed, remembering what it was like to lie with a daughter of Eve, to give and take
physical pleasure, and was possessed of a yearning so fierce that it horrified him. He had merelyglimpsed
this troublesome woman, and yet he found himself wanting her, not as sustenance, but bucking beneath
him in wild spasms of passion, clutching his bare shoulders in frantic fingers, crying out in the sweet fever
of ecstasy...

He had to see her again, if only to convince himself that he had built her up into something more than she
was, to end this reckless obsession that could so easily end in obliteration for them both.

When he had regained his composure somewhat, Aidan exchanged his gentleman’s garb for well-worn
jeans and a wheat-colored Irish cable-knit sweater. He brushed his dark, longish hair—a style suited to
the current century and decade—and formed a clear picture of Neely in his mind.

In the space of a second he was standing in the parking lot of the truck stop on Route 7, a soft
Connecticut snow falling around him, and she was just coming out through the front door, scrambling into
her cheap coat as she walked.

She stopped when she sensed his presence, met his gaze, and sealed his doom forever simply by smiling.

“Hello,” she said. Her gamine eyes were bright with some hidden mischief, and the snowflakes made a
mantilla for her short hair.

Long-forgotten and deeply mourned emotions wrung Aidan as he stood there, powerless before her
innocent enchantment. “Hello,” he replied, while sweet despair settled over him like snow blanketing a
new and raw grave.

Somewhere deep inside him a spark kindled into flame.

It was true, then, what the gypsy sorceress had said so long before. Here, before him, stood the reason
for his creation, the personification of his fate.

Chapter 2

It almost seemed that he’d been waiting for her. Neely Wallace felt both an intense attraction and a rush
of adrenaline as she stood in the parking lot of the Lakeview Cafe, gazing into that enigmatic pair of eyes.
A spontaneous “hello” had tumbled over her lips before she’d given full consideration to the fact that this
man was a virtual stranger.

Remembering that there were people in the world who wanted to silence Neely, or even kill her, she
was surprised at her own reaction. Briefly, futilely, she wished she had never worked for Senator Dallas
Hargrove, never found the evidence of his criminal acts, thus making herself a target.

He smiled, the snow drifting and floating softly between them, cosseting the land in a magical silence.
Something about his gaze captivated her, made her want to stand there looking at him forever.

It was as though he had looked inside her, with those remarkable eyes of his, and awakened some vital
part of her being, heretofore unknown and undreamed of.
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Neely cleared her throat nervously but kept her smile in place. She should have taken the time to call her
brother, Ben, when her shift was over, as he was always telling her to do, so he could come and walk her
back to the trailer court. If she hadn’t seen the man the night before, when she and Danny had gone out
trick-or-treating, she might have thought he was a mugger or a rapist, or that her former boss had finally
sent someone to make sure she never talked about his close association with drug dealers. “The cafe’s
closed,” she said. “We’ll open up again at five.”

He came no nearer, this man woven of shadows, and yet his presence was all around Neely, in and
through her, like the very essences of time and space. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “I’'m not here to hurt

2

you.

Neely figured a serial killer might say the same thing, but the idea didn’t click with her instincts. She
realized shewasn 't truly afraid, but her stomach was fluttery, and she felt capable of pole-vaulting over
the big neon sign out by the highway. “I don’t think I caught your name,” she said, finally breaking the
odd paralysis that had held her until that moment.

“Aidan Tremayne,” he said, keeping his distance. “And yours?”’

“Neely Wallace,” she answered, at last finding the impetus to start across the lot, the soles of her boots
making tracks in the perfect snow. Idly she wondered if she would end up as a segment on one of those
crime shows that were so popular on TV. She could just hear the opening blurb.Ms. Cornelia Wallace,
motel maid and waitress, erstwhile personal assistant to Senator Dallas Hargrove, disappeared
mysteriously one snowy night from the parking lot of the Lakeview Truck Stop, just outside Bright
River, Connecticut ...

A high, dense hedge separated the parking area from the motel and trailer court beyond, and Neely
paused under an arch of snow-laced shrubbery to look back.

Aidan Tremayne, clearly visible before in the glimmer of the big floodlights standing at all four corners of
the parking lot, was gone. No trace of him lingered, and the new layer of snow was untouched except for
Neely’s own footprints.

She stood perfectly still for a moment, listening, but she heard nothing. She drew a deep breath and
walked on at a brisk pace, making her way past the two-story motel and into the trailer court. Reaching
the door of her tiny mobile home, which was parked next to Ben’s larger one, she looked back over her
shoulder again, almost expecting to see Tremayne standing behind her.

“Weird,” Neely said to herself as she turned the key in the lock.

The trailer wobbled, as usual, when Neely stepped inside. She flipped on the light switch and peeled off
her coat in an almost simultaneous motion. Then, as an afterthought, she turned the lock on her door and
put the chain-bolt in place.

Her utilitarian telephone, a plain black model with an old-fashioned dial, startled her with an immediate
jangle. She grabbed up the receiver, oddly exasperated.

“Damn it, Neely,” her brother said, “I told you to call me when you were through closing up the cafe so [
could come over and walk you home. Don’t you read the newspapers? It isn’t safe for a woman to be
out alone so late at night.”
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Neely calmed down by reminding herself that Ben truly cared about her; except for Danny and her best
friend, Wendy Browning, he was probably the only person in the world who did. She put away her coat,
sat down on her hide-a-bed sofa with a sigh, and quickly kicked off her snow boots.

“I’m sorry, Ben,” she responded, rubbing one sore foot. She frowned, spotting a run in her pantyhose.
Even hairspray or nail polish wouldn’t stop this one. “Yes, it’s late, and that’s exactly why I didn’t call. I
knew Danny would be in bed, and I didn’t want you to have to leave him alone.” She paused, drew a
deep breath, and plunged. “Ben, what do you know about Aidan Tremayne, that guy who lives in the
mansion down the road?”

Ben sounded tired. “Just that. His name is Aidan Tremayne, and he lives in the mansion down the road.
Why?”

Neely was unaccountably disappointed; she’d wanted some tidbit of information to mull over while she
was brushing her teeth and getting ready for bed. “I was just wondering, that’s all. Danny and I went
there on Halloween night. He struck me as sort of—different.”

“I guess you could say he’s a recluse,” Ben said, barely disguising his indifference. “Listen, sweetheart,
I’'m beat. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Emotion swelled in Neely’s throat. She and Ben had more in common than their late parents. He’d lost
his wife, Shannon, to cancer a few years before, along with his job in a Pittsburgh steel mill, and he’d
been struggling to rebuild his life and Danny’s ever since. Neely had been forced to give up an entire way
of life—her work, her apartment, her friends—because she knew too much about certain very powerful
people.

“Good night,” she said.

Neely’s trailer consisted of one room, essentially, with the fold-out bed at one end and a kitchenette at
the other. The bathroom was quite literally the size of the hall closet in her old apartment.

Resolving to dwell on what she had—her life, her health, Danny and Ben—instead of what she’d lost,
Neely took off her pink uniform and hung it carefully from a curtain rod.

After showering, she put on an old flannel nightshirt and dried her hair. Then she heated a serving of
vegetable soup on a doll-size stove and sat in the middle of her lumpy fold-out bed, eating and watching
a late-night talk show on the small TV that had once occupied a corner of the kitchen counter of her
spacious apartment in Washington.

Neely didn’t laugh at the host’s monologue that night, though she usually enjoyed it. She kept thinking of
Aidan Tremayne, wondering who he was and why he’d stirred her the way he had. He was one of the
most attractive men she’d ever met, and inwardly she was still reeling from the impact of encountering
him unexpectedly as she’d left the cafe.

Not to mention the way he’d vanished in the time it took to blink.

She walked to the edge of the bed on her knees, balancing her empty soup bowl with all the skill of a
good waitress, then got up and crossed to the sink. After rinsing out her dish, she returned to the
bathroom and brushed her teeth. The thing to do was sleep; she would think about Mr. Tremayne
another time, when fatigue did not make her overly fanciful.
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Aidan was especially ravenous that night, but he did not feed. The hunger lent a crystalline sharpness to
his thought processes, and as he sat alone in his sumptuous study, with no light but that of the fire on the
hearth, he allowed himself to remember a time, a glorious time, when he’d been a man instead of a
monster.

He closed his eyes and tilted his head back against the high leather chair in which he sat, recalling. Like
most mortals, Aidan had not realized what it really meant to have a strong, steady heartbeat, supple lungs
that craved air, skin that sweated, and muscles that took orders from a living brain. He had thought with
his manhood in those simple days, not his mind.

Now he was a husk, an aberration of nature. Thanks to his own impetuous nature and unceasing pursuit
of a good time, thanks to Lisette, he was a fiend, able to exist only by the ingestion of human blood. He
longed for the peace of death but feared the possibilities of an afterlife too much to perish willingly.

Aidan could travel freely in time and its dimensions, but the Power that pulsed at the heart of the universe
was veiled to him. He knew only that it existed, and that its agents were among his most dangerous
enemies.

He could not bear to consider the fate that might await him should he succumb to the mystery of true
death; he’d had enough religious training in his early years at school to sustain a pure and unremitting
terror. Nor did Aidan choose to think of Neely Wallace, for to do that in his present mood would be to
transport himself instantly into her presence.

He engaged in a sad smile, letting decades unfold in his mind, and then centuries. He’d been twenty-two
when the unthinkable had happened. The year had been 1782, the place an upstairs room in a seedy
English tavern, not far from Oxford...

Lisette’s waist-length auburn hair was spread across Aidan’s torso like a silken veil, and her ice-blue
eyes were limpid as she gazed at him. “Lovely boy,” she crooned, stroking his chest, his belly, and then
his member. “I can’t bear to give you up.”

Aidan groaned. They’d been together all night and, as always, as the dawn approached, she grew
sentimental and greedy. He was amazed to feel himself turn hard, for he’d thought she’d drained him of
all ability to respond.

Lisette was older than Aidan by a score of years, and her experience in intimate matters was vast, but
other than those things, he knew little about her. One night a few weeks before, when Aidan had been
out walking alone, a splendid carriage drawn by six matched horses had stopped beside him in the road.
Lisette, a pale and gloriously beautiful creature, had summoned him inside with a smile and a crook of her
finger. They’d been meeting regularly ever since.

Now she laughed at his reluctance to surrender even as his young body betrayed him.

She set the pace as the aggressor and the seducer. She took him, extracted yet another exquisite
response from him, and left him half-conscious in the tangled bedclothes immediately afterward.

Aidan watched his lover through a haze as she paced the crude plank-board floor, once again clad in her
gauzy, flowing gown, her hair trailing down her back in a profusion of coppery curls. He was glad it was

nearly sunrise, that she would leave him then as always, because he knew that one more turn in her arms
would kill him.
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“See that you don’t go dallying with a wench while I'm away,” she flared. “I won’t have it!”

He hauled himself up onto his elbows, but that was all he could manage. “You don’t own me, Lisette,”
he said. “Don’t be telling me what you’ll have and what you won’t.”

She whirled on him then, and he saw something terrible in her face, even though there was no light but
that of a thin winter moon fading into an approaching dawn. “Do not speak to me in that disrespectful
way again!” she raged.

Aidan was a bold sort—indeed, his father’s solicitor swore the trait would be his undoing—but even he
did not dare challenge Lisette further. She was no ordinary woman, he’d guessed that long since, and she
was capable of far more than ordinary mischief. He guessed that had been her appeal, along with her
insatiable appetites and the envy her attentions generated among his peers.

Lisette cast a sullen glance toward the window, then glared at Aidan again, her eyes seeming to glitter in
the gloom. They looked hard, like jewels, and they flashed with an icy fire. She made a strangled sound,
a mingling of desire and grief, and then she was upon him again.

He tried to throw her off, for the sudden ferocity of her attack had unnerved him, but to his annoyance
he discovered that she was far stronger than he was.

“Soon,” she kept murmuring, over and over, like a mother comforting a fitful child, “soon, darling, all the
earth will belong to us—"

Aidan felt her teeth puncture his neck, and his heart raced with fresh horror. He fought to free himself,
but Lisette was like a marble statue, crushing him, breaking his bones. At that point he began to recede

into unconsciousness; he was going to die, never see Maeve again, never laugh or paint or drink wine and
ale with his friends.

He renewed his efforts, struggling to return to full awareness, even though there was pain and fear,
mortal fear so intense that his very soul throbbed with it.

“Now, now,” Lisette whispered, lifting her head to look into his eyes. “Your friends will think you’re
dead, poor fools, but you will only be sleeping. I will return for you, my darling, before they bury you.”

Aidan was appalled and wildly confused. He felt strange; his body was weak to the point of death, and
he could barely keep his eyes open, yet his soul seemed to soar on the wings of some dark euphoria.
“Oh, God,” he whispered, ‘“”’what’s happening to me?*

Lisette rose from the bed, but it made no difference that she’d finally freed him, for Aidan could not
move so much as a muscle.

“You’ll see, my darling,” she said, “but don’t trouble yourself by calling out to God. He turns a deaf ear
to our sort.”

Aidan fought desperately to raise himself, but he still had no strength. He could only watch in terrified
disbelief as Lisette’s form disintegrated into a swirling, sparkling mist. She was gone, and even though
Aidan was conscious, he knew full well that she had murdered him.

He could not speak, could not move. His heart had stopped beating, he wasn’t breathing, and as the
room filled with sunlight, his sight faded. His flesh burned as surely as if he’d been laid out on a funeral
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pyre, and yet Aidan knew the pain wasn’t physical. He was dead, as Lisette had said, yet only too aware
of all that happened around him.

A wench, probably come to fill the water jug and tidy the bed, found him later that morning. Her shrieks
stabbed his mind; he tried to move, to speak, to show her he was conscious, but it was all for naught.
Aidan was a living soul trapped inside a corpse.

He was aware of the others, when they came, for it was as though the conscious part of him had risen to
a corner of the ceiling to look down on the lot of them. There were two men, the tavern owner and his
burly, stupid son, but a priest soon arrived as well.

The boy took the door from its hinges, and they laid Aidan’s helpless body out on that wooden panel.
He could do nothing to resist them.

“Poor soul,” said the priest, grasping the large crucifix he wore around his neck on a plain cord and
making the sign of the cross over Aidan’s mortal remains. “What do you suppose happened to him?”

“He died a happy man,” the idiot-boy replied, leering. It didn’t seem to bother him that he was
addressing a man of God. “That’s if the lady I saw him with and the sounds I heard comin” from this here
room meant anything!*

Aidan returned to his wasted body from his vantage point near the ceiling, struggled to move something,
anything— an ear, an eyelash, one of the tiny muscles at the corners of his mouth. Nothing. Blackness
covered him, swallowed him up, mind and soul, and he was no one, nowhere.

When Aidan wakened, he still could not move. He knew, with that peculiar extra sense he’d acquired
soon after Lisette’s attack, that he was in the back of the undertaker’s shop, laid out on a slab, with coins
on his eyes. At first light he’d be closed up in a coffin and probably sent home to Ireland in the back of a
wagon, no longer a troublesome responsibility to his prosperous English father. His mother, a dark-haired
tavern maid, a woman of light laughter and even lighter skirts, would mourn him for a while, but Maeve
would suffer the sorest grief. Maeve, his twin sister, his childhood companion, the counterpart of his
personality.

Hope stirred in Aidan’s being when he felt a cool hand come to rest on his forehead; his hope died when
he heard his murderess’s voice. “There now, I told you I’d come back for you,” she said, placing a frigid
kiss where her fingers had been. “Sweet darling, have you been afraid? Perhaps you’ll remember, after
this, what it means to defy me.”

Aidan knew a pure anguish of emotion, but he could say nothing. He cried out inwardly when she bent
over him again, when he felt her teeth puncture the skin of his throat like pointed quills thrust through dry
parchment. In the next instant, liquid ecstasy seemed to flow into every part of him; he could see clearly
again and hear with crystal clarity, even though he still had no breath or heartbeat. An unearthly and
wholly incredible power was spawning inside him, growing, grumbling, surging upward like lava thrusting
at the inside of a mountain.

His muscles were flexible again; he sat bolt upright on the slab and thrust Lisette aside with a motion of
his arm.

“What have you done?” he rasped, for the joy that seemed to crush him from the inside was the sort
denied to mere men. It was dark and rich and evil, and he yearned to throw it off even as he embraced it.
“In the name of God, Lisette,what manner of creature are you and what have you done to me 7”
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Lisette thrust her arms up, as if he’d attempted to strike her again. “Do not speak of the Holy One
again—it is forbidden!”

“Tell me!” Aidan bellowed.
There was a clamor beyond the door of the morgue, the sounds of rushing feet and muffled voices.

Lisette came to Aidan’s side. Her mind filled the room, swirled around his like an invisible storm,
swallowed it whole. When his awareness returned, when he knew that he was a separate entity, they
were hiding together in a damp place with cold stone walls.

He was lying down once again, this time on an altar of sorts. In the flickering light of a half dozen
candles, he saw Lisette, looming at his feet like some horrible angel of darkness.

“Please,” he said, his voice a raw whisper. “Tell me what [ am.”

She smiled and came to stand beside him, smoothing his hair back from his forehead. He wasn’t bound,
as far as he could tell, and yet she must have been restraining him somehow, for he was utterly powerless
once more.

“Don’t be so anxious, my darling,” Lisette scolded. “You are a most wonderful creature now, with
powers others only dream of. You are a vampire.”

“No,” he protested. “No! It’s impossible—such things do not happen!”

“Shhh,” said Lisette, laying an index finger to her lovely, lethal mouth. “Soon you will adjust to the
change, my darling. Once you’ve felt the true scope of your talents, you’ll thank me for what I’ve done.”

“Thank you?” Aidan trembled, so great was his effort to rise and confront her, and so fruitless. “If what
you say is true—and I cannot credit that it is—then I shall curse you. But I will never,never thank you!”

Lisette’s beautiful face became a mask of controlled rage. “Ingrate! You don’t know what you’re
saying. If I thought you did, I would toss you out into the sunlight to burn in the sort of agony only a
vampire can know! Count yourself fortunate, Aidan Tremayne, that I am mercifully inclined toward you!”
She stopped, seemed to gather herself in from all directions, then favored Aidan with a smile made brutal
by its sweet sacrilege. “Sleep now, darling. Rest. When darkness comes again, I will show you places
and things you’ve never imagined...”

In the nights to come, Lisette had kept her promise.

She had taught Aidan to hunt, and despise it though he did, he had learned his lessons well. She had
shown him how to move as easily between eras and continents as a mortal travels from room to room.
From Lisette, Aidan learned to find a safe lair and to veil his presence from the awareness of human
beings.

From Lisette, Aidan learned pure, enduring, singular hatred, and all of it was directed at her.
He pitied his victims and often starved himself to the point of collapse to avoid taking blood. Then, one

foggy winter night not so long after Lisette had changed him from a man into a beast, while sitting alone in
a country tavern, pretending to drink ale, he’d been approached by another vampire... Valerian.
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“Reminiscing about me? How touching.”

Aidan started in his chair by the fire in his Connecticut house and muttered a curse. His unannounced
and quite unquestionably arrogant caller leaned against the mantel, indolently regal in creased trousers
and tails. He was even wearing the signature gold medallion, which meant he was in a mischievous mood.

Like Aidan, Valerian held the stereotypical media vampire in unwavering contempt.

“This is the second time in as many nights that I’ve taken you unawares,” Valerian scolded, tugging at his
immaculate white gloves. “You’ve become careless, my friend. Tell me, have you fed so well that your
senses are dulled?”

Aidan raised himself from the chair and faced his visitor squarely. Valerian was ancient, by vampire
standards, having been changed sometime in the fourteenth century. He was a magnificent monster, given
to sweeping displays of power, but only the stupid showed fear in his presence.

When Valerian sensed cowardice, he turned dangerously playful, like a cat with a mouse between its
paws.

“I am allowed some introspection,” Aidan said, pouring a snifter of brandy and raising it to Valerian in an
impudent toast even though he could not drink. “I was remembering how I came to join the ranks of
demons, if you must know.”

Valerian chuckled, took the glass from Aidan’s hand, and flung the contents into the fire. A furious roar
preceded his reply. “ ’The ranks of demons,* is it? Do you hate us so much as that, Aidan?”

“Yes,” Aidan spat. “Yes! I despise you, I despise Lisette, and most of all, I despise myself.”

Valerian yawned. “You have become something of a bore, my friend, always whining about what you
are. When are you going to accept the fact that you will be exactly this until the crack of doom and get on
with it?”

Aidan turned his back on his companion to stand facing one of the bookshelves, running one hand lightly
over the spines of the leather-bound volumes he cherished. “There is a way to end the curse,” he said
with despairing certainty. “There has to be.”

“Oh, indeed, there is,” Valerian said cheerfully. “You have only to tell some crusading human where your
lair is and let him drive a stake through your heart while you sleep. Or you could find a silver bullet
somewhere and shoot yourself.” He shuddered, and his tone took on a note of condescension as he
finished. “Neither fate is at all pleasant, ’'m afraid. Both are truly terrible deaths, and what lies beyond is
even worse, for us if not for mortals.”

Aidan did not turn from his inspection of the journals he had written himself, by hand, over the course of
two centuries. His musings had kept him from losing his mind and, he hoped, given some perspective on
history. He had written a full account of his vampirism as well.

“I don’t need your lectures, Valerian. If you have no other business with me, then kindly leave.”

Valerian sighed philosophically, a sure sign that he was about to pontificate. He surprised Aidan this
time, however, by speaking simply. “Lisette stirs again, my friend. Have a care.”
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Aidan turned slowly to study his companion. When he’d grown beyond the needs of a fledgling vampire,
and spurned her affections, Lisette had first raged, then sulked, then gone into seclusion in some hidden
den. She had emerged on occasion and busied herself with her usual dalliances, but she had not troubled
Aidan in years. In fact, he seldom worried about her, although Valerian and Maeve constantly chided him
for his carelessness.

“She has long since forgotten me,” he said. “Kam but one of many conquests, after all.”

“You delude yourself,” Valerian replied tersely. “Lisette has indeed taken many lovers, and made many
vampires. But you were the only one who dared to resist her advances. It’s a miracle you haven’t
perished long before this, and I honestly can’t say why I keep trying to save you when you seem
determined to die.”

Aidan clutched Valerian’s silk lapels in both hands. He was not afraid for himself, but he did fear for
Maeve, and the human woman, Neely. “Have you seen Lisette?”” he demanded. “Damn you, stop your
prattling and tell me!”

Valerian shrugged free of Aidan’s grasp and seemed to settle his garments closer to his skin, the way a
raven might do with its feathers. “I have not been so unfortunate as to encounter Lisette,” he said with
ominous dignity, “but certain of the others have. She is weak and feeds only sporadically, according to
my sources. Nevertheless, she has roused herself, and sooner or later, as mortals so colorfully put it,
there will be hell to pay.”

Aidan shoved splayed fingers through his hair, his mind racing. “Where? Where was she seen?”

“Spain, I think,” Valerian answered. He’d shifted his attention to a mechanical music box on Aidan’s
desk; Valerian loved gadgets. He turned the key, and the tinkling notes of a long-forgotten tune echoed in
the room. “If you say you’re going there to look for her,” he said distractedly, “I swear I’ll wash my
hands of you.”

“You’ve made that vow often enough,” Aidan said tersely. “What a pity you never keep it.”

Valerian chuckled, but the snap with which he closed the music box lid was a more accurate measure of
his mood. “What an insolent whelp you are. Who but Lisette would change such a difficult human into an
immortal, thereby subjecting us all to an eternity of pathos?”

“Who, indeed?” Aidan replied. He sighed, and his shoulders slumped slightly. He was faint with the need
for sustenance, but the dawn was too close now. There was no time for a proper hunt. “I’m sorry,” he
said, even though he wasn’t, not entirely, and they both knew it. “If you see Lisette, will you let me

know?”

The older vampire regarded him coldly for a long time, then said, “’You may encounter the creature
before I do, Aidan.” He frowned, adjusted his gloves, and set his top hat at a dashing angle. “And now,
adieu. Dawn is nearing. Sleep soundly, my friend, and in safety.”

With that, Valerian vanished. He often indulged in dramatic exits.
Aidan banked the fire on the hearth, put the screen in place, and left the house, moving through the silent,

snowy woods as noisily as a man, instead of with a vampire’s stealth. Maybe Valerian was right; maybe
he was courting destruction, in the unconscious hope that there was no heaven or hell beyond death, but
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only oblivion.
In oblivion would lie peace.

Aidan’s hunger tore at him as he moved closer and closer to the long-forgotten mine shaft that was his
lair. He glanced toward the sky, reasoned that he had about fifteen minutes before the sun would top the
horizon. There was time to go to Neely, time for one look to sustain him in the deathlike sleep that
awaited him.

He shook his head. No. He dared not approach her now, when he needed to feed.

He wended his way toward his hiding place, lowered himself inside, crouched against one dank wall,
and folded his arms atop his knees. Then he yawned, lowered his head, and slept.

The mansion had looked spooky to Neely on Halloween night, but now that she stood before it in the
dazzling sunshine of that November afternoon, it seemed very ordinary and innocuous, except for its size.

She wasn’t sure why she’d come; Mr. Tremayne certainly hadn’t invited her to drop by. All Neely really
knew was that she was drawn to that house and even more so to its owner. It was as if she’d always
known Aidan Tremayne, as if they’d been close once, very close, and then cruelly separated.
Encountering him had been a reunion of sorts, a restoration of something stolen long before.

Wedging her hands into the pockets of her coat, Neely proceeded up the walk and climbed the steps
onto the gracious old porch. Then, after drawing a deep breath, she rang the bell.

There was no answer, so she tried a second time. Again, no one came.

Neely walked around the large house once, thinking she might encounter the owner in the yard, but she
didn’t catch so much as a glimpse of him.

Finally, feeling both relieved and disappointed, Neely turned and walked back along the driveway
toward the highway. She had already cleaned the motel rooms that had been rented the night before, and
she wasn’t due back at the cafe until the supper shift. Danny would be in school until three o’clock, and
Ben was busy repairing a water pipe under one of the trailers.

Neely was a free woman, and she was at loose ends.

She decided to borrow Ben’s battered old Toyota and head into Bright River. Her emotions were
churning; she tried to put Tremayne out of her mind and failed.

She would stop by the local library, she decided. There she would surely find back copies of the Bright
RiverClarion; she intended to scan the microfilm records for interesting references to Aidan Tremayne or
his family. After all, she rationalized as she bumped along Route 7 in her brother’s car, she needed to
keep up her professional skills—especially in research. God knew, she couldn’t work as a waitress and
maid all her life; her feet would never withstand the strain.

Besides, the project gave her a legitimate reason to think about Aidan on a more practical level, and it
would distract her from the riot of emotions and needs that had been bedeviling her ever since their first

encounter.

Neely adjusted the car’s temperamental heater and shivered in spite of the blast of hot air that buffeted
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her. Aidan was going to change her life, and she was going to change his; she knew it as well as if an
angel had whispered the fact in her ear. There was a magical mystery afoot here, and she yearned to
learn its secrets.

The trick would be to stay alive long enough to investigate.

She sighed and silently reminded herself that she knew too much about her ex-boss’s source of
campaign funds, among other things. Five years working in the nation’s capital had cured Neely of
starry-eyed illusion—even though Hargrove was an easygoing sort who would not relish the prospect of
ordering her death or anyone else’s, he loved the power of his office, and the status it gave him. The
senator would never sacrifice money, position, and his marriage, much less his personal freedom, for
Neely’s sake.

She must be more careful now and stop pretending to herself that all was right with the world.

Chapter 3

When Aidan awakened, he was dangerously weak, a state that rendered him vulnerable to all manner of
enemies. He had no choice but to hunt.

He rose slowly and stretched, this last being an unnecessary habit lingering from his days as a mortal.
Aidan’s muscles had long since atrophied to a stonelike condition beneath his skin. Even that was
changed, he thought, extending his arms and gazing at his hands. The once-living flesh was now as cold
and smooth and hard as marble.

Aidan did not stay long in his lair, for the hunger had grown merciless in its intensity, biting into his
middle, sapping his strength, threatening his very reason. He climbed deftly up the smooth dirt wall to the
surface of the ground. There, the moon shed a silvery light over a new layer of snow.

He thought first of Neely, and ached to be mortal and thoroughly ordinary so that he could be close to
her, learn how her mind and heart worked, walk in sunlight with her. Most of all, he wanted to make love
to her, feeling his own flesh warm and supple against hers, but that seemed the most impossible of all his
dreams.

It was dangerous to think in such a fashion, he reminded himself. He would never be human again, and
he would die at the hands of his enemies before he would turn Neely into what he was.

Aidan knew his vampire powers well, despise them though he did, and he feared that the fervor of his
emotions would draw Neely to him. If he were to encounter her now, when he was so desperate to feed,
when his vile hunger for blood would be coupled with the elemental physical and emotional passion he
felt for her, he could not be sure of restraining himself.

As it happened, thrusting Neely from his mind was not enough, for she clung tenaciously to the innermost
cords and fibers of his heart.

Maeve hid herself in the chilly mists of the evening and waited. Through the foggy windows of the
Lakeview Cafe, she could see Neely Wallace, the woman Valerian was so concerned about.
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Valerian was Maeve’s mentor, after a fashion, and he had made her an immortal when Aidan refused.
Thus, she trusted Valerian, as much as one vampire ever trusts another, and since he saw the Wallace
woman as a threat to Aidan, so had she. Maeve had come to this backward country, this century she
heartily disliked, prepared to confront and destroy an enemy. Instead she found herself drifting with the
breeze in a parking lot, like so much smoke, and questioning Valerian’s judgment.

Miss Wallace was an attractive young woman, between twenty-five and thirty, Maeve guessed, with
short, shiny brown hair and large gamine eyes. She smiled a lot, and the cafe customers seemed to like
her, but she was clearly an ordinary mortal with no special powers of any sort.

How could such a creature be a menace to any vampire, even a reluctant one like Aidan?

Maeve was irritated and not a little bored. She’d fed early so that the evening would be her own, and
now she was missing at least one very important social event—specifically Columbine Spencer’s
supper-dance in Charleston, South Carolina.

“Bother,” said Maeve. In a fit of pique she willed herself to Aidan’s house, solidifying herself very
dramatically in the center of his parlor.

He was there, remarkably, sitting behind the antique library table he used as a desk, bent over one of
those interminable volumes of his. Even though there was electricity in this crass century, and his house
was wired for it, he worked by the light of a smelly oil lamp.

He raised his eyes at Maeve’s appearance, grinned, and stood, as befits a gentleman vampire.

“Kiss, kiss,” said Maeve, making an appropriate motion with her lips. She placed her hands on her trim
waist— she was wearing an elaborate white dress decorated with hundreds of tiny iridescent beads,
because of the Spencer party—and tossed her head impatiently. Her dark hair was done up in tiny
ringlets and curls, her flawless white skin prettily flushed because she’d taken nourishment soon after
awakening. “Honestly, darling, you’re becoming the worst sort of curmudgeon.” She held out a slender
gloved hand. “Come. I’'m on my way to a ball, and I know the Spencers would be delighted to have you
among their guests.”

Instead of lowering himself into his chair, Aidan perched on the edge of his desk, his arms folded. “I
suppose all the very best fiends will be in attendance,” he teased, arching one dark eyebrow.

Maeve was not amused. “The majority will be mortals, of course,” she said, raising her chin. “Stage
actors, an opera singer, some artists of various sorts, I suppose—"

“Along with a vampire or two, a handful of witches and warlocks—"

Color flared in Maeve’s alabaster cheeks. “When did you become such a snob?”” she demanded. She
didn’t wait for an answer. “Valerian told me you were developing a dangerous predilection for the
society of humans. Even after a firsthand look at the supposed object of your fascination, I still thought he
was mistaken. Now I’m not so certain.”

All friendliness had vanished from Aidan’s manner. His eyes narrowed as he regarded his twin in the
smoky light of the oil lamp. “What do you mean, after a firsthand look at the supposed object of my

fascination**?”

Maeve gathered all her formidable forces, as she sometimes did when she wanted to intimidate a
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particularly brazen human. “I went to see Neely Wallace,” she said.
Aidan didn’t move, and yet every fiber of his being seemed to exude challenge. “What?”

Maeve began to pace, folding and unfolding her silk and ivory fan as she moved. “So it’s true, then.
You’re actually smitten with a human being.” She stopped and gazed at her brother with tears glittering in
her stricken blue eyes. “Oh, Aidan, how could you do something so foolish?”’

She saw conflict in her brother’s remarkable face, as well as pain. “Smittenis hardly the word for what
I’'m feeling,” he confessed. “Maeve, I’ve encountered the woman exactly twice, and it’s as if she owns
my soul. I keep recalling what the gypsy woman said that day Mother took us to have our fortunes told.
Do you remember?”’

Maeve flinched inwardly, wanting to recoil from the memory and all it might mean, even after so many
years, but unable to do so. “Yes,” she said grimly, “I remember it perfectly well. We visited a
flea-infested camp, and Mama, bless her simple heart, paid an old, ignorant crone to predict our futures.”

Aidan gazed at her in quiet reflection for a long moment, and Maeve saw something uncomfortably like
compassion move in his eyes.

She was indignant. “All right,” she conceded, even though her brother had not actually challenged her,
“the witch was right about some things—our being cursed, if you want to think of it as that—but there is
no reason to believe—"

“That Neely is the woman the sorceress mentioned?”” Aidan finished gently. “The one who would mean
either my salvation or my destruction?”” He paused, evidently gathering his thoughts, and frowned
pensively when he spoke again. “Oh, to the contrary, my dear, there is every reason to believe it. [ know
almost nothing about Neely, and as you’ve so often pointed out, she is a mortal. And for all of that, when
I saw her, it was as though my very soul leapt out of me and ran to her, desperate to lose itself in her.”

Aidan looked so haunted, so beleaguered, that Maeve wanted to weep. She began in that moment to
fear the Wallace woman, and to hate her, for if Aidan’s theory was fact and not fancy, then the situation
was grave, indeed.

“What are you going to do?” Maeve whispered, struggling to restrain all the wild, violent emotions that
suddenly possessed her.

“Do?” Aidan countered softly. “My dear sister, there is nothing to ’do.* It is something that must
unfold.”

“No,” Maeve protested, shaken, remembering that long-ago day in the gypsy camp as if it were a part
of last week instead of a remnant from a distant century. “The crone said it depended on your choices,
yours and hers, whether you would be saved or destroyed!”

Aidan came to her then and laid his hands gently to either side of her face. “But I can only control my
own choices,” he pointed out with infinite tenderness. “What Neely decides is quite beyond me—" He
must have seen the rebellion brewing in Maeve’s eyes, for he smiled sadly and clarified, “Beyond both of

2

us.

Maeve was full of fury and fear. ““You want to perish!” she accused. “Damn you, Aidan, I followed you
into eternity, and now you would leave me to take refuge in death!”
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He released her, stepped away, turned his back to stand at one of the tall windows, gazing out upon the
snowy night. “To be parted from you would be exceedingly painful,” he admitted, almost grudgingly.
“Still, we are brother and sister, Maeve, not lovers. Perhaps we simply were not meant to travel the same
path.”

Maeve steadied herself, called on all her vampire powers to sustain her, as the agonizing truth of Aidan’s
words settled over her spirit. “You’ve decided, then, that you will pursue this madness?”

“Yes,” he replied wearily, without turning to face his sister. For the first time in all the winding length of
Maeve’s memory, he seemed unaware of her feelings. “Yes,” he repeated. “For good or ill, I will see it
through and find my fate at the end.”

At last Aidan abandoned that wretched window to look at Maeve again, though he kept his distance.
She knew the span was not merely physical, but emotional, too, and she was further wounded by this
realization.

“You are not to interfere, no matter how consuming the temptation may be,” he warned quietly but with
the utmost strength of purpose. “I mean what I say, Maeve—if you value my wishes, if you care for me
at all, you will avoid Neely Wallace at all costs.”

Maeve was stricken, for she could not doubt that Aidan was grimly sincere. If she meddled in this
threatening affair, he might never forgive her, and the thought of his scorn was beyond endurance.

Still, she was angry as well, and suspicious. ““Can you possibly believe there is a need for you to defend
her against me?”

Aidan did not relent. “I don’t know,” he answered bluntly, “but aside from wanting to let this thing run its
course, be it curse or blessing, I am concerned for Neely’s safety. As you well understand, your
presence could draw the attention of the others to Neely. Suppose, for instance, that Lisette should learn
of her?”

Maeve had heard the rumors that Lisette, the most vicious and unfortunately the most powerful of all
vampires, had come forth from her tomb, but she had disregarded them as alarmist drivel. “Don’t be an
idiot,” she replied. “Even if Lisette is stirring abroad now and again, she surely has no interest in the likes
of your pitiful mortal.”

“She isnot pitiful in any way, shape, or form,” Aidan retorted tersely. “Neely is a magical creature, like
most humans, and part of her splendor lies in the fact that she is quite unaware of her own majesty.”

Maeve examined her ivory-colored fingernails, which were perfectly shaped and buffed to a soft glow.
She was still in turmoil, and her outward calm was all pretense. “You’re right to be afraid of Lisette,” she
said with a lightness she did not feel. She was injured, and in her pain she needed to be cruel. “If your
enemies suspect you are fond of the woman, they may use her to make you suffer.” She paused a
moment for effect, then went boldly on, aware that the attempt was futile even as she made it. “There is
one way to solve the problem forever, Aidan. ”If thy right eye offends thee...“”

His rage was sudden and palpable; it filled the room with coldness. And it confirmed Maeve’s worst
suspicions.

“No.” He whispered the word, but it had all the strength of an earthquake. “Neely is not to be touched,
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do you understand me? Her only sin is that she brought a child to my door one night, on an innocent
errand—"

Maeve lifted one hand and laid an index finger to Aidan’s lips to silence him. “You needn’t raise your
voice, darling,” she said, again with a levity that was wholly feigned. “I will respect your wishes, you
know that. Know also, however, that I love you and that I will do whatever I must to keep you safe.”

They studied each other in silence for a long interval, equally determined, equally powerful.

“Please,” Maeve cajoled finally. “Come to the ball with me. What better way to draw the attention of the
others away from Neely Wallace?”

Aidan hesitated, then gave a grim nod.

He went upstairs to change into suitable clothing and quickly rejoined Maeve in the study. He was
breathtakingly handsome in a top hat and tails, and for added affect he wore his silk cape.

Five minutes later, distracted and silent, he was entering the Spencers’ antebellum ballroom with Maeve
on his arm.

Once her shift was over, Neely lingered at one of the Formica-topped tables in the cafe, sipping herbal
tea and poring over the information she’d collected earlier at the library. She became, by an act of will,
the detached professional, putting her personal feelings about Aidan temporarily on hold.

She’d found a number of articles regarding the Tremayne family on microfilm and made photocopies of
each one. According to the newspaper pieces, there had been an Aidan Tremayne living in the colonial
mansion for well over a century. Each generation was as reclusive as the last, apparently marrying and
raising their families elsewhere. There were no wedding or engagement announcements, no records of
local births, no obituaries. The articles yielded only the most general information—in the summer of 1816,
part of the house had been destroyed by fire. During the War Between the States, Union troops had
moved into the downstairs rooms. In 1903 a young woman had disappeared after leaving a calling card
at the Tremayne residence, and there had been a brief flurry of scandal, an earnest but fruitless police
investigation. One of the earlier ancestors had been a painter of some renown, and several of his pieces
had brought a fortune at auction in 1956.

Only when one of the chairs on the opposite side of the table scraped back did Neely bring herself out
of her revelry. Lifting her eyes, she saw her brother sitting across from her.

Ben resembled nothing so much as a renegade biker, with his long hair, battered jeans, and black
T-shirt, but in truth he was a solid citizen. He worked hard managing the motel, cafe, and trailer court,
and he was a conscientious father to Danny.

“Digging up more dirt on Senator Hargrove?” he asked. The cafe was closed now, and the night cook
and the other waitress had gone home for the night. They could talk freely.

Of course, Ben knew all about the discoveries she’d made while working in the senator’s office as his
assistant. She’d told him everything, from the very beginning, when she’d only suspected that her
employer was consorting with criminals in general and drug dealers in particular, and he’d known about
the documented proof she’d collected, too.

Neely shook her head in answer to his question; there was probably a lot more “dirt” to be dug up
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where Dallas Hargrove was concerned, but she was through playing detective. She’d given the FBI
numerous papers and even photographs outlining the senator’s exploits, and now she could do nothing
but wait. And hope the Feds would bring Hargrove down for good before he decided to avenge himself.

“Not this time,” she said, somewhat wearily. “I’m curious about the Tremayne family, but I haven’t been
able to come up with much. I’ll try the courthouse tomorrow.”

Ben looked puzzled and not a little uncomfortable. “Why, Neely? What interest could you possibly have
in that place or those people? Hell, I've always thought it was a little spooky, the way that guy keeps to
himself.”

Neely propped one elbow on the table and cupped her chin in her hand. “I can’t explain it,” she
answered, because honesty had always come easily with Ben. “It’s almost like a compulsion. I’ve met
Mr. Tremayne twice, and both times I felt some kind of paradigm shift—something I never even guessed
it was possible to feel. Unless I watch myself, I think I could actually love him.”

Ben shook his head and grinned, then got up to go to the pie keeper on the counter. He took out two
slices of lemon meringue and returned to the table. Usually he wouldn’t have stuck around, but Danny
was spending the night in town with a friend from school, and there was no need to hurry home.

“Would that be so awful?”” he asked. “If you fell in love, I mean?”

She picked up a fork and cut off a bite-size piece of pie. “When are you going to get married again,
Ben?” she countered, purposely stalling. “Shannon’s been gone for five years now. Isn’t it time you had a
romance?”’

Ben chuckled, but there was sadness in the sound. “It isn’t quite that easy,” he said. “Nobody’s likely to
mistake me for Kevin Costner, for one thing, and for another, well, my job isn’t exactly impressive. I
have a young son who still looks for his mother to come home, a beat-up old truck that needs an
overhaul, a small savings account, and medical bills roughly equal to the national debt. What woman in
her right mind would tie up with me?”

Neely reached across the table and touched her brother’s tattooed forearm affectionately. “None, if
you’re going to take that attitude,” she scolded with a smile. “What about the fact that you’re loyal—you
stuck by Shannon through one of the worst ordeals a human being can experience, and you were there
for her the whole time, even though you must have been reeling with pain yourself. You’ve raised Danny
ever since, with love and gentleness, and you’re resilient, Ben. A lot of other people would have given
up, being widowed and laid off in the same year, but you kept going. You’re a special guy, and there
must be plenty of good women out there looking for somebody like you. All you’ve got to do is stop
hiding behind that gruff exterior of yours.”

A slight blush told Neely that her compliments had struck their mark. Ben concentrated on his pie for a
time, chewing and swallowing several bites before he met his sister’s eye and tried again. “How about
you, Neely? Is it serious, what’s happening between you and this Tremayne character?”

She looked away. “It could be,” she admitted softly, after staring out at the snowy night for a long time.
“At least on my side. For all I know, Aidan has never given me a second thought.” It was time to steer
the subject in another direction, however briefly. “The people Hargrove is involved with may wait years
to strike, Ben, but sooner or later they’ll see that I meet with an accident. It’s bad enough that I'm
hanging around here, in such an obvious place, endangering you and Danny. I can’t drag some
unsuspecting man into the situation, too.”
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Ben finished his pie and ate what was left of Neely’s, since she’d pushed her plate away. “We’re a pair,
you and I,” he said. “Still, the senator and his bunch are bound to go to prison, once the full extent of
their sins comes to light.

Then none of them will be a danger to you anymore.*

Neely gave her brother a wry look, carried their plates into the cafe’s small kitchen, and returned to
gather up her photocopies before answering. “We’ve had this conversation before,” she pointed out.
“We keep going over the same ground, again and again, as if we believe on some level that the situation
will change if we justdiscuss things enough.”

With a sheepish shrug Ben stood, taking his lined denim jacket from the brass coat tree next to the door
and putting it on. “Who knows?”” He waited while Neely donned her pea coat and fetched her purse
from behind the counter. “It seems to me that it’s taking the FBI a long time to pull the investigation
together and make a move. Maybe you ought to give the material you gathered to the producer of one of
those tabloid TV shows. I’ll betthat would bring some action.”

Neely passed through the open cafe doorway ahead of her brother, raising her collar against the cold
wind while she waited for him to turn out the lights and lock the door. There were several big rigs in the
parking lot, their drivers either staying at the motel or sacked out in sleepers in the backs of their truck
cabs.

“I may approach a journalist or a reporter,” she said, “if the FBI doesn’t do something soon.” Neely had
another set of copies of the incriminating documents stashed away in a safe place, but she’d never told
Ben or anyone else where they were. It was something too dangerous to know.

A hard crust had formed on the snowy ground, and the sky was clear, full of icy stars. Misty clouds
passing over the moon made it look blurry and slightly out of focus. Neely’s clunky waitress shoes made
a satisfying crunching sound as she and Ben walked toward home.

Ben escorted her to her trailer and waited while she worked the lock, opened the door, and turned on
the lights.

“Tomorrow’s your day off,” her brother reminded her, hands in the pockets of his jacket. “Do

something constructive with it, why don’t you, instead of rooting around in the courthouse files or
straining your eyes at one of those microfilm machines.”

Neely smiled. “Good night, Ben,” she said.

He chuckled, shook his head, and walked away toward his own nearby trailer.

After locking up and performing her usual nighttime ablutions, Neely folded out her sofa bed and
collapsed. She’d meant to go over the newspaper articles she’d copied at the library once more, just in
case she’d missed something. Instead she barely managed to switch out the lamp on the wall above the
couch before she tumbled into an unusually deep slumber.

Almost immediately she began to dream.

Aidan Tremayne appeared at the foot of her bed, even more handsome than before in the kind of
beautifully tailored dancing clothes leading men sometimes wore in movies made in the thirties and forties.
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He even had on a top hat, set at a rakish angle, and his dark cape rustled in the draft.

As the dreaming Neely raised herself on one elbow to stare at him, he winked.

Neely laughed. “See if I ever have a chili dog with onions for dinner again,” she said.

Aidan smiled and tipped his hat, tumbling it down his arm and catching it in one gloved hand.

Neely clapped, and he bowed deeply. She hoped the dream wasn’t over, that the lemon meringue pie
would pick up where the chili dog had left off.

“Is this dream a talkie?” she asked. “Or are we going to use subtitles?”

He held out one hand, and she felt herself rising effortlessly from the bed, floating toward him. “It’s wired
for sound,” he answered. He caught her in his arms, and she felt tremendous energy in him, as well as
danger, and, within herself, a tumultuous need. “I’'m afraid I'm quite bewitched.”

Neely reminded herself that she was asleep and decided to enjoy the night fancy as much as possible
before real life intruded. She allowed herself to revel in being held close against him, to savor the melting
warmth in her most feminine parts and the bittersweet ache that had taken root in her heart.

“You’re dressed for dancing,” she observed.

The walls of the trailer seemed to disintegrate; there was only Neely herself, and Aidan Tremayne,
holding her, with all the universe silent and still around them. Stars fell in glittering arches and formed a
twinkling pool beneath their feet.

Aidan’s dark blue eyes sparkled more brightly than anything in the firmaments of heaven possibly could
have. “Yes,” he agreed. “You, on the other hand, are quite scantily clad.”

Neely sighed. One nice thing about the imagination— a person could dance on the night wind in an
oversize T-shirt without getting cold and give in to a scandalous attraction knowing that, come morning, it
would no longer be real.

“This is wonderful,” she said. “A girl can go her whole life without ever having a dream like this.”

Aidan said nothing; instead, he drew her closer and bent his mouth to kiss her, and set her very soul to
spinning within her like a skater on ice.

The kiss mended some parts of her that she had not guessed were broken, but shattered others, and
Neely wept because she knew she loved Aidan Tremayne, that she would always love him, that this love
was hopeless outside of her dream.

They waltzed along the treetops, up a staircase of stars, all around the moon. There was beautiful music,
of course, for this was a celestial production number. The tune was unique, rife with a bittersweet
poignancy, and it was still running through Neely’s mind when she awoke with a thumping start, sitting up
in the middle of her bed.

She was gasping for breath, feeling as though she’d been dropped from a great height. Her cheeks were
wet with tears.
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Neely hugged herself and rocked back and forth on her knees, possessed by a sudden and terrible
sense of loss. The miraculous fantasy was evaporating, so she scrambled in the darkness for a pencil and
a piece of paper in order to record it. She started to write, but the last of the memory faded, like a final
heartbeat.

She switched on the light, trembling with this new grief, and read what she’d written on the back of her
telephone bill. All that was left of her magnificent vision was a single, hastily scrawled word.

Aidan.

Chapter 4

Aidan slept profoundly all the following day, beyond the reach of dreams and nightmares that trouble
mortals. He awakened only a few minutes after sunset and was still assembling his wits when Maeve
appeared, resplendent in a flowing white toga.

She looked around the dark mine shaft, noting its lacery of cobwebs with mild but still obvious disdain.
“Your capacity for self-punishment never ceases to amaze me,” she remarked.

Methodically Aidan dusted the sleeves of his evening coat. He arched one eyebrow as he regarded his
sister. Maeve was dressed for some kind of Roman celebration, but not the authentic article; like most
vampires, she was forbidden to venture back prior beyond the instant of her death as a human being. He
made atsk-tsk sound and shook his head.

“On your way to one of those debauched Victorian parties?”” he inquired, taking off his coat to shake out
the dust, then putting it on again.

“It isn’t debauched‘,” Maeve snapped, her blue eyes fiery. The Havermails are perfectly nice—*
“People?” Aidan teased.

Maeve looked away for a moment. “Vampires,” she said distractedly. “They’re vampires, of course.”
Her temper flared anew. “Stop trying to change the subject. You left the ball early last night, Aidan.
Where were you?”’

Aidan had a yearning for fresh air, even though he could not actually breathe the wonderful stuff. He
pictured himself standing on the snowy ground overhead, and as quickly as that, he was there. Only a
moment later Maeve was beside him.

The woods were quiet, except for the far-off hooting of an owl and the vague murmur of tires passing
through slush on Route 7. Clouds hid the moon, and a sort of pale darkness had spread itself over the
land.

“Where were you, Aidan?” Maeve persisted.
He started toward the house. He would change clothes and feed early that night, he decided, and then

play his favorite, futile game by pretending to be a man again. “Assuming that’s any of your business,
which it isn’t,” he retorted without stopping, “why in hell do you care?”
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Maeve stepped in front of him and glared up into his eyes. “You endanger all of us when you consort
with humans, Aidan, you know that! If you truly want to throw away your own existence, I guess I’ll just
have to endure it, but you haveno right to bring risk on the rest of us!”

Aidan winced, for her words stung. “All right,” he said, feeling exasperated and weary, so unbelievably
weary. He was like a guilty husband, hastening to explain a gap in his schedule, and he resented the
comparison bitterly. “I left the ball, I came back here, and I settled in my lair to hibernate, like any good
beast.”

Maeve subsided a little and allowed Aidan to pass, rushing to keep up just as she had when they were
children. “Valerian said you were dancing with—with that Neely creature.”

“It was only a mental exercise, a shared fantasy,” Aidan responded. He hated explaining even that much,
but it was true that others might be threatened by his fascination with Neely. Too much association with
mortals, for purposes other than feeding, of course, served to dilute a vampire’s powers and dull his
perceptions. Other fiends, such as Lisette, were frenzied by weakness, like sharks in bloody waters.
“You don’t think I’d dare to actually dance with her, do you, to hold her in my arms? A human woman?”

They reached the rear of the towering stone house and entered through the mudroom. In the kitchen,
which contained almost nothing in the way of food, Maeve stopped her brother again, this time by
reaching out and catching hold of his sleeve.

“Couldn’t you simply put her out of your mind? Surely it isn’t too late!”

Aidan gazed into his sister’s face for a long time before answering hoarsely, “It was too late at the
beginning of time,” he responded. “Leave it alone, Maeve. There is no changing this.”

“Put her out of your mind,” Maeve pleaded, sounding frantic. “If you must play at romance, choose an
immortal!” Tears glimmered in her eyes, and Aidan was touched; he was surprised that she’d retained the
ability to weep.

He gripped Maeve’s upper arms and squeezed gently. “I don’t know what this is,” he told her. “I don’t
pretend to understand what’s happening to me. But I know this much—it can’t be avoided. You,
Valerian, the others—you must all stay away from me until it’s resolved, one way or the other.”

“No,” Maeve said. “I cannot abandon you, Aidan—"

“You must!”

“IT'won’t.”

He hissed a swear word.

After a long interval of struggle, plainly visible in her expressive eyes, Maeve lifted one hand to touch his
face. “Very well. I will do my best to keep my distance for as long as I can,” she promised in a
despairing whisper. “But hear this, Aidan, and remember it well: I will be guarding and nurturing my
powers from this moment on. He—or she—who does you injury will feel the full force of my vengeance,

and I will not trouble myself with mercy.”

Aidan felt a mental chill. While his twin fed only on those humans whose souls were already damned, as
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he did, she did not share his aversion to the life of a vampire. To Maeve, the compulsion to consume
human blood was a small price to pay for immortality, the capacity to travel through time and space at
will, the heightening of the senses, and the fathomless physical energy.

“Stay away from Neely,” he warned.

Maeve drew herself up, seeming to blaze with white fire. “If she brings about your destruction, she will
die.”

Before Aidan could respond, his sister vanished. He was alone in his shell of a kitchen, with its empty
cupboards. He leaned against a counter, arms folded, full of despondency and yearning for ordinary
pleasures, like the sound and scent of bacon sizzling in a skillet and the embrace of a woman, still warm
from sleep.

What cruel irony it was, he reflected, that mortals never seemed to understand what a glorious gift it
was, just to be human. If only they knew how they’d been blessed. ..

Washington, D.C.

Senator Dallas Hargrove left his Georgetown house by a side door, wearing battered jeans, a T-shirt
rescued from a bag of rags in the laundry room, sneakers, and a jacket so old that the leather had
cracked in places. He pulled the collar up around his face and whistled tunelessly as he walked.

He was good at avoiding the press and other pests, and that night his luck held. He walked until he was
some distance from the gracious room where his lovely, fragile wife slept, then hailed a cab.

The driver didn’t recognize him—Washington was crawling with government types, after all—and drove
him to a park at the edge of the city without question.

“Wait here,” Dallas said. The snow was coming down harder, and not only was the wind picking up
speed, but it also had a bite to it.

The man in the cab shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know, man,” he said. “This ain’t thebest
neighborhood in D.C.”

Dallas handed over the fare, then flashed a fifty-dollar bill and a vote-getting smile. “Five minutes?”’

The cabbie sighed, snapped up the fifty. “Five minutes,” he agreed. “But that’s all, and I mean it, man.”
He rested one arm in the open window of the battered, smoke-belching old cab and tapped the face of
his watch with an index finger. “Once that sweep second hand has made five swings past the numbers,
I’'m out of here.”

Dallas nodded, turned, and sprinted away into the park. There were a few derelicts sleeping on and
under benches, but the wandering bands of thugs who usually frequented the place had apparently stayed
in out of the cold. He walked quickly to the statue of a minor Civil War general mounted on a horse and
stood in its long shadow.

His contact spoke up right away, though as usual Dallas didn’t see more than a vague form. It gave him
the creeps; the guy was like a ghost, moving without noise, materializing where he chose.

“It’s time the Wallace woman was disposed of.”
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Dallas felt a twinge of guilt, even though logic told him Neely deserved whatever she got. She’d violated
his trust, after all, sneaking around, going through his files and papers the way she had. Still, she was a
pretty, vibrant thing and killing her would be like crushing an exquisite rose just opening to the sunlight.
“Look,” he said reasonably, “my friend at the FBI forestalled any problems we might have had. And Ms.
Wallace hasn’t made a move since or even tried to hide. She’s living in Connecticut, for God’s sake,
helping her brother run a truck stop and motel. I say we leave her alone.”

“She set out to bring us all down, Senator—you included. Who’s to say she won’t try again?”

Dallas ground his teeth, caught himself, and forcibly relaxed. He didn’t want to see Neely die, despite
the way she’d betrayed him, but he couldn’t stand against these people. If he was foolish enough to try,
he would be killed or crippled for his trouble, and then what would happen to Elaine? Who would take
care of her if not him?

Once his beautiful wife had been vital and active, a successful journalist. Now she was confined to a
wheelchair, suffering from a progressive muscular disease. Elaine’s prognosis was grim, and he could not
abandon her.

“You know where to find her,” Hargrove said, rubbing his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. He had to
think about his family, his backers, his constituents. What was one woman compared with so many
others?

Almost five minutes had passed by that time, and Dallas was painfully conscious of the taxi driver’s
promise to leave when that small amount of time had elapsed. He handed over a packet of documents,
and the man in the shadows reciprocated with a thick envelope.

It was all for Elaine, the senator told himself as he turned and hurried toward the curb. The cab was
already moving when he landed inside.

k %k %k

Aidan washed, groomed his hair, and put on jeans and an Irish cable-knit sweater. He would hunt early,
get the abominable task out of the way, and spend the evening next to the fire, working on his journal.

He guarded his thoughts carefully, for to think of Neely too intensely would be to summon her to his
side. That would be embarrassing for him because he would have to come up with an explanation, and

for Neely because she would suddenly find herself in his home with no memory of traveling there.

It was, he found, a little like that old schoolyard routine “Don’t think of blue elephants.” Fortunately the
hunger was keen enough that night to provide sufficient distraction.

Aidan took a computer printout from a file cabinet against the wall, laid it on his desk, and ran his finger
down the list of names. These men subscribed to the very basest of pornographic magazines, the kind
even the most flagrant liberal would happily consign to the bonfire.

He selected a victim in the next county, closed his eyes, and vanished.

Only minutes later he was back.

Neely certainly didn’t make a habit of walking alone along Route 7 at eleven-thirty at night, but she was
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too restless to stay inside her trailer. God knew, the place wasn’t spacious, and that evening it seemed
even smaller than usual. She’d felt like a grasshopper trapped in a pint jar.

As she walked, keeping to the far edge of the shoulder in an effort to avoid the headlights of passing
cars, fat flakes of iridescent snow tumbled from the sky. She often found such weather peaceful, even
festive, but just then it seemed eerie.

How ridiculous, Neely decided, to be so upset over a dream she could hardly remember. Aidan
Tremayne had been part of it, she knew that much, and a wisp of weirdly beautiful music echoed in her
mind.

As if all that wasn’t enough, she had a sense that someone was stalking her, closing in slowly, watching
and waiting.

She shivered and walked faster, stopping only when she reached the head of the Tremayne driveway.

“You’re crazy,” she told herself as a mud-splattered Blazer passed on the other side of Route 7, then
slowed.

Neely’s heart seemed to slide over an expanse of sheer ice, leaving her breathless. She bolted into the
woods, stumbling in the deep snow. From the highway she heard the slam of a car door.

'9,

“Hey, lady, come back!” a man’s voice called.

Neely ran on, tripped over a fallen birch limb, scraped her shin, scrambled to her feet again, and flung
herself headlong toward Aidan’s house. She could see the light on his front porch through the trees.

Behind her, the man from the Blazer crashed along in pursuit.

Neely looked back, half blind with unreasoning terror, and collided hard with something. At first she
thought it was a tree, but then a pair of strong hands steadied her, and she looked up into the classically
handsome face of Aidan Tremayne. She was too breathless to speak.

“You’re all right now,” he said in a low voice. For the first time she noticed a hint of a brogue in the
“tvay he framed his words. ”No one’s going to hurt you.* He glared into the woods with a chilling
intentness for a long moment, then shifted his gaze back to Neely again.

He smiled, and some of the starch went out of her knees.

Vaguely she heard running footsteps, the crash of a car door closing, the squeal of tires on wet
pavement.

“What you need is a cup of tea,” Aidan said, as though it were perfectly normal for the two of them to
be standing out there in the woods at that hour. He wasn’t even wearing a coat, just jeans and a
fisherman’s sweater. “Come along now.”

Neely allowed him to escort her through the woods; he politely cupped her elbow in one hand.

“Do you always go out walking at such odd times?”” he asked. There was no irritation in the question,
only a companionable kind of curiosity.
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“No,” Neely answered, somewhat weakly. “No, I don’t. It’s just that I’ve been feeling very restless
lately—"

“Any idea who the rascal in the woods might have been?”’

Neely shook her head, embarrassed. She was making one hell of an impression. “I ran into the trees
when he stopped and turned around, and he followed. He was probably harmless, but—"

“But you don’t think so?”” he asked. They had gained the edge of Aidan’s sloping lawn.
Again she shook her head. “I have some formidable enemies,” she said.

“So do 1,” he replied. They mounted the steps to the porch, and he held the door open for her, waiting
politely while she passed over the threshold.

He led her into a parlor, where oil lamps burned cozily and a fire blazed on the hearth. “Here,” he said,
depositing her in a large leather chair. “Have a seat and catch your breath. I’ll get that tea. Or would you
rather have brandy?”

“Brandy,” Neely said without hesitation.

Aidan smiled, went to a sideboard, and poured amber liquid into an etched glass snifter. He brought
Neely the drink but stood well away from her chair while she sipped.

“I know I’ve already disrupted your evening,” she began when her limbs had stopped quivering and her
heart had slowed to its normal pace, “but [ wonder if you’d mind driving me home. I’'m afraid to walk,
under the circumstances.”

He was near the fireplace, arms folded, his back braced against the mantelpiece. The first two times
Neely had encountered him, she’d been struck by the unusual fairness of his complexion, but that night
his face looked quite normal, almost ruddy. “T’ll bring the car around in a few minutes,” he said in that
refined voice of his.

Neely stared at him over the rim of her glass, wanting to blurt out that she’d dreamed about him, that she
wondered why. But she only nodded.

“These ’powerful enemies’ of yours, he said, watching her in a way that made her feel like some
unparalleled work of art. ”Can you tell me who they are?*

She sighed and sank back in the chair, slouching, running one index finger around the rim of the snifter.
“It might not be wise to do that,” she mused after a long time. “It’s dangerous to know too much.”

One moment he was halfway across the room, the next, Aidan was crouching beside her chair.
“It’s often more dangerous not knowing enough, don’t you think?”

Neely felt a purely elemental pull toward him and turned her head slightly in order to protect herself. She
sighed. “I used to work for a United States senator,” she said. “He was involved in some very crooked
deals, and I gathered enough proof to put him, and the creeps he was dealing with, out of business. Or so
I thought.” Out of the corner of her eye she saw that he was looking at the base of her throat, and she felt
a sudden and inexplicable desire to surrender to the dark magic she saw in his eyes. “Now it appears that
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they’ve decided to make sure I can’t cause any more trouble,” she finished shakily in a distracted tone.

He bolted away from her with unsettling swiftness. Had he been anyone other than who he was, Neely
would have thought he hadn’t heard her explanation, but she knew very little got by Aidan, whether he
appeared to be paying attention or not.

“It will require some thought—your predicament, I mean,” he said gravely, avoiding her gaze. “Please,
make yourself comfortable. I'1l bring the car to the front of the house in a few minutes. I don’t use it
often, so the engine will need some time to warm up.”

Neely nodded, feeling both relief and disappointment at the prospect of being separated from him.

“Thank you,” she said.

Aidan left the room.

Neely waited, then raised herself out of the chair, supporting her weight with one hand and clutching the
empty snifter in the other. Her legs were still trembling, and the small injury she’d done to her shin earlier
stung like crazy, but the brandy had definitely restored her. And none of those things were of any
consequence at all in comparison to the emotions and yearnings Aidan Tremayne brought out in her.

She crossed to Aidan’s desk and set the snifter down.

There was a music box sitting just to the left of the blotter, and Neely automatically reached for it,
wanting to think of something else, if only for a moment, to shift her thoughts from the master of that

spooky old house.

Besides, she had a collection of such boxes tucked away in a rented storage unit, along with most of her
other belongings. The small mechanisms and delicate tunes had always appealed to her.

This one was clearly antique, perhaps dating back to the early nineteenth century. The case was carved
of the finest rosewood, and there were tiny forest animals etched into its top.

Neely lifted the lid, and the tinkling notes of an old tune rose from inside. She trembled, and her heart
lurched painfully.

It was the same melody she’d heard in her dream.

With a little cry Neely closed the music box and stepped back.

“Is something wrong?” an unfamiliar male voice inquired.

Neely whirled, one shock compounding with another. She had never seen the man standing behind her;
he was enormous, imposing, and, she supposed, handsome, with his rich chestnut hair and discerning
violet eyes. She clasped one hand to her chest and made an inarticulate sound.

“I’ve frightened you.” With a calm, easy smile the man bowed his head. “I apologize.”

Neely was still shaken, but she was beginning to regain her equilibrium. She would work out the music

box thing later, she decided. As for the man’s sudden appearance, well, that was easily explained. The
Tremayne house was large, and Aidan hadn’t said he was alone there. She had simply assumed that.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

“My name is Valerian. Yours?”

“Neely,” she said, still breathing fast. Could this man be the same one who had chased her into the
woods? No— she’d been watching too much television and reading too many thrillers, that was all. This
guy was hardly the sort to go rambling through the trees in the dead of night, and it was impossible to
imagine him behind the wheel of a Blazer. ‘“Neely Wallace.”

“A pleasure,” he said, taking Neely’s hand, which she didn’t recall extending, and barely brushing the
knuckles with his lips.

A shiver went through her, part pleasure and part primal fear. She felt light-headed, almost as if she’d
been hypnotized. She wrenched back her hand just as Aidan entered the room again, bringing the scents
of fresh air and snow with him.

He looked at Valerian but spoke to Neely.
“The car is ready,” he said. His tone was terse.

Neely nodded and scrambled into her coat, eager to be away. And, if she was to be honest, eager to be
alone with Aidan again.

A white English sports car, a Triumph Spitfire with a canvas top and plenty of chrome, waited in front of
the house. Aidan opened the passenger door for Neely before going around to the driver’s side and
sliding behind the wheel.

“What’s going on around here?” she demanded, surprising even herself with the bluntness of the
question. It seemed her troubled subconscious mind had decided to make a move on its own, bypassing
the usual channels. “Aidan, I had a very strange, very vivid dream last night, about you. We danced, you
and I, to an old-fashioned tune, one I’'m certain I’ve never heard before. Tonight I lifted the lid of that
music box on your desk, and out came that very same song.”

Aidan shifted the expensive car into gear and stepped on the accelerator. The machine navigated the
snowy driveway with ease. “Coincidence,” he said, but he didn’t so much as glance in her direction.

“No,” Neely insisted. She was certain of that one conviction, if nothing else. “I couldn’t remember the
dream— it drove me crazy all day long—but when I heard that tune, everything came back to me. You
and I were dancing. And—and I’m not sure now that it reallywas a dream. What’s going on here,
Aidan?” She paused to gather her courage. “Am I imagining the attraction between us?” she asked in a
small but determined voice.

He shifted again, and the car fishtailed slightly but quickly regained its traction. “No,” he said, with
succinct reluctance, and in spite of all the danger she was in, Neely felt a rush of wild, flamboyant joy.
She wanted Aidan to kiss her again, the way he had in the dream or delusion, whatever it had been, but
he didn’t even glance in her direction.

“We’re playing for very high stakes, here—much higher than you can possibly imagine. Y ou must keep
yourself safe, inasmuch as you can, and most of all you have to trust me.”

She sighed and settled back in the leather seat, clasping her hands in her lap and memorizing his profile.
“Well,” she said. “That was certainly cryptic. Why do I get the feeling you don’t intend to explain?”’
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At last he looked at her, and even though he kept his distance, Neely had the oddest sensation that
she’d just been soundly kissed. The incident left her dizzy and wanting Aidan with an embarrassing
desperation.

“I will explain everything when I can,” he said kindly.
Neely touched her fingertips to her lips, which were still tingling from a kiss that hadn’t happened.

Aidan lifted one corner of his mouth in a teasing and damnably mysterious smile. “I can do other things
as well,” he said, leaving her even more mystified than before. “One of these nights I’ll show you.”

Neely blushed and barely kept herself from blurting out that she wanted him to show her all his tricks,
then and there.

They had reached the highway, and Aidan made a right turn, chuckling to himself as if he’d heard her
thoughts. She squirmed as the small, sleek car shot toward the Lakeview Trailer Court and Motel.

Neely looked around, forcing herself to think of something besides the inexplicable need Aidan had
managed to stir in her.

There was no sign of the Blazer; the only other vehicle they encountered was a county snowplow.

Aidan turned onto the gravel road that wound through the trailer court and came to a stop at Neely’s
door.

She felt as awkward as a teenage wallflower at the biggest dance of the year. She wanted Aidan to
touch her and at the same time was terrified that he would. She opened the car door hastily and climbed
out. “Good night,” she said cheerfully. “And thank you.”

He left the car, walked Neely to her door, and waited patiently until she was inside. “Good night,” he
said formally, although something mischievous smoldered in his eyes all the while, as she closed the door.

It was only after Aidan had driven away, the taillights of his car blinking red in an otherwise white night,
that she realized she’d never told him which trailer was hers.

“Hunt with me,” Valerian pleaded as Aidan tossed his car keys into a china dish on the bookshelf behind
his desk. His attention was focused on the music box.

“I’ve already fed,” he replied, picking up the little rosewood case and lifting the lid.

“Then feed again,” Valerian said.
At last Aidan lifted his gaze. “Why? You know I abhor it.”

Valerian sighed. “Yes,” he agreed. “But a surplus may heighten your powers. It is more important than
ever that you be strong, Aidan.”

Now it was Aidan who sighed. “Another dire warning,” he said, returning the box to its place. “What
would you have me do? Become a hedonist as well as a heretic, like you?”
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The other vampire slammed his hands down hard on the top of Aidan’s desk, making the music box and
several other items jump. “Spare me the moral discourse,” Valerian rasped, his eyes seeming to burn like
Saint Elmo’s fire as he glared at Aidan from under his heavy brows. “Others have seen Lisette. She is
beginning to circulate.”

Aidan shoved a hand through his hair. “Perhaps the thing to do is confront her,” he said.

Valerian shook his head. “In your present state, that would be disastrous. Lisette is the queen of all
vampires, the first female ever created. Even after a long sleep, her powers will be formidable.”

Aidan’s mind touched on Neely, on her softness and warmth. He had to protect her, and the best way
to do that was to leave twentieth-century Connecticut entirely. “All right,” he conceded raggedly, “T’ll put
myself in your hands, Valerian. We’ll feed together, and I’1l at least listen to your counsel. I want one
promise from you first, however.”

The elder vampire did not speak but simply raised one eyebrow in silent question.
“You must give me your sacred vow that you will not come back for the woman.”
Valerian made an exasperated sound. “I presume you mean Neely Wallace.”

“You presume correctly. I saw the way you looked at her, and I know what you were thinking. I want
your word that you’ll leave her alone.”

Valerian laughed, but there was no mirth in the sound and certainly no joy. He raised one large hand as if
to swear an oath. “I will not feed on the waitress,” he said. There was a pause. “Just remember, Aidan. |
cannot speak for the others.”

“They won’t bother Neely unless you call their attention to her.”

“I could say the same thing to you, my friend,” With that, Valerian raised both his arms high in the air and
made a sweeping and wholly theatrical gesture.

Chapter S

Valerian was not without sympathy for Aidan, and a number of other emotions in the bargain. Indeed, he
loved the younger vampire jealously, and with a devotion and tenderness that transcended all earthly
meanings of the term.

Which was not to say he did not consider the poor fiend to be wholly misguided. While he himself had
been a vampire for nearly six centuries, and a happy one for the most part, Valerian also cherished
certain recollections of humanity. There was the warmth of spring sunlight on winter-pale flesh, for
instance, the oddly pleasurable sensation of an explosive sneeze, the sweet ache that followed in the
wake of unrestrained laughter, the solace of tears. Now, as they sat in the rear of a dingy London pub,
pretending to consume ale and kidney pie, savoring those last precious moments before they would be
forced underground, Valerian reached out to touch his companion’s arm.

Aidan, who had been staring morosely into space ever since they’d left the battlefield where they’d fed
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last, started slightly.

“Do you really hate it so much?” Valerian asked in a low and, for him, somewhat fragile voice. He could
not credit Aidan’s aversions; in all his wide experience he had never encountered another vampire who
did not relish what he was.

Aidan forced a smile; he was a handsome lad, and he stirred things in Valerian’s being that were
probably better left alone, but he lacked the sensual abandon of most immortal creatures. “Yes,” he said.
He was pleasantly flushed from their recent feast, but there was a look of anguish in his eyes, of torment
that far exceeded any felt by the dying soldiers they’d seen that night. “Yes, I hate it. I despise it. Hell
itself cannot be worse than feeling this vile compulsion!”

Had anyone else made such a statement, Valerian would have asked archly why they had troubled to
become a creature of the night in the first place, but this was Aidan. Aidan, the one blood-drinker he
knew who had not made the transition willingly. He sighed, turning his plain wooden cup idly in one hand.
“What would you have me do? What is it you want?”’

There was a quickening in Aidan; he sat a little straighter in his chair, and his blue eyes glittered with
something more than the temporary fever caused by feeding. “You are the oldest vampire in our circle,
except for Lisette,” he said quietly, “and among the most self-serving. If there is a remedy for this
wretched curse, you either know what it is or how to find out.”

Valerian looked away for a moment, toward one of two small, filthy windows. A subtle grayness
permeated the black of night; dawn was near, and they must take refuge very soon, or the sun would
catch them abroad. “I heard a legend once,” he said in a ragged, distracted whisper. “Mind you, it was
only a story, 'm sure of that—"

Aidan rose and seemed to loom over him. “Tell me!”” he demanded.

Again Valerian sighed. “There is no time,” he replied, hoping he’d disguised his relief in feigned regret.
“It’s almost morning.” He rose and looked Aidan squarely in the eye. “Come. | know a place where we
can rest safely.”

He reached out, clasped Aidan’s arm, and gripped it hard when the other vampire moved to pull away.
In the space of a wink they were inside a crypt in a country churchyard, far from busy, suspicious
London.

“Damn you!” Aidan cried, lunging toward Valerian with his hands out, as if to choke the life from him.
Which was, of course, a macabre joke, since he was neither truly alive nor truly dead. “Tell me what you
know of this legend!”

Valerian raised his arms, erecting a mental barrier between them, like a wall of glass. He smiled at
Aidan’s frustration and then yawned copiously. “I am too weary to tell tales,” he said. “We will speak of
it when the eventide comes again.”

With that, Valerian turned to a stone slab, brushed away the bones and dust and the debris of a coffin
that had rested there, and stretched out with a sensual sigh. He saw Aidan hesitate, then slowly,
reluctantly recede, until his back touched the crypt’s heavy door. He slipped into a crouch, his arms
folded across his knees.

“Until evening,” Aidan said. There was a warning in his tone, though his words were weighted with
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fatigue.

Valerian smiled again and slowly closed his eyes. Unlike younger, less sophisticated vampires, he was
not totally lost to sleep; he often dreamed and sometimes projected his awareness to other places,
leaving his physical self behind.

Such journeys were unquestionably dangerous, for the silver cord that anchored the spirit to the form
could be severed in any number of ways. If that happened, the two could never be rejoined, and the
traveler would be forced to contend with whatever fate awaited him in the next world.

The mere contemplation of such an event was a terror to sensible vampires, for even they could not see
beyond the Veil to determine the true shapes of heaven and hell.

Far down in the deepest regions of his comalike rest, Valerian shuddered at the visions of eternal
torment that had been impressed on his mind so long before, while he lived and breathed as a human
animal. Since he had been born in medieval England, the images Valerian carried of the damned were
especially horrible.

Still, he was an adventurous vampire, interminably curious, and he loved to explore the dusty little
corners and pockets of time that generally went unnoticed in the great intertwining schemes of history.

And there was a secret.

Valerian loved secrets, and mysteries, and conundrums of all sorts, shapes, and sizes. All the better that
only he and a handful of other old ones knew. By concentrating very hard, Valerian could cast his
consciousness into the most remote folds and burrows of eternity, venturing back and back in time,
passing beyond his mortal life and even his birth as a human being.

It was perilous work, utterly debilitating, often leaving him too exhausted to hunt for days afterward.
Even so, Valerian could not resist occasional forays through the void, each time venturing closer to the

Beginning.

That particular day he had an added impetus, bittersweet and compelling; he sought the oldest, most
closely guarded secrets of the vampire, for only in finding those could he learn what Aidan so desperately
wanted to know.

At nightfall Aidan stirred, opened his eyes, and raised himself slowly out of his crouch against the wall
and into an upright position. Valerian still lay on his slab in the middle of the crypt, though he was awake,
and he looked shrunken somehow. Even gaunt.

His flesh was a ghastly shade of gray, and there were great shadows beneath his eyes. He raised one
hand weakly, to summon Aidan to his side, and even though there were no tears, it was plain that he was

weeping deep down in the essence of himself.

Aidan clasped Valerian’s upraised hand in both of his; they were not friends, but they were of the same
brotherhood, they trod on common ground.

“What is it?” Aidan whispered. “What have you done?”

“I went back—to search—"" He paused, made a strangling sound low in his throat. “Blood.
I—need—blood.” The plea rasped in Valerian’s throat like a saw severing hardwood. He clutched
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Aidan’s ringers so tightly that it seemed the bones would snap, brittle as twigs, drawing Aidan downward
to hear, “Bring me blood.”

Aware of an inexplicable urgency, and very little else, Aidan did not pause to question the gruesome
request. He went to the door of the crypt, stopped to look backward once, and then willed himself to a
time and place in London he’d often visited before.

He returned within minutes, burgeoning with the blood of a back-street thief and murderer. By instinct,
or perhaps by some subliminal instruction from the still-stricken Valerian, he transfused the life-giving fluid
into the other vampire by puncturing the papery neck with his fangs. The process left Aidan temporarily
weakened, clutching the edges of the slab to keep from falling, and only partially restored Valerian.

The elder vampire sighed and slipped into a light, fitful slumber. His skin, which had looked as fragile as
ancient parchment before, took on the faintest tinge of color, and his frame seemed to fill out slightly,
having fewer hollows and sharp angles.

Now that the crisis had passed, whatever it had been, Aidan was wild with impatience. He paced at the

foot of Valerian’s slab, feeling confined and restless to the very core of his soul. The mere memory of his
strange communion with the other vampire sickened him, and yet he could not deny, even to himself, that
there had been some sort of fusion of their two spirits.

After a while Valerian stirred and opened his eyes. He seemed stronger, but his whisper was labored
and raw. “Leave me, Aidan. I must rest.”

It was all Aidan could do not to grasp his companion’s lapels and wrench him upright, so desperate was
his need. “You promised to tell me what you learned!” he blurted. “Youpromised !”

“And I will keep my vow,” Valerian answered, grating out each word. “I cannot—speak of it now.
Have pity, Aidan.”

“Just tell me this,” Aidan pressed, moving to Valerian’s side, clasping his cold hand. “Is there hope? Can
I be unmade, become a man again?”

The answer gurgled on Valerian’s tongue, as though he were choking on the blood Aidan had given him.
“It is too—dangerous,” he gasped. With that he lost consciousness again.

Aidan was torn between a desire to stay and look after a fallen comrade and an almost uncontrollable
urge to flee, to be as far from this place and this horror as possible.

He wanted Neely, wanted her to comfort him, to hold him tightly in her arms. He craved her humanity
and her warmth, her very womanhood, but it was just that yearning that forestalled him.

Yes, he loved her, he knew that now, had begun to accept the realization. But he could not allow himself
to forget that he was a beast, at least in part, and his need for blood was as great as that of any other
vampire. He couldn’t be certain, for all that his soul had already joined itself to hers, that his terrible thirst
would not cause him to fling himself on her in a fit of passion.

The prospect of awakening from a frenzy, of finding Neely limp and lifeless in his arms, was worse than
any punishment a demon could devise.

Frantically Aidan formed Maeve’s image in his mind.
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Neely had just finished the breakfast shift at the cafe when an ancient station wagon rattled into the
parking lot, came to a shrill, steamy stop by the front window, and emitted a tall, gum-chewing blonde.
The woman was wearing frayed jeans, an equally worn denim jacket, a tank top with a picture of a
motorcycle on the front, and the kind of open, friendly smile that turns strangers into friends.

“Hi,” she said, taking a seat at the counter and reaching out to pluck a menu from behind a chrome
napkin holder. “My name’s Doris Craig. I’'m flitter-flat, down-and-out busted, and that old car of mine
isn’t gonna go much farther. You the manager here?”

Neely untied her apron, glancing past Doris’s right shoulder, which bore a tiny tattoo of a bumblebee, to
the loaded-down beater parked out front. But for its relatively modern vintage, the vehicle might have
belonged to the Jode family ofGrapes of Wrath fame, there was so much stuff tied on top and stuffed
inside.

“No,” she answered. “My brother manages the whole place. I just work here.”

Doris closed the menu resolutely and gave Neely another of her guileless, openhearted smiles. “You
aren’t thinkin” of quittin® or anything, are you? If you are, I’d sure like to have your job.*

Ben hadn’t said he was looking for more help, but he hadn’t said he wasn’t, either. Neely poured a cup
of hot, fresh coffee and set it down in front of Doris. “I think of quitting for the last three hours of every
shift,” she confessed with a grin, tapping her name tag with one finger. “I’m Neely Wallace. Glad to meet
you.”

Doris nodded cordially. “If you’re not plannin” to quit, she said, blue eyes twinkling, is there any
chance of your gettin® fired?*

Neely laughed. “Sorry—Ilike I said, the boss is my brother, and he’s pretty well stuck with me. I’ll be
happy to send him over to talk to you, though. In the meantime, what’ll you have?”

Doris pried two crumpled dollar bills from the pocket of her jeans and smoothed them out on the
counter. “Soup and milk, if this will cover it,” she said. While her circumstances were obviously
desperate, there wasn’t a trace of self-pity in either her voice or her manner, and Neely couldn’t help
being struck by such uncommon courage.

She nodded and went back to the kitchen, passing the teenager who was taking over for the afternoon
and early evening shift. Heather was no unchained melody of ambition, but she showed up on time and
did her job well enough, which meant she probably wouldn’t be creating a vacancy anytime soon.

In the back Neely dished up a bowlful of vegetable-beef soup and grabbed a basket of soda crackers in
individual wrappers. She set the food down in front of Doris, along with a spoon, and proceeded to the

milk machine.

She was just putting the glass on the counter when the little bell over the door jingled and Ben came in.
He’d been shoveling snow from the walk over at the motel, and his cheeks were red from the cold.

It seemed providential to Neely, his showing up at the perfect moment like that. “Ben, this is Doris
Craig,” she said. “Doris, my brother, Ben Wallace. Doris is looking for work.”

Ben’s ever-ready smile flashed instantly; he took off his plaid coat and came over to greet Doris, one
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hand extended. Neely poured him a cup of coffee, then grabbed her purse, said good-bye to Heather,
and hurried out.

As far as she could tell, glancing back through the frosty cafe window, Ben hadn’t even noticed that she
was gone.

Neely was deep in thought as she crossed the parking lot. Maybe the fates were trying to tell her
something, sending Doris along when they had. Perhaps it was time she got on with her life; she was only
marking time in Bright River, and she could no longer overlook the fact that she represented a very real
danger to her brother and nephew.

Because of her distraction, Neely all but collided with the dun-colored rental car that was parked just on
the other side of the hedge, motor running. There was a whirring sound, and the window on the
passenger side disappeared into the door. Senator Dallas Hargrove himself leaned across the front seat
and said, “Get in, Neely.”

In spite of all the senator had been a party to, and all she had done to ensure his intense dislike for all
eternity, Neely still couldn’t believe he would actually hurt her. She’d seen him with his wife, Elaine, who
suffered from a degenerative muscular disease, and knew there was no violence in him. She drew a deep
breath, let it out in a rush, and got into the car.

The senator was handsome, with well-cut blond hair and a square jaw, but there had never been an
attraction between them. “That was pretty stupid,” he said, steering the car onto Route 7 and away from
Bright River. “For all you know, I might be planning to knock you over the head and dump you in some
lake.”

Neely relaxed against the seat and closed her eyes for a moment. She was so tired all of a sudden, so
full of a longing she couldn’t begin to understand. “You’ve made some terrific mistakes in your life,
Senator,” she said, “but you’re not a murderer. Not a direct one, at least.”

She could feel his tension; he was like tightly coiled wire, ready to come unwound. Still, she wasn’t
afraid.

“What do you mean, “’not a direct one“?”” he demanded.

“We both know you’ve fixed it so that certain drug dealers can bring their wares into the country without
the usual inconveniences,” Neely answered with a sigh. “What do you think is happening to that garbage
after it hits the streets? Real people are using it—kids, pregnant mothers, people who get behind the
wheels of semi-trucks and school buses.”

“If I didn’t cooperate, someone else would.” Hargrove’s knuckles tightened on the steering wheel,
relaxed again.

Neely reflected that her decision to get into the car with the senator might have been a bit rash after all.
“That’s a load of horse crap,” she replied calmly. “Let’s not waste our time debating the subject, since
we’ll never agree. What are you doing in Bright River? You can’t be stumping for votes, since this isn’t
your district.”

He turned the car off the highway onto a bumpy, unplowed road that snaked in behind a large Christmas
tree farm. He stopped the car beside a weathered old mill spanning a narrow, silvery brook. His blue
eyes were tormented as he looked at Neely. “Look, I came here to warn you. The people I deal with
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know you tried to bring the FBI down on their operation, and they want you dead. You’ve got to get out
of here as fast as you can.”

Neely regarded him in pensive silence for a time, her arms folded. “There’s something I don’t
understand,” she finally said. “I gave the government hard evidence of your involvement in a major crime
syndicate. If your man on the inside hadn’t managed to turn the tide—at least, that’s what Ithink must
have happened—you would have lost everything and gone to prison, maybe for the rest of your life. Why
are you trying so hard to save me? How come you don’t hate me and want me dead, like those hoods
you’ve been hanging around with?”

Hargrove gave a despairing rush of a sigh and leaned forward, letting his forehead rest against the
steering wheel. “I’'m not a killer, Neely—I never meant for things to turn out this way. I needed
money—there were so many debts— and then I was in too deep to get out.”

“Debts? For Elaine’s medical care, you mean? Come on. Thanks to the long-suffering taxpayer, you
have a more than respectable salary and excellent health insurance.”

The senator sat up straight, gazing out at the snow-laced mill wheel. The weathered building supporting it
seemed about to cave in on itself. “There were all those special treatments, in Europe and Mexico,” he
said. “None of them worked, of course.”

Impulsively Neely reached across the seat to touch his arm. She liked Elaine Hargrove, a brave and
smiling person, liked the man the senator became whenever he was in his wife’s presence.

“It wasn’t just the treatments, though,” Hargrove confessed wearily. “When Elaine was first diagnosed, I
went a little crazy. [ don’t know what it was—the fear, the stress— I can’t say. In any case, [ was
involved with a woman for a while, and then there were some gambling debts...”

Neely had known about the woman, but the gambling was a new element. She closed her eyes for a few
moments while she assimilated everything. “And I thought/ was in trouble,” she said.

“We’re both in trouble,” Hargrove replied. “Don’t forget that for a moment, Neely. Get your things
together and get out of here before they come after you!”

She nodded slowly. Although Neely wanted fiercely to live, just as she always had, it wasn’t
self-preservation that pushed her over the line, causing her to make the decision she’d been putting off. It
was the knowledge that Ben and Danny would be in terrible danger as long as she stuck around.

From out of nowhere, like a careening vehicle, came the thought that she might never see Aidan
Tremayne again. She tried to sidestep the realization, but it crashed into her full force, and she gave a soft
cry of despair on impact.

Hargrove had turned the car around and was on the way back to the highway again before she could
speak.

“You’ve got to turn yourself in,” she said. “Sure, the sky will fall in, and there will be hell to pay, but at
least you’ll be alive—and free of those awful people.”

The senator was shaking his head even before she’d finished the sentence. “No,” he told her. “The
publicity, the scandal, would be torture for Elaine. She’d never survive it!”
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Sadly Neely thought of the once-vibrant Elaine Hargrove. She’d been a famous television journalist, still
active and vocal about her opinions even after her sudden immersion into political life. Then, just two
years before, she’d started feeling tired and having episodes of unusual awkwardness. The diagnosis was
grim, the prognosis, terrible. Elaine had been going downhill, physically at least, from the very first. Neely
looked out the window for a few seconds, struggling with emotions of her own—horror, pity, and, yes,
God forgive her, a certain savage gratitude thats/e hadn’t been the one to be struck down that way.

“I think your wife is a whole lot stronger than you give her credit for,” she said.

“She’s had to endure enough suffering as it is,” Hargrove said. “Once it’s all over, and she’s—she’s at
peace, then I’ll go to the authorities with the truth.” The rental car bumped onto the highway and fishtailed
slightly on the ice-coated asphalt. The senator’s attention was fixed on Neely. “T’ll do anything to protect
Elaine,” he told her. “Anything.”

Neely understood. “You’ve done your duty by warning me,” she replied, “and now I’'m on my own.
Does that about cover it?”

Hargrove nodded. They rounded a bend, and the cafe sign came into view, a symbol of everything
ordinary. Just then Neely would have paid practically any price to have a mundane life again,
uncomplicated by desperate politicians, vengeful drug dealers, and her unremitting fascination with Aidan
Tremayne.

They came to a stop in front of Neely’s trailer, and Hargrove looked around nervously. Then he reached
into the inside pocket of his jacket and took out an envelope. “Here—take this cash and get as far away
as you can, as quickly as possible.”

Neely didn’t want to accept the money, knowing only too well where it had come from, but her choices
were limited. She’d put aside a little over the past few years, but it was mostly in long-term CDs, and she
wouldn’t be able to get to it without drawing unwanted attention to herself.

“Thanks,” she said without checking the contents of the envelope or looking directly at the senator. She
opened the car door and got out, and even before the sound of the engine had died away, Neely was
packing a suitcase.

When that was done, she borrowed Ben’s truck and went to town to pick Danny up in front of the
school. He beamed when he saw her and broke away from his friends, who were boarding a bus.

“Hi,” he said, flinging himself onto the springy leather seat beside her. “What’s the deal?”” Danny paused
and frowned. “I don’t have to go to the dentist again, do 7

Neely shook her head and smiled, but at the same time she fought back tears. “No, you’re done with
dentistry for a while, kid. I do have news, though, and frankly I’'m a little worried about how you’re going
to take it.”

Danny’s freckles stood out against his pale skin. “Those bad dudes are after you, aren’t they?”’

Neely drove down Main Street, past the drugstore, the Sweetie-Freeze drive-in, the library, and the
bank. She was going to miss this town, but not as much as she’d miss Danny and Ben. She frowned.

“What do you know about anybody being after me?”

“I heard you and Dad talking once.”
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Neely eyed the sherift’s office as they passed and wished she could solve the problem by stopping in
and reporting the situation, but she knew that wouldn’t work. If the FBI hadn’t come through for her, she
could hardly expect protection from an aging, overweight sheriff with one part-time deputy. No, her only
real hope was to get her copies of the evidence against Dallas Hargrove and the others and turn it over to
the media. The trick would be in staying alive long enough to pull it off.

She reached across the seat and ruffled Danny’s soft brown hair. “I should have known I couldn’t keep
something like this from a super-detective like you.”

There were tears in Danny’s eyes. “You’ll come back sometime, won’t you?”

Neely was possessed of a sudden and rather ill-advised fit of optimism. Incredible as the prospect
seemed, she had to make herself believe she was going to survive this mess— if she didn’t, the terror of it
all would immobilize her. “You bet,” she sniffled. “Once the good guys get their licks in, everything will be
okay again. In the meantime, I want you to promise me two things—that you’ll say a prayer for me every
single night, and that you’ll look after your dad.”

Danny offered a high five, and Neely completed the gesture. Now all she had to do was tell Ben
good-bye, grab her suitcase, and hit the road. She wished she could see Aidan once more as well, but
time was short. Besides, she hardly knew the man.

Five hours later Neely was headed north in the car she’d bought from Doris Craig. Saying good-bye to
Ben hadn’t been easy, but he’d urged her to disappear as quickly as possible, pressing all the money
from the restaurant till into the pocket of her peacoat.

She’d turned her trailer and her job over to Doris and set out in Doris’s old clunker of a car, making
only one brief stop before leaving Bright River to ring Aidan Tremayne’s doorbell. She’d hoped to bid

him farewell, but he evidently wasn’t at home.

Neely scribbled a note on the back of an expired registration found in the glove box of Doris’s car,
stuck the paper in the frame of Aidan’s front door, and fled.

Twilight was gathering by the time the town of Bright River fell away behind her.
Maeve was visiting the Havermails at their estate in the English countryside, circa 1895. She was
embroiled in a game of croquet, played by the light of thousands of colorful paper lanterns, when Aidan

materialized at her elbow.

With a little cry Maeve started and accidentally tapped the croquet ball wide of the wire hoop she’d
been aiming for. “Great Scot, Aidan,” she hissed, “I hate it when you do that!”

He clasped her arm, heedless of the staring guests, and yanked her toward the shrubbery. “It’s
Valerian—he’s found some way to change a vampire into a man,” he told her.

Maeve stared at him, letting her wooden mallet topple forgotten onto the grass. “What?”

Aidan began to pace, unable to stand still because of the torturous agitation the knowledge had roused in
him. “He’s ill—I gave him blood—he sent me away without telling me—"

“Aidan,stop ,” Maeve pleaded, reaching out and clasping his shoulders in her extraordinarily white and
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graceful hands. “What in the world are you talking about? There is no way to change a vampire into a
man—is there?”

“Yes,” Aidan said. Now he couldn’t contain his joy. Dear God, the very thought of it—breathing, having
a heartbeat, living by daylight, loving Neely freely and fathering her children, and, when the time came,
dying. In peace. “Yes! He says it’s dangerous, but—"

“Would you truly become a mortal again, even if such a thing were possible?”” Maeve whispered, plainly
stricken.

He paused before answering, looking deep into his sister’s eyes. He loved her with the whole of his
being, and it was torment to think of such a chasm opening between them, but the bright, shining prospect
of redemption blinded him to everything but itself.

“Yes,” he whispered. “Oh, God in heaven,yes .”

Maeve lifted her chin, but her lower lip was trembling. “You would leave me, Aidan? You want so much
to be a mortal that you would turn your back on your own sister, for all eternity? Such a thing would
make enemies of us.” She stopped and with visible effort took control of her emotions. She even
managed to smile. “I don’t know why I’m worrying,” she said, her voice brittle and bright. “Vampires are
vampires, darling. They cannot be men just for wishing, any more than they can be angels. Come—I
want you to meet the Havermails.”

Aidan allowed Maeve to loop her arm through his and escort him across the lawn and into one of the
estate’s many fragrant gardens, where the mistress of the great house held court. Mrs. Havermail, like her
husband and her two children, who gave new weight and substance to the termbrat , was a creature of
the night, and she showed her fangs and made a soft hissing sound as the newest guest approached.

Chapter 6

Doris’s rattletrap of a car seemed to stagger along the interstate, coughing, flinging itself forward in a
wild, smoky burst of fumes and fervor, nearly stalling, then shuddering with the effort to begin the whole
process all over again. A little after midnight Neely pulled into the parking lot of a tacky motel and, with
no small amount of trepidation, turned off the engine. If the motor wouldn’t start in the morning, she told
herself wearily, she would abandon the heap with no real regrets and step onto a bus.

Maybe that would be better anyway, she thought, taking her purse and overnight case and heading for
the front office. A neon sign burned dimly in the window, announcing a vacancy.

The clerk was a taciturn Yankee woman, clad in a chenille bathrobe and furry slippers that looked as
though they might be developing mange, and she was none too pleased to be awakened.

Neely signed the register with a false name, purposely illegible, and paid cash. She was given a key with
a red plastic tag emblazoned with a6 .

The room was small and smelled vaguely of mildew and stale cigarette smoke, but Neely was far too
tired and distraught to care about amenities. As long as the sheets and the bathroom were clean, she
could overlook the rest.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

After carefully putting the chain lock on the door, she undressed, put on a nightgown, brushed her teeth
and splashed her face with warm water, then toppled into bed. She was exhausted, both emotionally and
physically, and unconsciousness offered a welcome respite from reality.

Lying in the darkness, she found herself longing for Aidan. The desire was not merely sexual, though
there could be no denying, at least in the privacy of her own mind, that she wanted him with a wild,
primitive, even violent sort of ardor. No, there was much more to her yearning; it was complex, a living
thing rooted in the very core of her spirit, spreading graceful vines into her mind and heart and even into
the deepest recesses of her unconscious.

Despite her loneliness, life had never seemed sweeter or more precious to Neely. There were so many
things she wanted to see and feel and do—not the least of which was to give herself to Aidan—and now
she was probably going to die.

Neely turned onto her stomach, buried her face in the musty pillow, and wept, softly at first. Soon,
however, her sniffles turned to unrestrained howls as she grieved for a future that might well be denied
her.

In the charcoal-smudged hours just before dawn, something awakened Neely, a feeling rather than a
sound. She lifted her head from the pillow, squinted into the darkness, felt a twinge at the realization that
she was not at home in her trailer, but on the road, and running.

She groped for her watch, which was lying on the nightstand, and peered at the numbers.

3:20 AM.

With a sigh, Neely rolled onto her back and, in the next second let out a low, croaky cry.

A cloaked form towered at the foot of the bed.

“Oh, God,” Neely whimpered. She didn’t want to think the shadowy shape belonged to one of the
senator’s business associates or some serial rapist, but the possibilities had to be considered.

She had just made up her mind to fight the intruder with everything she had when a familiar voice spoke.
“Don’t be afraid.”

Neely snapped on the bedside lamp and gasped. She blinked hard, but when she looked again, Aidan
Tremayne was still standing there, smiling at her.

She was at once wildly relieved and totally mystified. Had she conjured an image of him somehow, by
entertaining all those scandalous sexual fantasies just after she went to bed?

Neely scrambled to the foot of the mattress, tugged at his cloak to assure herself that it had substance,
and then hurtled back to the other end.

“Itis you,” she said in a tone that was almost accusing.

“Quite so,” he replied gently, folding his arms.
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Neely swallowed hard. She was at once terrified, sensing in her deepest being that Aidan had not
entered her room by ordinary means, and at the same time wanting him to hold and caress and finally
take her.

“Damn it, what’s going on here?” she cried impatiently.

Aidan raised both hands, palms out, in a conciliatory, calming gesture. “I’'m about to tell you the absolute
and unvarnished truth. After that, you’ll understand why I’ve been somewhat. .. secretive. First, though, I
believe I’d best keep a promise I made not so long ago.”

“What promise?”” Neely whispered, but she knew. She knew, and her body, suddenly shameless after a
lifetime of relative modesty, was already burning,

Aidan arched one eyebrow to show he wasn’t buying her attempt at ingenuousness. “Among my other
talents, my darling, I can read minds. You want me to make love to you—is that not so?”

Neely gulped. “What if it is?”” she finally managed.

He smiled. “Not good enough, Neely,” he scolded. “If you want me to give you pleasure, you will have
to say so, straight out. Whatever my other sins, I do not take women against their wishes.”

Neely stared at him, fascinated, her whole body thrumming with the need of him and his intimate
attentions. “I— I want you,” she said.

Aidan did not move from his place at the foot of the bed, and yet Neely felt herself being pressed gently
back onto the pillows. After that came light, tantalizing kisses, unseen lips grazing her mouth, nibbling at
her earlobe and the side of her neck, tracing pathways of passion across the rounded tops of her breasts.

She moaned, overwhelmed by her need, too caught up in the sensations that were being evoked inside
her to question the strange detachment of Aidan’s lovemaking. Even as her nightshirt was gently
removed, and her slender body lay bared to whatever magic he was working upon it, she could dimly see
that he was still standing some distance away.

Impossible—he was touching her, kissing her, teasing her, everywhere. Wasn’t he?

He told her to part her legs for him, and she did, though she could not have said whether the command
had been spoken aloud or had simply come sauntering into her mind on its own.

Neely felt his hand, nimble-fingered and firm, brush the nest of curls hiding the physical center of her
wanting. Incredibly she felt his touch in her soul as well, and the tension building there was even more
tumultuous than the sweet, frightening eruption rising in her body.

She arched her back to welcome him and whispered, “Yes! Oh, yes...” as he uncovered the hidden
nubbin of flesh and gently toyed with it. “Please,” she whimpered, having lost all semblance of pride,
tumbling toward a spiritual release of cataclysmic proportions even as an equally powerful physical climax
loomed just ahead, waiting to consume her.

“Tell me what you want,” Aidan said.

“I wantyou!” she cried out, not caring if anyone heard. “Oh, God, Aidan, I need you... the real you...
inside me!”
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Both her breasts were being suckled at once, and she felt strong, warm hands slide beneath her bottom
to raise her high for the final conquering. She even felt him enter her with a hard, delicious thrust that
made her cry out in ecstasy. Still, even through the fog of this all-encompassing passion, she could see
that Aidan had not moved to join her on the bed, that he was watching her pleasure with a shimmer of
tears in his eyes.

The crescendos were so violent, her body and her soul being satisfied in the same joyously terrifying
moments, that Neely shouted aloud as she came, in involuntary triumph, lost in the glorious dual releases.

It was a very long time before she could speak or move, so completely, so thoroughly, had she been
loved. But the moment arrived, finally, when the words that had been clamoring in her mind took shape
on her lips.

“Why, Aidan?” she whispered. “Why did you make love to me that way, without actually touching me?”

He turned away from her briefly, and even though he held his head high, Neely knew he was overcome
by emotion. Then he faced her again.

“I did not trust myself,” he confessed hoarsely.

Neely managed to raise herself onto her elbows, but she was still in a state of bliss and hadn’t the energy
to demand answers to all the obvious questions. “What do you mean, you didn’t trust yourself?”

Aidan averted his gaze for a moment, then looked directly into her eyes again. “My passion for you is
fathomless,” he said. “It is wolflike, a thing of the darkness. I could not be certain of maintaining control.”

She yawned, beginning to drift. “Most people lose control when they make love, Aidan,” she observed.
“That’s the idea.”

One corner of his inviting mouth lifted in a sad, rueful attempt at a smile. “Yes,” he said. “But [ am not a
person. I am a vampire.”

Neely sat bolt upright, as wide awake as if she’d just had an intravenous dose of pure caffeine. “Did you
just say that you’re a vampire?” she asked, sounding ridiculously cordial. A strange excitement rushed
through her, along with a whisper of primitive fear.

At long last Aidan rounded the bed and sat down on its edge. “I’'m aftraid so,” he said.

It was remarkable, incredible, his claiming to be a supernatural creature, but it made an odd kind of
sense, too. After all, he’d disappeared that night, in the parking lot outside the Lakeview Cafe, in quite
literally the blink of an eye. Furthermore, he’d just made love to her in a very extraordinary way, a way
no normal man would have done.

Yes. There was surely some kind of magic at work.

He must have seen the beginnings of belief in her eyes, for his smile was less forlorn than the one that had
preceded it, less weary.

“Let me see your teeth,” Neely said impulsively. She was still a little afraid, but she was fascinated, too,
and wildly curious.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Indulgently Aidan permitted her to lift his upper lip and peer at one shining, sharp incisor. It was
obviously no ordinary tooth, so she checked its counterpart.

“Good grief,” she whispered, marveling. She knew her eyes were wide with wonder as she drew back
to look at him, and she felt a shiver of fear as she began the arduous process of letting herself accept the
remarkable possibility that Aidan had spoken the truth. “Were you afraid you would bite me?”” she
asked, unconsciously laying her hands on his broad shoulders. “Is that why you didn’t lie down with me?”

“That’s a rather simplistic way of putting it,” Aidan said, with a glint of humor in his eyes, “but yes. [ was
afraid of hurting you.”

Neely frowned. “What about your own pleasure? Did you feel what we were doing?”

Aidan looked away, clearly embarrassed, but then met Neely’s gaze again. “Holding you in my arms,
entering you physically, would have been better, but yes, I took a certain amount of satisfaction from the
experience.”

Neely rolled her eyes. “You make it sound as if I gave you a back rub.”

He smiled. “There are releases that are felt in the emotions, Neely,” he said gently. “It was that way for

2

me.

On an impulse she couldn’t have explained had her very life depended on it, Neely put her arms around
Aidan’s neck and planted a light kiss on his cheek. His flesh felt cool and smooth beneath her lips,
strangely like fine marble, and yet pliant, too. He flinched and started to move away, but Neely did not
release her hold on him.

“If I trust you,” she said quietly, “why can’t you trust yourself? Lie down with me, Aidan. Sleep in my
arms.”

“I can’t,” he replied, and she heard unremitting anguish in his voice, felt it in his magnificent body.

Perhaps it was the ancient, elemental attraction she felt toward Aidan that made her behave so boldly in
the instant that followed; Neely didn’t try to analyze the decision. Still naked from his lovemaking, she
raised herself onto her knees and brushed her left breast lightly across his lips which felt strangely warm
and soft against her flesh. It was the only way she could think of to offer him her trust, as well as the
intimate comfort he so clearly needed.

With a moan Aidan took her nipple into his mouth and suckled greedily, and Neely entangled her fingers
in his dark hair and tilted her head back, feeling fresh ecstasy rise within her as she nurtured this
man—this creature— that she had come to love.

“See,” she told him softly as he moved to her other breast and took pleasure there, too, “you needn’t be
afraid—not of me, not of yourself.”

He eased her backward onto the mattress and would surely have taken her, but just when Neely was
ready, body and spirit, to receive him, he stopped, held himself utterly motionless, and listened with the

intensity of some wild, exotic beast.

“Aidan,” Neely pleaded softly.
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But he raised himself from her, his attention so focused on some sound or feeling that he did not even
seem aware of her presence.

“What is it?” she asked.

He gathered her into his arms and enfolded her warm nakedness within the whispering smoothness of his
cloak. “I’ll explain later,” he promised, and then he bent and kissed Neely on the mouth. A drumming
sound filled her ears, and it seemed that she was propelled outward into a dark universe, even while she
lay helpless in Aidan’s arms. She was made of thought alone, not flesh, and then she knew nothing.

Nothing at all.

Aidan laid the unconscious Neely gently on his bed in the house in the woods of Connecticut. The sound
of her pursuers’ approaching that faraway motel room still echoed in his head; by now the two men
would be inside, ransacking the place, wondering how their quarry had managed to escape them.

He bent, kissed Neely tenderly on the forehead, and fought the awesome need to complete the
dangerous process she had begun by taking him to her breast. The courage and sweet generosity of the
gesture were beyond comprehension; he did not think he would ever fully understand why she had
chosen to give him that singular joy.

“Sleep well,” he whispered, tucking the blankets around her. Then he touched her cheek and whispered
a command that would anchor her to the bed as effectively as the heaviest chains, for that was the only
way he could think of to keep her safe. Then he vanished.

Aidan found the thugs in Neely’s motel room, just as he had expected. They relished their criminality, he
thought with disgust, and from what images he could glean from the recesses of their diseased minds, they
hadn’t even had particularly difficult childhoods. He filled the doorway, making no effort at all to hide
what he was, or to be subtle about his powers.

They whirled to face him, and one of them cried out.
Aidan wanted to kill them, yearned to drain them of every glimmering red, droplet of blood, and then
toss their husks aside to rot. This development unnerved him, for he was always coldly dispassionate

about his victims, and what he felt now was a fiery and utterly ruthless appetite.

He crossed the room on the impetuous of that thought, grasped a throat in either hand, and pressed his
struggling captives to the wall.

“You may want to rethink this whole matter,” he instructed politely. “It’s a dangerous business, you see,
involving forces and creatures you can’t begin to grasp with those pitiful little snot-wads you fancy to be

brains.”

The thugs stared at him, mute with confusion. They were strong in a bullish sort of way and must have
wondered why a lone man could render them powerless so easily.

“What the hell are you?” one of them managed to croak out.

Aidan showed his fangs then, although he personally thought it was a touch melodramatic—more
Valerian’s style than his own.
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“Jesus Christ,” murmured the first thug, while his partner fainted.

Aidan sighed. It was nearly dawn, and there was no time to go back to the Havermails and explain his
sudden disappearance to Maeve, nor could he return to Neely. No, he must go to Valerian, who still lay
stricken in that dusty crypt well outside of London, and it was imperative that he bring blood to give the
other vampire sustenance.

Aidan eyed the two criminals before him, one awake and one unconscious. The bloodlust he’d felt
earlier had turned to the purest disgust; he would have preferred to drink from rats. Regrettably, though,
there was no real choice.

He fed on the larger one first, bringing him as close to death as he dared, and then lifted the smaller man
and drank again.

The usual delirium of joy came over him, but it was nothing compared to what he’d felt when Neely had
lain naked before him and cried out at the pleasure of his caresses.

But he could not think of her now.

Aidan blinked, and when he opened his eyes, he was in the crypt with Valerian. The sun had already
risen by the time he arrived, although its light could not reach through the stone walls or the metal door,
but the inevitable fatigue threatened to swallow his consciousness.

“Aidan,” Valerian whispered in a hoarse, fitful murmur of joy, and groped for his hand. “Quickly—"

Aidan bent and, once again, found Valerian’s throat. Black weariness clawed at him, pulled him
downward, toward the filthy, bone-littered floor. He struggled back to the waiting vein and willed the
blood to flow into Valerian, and it was still pouring forth when he collapsed.

Far away, yet near as the next heartbeat, Neely stirred in her soft, unfamiliar bed but did not climb
toward wakefulness. She knew, on some level, that it was better to stay asleep, to wander in dark
dreams. When she opened her eyes, after all, she would have to make sense of all that had happened to
her in recent hours, and that was going to be virtually impossible.

Maeve found Aidan insensate on the floor of the crypt, his back to the high stone slab, his fine clothes
speckled with blood. Ignoring Valerian, who stirred above their heads, she shook her brother and called
his name in a frantic whisper.

He was empty and wasted, and Maeve knew he would perish if she did not save him. She ripped away
the fitted cuff of her frilly shirtwaist and pressed the inside of her wrist to his lips. He resisted weakly, then
drank.

After a few moments Aidan revived, opening his eyes. “Maeve,” he said, giving the name the shape and
substance of a sob.

She smoothed his lovely dark hair back from his wan face. “There now, you’ll be fine after this. It’s
night, and you’re strong enough to feed properly.”

“Valerian,” he said. “Is he all right?”
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Maeve remembered the other vampire, her mentor and erstwhile friend, and rose slowly to her feet.
Seeing Valerian’s sunken cheeks and shadowed eyes, she clutched his hand and demanded, “What have
you done?”

“Atlantis,” he said. “Atlantis—"

Aidan scrambled up beside Maeve, fairly shouldering her aside to peer down into Valerian’s tormented
face. “What are you saying?” he rasped. “What about Atlantis?”

“That’s—where it—began,” Valerian managed. “The mystery lies on the lost continent—"

“Enough!” Maeve interrupted, her temper flaring. Having fed amply, she was by far the strongest of the
trio, and she could afford to issue orders. “There will be no more talk of mysteries and lost continents!
Can’t you see that he’s dying, Aidan? Don’t you realize that you nearly perished yourself?”

Despair and frustration howled within Aidan like a spiritual storm. He grabbed at the bloody front of
Valerian’s shirt and wrenched the other vampire upward with the last of his strength. “7Tell me!” he cried,
and when Valerian remained silent, clearly too enervated to speak, Aidan wailed with all the forlorn grief
of an animal caught in a trap.

Maeve whirled on him, her blue eyes, mirror-images of his own, flashing with pain. She raised one hand,
fingers spread, and pressed it to his face. He felt her horrific power surge through him, like a double dose
of lightning, and then he swooned.

When he awakened, he was lying on a wide-planked table, stripped to the waist. He turned his head—it
felt as though a speeding locomotive had crashed into each-temple at full throttle—and saw Valerian lying

next to him.

“Maeve?” Aidan lifted his head. The room was dark and dank, and it had the oppressive feel of a
dungeon.

“She’s out hunting,” answered a small, sweet voice.

Aidan relaxed for a moment, getting his bearings. Candlelight flickered over the ancient, moss-streaked
walls, where rusted iron rings were bolted. “What is this place?”

A horrible parody of a child appeared at his side, a little girl with brown-gold ringlets, impossibly pale
skin, and dark circles around her eyes. Her delicate fangs glinted in the candlelight.

“It’s Havermail Castle,” she said.

Ah, yes, Aidan recalled, despairing. The august home of Maeve’s hideous friends, the Havermails—a
mommy vampire, a papa vampire, and two absolutely vicious baby vampires.

He shuddered and tried to sit up, only to find himself too weak to rise.
The child laid a clammy hand on his bare chest. “You’re not supposed to move,” she said, and while this
announcement was delivered ingenuously, it also reverberated with warning. “Neither is Mr. Valerian.

You’re to be our guests, until Maeve says otherwise.”

“What’s your name?”” Aidan gasped the question, appalled at his weakness. As a mortal man, he had


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

loved children and been able to communicate intelligently with them.

“I’m Benecia,” the monster said. “And my sister is Canaan. She’s gone out to hunt with Mummy, and
when they come back, it will be my turn.”

Valerian stirred next to Aidan, but it was plain that he was still in a stupor.

“How long have you been a vampire?” Aidan inquired of Benecia. This was a ludicrous conversation, in
an even more ludicrous setting, but he was certain he would go mad if he tried to keep silent.

“Oh, a long time,” Benecia replied sunnily. “Almost as long as Valerian, in fact—about five hundred and
forty years.”

Aidan stared at her, appalled that even a blood-drinking fiend would stoop to turning a child into a
vampire. Surely hell itself could not boast of a crueler demon. “How did it happen?”’

Benecia giggled, and the sound echoed eerily off the wet stone walls that had absorbed so much misery
over so many centuries. “Papa was a scholar, and he joined a secret society. They met only in darkness,
and he thought that was very curious, but nonetheless he was flattered to be invited, and he attended the
meetings religiously. Finally he was initiated—the members made him into an immortal, like themselves.
He came straight home and made Mama into a vampire, and she in turn transformed Canaan and me
because she couldn’t bear to be parted from us.”

Aidan whispered a profanity because he did not dare to pray.

Valerian reached out and grasped his arm before he could express his opinion further, however,
effectively silencing him.

Alas, Benecia was already offended. “I don’t like you,” she told Aidan in a sweetly vicious tone. “I don’t
like you at all.”

“My friend is comparatively young, for a vampire,” Valerian put in quickly, and with good nature
aplenty. “Be patient with him, Benecia. Remember what it was to be foolish and impulsive.”

Benecia’s eyes were narrowed, and her searing gaze had not wavered from Aidan’s face. “I’'m much
older than you are, and much stronger, and much smarter,” she said with icy confidence. “Mind your
tongue, fledgling, or I’ll dangle you from a high window by your feet!”

Valerian laughed, though Aidan heard tension plainly in the sound. “Now, now, darling—is that any way
to speak to a guest? Aidan is your aunt Maeve’s favorite creature in all the earth. She will expect you to
be pleasant to him.”

Benecia subsided, but only after a snakelike hiss and a rather chilling display of her fangs. She turned
and flounced away, a small horror in her pink ruffled dress; then a door slammed somewhere, and Aidan
knew he and Valerian were alone.

Furthermore, Valerian was in a towering fury, the state of his health notwithstanding. “‘You are truly
remarkable, Mr. Tremayne, for your arrogant stupidity!”

Aidan was in no mood for a dressing-down. He’d been through enough as it was, what with all the high
drama of recent nights. “I will not be threatened by a child!”
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“Thatchild was old when Shakespeare penned his sonnets,” Valerian raged. “She can summon more
power in a blink of her eyes than you’ve ever dreamed of attaining! Were she not mortally afraid of her
beloved auntie Maeve, your head would probably be bouncing off an outside wall by now!”

Aidan gave a ragged sigh. He still had the psychic equivalent of a headache. “If Benecia is so terribly
powerful,” he began, “why is she afraid of Maeve?”

Valerian’s chuckle was raspy, void of all humor, and hollow. “Do you know so little about your own
sister, Aidan?”” he scolded. “Maeve has special gifts—she lacks your aversion to the finer points of
vampirism, you know— and it is said that she will someday replace Lisette as queen of the nightwalkers.”

The thought made Aidan sick. He recalled Maeve as a human girl, warm and pretty and full of laughter
and innocent mischief, and he came as near to weeping as a vampire is able. “You did it,” he

remembered as hatred pooled in his breast. “You made her into a monster, Valerian.”

There was grief in the other vampire’s voice, as well as resignation. “She pleaded with me,” Valerian
said. “She offered me her throat, and I was hungry.”

Aidan had heard the story before, but even now, after two centuries, he couldn’t fully accept the reality.
“You might have resisted her. There were others about who could have slaked your thirst.”

Valerian was growing weak again; Aidan could sense it because, for better or worse, their two beings
were connected somehow, had been ever since that first sharing of blood. “We’ve been over this
before,” he answered wearily. “There is no changing it. I’ve been conscious for at least five minutes,
Aidan. How is it that you have yet to hound me about what I learned of Atlantis?”’

As incredible as it seemed, Aidankad forgotten about the miraculous secret that might be his salvation.
His mind had been filled with thoughts of Maeve and of Neely. He rolled onto his side and reached over

to clasp Valerian’s arm, which was bare like his own. “Did you go there?”

Valerian shook his head slowly. “No, I tried, but I hadn’t the strength. I caught glimpses of it, though,
and heard the music—"

“But you discovered something.”

“Yes,” Valerian murmured. “Vampirism began on Atlantis, with a series of medical experiments.”
“How do you know this?”” Aidan demanded, tightening his grasp on Valerian’s cold flesh.

“I’m not sure. The knowledge was just—there. Please, Aidan—I grow weary. Let me rest.”

“Not until you tell me how to change myself back into a man!”

There was a long, horrible silence. Then Valerian answered, ““You cannot. There is an antidote, but you

would have to venture back even farther than I did to find it, and you are not strong enough. Resign
yourself, once and for all, Aidan. You are, and shall remain, a vampire.”
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Chapter 7

It took a long time to awaken, and Neely managed the task in stages, grappling her way from one level
of consciousness to the next. The struggle required all the will she could summon, for the lethargy that
pressed down on her was oddly blissful, a sweet sleep, peaceful and all-encompassing.

At last she persuaded her eyelids to rise.

She was lying in a strange, beautiful bed, an enormous four-poster of mahogany or some other dark
wood. The canopy overhead was trimmed in exquisite ecru tatting, the sheets were the softest linen, and
the coverlet was made of worn blue velvet.

Aidan’s bed.

Neely remembered everything in a breathtaking rush— fleeing Bright River in Doris’s old car, renting the
motel room, waking to find Aidan standing at the foot of her bed. It all flooded back, the unbelievable
lovemaking, his convincing claim that he was a vampire, all of it.

She gasped, stiffening beneath the covers. Aidan had wrapped her in his cape, and by some
incomprehensible magic he had brought her here.

That was it.
Aidan must be a magician, and a very good one at that.

She began to make a case for her theory, in the courtroom of her mind. Yes, shewas in his house in
Connecticut, not a mile from the Lakeview Truck Stop, and she had no memory of making the trip; those
were undeniable facts. But Aidan could have hypnotized her, or given her drugs, and planted the other
recollections in her consciousness like seeds.

She would just get up, she decided, get herself dressed, and leave. Aidan Tremayne might be the most
attractive man she’d ever met, and he’d certainly captured her heart, not to mention turning her inside out
sexually, but that didn’t mean she was going to let him kidnap her and play crazy games with her psyche.

Brave talk, she said to herself. The truth was, if Aidan came to her at that moment, she would let
him—Iet him? she wouldbeg him to—make love to her all over again.

She drew a deep breath and released it slowly in an effort to calm the dark, sweet excitement the
memory of their strange intimacy stirred in her. In a more rational moment she faced another facet of her
attraction to Aidan Tremayne, and that was plain, simple fear. x The man was probably just a very good
magician, as she’d decided earlier, but suppose he’d been telling the truth? Suppose he really was a
vampire, for God’s sake?

Neely was confused and irritated, and besides that she figured her bladder was going to burst at any
moment.

She moved to toss back the covers and sit up, but it was as if she were pinned to the mattress by some
benign force. She ran a rather frantic mental check of her muscles and found them all in good working
order. “Damn,” she said and attempted to rise onto her elbows.
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It was as if the ceiling had collapsed onto her, though there was no pain.
“Aidan!”
The name echoed in the large, empty room.

Neely waited, working up another burst of energy, fighting the urge to slip back into sleep. “Aidan!” she
called again. “You get in here and help me out of this bed, damn it! I have to pee!”

There was no response at all, except for the hollow reverberations of her own voice.

Neely summoned all her will, which was formidable, and managed to make an inch of progress toward
the side of the mattress. She waited, then moved again.

After ten minutes Neely was perspiring so heavily that the sheets clung to her skin. She reached the edge
of the bed, spent a minor eternity gathering her strength, and then lunged again.

She landed on the cool hardwood floor with a thump and lay there dazed for an interval, exulting
because she’d made it, yet so drained by the effort that she wasn’t sure she could stand up.

The insistent complaint of her bladder forced her to try; she reached her knees, gripped the antique
bedside table for support, and raised herself shakily to her feet. She stood there, trembling and drawing
deep breaths, until she dared attempt a step.

To Neely’s surprise, walking was easy. She went into the adjoining bathroom, which was fitted out in
the costliest Italian marble, used the facilities, then draped an afghan around herself to keep warm and set
about exploring the enormous bedchamber.

There were high casement windows on both sides of the suite, with built-in seats overlooking the snowy
garden and the front yard, and the bureaus, closet, and armoires contained a wide assortment of men’s
clothing. The room boasted its own fireplace, fronted in priceless hand-painted tiles, and here and there
an exquisite Persian rug graced the gleaming wooden floors.

Neely ventured out into the hallway. She was hungry, and a little reassurance from her mysterious host
wouldn’t have done any harm, either.

“Aidan?”
No answer.

She opened the double doors of the room across the hallway from Aidan’s and found another suite,
almost as big and grand as the one she’d just left. Here the closets and bureaus were empty, however,
and Neely’s hope of finding something to wear was dashed. She returned to the master chamber long
enough to drop the afghan and put on one of Aidan’s tailored white shirts, then ventured into the hallway
and headed toward the rear stairs.

At the bottom of these was a kitchen, large and immaculate. The shelves of the cupboards and the
pantry were bare even of dust, and there wasn’t a plate or a glass or a butter knife to be seen.

Did vampires eat? Neely wondered. She immediately checked the silly thought. This whole setup was
getting weirder and weirder.
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Neely shifted her concentration away from her grumbling stomach and examined the rest of the massive
house. In the movies it would have been filled with cobwebs and dust and spiders, she supposed, but
instead the place was as tidy as a nun’s dresser drawer. The massive crystal chandeliers glistened, the
rugs and floors felt clean under Neely’s bare feet, and the walls were decorated with fine original art. In
Aidan’s study, the only part of the house she had been in before, there were stacks of paper on the large
table he used as a desk, and books lined the walls from floor to ceiling, on every side.

Neely gravitated to the music box she had discovered on her last visit, wound the brass key on its
underside, and lifted the lid.

Sweet yet unbearably sad music flowed from the tiny, precise mechanism, arousing emotions so deep
Neely could not even begin to identify them. She felt hot tears sting her eyes as she whirled round and
round in a solitary dance, caught up in the sorcery of the tune, clutching the little chest in both hands. As
she moved, twilight gathered at the tall, deeply set windows, and heavy flakes of snow waltzed past the
glass.

“What a will you must have,” Aidan said, startling Neely so badly that she stumbled and nearly dropped
the music box.

He was standing in the doorway leading to the entryway, wearing a black overcoat, trousers, a white
shirt, and a tie. Snowflakes glistened in his ebony hair and on the shoulders of his coat.

Neely stared at him, unable, for the moment, to speak. The impact of his presence was overwhelming;
her soul trembled, her heart pounded. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, whether to fling herself
upon him in rage or seduce him on the spot.

Aidan’s fine mouth tilted upward at one side as he indulged in a weary grin. “I guess I should have
brought your suitcase when I carried you away from that dreadful motel,” he said, pulling leather gloves
from his hands and shoving them into the pockets of his coat. “Though you do look quite charming in my
shirt. Tell me—how did you manage to get out of bed?”

She raised her chin. “No force can stop a woman who needs to go to the bathroom,” she said.

Aidan laughed. “I see.” He removed his coat and hung it from a brass coat tree.

“There’s nothing to eat in this place,” Neely said, her voice shaking a little.

“Oh, but there 1s,” Aidan replied, disappearing into the entryway and returning momentarily with three
cartons of Chinese take-out and a plastic fork wrapped in paper napkins. He smiled when she snatched
everything from his hands and sat cross-legged on the hearth rug to rip open the boxes. Then he
crouched beside her and said gently, “You’re not a prisoner here, Neely, and you won’t be mistreated.

Please don’t be afraid.”

She gulped down a mouthful of fried rice. “ ”Don’t be afraid‘?*“ she echoed, somewhat bitterly. ’I’d be
some sort of idiot if I weren’t.

He smiled at her reasoning, touched her hair briefly, then drew his hand back. In the next moment an
expression of infinite sorrow filled his eyes.

“I can’t bear it,” he whispered hoarsely, “knowing that you fear me.”


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Neely set aside the food, for even though her body still craved sustenance, her emotions had taken full
control. She could not stop herself from touching Aidan, from laying her hands on either side of his face.

For one long moment they simply gazed at each other, exchanging some silent, mystical form of comfort.
Then Neely said, “How did I get here, Aidan? Did you hypnotize me or something like that?” »

He shook his head. “Nothing so ordinary, I'm afraid,” he told her. “I really am a vampire, Neely, just as
I'said. And you were in rather grave danger last night, I might add. It was foolish of you to set out on

your own like that.”

She looked away because she wanted him so much, wanted to become one with him right there on the
hearth rug, and out of the corner of her eye she saw him stand and distance himself from her.

“What kind of danger?” she asked, a little testily. She suspected Aidan had looked into her mind and
seen her insatiable passion for him. His withdrawal struck her with the force of a blow.

“Two blighters came round to kill you,” Aidan answered from the vicinity of his desk. He sounded
distracted, like an ordinary man recounting the events of his day while flipping through the mail at the

same time. “There’s no reason to worry, though—I dealt with them.”

So that was why he had suddenly stopped and thrust himself away the night before, when he’d been
about to make love to her in the normal way. He’d heard someone approaching the room.

Neely allowed herself a slight shudder and took up her dinner again. “I’ll bet you came as something of a
surprise—especially if you let them see your teeth.”

Aidan chuckled. “Yes, I daresay they weren’t expecting to encounter me.”

“Of course, it isn’t over,” Neely said with a sigh, reaching for one of the other cartons of Chinese food.
“They’re not going to give up quite so easily.”

“Neither am I,” Aidan remarked.

Neely could no longer resist looking at him, and when she did, she saw that he was watching her with a
mixture of bewilderment and delight.

“What a hot-blooded little creature you are,” he reflected.

Neely blushed. “What makes you say that?”

He laughed. “A few moments ago you wanted to make love on the hearth.”

She didn’t deny the thought; she couldn’t. “I’m not normally so—amorous,” she said.
“I should hope not,” Aidan teased.

Her eyes flew to his face. She felt fury first, but the tender mirth she saw in his gaze stole her momentum,
and she could not be angry with him.

“Have there been other men in your life, Neely?”
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She was at once insulted and pleased by the question. “You claim you can read minds. Why don’t you
just look inside my head and find out for yourself?”

“Because it would be an intrusion,” he said with a slight and very appealing shrug.

Neely sighed. “Fair enough,” she replied. “The answer is, just one. He broke my heart, my first year in
college.” She decided that turnabout was fair play. “What about you, Aidan? How many women have
you taken to your bed?”

His jaw tightened, and he looked exasperated. Then he murmured something that sounded like “This
modern age!” A moment after that, however, he replied, “There were a number of tavern wenches in my
youth—"

“”Tavern wenches‘?*“ Neely interrupted, struck by this old-fashioned turn of phrase.

Aidan was clearly growing impatient again. With quicksilver speed he changed the subject. “I will find
you something more appropriate to wear,” he said in a cool and formal tone. “Maeve must have left a

few things behind—"

Maeve. Neely was troubled by the name, but she had enough to assimilate without pursuing yet another
subject.

By the time Aidan returned, carrying a bundle of clothing with him, Neely had finished eating and stashed
the leftovers in the big, hitherto empty refrigerator humming away in the kitchen. She was perched on a
window seat, knees drawn up, the tails of Aidan’s shirt tucked modestly beneath her, watching the snow
fall.

“There’s still some sweet and sour pork left...”

He smiled. “Vampires don’t eat, Neely. Not in the same way humans do.”

She rolled her eyes, accepting the folded cotton garment he held out to her. “Please,” she said. “You’re
no ordinary guy, I’ll grant you that, but you can’t really be a vampire. Can you?”

Aidan’s laugh seemed to burst from his throat, rich and sensual and warm.

Neely slid out of the window seat and went to stand behind a high-back leather chair, her imagination
running wild all of a sudden. “You don’t actually drink blood?”

Again she saw that peculiar, fathomless look of mourning in his eyes. “Yes,” he said miserably. “I
despise it—I hate everything about being a vampire—but without blood I would die, and I am not quite
prepared to do that.”

She felt conflicting desires—to take him into her arms and to run away, as far and as fast as she could.
She squinted, a habit she’d acquired in college, when she was trying to work out something that both
intrigued and puzzled her.

“Show me your coffin,” she challenged.

Aidan arched one dark eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?” he replied, looking and sounding genuinely
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bewildered.

“If you’re a vampire,” Neely said, trying to make reason of the unreasonable, “’you have to sleep in a
coffin.”

He sighed, and his expression shifted to exasperation. “I most certainly do not sleep in a casket,” he
said, plainly mnsulted. “This is not the second feature of a drive-in movie we’re talking about here, it’s
reality. [ drink blood, I sleep during the day, and I can indeed be killed by having a stake thrust through
my heart. And that, my darling, is the extent of my resemblance to a Hollywood vampire!”

She frowned, trying to remember if she’d ever encountered Aidan before sunset and failing to recollect a
single instance. “Calm down,” she said. She ran her tongue over her lips in a gesture of distraction rather
than nervousness. “If you hate being a—a vampire so much, then why did you become one? Assuming,
of course, that you reallyare a supernatural creature.”

Aidan sagged into the chair behind his worktable with a great sigh, and that was when Neely noticed that
he looked gaunt. There were faint smudges under his eyes, like bruises, and his skin was pale as marble.
“You are impossible!”” he muttered.

Neely smiled. “True,” she claimed and promptly determined to show more appreciation. After all, no
matter what Aidan was, or claimed to be, he had saved her from crooks who had almost certainly been
ordered to assassinate her. And she still needed a place to hide.

Thinking it was a good time to take her leave, at least temporarily, she slipped out of the study. In the
downstairs bathroom she exchanged the borrowed shirt for the graceful blue caftan Aidan had found for
her. When she returned, he was standing at one of the windows, staring out at the dark, snowy forest
edging the yard.

He turned to face her as she stood uncertainly in the arched doorway.

“I must go out for a while,” he said solemnly. “Do not admit anyone to the house before I return.” While
Neely stared at him, trying to assimilate the news that he meant to abandon her, he lifted a fragile
necklace over his head and placed it around her neck. A delicately shaped golden rosebud dangled from
the chain.

“What is this?”

Aidan chuckled grimly. “Not the equivalent of a silver bullet or a crucifix, if that’s what you’re thinking.
My sister and the others know it belongs to me, and that you would not have it in your possession except
by my favor.”

Curiouser and curiouser, Neely thought. She should be glad Aidan was leaving, she supposed, but
instead she had to fight an urge to drop to her knees and fling her arms around his legs to make him stay.
“What—what if those men come after me again? The ones who tried to break into my motel room.”

Aidan made a gentle move in her direction, then drew himself back with a sharp, alarming motion. “They
won’t,” he said. Raising his hands over his head, he slipped into a corner of the room and dissolved into
the shadows.

Neely just stood there for a few seconds after he disappeared, staring, immobilized with shock. Then
she broke her paralysis and hurtled across the room to the place where Aidan had been only a heartbeat
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before.

There was no trace of him, nor was there a door or a window near enough to accommodate such a
dramatic exit. Murmuring, Neely knelt and felt the wainscoting with both hands, searching for a secret
panel.

Nothing.

With a shiver Neely got to her feet. She was going to have to ask Aidan to show her how to do that
particular trick—it might come in handy if those hired thugs ever caught up to her again.

Her glance strayed to the telephone on Aidan’s table. She wanted to call Ben and let him know that she
was all right, but she didn’t dare. Dallas Hargrove’s drug-dealing associates might have her brother’s line
tapped, and if they traced a call to this house, she was as good as dead.

With a groan Neely raised moist palms to her temples and rubbed. It would have been a relief to tell
someone all that was happening to her, but who’d believe it?

Restless, Neely made a fire on the hearth and began examining Aidan’s vast collection of books. A set
of thick volumes, bound in Moroccan leather, drew her attention, and she reached for the first one on the
left.

The thing was huge, and heavy, and Neely dropped into Aidan’s desk chair before lifting the cover.

The paper was fine parchment, substantial and smooth, and the first few pages were blank. Neely
flipped carefully through them until she came to one that bore an inscription in fading black ink.7%is being
the Record and Journal of Aidan Tremayne, Vampyre. Begun March 5, 1793 .

Neely felt something tickle the inside of her spine. She stared at the writing for a long time, then moved
on to the next page. Here she found a pen-and-ink drawing that practically stopped her heart; Aidan’s
laughing, handsome face looked back at her from the parchment, while a beautiful young woman, his
female counterpart, peered smiling over his broad shoulder. Both subjects wore clothing typical of the
eighteenth century.

For a while Neely just sat there, stunned.

Surely the man in the drawing could not be Aidan—the sketches had obviously been done generations
before—no, it had to be one of his ancestors. Still, the image reached out to her somehow, and the
laughing eyes pleaded with her to believe.

Just believe.

Shaken, she turned her attention to the woman, one of the loveliest creatures she had ever seen. The
resemblance between the two was so strong that Neely knew they were brother and sister, or perhaps

cousins. ..

Neely swayed and closed her eyes. Some primal instinct insisted that this laughing young man in the
drawing was indeed Aidan Tremayne—her Aidan.

Impossible.
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Believe.

Neely took a deep breath and held it for a moment. Then, with a shaking hand, she turned another page
and began to decipher the neatly written but quaint script, with its antique spellings and randomly
capitalized words. “I, Aidan Tremayne,” she translated, ““set Down this Tale for the Sake of my own
Sanity, and as a Warning to all those who come after...”

Soon Neely was so absorbed that she was unaware of the passage of time. She devoured page after
page, spellbound by the young Irishman’s account of his meeting with Lisette, the mysterious woman who
had stopped for him in a carriage one evening, along a muddy road, and quickly captured his soul. Even
though this other, earlier Aidan— he could not be the one she’d held, the one she loved, could he?—was
a shameless hedonist, mostly concerned with sex, music, and good ale, Neely felt pangs of despair and,
yes, jealousy, as she read. She did not want another female to figure into the story at all.

When she came to the part where Lisette pounced on young Aidan and sank her fangs deep into his
throat to virtually inhale his blood, Neely felt her own face go white and cold as window glass in winter. It
was fiction, of course, a brilliantly conceived and quite horrible fantasy, but it seemed soreal , the action
so immediate and vital, that Neely almost became a part of the scenes herself.

The account only became more incredible. The boy Aidan had died in the bed of a flea-ridden
eighteenth-century inn above a tavern, and yet he hadnot died. The innkeeper, his son, and a local priest
had declared him dead, and he’d tried desperately to communicate somehow that he was alive, but to no
avail. The men had taken the body, never dreaming that a spirit still occupied it, to the undertaker’s
establishment. He’d been abandoned there in that dreadful place, and forgotten.

Tears blurred Neely’s vision as she read of Lisette’s return, and how she had raised Aidan up as a
monster, avampire , by tapping into his jugular vein again, this time giving blood instead of taking it.

While she was fascinated and curious to a morbid degree, Neely found that she could not go on from
there, not yet. She was deeply shaken, as if she’d witnessed the occurrences personally, in every
gruesome detail. She felt true and abiding hatred for the heartless Lisette, along with an unholy resentment
that the woman had lain with Aidan, had given him pleasure, and taken the same from him.

For a long interval she just sat, dazed by the intensity and variety of her emotions, staring into the fire but
seeing instead the nightmare images so carefully outlined in the journal. How could anyone, even a

vampire, do such a terrible thing to another, to condemn him, as Lisette had condemned Aidan, to an
eternal nightmare?

“Neely?”
She started and guiltily slammed the volume closed.

Aidan was standing only a few feet away—she hadn’t heard him come in—and he carried her suitcase,
the one she’d been forced to leave behind at the motel the night before.

She felt such overwhelming love, just looking at him, that she could not get her breath to speak.
“I thought you might like to have some of your own clothes,” he said innocently, sounding almost shy.

His gaze dropped to the heavy book in her lap, and she saw both resignation and relief in his bearing.
“You’ve found my histories, I see.”
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Looking up, Neely noticed that his skin, deathly pale before, was now healthy in color. A wild suspicion
played in her mind; she chased it out and dropped her gaze to the suitcase in his hand. “Where did that
come from? I thought we left it.”

“We did. I went back.”
Neely’s eyes shot back to his face. ““You couldn’t have. It’s too far.”
Instead of replying, Aidan simply raised one of his aristocratic eyebrows.

She bolted out of the chair and grabbed for the case. “I have to let my brother know I’'m all right,” she
blurted, desperate for any distraction from the threatening truth, the reality that was becoming too
complex and too pervasive to be ignored or denied. “When the police visit that room and find no sign of
yours truly, Ben will hear about it on the news. He’ll be frantic. He might even think I'm dead.”

Aidan folded his arms. “If you telephone Ben, we may soon have more of the senator’s friends to deal
with. That’s all well and good, provided I’'m here when they arrive, but what if you’re alone, Neely?
What if I'm hunting, or asleep?”’

A chill, colder than the center of a snowman’s heart, touched her stomach and seeped into her soul.
”Hunting or asleep‘? For God’s sake, Aidan—you’re really scaring me now. This vampire game has
gone far enough!“

He took the book gently from her hands, laid it aside. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to resort to parlor
tricks to convince you,” he said in a quiet and damnably reasonable tone. “That’s my story you were
reading, Neely. The image in the drawing is mine, the girl is my twin sister, Maeve—"

“No!” She put her hands over her ears.

Aidan grasped her wrists, lowered them, pressed them to her sides. “Youwi// listen,” he said in a
desperate whisper. “You know it’s true—somewhere inside,you know it’s true .

Neely uttered a sudden, wailing sob, because he was right. As incomprehensible as it all was, as much
as she wanted to turn away from the evidence, she could no longer do that. It was no dream, and no one
had given her drugs or induced any kind of hypnotic trance. All the strange things that had happened
since she first met Aidan had actually, trulyhappened .

Aidan touched her elbows and then her shoulders, tentatively. After that, though, instead of taking her
into his arms as she yearned for him to do, he retreated a few steps. “I’m sorry, Neely,” he said gruffly.
“I should have left you alone—"

“But you didn’t!”” she cried. She looked up at him, wiping angrily at her wet cheeks. “I’m fascinated, I'm
entranced, God help me, I think I’m in love—with someone who isn’t even human! Tell me,
Aidan—where do I go from here? What do I do now?”

He flinched, as if she’d hurled bricks at his broad back instead of words. He did not face her as he
replied raggedly, “I could walk away, and you would get over what you’re feeling now. But that wouldn’t
change the fact that there are more of those cretins out there, waiting for a chance to cut your throat!”

Neely moved to face Aidan and glared up into his face. She was wild with confusion, shock, and pain,
and she spoke without thinking. “You could make me into a vampire, like you.”
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Aidan seemed to loom over her, taller for his fury. “Don’t ever say that!” he cried. “You’re asking to be
damned, to be a fiend who feeds on the blood of living creatures! You’re asking God Himself to turn
against you, and for all eternity!” His anguish lay naked and vivid in the words, and Neely’s first real
comprehension of its extent took her breath away.

She approached him, laying her hands gently on his face. “Aidan—" she whispered, longing to comfort
him, knowing there was no way to do that.

He wrenched free of her and moved away. “Didn’t you hear me, Neely?”” he growled, reminding her of
a wolf that had just chewed off its own paw in a desperate, effort to save itself from the metal teeth of a
trap. “I am cursed for all time, and to care for me is to blaspheme against Creation itself!”

She was shaking her head again. “No, Aidan—no.” It couldn’t be a sin to love, could it? But, yes. The
act of adoring something evil did not transform it into good, but instead poisoned what was holy.

They both stood still, the silence ringing around them like the deafening toll of some horrid death bell, for
the longest time. Then, unable to bear it, Neely muttered, “My brother—"

Aidan moved to his desk, keeping his back to her. “Write him a letter, then, and explain as best you can.
Just remember that he will have to live with your words until the end of his days.”

Neely nodded distractedly, well aware of Aidan’s meaning. She could tell Ben only that she was in
hiding—it would be an outright lie to say she was safe, and there was no plausible way to describe the
terrible truth.

She went upstairs to the room where she had awakened hours before, switched on a lamp, and sat
down at a small desk to stare, unseeing, at a blank piece of paper.

Aidan paced his study, too restless to work on his journals, not daring to follow Neely upstairs and
continue their conversation. He had fed sparsely that night, and he had yet to look in on the still-ailing
Valerian, who was his only hope of finding redemption and, with it, peace. Maeve, adore her though he
did, was embroiled as usual in adventures of her own and could not be depended upon to look after
wounded ones.

He rubbed his temples with a thumb and forefinger, slouched back against the edge of his desk, and
sighed. Then, with the utmost reluctance, he took himself to the dungeon of Havermail Castle.

Valerian still lay prone and ill, his long frame covering the length of a trestle table. In the flickering lights
of the candles Aidan saw a small, snarling creature spring out of the shadows and attach itself to
Valerian’s throat.

Horror rocked Aidan as he realized that this abomination, this greedy fiend, wore the person of a child.
He plunged forward and tore the small, wiry body away from Valerian’s neck as though it were a leech.
The little girl—this had to be Canaan, Benecia’s sister—twisted in Aidan’s grasp, baring her lethal fangs
and making a vicious sound low in her throat, like a starved she-wolf.

Valerian moaned and rolled onto his side. “Stop,” he pleaded. ‘“Please—stop!”

Remarkably, the hellion went still, but when she raised her sherry-colored gaze to Aidan’s face, he saw
the most abject hatred there that he had ever encountered. Coming from a being who looked for all the
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world like a sweet and warm-blooded five-year-old, the experience was particularly chilling.
“She was merely trying to help me,” Valerian said gently.

“Shall I leave you alone with this one, Valerian?” the fiend-child inquired, in a voice as delicate as the
chimes of an exquisite little clock. “I do not favor him, you know.”

Valerian gestured affectionately toward the door. “I am quite safe with Aidan,” he insisted. “Go now,
please, and tell your mama and papa that we have a guest.”

Aidan’s gaze sliced to his friend’s face. He had no real desire to socialize with the elder Havermails; they
were innately horrible creatures, like their daughters. When Canaan had swept from the room, he bit out,
“Honestly, Valerian, I can’t think what you and Maeve see in this family of monsters!”

“We see ourselves,” Valerian answered quietly.
The words left Aidan stricken, for no weapon could wound as deeply and as savagely as the truth.
“This is what weare , Aidan,” the elder vampire insisted in an urgent whisper.

“No,” Aidan rasped, shaking his head, trying to pull free of Valerian’s grasp. “Wo! You went back,
almost to Atlantis—so will I. I will find the antidote for this curse or die seeking it!”

Incredibly, Valerian smiled. “What a passionate specimen you are. Come with me, my friend, and let me
show you other realities.” He paused, patting Aidan’s hand fondly. “You might have been a stage actor,
with your flair for the dramatic. Together we could write plays that would outshine the words of the Bard
himself. We could—"

“Damn it, Valerian, you’re dreaming!” Aidan broke in sharply. He hadn’t meant his tone to be harsh, but
it was, cruelly so, and the momentum carried him farther. “I want nothing from you, do you hear me,
nothing , except for the secret that would restore the life that was stolen from me!”

Valerian turned his head to one side, and it seemed that he was caving in on himself again. He looked
much as he had that first terrible night in the crypt, when he had come so close to perishing. His suffering
was tangible; it swelled in the room, choking Aidan, crushing him.

Because of their bond, Aidan felt Valerian’s pain as keenly as if it were his own. And maybe, since he
had caused it, it was. With a cry, Aidan let his forehead fall to Valerian’s concave chest. “I cannot offer
you the devotion you want from me,” he whispered in agony. “/ cannot!”

Slowly, and with tenderness, Valerian raised a trembling hand to the back of Aidan’s head and entwined
cold fingers in his hair. “Yes,” he said brokenly. “I know.”

Just then, a nearby door swung open with athunk , and Aubrey Havermail swept in, accompanied by his
small, demonic daughter. He smirked as he watched Aidan step back from Valerian’s side, dazed by

despair.

“Such a touching, tender scene,” Aubrey drawled.
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Chapter 8

“We were just about to sit down to dinner,” Aubrey Havermail went on after a brief, charged interval of
silence had passed. “Won’t you join us?”

Under other circumstances, Aidan might have laughed at the idea of vampires taking a meal in the human
way, but he sensed that his host was in deadly earnest. When Valerian reached out to grasp Aidan’s
hand and squeeze, silently urging him to accept, Aidan inclined his head in polite assent.

“We’ll just go on ahead, then,” Havermail went on, when it was clear that Aidan didn’t mean to leave
the dungeon before he had a private word with Valerian. “Come, darling.” He took Canaan’s tiny,
snow-white hand. “I’'m sure our guest will be able to find his way on his own.”

When the pair had gone, Valerian raised himself onto one elbow and regarded Aidan with sunken,
shadowed eyes. “Is there any way,” he began, “that I can dissuade you from attempting to uncover the
secret that would make you mortal again?”

Aidan shook his head. “No,” he said.

“I thought not,” the stricken vampire replied in a rasp of despair. He struggled for a time, grappling
visibly with some fathomless fatigue, and finally went on. “My advice to you, as you already know, is to
turn from this foolish pursuit and never look back. Clearly, though, you are not wise enough to heed my
counsel—in which case, I offer you what little information I have to give.”

Aidan leaned closer to his companion; had he been a man, he would have been holding his breath. “I
beg of you, Valerian—tell me.”

Valerian closed his eyes for a moment and was taken by an almost imperceptible fit of trembling. Then
he met Aidan’s gaze and said, “You must learn tolisten , my friend, if you are to survive! Do you not
recall what the other child, Benecia, said before, when you asked how an entire family had become
vampires?She stated that her father had joined a secret society . I’ve been thinking about it ever since
and exploring this dreary castle with my mind whenever I could manage the effort, and I’ve come to a
conclusion. Benecia spoke of one of the oldest fraternities on earth, Aidan—the Brotherhood of the
Vampyre. This fellowship can trace its origins back to Atlantis itself!”

Now it was Aidan who trembled, for the implications of Valerian’s words were, to him, profound. The
Brotherhood, an organization Aidan had heard of only once before, when Maeve had mentioned it in

passing, might well possess some clue to the secret of his own redemption—if not the means itself.

“Thank you,” Aidan said, his voice hoarse. He enclosed one of Valerian’s large, elegant hands between
his own. “I will come back to speak with you before I go.”

Valerian held him fast when he tried to walk away. “What of that mortal woman you became involved
with? Have you set her free, Aidan?”

“She was never my prisoner.”
“You are hedging!”

Aidan forced himself to meet Valerian’s gaze. “Neely is living in my house. I cannot take the time to
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explain everything now; suffice it to say that I can neither hold her nor let her go.”
Valerian stared bleakly up at Aidan, saying nothing.

“You have fed?” Aidan inquired quietly. At Valerian’s nod, he went on. “Are you recovering your
strength?”

At this, the elder vampire turned his face away from Aidan and remained stubbornly silent.

Reluctantly Aidan left Valerian’s side, left the dim candle-glow of the dungeon for the torch-lit
passageway beyond. Instinct led him up a curving flight of stone stairs, worn to slippery smoothness by
centuries of use, through a dusty corridor, and into the castle’s great hall.

There was every probability that all manner of knights, nobles, ladies, and wenches had dined and
celebrated in this yawning chamber in some distant century. Now, however, the place was empty, except
for the four Havermails, who sat around a long wooden table next to an enormous fireplace, their empty
plates and glasses making clinking sounds, their horribly beautiful faces bathed in the crimson glow from
the hearth.

Aubrey, head of this ghoulish family, rose from his chair when Aidan approached. “Our guest has
arrived. We wondered at the delay.”

Aidan reminded himself that this posturing creature he so despised might be the very one who could
solve his dilemma. “T hope I did not inconvenience you,” he said evenly. “I was concerned for my friend.”

Benecia looked up at him with large, malevolent eyes, her tarnished-gold ringlets capturing the firelight.
“Valerian is not your friend,” she said. “No vampire is, truly, for you are not one of us. Why do you
pretend?”

“That is quite enough,” Aubrey interceded. He was a slender, finely built man, obviously a product of
generations of aristocracy. “Do join us, Mr. Tremayne.”

Aidan was, for the first time in recent memory, mildly embarrassed. He took the only empty chair at the
table, situated between Mrs. Havermail—Maeve had introduced her as Roxanne during his last
visit—and Canaan, who looked as fragile as a kitten and was clearly about as well-mannered as a white
shark in frenzy.

Roxanne gave a trilling laugh that tripped down Aidan’s backbone, leaving patterns of frost as it passed.
She had rich, dark hair, uncomfortably reminiscent of Lisette’s, perfect bone structure, and practically no
color at all to her skin. “Please don’t be alarmed by our strange custom of sitting down at table together,
Mr. Tremayne,” she said. “It is the one semblance of family life that remains to us.”

Aidan nodded, his eyes moving from one lovely monster to another. Despite differences in size and in
human age, all the Havermails were no doubt equals in their powers and experience as vampires.
Roxanne’s reasoning made a grisly sort of sense; while seated around a table, they couldpretend to be
flesh and blood again. »

And that was something Aidan understood.

“Do you miss being mortal?”” he inquired, just to make conversation.
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Roxanne’s chuckle was wicked enough to curdle a saint’s blood. “Miss being mortal?” she echoed.
“Dear me, Aidan— I feel that I know you well enough to address you informally, since dear Maeve has
spoken of you so often—why would anyonemiss head colds and bunions and broken hearts?”

“And having to die,” Benecia put in.

Canaan wrinkled her delicate, freckle-spattered nose. “And sitting in the schoolroom hour after hour,
learning dull lessons.”

Aubrey called the group back to order by raising both hands, palms out, making a silly smirk, and
turning his head slightly to one side. “Here, now. Let’s not be rude.”

Rude, Aidan thought. Amazing. These were beings who surely stalked their mortal counterparts by night,
drained them of their life’s blood, and slept off the kill by day in perfect contentment. And Havermail was
concerned about their table manners?

“I don’t like you,” announced Canaan, as her sister had before, regarding Aidan with cheerful disdain.
“I feel much the same way about you,” Aidan replied cordially.

The other Havermails were amused by his audacity and cackled among themselves, putting Aidan in
mind of the three crones inMacbeth. Double, double, toil and trouble , he thought.fire burn and
cauldron bubble .

Roxanne startled everyone by picking up a silver spoon and setting it clattering against the side of a
crystal goblet. “Canaan, Benecia—you will atone for your poor manners by entertaining. Canaan, you
may recite. Benecia, you will sing.”

Inwardly Aidan groaned. Was this atonement, or was it free rein to torture a hapless captive?

“Jolly good idea,” said Aubrey Havermail, leaping up from his chair with such suddenness that he
overturned his empty wineglass. “To the main drawing room, then, where we shall find the pipe organ.”

Aidan smiled, already in acute pain, and followed the family of vampires across the great hall and into
another, smaller chamber. There was indeed an organ, along with tarnished candelabras and dingy
chandeliers, all dripping cobwebs, and rugs so long neglected that wisps of dust floated up from them as
they were trod upon.

Canaan took her place next to the organ, while Roxanne sat down at the discolored keyboard. Aubrey
sank into a leather chair and drew Benecia onto his knee, just as a human father might have done. Aidan
perched gingerly on the arm of a settee, trying to comprehend the fact that his sister deliberately spent
time with these beasts.

The younger daughter, not even three feet tall, clasped her tiny white hands together and held forth,
reciting Shakespeare’s poem, “Venus and Adonis,” with chilling precision. “I know ”The Rape of
Lucrece, as well,” Canaan said, upon finishing.

“Sit down, dear,” Roxanne told her fondly.

Aidan held himself still, though he wanted to fidget and, even more, to flee.
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Benecia slipped off her father’s lap and sashayed forward to stand in front of the small company. She
and her mother conferred, in whispers, and then Roxanne struck an introduction on the stained organ
keys, and Benecia began to sing.

The lyrics were Latin—something quite ordinary, concerning bluebirds and meadows and sparkling
streams— but it was the child-vampire’s voice that struck Aidan. It seemed to move in the chamber like
the eddies, swirls, and undertows of some vast, invisible river.

When the performance was over, when the last quavering note had fallen away into silence, Aidan
remembered to clap. This drew a look of scathing reprimand from Canaan, whom he had neglected to
acknowledge in quite so formal a fashion.

Roxanne rose from the organ bench and gathered her children close. “Come, darlings—there are still
several hours left in which to hunt,” she said in the same tones a human mother might use to summon her
brood to the station wagon for a trip to the nearest shopping mall. “Say good-bye to Mr. Tremayne.”

Benecia and Canaan stood primly before Aidan and curtsied in unison. Then they chorused, “Good
night, Papa,” kissed Aubrey on either of his waxen cheeks, and scampered out, their mother following.

“Am I keeping you from anything?”’ Aidan asked when he and Havermail were alone in that odd room.
The place might have come from the pages of a Dickens novel, he thought; all it really lacked was a
spoiled cake being nibbled on by rats, and a demented old woman in a rotted wedding dress.

Aubrey sat back in his chair as Aidan went to stand next to the fireplace, where an old clock stood on a
mantel beneath a drapery of spider weavings.

“No,” Havermail replied, studying his guest thoughtfully. “I fed some hours ago and have no desire to
gorge myself, as my wife and daughters often do. Tell me, Mr. Tremayne—what is it you want from
me?”

Aidan thrust his hand through his hair, fingers splayed. “According to your elder daughter, you became a
vampire some five hundred and forty years ago, when you joined a select fellowship and undertook their
initiation.”

Havermail’s countenance darkened, and his mouth pursed for a moment. Clearly the lovely, vicious
Benecia had spoken out of turn. “What is your interest in the Brotherhood?”” he asked after a long and

somewhat awkward silence. “It cannot be that you seek immortality, since you are already a vampire.”

Aidan framed his words carefully, setting them out like so many fine porcelain plates. “I seek—mortality.
In short, I want to be a man again.”

After staring for several moments, Havermail burst out laughing. ““You cannot be serious!” he howled
when he’d recovered just a little.

“I have never been more sincere about anything,” Aidan replied evenly. “I was robbed. I want the
forty-odd additional years of life that were my due.”

Aubrey stood, all vestiges of mirth gone from his expression. “Who made you a blood-drinker?”’

Aidan hesitated. “A powerful female called Lisette.”
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Havermail made a sputtering sound and moved one hand as if to make the sign of the cross over his
chest, before stopping himself. An old habit, evidently, that had died hard. “Powerful, indeed,” he
murmured. “All sensible vampires fear Lisette, Tremayne. Why should I risk incurring her wrath?”’

“You needn’t risk anything,” Aidan snapped, barely keeping himself from grasping Aubrey by the lapels
of his cutaway coat and lifting him onto his toes. “I want to know about the Brotherhood, that’s all. Is it
true that the fellowship has existed since before the fall of Atlantis?”

Aubrey looked patently uncomfortable. “Yes,” he said, “but that is all I will tell you without permission
from the elders.” He moved to the fireplace with that quick, gliding motion typical of vampires, took a
poker from its place on the hearth, and jabbed at the burning logs until sparks rose toward the chimney in
a crackling shower. “Leave this house, Tremayne. Go on about your business, whatever it is. If the
Brotherhood wishes to grant you admittance, you will be contacted.”

Desperation filled Aidan, along with a certain fragile elation. The Brotherhood existed, and he would be
given audience only on the approval—perhaps the whim—of these mysterious elders.

Still, the fellowship might well possess the knowledge he needed, the secret that would set him free. He
must bide his time and be patient. He started toward the doorway. “I will be back again tomorrow night

to look in on Valerian,” he said in passing. “Thank you for a most interesting evening.”

Down in the dungeon, Aidan was surprised to find Valerian sitting up and looking a bit more chipper. He
was wearing a snow-white shirt, buttoned halfway up his chest, dark trousers, and boots.

“I’ve decided to go back to Connecticut with you,” he announced.

Aidan stopped cold, felt the smile freeze on his mouth, and let it fall away. “What?”

“I’m bored with this place, and you plainly need a guiding hand, given your reckless ways.” He was
rolling down his sleeves, fastening cufflinks made from Roman coins. “Don’t worry, Aidan. [ won’t
corner your lovely mortal and bite her neck. I only want to help you.”

Aidan sighed. “T suppose there is no persuading you to stay here?”

Valerian smiled fondly. “It would be easier to make a bat love daylight,” he said.

And so it was that when Aidan returned to his house outside of Bright River, Valerian was with him.

Not surprisingly, considering the many recent upheavals in her life, Neely hadn’t been able to sleep. She
had taken a long, hot bath in Aidan’s tile-lined tub, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt taken from the
suitcase he’d recovered for her, and finished off what was left of the Chinese leftovers she’d stashed in
the refrigerator. Then she’d meandered back to Aidan’s study, taken up the first volume of his journal
again, and tumbled headfirst into the story.

She’d read, spellbound, of Aidan’s early adventures as a vampire. Early on, he’d traveled to the north of
England by night, intending to visit his twin sister in her convent school. He’d stopped at an inn along the
way and there been approached by an imposing vampire who called himself Valerian—

“His lucky night,” a masculine voice commented.

Neely jumped in her chair and had to grab at the book to keep it from toppling to the floor. Before her
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stood the towering, graceful creature she’d met once before, the night the man driving the Blazer had
chased her into the woods. The night she’d found the music box.

“Yes,” he said drolly, with a slight bow. “It is [—Valerian—in person. So to speak.”

Neely tried to melt into the chair cushions, her eyes rounded, her heart flailing with the purest sort of
terror. “Stay away from me,” she whispered, holding out the rose medallion Aidan had given her, hoping
it had some power to ward off intruders.

Valerian laughed. “What? No garlic? Such is the shameful state of vampire lore in this modern and
wholly unromantic age!”

Just then, when she thought panic would surely consume her, Neely caught sight of Aidan. He smiled at
her but spoke sharply to the intimidating Valerian.

“I meant what I said. Leave her alone.”

Valerian yawned. “Of course I will obey your every wish,” he said convivially. “It’s almost dawn, in case
you haven’t noticed. What assurance can you offer that this delicious gamine will not drive stakes through
our hearts as we slumber?”

“None,” Aidan answered wearily, “except that the task would be a nasty one, and she’s probably not up
to it. Stop your teasing and retire, Valerian. I want a word alone with Neely.”

The great vampire sighed in a long-suffering way, raised his arms over his head, and disappeared without
a trace.

Neely stared at the space Valerian had just vacated, blinked, and then passed a hand slowly back and
forth in the vacuum, certain her eyes had deceived her.

Gently Aidan took the book from her and set it aside. Then he bent to kiss her forehead. “I know what
you’re thinking, but you mustn’t tax yourself with conundrums about smoke and mirrors,” he advised.
“What you just saw was neither a trick nor an illusion. Vanishing is elementary vampire stuft.”

“Elementary vampire stuff,” Neely repeated. By that point she was almost completely overwhelmed,
through no fault of her own, and that irritated her. She flushed and looked up at Aidan with defiance in
her eyes. “Tell me, Aidan— what else can vampires do?”

He sat down on the hassock, next to her feet, and folded his graceful hands. He looked forlornly amused
as he regarded her. “They can travel through time—back to the point of their own death as a human
being, though not forward past the present. The future is as much a mystery to them—us—as it is to you.
They are able to communicate mentally with other creatures like themselves, across great distances, and
move so rapidly that they cannot be seen.”

Neely eased past Aidan and stood, her hands on her hips, her mind filled with dangerous puzzles. “Can
they—can you—reproduce?”’

Aidan sighed and rose to his feet. “Not the way mortals do. But rest assured, vampires are quite capable
of making love.”

Neely felt the familiar heat, along with a measure of fear and a storm of loneliness that rushed through her
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spirit like a wailing wind. “I know,” she said, remembering.

He reached out and touched the base of her throat with the tip of a cool index finger. “’You know far less
than you think you do,” he said, not unkindly. “We’re greedy, violent creatures, quite fond of
pleasure—which explains the typical penchant for immortality.”

“Vampires marry, then?”

“They sometimes mate, though it’s rare,” Aidan clarified, and although one corner of his mouth was
raised in the slightest smile, he looked sad. “For the most part, Neely, we nightwalkers tend to keep to
ourselves. We mistrust even our own kind, and especially other sorts of fiends.” He glanced uneasily
toward the window, where dawn was beginning to thin the darkness.

Neely took hold of his arm when he would have turned from her. “’You—you mean there are other
things”—she paused to blush—"“monsters—walking around 