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CHAPTER ONE

I paced. I always pace when I’m nervous. It burns calories and hunger gnawed at my gut. Neither a candy bar nor a steak or anything in between would satisfy me. That made me more nervous.

I needed to suck life energy.

“This is just the dress rehearsal, Janet Dryer,” Alexai Sokov, my dance partner, said with his fading Ukrainian accent. He forced my attention on him by using my full name, trying for a soothing tone. That was his job as a multi-championship ballroom dance pro.

Me, the inexperienced celebrity, didn’t want to listen. I wanted to suck him dry! I was so hungry I’d take any life form handy and he was a tall, dark, exotic hunk of male.

Not that I would drain the life out of a person all the way to the Soul-Fire. Not anymore. Never again.

Besides, Alexai had become a friend. An asset in this endeavor.

One of the anonymous backstage minions wandered by with a ubiquitous clipboard. He tapped the metal clip with a pen. Alexai grinned at him and released my face as he kissed the tip of my nose affectionately.

“Save your high energy for the Cha-Cha-Cha tonight, during the performance. This rehearsal is more about cameras and lights than you. Tone down the exuberance. You need to make sure you hit your marks, but perfection in the steps doesn’t matter until you perform in front of the judges. They rarely come to dress rehearsal.”

“Easy for you to say,” I muttered, suppressing the growling noises coming from my stomach.

Alexai handed me a bottle of water. “Just a little.”

I obeyed for once. Experience told me that more than a few drops would come right back up. When I was this famished, nothing normal settled my stomach. Or my brain.

I heard the babble of voices on the other side of the curtains grow quiet. Then a shuffle of feet as crew scurried off the stage. My fingers fluffed the fringe on my miniscule costume skirt. A better choice than touching my hair or makeup. The artists who created my “look” wandered through the crowd with touch-up pots and brushes and combs in their multi-pocket aprons. They scowled at anyone who even thought about mussing their perfect work.

The dancers might be the focus of the show, but the support crew who made it happen out-numbered us ten to one. At least.

The floor director ambled through the milling throng of celebrities and dance pros, speaking quietly with last minute instructions.

“Do we step out on three or after three?” asked Chalet Glorioso (not his real name but his legal one now), the blond teenage singing star from a popular boy band. “And do we stop in the middle of the X mark or behind it?”

Patiently the floor director answered the boy’s questions for the fifth time. He wasn’t really stupid, just a perfectionist with a case of nerves as bad as mine. I’d discovered just how intelligent and thoughtful he was when I interviewed him on my late, late, late night talk show in New York, Janet Dryer About Town.

I was secretly rooting for Glorioso to win this competition. He was as talented in dancing shoes as with a guitar in his hands. My goal was simply to not be the first one eliminated. I admired ballroom dance as a spectator. Participating brought back too many bad memories. And while I’d heard of this show, I’d been too busy with my own career to actually watch it. The money suckered me in.

My brother, Charlie, needed the money for his medical care. I needed some of it, too, for my own future plans.

My custom-made heels felt weird where they’d fit fine through three weeks of strenuous practice sessions and rehearsal. Maybe my feet were sweating. As I wiggled my toes within the confines of the fine leather straps, I touched Chalet’s hand and allowed myself to leech away some of the kid’s nervous energy. Champagne bubbles sizzled through my blood, demanding more.

I yanked my hand away, slipping between my fellow competitors. I sipped here, another there. Just a sip at a time, no more from any one person. Really no more than would allow them to calm down, and to soothe my gurgling tummy. Not enough to harm them, but more than enough to make a quick snack for me. Except. . . something or someone smelled of cat piss. I couldn’t pinpoint the culprit. But there had been a dark and awful time in my life when I’d subsisted on cat energy. They are closest of all feral animals to humans when it comes to sustenance of a psychic vampire. Believe me, it tastes awful, sour, acrid, burning hot, and all-around nasty. Not something I could tolerate a steady diet of.

My tummy stopped growling and my feet felt light enough to dance. With a sigh of relief, I turned back to my partner and smiled brightly.

Alexai grabbed my hand and led me to the top of the stairs so we could descend to the stage gracefully, smiling and waving to the imaginary audience. Rehearsal, I reminded myself. Just a rehearsal.

The theme music blasted my ears. A microphone squealed feedback. A light bulb blew with a loud pop. We all cringed. The host bantered with the hostess off-the-cuff. She tended to look down her aquiline nose at him in true disdain when he moved a little too close to her and let his hands stray.

Two by two the contestants of Dance FromThe Heart pranced and wiggled down the stairs. Alexai and I were third in line, reflecting the order of the competition. The pro who’d won last season always entered last with his new partner. The runner-up led the way. The rest of us were scattered in between, in no particular order.

The lights blinded me to anything beyond the small circle of a stage marked with dabs of colored tape. Mine was bright pink, to match the fringe on my costume. Hideous color. But it looked good as a highlight on Alexai’s black shirt (more than half open showing off his fine, very fine indeed, hairless torso) and trousers. His dark hair, warm brown eyes, and high Slavic cheekbones looked good in almost everything. My publicist politely called my coloring creamy and my hair exotic. I looked better in strong jewel tones than fluorescents. I had just enough Asian blood in me to make my skin look sallow in pink. But I had legs to show off, even if my thighs had thickened over the years, and the costume had been designed for just that purpose.

Changing my hair color along with my name went a long way toward reinventing myself every twenty years or so. Gaining or losing thirty pounds helped, too. This time I was at the high end of my weight profile and the dark end of my color palette.

I was here, on a high-profile network competition, because someone else backed out at the last minute, not for my looks. The producers accepted me because I’d turned a popular subscription blog into a radio talk show, and then by accident ended up on late night—early morning really, very, early morning—TV. The progression from my preferred anonymity to fame had been so fluid and fast I hadn’t quite noticed how it happened until I entered the limelight.

I was safer living in quiet shadows. But who likes to be safe all the time?

The next ten minutes passed in a blur. We moved to the green room to clear the stage for whichever couple was “up.” A lot of “yada-yada” passed for unscripted judges’ comments between numbers. I was running the steps of my dance over and over in my mind, not paying attention to what transpired on the stage, even though we had eight high-def flat screen monitors in the green room to watch the show. Counting the tricky transition in the eighth measure of an energetic mariachi piece seemed more important.

“We’re up next, babe,” Alexai said. He pushed gently against my back, propelling me toward our starting positions.

Blood coursed strongly through my muscles. I bent and stretched my legs and tested the fit of my heels one more time. The heel strap rubbed a little on the right. Not good.

Then a solo trumpet trilled the opening measures of our dance. One, two, Cha-Cha-Cha, wiggle, triple step, spin. Repeat. I shook and shuffled, flicked from the knees, and used my shoulders to flash the fringe across my boobs. One, two, Cha-Cha-Cha. The energy flowed through me, exploding in my limbs and taking over for my brain.

“Slow down,” Alexai hissed in my ear. “Count the music.”

Right! I had to remain in control, working with the music. The music and the energy did not control me.

Control kept me safe.

The grinding rhythm melded with what my feet wanted to do. I used the music. I became an extension of it.

Then it was over. Ninety seconds of ecstasy, Cha-Cha-Cha!

Lights changed, people talked. The crew applauded by rote since we had no real audience. Just a single man seated in the first balcony, taking notes on a tablet. Probably a reporter with more clout than I had.

Glowing and grinning, I let Alexai push me toward the judges’ dais. I found my pink marking tape and looked up.

Straight into the eyes of head judge and former International Ballroom Champion, Bryant Thomas, vampire/demon-hunter, retired. My greatest enemy.

And my one-time lover.

~~~

Three, two, one. The door to my trailer slammed open right on cue. We’d finished the dress rehearsal three minutes ago, and I had retreated to the one place on the entire studio lot I could hope for privacy. Not that Bryant respected privacy.

“Rachel Rafferty, what in the hell are you doing here? I thought I killed you in 1969!” Bryant yelled before the door closed, before he could be sure no one eavesdropped. He wore his tux trousers and shirt, with his bow tie dangling loose around his neck and his jacket missing. No trouser pockets, clothes designed for dance rather than a formal event.

Just as fit and delicious as the last time I saw him. But there was a splash of white at his temples, and a new hardness in his eyes that completely masked the hurt I knew lurked deep in his soul.

“Excuse me, who are you looking for?” I asked, while I yanked off the now uncomfortable dancing shoes. Damn, I had a blister on my right heel where the strap had rubbed.

Bryant kicked the door shut. “You know damn well who I’m looking for. You changed your name, your hair, your weight, and your nose. But you can’t change your scent, how you move, or your eyes, even with colored contacts.” His words were clipped with just a hint of the British Isles.

“Looks to me like you did the same thing, Zachariah MacIan.” I gave it the old Highland pronunciation mug ee un. Hard gee in the middle. The way he’d introduced himself to me all those years ago.

He blanched.

“No one but Rachel Rafferty, psychic vampire, is left alive to remember that name.” He ground his teeth. A bad habit he’d never out-grown.

“Oh, there are a few remaining who remember the most successful vampire hunter in the last century,” I retorted.

His Guild had tricks with soul-grinding chemicals, surgical implants, and electrical machines to extend a mortal’s lifetime and enhance senses to better hunt vampires and demons and ghosties, oh my. Not all applicants came out of the grueling procedure sane. They were the most dangerous hunters.

Paranormals were born with enhanced senses and the ability to heal quickly and cleanly so we didn’t age nearly as fast as normal. But at a different cost.

Rumors varied about Bryant’s sanity. (All paranormals made sure to use the current name. It kept us all safer.)

“I heard you retired, Bryant. You just re-invented yourself like any respectable criminal running from his past.”

“I am not the criminal here. You are.”

“Depends on your definition of criminal. You’re the one who murders and gets away with it by calling it justice.”

“Vampires murder humans all the time and escape normal justice. I am a duly authorized officer of the court with a license to slay vampires or demons caught in the act of murder.” And cover his real work by traveling internationally to ballroom championships.

“Blood vampires murder, most messily. They must have blood to survive. I don’t take blood and I haven’t killed anyone in over fifty years,” I snarled back at him. But I looked him full in the face.

“I see that.” He grabbed my chin and inspected the ravages time had inflicted on me.

“You can pass for forty,” he said. “Fifty years ago, you looked twenty. But back then you sucked the Soul-Fire out of your victims without a thought. That kept you young and strong.”

His touch set my skin and my heart aflame. We’d been lovers for a reason. The attraction I felt for him hadn’t died, even if my love had. If he only knew what it cost me to content myself with just a sip of life energy here and there. I blinked and looked away—cowered, really. I couldn’t count how many cats had given their Soul-Fire to heal me from the wounds he’d inflicted. He shouldn’t dismiss my efforts at reform so lightly.

“You look fifty, wings of white hair at your temples notwithstanding. I know you are at least eighty. What did that cost you?” I countered.

“That is not up for discussion. How did you get on this show?”

“My agent negotiated a contract with the producers. Just like yours did.” I rubbed my feet, trying to find the energy to fix that damn blister. I didn’t have enough oomph left. Chalet Glorioso’s vibrant energy enticed me. He was eighteen and had plenty to spare.

Bryant’s gaze followed the movement of my fingers. “That’s got to hurt. It will hurt more when you perform in two hours. I expect you to make mistakes and wobble so I can give you disgustingly low scores. You’ll be voted off next week and then I can bring you to justice.” He moved toward the door.

I rose to the challenge and lunged to grab his arm.

He didn’t brush me off. Our fingers entwined. The touch of his skin on mine, warm to my cold, sent waves of strength through me. The raw flesh on my heel smoothed and soothed. “We can have it all again,” I whispered.

He tried to yank his hand free of my grasp.

“Remember the first time we danced together?” I had to hang on to him for another thirty seconds to completely heal my blister. “Remember how we brushed our bodies together, how intimately we held each other?” And ended up in bed ten minutes later.

His eyes glazed. I couldn’t tell if it was lust or the energy drain. He swayed toward me. His lips hovered above mine. Heat flashed back and forth between us. His breath tasted of the strong, super-sweet coffee he’d had with breakfast.

I stretched to meet his caress, eager to relive the excitement of our former affair. And thank him for the healing energy.

Then his eyes cleared, he straightened and yanked his hand free. “Don’t ever do that again or I will kill you for good this time.”

I slammed the door on his enticingly firm butt.

 


CHAPTER TWO

Bryant Thomas back-kicked his trailer door closed. His portable dwelling was half again as large as any of the celebrity rigs. But then, he was one of the few people on the show guaranteed to last all ten weeks and come back next season. He’d made the trailer a second home. Actually, his primary home since he was rarely in town long enough to make use of the beachfront condo a half hour up the coast.

This judging gig had proven ideal. He only had to be in LA one day a week, then could fly off to wherever blood vampires were rising. His retirement had lasted about two weeks. Then his protégée had gone berserk and slaughtered three innocents along with a rampaging bloodsucker, and Bryant had to step in to clean up and take over. Again.

The Guild still listed him as retired. But they paid him like upper-level management and kept giving him assignments. He knew his target and their habits going in, and didn’t have to track them along a blood trail.

By habit he sat in front of his open laptop on the kitchenette table. When he commanded it to wake up, the screen automatically showed the website for Dance From The Heart, with his smiling profile picture up front and center.

He needed to know where Janet Dryer sprang from.

Damn, his passion for her must have screwed with his aim. He was too well-practiced to miss her heart with the wooden stake. Even fifty years ago he’d killed more blood vampires than any Guild Hunter on record.

Vampires only. He didn’t like dealing with demons and left them to other Hunters.

Three clicks brought him to Janet’s profile among this season’s contestants. The lack of detail looked suspicious. No place of birth, no mention of schools attended, of parents or siblings. Or love interests. Three celebrity magazines showed nightclub pictures of her with a different man each time.

The knot in his gut relaxed. He didn’t want to admit it, but a tiny piece of his libido was glad she was unattached.

Or maybe she was extremely discreet in a world where no one had any privacy. She had to have learned discretion to remain invisible for so long.

Sometimes hiding in the public eye was the safest course. Let the paparazzi into your life just a little bit, give them hints of an extremely boring chain of events and they lost interest. He’d learned that back in the ’70s.

He switched to his Guild search engine, much more powerful than Google and requiring three different passwords that changed every day and limited his search to observations of suspicious behavior. No hits on Janet Dryer. An obituary for Rachel Rafferty that he’d written for the data base. To date she was the only acknowledged psychic vampire and his bosses had questioned his classification.

A few more keystrokes brought him to lists of suspicious activity in both LA and New York for the last three weeks, the time span Janet Dryer had been commuting. She needed to pre-record interviews for her show, for airing during the coming weeks while she was here in LA rehearsing and performing as long as she stayed on the show.

“If I have to trip her, I’ll make sure she doesn’t last long on my show.” Off stage he could deal with her as he must.

He tried a few refinements on his search, honing in on the three nightclubs.

Janet frequented and the three men she’d been seen with. Nothing unusual. Except a blog that followed such things:

High energy music seems to be the coming thing. No ballads within ten blocks of these night spots. People stomp and bump and shake their booties to the wildest music this blogger has heard in decades. Latin rhythms, Caribbean rhythms, African drums, and Maori battle chants rule the night scene. Talk show hostess, Janet Dryer calls it drum therapy.

Before he could think further, a light tap on his door brought him back to the current dance scene.

“Bryant, are you in there?” a breathy female voice penetrated the flimsy metal door.

Bambie Bright (real name Sondra Jorgensen, buried pretty deep), the show’s hostess, had an annoying voice that publicists called whimsical or sexy. He called it pouty baby talk. But she was young, with a delicate, fair coloring, and Scandinavian pale hair, (bottled? In three seasons with her he hadn’t noticed a single darker root or brassiness). During the NBA season she was lead dancer for a pro basketball cheering team. Eye candy for the male viewers.

If she had two brain cells she could rub together he hadn’t noticed. Except. . . .

There had been a time he’d interrupted a costume fitting where she’d discussed fabric drape and weighted hems in complete sentences with a knowledgeable vocabulary.

Frankly, Janet Dryer topped her for the eye candy spot with her mature elegance and generous curves. That was something she’d gained since her Bohemian Rachel Rafferty days. His dancing sprite from Woodstock had grown up, in many ways. Had her tastes in psychic energy matured as well?

“Bryant, the producer wants to make some changes to the staging of the opening, can you come back to the set to block it?” Bambie opened the door without invitation and stepped up to stand backlit in the doorway. The late afternoon sun caught the sequins in her gown and gave the illusion of an ethereal glow.

His heart beat a little faster and the male part of him twitched with interest. Eye candy, indeed.

The heat reflecting off the pavement hit him full in the face, dampening his enthusiasm. He wanted air conditioning. As much to pucker her nipples beneath her clinging draperies as to energize himself.

“Anything interesting?” he asked, closing the laptop without turning it off. Dangerous if anyone wanted to examine his search history. But it was programmed to come awake to his own profile on the show’s website. Someone would have to be looking for something suspicious to follow through more than the first couple of searches.

“Well, I think it’s interesting,” Bambie gushed, clasping her hands into the center of her cleavage, drawing his attention right where she wanted. “Stefan wants you to twirl me and your fellow judge, Mariana Cushing, at the bottom of the steps before we separate to our starting places.” She grabbed his right hand and executed a cute spin beneath his arm, ending in a modified curtsy.

“No problem.” He pushed her into a double chainé in place and caught her in a dramatic dip when she lost her balance. Her perfume invaded his senses and he held her a little too long. They both laughed and he pulled her up, holding her just a little too close, a little more intimately, so that she knew his reputation as a lady’s man was justly deserved. Temporary liaisons only. No one since Rachel Rafferty had captured his attention for more than a week or two. Most times his lust wore off after only an hour.

When she gasped a surprised “Oh!” he shifted to drape his left arm around her shoulders and drag her into the backstage area. The smile lasted as long as this quick rehearsal.

~~~

“Janet, have you lost weight since this morning? Not always a good thing, to drop too much too fast,” Mildred (never Millie), the head costume designer, said as she slid me into the fringe and sequin costume. The shoulder and back straps crossed each other in a complex pattern that required expert attention to keep them straight.

We had a half-hour before show time and the crew scurried faster than the performers.

“Just water weight,” I admitted and flashed her an engaging smile meant to lull her worries.

“Well, make sure you hydrate properly. Don’t want you fainting and crumpling sequins.” She eyed the plate on the small kitchenette table. The remnants of half a chicken salad sandwich (low fat mayo) on whole grain bread, veggie sticks, and iced tea seemed to meet her approval.

“Another bottle of water between now and show time.”

Enough real food to keep me going. But I’d need something else to sizzle on stage as I had during the rehearsal

“I’ll be fine.” Nervous energy built inside me again. This was the real thing. Show time. With Bryant Thomas as the head judge. He was notorious for scathing critique and scoring low. Three clicks on a Hollywood gossip site told me he had his own fan club who highly approved of his. . . disapproval. Who would notice if he gave me a four when his fellow judges gave me fives and sixes?

“Let me take a couple of stitches to shorten these straps at the top of the bodice. Don’t want any costume malfunctions on my show.”

“It’s happened before,” I noted on a giggle.

“Before my time, honey. The girl who was supposed to make sure that didn’t happen lost her job. But the producers gave her a letter of reference and a fine bonus for shooting the ratings through the roof.”

We both chuckled as she deftly flipped her needle with hot pink thread, to match the fringe, through several layers of elastic and spandex that lifted my cleavage higher than I thought possible on this body. For all my lushness, most of my weight drifted to my hips.

“How come I get you, the best costume designer in the business, instead of a lowly dresser?” I asked as Mildred stepped back to scrutinize her handiwork. “I’m just a late-night talk show host, not a soap star or an aging television ‘icon’ who hasn’t done more than three character roles a year for the last decade.”

“That television icon has turned conserving her energy into an art form. Three of my best girls have been with her for well over a half hour when each of you has been allotted fifteen minutes with one dresser to get you ready. I’m filling in with the people who are polite, and whom I like. And I don’t like the fashion designer the icon brought with her.”

“Oh?” The icon always had an entourage, mostly young men, very young men with energy and stamina.

Mildred shook her head in dismay. “Yeah, a middle-aged man, very distinguished-looking with blond hair just going gray. About your height, but tall compared to her. The way his eyes follow you when he appears to look elsewhere is just creepy.”

The man in the audience with a tablet. Of course, he was studying our costumes.

“Well, thank you, Mildred. I hope you win an Emmy for costume design next time around.” I gave up the notion of stealing a little energy from her. I liked her too much, and she was a valuable asset in this crazy business. Not even the most blood-thirsty vampire spent assets.

I hoarded my assets, much like I did my money. Charlie’s medical care got more expensive by the month.

But news of one of my rivals being so listless she required three dressers concerned me. I swear I hadn’t been near her since before the dress rehearsal, and even then, I only took a tiny amount of her energy.

Maybe I’d misjudged her health and even a little bit was too much.

Quickly I reviewed the scene in my mind. The only taste I remembered was the champagne fizz from Chalet Glorioso. Everything else was an ordinary blur. The smell of cat piss was elusive and without a source I could pinpoint.

Then Alexai was at my door and loosed a wolf whistle, the tiny, gold twisted half circle earring glinted in the lowering sun. “My, my, my you do clean up pretty,” he said from the doorway. Only a hint of his Ukrainian origins remained in his accent. That told me was relaxed and happy.

Mildred brushed past him clucking her tongue and telling him to behave. “You can go all rough and tumble afterward, when both of you have returned your intact costumes to the wardrobe,” she added over her shoulder.

“Won’t jeopardize our contracts,” Alexai said sadly. “But after we win, anything goes!”

I laughed sarcastically. Not going to happen, little boy. He might be three-time European Champion in Foxtrot and Tango, and two-time South American Champion in Cha-Cha-Cha, but he was still only twenty-six. Much too young for me. Though his energy was as tempting as his fit and toned body.

Nope, he was another asset I couldn’t afford to deplete. Bryant’s Challenge made me up my goal from not going home after the first week, to lasting at least halfway through the ten-week competition. No. Make that the final four. The longer I lasted the more money I had for Charlie. And I didn’t want to give Bryant Thomas the satisfaction of seeing me fail.

 


CHAPTER THREE

Bryant scowled at the stack of score sheets a nameless minion handed him for approval. The producers had tried to copy the traditional ballroom competition forms and point system—possible totals for technique, staging, choreography, and performance. It grated his nerves that the system came up amazingly short on technique and high on personality.

“These are not professional or even seasoned amateur dancers,” he’d been told. Still, every season Bryant went around and around with the producers, trying to push them beyond the popularity contest the show had become. He hated that viewer votes counted as much as professional judges. The viewers knew nothing about the rigors or the subtleties of true dance.

“You gonna be the usual curmudgeon this season?” Julie Martinez asked. She might be the hottest thing on the competition circuit this year, eye candy on the Latina side—that came from spray tans and too much makeup even for television cameras. She was still a gum-popping twenty-something from New Joisey and not truly qualified to judge. Yet; she was getting there as more and more she copied his criteria.

Mariana Cushing elbowed up beside him. “Oh, let the old fart make his mark anyway he can. Heaven only knows he’s got the personality of a three days dead fish and can’t dance anymore. Ha ha.”

“I can still make you look good with lots of lifts and gimmicks because you never did learn to point your toes,” he bantered back. He hated the minutes backstage while they waited for the tech people to finish and count down the seconds until the network feed went live. One never knew which mic was live and which cameras zoomed in.

“Ever tried pointing your toes in three-inch heels?” Mariana batted her extended eyelashes at him. She’d held her beauty together with face-lifts and rigorous diets, but she knew him from twenty years ago, when he’d partnered her around the competition circuit. She’d been twenty and everyone thought him a mere ten years older back then. Neither of them talked much about the “old” days or their real ages.

Unlike Francis Xavier O’Toole, the fourth judge, who’d choreographed hip hop music videos, and danced in them for ten years before taking his first ballroom lesson. He talked endlessly about the good old days, as if this high-paying gig was a comedown for him.

A minion popped up with his right hand held with three fingers splayed to indicate the number of minutes before show time. He made a point of catching every gaze to make sure they understood his gestures. Then he winked at Janet—or was it Alexai that earned that charming and cherubic smile? Either way, the man was a regular minion and kept the backstage orderly and on time.

A too-loud clatter of feet trotted toward Bryant from behind. He winced. Dance shoes were designed with soft soles to better feel and grip the floor, but also to be silent. If a dancer needed to stomp noisily as part of the routine then, and only then, did one use the heels.

“Don’t,” Mariana said, gripping his arm just above the elbow. “Curmudgeon on stage, not off.”

He muttered and growled.

Then he caught a glimpse of fluttering pink out of the corner of his eye. He had to turn and look. Had to. Just checking to make sure she behaves, he told himself.

Janet Dryer flashed him a bright, toothy smile. Her eyes held a challenge. The challenge. She dared him to under-score her routines.

And then the waiting was over. Lights snapped on, music blasted, and the announcer came over the loud speakers for all to know that Dance From The Heart began its fifth season with a splash.

Bryant smiled dutifully when it came his turn to enter. He paused at the bottom of the sweeping steps and spun Mariana under his right arm and. . . Julie under his right.

They’d rehearsed with Bambie.

He checked the darkened spot beside Don Davidson, the new host. Bambie scuttled into place just in time for the spotlight to hit her in the face. At the very last second, she plastered on her professional smile, spoke a scripted ten words, then retired to the green room.

What was all that about?

No time to ask or figure it out. He had duties and responsibilities as he guided his “girls” to the dais and took his seat.

Don asked him, as head judge, to say a few words about what he expected of the season. Bryant deepened his voice to authoritative levels and spoke the scripted part about high energy and professionalism, making it all look off-the-cuff. But he had to add some snide comments about expecting the pro to instill a sense of discipline and technique in their partners. That wasn’t on the script.

The director flashed him the slice across the throat to indicate he needed to shut up. The spotlight changed back to Don before Bryant could speak further.

The show progressed. First up the boy band rocker with surprisingly good feet and a lot of enthusiasm. The younger set in the audience went wild. Bryant told him to work on completing his movements and to lead his partner through the Cha-Cha-Cha with his entire body and not just his too-high shoulders. Marianna and Francis gave him sixes. Julie gave him a seven and a promising smile.

Bryant, never one to give too high a score the first week, countered with a five.

Then, Savannah Lyons, the aging TV icon, floated through the foxtrot surprisingly well. But her gown had too many yards of light fabric that flowed better than she did. She barely lifted her feet off the ground, relying on the gown to cover for her. Still, she kept time to the lovely music and had enthusiastic audience approval—more for the popularity of an old sit-com than for her, probably.

Fives across the board.

And then Janet was up. She looked nervous in the dim lights upstage, swaying right to left, lips moving in a silent count. That surprised Bryant. She was reviewing the dance in her head, her feet shuffling in place of actual steps. A professional attitude, more concerned with the dance than the audience or the camera.

Decades ago, she’d plunged into spontaneous movement without a thought or plan in her head.

Don cut to a commercial and a quartet of extra pro dancers came on to demonstrate what a real Cha-Cha-Cha should look like. The studio audience remained quiet, seemingly unaware of the shift.

Everyone on or near the stage relaxed and turned off their clip-on mics. Except Janet; her eyes still looked glazed as she counted herself through the upcoming dance.

Mariana peered at Bryant closely. “Do you know her?” she whispered, pointedly checking that her mic was off. “I saw you slam out of her trailer earlier.”

“We met once, before she became famous,” he muttered. With the music blaring across the stage, no one should hear this muted conversation. “She’s pushing too hard to have me on her talk show where she can bully me with made-up scandal.”

“Good publicity.”

“She threatened to go over my head to the producers. I countered that I need to wait until the season concludes and am no longer involved in judging her performances before I commit. I don’t like talk shows.” A better explanation than he’d killed her in the line of crime-fighting duty before Marianna was born.

“None of us are comfortable on talk shows, darling. We still have to use them for our own purposes.”

“True. I’m waiting for an appropriate time.”

The lights changed, and the director signaled that mics were live as the quartet finished their number.

Alexai took Janet’s hand and strode to the center of the dance floor. He paraded her in a full circle and blew her a kiss before settling on their marks. A blare of trumpets. She tensed. A subtle tap of drums. She shifted her weight to the balls of her feet.

And they were off.

Clean footwork, high energy, lots of flash, and Janet used the music as if it was the palette and she the artist.

On top of that she knew it and glowed with pleasure.

Glowed.

Inwardly he scowled.

The audience rose to their feet applauding before the last measure of music faded. And so were the judges. He found himself standing and applauding with a smile on his face for a wonderful performance.

Gobsmacked. The only word to describe his reaction.

Suspicion at how she’d pulled it off clouded his pride in her.

He signaled Don that he wanted to go last in the comments and scoring. He needed to weigh the mood of his companions. Had they noticed the slight shuffle when her right shoe strap slipped off her heel? That slipping strap had kept her from pointing her toes completely. And she led with her heel instead of her toe on that Chassé, tombé, pas de bourreé combo. Had they noticed the extruded thumb in her hand gestures? Those were things he could legitimately mark her down on.

Every instinct he had as a vampire hunter knew he should give her the lowest score possible. Where did she get the energy to give such a marvelous performance? Where did she gain the skill? There was that glow, too. He’d seen it once before. When she’d sucked a couple dry of life energy all the way to their Soul-Fire, the bright essence of life within the heart. Just before he’d staked her.

She had to have drunk deeply from a mortal within the last hour. Possibly so deep that she took the Soul-Fire. That could keep her going at warp speed for a week.

The other three judges all reached to push the digital “7” below the desk top. Big red numbers flashed across the face of the desk and on screen around the set.

He hesitated, wanting desperately to hit the 4. His hand reached for the 4 and at the last possible microsecond his dance training took over and he hit the 6.

The dance was worthy of a seven or even an eight with the few mistakes he’d spotted.

The audience booed him mightily. He smiled and waved at them, just doing his job as the local curmudgeon.

He stared at the projected images of Janet—his Rachel—in the green room.

Gobsmacked.

~~~

Life flared all around me and in me. The giddy joy at seeing my score warmed me with the same fulfillment as drinking Soul-Fire.

Even Bryant had come through with a fair score. Though the scowl on his face made him look a thousand years old and as angry as a wet cat.

Alexai blew Bryant a raspberry. Of course, no one out front saw it as the camera had shifted back to Don.

“The audience loves to hate him.” Alexai shrugged and swung me around again in glee. “The producers pay him big money to play the angry old man, the traditionalist who likes nothing but what he personally choreographs and teaches.”

“Of course.” I giggled, too excited to sit. I should, as we still had seven dances to get through before the closing shots on the dance floor. Dared I take a chance on creasing Mildred’s precious fringe?

Of course I did and found a place in the center of the huge curved couch that filled most of the room. Alexai sat next to me and draped an affectionate arm around my shoulders.

For the first time I could remember, in a very long time anyway, I did not crave mortal energy. The music, the dance, the infectious audience gave me more than enough fuel to get through the evening.

We’d see what happened tomorrow when I had to face the rehearsal studio and learn a new dance with only one week to perfect it.

I pretended to watch the other dancers. The retired football-player-turned-inspirational-speaker slipped. The child TV star, seeking to revitalize his career now that he’d left his teens behind and his voice had deepened, forgot his steps in the middle, just like he used to forget his lines and had to make them up as he went along. Bryant reminded him of the title of the show. Dance From The Heart, he needed to put heart into the dance. But the Olympic Gold Medal winner in Epée surprised us all in the last dance of the evening. Her heavy thighs were all muscle and she powered through her foxtrot with amazing grace. I’d heard the rumor that she studied ballet to help keep her fencing moves fluid and controlled. Technically that didn’t disqualify her from this show, she just couldn’t have studied ballroom. Bryant gave her the coveted 8 against straight 7s from the others, so she finished two points ahead of me in the end.

Then we all spilled out onto the stage for the final segment. As the credits rolled and the theme song blared, we broke into a “spontaneous” wiggle and bump dance. Somehow I ended up being spun by Alexai. He passed me on to Judge Francis for another turn and then I was twirling multiple times, directed by Bryant’s gentle but decisive hand. Laughing and dizzy, I pulled away when the director yelled cut and the audience began drifting out.

Bambie’s perfect, pale face had flushed with high color as she watched Bryant dance with me. Her shoulders, which were tight and thrust forward, gave her the silhouette of a hunched gnome.

I had to giggle, and I twitched my ample behind as I retreated toward my trailer. Shedding my ridiculous costume and returning it to Mildred was my top priority. I’d rather consign it to the dumpster, but someone on staff would charge me two arms and three legs to replace it.

I got as far as the stage door where I paused to steel myself against the rabid heat of the paved lot when Savannah Lyons, the aging diva, screamed. The sound sent icicles of fire through my blood. Only true horror could produce that ear-piercing wail.

~~~

“Did you hear that?” Bryant asked Bambie as he led her across the lot to his trailer. One date at the end of the last season, and now he felt comfortable renewing the spark of attraction between them. He had a little trouble finding that spark after she missed the introductions at the taping. But she clung to him. And he hadn’t been with a woman since. . . he’d been with her three and a half months ago.

“I didn’t hear anything.” She pushed forward.

“No, I definitely heard a scream.” He disengaged her clutching fingers and whirled about. His enhanced senses kicked in. More horrified shouts. Acrid sweat of fear. Sweet, cloying blood. The tiny sounds of shaking fingers punching 911 on a cell phone.

He stretched his legs to increase the speed of his run. He always wore a dance-cut tux or suit on the show, the same with his casual jeans and golf shirts, with extra gussets and spandex. Room to move and stretch. Or fight, as needed.

Two quick blinks and his vision shifted to infra-red.

“Bryant?” Bambie squeaked as she ran after him. She hiked up the skirt of her gown and kept to her toes so her four-inch heels wouldn’t trip her. Smart. “What’s happening?”

He didn’t bother taking the time to dismiss her. The stage door opened with a slap of his palm flat against the heavy, sound-proof steel.

A different warmth caressed his cheek. Not the grinding heat of an LA late summer bouncing off acres of blacktop. This was softer, human.

He followed the red-orange glow of body heat.

A cluster of people stood in a loose circle, wringing their hands, looking the other way but always drawn back to the spectacle on the backstage floor.

One of the anonymous minions, so common to any show, sprawled supine. Not anonymous, the efficient one who handed him forms and kept backstage chaos from getting out of hand. Multiple, identical crew scuttled about, following the orders that came through their headsets, clutching clipboards to their chests, all dressed the same in dark T-shirts and jeans. Anonymous and dismissible. Except the one sprawled on the floor.

The aging diva (what was her name? Savannah Lyons) leaned heavily against the director, fanning her face. He rubbed her back distractedly while he avidly watched every person in the knot of dancers and crew.

Then Bryant saw her. Janet Dryer. Still in her ridiculous costume and heels, she knelt on the floor beside the twisted body, fingers pressed against the pulse point on a bloodily ravaged neck.

If he didn’t know better, he’d think a wild cougar or wolf had ripped out the throat.

But he knew better. A common trick to hide the tell-tale vampire puncture wounds.

Janet looked up, eyes bleak until they found his. “He’s gone. No hope. The bastard stole his Soul-Fire.”

A true vampire drained the blood until the heart stopped, then lost interest. Only a psychic vampire fed on the Soul-Fire.

A psychic vampire like Janet Dryer. The only psychic vampire ever recorded.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

The wail of multiple sirens, close by, jolted me back from my crouch beside the dead body.

Dead.

Irrevocably dead.

Not a trace of the Soul-Fire left to give any hope of life. It was the sweetest tenderloin of the feeding process.

My mouth watered.

Normally the Soul-Fire would dribble away over the course of several minutes. Death by paranormal causes, specifically draining by a psychic vampire, would extinguish it instantaneously. The man had been dead when Savannah screamed. He was still warm. There was still a hint of color in his cheeks. He hadn’t been dead long. Maybe three minutes at most.

I bent my head and covered my eyes with my hands, fighting for control of my appetite. I hadn’t been around death much for years. But living in New York, there was often a dead body in an alley as I walked past. The merest whiff of death stimulated hunger.

That momentary shift of my shadow across the body showed me a glint of shiny, painted porcelain beneath the boy’s shoulder.

I’d never used artificial talons to mask the cause of death in ages past when I still drank heavily, indulged in drugs, attended raves, and consumed Soul-Fire. I just left the bodies, letting the mundane authorities presume my victims died of a heart attack.

But I knew about the talons. Blood vampires used them all the time to obscure their teeth marks.

A gentle hand on my shoulder and another beside me, palm up, offered me support in climbing to my feet.

I knew those hands. I knew I should shun them. But I couldn’t. Not now. Not in the face of the tragic death of a young man who’d only helped the dancers on the show.

I took his proffered hand but also braced myself against the cement floor. That simple act gave me the leverage to snag the talons and tighten my fist around them.

But I had no place to hide the evidence in my skimpy dance costume.

“Careful,” Bryant whispered and tightened his grip as I stumbled against him. The talons went into his jacket pocket. He could use them as evidence against me. I had to trust in his inherent honesty and quest for truth. Deep down, that defined him as much as dance did.

He slapped the pocket and raised an eyebrow.

I shook my head a micrometer. No mundane would understand the significance of those claws. They had to remain secret.

My ridiculously high heels wobbled again. I clung to Bryant. His support, his empathy, and his warmth kept me upright more than my own will.

The sirens wailed again. Closer. More shrill. They penetrated my ears and my psyche. I shuddered and chilled.

“Curb your appetite,” Bryant said, straightening away from me. The bite in his voice stabbed me as sharply as the sirens right outside the steel door.

I continued to hear them even as the first responders exchanged the sirens for shouts and pounding footsteps.

Bryant grabbed my upper arm and tugged me out of the way as paramedics dropped their heavy cases and knelt around the body.

I turned my head away, unwilling to watch the indignities they’d inflict on the remains of a sweet kid who had always been kind the few times I’d encountered him. The rest of the dancers and crew eased back a little, not enough. Morbid curiosity pulled them forward despite the shooing motions of the lead paramedic. Only Savannah held back, her fashion designer holding her in a close hug, his fingers stroking her hair in soothing motions. He drew her away into the shadows.

Eventually the bevy of first responders all shook their heads and packed the leads and lines and electronics. “Might as well ship him straight to the morgue,” the lead guy said. He pulled a folded square of black plastic from one of the cases.

Nothing said dead with more finality than a body bag.

The spectators drifted away. Bryant stayed right where he was, one hand tightening on my elbow. “Move and you are dead,” he ground out, pulling his cell phone from his inside jacket pocket. Three flicks of his thumb connected him to someone.

“I need the remains of a rabid bobcat dumped near the back lot of studio twenty-three,” he said crisply. “An hour ago, would be good.” He jabbed his thumb against the screen. “Now, you and I need to talk.”

We marched out the steel door, across the scorching pavement to my trailer. I was glad I hadn’t kicked off my shoes earlier. I’d have third degree burns on my feet from that short walk. Harder to heal than a blister, with discomfort that would last a few days. Long enough to interfere with rehearsals. That would have ended my dance career after only one Cha-Cha-Cha.

“Oh, Bryant, this is too much. I think I’m going to faint,” Bambie cooed in her most annoying, shrill voice. She opened her eyes wide and looked helplessly at the big strong man holding my arm in a punishing clench.

“Not now, Bambie,” he said with his back teeth clenched.

“But. . . but. . .”

“She does really look pale,” I replied, pausing before I mounted the steps to my trailer.

“She’s faking it,” Bryant whispered.

“I don’t think so. She looks positively green.”

“As in little green men from Mars?”

“As in about to puke all over my expensive shoes.”

“Don’t even think about leaving until I get back.” He dropped my arm and scooped Bambie up in one swift movement. She lay her head upon his shoulder and closed her eyes, as limp as her silk chiffon gown.

I slumped into my trailer and cranked the AC up to Siberian. How long would Bryant be with the bimbo?

I didn’t care. Really didn’t care. Or so I told myself seventy-three times while I divested myself of sequins and fringe, scrubbed theatrical makeup from my face, and put on a simple white cotton shift with bright parrots and tropical flowers painted on the fabric. Then I set out bottled fizzy water, glasses of ice, and a plate of lemon slices.

Paranormals and members of the Hunter’s Guild changed their names, their hair, eye color, their weight, and their noses as often as needed. They couldn’t change their taste buds.

Right on cue Bryant slammed into the trailer and grabbed his glass of water. He downed it and grabbed the quart bottle to replenish it. “You’d better be clean, Janet, because right now I’m in the mood execute someone.

~~~

“You don’t want to execute me?”

“Too messy.” Johnny, the kid in the body bag, had been dead when his throat was ripped out. There had been very little blood. But enough that the murderer should have been spattered. Janet’s skimpy costume had been clean.

“So why would you think I killed that boy?” Janet shouted.

Bryant cringed at the venom in her voice.

“Because when I first met you, you killed on a whim and got drunk on Soul-Fire every chance you got,” he sneered. “Which is why I want you off my show.” He drank his third glass of water, wondering what happened to the first two.

And why had she remembered how he liked his refreshment?

“I haven’t drunk Soul-Fire since the last time I saw you,” she said, so softly he had to strain to hear her.

He paused, the glass half-way to his mouth. “I have no reason to believe you.” And yet he did.

Or he wanted to.

“I’ll call the Guild to have a new Hunter assigned to you.” He set the glass on the table in the tiny kitchenette, making certain it rested squarely in the center of the straw coaster she’d set out for him. No sense in staining the fake wood. This trailer would be handed off to the next actor in need of a portable dressing room.

As he rose from the bench seat his tux coat bumped against the table edge. He fished for the obstacle and drew out a set of talons. He knew all about this weapon. He’d confiscated hundreds of sets over the years. Most blood vampires had them. Bryant even knew most of the craftsmen who made them.

But these were different from the standard “off the rack” talons. Four razor-sharp, blood-red porcelain claws. Each attached to a ring that fit over the tip of a finger so that the claw extended like a fingernail. The four rings were connected by a light chain. Easy on, easy off. This set was different in that the porcelain claws had tiny paintings of white roses on each. The rings themselves and chains were real gold and quite small, designed for a woman’s hand. A vain and wealthy woman with small hands.

Without thinking, he grabbed Janet’s right hand and tried to fit the rings over her fingers. She didn’t bite her nails anymore, he noted. And she’d had professional manicures for some time.

The rings did not fit. He’d be willing to bet that the few drops of dried blood on the tips of the claws wouldn’t match Janet’s.

“How tall are you?” he asked, puzzled that his case against her had just fallen apart.

“Five-eight, barefoot. Nearly six feet in heels. You know that.”

“Hard to tell with those heels.”

“I took them off. Heels are hell on my back. Usually I wear no more than two-inch wedge heels.”

Her voice sounded flat, a recitation of facts.

“You’re the tallest female in this season’s crop of celebs. You’ve got the tallest male partner. Alexai is six-two in his bare feet. Everyone—and I mean every dancer, celeb and pro, is shorter than you when you wear those horrible heels.” He paused a moment, thinking as he ran the talons through his fingers, searching every micrometer for imperfection or clue. “Where exactly did you find the talons?” His sensitized fingers found nothing, not even a maker’s hallmark. No sense in hoping to find DNA, other than the victim’s. Even if he could get a large enough sample from the blood drops for the perp, no paranormal would dare have their blood type or DNA on file. Probably too many anomalies from normal human markers.

“Under
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