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      Melissa entered the hotel lobby as if she were on conquered ground. Her stiletto heels sank into the luxurious carpet, and her hips, molded by her evening gown, swayed to an indolent rhythm.

      The lobby was buzzing with activity at this time of night. Melissa paused at the entrance to the bar, feigning shyness she was far from feeling. She scanned the space, looking for her prey. She ignored the couples and groups sitting at the tables and focused her attention on the bar, where the single men usually sat. She spotted three of them, each isolated from the rest of the world, alone with his drink.

      The first one wore a tired suit of poor quality, and Melissa immediately lost interest in him.

      The second man’s suit was sober, well-tailored, without extravagance. The man was chubby and bald.

      Fifty years old, large company executive, in Paris for a few days, wife and children waiting for him at home. Been there, done that.

      The third man, however, caught her attention.

      Tall, thin, he sported a beautiful silver mane and the mandarin collar jacket of a man who is not subject to a company dressing code.

      She smiled.

      This one had money to spend. And, if she was lucky, an interesting conversation. She altered her course to get closer.

      “Whiskey, on the rocks,” she said to the barman.

      He put the glass in front of her without a word, as usual. And as usual, Melissa affected to focus solely on her drink.

      Coming up in five, four, three…

      Melissa wrapped a lock of her dark hair around her index finger. She had pulled it up into a bun to clear the back of her slender neck, but had been careful to let a few strands escape, so as not to appear strict. In half an hour, when her prey had told her about his life, his work and his fortune, Melissa would casually undo the bun. Her hair would cascade over her shoulder—it always did.

      … two, one…

      Nothing.

      Melissa gave the man a discreet glance. He was still leaning against the bar, a step away from her. He was ignoring her, all his attention focused on the other end of the counter, and the group of models chatting loudly. Male models.

      She stifled a sigh of frustration and glared at the bartender. He could have warned her.

      The bartender didn’t look up from the glass he was wiping, but he allowed himself a sly smile.

      Asshole, Melissa thought. You have a salary to pay your rent, and it shows.

      No more time to lose, she needed to approach Mr. Senior Manager before he went back to sleep in his cheap hotel. Because it was obvious that he could not afford a room in a palace…

      Melissa picked up her glass, turned her back to the bar, and nearly collided with a male chest. The whiskey shook and the ice cubes clinked. She looked up at the newcomer. Was he rich? Alone? Likely to let himself be relieved of a few hundred euros?

      The hard look the man gave Melissa took away all hope: this guy hadn’t come to have fun, but to work. He grabbed her glass and leaned over to put it back on the bar. As he did so, he whispered in her ear.

      “Security. Follow me.”

      He put his big paw on the small of Melissa’s back and “guided” her with a firm hand towards the exit.

      “What did I do wrong?”

      “Change in management. Whores are no longer welcome.”

      “Escort!” Melissa snarled. “I sell my company and conversation. Sex is not part of the deal. I’ve been working here for six months and no one has ever complained. Men like to have someone to talk to.”

      And it pays better than serving burgers at a fast-food joint.

      The bouncer gave her a sullen look.

      “I don’t make the rules. I just enforce. Get the hell out of here. If you come back, I’m calling vice.”

      He left her on the sidewalk. A light spring rain soaked the asphalt.

      The neighborhood was not the most animated in Paris. The only place of attraction for Melissa’s prey, the hotel occupied a plush building in the heart of a residential area. Two blocks away, the poshest department store in France was sleeping like a big cat. Melissa walked down the street, mumbling.

      “I’m calling vice.” Asshole. As if the cops could do anything to me. I’m old enough to accept a drink from any sucker who wants to offer.

      She had parked her motorbike in a quiet alley, and it waited for her under the rain.

      An ultra-wide top case disfigured the line of her beloved bike, but Melissa had little choice. Escort work required a certain outfit, and she couldn’t ride her bike in skin-tight dress and stiletto. It was too difficult to park a car in the neighborhood where she worked, and cabs were too expensive in the long run.

      When it rained like that night, Melissa sometimes doubted her choice. A small car couldn’t be that hard to park? She would be dry, and there would even be a heater. But for that, she would have to sell the motorcycle that her brother had chosen for her. The one he had named “Granny,” because Melissa could only afford an antique.

      Before opening the trunk, she stroke the beetle sticker that her little brother had put there. Then she changed: pants, boots and leather jacket replaced her refined outfit. She untied her bun to put on her helmet. Then she said goodbye to the posh district. She needed to find another hunting ground.
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      The hospital smelled of disinfectant and vomit. The dinosaurs painted on the walls and the Easter decorations forgotten in the hallways didn’t change the fact that children who entered this ward only came out one way…

      But not Jeremy.

      He was going to be a hero, or at least an explorer. Melissa was going to take him across the Atlantic and give him the best experimental therapy for his condition. The only therapy. As soon as she had the money.

      She found her brother in the common room. Sitting by a window, he seemed lost in contemplation of the Parisian sky. How frail he was. At fifteen, he looked twelve. But his face lit up as soon as he saw Melissa. She noticed the notebook that lay on the his lap.

      “How’s school?” she asked.

      “I don’t know why I bother. It won’t do me any good.”

      “Don’t say that. In a few months, I’ll have saved enough to pay for your trip, and then everything will be better.”

      He smiled at her, but she could see in his eyes that he didn’t believe it anymore. Her heart sank.

      “What about you?” he said, “How are your studies going? Don’t you have exams right now? Are you able to study despite your work?”

      “The advantage of being a night concierge in a hotel is that you have long quiet hours to work. And my exams are almost over.”

      She hadn’t set foot in university since Christmas, and had no intention of taking any exams. Later, when Jeremy had recovered, she would have plenty of time to change careers. She would see then.

      “Are you sure you’re getting enough sleep?” He asked. “You look tired. Maybe you should take some time off.”

      “You’re right, I’ll do that.”

      She smiled and ruffled his hair. He protested weakly.

      She couldn’t stand lying to him anymore. He was her only family, and he didn’t know anything about her life. But because she was Jeremy’s only family, she couldn’t give in to this moment of weakness. She talked to him for half an hour, promised to come back the next day, and kissed him.

      In the hallway, the head nurse motioned for her to follow her into her office.

      “I heard you talking to your brother,” she said, closing the door to the tiny room. “I asked about this therapy thing. It’s a smoke screen.”

      Melissa opened her mouth, but the nurse held up her hand to interrupt her reply.

      “The protocol alone costs several hundred thousand euros, and is not covered by any insurance. And that’s not counting the hospitalization, the trip for him and you… I know you’re working hard, but a young girl on her own will never be able to raise that kind of money in time.”

      Melissa’s heart skipped a beat.

      “In time?” she gasped.

      “The disease is progressing faster and faster, and right now…”

      The nurse shook her head.

      “I don’t understand,” Melissa said. “He looks fine when I come to see him.”

      “You have no idea how much effort it takes. After you leave, he spends the rest of the day in bed, and we often have to increase his pain medication. He wants to reassure you, but it’s no longer time to hide from the truth. You need to tell your father.”

      Each of the nurse’s sentences was like a punch to Melissa’s gut, and the last one hit her for good.

      “Our father let us down the day after Jeremy’s diagnosis.”

      “It’s time you forgave him.”

      “He doesn’t deserve to meet Jeremy.”

      “Have you thought about what your brother deserves?”

      Melissa was all about that. And to give him that, she was willing to do anything, including selling her body. Don’t let anyone tell her she didn’t have her brother’s best interests at heart. And she had no time to search for a man who had done everything to disappear from their lives.
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      The moment the sun disappeared behind the horizon, James came back to life.

      Around him the building was bustling with activity. Lying in bed, he could hear delivery men unloading crates of bottles at the kitchen’s door eight floors below. Employees vacuumed a hallway. A small group of fifty human beings were busy preparing the Renaissance for its grand opening a few hours later, and he could hear every voice.

      James had led this project with all his might, and in two years he had created a five-star palace in the heart of Paris. He could be proud of himself.

      He would savor this victory and the sweetness of Parisian life for a few weeks. After that, he would need a new project. Perhaps…

      A noise on the terrace snapped him out of his reverie. In the blink of an eye, he was standing by the glass roof. He operated the blinds, and the reinforced steel plates folded back, revealing the Parisian sky.

      Moving into an all-glass loft, when you’re a vampire, is a risky bet. James had taken his precautions: the windows were armored, as were the shutters capable of withstanding the impact of a small plane.

      He had prepared for the worst, and the worst was waiting for him on the terrace.

      “Karen, to what do I owe your visit?”

      The woman standing on the other side of the glass was very tall, very thin, very blonde. She was also very angry, and had been for twenty years.

      “Let me in, you coward!”

      James hesitated.

      He was stronger than her. Older. He had taught her everything. Hell, he was the one who had made her what she was!

      And that was the problem.

      He unlocked the glass door and turned his back on her. Karen shouldn’t know how nervous she made him. That woman was worse than a dog: if she smelled his fear, she would jump down his throat without hesitation.

      So James walked nonchalantly through his apartment, pretending not to care when he heard Karen enter his home.

      “Coffee?” he offered.

      “I don’t understand why you’re drinking this crap.”

      “It’s a Pacamara I have specially flown in from Guatemala. I make it with distilled water. It’s the best.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Thanks to you, I’ve been drinking nothing but blood for twenty years.”

      Here we are.

      He sighed and prepared his first cup of coffee. For several minutes he said nothing, did not give a glance to his visitor. Karen did not move a muscle. With no heartbeat, and no need to breathe, she made no more noise than one of the bronze statues that decorated the loft. James savored this fact, aware that the quiet would not last. When his drink was ready, he finally turned around.

      Karen glared at him. He watched her over the rim of his cup. The coffee was hot, strong and fragrant, just the way he liked it. It filled his nostrils with the aroma of Arabica. But a sweet, foul note spoiled his pleasure. He wrinkled his nose.

      “You have hunted,” he remarked.

      “You made me what I am, don’t come lecturing me now.”

      “What did you come here for?”

      “To witness your latest triumph, of course.”

      She broke her immobility to wander around the loft and run her fingers over the works of art. James watched her do it, shivering inwardly. Karen’s every move had the air of a threat.

      “Did you really think you could hide?”

      “Karen, if I wanted to hide, I wouldn’t have done it in a glass building, and I wouldn’t have invited all of Paris to the opening. What do you want?”

      “To become human again.”

      “It’s still as impossible as the last time you asked.”

      “So I want to ruin your life like you ruined mine.”

      James put his cup down a little too quickly, and the coffee splashed into his hand.

      “I loved you once,” he said, “and that’s the only reason you’re still in this world. But don’t push me around. I made you a vampire. I can just as easily turn you to dust.”

      “You don’t scare me.”

      “Then you’re even crazier than I thought. Get out of here before I lose my patience.”

      She lifted her chin defiantly, and he thought she would refuse. But she met his gaze. James didn’t know what she saw in his eyes, but the effect was immediate. She turned away, took one last look at the loft, and went out the way she had come in, so fast that even James didn’t have time to react.

      He wiped up the spilled coffee, picked up his cup and went out onto the terrace. Eight floors below, a barge was coming down the Seine.

      He turned around. The glass façade rose vertically. On each side, the terrace was separated from the neighboring buildings by the width of a street. None of this had stopped Karen. She was stronger than when they last met. And he didn’t like the way she had inspected his apartment. As if she was memorizing every exit, every blind spot, every opportunity.

      Opportunity for what?

      Karen couldn’t kill James. When a vampire disappeared, all the vampires he had sired disappeared with him. To kill her maker was to commit suicide. No, Karen had simply come to spoil his fun, as she liked to do from time to time.

      He wasn’t going to let her win.

      For starters, he was going to finish tasting that coffee before it got cold. After that he would enjoy his opening night. He’d earned the right to take his mind off things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            MELISSA

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      In her rooftop maid’s room, Melissa was going over her accounts for the third time. The numbers were stubborn. To raise the money for the first round of treatment, she couldn’t afford any downtime: not only did she have to find a new hotel to work in that evening, she had to step up her game. She had occasionally slept with a client, but only because she wanted to. She’d had too much to drink, she was lonely, and she liked the guy. It wasn’t prostitution, just a working relationship that got a little out of hand. This distinction allowed her to look in the mirror. But it deprived her of a substantial income.

      No more being picky!

      Young or old, ugly or not, if a client wanted to sleep with her, she would accept—as long as he could pay. And so much for the uneasiness that worked in her stomach at the thought. The prospect of losing Jeremy was a thousand times worse.

      With this new resolve, she closed her account book and opened the directory of Parisian hotels. Where could she fit in?

      She crossed out all the establishments linked to the underworld and the mafia networks of Eastern Europe. She didn’t need to be forcibly “recruited” by human traffickers. But that narrowed her list down to a handful. The few remaining establishments were very particular about the “deals” that were made within their walls, and Melissa had no intention of being noticed by vice police either.

      There were still a few posh clubs where she could prospect … in the company of dozens of her colleagues.

      Her phone rang. It was Diane.

      “I heard you got ousted from Frederik’s,” said Diane. “Do you know where you’ll end up? Vivi let me down, I need a partner.”

      As always, Diane got right to the point. When you spend your nights selling dreams to your clients, you appreciate a straightforward conversation.

      “I’m available. Where are you working these days?”

      “Did you hear about the new hotel on the waterfront?”

      “The Renaissance? It opened?”

      “Opening tonight. I got two invitations, but Vivi’s sick. I don’t know the place, I don’t want to go alone. But the opportunity is too good. What do you think?”

      Melissa thought that maybe her lucky star had just woken up, and that it was not a moment too soon.
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        * * *

      

      In the heart of Paris, the Renaissance occupied a block of houses that burned down several years earlier. Rather than trying to imitate the Haussmannian buildings that surrounded it, the architect opted for the opposite approach. All glass walls and sharp angles, the Renaissance looked like a giant crystal that had grown on the banks of the Seine.

      A procession of cars moved slowly in front of the palace, where a small army of valets took charge of convertibles, gleaming SUVs and large sedans with tinted windows. The beautiful people lined up on the red carpet to show their credentials to the doormen.

      “It’s like the Oscars,” said Melissa.

      “The girl behind us got it two years ago,” confirmed Diane.

      Movie stars, racing drivers, captains of industry and successful singers: the fauna that crowded around the two women reeked of money.

      If I do well, I can expect to make as much in one night as I would in a month at Fredericks. Getting kicked out of there like a piece of trash may be the best thing that ever happened to me.

      A pair of body-built giants guarded the entrance to the Renaissance. Diane handed them her invitation, and the two women entered the new Parisian palace.
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        * * *

      

      The Frederiks had accustomed Melissa to gilding, Persian carpets and ancient woods. With the Renaissance, she discovered a world of white marble, punctuated by polished metal sculptures, and enclosed in a glass structure. The lobby was as large as a train station. The marble floor gleamed softly under crystal candelabras larger than cars, suspended by invisible cables. Six floors up, the ceiling merged with the night sky. The audience of VIPs who crowded between the suspended fireplaces opened their eyes in wonder. For a few moments, Melissa let the magic of the place distract her.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa was lost in the contemplation of a modern glass sculpture when Diane nudged her.

      “Fancy customers at two o’clock. The round bald guy is a famous photographer. The other has just made a fortune on the Net. Both single. Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Diane was a champion. Melissa had met her six months earlier when she first started in the business. Rather than trying to chase her out of her territory, like others before her, Diane had decided to train Melissa. With her looks, her knowledge of Paris and her approach strategies, Diane had taught the beginner the basics and had “coached” her, as she liked to say.

      She also explained the importance of staying “out of herself” if Melissa ever followed a client into bed. Melissa didn’t want to: she saw herself as an escort, not a prostitute. She was selling her company, not her sex. Diane had not pressed further: each girl did as she pleased.

      In fifteen days, Melissa was ready to fly on her own. But she still had a lot to learn, and that evening Diane gave her a top-notch demonstration. Within five minutes, she had the two men—Photographer-guy and the geek—in her pocket. She lured them to a corner of the lobby, away from the crowd, and dropped into a white leather couch. Her dress came up to her thighs, revealing a hint of a garter belt. With an innocent smile, Melissa took her place against Diane, and put her hand on her friend’s thigh. The two guys’s eyes immediately clouded.

      Diane patted the seat next to her and Geek sat down, like an obedient little dog. Melissa gave an innocent look to the photographer, through her long black lashes. A toothy grin spread across the photographer’s face.

      You think you’re going to eat me, Melissa mused, but I’m going to eat you.

      “Tell me about yourself,” whispered Photographer.

      Melissa told him the usual story about an orphan who had to go into debt to get into the most prestigious business school. The important thing about lying is to stay close to the truth, and Melissa didn’t need much imagination to soften hearts.

      While Photographer congratulated her on her ambition and intellectual achievement, he had put his hand on her thigh and was slowly but surely moving up to her crotch. She suppressed her disgust, pretended not to notice. She needed the money.

      “And how do you live? Did your parents leave you any money?”

      “Not a penny, Melissa confided. I have a scholarship, but it only covers my school fees. For the rest, I have to get by. In the summer, I work. Sometimes I do photo shoots. And then some friends help me out…”

      He had reached the bottom of her panties, and she felt his rough finger slip between the fabric and her skin. She let out a little scream and opened her innocent eyes wide. Photographer smiled like a shark at his meal.

      “Do you think I could help you?”
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      The line of cars went around the block. The Parisian elite lined up on the red carpet, willingly submitting to the supervision of the bouncers. In the lobby, James strolled by with a flute of Champagne in his hand. A few people recognized him and came over to greet him. He wasn’t used to being on the front page of the newspaper, but his recent career as a big-time illusionist had earned him some fame. People congratulating him on his latest show didn’t know that the famous illusionist was also the owner of the place. To the public, the owner of the Renaissance was an anonymous businessman, and that was fine. Of course, his employees knew him. That’s why one bouncer drew him aside to whisper in his ear.

      “You see those two girls over there? They are escorts.”

      “Do you know them?”

      “The older one, yes. Diane. She used to go at the club where I worked. Do you want me to kick them out?”

      James looked at the two women. The one the bouncer had called Diane was maybe 35—not “old,” by James’s standards. She wore her ash-blond hair tied at the nape, and her gold-embroidered dress came down to mid-thigh. Her make-up was flattering without being vulgar, and she didn’t stand out in the VIP crowd.

      Her companion was much younger—20, perhaps? She had pulled her chestnut hair up into a high bun that exposed her delicate neck. Her dress was short, but at 20, you can pull anything. If she stood out in the crowd, it was mostly because of her youth.

      “Keep an eye on them,” says James. “As long as they don’t bother anyone, leave them alone.”

      The bouncer nodded and left to resume his post, near a marble column. James approached the two women, pretending to admire one of the glass sculptures he had chosen for the first floor.
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        * * *

      

      The two call girls had found customers. James watched as Diane, the more experienced one, seduced a high-tech magnate. Watching her seduce this man was like taking a lesson in manipulation. James’s nature and age gave him very useful powers of persuasion, and he had enhanced them by taking hypnotism classes, as many magicians do. Diane relied neither on the supernatural nor on hypnosis. She used psychology, charm, and a feminine je-ne-sais-quoi that fascinated James.

      The younger of the two escorts used more basic tactics. Diane had left her a round and bald man who had been talking about his life for many minutes. The girl listened to him with a captivated expression, and affected not to notice when the glance of the man lingered on her cleavage. Finally, the man asked her a question. But as soon as she started to speak, he put his hand on her thigh. From where he was, James saw the disgust on girl’s face. However, she quickly drove out this expression and continued to speak as if nothing were happening. But the man’s hand went up inexorably towards her crotch. James made abstraction of the music, the conversations and the noise of glasses to focus on the girl. She breathed too quickly, and her heart beat too hard. Her shoulders had stiffened, her pupils had contracted, and her hand had closed on the couch cushion, as if she were holding on to it. She wanted to run away, and used all her willpower to remain motionless, subjected to the man’s touch.

      Who are you, and why are you doing this to yourself?

      A few minutes later, the girl and the bald man left the lobby. James emptied two flutes of Champagne, one after the other. It had been centuries since alcohol had any effect on him, but some habits are hard to break. All around him, guests were drinking his liquors, eating his food and walking on his carpets. The noise suddenly seemed unbearable, and he went out.

      On the sidewalk, the air was humid and polluted. A valet stopped a vintage Porsche in front of the hotel, and the chubby guy opened the door for the call girl. The little car pulled away along the river. On a whim, James decided to follow it. He took a running pace. Then a man stepped in his way.

      James cursed his distraction when he felt the point of the stake against his chest. He had instinctively blocked the blow, and knew he was in no danger. But he should
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