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Chapter One
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The lights had just begun to dim when the beautiful redhead in a striking red corset and short red skirt sauntered down the aisle in velvet high heels. Her complexion was fair and her eyes were of the lightest blue, accentuated in stark contrast by the dark black eye makeup she had applied with a heavy hand.

She hated to be late, but it couldn't be helped. At least she'd made it before the movie started.  Her full lips curved into a delicate smile as the film began to roll. The vintage black and white film suited the old theater in which it played, its red velvet walls having bore witness to every movie played there since 1927. 

“Dreams of a Vampire” no doubt had made many a midnight audience leap from their chairs, frightfully titillated by the exotic eroticism of seductive night-walkers. The vampire himself was darkly handsome with severe features and penetrating eyes. They seemed to leap off of the screen and bear right into the redhead, who sat transfixed by his beauty. 

She gasped a little as he stalked his prey throughout the feature; he was decidedly unapologetic in his lust. Her hand made the unconscious path to her ivory throat more than once, her long fingers clasping the silky skin there to keep it safe. Every movement made her jump, every scream made her nerves dance until she nearly swooned in her chair. She was captured by the magic and held under the spell.

She understood the heroine's dilemma. How deliciously frightful it must have been to love the very thing that could kill her. For vampires humans are not lovers, but merely prey. Yet everything within the heroine yearned to belong to the beast that had rendered her completely defenseless to his powerful seduction. 

In a moment of clarity the woman on the screen bolted from her captor, only to get caught up in the rug and fall down to the ground before him. His lips spread apart in an evil grin as he raised his arms, splayed his cape and descended on her with fangs bared. 

From where she sat in the audience, the redhead screamed and covered her eyes. She peered through her parted fingers, in time to witness the victim on-screen lunge upward one last time, this time holding a tiny wooden stake. The vampire stumbled backward, his expression stunned, as he tried to assess that the chase was over and he had not won. 

He fell forward on his knees and shook his head, as the life he had stolen poured from the wound on his chest in a bloody, gruesome tidal wave. That it was not in color did not lessen its impact, and the redhead in the audience couldn't watch as the vampire deteriorated right before her very eyes. No longer young and beautiful, he grew older and more mutated as the dramatic organ music pumped out the very last moments of his cinematic life.

With one final burst of life he reached forward with bony fingers, almost toward the redhead sitting in the audience, but he fell short and gasped his last breath – his eyes frozen wide open in a gruesome death stare from the screen.

The lights came up on the rolling credits, and the redhead realized with slight embarrassment that she shook in her shoes as she rose to her feet.

It was a good movie, she decided, just like she had declared it at the end of each of the other twenty-seven showings that it played at this old theater.

It didn't matter that she came alone – her date on the screen had not disappointed her.

The smattering of people in the audience had all but disappeared when she finally emerged from the powder room. She meandered along the darkened hallway, with artistic portraits from other classic movies leading her toward the exit. She almost hated to leave, and lingered just as long as she dared polite for the few working souls who remained. 

Finally, she pushed open the door, greeted by the dark, oppressive blanket of a muggy Louisiana night. Her heels echoed against the damp pavement and the overhead light lit her hair on fire with fantastic copper. 

The streets were deserted and her pace picked up as she approached her car. She had to smile to herself when she realized there were still slight tremors in her hands as she retrieved her keys. It was a good movie, she thought to herself – maybe a little too good.  

She paused for a moment as she listened at the wind that howled around her. A storm had just washed New Orleans, and the wind that remained was relentless. It almost sounded as though there was someone behind her, but she was completely sure that she had been the last one out of the theater.

Even employees had driven past her as she made her way across the parking lot to her car.

She glanced toward the street. The signal light blinked red in the early morning hours, but there was no traffic to stop. It was just this redhead and her car, and the memory of her vampire.

She glanced back at her car window. A scream lodged in her throat and she dropped her keys. A man draped in black stood reflected behind her in the glass. She stood frozen as she watched his arm reach for her. It seemed an eternity before she could will her feet to move, but move they did at last, high heels and all.

Her erratic footsteps echoed into the empty night as she ran back to the theater. The lobby was now dark and the doors were locked. She tugged at the doors and rattled the chain wrapped around the handles, wondering only momentarily why she had never noticed anyone lock up behind her. 

In the glass she watched her stalker saunter toward her easily, slowly, deliberately. It felt all too painfully familiar. She dodged his grasp again and lurched toward the other direction, heading straight for the alley behind the old building, hoping that there were employees in the back of the theater. 

The alley was narrow and dreadfully dark. Each door was locked up tight, and the redhead kept just a few precious steps ahead of her pursuer though the tangle of back streets. Off in the distance she spotted a police squad car that cruised down another nearby street. She tried to scream but all sound was locked up in a tight ball of terror deep in her throat. She sprinted down the street that led to the cop car only to see her journey had met its dead-end.

The alley was fenced and there was nowhere to go.

She whirled around to face her predator. His face was secured by the darkness, but she could tell by his posture that he was not as winded as she nor as frightened. He seemed as casual as he might have been picking out a cup of coffee.

It made her all the more hysterical.

“What do you want?” she managed to eke out. 

He didn't answer and she didn't wait to see if he was going to. She jumped up on the chain link fence to climb to the other side. She was halfway up before she felt his strong arm circle her waist and pull her back down.

She hung on with a death grip, so hard that the raw edges of the fence cut into her sensitive, soft hands. She struggled against him like a wild cat, screams coming out like strangled whispers. She knew from the ruthless way his fingers dug mercilessly into her flesh that she was fighting for her life. Tears flew from her face in black rivers, cutting through the heavy makeup – the final facade. 

With no words, no sounds, he yanked her from the fence. Every single fake fingernail with blood-red polish flipped off one by one as the steel fence cut open her hands. An ancient street light popped and cloaked them in blissful darkness. The conquest was won.

Across town a figure flew up from her prone position on a sofa in a darkened living room, her body rigid with terror. Brown eyes were rimmed red and wide with fear, and tears had dried on her cheeks. Her breath quivered as she ran a trembling hand through her shoulder-length, dark blond hair. She gasped a few times to calm herself. The book she had been reading had fallen to the floor, so she retrieved it before she rose to head into the bedroom. 

She felt a little silly being so spooked. It was simply a nightmare, nothing a little sleeping pill couldn't cure. 

She knew this from years of experience. Sleeping pills had given her the gift of thousands of dreamless nights. And of course it would have to be on the one night where she had managed to get to sleep naturally that she would have a stupid nightmare. 

She opened up the lid only to find that the bottle was empty. Funny, she thought to herself. She didn't remember taking that last pill. 

That was always a scary thought for her; it meant that taking these pills had become too commonplace. She could swallow them like breath mints and never really notice a difference.

But they were better than nothing, which was what she had now.

She sighed as she read the big red numbers on her digital clock. It was 11:22 P.M. She called in the refill and didn't even bother getting dressed as she grabbed her purse and headed for the door. She threw a lightweight jacket over her knit pajama bottoms and tattered old T-shirt. She wore no makeup and really didn't even bother to run a comb through her hair, something she became very subconscious of once she hit the all too bright lights of the all-night drug store. 

Even though it was on the other side of New Orleans, the clerks and pharmacists knew her well here. She knew she would need it.

She made her way to the front of the line, and the clerk greeted her with a sunny smile despite the late hour. “Name, please?” 

Obviously it was someone new. “Mackenzie,” she offered. She waited patiently as the clerk thumbed through the basket. “Reese Mackenzie,” she added, hoping to speed things along.

“I'm sorry, miss,” the clerk said. “This says we can't fill this prescription without a doctor's authorization.”

“Can I see your manager?” Reese demanded at once.  She had been afraid of this.

The manager came over almost immediately. “Hello, Reese,” he greeted with a smile. “How can I help you?”

“Hi, Bill,” she replied in return. She handed him the empty bottle. “I know it says no refills, but I can't see my doctor until the morning. I was hoping you could front me a few.”

He glanced at the writing on the bottle. “You know I would love to help you out, Reese, but we already fronted you some pills on this prescription just a few weeks ago. Don't you remember?”

She gritted her teeth. Of course she remembered. She was crazy. Not stupid.

“Maybe you could call my doctor...,” she offered helpfully.

He shook his head. “I tried, Reese. We just got the answering service. Their policy is no refills if they can't contact the doctor.”

The panic that she had held barely in check the entire time she had spent driving to the drugstore threatened to overflow. Her lip trembled and she glanced down so he wouldn't see the treacherous tears that wanted so badly to fall. “Thanks, Bill,” she mumbled as she swung away and right into the person behind her.

It was a beautiful, fair redhead in a red corset top, short red skirt and red velvet high heels. 
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Chapter Two
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Dr. Broussard sat across the desk, his sharp blue eyes peering at Reese over his bifocal lenses. They were the kind of blue written about in poetry, but this particular morning they were as unreadable as glass. It jarred her already jarred nerves.

She stared back at him with defiance. She didn't understand the big deal. It was just a few pills. She couldn't face another night like the last one. After she ran into the mysterious redhead at the drugstore she had to gulp down a half a bottle of forgotten whiskey in the back of her cupboard just so she could close her eyes without seeing what her face looked like the very minute the stranger drew her last breath.

She knew what that look was because it had imprinted in her memory from her eerie nightmare. She wasn't leaving that office without a prescription. She didn't care how long it took.

He leaned back in his chair and tried another angle. “I can't help you with your dreams unless you tell me what they are.” 

She shook her head immediately. The last time she fell for that she ended up locked up for six weeks. “I told you I don't remember,” she lied effectively, with enough truth about it to sell it convincingly. Thankfully many of the details slipped away the minute she opened her eyes.

The only thing she could remember was the red hair, the torn corset and plastic nails ripping from her fingers – and that look. It was a look she had seen many times, and quite frankly she was tired of it. “Can't you just give me another prescription?”

“We tried that,” he reminded her. “I can't think of one pill we haven't tried. The pattern is always the same. The dreams keep coming back because you're not dealing with the core issue. Medicine is simply postponing the solution to your problem.”

She fell back against the back of her chair with a frustrated sigh. He reached into his drawer and withdrew a tiny silver pen recorder. It wasn’t packaged, it was obviously used, but, like Reese, Dr. Broussard was at the end of his rope. He was running out of magic rabbits to pull from the hat. “Here,” he said as he pushed it across his desk. “Use this to record your dreams the minute you wake up. Even if it's just bits and pieces it will help us fix the core issue of what's really going on.”

“The ‘core issue’ is I need to sleep,” she told him pointedly. “If you aren't willing to help me, then maybe it's time I find another doctor who can.”

He linked his fingers on his desk. He didn't look especially worried. “Running isn't going to help you, you know.”

“All I know is I'm almost really super late for work. Are you going to give me my pills or not?”

The issued challenge only went unmet for a moment. His lips drew out in a grim line as he grabbed his blue pad and scribbled out a prescription. He handed it to her but held on to it as she attempted to snatch it away. “This is only for a week,” he said. “Make your next appointment before you leave today, and bring the recorder.”

She swallowed her retort. Clearly he wasn't going to bend, and Martin was already going to have her head on a platter for being so late. She already had her media badge pulled from her purse as she headed for the door. 

“Maybe all you really need is a vacation,” Dr. Broussard mused from behind her. 

She spun back. “I'd love to get away,” she smiled sweetly. “But I'm giving all my money to you.”

He was undaunted. “You don't have to leave town. Just take a break from your job. Enough of those horror stories would cause anyone to lose sleep.”

“Well, that's what separates me from a real reporter,” she tossed over her shoulder. “What I cover isn't real.”

She had to smile to herself as she opened the heavy glass doors to her office building. No, alien babies and zombies animated by voodoo weren't real. Maybe that's why she loved them so much. It was so much easier to spin fantasy from fact than look at how dirty and ugly fact had truly become. Every now and then she got a local story, but it was up to her to shine it up like a new penny. 

She didn't have to tell the truth.

She just had to lie fabulously.

She sneaked toward her cubicle, a tiny boring box devoid of anything but clippings of her headlines that covered wall to wall. She dumped her purse and tucked away her prescription in her pocket as she spun around to face Martin LaChance, her stout and steaming boss. The vein bulged in his forehead, covered unconvincingly by a bad comb-over. 

“It is 9:42,” he gritted between teeth she was sure he sharpened on small rodents and naughty children. 

The office clock audibly ticked over to the next minute, which made him fume even more. “Wanna tell me why I don't can your ass already?”

“Because my feature on Big Foot at Mardi Gras set our circs up twenty-five percent,” she answered. She motioned back to the Global World News cover that showed Big Foot covered in purple, gold and green beads. 

He grunted and turned back toward the boardroom. She had to smile as she reached down to stow her purse securely in her desk. Her eyes fell on the copy in her in-box. A vivid color photograph was attached to the paperwork by a paper clip. The red hair in said photo was instantly recognizable, and it made Reese’s heart stop.

“This year, Mackenzie!” Martin hollered from the boardroom doorway.

She ran after him, but significantly more shaken than before. Her mind raced why that particular photo ended up on her desk. She hadn't uttered a word about it to anyone; she knew better. It seemed like a cruel twist of fate. 

The boardroom was filled with her colleagues, and the only open spot was by that of resident playboy, Brody Vaughn. She had no doubt that he had either dated or bedded most of the women in New Orleans between the ages of twenty and thirty-five. There were days when his endless charm made her wonder if he had made the move on Martin's fifty-year old secretary. 

Brody made it no secret he was a confirmed bachelor and a hopeless ladies' man. They were currently up to her sixtieth rejection of his advances, but it didn't seem to make him like her any less.

Conversely it didn't make her like him any more.

She had enough on her plate to deal with – being a notch on some playboy's bedpost was definitely not on her list of short-term goals.

Plus he wasn't her type. He wore his hair spiked like he moonlighted with a grunge cover band. His eyes were brown and lazily hooded, which she read somewhere meant he was inherently dishonest. The way that he tossed such easy compliments her way only reinforced that theory. He was fit, sure. And he always made sure his jeans were tight enough to give any prospective one-night-stand a glance at the goods. 

But she was above that. 

At least that's what she kept telling herself. 

As she sat he sent her a smile that would have sent a lesser woman to the floor in a puddle. “Hot date?” he whispered to her with a knowing smirk.

She rolled her eyes and turned her attention to Martin, who had killed the lights and turned on the projector.

They kicked it old school at Global World News.

The first frame was a map of Eastern Europe. 

“Any idea what you're looking at?” he queried as he looked around the room at his unenthusiastic, but captive, audience. “Come on, guys. Hasn’t anyone here ever seen a globe?”

“It's Europe,” Reese answered dutifully. Being teacher's pet could only help her if she was going to convince Martin to reassign her latest assignment. 

“Eastern Europe,” he corrected. “Romania, specifically.”

Brody piped up. “What's in Romania?”

Martin answered with a click of a button. A gruesome close-up of a deteriorated vampire's face filled the screen, making everyone jump.

“Shit,” Brody muttered under his breath, slightly embarrassed to be taken so off guard.

“We got a lead from someone in Romania that there's a vampire loose in the land of Dracula.”

“Sounds like another one of our psycho fans,” Brody grinned, and a few of the ladies nearby giggled.

“Psycho fans don't produce evidence,” Martin corrected as he switched it to another frame, this time a European newspaper showing a police chief and a big bold headline: A BLOODTHIRSTY KILLER APPEARS IN ROMANIA. “Apparently a victim showed up, bit on the neck, drained of blood. It's like Dracula himself has risen again from the dead.”

He turns the lights back on.

“Or a killer who wants to make it look like a vampire,” Brody quipped.

“For our publication, it's a vampire. All the major press junkets are heading over there. It's a major scoop. So who wants it?”

The table full of stunned pseudo-journalists stared at him, mouths agape. 

“You're serious?” Reese finally said.  Her notoriously cheap boss was about to send to a reporter on a European vacation to write about vampires? How fortuitous – and completely too good to be true.

Brody shared her skepticism. “That's a lot of trouble to go to for a fake vampire story. Not to mention a lot of dough.”

Martin just gave him a sly smile. “Anne Rice made millions for a helluva lot less. Imagine it: a real life horror story from the front line, with your own by-line of course. So. Any takers?”

Immediately Reese's hand flew up. She may not have trusted it completely but she wasn't one to look a gift horse in the mouth. Martin pointedly ignored her as he scanned the room. “Anyone at all?”

Brody shrugged. “I dated a Romanian chick once. I could probably fudge around the language. Besides which,” he paused with a smile, “I'm prepared.” He pulled a shiny gold crucifix from under his shirt collar. 

“You got a passport?”

For a moment Reese prayed that he would say no, but apparently that word was not in Brody Vaughn's vocabulary. “Of course.”

It made Reese's gestures all the more urgent, and all the more ignored by her boss. “Fine. It's yours. Remember. We're in this to be number one. Use your imagination. Hell, this is Transyl-fuckin-vania. It sits on one of the strongest magnetic fields in the world. Tap into the local psychics and gypsies. Get in the trenches. Soak up the ambiance. Our readers want a vampire. Let's give them one.”

Brody saluted with a mock gesture. “You got it, boss.”

“Martin,” Reese tried to call but he had already turned toward the door to get lost in the throng leaving the room.

“Forget it, Mackenzie,” he grunted over his shoulder. 

She sat back with a slight pout and crossed her arms in front of her chest. It was at that moment she realized Brody was staring at her.

“What?” she snapped.

“Oh, nothing,” he stated as he gathered his notepad. “I just wondered how many headlines you needed.”

She fumed as she stared after his departing back. Every headline she had earned. 

And she was going to earn this one too.

She stalked decisively to Martin's office, pausing only momentarily to retrieve the photo and the copy from her desk.

Flo looked up from her computer as Reese stormed past. She didn't know who scared her more in this scenario – her formidable boss or this feisty blond dynamo. “I wouldn't go in there if I were you,” she tried to caution, but Reese wasn't having it.

“I'll keep that in mind,” she replied as she swung open the door and marched inside to confront her boss where he sat munching on a sweet roll while he scanned the Internet for more leads. “Did I mistakenly use my invisibility spray this morning?” she demanded. 

He glanced up at her and noticed the copy she held in her hand. “You have a story, Mackenzie. And just as juicy, if you'll just read the details.”

She shuddered. That was the last thing she wanted to do. “I'd rather have the Romania story. Didn't I ever tell you I've always wanted to Bucharest? It's like a lifelong dream.”

He just sent her a look. He didn't even stop chewing. She took a deep breath and tried again.

“Look. Martin. I can't take this assignment.” She threw it down on his desk, face down. 

He leaned back. “Okay, I'll bite. Why not?”

“It's... complicated,” she offered.

He sighed as he stood. He grabbed the papers from his desk. “It's always complicated with you, Reese.”

That worried her. He never called her by her first name. Somehow she felt like he was going to tell her she was either dying or she was fired. She kind of hoped for the former. 

“You're good. No doubt about it. But let's face it. Your medical history is a liability. And I can't afford any liabilities. Not this time.” He handed her the papers in his hand.

She wanted to cry that she'd be good, she’d promise, but she swallowed it all back. He had made up his mind. There was nothing else she could do.

Flo poked her head into the office. “Mr. LaChance? You asked me to let you know when the contracts arrived.” She held up a white envelope.

“Yes, thank you, Flo. Bring them in.” He sent a dismissive glance to Reese. “Miss Mackenzie was just leaving.” 

Reese skulked out of the room and into the outer office with a pronounced pout. She paused only momentarily when she realized that Flo's computer was on an airline booking screen. 

With a brief glance back to Martin's office, she moved closer toward the desk and slid into Flo's vacated chair. 

Passenger information had been filled out for a midnight flight to Romania for one Brody Vaughn. There were two buttons; “click here to confirm” and “click here to edit.”

A smile dawned on her face as Reese's mood drastically improved.
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Brody hoisted his carry-on bag over his shoulder with a sleepy yawn as he stood behind the line of people boarding the plane. He couldn't wait to find his seat and buckle in so that he could sleep his way to Bucharest. Maybe he'd dream of beautiful women with dark flowing hair and black lacy bodices, just waiting for a creature of the night to come suck their blood.

He fancied himself a bit of a vampire aficionado. He'd seen every flick about the undead since he was eight years old, and had been an Anne Rice devotee for almost as long. These days he was all about Laurell K. Hamilton. A mixture of good ol' fashioned sex and blood, the true metaphor of a bloodsucker brought to life. It made him especially giddy to have been awarded this story. He couldn't wait to sink his teeth into the story, a pun that had made him smile all afternoon. 

He wasn't exactly sure why he had to travel across the world to get it, but if Martin was willing to foot the bill – which he was never known to do – then Brody could hardly complain. He would do some token research, write his piece and hopefully hit on girls all over Bucharest before he had to come back home again - with a headline to boot.

His thoughts returned to Reese and how eager she was to get the story. That wasn't particularly surprising, she always wanted every story. She was in the office usually before anyone else and left long after. It was like all she had was the job, like she was running from anything else.

He knew for sure she didn't have a boyfriend, and he was fairly certain she wasn't a lesbian. Anything was possible, of course, and it certainly wasn't typical for him to strike out the number of times he struck out with the mysterious blond. Eventually he always got any girl he ever chased, but she was really making him work for it.

He fluctuated somewhere between hoping she'd be worth it to not giving a damn.

Tonight he was just too tired to even think about it, but he somehow suspected the woman in his dream would be about 5'3 with chestnut eyes and hair the color of wheat. 

It was going to be a long flight.

Minutes ticked by as he inched further along the aisle. Finally, he reached his row. The empty aisle seat looked welcoming... until he realized who sat in the seat next to it.

He swallowed back any surprise he might have initially felt. Why on earth would he be surprised? This is exactly how one got a cubicle full of magazine headlines. “I gotta hear how you managed this.” 

Reese bestowed upon him a rare smile. “Martin changed his mind.”

Brody had to chuckle as he stowed his overnight bag. “Does he know he changed it?”

She relaxed in her seat. “Let's just say what he doesn't know won't hurt me. At least not until we get back.”

He eased into the seat next to her and buckled in. “Well, at least you didn't bump me out of the story. Thanks for that, I guess.”

Her head tilted to the side. “Is that what you think I do?” 

He shrugged. If they were going to be stuck together on a trip for any length of time, he didn't want to spend it in combat. In fact, this was the most relaxed he'd ever seen her. “Forget it.” 

She let the subject drop. 

An awkward moment passed before he finally spoke again. “So what is it about this story that has you so interested?”

It was her turn to shrug. “It's not in New Orleans.”

There was a sort of peace about her as she said it, and Brody took note that as the plane taxied down the runway and soared into the black night, stress seemed to physically ebb away from her body. Everything about her systematically relaxed like a clock that was winding down; first her face smoothed and softened, then her neck. Finally, her shoulders dipped downward. She stared out into the moonless sky and he was dying to ask her what she was thinking.

Her mind remained what it always had been – a fortress, locked up tight like a drum. And only she held the key.

He sighed and stretched out. He wanted to talk, say anything that would have her open up
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