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			Bequest of Blood

		

	
		
			Prologue

			August 1614 – Pozsony, Hungary

			“Are you sure you wish to go through with this?” 

			Marc Brinon looked up at his father, Bernard de Caulmont, and nodded. “For Anna, I will do this,” he claimed. Marc tried to close his eyes against the image of his sister’s tortured and mutilated body without success. Four years had not lessened the pain. “She deserves to rest in peace and know that we’ll do anything to prevent this from happening again.”

			“I’ve already lost my only daughter,” Bernard claimed, as he paced the floor. “I don’t wish to lose you, too.”

			Marc looked at his father. The years since Anna’s death hadn’t been easy on his father, either. Though Bernard was a wealthy merchant, and his business stretched across the Carpathian Mountains, his money couldn’t keep his beloved daughter safe. Tall in stature, his father looked stooped in age and devastation. The death of Anna stripped an untold number of years from his life.

			Marc stood firm in his resolve. “You won’t lose me. This isn’t dangerous, but it has to be done,” he stated. He looked quickly at the two men in the corner. They stood beside his mother, who was weeping quietly in her kerchief. 

			“We will conduct the spell here,” he ordered. 

			The solemn figures set forth at Marc’s nod. Having served under the younger of the two men in the early years of his training as a wizard and an exorcist, Marc knew he was in capable hands. Stefano Petheö had been his mentor for the last five years in all things wizardry and magic. Upon hearing of Anna’s death at Elizabeth Bathory’s hands, Stefano came forward to offer any assistance that was needed. 

			The second man he had never met in person, but he knew of him. Everyone knew of him. Péter Pázmány. A former archbishop, Péter currently worked for King Matthias II. The stately middle-aged man reeked of wealth and knowledge. Marc smiled inwardly. He needed that knowledge in order for this to work.

			A few years ago Péter Pázmány was released from his vows to the church, to pursue other interests. The man’s life had been under public scrutiny, but, somehow, he dropped out of sight, causing individuals to guess what happened. Some mentioned his ties to the King, while others mentioned his ties to the Devil. Former church official, now practicing wizard, Péter, brought strong magic that neither Marc nor Stefano could provide. 

			“Are you sure the tracking spell is going to work?” he asked Stefano. Time was of the essence. Anna’s murderer was free upon the world, and nothing could be done about it if this plan failed.

			“Yes,” his mentor said defensively. No one liked to have their work criticized. “The spell is in order.”

			Marc straightened and looked each man in the eyes. “Good. Let’s get started then.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			It was not possible to fall in love with someone at first sight. Ella Nassady swore to herself she would not ever fall in love. Not tonight. Not ever again. 

			But she couldn’t explain why her eyes kept straying to the man. Ella could not explain why every time she saw him, excitement raced through her veins. 

			This would never do. 

			Her friends jostled her, and she pulled her gaze away from the man to turn to her friends.

			“Hey, Space Cadet, where’d you go?” her friend, Amy Miller, asked playfully.

			Ella shrugged and took a long sip of her cranberry vodka, hiding the fact that she had a secret crush. Try as she might to not say anything to the girls standing around her, her eyes wandered back up toward the man standing behind the bar. Ella quickly ducked her head and drank again. She needed to move to another part of the club. 

			Somewhere away from him. 

			This time her eyes wouldn’t be stopped. As soon as she caught a glimpse of him, between the dancers and the fog smoke, her heart stopped. 

			He looked at her.

			Ella froze, and every muscle in her body tensed in strange anticipation. 

			He’s too far away, she told herself. There was no reason for him to be looking at her. He probably couldn’t see to the outskirts of the dance floor, anyway. But why she felt as if a spell had been released, as soon as he turned away to concentrate on mixing drinks and talking to the people in front of him, she couldn’t say.

			“Let’s go dance,” her other friend, Janet, said.

			Janet spun around and started weaving her way toward the middle of the dance floor. Amy, Jackie, Laura, and Rhonda followed suit, and that left Ella standing on the edge of the floor, staring after them. She wanted to dance, and she did really love the song that was playing. She quickly finished her drink, sat it on a nearby table, gritted her teeth, and went in.

			“What’s wrong with you? Does your head hurt again?” Amy asked loudly, to be heard over the noise of the music. “You’re always the first one to want to dance!” 

			Ella willed herself not to glance at the bartender again and insisted, “I’m fine. I don’t have the headache anymore.” 

			Closing her eyes, she let the music move through her body. She didn’t want to look at the man again. She certainly didn’t want to feel her stomach flip every time she glanced his way. She didn’t want to wonder if he had a girlfriend or, God forbid, a wife.

			 She didn’t want to know if he had his life organized and was responsible enough to pay his bills on time. She didn’t want to know. Every time she told herself that, she felt something fluttery grow inside her. Some part of her seemed to think he was important and somehow he seemed familiar to her.

			As Ella danced, she looked up at the bar and noticed the man was readying to leave his workstation. Oh no. She didn’t really want him to leave! Ella forced herself to calm down. 

			This was no way for a twenty-seven-year-old to act. She danced as she watched him finish counting his money, and her eyes followed him as he ducked underneath the counter. Her stomach dropped when she realized he was cutting his way through the dance floor and was heading in her direction. Ella turned sideways to make room for him and didn’t look at him as he passed by. 

			There was no telling brush of his body against hers. 

			No accidental bump into her. 

			He simply walked by, as if she didn’t exist. A sigh escaped and she couldn’t say if it was from relief or regret. She didn’t really know for sure.

			Ella and her group of friends danced for another half hour, before going in search of refreshments. The room on the other side of the dance floor was less crowded, which enabled drinks to be served faster. 

			Decorated in the same dark, sparse style as the main dancing room, the smaller room sported a bar in the middle of the floor. 

			The girls split up and divided among the three bartenders. 

			Casually looking around the room for her man, Ella spotted him up in the DJ booth on the second floor. He stood at the railing looking at the people below him. Selfishly she willed him to look at her. Just once. Just anything that would give her something to go home and dream about. Even if it was an innocent sign, she wanted it. 

			But, once again, he turned away without so much as a quick glance at her. Shaking her head, she told herself to grow up and stop acting like she was in high school… or college, for that matter. Why would he be looking at her anyway? There were beautiful women throughout the bar, and even though Ella knew she was pretty, she certainly couldn’t compare when it came down to it. Not to mention that she never would have the backbone to talk to him. He was too gorgeous. No, she was fine thinking of him as eye candy. 

			Her drink was set in front of her, and she had no choice but to find her friends. She didn’t need to look desperate. She could fake having fun with the best of them. Ella slowly ambled her way into the other room, and the heat crept over her in waves. She searched around for her friends, but they weren’t on the dance floor. 

			The back end of the club yielded the same results. They must have gone out to the outdoor patio. Quickly, she walked out of the main room, through the smaller room, and out the side doors leading to the patio.

			Unseasonably warm air greeted her as she stepped outside, and she wondered if global warming was indeed upon them. Fifty degrees at midnight in December should never occur in Port Huron, Michigan. She was glad to have a few more days of warmth, because even though she loved snow, she disliked the cold weather that accompanied it. 

			Small groups of people were scattered outside. Some sat on the wrought iron benches, some leaned against the walls, and others danced to the music that floated outside toward them. 

			Her favorite corner in the back was the only good thing about the place. No one ever seemed to make it that far back to encroach in her solitude. It was nice getting out here to enjoy the peacefulness of the night.

			“Ella!” Amy yelled to her when she came in sight.

			She walked up to them and sat down on the empty space on the bench.

			“Hey, Ella,” Rhonda called to her. “I meant to ask you. Where did you get that dress?”

			Ella looked down at her long, green, and blue, printed polyester dress and wondered if Rhonda was about to compliment her or make her a butt of one of her not-so-funny jokes. “I got it at one of the thrift stores in town,” she answered truthfully.

			Rhonda lifted her eyebrows and uttered, “Huh. Seriously? The thrift store?”

			Ella shrugged at Rhonda. “I thought it was unique.”

			Rhonda smiled widely and opened her mouth to say something else, but was interrupted by Amy.

			She stood up and pulled Ella up with her. “I like it!” she declared, as she twirled Ella in a circle. The dress fluttered around her ankles, and Ella laughed. Amy giggled with her and said, “I think it looks like a super-neat, polyester ball gown!”

			“And who wouldn’t want a polyester ball gown?” Ella spread her arms out wide to accentuate her question. In the process, she managed to hit an innocent passerby. She turned around to beg their pardon and stared into the eyes of her man, the bartender. Her stomach fell down to her feet, and suddenly she wished she stayed home tonight.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said to him in a rush.

			Rhonda stood beside them now and spoke up, “Don’t mind her. Ella was about to tell us the importance of owning a polyester dress.”

			The man looked at her, almost as if staring into her soul. 

			She shivered as his eyes traveled over her. In the darkness, Ella could not see the color of his eyes, but she knew they were something unusual. He was well over six feet tall and from what she could tell, very fit. Oh, lord. 

			Don’t lick your lips. Don’t lick your lips, she warned herself. He’s not some sort of dinner.

			Amy moved into defensive mode, bringing Ella out of her reverie. “Ball gown. A polyester ball gown.” Then she looked up at the man and asked boldly, “Do you think it’s a nice dress?”

			Oh Jeez! Ella wanted to sink into oblivion. Instead, she stood there like a mute. Would he say anything or walk away wordlessly, thinking them all idiots? She seriously needed to rethink the way she spent her evenings. Maybe she was getting too old to be out at a nightclub like this.

			“It’s an amazing dress,” the man spoke. His voice rolled over her like a dream, and she wanted to curl up right there and go to sleep. She shyly looked away from him when his eyes met hers. “It’s quite unique.”

			 Then he walked off without another word to any of them. 

			Ella and her friends stared after him. Could his impossibly broad shoulders be any more perfect? “Wow!” was the collective gasp elicited by all. 

			“I think he likes you,” Amy said, as she came up to stand beside Ella. 

			“Who?” Ella asked in confusion. 

			“Don’t play dumb with me!” Amy said in exasperation. “He was just standing here, talking to you.”

			“He doesn’t like me,” she argued. “He didn’t even look at me.”

			“You had your head down practically the whole time. You wouldn’t know if he looked at you or not,” Laura supplied. “He was definitely looking at you.”

			“What are you guys talking about?” Rhonda asked. “Did you see him? He’s hardly her type. Don’t get me wrong, Ella. You’re gorgeous, but he’s a bartender.”

			Ella stood taller now. “I didn’t realize bartenders only dated a certain kind of girl. I have a responsible job to keep, and I’m getting older. When you’re almost thirty, you can’t really go running around in ass-showing vinyl like we did when we were younger. Are you saying you have a better chance at him than me? Let us not forget you’re older than me.” 

			 “I’m only saying he looks like a guy that likes bad girls,” Rhonda stated. “You know, wild and kinky.”

			Ella took a sip of her drink and contemplated what Rhonda said. Wild and kinky. Probably not the exact words that would be used to describe her. Inside, she wished she could be like that. Maybe not exactly kinky per se, but she wished she had the balls to go and get what she wanted. She never saw the need for dressing like she wanted to get some…now she wondered if she should have.

			Out of the six girls, Ella was the only one wearing an outfit that covered most of everything. When she danced she liked to have skirts that would move with her, not cling and get in the way. Vinyl was not really her thing. Rhonda, Amy, and Janet were the sex kittens of the group. Jackie and Laura tried to keep up fashion-wise with the other girls, but didn’t quite take it as seriously as the others. 

			“Aww, come on guys. He’s too hot for every one of us. Let’s get back in there and dance. There are too many Brittany Spears-looking girls out her for me to stomach,” Janet cajoled. 

			Everyone laughed, and the tension of the moment drained away. As they made their way back to the main room, Rhonda came up beside Ella. “You’re not mad at what I said, are you?”

			Ella smiled at her and shook her head, sending her red hair bouncing against the backs of her arms, “No, I’m not mad. I do know he’s not my type, but he is nice to look at. Besides I’m done with love, remember?”

			“Ah, yes. How can we forget Mr. Creep? Still can’t believe he cheated on you,” Rhonda said tactlessly. “Have you seen him lately?”

			Shaking her head, Ella answered, “No, not since that night.”

			“I don’t even know what I would have done if I were you!” Rhonda said loudly, trying to speak over the pulsing music. “I would have flipped out.”

			Amy popped up beside them. “You should ask her about the phone calls to Europe,” she said dramatically to Rhonda.

			Ella threw her hands in the air, careful not to spill her drink. “Can’t I keep some dignity?” she asked in exasperation.

			“Oh, come on! He’s an asshole!” She turned to Rhonda again and said, “He used her cell phone to call someone in Europe several times. Knowing him, it was probably another one of his bimbos.”

			“We’re not talking about this!” Ella exclaimed. She took another drink. By the way this night was going, she’d be innocently drunk from all the “cover-up” gulps she’d been making. She refused to think about Jim. She’d not be that naive again, and with that vow, she finished her drink. “Need more,” she said to no one in particular, as she pointed to her empty glass. She took her polyester wearing, not- Goth-enough self in search of more alcohol. 

			After retrieving her drink from her regular bartender, who knew now to not put limes in her cranberry vodka, Ella wondered if she’d be brave enough to someday order her drinks from the new bartender. She wished she could be like her other friends. They had no trouble talking to anyone they wanted. He was too handsome to make her even think about trying to talk to him. She’d stutter like an idiot.

			She returned to the other side with every intention of dancing. She was about to join her friends when two very drunk blondes bumped into her, as they made their way to the dance floor. Her glass tipped sideways, spilling its entire contents, except for a few straggling ice cubes.

			Ella stared at them in disbelief. She hadn’t even taken a drink yet! The girls continued their trek amongst the dancers, unaware of the anguish they caused Ella. Her entire drink was gone. 

			She looked down at her empty glass and saw the barest hint of red, at the bottom of the glass. Ah ha, the blond hussies didn’t get all of it! She drank the droplets with relish and sat the glass down on the nearest table with a loud clank. The blondes finally found a happy spot to dance and began their show for all the men to see. 

			Ella rolled her eyes. She was getting too old for this.

			Suddenly a vision flashed in her mind. A man walked up behind the girls and started to dance. He wrapped one hand in one of the blonde’s hair and pushed the other hand through the hair of the blond closest to him. He brought her into his body, brushed her hair from her neck, and bit down. 

			The man tore through the girl’s neck muscles. He came up with a mouthful of blood and yanked the other blond to him before she had a chance to realize what was happening. The first blond slid out of sight and the man tore into the second girl.

			Ella snapped out of her reverie with a blink and glanced around guilty. What the hell was that? She wondered wildly. Watching the two unharmed girls touching each other suggestively, she rubbed the aching side of her head. She usually wasn’t so blood thirsty and wondered briefly where the unorthodox thought had originated. 

			Out of nowhere, a drink was presented to her. Ella looked at it in confusion.

			“It seems as if you are in need of another drink.”

			Ella’s eyes followed the hand gripping the glass up to the arm, and then the shoulder, and finally her gaze rested on his face. Her dream man presented her with a drink, and, from the looks of it, it was her regular. She didn’t know what to say.

			Grimacing, she resisted the urge to smack her forehead and call herself a fool. “You saw.”

			He nodded.

			She shook her head and said quietly to herself, “Never make a scene in public.”

			“You didn’t really make a scene. Unless you’re planning on joining them,” he said, as he cocked his head in the direction of the girls.

			Ella finally smiled. “No, I don’t plan on doing that.”

			“Then take the drink. I can’t bear seeing you look so sad anymore,” he said, as he stepped closer to her.

			She stared up at him, mesmerized. “Green,” Ella said aloud, before she had a chance to stop herself.

			Now it was his turn to look at her in confusion.

			She needed a trip to the loony bin. Words poured out of her mouth in the form of, “I’ve wondered what color your eyes were.” Ella stared at him in horror. “Oh, that was not what I was going to say.”

			He tilted his head back and laughed, and his white teeth shone in the darkness. His black hair created a wonderful contrast with his skin. Rhonda’s words came back to her, and she wondered if he truly only wanted bad girls. Fortunately, her mouth managed to stay quiet and not ask him that question. Then, she realized he still held the drink out to her.

			Marc watched the girl in front of him. She didn’t seem to know how beautiful she was. The corner of her eyes crinkled up, as she reached to take the drink he offered her. Innocently she trusted him, having no idea what he could do to her. 

			Ella was thinking exactly the same thing. She was always cautious when men bought drinks for her. Hell, even when she set her drinks down while she danced, she kept a close eye on them. But for some reason she trusted him. Her fingers touched his briefly, as she gripped the drink. Her stomach flipped, and a small part of her deep inside was glad she could still feel the strange flutter in her stomach, that she encountered as a younger girl.

			Marc knew he should leave her alone now. Both didn’t need any more complications in their lives. He could sense it. He, also, knew what he had to do. It wouldn’t do to get involved with this girl. He had a duty to complete, and it wasn’t going to be pleasant. So he said, “I leave you now to your fine drink and friends.”

			He was walking away from her when she told him “Thank you”, over the loud noise surrounding them. He lifted his hand in the air, then moved further into the back of the club. Ella turned back toward the dance floor and tried not to feel so elated. Amy came up to her and bumped into her playfully.

			“Who was that you were talking to?” she asked innocently.

			Ella’s face split into a wide grin and said, “A very nice bartender.”

			“I knew he liked you!” she cried happily.

			Ella shook her head in denial. “I don’t think so. He did bring me a replacement drink after mine spilled earlier.”

			Amy grabbed Ella by the arms and gave her a mock shake. “You don’t realize how beautiful you are! I think that guy might like you more than you think. Besides, men don’t buy drinks for people they are not interested in.”

			Ella stared at her friend in exasperation. “Amy, we don’t know anything about him. He could be married for all we know.” 

			Ella didn’t need someone to like her. She’d had enough of relationships. Granted, it was over six months since she’d been in one, but that one was a disaster. Ella had a feeling all the following chances of dating would lead to equal disaster.

			“I have to leave,” Amy said, with a scowl on her face, changing the subject.

			“Did you get called into work?”

			Amy nodded. “Seems some of the late shift didn’t show up at the hospital, and it’s already started out as being one of those crazy, weird nights we get sometimes.”

			Ella nodded. Amy, a registered nurse, worked at one of the local city hospitals. “Do you want me to walk out with you to your car?”

			“No, you stay and look cute, so that guy will talk to you again. Did he tell you his name?”

			She laughed. “No. I’m telling you, he doesn’t like me like that. I’m not his type.”

			Amy shook her head. “Whatever. Well, be careful tonight. Apparently, there is a lot of mayhem going on somewhere in the city. The hospital said the emergency room is filling quickly.”

			Ella smiled. “You know I’ll make sure we’re careful. You be safe, too.” 

			Ella watched Amy turn and walk out toward the exit door. Facing the dance floor again, she saw Janet waving to her. Ella held her drink up and motioned she’d be right there after she finished it.

			She was halfway through her drink when she saw a familiar man walk past her and step onto the dance floor. 

			He walked up behind the blondes…

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Ella froze in place and watched in fascinated horror as the man wrapped his hands around the blonde woman’s hair. Ella took a step forward and craned her neck to get a better look at what he was doing. She called herself a crazy fool to think that this man was about to kill these girls, but that still didn’t stop her from standing on tiptoes to see him better.

			Heedless of his surroundings, the man bent his head, and not thirty seconds later, he lifted his face up to the ceiling. The girl he held slumped to the floor. 

			Ella spied the sickening shades of red around his mouth. 

			The very next instant he went after the second girl, as she tried to scramble away. 

			Ella shook her head in denial. This was her exact vision, but the hard feel of the glass in her hand and the painful beat of her heart told her this was not some innocent daydream.

			Chaos erupted all around her. Screams came from the dance floor as people realized they were in danger. Ella was bumped from behind, and she stumbled into the person in front of her. As people rushed past, she couldn’t seem to get her feet moving.

			Get moving! She ordered herself. Twisting sideways, she made her way to the wall closest to her. A fresh volley of screams filled the room, and Ella looked frantically around for her friends. Someone grabbed her from behind and hands held onto her shoulders, as she was swung around to face her attacker. She stared up at the man who started it all. He grinned down at her, as his hands moved up to grab her shoulders. Pain shot through her as he gripped her in his talon-like grasp.

			“I promise to almost not make it hurt,” he sneered at her. “Almost.”

			I won’t go down like this, she vowed. She’d kill herself trying to get away rather than submit to a murderer. Ella tried to twist out of his hold, but the man’s grip seemed to tighten the more she struggled. She attempted to knee him, but all she got from that was his wicked smile.

			“Come, dearest,” the man said good-naturedly. “I appreciate your dislike for death, but I must finish this. There are others I still have to kill in here.”

			Ella caught a glimpse of white teeth as the man smiled at her. She tried to shove her weight against him to make him lose his balance, but she only managed to bring herself closer to him. She cried out in panic, as she felt his hand travel up to take a hold of her hair. He tilted her neck back away from him. Ella pushed at his shoulders helplessly, and still, nothing seemed to stop him. She screamed with all her might.

			The sound of screams reached Marc, as he was about to find a seat at the back of the club. His body was on instant alert at the panicked pleas for help. People ran past and tried to get out the exit door, but the door would not open. They started pounding on the door fruitlessly. He stood up and immediately started weaving his way toward the front of the club, to see the cause of all this trouble. 

			That was when he saw the girl he had been talking with earlier struggling with an attacker. The man bent over toward her neck, and she screamed. Fear and outrage echoed in her voice. 

			Within seconds he was behind the man, gripping his throat as he pulled him off Ella.

			The pull on her hair lessened; she jerked away quickly and was rewarded with freedom. Stumbling backward. she fell to the floor. She watched as the bartender fought with the man. His savage expression caused her blood to run cold.

			Marc had enough of the man’s whimpering now that the tables were turned. He knew no one was supposed to get out of the club alive tonight. One more dead body among many others wouldn’t matter, Marc thought, as he stared at the would-be murderer. He turned the man around and asked, “What is the purpose of tonight?”

			The man spat at him and that’s when Marc spied his fangs.

			“So, this is the way of it?” Marc asked, not really expecting an answer. “Are your cosmetic fangs going to get you out of here?”

			“They will see our way soon!” the man cried crazily. Screams rent the air again, and the man smiled. “They are already getting a taste of what is to come!”

			“Who ordered this?” Marc questioned again. He had a sick feeling he knew. He had hoped for a bit longer before things went bad, but it looked like he arrived in town at just the right time.

			“We’re doing it for her. Everyone in this city will find out soon enough,” he said mysteriously.

			Marc bent closer to him and whispered in his ear, “You are still a mortal.”

			The man scowled at him. “Not for long. I was promised eternity!”

			It was now Marc’s turn to laugh. “Eternity is what you want?” 

			Ella could vaguely make out what the two were saying, but she wasn’t about to lie around on the floor while people fought for their lives. She brought her feet underneath her and rose unsteadily. She grabbed a nearby table and held on, as more people burst past her.

			One man held his neck, as blood gushed between his fingers. Stumbling toward Ella, his eyes were wide with fear, and his mouth moved soundlessly. He fell to the ground with a crash, bringing her down with him. 

			She cried out as he made a slight move to hold onto her as they fell. She felt blood hit her face, and she shoved at him. The man convulsed and then was still. 

			My God, was this a nightmare? Maybe she had been involved in an accident and was dreaming all this. She struggled to get out from underneath the man, and that was when she saw his neck. This wasn’t a gunshot or a knife wound. Something tore open this man’s throat.

			Ella looked back up to the bartender, but he was still focused on her attacker. She tried frantically to push the man off of her, but he was nothing but dead weight. His blood was still quietly seeping onto her. Her hands became slick with blood, as she continued to maneuver him off her.

			 Marc looked down briefly and saw that Ella had once again gotten herself in trouble. At least this time she wasn’t in immediate danger, not when she was pinned under a dead body. He turned his attention back to the man. “Who planned this?” Marc asked once more. 

			“A great vampire and he wants blood to be shed,” the man hissed.

			“So, it’s good old György that’s causing trouble again,” Marc smirked. “You’d think he’d get tired of losing.”

			The man looked at him in confusion. “He promises to make us like him once we do his bidding. How do you know him?” A look of horror came over his face. “You’re the Tracker,” he said in a small voice.

			Mark sneered and decided no further information would be coming from this star-struck human servant. “I’m sorry to say the only eternity you are going to experience is the one after true death.” With that said Marc twisted savagely, breaking the vampire poser’s neck. He let the man slip to the floor with a thud.

			Marc heard a yelp from beneath him and realized Ella was now nearly being suffocated from dead bodies. Silently he had to give her credit for being composed up to this point. Sometimes seeing multiple dead bodies tended to weird people out. She intrigued him, unfortunately, and he knew he didn’t need that.

			Ella couldn’t believe Dream Man had killed someone! Never mind that someone tried to kill her, but having a crush on a killer wouldn’t do! She watched him kneel down beside her. 

			 “What do you say about getting out of here?” he asked her.

			“As long as you can promise me I’ll be alive once we reach that door,” she said, from half-beneath the dead man. 

			“I can promise that much,” he said seriously.

			“In case you haven’t noticed I have two dead men nearly squishing me!” she cried in exasperation.

			He reached out and pushed a strand of hair away from her brow. “I have noticed you are somewhat occupied.”

			“Seriously, I’m nearly reaching the point when I began screaming from insanity. Unless you want a complete basket case on your hands, I suggest you help me,” she said breathlessly.

			Quickly, he pushed the bodies off her and helped her up without any further words. Ella gasped as his hand clasped hers. He looked down at her briefly, but Ella’s attention was focused on her surroundings. People were lying on the floor, while others were still struggling to survive. 

			“Ella!” 

			Ella heard the frantic scream from the center of the dance floor. She instantly pulled away from Marc as soon as she saw Rhonda waving her arms. Rhonda’s skirt was tattered, and her blouse was nearly non-existent. She was covered in blood, and she came sobbing into Ella’s arms.

			“Where are the others?”

			 “They’re dead!” Rhonda cried out hysterically.

			Ella shook her head as her grip tightened on Rhonda. “They’re not dead,” she denied, looking about in fright.

			Rhonda jerked Ella back toward the dance floor and nearly knocked her down, as they came upon a cluster of bodies. “There!”

			Ella looked down and stared into Janet’s sightless eyes. No. This couldn’t be happening. She wouldn’t believe it. She stumbled backward as she continued to stare at her dead friend, willing her to open her eyes and move.

			“We can get your friend out of here, but we cannot help the others,” the bartender told her urgently, as he came up beside her. 

			Marc watched Ella process what was happening around her. He’d seen this countless times, each time the attacks became bloodier and bloodier. They were tired of waiting. He gritted his teeth and looked about him to see where the remaining people were. In his mind, he came up with an exit strategy. He could choose the delivery entrance, but they would have to go back the way they came. 

			Ella took deep steadying breaths and willed herself to think. They would get nowhere if she continued to stall and live in disbelief. With a shaking hand, she took Rhonda’s hand in hers. She looked up at him and simply implored, “Help us get out.”

			He grabbed her free hand, and they moved back toward the emergency exit door at the back of the club. Ella tried to block out the cries of the people being attacked. She kept asking herself who would do such a thing, as her bartender wove their way through the club. 

			The door loomed in front of them, and Marc pushed hard against the bar, which should have opened the door. Nothing happened. He swore violently and tried again, but still came up with the same thing. Nothing. He threw his shoulder against it, and it yielded the same disturbing results.

			Someone was going to a lot of trouble to kill them, Ella thought, as she watched Marc shove his shoulder roughly against the stubborn door. Rhonda trembled against her, and she peered over Ella’s shoulder to see what the holdup was. Rhonda started screaming hysterically when she realized they were locked in. Ella turned around instantly and tried to reason with her.

			“Rhonda! You have to be quiet. We will get out of here,” she told her, as she quickly stroked her hair. Ella looked over her shoulder and asked, “What about the main door in the other room or the patio garden? If we can get there, surely someone will help us.”

			Marc tried not to let pity slide into his glance, as he caught the expectant expression on her face. There would be no help outside. He was her only hope. “Let’s go.”

			He turned them around, and they started toward the front door. The other room brought about devastating visions; bodies were strewn across the bar and tables. Rhonda whimpered, but thankfully kept quiet. The doors to the patio, which had been open earlier in the evening, were tightly shut now. Ella nearly laughed at their luck. Marc quickly checked to see if the front doors would open, but he returned instantly. 

			Before she could ask if there was another way out, he roughly shoved her aside. Ella stumbled against a chair and held out her hands as she hit the bar counter. She heard Rhonda scream again, but Ella’s hands slipped on the wet surface, and she nearly fell down. 

			Quickly steadying herself, she turned in time to see Marc struggling with someone. Panic ran through her when she thought about what would happen if he got himself killed. She’d have a heck of a time getting Rhonda out of the club safely.

			Ella quickly looked for a weapon she could use to distract the man trying to attack
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