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Chapter One

 


The meteor blazed across the sky
in an arc of gold, a burst of sudden color in a gray
world.

Ember raised his head. Not much
happened in the heavens, in his little corner of space. The stars
stood out like diamonds at night. In the daytime, the dying sun
shone weak and wan, making the sudden rush of color an
oddity.

I should make a
wish.

In the half a second it took to
form the thought, a massive crash shook the ground. More than a
meteor, the impact nearly threw him off his feet.

Ember’s eyes tracked the
trajectory as he began to run. Something had hit nearby.
Something big.

The jagged ground made running
difficult, even for one of his kind. Panting in the thin atmosphere
by the time he crested the low ridge, Ember gazed down at what had
hit in his territory.

Following impact, the large object
had gouged up a long slice of land before finally coming to rest.
With all the dirt obscuring it, he couldn’t tell what it was, but
it made a low hissing sound and spewed gas into the air.

An explosion seemed likely. He
should stay away. But it was his
territory, and if that thing down there turned
out to be of some value, he had the right to salvage.

Ember skulked toward it, keeping
low in case it picked that precise moment to explode. The area lay
strewn with rocks, and small boulders kicked up where it had plowed
into the ground. Closer up, he could tell it was a craft of some
kind. Its dull black hull was pitted from everything it had hit.
Its prow had completely crumpled where it impacted the ridge. Steam
leaked from every crack, hissing into the atmosphere.

If the thing was unmanned, then
whatever alloy it was made of might be valuable. He couldn’t
imagine anything living surviving the crash.

Ember crept closer still. Nearly
on top of it now, he had nowhere to hide if it did in fact explode.
He could see a seam in its hull. Something was inside it, or had
been. He was about to retreat and call in a team to claim his
salvage rights when the seam split. A hatch, he realized as the
door began to slide back into the hull. Then it jammed with an
ear-splitting shriek, leaving a narrow opening. A shadow moved
inside.

Ember froze in place. There was no
illumination from the interior, so he couldn’t tell what it was. A
pair of hands seized the side of the hull and
something––someone––began to wriggle through the opening. The being inside
didn’t seem aware of the long fall to the ground beneath. Against
his better judgment, Ember rushed forward.

He caught a glimpse of long blonde
hair trailing after it, like the tail of a comet. He put in a burst
of speed, as only his kind could.

It landed in his arms with a
bone-jarring thud, enough to send him to his knees. Ember looked
down at the being in his arms.

Blonde hair covered its face. He
caught a glimpse of a dark uniform stained with grease and soot.
And…

He nearly dropped his burden.

Blood.

The rich, heavy smell of it
stained the air. Instinctively, he breathed in the scent before he
could stop himself. For the first time since his long-ago
adolescence, Ember’s vampiric instincts, and incisors, snapped to
attention.

The being in his arms moaned
softly and pushed the hair from its face. It muttered something in
a language he didn’t understand. No, not it. His gaze traveled over the
stained uniform. Definitely she. Female. Humanoid.

His kind’s natural
prey.

Twin instincts warred within
him: Feed and protect.

Her blood sang to him. Its
seductive melody almost overtook his rational thought. He’d lived
here most of his life, away from temptation. And yet, here was the
greatest enticement he might ever face, stirring in his arms. To
take her blood would be so easy. She had crash-landed in his
territory. She was his by rights. Not only that, she was injured.
She wouldn’t have the strength to fight back. He could feed until
his long-denied hunger was sated.

And then what?

The others would know. No matter
how he disposed of the body, they’d find out somehow. Ember glanced
around furtively. He didn’t see anyone on the horizon. He didn’t
sense any of his kind nearby. But they’d know. They always did.

The woman in his arms moaned again.

He had to protect her. He had to
make sure she recovered enough to get herself back off-world as
fast as she could. It was the only way.

He looked back at the ship. She
wasn’t getting off-world in that, but luckily, the craft looked far
too damaged to have carried a survivor. He’d claim his salvage, and
the thing would be melted down. He’d get its passenger off his
planet and that would be the end of it.

First, he had to get out of here
unseen.

Ember shifted his burden and
ran.

His home was like any other,
perched on a mountainside and hewn out of the black rock. His kind
preferred the heights, living above the landscape. The vista
offered an unimpeded view of anything coming his way. It seemed
like the perfect place to build a home on this parched, burned-out
rock.

Keyed to his body’s signature, the
force field wavered to let him pass. Once he determined if she was
friendly, he’d have to re-key it or she wouldn’t be able to go
anywhere in his home. Not that she should stay any length of time.
The faster he got her off this world, the better. He glanced
nervously over his shoulder at the giant windows behind him.
Nothing moved on the plain below. The wan sun was setting, leaving
sweeping crimson shadows on the hillside.

He moved through the house in
darkness, afraid to turn on a light. Ember’s eyes functioned just
fine without much illumination, but he enjoyed the comfort of the
warm glow his artificial lighting provided. It reminded him of the
distant sun he’d seen in picture books as a child.

Ember hurried through the rooms in
his home, looking for a place to hide her. Giant windows rose from
floor to ceiling. Well, not windows exactly, but openings that
would have allowed for a multi-story fall to the valley floor if
not for the force field that contained them. He’d always enjoyed
the view those windows gave him. His home was secluded, as most
were. Visitors were rare. His kind proved a solitary people, and
socialized only out of necessity. Still, he’d never had anything to
hide before.

The bedroom offered the most
privacy. It had the smallest window. Still floor to ceiling, but
narrower than the others. The woman in his arms moaned as he laid
her on his bed. He cringed at the sound. Still, it reassured him
she still lived. She’d been alarmingly quiet on the trip to his
home.

Blood trickled from a wound above
her eye. With great difficulty, he willed his incisors back into
their sheaths in his gums. He had to staunch the bleeding. He had
to cover that wound with something that would mask the smell. As
his kind typically healed easily, however, he had few supplies on
hand.

Ember raced to his dressing room
and rummaged through the supplies in his drawer. His fingers closed
around a tube of all-purpose disinfectant. It would have to do. He
brought the antiseptic back to the bed and reached a cautious hand
toward his patient. Carefully he dabbed at her wound. She
protested, flinging her head from side to side. Her blonde hair
spread out against his pillow, shining like bright silk. He wanted
to touch it, to run his fingers through it and marvel at its
softness. It had been so long since he’d felt anything so velvety
and feminine. His body burned with sudden attraction.

Ember tore his traitorous thoughts
away and covered her wound with the disinfectant, then ran to the
disposal to hide the evidence. He washed up thoroughly and wiped
more disinfectant on his own fingers. When he returned he noted
with relief that the strong smell had spread throughout his
bedroom. At least the pungent odor covered the aroma of blood. It
was far too dangerous to leave the scent in the air, even in his
own home. If anyone asked, he’d say he injured himself
investigating the wreck.

The woman had fallen into an
uneasy sleep. He sat on the side of the bed and studied
her.

She was surprisingly petite for a
spaceship pilot, although he guessed that small craft had to be an
emergency pod of some sort. Perhaps she was merely a survivor of
some nearby space disaster, and not a pilot at all. No way was that
ship intended for long-range travel. She had to have come from
somewhere in nearby space. He needed to get back to the wreck and
investigate. But first, he needed to log his right of
salvage.

In a minute, he promised himself.
He couldn’t seem to tear himself away from this intriguing intruder
who’d crash-landed on his turf.

Her pale skin contrasted with the
bedding. Against the dark material, she practically shone. Delicate
features complemented her small stature. Her fragility yanked on
his heartstrings in ways he hadn’t known it could. It stirred
feelings he’d buried long ago.

Ember cast another worried glance
at his windows. He had to protect her. She’d never survive here
without him. Not even for a little while.

But how could he protect her from
himself?

****

Miles away, in the city square,
everything came to a sudden stop. The entire population raised
their noses in the air and sniffed the wind.

****

Danika shifted in her sleep and
tried to turn over. Sudden pain stopped her, and her eyes shot
open.

Darkness, all around. She thought
at first she was still on her ship, but when she moved her hand to
feel the edge of her bunk, her questing fingers found only
air.

Not complete blackness, she
realized, just deepest shadow. Now that her eyes were adjusting,
she could see shapes within
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