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“You look the perfect victim, girly.”

Helena Sharpe inhaled deeply, the thick air almost smothering her with moisture from the impending storm. Maybe, if the rain would fall, the cold droplets would give her an excuse for shaking so much. Hide the tears ready to spill.

Swallowing hard, she forced a smile. “Thanks.”

Tar squeezed her fingers and crumpled clippings, from the New York Times he’d been reading, into the only hole-free pocket of his mud brown jacket. Creases bunched up his dark, chewed-leather face, but his sightless eyes were calm. “Get going. The thirst’ll be tugging by now. Been two nights since the last body got dumped—the wilds who aren’t dead will have cleared out.”

“I’m going.” She gritted her teeth and forced a smile. “Gotta find something tasty.”

Tar snorted and spat between his feet, just missing the big toe that peeped out of the torn canvas of his shoe. “That don’t worry me. You be good prey either way. They’ll smell you coming, just be sure to choose where they nab you.” Tar lowered his gnarled body onto the nest of blankets piled on the overturned wooden crate that made up his bed. He shifted as she leaned down to grab the schoolbag she kept hidden under the blankets. “Maybe only a few drops you need, but drawing it...”

Stuffing a hand in her pocket, she found the leftovers from breakfast—two chewy pieces of bacon she’d swiped from a café terrace on Park Avenue before the tables were cleared. She pressed one into Tar’s palm and crammed the other into her mouth.

“I’ll figure it out, Tar.” She slid the elastic she’d found on the sidewalk from her wrist and put her hair up in a ponytail. The rubber snagged a few strands, making her scalp sore. She worked a finger under the elastic to slacken its hold. “Are you sure all I need is a few drops?”

“Ain’t sure of nothin’.” His lashless, black lids narrowed over eyes that looked like milk spilled on sandstone. “Been on the streets a long time, seen a few things, might have an opinion.” His cracked nails found the tiny, puckered scars on his neck and raked over them lightly. “But you knows it all, child. Don’t concern yourself with the ramblings of a senile old blind man.”

She put her hands on her hips. “You are not senile.”

Tar chuckled. “You best keep that to yourself and not make me regret helpin’ ya.”

“I will, Tar.” Another bracing gulp of air and she was ready to go. She pushed open the wrought iron gate that cut the dead-end alley from the street and swung her schoolbag over her shoulder. Time had faded the gold LV monogram tastefully sprinkled over the supple, dark brown leather, but wear and tear hadn’t diminished the bag’s class. Tar missing a chance to comment about her flaunting what remained of her ‘wealth’ told her he was more concerned than he let on.

Retreating into the alley, she crouched in front of his box and patted his hand. “No matter what happens, I owe you, Tar. I’ll never forget it.”

“Grateful are you?” He grunted in a way that made her wonder if he’d bring up his skimpy meal. “That’s because you’ve got the street smarts of a pampered mutt."  He sniffed and felt around, his hand finding the strap on her shoulder and following it down to the bag. He shook his head. “I’m serving you into the hands of killers, I...” A fit of coughing cut him off. His voice was wheezy when he spoke again. “Just don’t go getting yourself dead in a way you can’t come back from, Helena.”

He slumped into the blankets and fell asleep before she could answer. She held her hand over his mouth to make sure he was breathing before she moved away. Not that she was really worried, Tar was tough old bag of bones. It would take more than a nasty bug to do him in.

The gate gaped open, and for a second, the alley felt like a cage she was afraid to leave. She took a deep breath and instantly regretted it. Shallow breaths were better for handling the sour smells swelling with the heat into a raunchy stench between the butcher’s shop and the little raw fish dive on garbage day. She covered her mouth and nose with her hand and darted out to the street. A sparrow chirped as it flew by, happily dipping into the dump for a beak full of maggots.

Deep breaths, nice and crisp under the heavy moisture, an undercurrent of wet dog, but nothing gross. The road ahead stretched out into a grey haze of fog. She couldn’t see far from where she stood.

Didn’t matter. Whatever he said, Tar knew she was ready. This day had been almost seven years coming, starting the moment Tar found her, huddled behind a dumpster, a frightened nine year old girl paralyzed by shock. Tar had taken her to his shelter and armed her with the skills needed to survive on the streets. Then he taught her all her father refused to, gave her the keys to her inheritance. She’d gain the power and learn the skills to kill the creatures skulking in the dark, though she’d once sworn not to. She’d break her vow for those who’d made a mockery of her father’s beliefs.

It was time. Time to meet the end of her mortal life.
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Small boys shouted and dashed between tombstones, completely wild now that night had fallen. The rain would come soon, but not one of them cared. And for the first time in far too long, David wasn’t concerned about letting them run free.

He smiled even as he knelt before the grave, still hearing the sweet laughter gone silent when her light had faded. And didn’t return in the years that led to her name being carved in this stone.

Among the children there were still a few who’d run with her through the trees, long before skyscrapers had reached into the New York skyline. Life had been easier then. Sometimes, David would play with them too.

He could picture her, dancing in the tall grass with a child in her arms, her long blond hair reflecting the light of the moon, glowing like the sun.

“Oh why can’t you stay like this forever?”

No matter how often she asked them, the children would giggle and gather around her, shouting, “We can!”

“You can?” Isadora would bend down to their level and they’d all go still. “But even puppies and kittens get bigger. You aren’t telling me stories, are you?”

Very serious, every little head would shake.

“Never?” She’d tap a little nose that wrinkled at the thought of growing up, then turn that beautiful smile on David. “Can we keep them?”

He loved her so much, he would have told her yes even if the children hadn’t already belonged to them both. She’d been part of the once impossible dream to give immortal children eternity.

When he’d lost her, they were all that kept him going. He couldn’t fail her even as the world changed. Grew hard and cold.

A tiny boy tripped up to David’s side with an armful of wild flowers. Front teeth missing, dirt smeared all over his face, he looked no different than in those days when Isadora had swung him up into her arms. He laid the flowers on Isadora’s grave even as David rose to his feet.

This wasn’t part of David’s turf, so he wouldn’t press his luck and stay long. The gangs that controlled the city’s carefully hidden unnatural presence had finally reached a truce. There was real peace for the first time in almost a hundred years.

The faint scent of clove smoke drew his gaze to dark forms in the distance. He prepared to call the boys to him, but the little one with the flowers jumped up and hugged David’s leg.

Tears spilled over dirty, chubby little cheeks and the boy let out a hiccupped sob. “I miss her so much.”

Isadora had been dead for fifty years. The child acting like no time had passed proved to David that he’d succeeded in granting her last wish.

She’d lost what she’d fought to preserve for the little ones. David’s throat tightened as he recalled her final words. “Can’t they stay like this forever?”

The boy sniffed and tugged at the sleeve of David’s crisp, white shirt. “Do we have to go?”

Likely hearing the child, the figures in the trees backed off. All but one, who inclined his head toward David.

As the leader of the city’s gangs, David had responsibilities to see to. He had to leave, but the children didn’t. And despite the tension between the gangs, the little ones would be safe.

“Stay as long as you want.” He ruffled the boy’s messy brown hair. “But we only play in the night. When dawn comes—”

“The sun hurts, but it can’t hurt her anymore.” The child paused, tracing small fingers over the curve of the tombstone. “She said she couldn’t wait to see the sun rise again, but all the stars are suns and she’d be watching us from them always.”

Putting his arm around the boy’s shoulders, David took a knee and pointed up at the stars that showed between the thickening clouds. He found the very one she’d shown him, the one from her favorite story, to the right of the North Star. “Even with the storm coming, you can see her star. If you ever lose sight of it, come to me. We’ll find it again together.”

Chapter Two
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The clouds overhead groaned in relief and released imprisoned rain. Water splashed up with each strike of her thin-soled runners. The bottom of her torn jeans hung heavy, and her bare feet squelched in her shoes. The only way she could have gotten more soaked would have been jumping in the Hudson.

Ducking into the archway of an apartment complex, she perched on the third step and smeared her hands over her face, freeing it of as much hair as possible. At some point during the impromptu relay race, the elastic in her hair had snapped causing her auburn strands to cover her face like a sticky mask. It was a very good thing she knew the streets well enough to navigate them half blind.

The violent swing of her school bag had wrenched her shoulder during the run, so she slid it off with a thump on the steps and rolled her arms to sooth her muscles. Taking her prize out from where it had been sheltered under her heavy, unzipped sweater, she set it on the steps and flipped open the lid. Her dirty, wet fingers left smudges on the pristine surface of the white box. The freshly baked, sugary goodness drifted up, and her mouth watered at the sight. 

A dozen donuts. Pure bliss. Not the last meal of legends, but it worked.

Box balanced on her knees, she fished out a white powdered donut and crammed half in her mouth. Strawberry filling coated her tongue. Hand under her chin, she caught a little red glob on her palm before it escaped and licked it off. After the trouble she’d gone through, she wasn’t wasting a drop.

Stealing ‘candy’ from a baby. Harder than it looked. She could still hear the air siren wail of the toddler when she’d snatched it from his hands. An easy jog should have been enough—only the kid’s dad was hell bent on getting his donuts back. Made her wonder if he was a cop. Certainly not a nominee for daddy of the year, leaving his kid like that. Shame on him.

In any case, super dad was gone. When the rain sputtered off to a drizzle, she left the archway and checked the corner sign. Lexington. Near the station. At the corner was the tobacco store that gave kids free packs in exchange for runs. Across the street was the mini-mart with the nice old man who gave her free slushies on hot summer days because he thought she was cute. A little further was the boarded up building, with windows all bricked in, a big, blind, stone beast. The ‘I love New York’ sign on a gate, steps away, looked like a tourist’s shiny pin. 

Up ahead she could see a spill of lights and people and cars. Wrong way. She turned onto a side street, finished one donut, grabbed another and bit without looking. A crunch of sweet candy made her smile. Mmm. Sprinkles.

She swallowed and eyed the sky. A part in the clouds revealed pure darkness. Night had settled over the city. Comforting warmth, like the steam over hot stew, lured her on. Her breath hitched. She focused on cleaning ground candy from her teeth with her tongue.

Don’t think. Don’t worry. She nodded her head as though Tar was right there, repeating the words. Tastes, smells, sounds. Focus on them. Focus on the now.

The smack of sneakers on pavement bounced off the brick walls lining the run down apartments along the empty street. The dull ache of air straining for release spread through her chest. She let it out noisily when the tiny figure rounded the corner.

“I’m going to strangle you! What the hell are you doing here?” She clamped her lips shut. Bad enough he’d shown up. Shouting would ruin the act of her being here by chance. She glanced around and lowered her voice. “How did you find me, Toby?”

Toby grinned and flipped the hood of his oversized sweatshirt off his head. Shaggy brown hair that threatened to make him look like one of those ugly, scruffy dogs fell around his face, almost long enough to cover eyes that matched hers—and their father’s. Freckles covered a tiny nose that belonged on the face of a baby.

Actually, overall, Toby still looked like he had as a baby. Only taller. At eight, his head came up to her shoulder. Little brat was probably going to be as tall as dad one day.

“Tar sold you out for half a Kit-Kat,” Toby said, running his hand through his hair and making the wet pieces stick up in spikes. “He made me promise to get right back home after I found you. I just wanted to see you one last time before...”

She groaned. “I shouldn’t have told you—damn it, Toby, it’s not safe out here! Last thing I need is to be worrying about you.”

Toby stuck out his bottom lip and crossed his arms. “You're not being fair. They were my parents too, why can’t I—”

She covered his mouth with her hand and bent down. She didn’t have time for this. They had a pattern, one she’d spent years learning. She wasn’t going to let him blow this for her. “You were two when they died, you hardly knew them. Mom dumped you with the sitter whenever she had the chance because you were a nuisance. I’m not even sure dad knew when you were around. The bad guys came after me because I would have inherited everything. They never came after you because dad didn’t leave you squat. He didn’t even bother changing his will.”  

Toby turned his head and bit his quivering lip. Brow furrowed, he stared at the street and used his sleeves to scrub away his tears. “Why do you hate me so much, Hel? I never done nothin’ to you.”

“I don’t hate you.”  She stared at the top of his head, wondering if she should say something to make him feel better. Their father would have wanted her to, would have said something about potential damage to his emotional development. She decided to worry about that later. Priority had to be getting him out of the way. She straightened and put her hands on her hips. “What do you want from me, Toby? I keep telling you not to sneak out, ’specially not at night. You better start listening, or I won’t visit you anymore.”

He lifted his head and gave her the wide eyed look that got him out of trouble with his foster parents every time he snuck out for their weekly visits at the park. Never worked on her, but he wouldn’t stop trying. “I’m sorry. I promise, I’ll listen.”

“Good.”  She pointed down the street, back where there were lights and people. Where he’d be safe. “Go home. I’ll come see you when I’m set up.”

“Okay.”  Lifting his hood back over his head, he hunched his shoulders and backed toward the shadows. “I’ll miss you.”

He pivoted and scurried off, onto the street she’d indicated and out of sight. She shook her head. “Yeah, well I won’t miss you. Little pain in the butt.”  She made a face the second the words were out of her mouth and wished she could take them back. Not that it was a big deal, he hadn’t heard her. Still, it was a nasty thing to say. Even though she never told him, she did love her brother. Besides Tar, he was all she had.

She’d clear things up with him later. With the goal in sight, she had to set all distractions aside. And her brother was the biggest distraction of all. 

Ahead of her, an abandoned warehouse, massive and crud scarred, claimed the end of the street. Like shattered eyes, the broken windows surveyed the dwarfed buildings on either side. Not a welcoming place. 

It would do.

She rubbed her hands over the wet sleeves of her sweater and walked up to the warehouse. The cracked boards nailed over the doorway broke free with a bit of tugging. She let the pieces of rotted wood drop to her feet and squirmed through the small space.

A deep breath of the putrid air and the tang of freshly dampened mold burned inside her nose, thick on the back of her tongue like she’d snacked on bread that was half green. She scraped her tongue with her teeth and looked around. This wasn’t the most unpleasant place she’d ever slept. Not by far.

Shards of glass littered the bare cement floor. A dozen hand sized rocks presided over the destruction they’d caused. Empty beer bottles drew her attention; she did a quick inventory of what the deposit would add up to. The figures made her smile. More than enough for breakfast... maybe even lunch.

That is, if she ever needed to eat again. 

She made her way to the back of the warehouse, broken glass cutting through the thin soles of her sneakers, changing her easy strides to tentative, pain filled ones. No place to bed down on the main floor, but past a stack of empty crates were metal stairs, leading up to a platform. The single door at the top of the stairs gave her hope. She climbed up to the platform and pushed the door open. An empty foreman’s office. Perfect. No glass. With the door closed, she’d have quiet. She’d hear anyone coming, which would give her precious seconds to either negotiate, or get ‘a few drops.’ Tar said they preyed on the easiest targets they could find, those least likely to be missed. She fit the bill and she couldn’t have made it easier.

Simple, really. Pray the thing that would come to kill her could be reasoned with, or that her puny self could make it bleed. Once it sired her, it wouldn’t want her dead. Tar told her that every time she’d questioned this part of their plans, but she’d had her doubts until she’d witnessed a girl’s brutal embrace in an alley. She’d followed the scarred, bent creatures from a safe distance, a skill mastered under Tar’s guidance. They were what Tar called ‘wilds,’ embraces gone wrong, mindless and rabid.  The wilds couldn’t follow the sane ones because of the ease in which they blended with the masses, but the baser instincts were similar enough to learn from their brethren. 

The girl hadn’t stood a chance. Within seconds she was subdued, used until she could do nothing but writhe in the puddle of her own blood and moan. The weakest of the pack was left with her pitiful remains and it leaned over her while the others licked their chops and sneered at it. Snarling, it bit a chunk of flesh from its own wrist and pressed the gushing wound to the girl’s lips. She gagged and convulsed and then went perfectly still. When her eyes opened her sire’s demeanor shifted. It snarled at the others when they came too close, tried to help the girl to her feet. In the end, the pack tore the weakling and its get to shreds. The sun devoured the remains in a flash flame, but the image remained, branded in the back of her mind.

With that kind of dedication, forced through the bonds of blood, she stood a chance at finding her parents’ killers and bringing them to justice. With a recent kill plastered in the papers, the wilds would be hunted with renewed vigilance until the few that survived skulked the farthest reaches of the city, which was why she had to do this now. She didn’t want to deal with wilds; they hunted in packs and would likely rip her apart before she had a chance to react. She needed the intelligent creatures, the ones who were refined in their kills, proud of their control. Her father had even spoken fondly of some, explaining they’d found ways around killing their prey. She wished he could have met Tar, a victim of their feeding with restraint. Such neat little bites, injecting a fluid that kick started the pleasure centers of the brain. The fluid made little changes inside, and if a purer dose of the fluid wasn’t given to complete the changes, the body would begin to disintegrate.

A few drops. It became her mantra, the only thing keeping her from bolting for somewhere very public. She wouldn’t suffer like Tar, because she wouldn’t be the victim she played.

She turned her sweater inside out, used it to cover her knapsack and used both to pillow her head from the floor. Curled into a little ball in the corner of the office, she closed her eyes and listened to the lullaby of the rain drumming softly on the roof. 

The stretched out squeal of the door hinges woke her. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, waiting for them to adjust to the darkness. Inside the warehouse, there was only the light of streetlamps filtered through one mucked up window to see by. All she could make out was the edge of the door. Still sleepy, she stood and ambled over to it.

At a slip of sound, she swung open the door, spun and squinted at the shadows. Almost black, but she could make out all four walls. With nowhere to hide. The room was empty. 

Something she couldn’t see stirred the air around her, as though a large form had passed, close enough to touch. She reached out, sure her mind was playing tricks on her. Her fingers brushed cold flesh.

Choking back a scream, she turned and threw the door open. She cleared the platform, looked over her shoulder, fighting to see the unseen. She missed the first step.

Black ate her vision when she opened her eyes. Footsteps clunked on the steps behind her. She pushed up to her knees with one hand pressed to the damp floor. One arm was gone—no, limp at her side. The fall had broken her. She couldn’t stand, so she crawled. Tiny splinters of glass riddled her palms, more cut into her knees. Pain pitched deep into her bones, jarring as chalkboards raked with thick old nails.

Years of preparation, wasted. She was a chalk outline waiting to happen. Another clever cover up and she’d disappear. No one would mourn her but Toby and Tar. Hell, there’d be no funeral—the world already thought she was dead. She’d visited her parents’ graves and her marker sat next to theirs. Tar kept the clipping of her obituary in his pocket. They'd buried another girl who fit her description. Maybe she’d meet her soon.

The footsteps drew closer. Glass grated cement under thick-soled boots. A grip on her arm lifted her to her feet and dragged her out of the warehouse. Sight returned and she lurched forward. Something big and strong hauled her back. Bricks ground against her spine and a big hand settled on her shoulder, at last something she could see. Blood rushed to her feet and her skin went cold. Seeing didn’t help. Seeing wouldn’t keep her alive. 

There was nothing obviously different, except for the piercings all over his face. With his shaved head, the ragged, heavy-metal shirt and baggy jeans, he could have been any eighteen-year-old boy. The hint of sharp eyeteeth that peeked past his lips looked only marginally out of place, like maybe the dentist who had made the rest of his teeth look so perfect had gone crazy with the file. He looked so damn normal it threw her off. No matter what she knew to be true, she’d been prepared for a monster. Or as prepared as you can be if you’re not Buffy or one of her super-girl descendants.

One hand braced on the wall above her head he leaned close, eyes drifting shut. She swallowed when he breathed in and closed her eyes when his tongue trailed a warm, wet path along a cut on her brow. Trembling, she pressed her eyes shut, trying to ignore how sick his licking her made her feel. He was tasting her, flicking his tongue against the edge of her lip and rolling her blood around his mouth like fine wine.

Her knees buckled and he grabbed a handful of her shirt to keep her on her feet. The material tightened against her shoulder, wrenching dislodged bone. Her involuntary cry of pain made him laugh. With the press of his body, he held her up and pushed her chin to the side to bare her neck.

The roar of a heavy engine stopped him. He sighed and turned to watch a bike pull to a stop in front of the warehouse. The scent of cloves came with the hovering exhaust.

The engine cut and the rider dismounted. “Axel.”

“Charlie.”

Her eyes snapped to the newcomer. Charlie. So this is him.

The boy, Axel, tightened his grip on her shirt when she tried to wrench free. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to know why it was taking you so long to check out the property.” She watched Charlie approach as his black eyes took her in. “You could have called.”

“I got distracted.”

“I can see that.” Charlie stopped a few feet away, arms crossed so the thick muscles swelled against his wide chest, shoulder rested against the wall. “She’s in bad shape.” His eyes passed over her again. “She put up that much of a fight?”

Axel shook his head. “No. I found her in the office and she fell down the stairs trying to get away.”

“She’s a kid.”

“And?” Axel laughed, a strained sound, he was trying to sound blasé. Both were in their late teens, but there was no mistaking who was in charge. Or that the boy who held her was very afraid of the other. “Like you said, she’s in bad shape. If I’d left her, she’d have died anyway.” He went still, dropped his gaze to the street and ground his teeth. “I take it you want...”

Charlie’s lip curved. “Considering the flak I’ll get if anyone finds out? You’re damn right.”  

Something passed through his eyes, a dark glow in the black depths. She found color she hadn‘t seen before. They weren’t black, they were blue, a blue so dark the color vanished in the night. She could have stared into them forever if he hadn’t moved. When he lifted his hand and ran it through his hair she watched the weight of his thick, onyx strands settle, the ends just long enough to brush the collar of his shiny, black shirt. The shirt looked like silk and so did his hair. The tips of her fingers tingled with the urge to reach out and touch both, just to see if they were as soft as they looked.

He smiled and he shook his head. “Cute kid.”

Axel shrugged and moved his mouth to the curve of her throat, lips curled over his teeth, so close she could feel his breath on her neck. 

Charlie patted Axel’s shoulder. “You don’t seriously think I’m taking your sloppy seconds?”

Axel dropped his hand and stepped back. “Guess not.”

She fought to breathe and watched Axel move away, Charlie’s grip on her arm the only thing keeping her on her feet. Being close to him felt right, but the little voice in her head crying out ‘Get away!’ confused her. Her skin heated with his every touch, yet something was wrong. The weakness, the sting of so many small cuts and the tearing sensation around gapping wounds and fractured bone. As she dropped her gaze, she let out a pathetic little sob, the sight of the blood plastering her shirt to her skin made her lightheaded and hurt so much more.

Arm around her waist, hand curved behind her neck, Charlie pulled her against him. “I’ll make it quick. This will help with the pain.”

Her head fell back and he lowered his mouth to her throat. A light press and the sharp edge of his fangs cut her skin. Saliva seeped into the wound, burning around and inside like an injection of acid. She whimpered and stiffened. Charlie shifted and bit down deeper. 

Body growing numb, pain receded and the slight pull became pleasant. Her fingers found their way into his hair and the texture seemed to flow from her calloused fingertips to fill her hands, drape around her arms and finally cover every inch of her flesh. In some part of her mind she knew his hair hadn’t changed, but every nerve carried the sensation of it, as though keyed to focus on the luscious feeling from without than the life being drained from within. 

In the distance, a faint scuffing sound pulled her lazily from the soothing pleasure. She spotted a little head, peeking out of an alley. Cold washed over her, waking her fully. She mouthed the word ‘Run’. Charlie’s mouth left her neck as he followed her gaze. 

His attention shifting to her little brother brought memories to play; mother bent over daddy’s ravaged body, a hushed sound in the backyard, soft footsteps on the thick grass that framed the in-ground pool. She could still see the water, clean and clear, glowing from the aqua lamps that shifted colors from tranquil blues to serene greens. The approaching figures showed in the reflection of the water, but nowhere else. Still, they could feel the predators closing in. Mother had screamed, ‘Get Toby!  Keep him safe!’ and stifling sobs with her hands, Helena had run to the nursery and taken Toby from his crib. He was too heavy to carry and too small to keep up and She almost abandoned him twice on the way to the neighbor’s house. The names she’d called the frightened two year old in an attempt to get him to move faster still disgusted her, but she’d gotten him to safety. The neighbors had met them on their lawn and rushed them into the house, the wife calling the cops, the husband manning the barricaded door with his gun. 

The cops came and took her and Toby to the hospital, and after hours of questions, left her to the doctors. Who left her alone to rest. 

She’d considered sneaking out of her room to find her brother, but the feeling of being watched overcame the urge and lured her to the window. She’d snapped the curtain aside and seen the creature, retreating into the well-lit courtyard, weaving through the night staff smokers who didn’t seem to see him. She couldn’t say for sure it had been Charlie that night, but she blamed him for putting her there, blamed him for the doctors trying to drug her when she told the story of the invisible people, and blamed him for leaving her no choice but to escape the hospital without Toby.

With Charlie distracted, she could escape again. But she wouldn’t. This time, she would do as her mother had asked. She would keep Toby safe.

Energy surged through her. Axel reached out and she twisted away. Charlie grabbed her arm before she could fall. She clenched her fist and swung it up toward his face with all the strength she had left. Her knuckles hit his mouth and a fang slit through his bottom lip. 

For a while, he just stared at her. Droplets of blood plopped from his chin onto her lips. Spilled into her mouth, coppery and thick, sweet and tempting her to lick it all to save herself. She swallowed, sure she needed more, but she was afraid if she moved he’d snap her in two.

He laughed, making her jump as he used the back of his hand to swipe the rest of the blood from the already healing gash. “Like I said. Cute.”

Axel reached for her again and she let her weight drop. Charlie wouldn’t let her go. She didn’t have the strength to pull away so she screamed. All wrong. Toby’s presence had thrown her off. Her plans had failed. She was going to die.

The cold tip of Charlie’s nose skimmed the edge of her ear as he whispered. “Don’t give up so easy, kid. The cavalry has arrived.”
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Even the living played the game of climbing buildings and leaping from insane heights, but after decades, David still couldn’t get used to his youngest sentries doing so. When the runner had dropped two stories to land in front of David’s moving car he’d been ready to grab the child and drag him to a padded room somewhere where he couldn’t take any more stupid risks.

But then the boy told David what he’d seen and David had left the runner to do his job. And got back in his car with his two best men to do his own. The warehouses were beyond his turf, but he wouldn’t let that stop him.

He’s gone too fucking far this time.

Leaving the car in the middle of the empty street, David strode toward the nightmarish scene he could only pray he’d interrupted in time. Tommy, his closest friend and enforcer for the past fifty years kept a pace behind him to his right, tying his long, curly blonde hair at the nape of his neck. Practically vibrating with violent energy, he clenched and unclenched his fists.

To David’s left Russell, who would be useless in a fight, raked his bright red hair from his face with his fingers and muttered something about ‘So much blood...’

All David could see was Charlie, the leader of one of the city’s most powerful immortal gangs, the Bloods, holding a young girl in a bruising grip, ignoring her screams and tears. Her body seemed broken, her clothing was torn, and Axel, Charlie’s second, stood close, looking ready for his turn with her. The blood on Axel’s hands and face made David wonder if he hadn’t already had her once.

I should kill them both for this! David’s blood ran cold as he met Charlie’s eyes. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to face the depravity Charlie was capable of, but this...this was too much.

“I didn’t fucking rape her, David.” Charlie’s lips curled in disgust and David sensed the truth in his words. The younger man was lucky he hadn’t chosen to step beyond that one last limit when he’d crossed so many others.

David didn’t want to have to end his life.

Moving away from Tommy and Russell, David kept his gaze level with Charlie’s, not sure he could keep his cool if he looked at the girl. “Let her go, Charlie.”

“Sorry, David, can’t do that.” Charlie swept the girl up into his arms, hushing her as she squirmed. “Bad fall, blood loss, kid’s had a rough night.”

“Give her to me.”

Charlie cocked his head, his lips quirking at the edges as he looked David over. “You’ll get blood all over your fancy suit.”

“Let me—” Tommy grunted as David blocked him from going after Charlie by slamming a hand into the center of his large chest. A loyal soldier, but too young to be a good match against Charlie. He seemed to understand as David shrugged off his suit jacket, and took it without another word.

The Blood’s leader needed to be taught a lesson. One only David could make sure he didn’t forget.

David reached for the girl, relieved when Charlie didn’t protest handing her over. With her safely cradled in Tommy’s arms, David could give Charlie what he’d been practically begging for. But he was in no rush. He rolled his shirtsleeves up over his forearms, arching a brow when Charlie smirked at him.

In a swift motion, giving no warning, David drove his fist into Charlie’s jaw. Charlie flew backwards, hitting the brick wall hard enough to send chunks crumbling down. Blood poured over his chin and he stared as David stepped up, as though shocked that David had actually punched him.

“She’s just a kid, damn you!” David fisted his hand in the leather of Charlie’s jacket. “I should—”

“Yeah, maybe you should.” Charlie jerked against David’s grip, stumbling when David released him. The pain in his glare hit David harder than anything he could have done with his fists.

But showing any weakness to Charlie was a mistake, so David straightened and fixed the collar of his shirt. “Get out of here. I’ll let this go if you walk away.”

Spitting out a mouthful of blood and laughing, Charlie stood and mimicked David, primping the collar of his jacket. “No, you’ll let this go because if you don’t do something for the kid soon, it’ll be too late to play hero.”

“This isn’t a game...”

“It isn't?" Charlie laced his fingers behind his neck and rested back against the wall. “You mean you're not having fun?”

“Fun?”  David said, quietly, more to himself than to anyone else. He frowned at Charlie—who looked like he was napping—and turned away. There was no point in continue this discussion. They had the girl and Charlie was right. If she wasn’t cared for soon, she would die and this would all be for nothing. “Let’s go guys.”

Back at his car, David watched Tommy ease the girl into the backseat and tuck his jacket around her as she shivered. She wasn’t as young as David had first assumed, but still so small and fragile. Perhaps sixteen, with long, matted brown hair, so thin David was surprised Charlie hadn’t shattered all her bones just holding her. She had big, beautiful blue eyes that seemed to melt Tommy as he climbed into the backseat beside her and lifted her head to his lap.

Gently closing the door, David went to get in behind the wheel, pulling out after Russell slid in beside him. Glancing at the rearview mirror, David stiffened at the accusation in Tommy’s eyes.

“Why do you put up with his crap, David?”

Why? David slammed his fist into the steering wheel, holding Tommy’s gaze even as he sped up. He hated making excuses, but he owed Tommy something. Especially since they might already be too late. The girl could very well die in Tommy’s arms. “What do you want me to do, Tommy? He’s allowed hunting on Blood turf—”

“There are laws against killing kids.” Tommy used his thumb to wipe away a tear on the girl’s cheek. “Look at what he did to her.”

“She’s not young enough to qualify. He could have put up a fight. He didn’t.” David sighed and rolled his shoulders. The laws kept order in the city, but there was no way to force all the gangs to accept cold blood. So long as they were discrete, so long as their kind wasn’t exposed, they were free to hunt within their boundaries. Sad as it was, this girl looked like she could disappear and no one would ever try to find her. “Look, she’s still alive and that’s all that matters. Russell will fix her up and then—”

“I don’t think there’s much I can do for her.” Russell turned in his seat, reaching back to gently take the girl’s wrist and press his thumb to her pulse. “I don’t know what the hell Charlie did to her, but besides the blood loss, she’s pretty banged up.”

The girl whimpered and her eyes glistened with fresh tears. All the color left her face as she tried to lift her head. She pressed her eyes shut as Tommy petted her hair and made a soft, soothing sound. “I fell down some stairs. Charlie only came after.”

The fall must have done considerable damage, but David couldn’t leave the girl to her own kind and hope their medical treatment would be enough. He pulled up in front of his house, turning in his seat and eyeing the bite marks on the girl’s neck. His guts twisted as he thought about forcing Russell to make the wounds look like cuts. She was in enough pain already, but he wouldn’t chance exposing them all to save her.

She seemed to sense the direction of his thoughts, because her eyes widened and her breaths came in panicked little bursts. Her tongue flicked out over her bottom lip, over to the edges, almost as though desperate to lick the sweetness from her last dessert since she knew she’d never have another.

Except, that was not icing on her lips. He frowned, eyes narrowing as he pushed Russell aside to get a better look. “Is that blood on her mouth?”

With a petulant scowl that contrasted with the vulnerability and fear she’d shown so far, the girl jutted her chin up and met David’s eyes. “Yes, that’s blood on my mouth.”

Somehow, David found patience, even though he was starting to wonder how the girl had survived sixteen years with so little regard for her own safety. He kept his tone soft, not wanting her to be afraid of him. She should be, but why make things more difficult? He needed answers.

“Is it your blood?”

This time, she dropped her gaze, as if she’d done something she knew was wrong. And whispered, “No. Charlie’s.”

The earth seemed to drop a foot beneath him. He shook his head, backing away from her, leaving the car before he said or did anything to make her feel the goddamn fear she should have. The sound of the car door slamming echoed down the quiet street. The rain soaked his hair and his clothes and he tipped his head back with his hands covering his face to hold in the curses he wanted to shout into the night.

Charlie had damned her. He doubted there was enough blood to turn her, but she couldn’t go back to her pitiful existence among her own kind. If he didn’t bring her across, he’d have to kill her, because otherwise she would suffer for days as Charlie’s blood slowly made changes that would destroy her from the inside out.

In three hundred years, David had been forced to do terrible things to stay alive. To build the sanctuary, he’d sacrificed even those he loved, always focused on the greater good. He’d give his own life to make sure there was always a safe haven for those whose lives had been stolen from them. But making another creature like himself? There had never been any reason good enough.

There still isn’t.

True, and yet...he couldn’t help feel responsible for Charlie’s actions. A need to clean up Charlie’s latest mess. Why should the girl pay for simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time?

Others would pay if he saved her. If he couldn’t control her, every life she took to feed the insatiable hunger would be on him.

If I do this, I will control her.

She would be a weakness. One many would try to use against him.

I won’t give them a chance.

He let out a bitter laugh, knowing he’d already made his choice. He’d take her life and her freedom and hope she would eventually forgive him when she realized what she’d become. He would let her decide, but there was no way she’d understand.

She’d be better off dead.
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The night air snapped at Helena’s flesh, cold and cruel as Russell lifted her out from the back seat. Russell kept Tommy’s coat wrapped around her as she shivered and pressed as close to him as she could. She wasn’t hurting so much anymore. That was good. She was so tired of the pain.

Just so tired.

Russell’s arms tensed around her. He gave her a little squeeze. “Just a couple more minutes and we’ll be inside.”

Inside would be warm, but the warmth wouldn’t fix her. She wasn’t ready for the end and she sensed it closing in, arms outstretched as death prepared to take her gently from Russell’s arms. All she had to do was let go.

Don’t you dare let go!

What was left to hang on to?

They can save you. Don’t forget why you’re here.

She couldn’t remember why, but she struggled to take another breath. Looked up and met Russell’s pale green eyes. “Are you a doctor?”

Russell’s lips drew into a thin line. “I did a year of pre-med.”

Her teeth clicked together as she tried to stop their chattering, her struggle to stay awake making the frigid air lash at her as if her efforts pissed it off. “Is it really freakin’ cold, or is it just me?”

“It’s a little chilly, but you’re feeling it more because you’ve lost a lot of blood and you’re going into shock.”  He turned down a small, paved path leading to a house that she couldn’t make out through the shadowing trees around it.

“Am I going to die?”

Russell took the three steps in one easy jump and put a hand on the doorknob. He closed his eyes and shook his head. “No.”  He twisted the doorknob, glanced over to where Tommy and David were still talking, and muttered under his breath. “Sorry David. You’re gonna have to get a new fucking door.”

Russell kicked the door and the frame shattered, letting them in even as her consciousness splintered into darkness.

Chapter Three
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The room sputtered into clarity in fits and starts. Disoriented, she focused on the ceiling so the wavering sights wouldn’t make her sick. Antiseptic stung her throat with her first gasp and she hissed when something sharp stuck in her arm.

Russell withdrew a needle from the thin flesh on the inside of her elbow. “This should help with the pain.” 

That’s what Charlie said. She let her head slump to the side and watched him wring out a rag in a bowl on the side table, already murky with what she could only assume was blood. He sat down on the edge of the bed and carefully cleaned her cheek. She shivered and he tugged the blanket draped over her up to her chin.

Hot. Much too hot. She tried to push the blanket away. Bone grated bone between her shoulder blades and she froze as her stomach lurched. Slow breaths kept her guts from emptying out of her mouth. “Why am I not dead yet?”  

Russell dabbed her lips with the edge of the stained rag. “Charlie’s blood. It’s helping your body hold on while it feeds off your organs. There’s just enough to do some damage, but not enough to...”

The door swung open behind him and hit the wall. “Have you seen my bottle of Obsession, Russell?”

Floorboards creaked as Russell stood and turned to the door. She slid her head up the pillow to look around him. Her mouth hung open as she stared at the new arrival.

He was naked.

Face on fire, she swallowed and forced her gaze up. She’d never seen a fully naked man, and this one being her first—and possibly last—was no hardship. A quicker, kinder death—melting into a puddle on the bed.

Real people didn’t have bodies like this. Only statues did. And photo-shopped pictures in magazines. And they didn't move like...

“God, Jack! Get some clothes on!”  Russell stood and blocked her view of the other boy. If she’d had the strength, she would have found something to throw at him.

Jack peeked around him, rubbing a towel over his close cut, curly black hair. “Why?” He spotted her, and his bright green eyes sparkled. “Ah. Sorry about that.”  He wrapped the towel around his waist and nudged Russell aside. “Damn, kid. None of my business, but whatever they’re paying you, it ain’t enough.” Before she could protest, he turned to Russell. “You’re a lot kinkier than I thought. David know about this?”

Russell did fish lips a few times, like he just couldn‘t figure out how to respond. Finally he groaned and turned to grab a tall bottle that was set beside the bowl on the side table. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

Jack grinned. “Yep. You know the woman across the street, the one who moved in last week...” He walked over to the window, pushed the curtain aside and peered out. “That’s my girl. Come take a look. She’s been giving me previews for the past few days, no time to put curtains up, thank god.”

Russell uncorked the bottle, fetched a little plastic cup from a big black bag near the door and went over to the window. He poured while he looked out. His eyes widened and he leaned forward, spilling most of the liquid on the floor. “You’re going out with her?”

“Nope. I’m going over to fix her plumbing.”

“You’re going over to fix her plumbing?  Why do you need cologne?”

Jack turned away from the window and rolled his eyes. “Are you serious Russell? Jeez, no wonder you’re paying for it.”

Okay, he was hot. Very hot. If she hadn’t been stuck on the bed she’d have been tempted to go over and lick the little drops of water off his chest. But good looks obviously didn't equal brains.

“I’m not a hooker.”

“Not judging, kid. But honestly, maybe we should have a chat about how to up your profit.” He walked around the bed, leaned close to her and made a face. “When was the last time you washed? No offence, but you smell really bad.”

Humiliated and frustrated, she stopped ogling him and glared up at his face. “I’m not a hooker! I’m dying!” She closed her eyes and fought back the sob that wanted to follow the words. Groaned as another thought hit her. Wonderful time for hormones to kick in. “If you must know, I’m a virgin.” She turned her face against the pillow. “I’m going to die a virgin.”

Russell elbowed Jack away from the bed. “I told you kid, you’re not going to die.”

“And certainly not a virgin.” Jack elbowed Russell back, then gave him a sidelong glance. “How long does she have?”

She choked on a laugh, not sure why it came, it really wasn’t funny. The laugh made it hard to breathe. She struggled to draw in air and clawed the blankets when it wouldn’t come. Russell pulled her close and leaned down. His mouth closed over hers as he forced air into her lungs.

She gasped when he backed away and let out a ragged sob. Not being able to breathe made the fact that she was dying a whole lot more real than the pain had. She jumped when Russell stumbled into the door. Eyes glowing, he lapped the smear of blood from his bottom lip. Her blood. Warm, wet, taunting and teasing it trailed around her lips from where his fangs had gouged the flesh over her mouth.

Jack stepped between them. “When’s the last time you fed, Russ?”

“Move. I’ll take care of her.”  Russell crouched down, about to spring. 

Jack braced for impact.

The door swung open and David grabbed Russell around the waist before he could pounce. He shoved him toward Tommy who was still in the hall. “Get him downstairs. Make him drink. He’s not old enough to regain control on his own...” He stepped into the room, reached out and brushed his finger over her bloody lip. “He’s never had fresh blood.”

Tommy nodded and muscled Russell out of sight. David closed the door and turned to Jack. She could see the ‘thanks’ about to come, as though it sat on the tip of his tongue. It stalled when he gave Jack a swift once over.

“I just got out of the shower.”  Jack spoke fast, not so cocky now.

David ran his tongue over his teeth and gave a slow nod. “And you were about to get dressed?”

“Yeah.”

David reached back and pulled the door open. “Go ahead.”

When the door closed again, David turned her way, gaze fixed on the side of her face with the weight of a soft touch, resting there for what seemed a very long time.

“I guess it’s safe to assume you’ve got some idea of what we are.”

She nodded. She wouldn’t say how. She wouldn’t even think it. 

Time to hedge.

“If you bring me to the hospital...”

David sat down next to her and took her hand. “I can’t do that. The blood in your system will draw too much attention and I can’t risk it. It’s already made enough changes...”

“Russell said it wasn’t enough.”  She dropped her gaze to David’s hand around hers. It was strange, having this guy she hardly knew touch her like that. A touch that wanted nothing more than to offer comfort. Only Tar and her dad had ever shown such tender affection. “I don’t want to die.”

“Then you won’t, so long as you understand what I have to do.”

“I understand.”

David nodded and shifted closer. He pulled her up and she let out a rasp of pain. He changed positions so that she could rest on the pillows while he bent over her.  “Are you comfortable?” 

“No. Everything hurts.”

“It’ll be over soon.”  He wrapped his arms around her and bent down, pressing his lips against her throat. “Damn him. You’re too young for this.”

She used what strength she had left to press against him. “I’m too young to die.”

“Yes.”  He pressed his lips to her flesh, speaking in a whisper. “I have to fix this. Sum custodis mei fratris.”

“I don’t understand Japanese.”

“Shh...” David stroked his hand over her hair. “Just close your eyes. It’ll only hurt for a second.”
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Soft flesh broke under the press of his fangs, blood filled his mouth, her pulse weakening against his tongue as he drank from her veins. Doubt plagued David as the moment passed when he could let her go peacefully, with no regrets. He bit into his own wrist and held the wound to her lips, holding still as he waited for her to swallow.

When she did, all his misgivings about what saving her would cost him disappeared. He felt her heart beating with the same steady rhythm of his own. He could not think of his people, of the young ones who needed him to make difficult choices to protect them, because she was his to care for. Nothing else mattered, she shared his blood and her pain was his own. But the pain was lessening. She was resting. She would be okay.

He trailed his fingers down her cheek, over her lips, wiping away a droplet of his blood. Leaning close, he felt the pull between them, so powerful he ached to lift her and keep her wrapped up in his arms until she woke. He needed to see her open her eyes, to see her smile at him and promise she’d remain at his side for eternity.

This is wrong. Snap out of it, David.

Easing away from the bed, he fought the urge to touch her, to kiss her and whisper words that he didn’t mean. He didn’t know her, didn’t love her.

Not that ‘love’ even came close to what he wanted to say.

Confused, he forced himself to back up even more. Distance didn’t help. He’d heard that a sire’s bond with his kin could be almost crippling, but he’d never believed it. If he had, he would have...

No! He couldn’t even consider her death now. Every instinct raged against the very idea of her leaving him. He had to get away from her. Reaching for the door was a struggle. How could he function as a leader like this? What the hell had he done?

“David?” Tommy stood in the hall, one hand out as though he wanted to support David, but had stopped himself because he wasn’t sure he could. “Is she—”

“She’s fine.” David latched onto Tommy’s arm as he moved toward the door. “Don’t!”

Tommy stared at his hand, his muscles tensing and his jaw ticking. They might look close in age, but David was much older and had been careful over the years to avoid using his strength against his friend. He knew the abuse Tommy had suffered at the beginning of his immortal life. Abuse the sanctuary had been formed to prevent.

He released Tommy and rubbed a hand over his face. “I’m sorry. I can’t—”

“Don’t worry, it won’t last.” Tommy patted David’s shoulder and gave him a tight smile. “She protected me at first, but it wasn’t long before she could hurt me without hurting herself.”

“I need a fucking drink.” David couldn’t seem to move away from the closed door. It took all his strength not to go in there and make sure she didn’t need him. Maybe a few drinks would dull the urge. “This was a mistake, but...I don’t regret it.”

“I know you, David.” Tommy sighed and gestured toward the stairs. “You will.”

Chapter Four
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A filmy cloud covered her, not blinding, but rather filling her vision with cotton balls of mist thick enough to chew through. She pushed through them and saw a table with two chairs, the Victorian set her mother had gotten at a charity auction. Her father sat at the table, pouring whisky into a tumbler filled with ice. The My Little Pony slippers on her feet made soft padding sounds on the granite tiles. He looked up and smiled.

“Come sit with me, baby. We won’t tell mommy.”

She curled up on the seat across from him, filled with the happy warmth of their little secret. Mother didn’t like her seeing Daddy drink, but she wouldn’t be home for a while. She was playing cards with her lady friends.

“What did you do today, Daddy?” She wrapped a strand of hair tight around her finger and rested her chin on her knees.

Daddy steepled his fingers on the table and his bushy grey brows drew together. “I started a round of experimental therapy on a little boy who had a very bad shock and can’t speak anymore.”

She mirrored his expression, feeling very grown up. “How did it go?”

He smiled and his teeth shone in the light beyond the clouds. “He told me his name.”

“He’s lucky you’re taking care of him.” Her lips tilted up, but her smile faltered when she noticed the trickle of blood on her daddy’s throat. She leaned forward. “Daddy, did you cut yourself shaving?”

The blood spilled faster and faster. Her father didn’t hear her. He stood and walked around the table. She cowered into the chair as the blood poured down the front of his shirt and dripped on the floor.

“His name was Toby. He watched his sister turn into a monster.”

She stumbled out of the chair and tripped over her slippers. From the floor she shielded her face with her hands. “No, daddy! I can explain!” 

The blood spread over the floor, soaking her, cold at first, but warming as her skin absorbed it through pores that sucked like a thousand hungry mouths. Her father dropped to his knees, weakened by his wounds. Her mouth watered at the sight, and the sharp metallic heat that scented the air as sweetly as baking bread. She clamped her teeth together and focused on his eyes. The beautiful, pale blue she shared.

“You swore not to hunt them, Helena. Do you remember?” 

The clouds vanished in a burst of light. David rushed into the room, Tommy and Russell close behind. She shook her head, a fierce shake that sent tears spilling free. 

“What’s happening?”  David fisted his hands around the edge of the mattress. The way he looked at Russell it was either grab the mattress, or the other boy’s throat. 

Russell put a hand on David’s shoulder and squeezed. “She’ll be okay. She was very weak when your blood gave the strength back. Her system was using that strength to fight what it sees as poison. It’s done now.” 

David put his hand on her cheek, then brushed back her hair. As her body stilled, she felt David relax.

A nightmare. Just a nightmare, she’d had more than her share. She knew how to deal with them. Or not.

When she opened her eyes control had returned. No shaking, no screaming, no pain. The warped memories became a tight, crumpled ball, stuffed securely in the back of her head. She was safe. She was alive.

And David was watching her.

“Would it be okay...?” She paused and took a deep breath. “Can I have a few minutes?”

David nodded, a small, compassionate smile on his lips. He stood. “Everyone out.”

The door shut behind them, leaving her alone. She sat up, pulled her hair over one shoulder with a shaky hand and twisted a strand around her finger. Her eyes passed over the room. 

The cube of space would have seemed small to some, but considering she hadn’t had a room in years, it was big enough for her. There was room for the two, large, antique dressers, one tall, one long. Sheets littered the floor; they’d been covered until recently. White still draped the little wing chair in the corner and dust twinkled in the air. Under the bed lay a big, ugly, gray rug, just big enough to keep the heavy iron feet from scraping up the wood.

She grazed her teeth over her bottom lip when she noticed the phone wire stapled to the paneling at the base of the wall, running right up to the side of the bed. Frowning, she felt around the edge of the bed and found the phone on the floor. She sat on the floor and dialed Toby’s foster parents.

“Hello?” The voice of a little girl, sweet and pitched high, like a swallow. Over the phone, it wasn’t a pretty sound.

But you’re supposed to talk nice to little kids, even when they sound like something that needs gagging. Helena made her tone pleasant. “Is Toby there?”

“I think he’s in bed. May I ask who’s calling?”

“No. That’s all right. I’ll give him a call tomorrow.” She hung up before the girl could argue. At least she knew Toby had gotten home okay.

She stood up and walked over to the long dresser. The reflection in the mirror peered back her, a little sneer of disgust on her lips. She licked a finger and tried to clean a smudge off her cheek. The black mark thinned into a big smear. It would take soap and a washcloth to get her face clean, but since she had neither, she tried to make what improvements she could.

There were dirty red gloves on her hands, missing fingers. Not a fashion statement, the tips had worn through during the winter and she hadn’t found replacements. She peeled them off and combed her fingers into her hair. They stuck in a clump of knots. She frowned and tugged, then sighed and started pulling the knots apart. Her hair was a nice color, a light auburn that was redder than the strawberry blond it had been when she was little. Looked better clean, but the best she could do was lessen its resemblance to a rat’s nest.

Hair as smooth as it was gonna get, she took off her threadbare black sweater and the thick, knit sweatshirt underneath. This left her in a little, faded gray t-shirt that was almost transparent and a pair of jeans that defied gravity by holding together. She gave herself another once over and shrugged. Better. Not much, but the best she could expect with what she had. Gathering her things to leave them in a pile by the bed, she climbed back on it and lay down.

“David...” She paused when he stepped into the room. What to say?  Where to start? She tossed her head so that her hair fell over one shoulder and got an idea when she caught him following the motion with badly hidden interest. A coy smile on her lips, she leaned up, her elbow bent against the mattress. “I was thinking. You saved my life. I want to thank you and...”  

David frowned and shook his head. “No.” 

Damn it. Too obvious. She dropped her head and stared
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