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Chapter One

 


Blood-red wine glimmered in the candlelight.
Valaine raised the glass to her lips and grimaced at the taste. It
would have been better with real blood in
it, but it wasn’t that kind of night. A storm raged outside. Wind
rattled the window frames. Icy rain drilled against the glass. It
buffeted the old house and sent a cold breeze down the chimney.
Fleeing the maelstrom, her cat had long since taken up refuge under
the bed.

It was a night not fit for woman nor beast.
A night not even fit for a vampire.

But that didn’t dull her all-consuming
hunger, which only intensified as the night progressed.

When she finally left the house hours later,
the rain had slowed to a chill mist. There was a hint of frost in
the air. Scudding black clouds intermittently blotted out the
moon.

Vampires were pretty much impervious to
anything, but she’d never liked rain. In her human life, she’d been
a true sun worshipper. Now she was lucky if she could tolerate even
the smallest crack of golden light on the early morning horizon.
That didn’t stop her from trying to catch a tiny glimpse of
dawn.

She would much have preferred a clear night
with a bright moon and lots of stars. Tonight was none of those
things. The persistent frigid drizzle coated her jacket, beading
like pearls against the leather. An icy drip leaked between her
neck and her collar. If she hadn’t been so hungry, she would have
stayed inside.

She strode down the city street, trying to
look as if she had a destination. She didn’t want to appear like
she was wandering aimlessly, even if she was.

As she walked, she sampled the feast passing
by her, searching for the right morsel. She needed the perfect
donor. Someone open to new experiences, someone who might imbibe a
little too much and not quite remember the night before.

No one in the crowd seemed to fit the bill.
Everyone hurried on to whatever entertainment awaited them on a
busy Saturday night. She’d learned from long experience that
Saturdays were the best. It was the night people didn’t need to get
up early the next morning, the one night they were most likely to
stretch their boundaries and do something they might not normally
do.

Rather than the smorgasbord of possibilities
she was expecting, the pickings were rather slim. She might need to
change tactics, try another neighborhood, another street.

A stray gust of wind sent a shower of rain
falling from a nearby tree. Valaine paused on a street corner,
scenting the air. She felt, rather than scented him.

He didn’t look like much. The thought
sounded unkind, even in her mind, but it was true. The feeling that
burned in her gut suggested someone vital, someone rich with blood
and life. The man who hunched against the persistent drizzle, his
wet hair plastered against his head, wore only a light jacket and
his hands were stuffed in his pockets. She could tell even through
the clothing that he was far too thin for his frame.

Valaine scented the air again. Still no
scent, and yet the sensation of vitality burned in him like a
flame. She scanned the street and found no one else in sight. There
had to be some mistake. She gave the man another questioning
glance, reaching out with all her preternatural senses.
Instinct told her he was the one. She felt
compellingly drawn to him. But how could he be? He appeared as if a
strong wind might blow him over, that if enough rain fell on him he
might dissolve.

****

The son of a storm demon, Rydith blew in on
the wind. He emerged from the battering the storm had given him,
shaken, confused and ravenous. A hunger more virulent than he’d
ever experienced burned through his body. He looked around at his
new surroundings, desperately trying to get his bearings. A city
street … nighttime … none of it made any sense to him.

And then he saw her.

She was trying to be discreet, but Rydith’s gaze zeroed in on the woman
immediately. In her dark clothing she almost blended in with the
shadows. If he’d been human, he wouldn’t have noticed her. Not
until it was too late. In his supernatural vision her essence
blazed like a flame in the darkness.

Even from a distance he could tell what she
was. A vampire.

Getting any closer to her was one of the
worst ideas he’d had in centuries. Yet he felt compelled.

It wasn’t simply the hunger that burned in
his gut. He felt strangely drawn to her. Glossy black hair tumbled
over her shoulders. Eyes like rare sapphires practically glowed in
the dark. Her full lips were as red as, well, blood. She licked
them once and the small movement drew him closer.

Really, he shouldn’t. It was forbidden.

He should start walking in the other
direction. He didn’t.

Drawn of their own accord, his feet moved
him toward her. The knowledge that she was a vampire burned in his
mind, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself.

She centered him in her gaze, her sapphire
eyes smoldering as he approached. No time to change direction now
unless he wanted to use the time-worn excuse that he’d mistakenly
thought she was someone else.

What possible excuse could the son of a
storm demon, an incubus, have for knowingly getting involved with a
vampire?

Except that he had no idea where he was. And
he had nowhere to go. Maybe there was a way to hide his true nature
and take the shelter she could offer him.

He was trying to think of a way to ask for
what he needed, a way to initiate that kind of discussion. His
tongue lay leaden in his mouth, in his confusion, the words
lost.

She was moving toward him as well, he
realized, closing the distance between them.

He opened his mouth to say something. He had
no idea what, only that he desperately needed to make that
connection.

A car went by on the road beside them,
hitting a puddle and sending a shower of water up over them in a
giant wave.

Rydith glanced back at the woman before him.
Water poured from her hair and flowed down her leather jacket. She
turned her gaze on the car receding from
them. For a moment he saw a cool blue fury burning in her eyes. She
took a step in the direction of the rapidly disappearing
vehicle.

Oh no, he thought. He couldn’t let her get
away from him. They were only a couple of feet away from each
other. He couldn’t let her leave now. He needed her.

Water slicked his hair to his head. The
elements were nothing to him, but this wasn’t the way he wanted to
present himself. The inclement weather shouldn’t have troubled a
vampire either. But for some reason she appeared fragile and
strangely human with the muddy water from the road pouring off her
hair.

Not knowing what else to do, Rydith took off
his sodden jacket and held it out to her.

****

His chivalrous offer of his wet jacket
touched Valaine’s heart in a way it hadn’t been caressed in a very
long time. Her vampire nature scorned the elements. She intensely
disliked the rain and the cold, but it couldn’t harm her. In
extreme cold her heartbeat would slow down, her constitution pacing
itself to the weather, but she wouldn’t perish. Still, the offer of
comfort warmed her cool heart. She reached out a hand and took the
jacket from him. To refuse would only be unkind. Cringing, she put
it on over her already wet leather jacket.

“Thank you.”

He nodded in reply but said nothing. In the
cool air, he was shivering even more.

Valaine cast around for somewhere to go. She
still didn’t understand why she’d found this odd stranger so
enticing. He didn’t appear as if he had enough blood in him for
more than a snack. And by the looks of him, even a snack could
prove deadly.

Maybe if she warmed him up a bit, fed him
some food and a few drinks to get his blood going. Perhaps that
would work.

Her gaze locked on a nearby bar.

“I know we’ve barely just met.” His cool
gray gaze locked on her lips. “But it’s wet and close to freezing
out. Would you let me buy you a drink to warm us up?”

His eyes brightened to luminous silver at
that suggestion. Something lingered in the back of her mind,
suggesting belatedly that this might be a bad idea, but she ignored
it. He enticed her in a way no one had in a long time. What harm
could one drink possibly do? And with enough liquor in him, he
might be willing to go along with what she was about to
suggest.

He seemed on the verge of saying something.
She couldn’t give him time to reconsider. Another car went by on
the street, sending another plume of water showering in their
direction.

Valaine darted out of the way. It was all
the encouragement her strange companion needed. He followed her as
she ran toward the pub.

Inside, most of the Saturday night crowd had
already dispersed. Those that had arrived before the storm became
virulent were taking advantage of the easing of the rain to head
home.

“We’re almost at last call,” the server who
greeted them at the doorway announced.

Valaine centered in her gaze. “We just want
to get out of the weather for a little while,” she said in her most
mesmerizing tone.

“An excellent idea,” the server agreed, her
voice languid and slow. “Have a seat and I’ll take your order.”

Most of the tables were still littered with
abandoned drinks and dirty dishes. It was obvious a lot of people
had sought refuge from the storm. The staff likely hadn’t been
expecting such an influx of people even on a Saturday night.
Valaine found an empty high-top in a dark corner that appeared
reasonably clean.

She walked toward it. Her companion
followed.

She shrugged out of his jacket and offered
it back to him. “Here, hang it on the back of your chair. Maybe it
will dry a little before we leave.”

He took it back from her and draped it over
his chair. She peeled off her leather jacket and put it on the
chair behind her. It was damp and cold against her back, but she
ignored the unpleasant feeling.

The server reappeared with menus. “If you’d
like anything from the kitchen, let me know right away. They’re
about to close.”

Valaine studied her quiet companion. “Would
you like anything? My treat since you were kind enough to loan me
your jacket.”

“No need.” His voice resonated like a
long-forgotten song. She could sit and listen to that voice
forever.

Valaine wrenched her thoughts back to the
present. “Red wine for me, then.”

“Cognac,” he said in that enticing
voice.

“All righty then,” the server said. Her gaze
flickered over him like a flame before she headed back toward the
bar, her ponytail swinging.

The server returned bearing two glasses on a
tray. Valaine’s red wine danced in the light from the pub’s
fireplace. Her companion’s cognac glowed like the sun. The server
retreated, leaving them alone.

Valaine raised her glass. “To better
weather.”

He raised his as well. “To you, with my
thanks for the drink.”

“It was the least I could do after you’d
been so kind.”

“Not at all.”

They took a sip of their drinks.

“I’m Valaine,” she said, realizing they
hadn’t yet introduced themselves.

“Rydith.”

“Rydith.” His name sounded strangely right
on her tongue. “I haven’t seen you in the neighborhood, Rydith. Do
you live nearby?”

He shook his head, sending a tiny shower
down on the table. “Just visiting.” He gave her another of those
unnerving gray stares. “But maybe I’ll stay a while.”

“Where are you visiting from?”

“Oh…” A long pause. “Here and there.”

A small thought niggled at the back of her
mind. Something she should be paying attention to. But the wine, no
matter how much it danced in the firelight, no matter how much it
looked like blood, wasn’t soothing the hunger that gnawed at her
gut. She needed to get Rydith somewhere other than here. Anywhere,
really, an alleyway would do in a pinch, so she could drink from
the nectar that flowed through his veins.

She should have examined that thought with
more care.

She didn’t.

“Last call,” the server sang out, giving her
the opening she needed.

“I don’t usually do this, but I live nearby.
Would you like to come to my place for another drink?”

He smiled. It was a nice smile, one she
could get lost in. For an instant he appeared less the shivering
man she’d found on a street corner and more something else.
Something powerful. Then his smile faded and the impression
vanished.

“That would be nice.”

The speed with which he accepted should have
troubled her, but a wave of hunger washed over her, narrowing her
vision to the pulse that beat in his neck.

If she didn’t get out of here, she would
become a danger to everyone. Even the tired bar staff looked
appealing. She should never have let this happen. She shouldn’t
have waited out something as inconsequential as the rain.

But she had and now her options had dwindled
to the man before her.

Valaine paid the server and they left the
bar, their clothing barely drier than when they’d come in.

Out on the street the cold damp air revived
her a little. With nothing to tempt it, except for the man with
her, the hunger abated a bit. Her hunger hadn’t settled—it simply
knew food was coming. But if it wasn’t satisfied, it would roar
back to life like a kindled flame.

The streets were deserted now. Everyone had
sought refuge from the storm or gone to bed. Wet leaves clogged the
gutters and littered the sidewalks.

Valaine turned off the main street onto a
much quieter one. Her house stood at the end of the street. Many
more houses had once stood there, but over the years the owners had
left or passed away. Several homes had been torn down, leaving
empty lots. On a nearby avenue the properties had been renovated.
Seeing it now through the eyes of a stranger, the contrast of the
two streets couldn’t be more striking.

She’d never been very neighborly. Solitude
suited her just fine. She didn’t need even kind neighbors asking
after her odd habits. The ones who had, she simply invented a
profession and told them she worked nights. It was true, in a
way.

She led Rydith down the deserted street to
the house that stood at the end. It had been a majestic property at
one time. Now overgrown trees blocked the view of the house from
the street. Anyone passing by would doubt anyone lived there.

She pulled her keys from her pocket as she
led him up the cracked pathway to the door.

“Well, this is me.”

He turned, taking in the empty street behind
them before glancing up at the ivy-covered house. The window frames
needed painting, but the foliage covered most of that. She really
should take more care of the face she presented to the human world,
Valaine thought.

“It’s secluded,” Rydith said. “Very
private.” She couldn’t tell if he meant that as a compliment or a
comment on the neglect she’d allowed her house to fall into. The
hunger roaring within her suggested she didn’t care.

Valaine unlocked the door. “After you.”

They stepped into the darkness.

****

The house was old. The scent of dust hung
heavily in the air. Then again, a vampire might not notice the
aging of things around them, Rydith reflected. Still, it was at
odds with her appearance. Her shapely frame, her unlined face, and
her leather jacket gave the impression of someone far younger. That
was the thing with vampires, one never knew.

He’d thought by now she’d be getting the
feeling he was more than he pretended to be. But she hadn’t. He
couldn’t allow her to. Because if she caught so much as a glimpse
of his less-than-human self, he’d end up going hungry.

And that would be a very bad thing.

The scent of her hunger hung heavily in the
air, overpowering even the dust. The flame within her had begun to
dull. He needed to speed things up.

“Have a seat,” Valaine said, motioning to a
small parlor off the main hallway. A dying fire smoldered in the
hearth. “I don’t have cognac, but I’ll see what I have to
drink.”

“Thank you.” He took off his wet jacket and
hung it on a hook by the doorway before moving to the sitting room.
Kneeling by the fireplace, he grabbed a couple more logs and coaxed
the fire back to life.

Something moved on the periphery of his
vision. He jumped away in time to see a large orange ball of fur
emerge from under a chair. The cat sauntered up to him, its amber
eyes wary.

“Hey, kitty,” Rydith said in his friendliest
voice. The last thing he needed was some errant pet messing up his
plans.

The giant cat uttered a hoarse yowl in
response.

“Oh, that’s Vlad.” Valaine reappeared in the
doorway with two glasses of amber liquid in her hand. “He lives
here, too.”

“Hi, Vlad,” he said, hoping that would
create a better impression.

In answer, the massive cat hissed at him and
stalked away.

Valaine watched the cat leave. “Don’t mind
him. He doesn’t like strangers.”

Rydith doubted the cat liked anyone, but he
didn’t say it.

Valaine held up the glasses. “Sorry, I only
had champagne in the fridge. Hope that will do.”

He took a glass from her and settled down on
the couch. She joined him, sitting far closer than he’d
expected.

She raised her glass. “To new friends.”

“Friends,” he echoed. But would they still
be friends when she found out what he was about to reveal?

The champagne was bubbly and cool against
his tongue. Not at all what he needed on a cold night. But the fire
was now roaring in the hearth and that warmed him. Some of her
essence would warm him better, but rushing things could turn
disastrous. Despite his hunger, Rydith forced himself to be
patient.

To his surprise, Valaine drained her glass.
She rose from the couch and disappeared into the dark hallway,
returning a moment later with the rest of the bottle. Bending over
him, she topped off his glass and refilled her own.

She’d taken off her leather jacket. Beneath
it she wore a form-fitting blue velvet dress. It matched her eyes.
He hadn’t really noticed in the bar. He’d been preoccupied with her
sapphire gaze, too worried about how the night might progress. Full
breasts filled out the material. He longed to hold them in his
hands. He longed to…

Rydith raised his hand and winced. The
moment shattered. Valaine glanced down at his hand. She
set her glass on the table and drew his
hand into the firelight. Her touch was cool, her body temperature
far lower than his.

“Ah, a sliver.”

“From the firewood.” His voice sounded rough
even to his own ears.

With one swift movement, she extracted the
piece of wood from the tip of his finger. He hissed at the brief
pain. A bead of blood blossomed on the end of his finger.

As he watched speechlessly, she raised her
glass to catch the bead of blood before it dripped onto the floor.
It dropped into her champagne, lingering for a moment like a red
pearl before turning the whole glass a light pink.

He could only stare mesmerized as she put
her lips to the glass and drank. Then she seized his finger and
brought it to her lips. He groaned as her cool mouth closed over
the small wound.

Now he knew why it was forbidden between
them. Pleasure like nothing he’d ever felt roared through him. He
thought he uttered another raw sound, but he couldn’t be sure.

She sat back on the couch and regarded him
through glazed eyes. So she felt it, too. It was undeniable. He
opened his mouth to urge her not to think it through too
thoroughly. If he was forced to stop now, he feared he’d die.

His fears were ungrounded. He watched as her
gaze refocused. She reached out and crushed him against her
softness. His groan of pleasure was smothered by her mouth.

He knew what was coming next. He couldn’t
stop himself as her tongue tangled with his. His arms circled her,
pulling her closer still. He heard her soft moan as if from a
distance.

From the corner of his eye he thought he saw
the cat reappear in the doorway, coolly watching them with some
distaste.

He was beyond caring when her mouth moved
from his lips to his throat. Her hands worked the buttons at the
top of his shirt, giving her better access.

He couldn’t have objected even if he’d
wanted to as her lips trailed kisses down his neck, each one a
little more intense than the last.

She stole his breath as her mouth found
exactly the right place and her teeth pierced his skin.

Pleasure arced through him, keen and
all-encompassing. She pressed him back against the couch as she
drank his forbidden blood.

He had a moment of clarity to think that
this wasn’t something they should be doing, but the attraction that
sizzled between them stole the last of his coherent thoughts.

Rydith allowed her a few more mouthfuls of
his blood, letting her take what she so desperately needed.

And then he fed.

Her eyelids drifted shut as he drew her
powerful essence from her body. For a moment it shimmered between
them, briefly illuminated by the firelight. He opened his mouth and
tasted her.

A ragged moan escaped his lips. Valaine
uttered a soft sound as her mouth fell away from his throat. He
caught her in his arms and lowered her to the sofa. She’d sleep
now, probably into the next night.

Rydith glanced up to find the cat flattened
against the floor, hissing at him menacingly. It met his gaze with
its disconcerting amber eyes before fleeing into the dark
hallway.

The animal was right, he thought with
longing regret. He shouldn’t have done any of this. He should leave
now. He certainly could. She had energized
him beyond anything he’d ever felt. Her fire had warmed him. His
clothes were almost dry. He should flee her home, leaving her to
wonder what had happened during their encounter. It was the fairest
thing to do.

But somehow it just didn’t seem right.

Rydith wandered to the room’s small window
and drew back the curtain. The air had cleared. A slash of pink
stained the eastern sky. A crisp new day was dawning. The daylight
wouldn’t harm him. He was free to go. The knowledge burned inside
him.

Instead, he stayed, watching over her as she
slept, preparing to face the consequences when she awoke.

And truly, he meant to. But as the day
progressed, the sun shining through the narrow gap he’d left in the
curtain had him reconsidering his decision.

Staying would only complicate things in a
way neither of them could easily resolve. Her bruiser of a cat
seemed to think so, too, because it returned to place itself
squarely in the doorway, yowling at him persistently until he made
his decision.

Just as the sun began to set, Rydith bolted
past the cat and out through Valaine’s door into the night.


Chapter Two

 


Valaine awoke feeling strangely relaxed. A
crimson strip of sunset cut across the floor where the light
escaped a narrow gap in the drapery. She stretched languidly and
laid her head back against the pillows on the sofa. Her eyelids
drifted closed again. For a moment she was content to linger in
that feeling of peace before her eyes snapped open again.

Why was she on the couch in her sitting
room?

Had she really spent the whole day
there?

She never slept anywhere but her basement.
The subterranean room got little light. A thick bush grew beside
the window, blocking any light that might stray in its direction.
As an extra precaution, she’d bricked up the room’s only window and
hung a thick piece of crimson drapery over it.

Lush carpet covered the floors. She’d placed
a huge four-poster bed in the center. It had its own luxurious
curtains which she rarely used. The room was her sanctuary. She
felt secure within its walls.

Vlad paced back in forth in front of her,
fur ruffled, ears flat.

Valaine sat up slowly and the cat came to
sit at her feet.

Like a flood, the night came rushing back to
her.

The storm that had shaken the entire house.
The rain. The wet street corner. The man, Rydith. They’d gone to
the bar. She’d taken him home. She’d fed. And after that everything
was a disturbing blank.

Vlad’s ears pricked up. His amber eyes
watched her warily.

She never took anyone to her home. It was
her sanctuary. Try as she may, she couldn’t find the logic in
bringing him here and breaking her own rule. And if she had, where
was he? Had she called him a cab?

She wasn’t hungry, so obviously she’d fed.
And yet somehow she felt … different. Desperately she tried to put
the pieces of her memory together.

A sudden image tore through her mind. Rydith
pressed against her couch cushions, her mouth at his neck. A
momentary shimmer in the light. Then only darkness.

Vlad uttered a low growl. Whatever had
happened the night before, the cat didn’t approve of it.

Valaine leaned back into the cushions. She
wasn’t hungry. Her veins didn’t burn with the need for another’s
blood. And yet, an odd feeling of complete relaxation softened
every muscle. Last night she’d experienced something unusual, a
feeling of belonging, of kinship.

That shimmering light tugged at the back of
her mind. It meant something. Something that lingered just beyond
comprehension.

The answer hit her so hard, she sat up
quickly. Vlad backed away from her, his tail swishing against the
floor.

She’d been fed from. Whoever,
whatever Rydith was, he’d fed from her. Just as she’d fed
from him.

Her warm, cozy feeling vanished abruptly,
like a picture suddenly coming into focus.

He’d fed from her. In her own home.

That couldn’t be. She wouldn’t abide it.

She was a vampire. Top of the food chain. No
one fed from her. Not in her sanctuary.

Red-hot fury chased away the sensation of
relaxation.

Valaine jumped to her feet.

She’d find this Rydith and when she did,
there’d be hell to pay.

****

Finding shelter turned out to be harder than
he’d expected. Rydith felt guilty enough for having stolen
Valaine’s essence. It didn’t seem right to raid her pockets for
cash. Though he should have. He’d been gone from this reality for a
long time. He had no resources. No one seemed to want to trade room
and board for odd jobs anymore. His other skills… Well, his other
skills were an absolute last resort.

He found himself on another street corner.
It wasn’t raining this time, but night had fallen and he had
nowhere to go. He’d fed. His strength was restored, but spending
the night on a park bench—or worse, under a tree, didn’t
appeal.

He’d slept rough many times in his long
existence, but he’d never arrived somewhere with so little. That
had to mean something. He couldn’t imagine what.

She would come looking for him. Of that he
was certain. One didn’t feed from a vampire. It was forbidden to
both their species. He wouldn’t have if he’d had any other choice.
He doubted she’d take that for an answer.

And
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