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This is my
seventh book published by Evernight. I cannot begin to express my
gratitude for their faith in me and their continued support.
Working with Lisa Petrocelli on this book was a real pleasure and
her kind words were the encouragement I needed.

The past few
years have been hard for most and dreadful for others. Personally,
I’m a bit of a hermit so lockdowns haven’t been too difficult for
me, but I know many people suffered from the lack of social contact
and others haven’t recovered from the virus.

This book is
dedicated to those who lost loved ones, were crippled financially,
or were struck down by the debilitating effects of illness. I’d
also like to dedicate this story to all the beautiful people who
struggle to deal with everyday life. Those who often find leaving
the house overwhelming and crowded places unbearable. And to those
special people who understand the difficulties of being ‘on the
spectrum’ and provide support, patience, and kindness. My sister,
Vicki is one of those caregivers. I hope she knows what a
difference she makes and how treasured and loved she is.

I hope you
enjoy this story and, if you do, please leave a review.
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Chapter
One

 


Darkness
enveloped him and his heart quickened. He shouldn’t be there. Not
when the killer still prowled the empty streets. Not while the
chance to scoop the story promised to get him that promotion. But
what could he do? Thoughts of her consumed him, and despite knowing
he could never have her, he was drawn there like a moth to a
flame.

Despite the
dark mask covering his nose and disguising his features, the
familiar tang of stale beer and regret assaulted his nostrils. He
turned his head toward the smell. The old man to his left appeared
to have decided this was a warm place to sleep, shrouding himself
in a moth-eaten blanket as he curled into a ball across two seats.
He’d likely remain undisturbed. As usual, nearly all seats were
empty, except for the back row where a young couple were … well,
let’s say they didn’t get the “avoid close contact” memo.

A flash of
light drew his attention forward and he gasped. How the hell did
she get past him? He sighed and shook his head. If a petite woman
could slip past him in an empty cinema, what hope did he have of
tracking a killer? So much for proving he was ready for the big
league. One week into the assignment and still no leads. He could
almost hear Brian reprimanding him for allowing the mystery woman
to draw his focus away from the case. If only he could leave her
be.

As the movie
started, he leaned back into his comfortable, yet overstuffed chair
and reflected on the first time he’d come to the old-fashioned
movie theatre. Was it the pouring rain or the lure of an escape
into the past that attracted him to the strange little place?
Social distancing posed no problem here, and now that the laws had
relaxed a little, it was time to find some normality in a world
turned on its head by the pandemic. The production of new movies
had come to a grinding halt and the television shows he’d once
enjoyed were on hiatus. Reruns became tedious and boring. Hell,
even an old black-and-white movie was better than nothing.

He’d spotted
her on the first night and every night since. Apparently a creature
of habit, she always sat front row center. Always in black. Always
sitting rigid straight and staring at the movie screen like there
was no tomorrow. He envied her stillness. Even now, he could barely
sit quietly in his seat. So many thoughts running through his head.
His body itching to keep moving.

In the blink
of an eye, the movie finished but he waited, knowing she would
remain in her seat until the last of the credits faded from the
screen. She’d done so every night for two weeks now and this
behavior puzzled him. Who waits for the credits? Certainly not him.
Even when he’d been told there were snippets relating to a sequel
hidden at the end, he was always anxious to leave. Two hours of
sitting still was not his idea of a good time.

A squeal
caught him off guard, drawing his attention to the young woman
sprinting up the aisle with her date close behind. Chris wondered
if she realized that her blouse was barely buttoned as her friend
hoisted her into the air and spun her around. She’d likely have
some explaining to do when she returned home. Not his concern.

He watched the
giggling couple exit the room before turning his attention back
toward the screen. Damn. Another opportunity lost. She’d managed to
walk past him without him noticing. Maybe Investigative Journalist
was a bad fit for him. If he couldn’t stay focused on an
interesting woman, what hope did he have of following boring leads?
Maybe Brian was right, he wasn’t ready. Perhaps, in a year or
two—

“Why are you
following me?”

She stood
blocking the exit, her huge eyes blazing, and her elegant eyebrows
knit in annoyance. Even though he couldn’t see her whole face, he
knew she was beautiful. Beautiful and pissed off.

“Answer me,
damn you. You’ve been here every night for two weeks.”

He closed his
eyes and sighed. Man, was he useless. She’d not only noticed him,
but she’d also been aware that he’d come to the theater for the
sole purpose of seeing her.

“What can I
tell you?” He shrugged. “I enjoy old movies.”

“Oh, really?”
She edged closer than social-distancing laws deemed safe. “So, tell
me, movie fan, what was this evening’s film about?”

Chris
swallowed the lump in his throat. She had him by the short and
curlies. He’d barely paid attention to the movie tonight or for
that matter, on any other occasion, except for when the female star
came into view. Maybe it was the old-fashioned clothes that hugged
her form or the elegant, yet seductive way she entered a room. But
there was more to this movie star. More than he could put his
finger on. The body of a goddess and the face of an ingénue.
Whenever her visage filled the screen, he was torn between the need
to protect her or make passionate love to her. Strangely, the woman
breeching the one-point five-meter social-distancing rule, was
having the same effect on him and it made him wonder. How long had
it been since he’d been laid?

“Romance.” He
gasped as she moved even closer, tilting her chin to face him. “It
was a romance.” He inhaled her intoxicating fragrance and lost
himself in her deep violet eyes. Something stirred in his mind but
fell short of triggering a memory. The stirring in his groin was
harder to ignore.

She crossed
her arms under her chest, accentuating pert breasts. “Lucky
guess.”

Her gaze
drifted over his body, sending another rush of blood to his
cock.

“Remind me of
the plot of this romance. Better yet, tell me about the movie
playing here on Tuesday last.”

Caught between
a rock and a hard place, there was no choice but to leave. If he
told her the truth, he’d only convince her that he was a stalker.
He had no idea what Tuesday’s movie was about. Not Tuesday or
Wednesday, nor any other night. Since the first time he saw her,
he’d fantasized about the night they’d meet. Perhaps she’d leave
something on her seat, and he could retrieve it for her. By far his
favorite fantasy was that she’d turn to face him and when their
eyes met, they’d know they were meant for each other. Well, she was
making eye contact all right but if looks could kill, he would be
stone dead. He mumbled an apology and sidestepped past her.

“If you know
what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from here,” she called after
him.

He turned,
grateful that she couldn’t see the grin hidden beneath the three
layers of cotton fabric that covered his mouth and nose. Did his
ears deceive him or had that been a threat? He’d been a scrapper
for most of his life, winning most fair fights. Even if this
diminutive woman in her tight black dress and six-inch heels stood
on her toes, she’d barely reach his shoulders. Did she really think
she could intimidate him?

“The last time
I checked, it’s a free country.”

He’d done
nothing but admire her from afar. Even a court of law would be on
his side. Or perhaps not. There was a stalker element to what he
was doing, but it wasn’t like he planned on following her home. He
had as much right as her to enjoy the theater. If she didn’t like
seeing him there, maybe she should stop coming. Who was he kidding?
The only reason he came here was in the hope of seeing her again.
That, and the fact that every movie shown at this cinema seemed to
star the same beautiful brunette, Virginia Rose. A woman who set
the bar on femininity and seductiveness. The woman who haunted his
dreams.

“You can’t
stop me coming here.”

“I…” She
stopped, as though pondering what she wanted to say, huffed, and
stormed out.

At least he
assumed she thought she was storming out. The hypnotic wiggle of
her lush behind held his gaze until she disappeared around the
corner. The memory of their encounter, longer still.


Chapter
Two

 


“The nerve of
the man,” Virginia growled under her breath. She hurried past the
candy bar and up the stairs to her apartment. She bit her bottom
lip, licking the blood that beaded from the wound her fangs had
inflicted and cursing herself for her cowardness. The theater
belonged to her. Why hadn’t she informed him of that fact and
ordered him to leave? Why had she allowed him to think she might be
intimidated by his size? As if he, a mere human, could take her
down.

She flopped
down in front of her dressing table and removed the useless mask
covering her nose and mouth. The Surgeon General insisted everyone
should wear a mask and wash them as regularly as their hands.
Although helpful in disguising her identity, the face covering did
little else. As if it would protect her from the pandemic sweeping
the world. She had her own form of immunity, after all, she died
long before the virus crippled the human race and the economy.
Nothing short of a stake to the heart could take her down now.
Well, maybe one thing. A chuckle rose in her throat as she
remembered the article suggesting that the virus started with a
human eating a bat. How the tables had turned. One day apex
predator, the next, an appetizer. Well, pity the next fool who
tries to take a bite out of Virginia Rose.


Chapter
Three

 


Apparently,
the government-issued statement regarding guest limits had been
ignored because the underground nightclub was full to capacity.
Virginia could smell the booze and testosterone, even before
entering the building. This was his type of party. Boozy
revelers and loud music to hide their screams. No one would react
if a patron needed to be carried out unconscious and pale. Those
kinds of events went with the territory. Drugs and alcohol. When
would these humans learn that the deadly mix could kill just as
easily as her own kind?

She forced her
way through the mosh pit, ignoring the hands that groped, the jeers
of appreciation for her wardrobe, and the requests to join them for
a dance. Dance? One could hardly call what they were doing dancing.
More like the gyrations of fornicating animals. Oh, how she missed
the civility of the jazz clubs and the big bands. Although the
swing brought her much joy, her favorite dance had been the waltz.
She glanced around the crowd, shaking her head. These creatures
would never experience the excitement of having a stranger extend
his hand in invitation of a spin around the dance floor, or the
thrill of his palm on the small of your back as he held you
close.

A sudden
change in the music’s tempo stunned her back to reality and her
reason for attending the dreadfully loud party. If her informant
was correct, Samael would be here tonight. The thought of finding
him after all these decades sent a bolt of adrenaline to her undead
heart, but she knew the danger. If he were here, he would sense her
presence too, and that wouldn’t do. If he escaped, who knew how
long it would take before she could track him down again?

She closed her
eyes, hoping to concentrate on individual voices and tune out the
horrid thump, thump, thump emanating from the subwoofer.
Likewise, the strobe lighting caused her great distress. Before
turning, she’d always been hypersensitive to light and sound. “On
the spectrum” was the term often used in this century. Heightened
by her vampire “super senses,” the pain was almost unbearable. She
must remember to ask Samael how he controlled it before she
killed him.

“It’s the
cops!” shrieked a woman near the entrance to the building, followed
quickly by a “Stay where you are!” directive from the police.

Did they
really expect anyone to follow the command? Chaos broke out as the
bevy of unmasked revelers collided with each other as they tried to
make their escape. Virginia balled her hands into fists, her nails
creating crescent-moon-shaped indents in her palms as she growled
under her breath. For a split-second, she considered ignoring the
flight response and continuing her search for Samael, but she was
no fool. A prison cell would offer no protection from the sun, and
she doubted the police station kept a supply of blood in their
refrigerator. So, with a sigh of disappointment, she exited the
building in a blur of speed that only one of her kind would have
been able to detect, jumped on her bike, and sped home.


Chapter
Four

 


Disappointed
at not seeing his mystery woman, Chris trudged through the foyer of
the cinema toward the front doors but stopped short of exiting when
he saw the BMW pull up to the curb. Although the bike itself was a
masterpiece of German design, it was the rider that instantly
grabbed his attention. The black leather pants accentuated long,
shapely legs and a tight little butt. If this wasn’t a woman, he
should seriously be questioning his heterosexuality.

He let out a
groan when the rider revealed a breathtaking pair of boobs in a
tight, sparkly tank top beneath the leather as she removed the
jacket and slipped from the bike. A pang of jealousy hit him in the
nuts as he imagined those luscious legs wrapped around—

“Not you
again.” She removed her helmet and glared daggers at him.

He could feel
the drool about to drip from his open mouth as he gazed into the
same violet eyes that had scowled at him the previous night. Only
this time, she wasn’t wearing the black lace mask, a faux pas he
had no intention of correcting.

“Nice ride,”
he acknowledged as she pushed past him and into the foyer leaving a
wisp of perfume in her wake. He breathed in the fragrance of
leather and honey as he realized his statement had little to do
with the bike. She had the body of a goddess and the face of an
angel. A very familiar face.

He scrambled
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