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PROLOGUE
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The blood would never come out. Disgusted, Marilee shut off the faucet and threw her stained cutoffs across the bathroom. They hit the wall with a soppy wet thud and fell to the floor. She joined them there, her knees pulled up to her chin as the tears she’d fought back all day finally broke free.

I killed.

And it felt good.

Marilee’s stomach turned over with her silent admission and she quickly lurched forward, hanging her head over the toilet bowl not a second too soon. She purged the contents of her stomach, flushed the toilet, and grabbed hold of the sink. It took effort, but she pulled herself to a stand, bracing her wobbly legs to support her slender weight. 

She had to leave. She had to get away from the stain of other people’s blood on her favorite pair of jean cutoffs. The soiled material taunted her from where it lay on the floor, reminding her of what she’d done. And why she’d done it.

How much I liked doing it.

Marilee traveled the narrow length of the hallway until she reached her small, cramped room. The voices of those she killed seemed to follow her, crying out in rage. She shoved the tortured sounds into the back of her mind and grabbed a duffel bag from her closet. Quickly, she grabbed clothes and stuffed them into the black bag along with the five hundred bucks she’d stashed under her mattress for an emergency. Becoming a murderer was an emergency, she assured herself as she struggled to see through her tears. 

The cross her grandmother had given her when she was just a little girl still hung on her bedpost. She scooped it up, running a finger over the black and clear beads Gram had lovingly threaded together.  A tear plopped onto the gold cross before Marilee raised it over her head and allowed it to hang from her neck. The cross was all she had left of the woman she’d loved more than anyone on earth. 

Choking back a sob, she grabbed the duffel and left her room without a backward glance. She didn’t leave a note for her mother before stepping out the front door of the little white shotgun house for the last time. If Becky had survived the attack, she wouldn’t even miss her. If she hadn’t survived... Well, there was no use worrying about that when the woman had never really been much of a mother. Gram had been everything to Marilee, and she knew she hadn’t survived the attack because the vampires had taken over Gram & Grampa’s house after killing them. 

She’d done nothing to protect them.

Marilee tossed her duffel into the old pick-up truck and slammed the door closed. She didn’t want to think of the dreams she’d had, the gnawing sensations in her gut telling her danger was coming. She didn’t want to think of her grandparents’ kind smiles or generous hearts. More than anything, she didn’t want to hear her grandmother’s voice, but the sound wouldn’t leave her.

You have a destiny to follow, my sweet girl. You know things nobody else knows, and see things others are blind to. You will be called to do great things one day, and your gifts will bless many. 

Marilee swallowed down bile. Her gifts didn’t save Gram or Grampa. She’d foreseen their death, but like so many dreams before, she’d ignored the warning, never thinking the monsters from her nightmares would become real. 

Now the feeling in her gut that had led her to the sheriff’s department two nights ago, just in time to help a slayer destroy a group of vampires, told her it was time to leave town. Somewhere out there, her destiny called.

She prayed her true destiny was something more than being a killer.
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“Move it, Blondie. Table nine’s gettin’ pissy.” 

Marilee glared at the chunky redhead in the two-sizes-too-small outfit and bit back a scathing retort. She usually didn’t let Brenda get to her, but her gut was twisted out of shape tonight. Something was going to happen, something big and most likely dangerous. 

She grabbed the basket loaded with mini corn dogs and fries, and the two plates of burgers and onion rings, and balanced them on her tray. Wedging herself between the bar and Brenda’s fat ass, she managed to get past the skank-bag and onto the floor.  A gyrating couple nearly backed into her, but thanks to her quick reflexes she managed to get the order out to the trio at the table. 

A heavy man in a baseball cap sat with his arm wrapped around the shoulders of an overly made-up brunette. Opposite him in the booth, a tall lanky man ogled her unabashedly. Bet those perky tits would taste real good.

Marilee clenched her jaw and turned on her heel. It was better to leave than to cause a scene. 

“Uh, excuse me, honey,” the woman called out. “I need a refill!”  Stupid bitch didn’t even ask when she saw my empty glass. Her tip just got smaller.

“Another Coke coming up,” Marilee called back over her shoulder with a tight smile. She barely restrained the urge to flip the skinny woman off. People couldn’t control their thoughts like they could control their tongues, and if she’d been on her game, she wouldn’t have read the woman’s mind anyway. Her nerves had her off and she had to deal with the consequences. 

As she grabbed a frosty glass out of the cooler and filled it with Coke she let her gaze rove over the room. Hank’s Hoe-Down was just like the thirty or so other hole in the wall bars she’d worked in over the years since leaving Hicksville without a backward glance. The music was loud, the food greasy, and the drunks plentiful. 

This particular bar was decorated in a country western motif, not unusual for small towns in Texas, and cowboy wannabes filled the room. So did the cowboy wannabe groupies, in their short skirts and smaller tank tops. Couples danced in the middle of the floor, people sat wedged into the booths, chewing on greasy burgers or sloppy ribs, and in the far corner a group of men bet on the outcome of a pool game between two guys in T-shirts and tight well-worn jeans. 

It was a normal Friday night at Hank’s, except for the unease slithering around in Marilee’s belly. 

She delivered the Coke and two icy longnecks to table nine, careful to lockdown her mind so she wouldn’t hear what other parts of her body Pervo-man wanted to taste, and took orders from two more booths.

“Order up, Charlie,” she called to the heavyset man whipping up food in the kitchen before glancing at the clock. Two more hours until closing time. 

A cold chill skirted up her spine and an unnamable force drew her gaze to the door as a tall, dark silhouette filled the entry. Her breath caught as he stepped forward into the light. 

He stood about six feet two inches tall, with wavy black hair that fell just below his shoulders, and dark, piercing blue eyes that met hers across the room and refused to let go. 

“Where did that big hunk of sex in the flesh come from?”

Marilee broke free of the man’s gaze and turned her head to see Brenda pulling down her tank top and pushing up her breasts until they nearly toppled over the edge of her neckline. “I don’t know what he’s having for dinner, but I’m gonna be that man’s dessert.”

We might all be. Marilee swallowed hard as she watched Brenda sashay over to the man, who now sat leisurely at the corner table closest to the door.  He wore black combat boots, black pants, a black T-shirt and a black leather jacket. Back to the wall, he tapped his long fingers on the table as he kept her in his sights, his perfectly carved face giving away nothing.

“Hey! You deaf or something?”

Marilee jumped and turned her head to notice the grizzly looking man who’d parked himself right in front of her at the bar. “I asked for a Rattlesnake.”

Blinking out of her stupor, she swallowed hard and nodded. “Sorry.”

“Marilee! Get these orders out, dammit!”

She quickly made the drink for the man at the bar and turned to grab the food Charlie had set out several minutes ago. The looks she received from the cook and Hank himself, who leaned against the back wall, competed with those of her customers in the glare of death contest.

About damn time.

I bet that hair came from a bottle. Probably thinks she’s hotter than me, and if John doesn’t quit looking at her ass in those little shorts...

This food better be worth the wait.

Maybe if I leave a big tip, she’ll let me in those shorts.

Hot little thing, but she sucks as a waitress.

Marilee ground her teeth together and fought to push the thoughts out of her head as she made her way back over to the bar. All the while, she felt the weight of the man in black leather’s stare on her.

“Move!” Brenda barked as she cut her off to slide behind the bar. “Table five requested you,” she said bitterly, grabbing two frosty mugs out of the cooler to fill up at the tap. 

Marilee glanced over to the corner table where the man stared her down. “I have to get beers over to tables eight and ten.”

“I’ll take them,” Brenda offered, grabbing two more mugs, “and I’ll take your tips for those tables.”

“Bitch,” Marilee grumbled as she watched the she-devil carry the tray of beers over to one of the tables. 

“Table five hasn’t been served,” Hank reminded her, a deep scowl etched into his face, as he stepped past her to get to the kitchen. 

Biting back the impulse to tell him to go to hell, Marilee squared her shoulders and walked over to the corner table, where the trouble she’d sensed awaited. 

She’d killed men like him before, but there was something about this one, some secret hidden in the depths of those inky blue eyes that told her this one wasn’t like any man she’d come across before.

“What can I get you?” she asked in a low voice as she reached the table. “A Bloody Mary? Maybe a Bloody Nancy? Or Susan?”

The side of his mouth turned up into the slightest hint of a smile. “I like your accent, and your humor. Am I that obvious?”

“The leather jacket in the middle of a Texas summer was a dead giveaway,” she answered, ignoring the little sparks of electricity shooting through her system at the sound of his rich, melodic voice. “A human wouldn’t have lasted a minute without keeling over from heatstroke.” 

He glanced down at his attire, grinned, and then let his gaze slowly wander up her body. “You’re certainly dressed for the heat.”

Marilee folded her arms in front of her chest, desperate to stop the tingling sensation in her breasts caused by the man’s perusal. He was a bloodsucker for crying out loud, the last thing he should be doing was turning her on. “What do you want?” she asked, wishing she hadn’t worn such a snug T-shirt.

He cocked his head to the side and chuckled, low and throaty. “Isn’t it customary for waitresses to be pleasant to their customers?”

“When those customers are drinking beer or Coke, not blood.” She glanced around to make sure no one overheard her and found Hank watching her with narrowed eyes. He jerked his head toward table nine where the trio she’d served earlier were glaring at her, empty beers in hand.

“I’ve got other tables, so if you would just do us both a favor and l—” She turned around to see the vampire looking back at her with an air of impatience, a menu open in front of him on the table.  

“I’ll take the T-bone, very rare.”

“I’ll just bet you will.” Marilee angrily scribbled the order onto her pad. “If you so much as look at anyone here the wrong way, I’ll kill you whether there are witnesses or not.”

“I was warned that you would, Marilee.”

Her hand froze over the pad and she clenched her fingers tight around the pen to hide any visible shaking. “How the hell do you know my name? We don’t wear nametags here and I sure didn’t introduce myself.”

“You have other tables, Marilee.” He looked past her. “And your boss looks very irritated. I’d suggest you turn in that order and see to your other customers.”

“Blood-sucking son of a bitch,” she muttered under her breath as she turned to head for the bar, worry producing a ball of nausea in her stomach. 

The vampire’s deep chuckle let her know he’d heard her. 
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“I don’t know what it is about you that fine hunk of sexiness finds so appealing,” Brenda muttered as she continued putting freshly washed mugs into the cooler. “Barely a curve on you.”

Marilee bit her tongue and continued wiping down the bar. She could always kick the more-fat-lumps-than-actual-curves-bitch’s ass in the parking lot. After she got paid for the night. And what a night it had been, with table after table of customers. Friday and Saturday nights usually were busy, but in the three weeks she’d been in the little Texas town, she’d never seen it so packed. Her feet ached from the constant walking and standing, and a headache was starting to form from the concentrated effort it took to block out the thoughts of the people surrounding her. She was normally much better at blocking, but everything about this night was off. Especially the man still sitting in the corner watching her intently, the steak he’d ordered untouched.  “Trust me, he’s not my type.”

“You can go on home, Brenda,” Hank said, strolling behind the bar. “Tell that man over there we’re closing up, would ya?”

“Love to.” Brenda pushed up her boobs, sucked in her gut, and sauntered over to the table, her hips whipping back and forth so fast, it was a wonder she managed to move forward.

“You know that gangster?” Hank asked, his tone indicating his disapproval. 

Marilee glanced up from the bar to see Mr. Tall, Dark, and Bloodthirsty following Brenda out the door. He looked back at her and that near-grin he was good at doing showed itself. Marilee’s heart slammed into her throat. Brenda was a bitch, but if he so much as touched one hair on her head he would meet his maker before the night was through. 

So dramatic. Which maker do you refer to? I already killed my sire. 

Marilee gasped as the vampire’s voice registered clearly in her head. She’d picked up on people’s thoughts before, but never had anyone spoken directly to her through her mind, let alone read it.

Relax, little vampire killer. The redhead will not be harmed. 

“Marilee!”

She jerked, and turned to see Hank’s irritated scowl. “Where is your head, tonight, girl?” He slammed the cash drawer closed and started counting out bills. “Here.” 

Marilee took the small wad of bills he handed her and frowned. She didn’t need to count it to know she was about to get really upset. “This isn’t what we agreed to, Hank.”

“That’s the thing about working under the table,” he said with a smug grin. “Who you gonna complain to?”

“You son of a—”

“Watch it, girl.” He fanned the bills in his hand. “That tone might guarantee you don’t see another dime.”

Marilee’s hands tightened into fists. “I’m leaving town tomorrow, Hank. I don’t give a damn whether you employ me another night or not.” 

“Oh, just skipping out, are we?” He chuckled. “Wasn’t even going to tell me, and you wonder why I don’t give you the amount we agreed to? Face it, you’re not the best waitress. You know the drinks, but your customer service skills are seriously lacking.” 

“I had an off night.” And yours is about to get even worse if you don’t pay me right. 

“Whatever. I got several complaints about you. In fact, I could have lost business tonight thanks to you.”

Marilee rolled her eyes. “You don’t have any competition in this town, Hank. Your drunks aren’t going anywhere else. Just pay me what we agreed on and you’ll never see me again.”

“You haven’t earned the amount we agreed on.” He leaned against the bar, his arms folded as his beady eyes roamed down her body. “But there’s still time for you to earn the difference.”

Marilee’s stomach rolled as his intent dawned. “Hank, there’s not enough money in the world for what you’re wanting from me.”

His eyes darkened. “I know your type. You come around looking for under the table work because you’re running from something. You either knocked off a convenience store, ran a scam, or poisoned your cheating boyfriend. I don’t know what you did and I don’t care.” He stepped closer. “You need money to leave with, and there’s only one way you’re going to get it.”   

“Prying it out of your cold, dead hands?”

He stepped back, swallowed hard at the implication, but the moment of fear was fleeting. Understandably. His six foot one bulky frame dwarfed her five foot seven slender form. “A little scrap of a girl like you can’t do much damage.” 

He stepped forward again and trailed a finger over her shoulder, down the length of her arm. “Now are you going to earn the money or not?”

Marilee pulled away from the man’s vile touch, and cursed her rotten luck. She was getting out of town, with or without the money he still owed her. She had bigger problems than being strapped for cash, and those problems had fangs and killer blue eyes. “Fry in hell, Hank. I’m out of here.”

She rounded the bar and headed for the door, but didn’t make it far before Hank’s beefy hand clamped onto her upper arm and jerked her around.

“Maybe you didn’t understand.” He shoved her until her back hit the bar. “You’re earning the difference.” 

Marilee ignored the pain in her lower back and quickly assessed the situation. She could smell whiskey on Hank’s breath, his eyes were a tinge glassy. The man was drunk. Drunk men could be dangerous. She knew from experience gained long before she’d ever set foot in a bar to work.

“Hank, let me go.” She’d stay calm. Calm would keep the situation from escalating.

“You’ll like it, girlie.” He accentuated his statement by unbuckling his belt. 

How he could find it beneath his rotund belly, Marilee didn’t know, and she intended to stop him before he found the snap to his jeans, too.

“I don’t know about that, Hank. I’m not big on pork.” She kneed him in the groin and made a run for the door while he was bent over sucking in wind. Calm had flown out the window the moment his belt buckle came undone. 

Something grabbed the back of her waistband and she found herself back against the bar, a red-faced, thoroughly pissed off Hank bent, but not broken, before her. “You fucking whore. You’ll pay for that.”

Marilee struggled against his hold on her arm, but couldn’t break free unless she snapped the bone.  Though she’d broken bones before, she hesitated now. The jerk certainly deserved a maimed body part or two, but she couldn’t do it so coldly. Not to a human. “Hank, you’re drunk. Just let me go and we’ll forget about this.” 

“Wrong, blondie.” He used his free hand to tug at the snap to her cutoffs. “You’ll never forget this.”

Marilee looked around the bar for a weapon, seeing no knives or sharp instruments. The sound of her zipper sliding down sent her heart racing into her throat, her mind reeling back to her childhood. Not again! 

She kicked out, knocking Hank off balance enough for her to climb over the bar. He grabbed her by the waist and tugged her back down, but not before she snatched a bottle of whiskey from behind the bar. 

“Come here, bitch.” Hank spun her around and his head met the bottom of the whiskey bottle. He groaned in pain, bending over as shards exploded against his skull, but he was quickly up again. 

His arm whipped out and the back of his hand slapped hard against Marilee’s jaw. Stars flew out before her eyes as her head whipped to the side.  

“Bitch!” He grabbed Marilee and slammed her onto the top of the bar. “Hit me again and I’ll break you into pieces.”

He climbed over the stools and onto the bar, straddling her legs tight to keep her from kneeing him again. She kept a knife in her ankle boot. If only she could get to it. Hank slapped her again, the hit leaving a burning path along her other cheek and she reflexively covered her face with her hands to ward off more blows. 

Whiskey dripped off his head onto her hands and she choked back a scream as the sound of his zipper rustled. All of the sudden she was fifteen years old and trapped under a man again. Then, suddenly, she was free. 

She blinked as the weight of the large man disappeared, and lowered her hands to seek out the source of commotion she heard. Sitting up, slowly so she didn’t throw up from the nausea the movement caused, she gasped at the scene she witnessed. 

The mysterious vampire growled in rage, his eyes glowing with power as he bashed Hank’s body repeatedly into the bar. The bar owner screamed in between sounds of agony. 

“Stop! You’ll kill him!” 

The vampire paused mid-body slam and stared at her in disbelief. “You would have a problem with that after what he was about to do to you?”

Marilee looked down to find her shorts around her knees. Heat flooding her face, she jerked them up to cover her teal and black striped bikini panties and slid off the bar. The vampire reached out with one hand to help her, Hank dangling like a limp ragdoll from the other. 

“Don’t touch me.” Marilee sidestepped his hand, earning a look of contempt, and quickly zipped up her cutoffs. Her head spun and her lunch threatened to rise.  She vaguely recalled her head slamming into the bar and figured she probably had a concussion. Great. Like she needed another problem added to the already too long list. 

Hank made a gurgling sound and the vampire focused his attention back on him. “Shut up, you filthy swine.”

Marilee took advantage of the vampire’s shift in attention and raised her foot so she could quickly extract the blade from the sheath hidden inside her boot. She’d paid a pretty penny for the custom dagger she’d designed herself, but it was worth it. The silver blade was sharp enough to slice through anything—she’d chopped off fingers, bones and all, with it—and had a handle made of hawthorn, a type of wood vampires couldn’t tolerate. 

The vampire raised Hank in the air, his hand clamped tight around the creep’s throat, and directed his gaze back to Marilee. It quickly shifted to the dagger she held poised for attack. “You’d pull that on me, but not a man about to rape you?”

He made a sound of disgust in his throat, and Marilee felt a pang of... guilt? She shook her head, shaking the odd feeling away. The vampire protected her, but it didn’t change what he was. 

“I believe there’s an issue of money.”

She blinked, wondered how the vampire knew so much. “He didn’t pay me the amount we agreed on for me working here.” 

“Get what you’re owed, and let’s go.” 

Marilee opened her mouth to tell the vampire she wasn’t going anywhere with him, but he turned his gaze on her again. His eyes glowed with a terrifying degree of power. “Get what you are owed. Now,” he added between clenched teeth and bared fangs.

Marilee looked at Hank’s mottled, blue-tinged face, and swallowed hard. A human man was about to die and the blood would be on her hands. Fighting back another wave of nausea, she bent down to retrieve the bills Hank had dropped during their altercation. Careful to avoid shards of glass littering the floor, she collected the money—some of it wet from spilled whiskey—and shoved it into her front pocket. 

“Is that it, or does he owe you more?”

“That’s it.” It was probably a little bit more than the agreed upon amount, but hey, being sexually assaulted gave her the right to charge interest. 

The vampire nodded, turned his head toward Hank and lowered the bar owner so they were face to face. “Thank God for second chances and pray for forgiveness,” he growled and effortlessly threw the man over the bar, sending his body crashing into the mirrored wall which shattered on impact.

She’d seen vampires in action before, but this one was different. He was far more powerful than those she’d fought, so powerful his energy sucked the air out of the room. And what was with the glowing eyes? She’d never seen that before. 

When he returned his attention to her she looked into those dark blue eyes, full of simmering rage, saw herself being thrown across a room, and took off at a run right out the door. She was scared, beyond that, she was piss-in-her-pants terrified. It didn’t matter that she’d killed vampires before. Instinct told her this one wouldn’t go down easy. 

She pushed away the nausea clawing at her belly and struggled to keep the world around her in focus as she ran down the street. It was late and all the bar’s patrons were long gone from the area. She had to run. She had to find a place to hide.

She had to throw up. 

Diving into a narrow alley, she braced a hand against a brick wall and bent over. Her lunch threatened to rise again, but all she could produce was a strong set of dry heaves. It reminded her she needed to eat more.

“You really shouldn’t overexert yourself if you’re concussed.”

Marilee spun around and came face to face with the vampire. He’d snuck up on her without a sound. 

“Stay away from me.” She held the dagger out, reminding him she was armed. 

He frowned at the weapon. “It’s disturbing how ready you are to use that on me, but not the man who attacked you.”

Marilee recalled him saying something similar back at the bar and felt the twinge of guilt again. Why, she didn’t know. “What do you want from me?” To kill me, obviously. Duh.

He grinned, but his eyes didn’t show humor.  “I’m not here to kill you, Marilee. If I were, why would I have bothered protecting you from that animal?”

Good point, unless he just enjoyed the thrill of the chase. And how did he know her name? “You never answered my earlier question.”

He cocked his head to the side, raised an eyebrow.

“How do you know my name?”

“I was sent here to retrieve you.”

Alarm bells rang out in Marilee’s mind. A vampire sent to retrieve her? No way was that good. Her hand reflexively wrapped around the cross she never removed from her neck. She knew it wouldn’t harm the vampire, but what it represented gave her courage. However, being courageous didn’t mean being stupid. The best thing she could do was escape or at the very least go somewhere with people. The vampire might not act with witnesses around. 

She turned to run and saw a tall chain link fence blocking her exit. “Oh, that’s just classic stereotype. Dumb blonde goes down a dark alley while being pursued by the big, bad monster and meets a dead end.” She stomped her foot and turned around to face her enemy, no other option left. It appeared she’d been cast in a B movie without her knowledge. The mask of anger on the vampire’s face stole her breath.

“The big, bad monster is the man who beat you, tried to rape you. Why do you insist on giving me that title instead of him?” He turned and took a step as if he were about to storm off, but quickly turned back around, closing the distance between them. “Maybe I had it wrong. Maybe you enjoyed it, craved his touch.”

She slapped the vampire’s face, heedless of repercussion. “You bastard! How dare you think I’d like such a thing!” Years of repressed rage rose inside her and she raised the dagger to strike.

One hand rubbing his jaw, the vampire raised his free arm and the dagger flew into his open palm. He winced as the hawthorn handle touched his skin and dropped the weapon. 

Blinking, her mind unable to believe what she’d just seen, Marilee backed away, but the vampire snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her closer. “I’m sorry, Marilee. That was a cruel thing to say.” He raised his hand and she flinched, but after a brief pause, he merely wiped away tears she hadn’t been aware of shedding. “I do not like being looked upon as a monster when compared to that type of man.”

“Who the hell are you?” She reached out with her mind, trying to pull information but as was the case with most vampires, she couldn’t get anything. She no longer felt the panic-fueled need to run from him, though.

“Have you paused to think that maybe the danger you’ve felt all day was due to the man who tried to rape you?”

Irritated with his intrusion into her thoughts, Marilee released a frustrated sigh. “No. The hint of danger still lingers, and it’s lingering around you. Who are you? Why can you hear my thoughts?”

“I have the same psychic abilities you have,” he explained, stepping away and turning. “Come now.”

“I don’t come on command.” She stood with feet firmly planted, arms crossed before her chest.

The vampire turned his head toward her and grinned impishly. Her face heated. “You know what I mean.”

“It’s late, Marilee, and we have much to discuss. I’d rather not have that discussion in an alley in the dead of night.” He glanced around. “I may have been followed.”

Fear clawed at her insides, but still Marilee did not move. “You’ll have to give me more than that to make me follow you off to who knows where, vampire. What happened to Brenda?”

“She made me a very generous offer of her body, to which I politely declined.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “After implying I was homosexual she left with two men in an old, rusted pick-up truck. I imagine she’s sandwiched between them as we speak.”

Marilee’s lip curled up at that image she so didn’t want in her head and reached out with her senses. She couldn’t read the vampire’s mind but she could feel the truth in his words. Still... “Why won’t you tell me who you are?”

“My name is Khiderian,” he answered, his tone implying his frustration. “I’m a very old vampire with very little patience. Now, move.” 

Marilee just looked at him, bristling at his tone.

“I can make you come.” His gaze held a hint of mischief, lending to the double entendre.

“Not in this lifetime, buddy.” Bending down, Marilee scooped up the dagger and slid it into her ankle boot. The sense of danger swirled around the vampire, but the little voice inside her that forewarned her of things to come told her he wouldn’t directly harm her. “I’ve killed vampires before,” she warned, just in case. “Don’t mess with me.”

“I understand how little you value my race.” He turned to lead the way to the mouth of the alley. “However, I was ordered to retrieve you and so I am. You should thank me for my help tonight, but I imagine it’ll be a cold day in Hades before you admit a vampire was more honorable than a human.”

“I could have taken care of that jerk by myself.”

“Not if you weren’t willing to kill or maim him because he was human.” He glared at her as they walked. “Some human life isn’t worth preserving. It amazes me that you would even consider sparing his but would kill a vampire simply because of his or her existence.”

“Vampires killed my grandparents.”

He stepped in front of her, halting her, as they faced each other. “And another vampire saved your life in that little town.”

Marilee gasped, remembering the vampire-witch who’d healed the damage to her throat after she’d been attacked by another vampire while helping Jake Porter fight a trio of the bloodsuckers who’d taken over her hometown. “How do you know that?”

“I was given your bio before I was sent to retrieve you.”

“My bio? What the hell are you talking about? Who sent you, and for what?”

“The Dream Teller,” he answered. “The witch who watches over all vampires. Jacob Porter has been captured, and you are the person who’s going to save him.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Dizziness engulfed Marilee. She nearly toppled backwards, but two strong leather-clad arms caught her.

“Don’t touch me!” Batting away the vampire’s hands, she straightened. “What do you mean Jacob Porter was captured? Jake couldn’t have been captured. He’s...” She struggled to find a word to properly describe the man who’d rescued little Bobby Perkins from a vampire lair. A vampire lair that had once been her grandparents’ home. 

She’d first met him at the jail when she’d gone to demand Sheriff Peewee Porter investigate her grandparents’ disappearance. While there, she’d heard Jake screaming from his cell that something was coming and Peewee needed to let him out. Images of beast-like people feasting on blood flashed into her mind as chills overtook her body. She knew then that her nightmares hadn’t been harmless dreams, but were premonitions. 

Peewee ran to Jake’s cell and she left his office, her feet moving on their own volition. Something, that feeling she got from time to time that fate was controlling her body, not her, led her to the front and there she saw them. Three people she’d known most of her life. Two men and a woman. Neighbors.

Newly turned vampires.

Something snapped inside her and she went into battle alongside Jacob Porter, killing a man she’d seen almost daily for the past several years. She’d watched as Jake mercilessly destroyed Peggy Sue Freebush without batting an eye. Granted, the vamp-bitch had damn near killed her, but still... She’d been mesmerized by his ferocity. 

She hadn’t hesitated to go with him to her grandparents’ house and enter a lair full of vampires. He’d made her feel safe. She felt right fighting beside him.

“He’s happily married to his soul mate, you know?”

Khiderian’s crude comment snapped her out of the memory. The image of Jake and Nyla—his soul mate whom she’d accidentally shot—leaving in Jake’s black Malibu after dropping her, Maybelline and Bobby Perkins off at the motel faded away as she glared at the tall vampire. “It wasn’t like that, and stay out of my head.” 

“Then quit mooning over the man and start walking.” Khiderian emphasized his command by turning around and again leading the way out of the alley. He was silent, brooding even, as they reached the street and turned back toward the direction of the bar.

“How was Jake captured? Who has him?”

“He was caught in a siren snare.” He glanced around again, as if looking for eavesdroppers. “My car is in the parking lot of the bar. Do you have someplace we can stay for the day? We’ll leave out at dusk.”

“What?” Marilee stopped. “Who said you could stay anywhere with me?” 

Khiderian reached back and grabbed her elbow, propelling her forward. “I did. Look, I’m the one at a disadvantage. I’m going to be with a vampire killer in the daylight hours, when I’m at my weakest.” He leered down at her. “But The Dream Teller says you are the only hope for saving Jacob Porter and keeping the dark side from stopping the Blood Revelation so I’m trusting you. You could show me the same respect.”

“Blood Revelation? Siren snare? Who is the Dream Teller, and what are you talking about?”   

They’d reached the parking lot to Hank’s Hoe-down and Khiderian led her to a shiny black sports car. Holding open the passenger door for her, he looked down into her eyes. “You were supposed to meet Jacob Porter. It’s always been your destiny to save him if he ever fell into trouble.”

Marilee fell into the car more than sat in it, her knees suddenly weak. Between the jelly-like feeling of her limbs, the pain in her back and head, and the nausea still rolling around in her stomach, it was hard to think. It was her fate to rescue Jacob Porter? Jacob Porter? No way. She wasn’t worthy.

“He’s not a god,” Khiderian grumbled, sliding into the driver’s seat and closing the door. He took up a lot of space in the small car, reminding Marilee of his powerful stature.

“You just can’t seem to stay out of my mind, can you?” She huffed out a breath, now understanding what it felt like to have private thoughts invaded. No wonder the few kids she’d let in on her secret hadn’t wanted to play with her after finding out. 

Khiderian produced a key from his jacket pocket and inserted it into the ignition, bringing the sleek machine to life. “Where to?”

“I’ve been staying at a crappy little motel off the interstate. You can go to hell,” she replied sweetly, adding a tight little smile for effect as she fluttered her eyelashes.

“I think I saw that motel on the way here.” Khiderian grinned, pulling out of the parking lot. “I’m not a bad guy, you know.” He sighed when she chose to sit in silence, looking out the window instead of answering. “I noticed you had a case of dry heaves back there. Can I get you something to eat?”

“No thanks. I don’t eat people meat, preferring to stick with beef and poultry,” Marilee muttered as heat filled her face. She reminded herself the man occupying the car with her was a vampire, and she shouldn’t care that he saw her trying to blow chunks. 

“I was thinking of something more along the line of McDonald’s. We should be able to find a twenty-four hour fast food restaurant somewhere.” He stopped at a red light and looked over at her. “You’re probably concussed and I know your stomach is empty. Eating would be good for you.”

“Keep talking about food and I’m going to redecorate the interior of your nice, flashy car,” Marilee warned, her stomach doing a somersault. For being empty, it sure did churn.

“It’s a rental.” 

She glared at the grin on the vampire’s face and fought back her own. A sexy vampire with a sense of humor. Just what she needed. “I’m not hungry. Tell me about Jake. What exactly is a siren snare?” She blinked. “Wait. Are you talking about sirens from mythology?”

Khiderian nodded as the light turned green, and moved the car forward. “Creatures of the sea with the ability to cast themselves in the image of their intended victim’s ultimate dream woman.”

Marilee took a moment to digest the brief information, and what it implied. Apparently, Jake’s love for Nyla wasn’t enough to save him from being captured.

“I doubt any man on this earth could resist the pull of a siren. Well, except for a gay man, seeing as how they can only cast themselves as women.”  Khiderian turned right on the street which would take them to the interstate. “Jacob evaded a siren snare once before by dying and resurrecting. You knew he could do that, right?”

Marilee nodded. “I overheard him and Nyla discussing it. This crazy mad scientist guy injected him with some kind of serum that kept him from dying. Well, permanently, that is. I take it then that it’s still working?”

“Yes, but we’re unsure if it’ll work indefinitely, which is why we need to rescue him.”

A chill crept up Marilee’s spine. She didn’t want this task. It was too much responsibility. “You said he evaded a snare once. What happened this time? And what the heck is a snare?”

Khiderian’s mouth curved upward as he glanced her way quickly before returning his attention to the road. “A snare is when a siren projects herself as a man’s fantasy woman and lures him with her song. She mesmerizes him, and then kills him by sucking out his soul.”

“Holy shit.”

“Nothing holy about it.” Khiderian’s jaw clenched tight. “A slayer’s soul can’t be taken by dark forces, but a slayer can still be entranced. The first time Jacob met up with a siren, she ordered him to kill himself and he did. She was so surprised when he resurrected that she ran away in fear while he killed off the were-hyenas she was working with.”

“But she came back.”

Khiderian nodded again, and maneuvered the car onto the interstate. “With friends. They can’t take his soul but they can keep killing him. The question is, how many times will he die before he no longer comes back?”

“Poor Jake.” Marilee rubbed her temples, the pain behind her eyes growing worse. “So basically, I’m supposed to save him from a group of hussies from hell?”

Khiderian barked out a laugh. “That’s one way of putting it.”

“Why me? Why not Seta? She healed me when my neck was nearly broken, and she’s female. A siren can’t entrance a female, can they?”

“Not a heterosexual female.”

“Seta’s a lesbian?” 

“No.” His brow furrowed. “I don’t think so, but that doesn’t matter. The group that has Porter knew he associated with vampires and witches. They took precautions.”

Marilee’s stomach rolled again. “You’re telling me that a group powerful enough to capture Jake Porter and protect themselves against a vampire-witch as strong as Seta is supposed to be stopped by me?”

“You’re not alone, Marilee. Your job is rescuing Jacob from the sirens. I’ll handle the rest.”

Her head spun. “What does the rest include?”

“The usual. Vampires, shifters, demons, whatev—”

Marilee hit the button to lower the window at the same time she unfastened her seatbelt, and stuck her head out of the car just in time to throw up, for real this time. What little she’d had in her belly hit the moving road and her head throbbed harder in response to her body’s upset.

“You all right?’

“Perfect.” Marilee slid back into her seat, discreetly wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “There’s the motel.”

Khiderian pulled off the exit ramp and drove to the motel, parking the car outside the room farthest from the manager’s office. “Which room?”

“The one we’re parked in front of.” Marilee groaned as a sharp jab of pain ricocheted through her head. Her stomach didn’t feel much better, all twisted in knots. 

Her door opened and Khiderian reached in, slid one arm under her legs, the other behind her back. Realizing his intent, Marilee slammed her palm into his chest. “Back up, bloodsucker.”

He halted, but didn’t move out of the way. “You’re in no condition to walk.”

“I’ve been taking care of myself since I was in pigtails. I don’t need help from you.” She shoved him away and stepped out of the car on shaking legs. “I don’t need help from anybody.”  And I can’t help anyone but me. I can’t save Jake. “Move!”  

The vampire stepped away from her, nostrils flaring at her tone, and closed the car door. Marilee walked toward the motel room door, but her vision blurred and she lurched forward. 

“Dammit.” Khiderian grabbed her around the waist and slung her over his shoulder.

“Put me down!” She pounded her fists into his back.

“So you can pass out and I’ll have to carry you into the room anyway? Be sensible.” He stopped in front of the door. “Where’s the room key?”

“In my back pocket, and don’t get any bright ideas about feeling on my ass.” Marilee quit beating his back and retrieved the plastic card key out of her back pocket. “Here, jackass.”

“Your manners could use some tweaking,” he commented drily as he opened the door. Once in, he quickly covered the distance to the single bed and gently set her on top of the comforter. “How’s your head?” he asked as he crossed the room and closed the door, sliding the bolt into place.

“It’s screaming at me.” Marilee leaned back against the pillows to watch Khiderian adjust the curtains, trapping out the daylight that would fall within the next few hours. “I thought only direct rays of the sun could harm you.”

“That’s true.” He turned, inspected the room. “But it’s best to always stay hidden from your enemies.”

“You really think someone could have followed you?”

“It’s possible.” His gaze caught on the tiny refrigerator unit and he walked over to inspect its contents, pulling out everything it contained: a bottle of water and half of a Subway club sandwich. “Eat and drink.”

“I just blew chunks all over the interstate,” Marilee grumbled. “What makes you think I want to eat?”

“It will help you.” He shook his head in exasperation. “Take this, please.”

“Fine.” Marilee sat forward enough to eat and took the sandwich.

Khiderian placed the bottled water on the nightstand next to her. “Do you have anything to help with your pain?”

“I keep Tylenol in my bag.” 

He glanced around the small dark room again, zeroing in on the duffel bag resting on one of the cheap chairs encircling a cheaper looking card table. A moment later, he sat at her side with two Tylenol in hand, the bottled water open and ready.

Marilee set down the sandwich she’d forced herself to take a bite out of and took the capsules from his large palm. The irony that she was being cared for by a vampire, the same type of being she’d been killing in the years since leaving Hicksville, didn’t escape her. “Well, this is something I never expected.”

“I’m sorry I’m not the bloodthirsty animal you decided I would be.”

Marilee returned the vampire’s dark glare as she downed the Tylenol and replaced the bottled water on the nightstand. “Who’s judging who now?”

“I don’t need to judge you,” he replied emotionlessly. “I can hear your thoughts, remember?” He turned away, but not before Marilee caught the look on his face. From the tight set of his jaw, the stiffness of his shoulders, he actually seemed affronted.

Marilee pushed aside the guilt that reaction in him caused her and ate a bite of the sandwich. It landed in her empty stomach with a thud and she rolled her eyes. Why was she letting a vampire order her to eat when she didn’t feel like it? More importantly, who was he supposed to be? Who was the we he’d mentioned earlier and why was he sent to retrieve her in the first place?  “What exactly are you?”

“Psychic vampire.”

“Not that.” She took another bite of the sub. “Who is this Dream Teller you mentioned before, and why were you sent for me? Do you work for this Dream Teller or something?”

“You could say that.” He swiveled his head to meet her gaze and she quickly focused her sights on her sub. She had the distinct feeling she could get pulled into those pretty dark blue orbs, even in the dark. Especially in the dark. “I’m kind of vampire special ops.”

She nearly choked on the sandwich. “GI Vamp-Joe?”

“Yeah, kind of.” He grinned. “You amuse me. Not many people can do that.”

“Sorry to hear that.” Marilee forced the last piece of sandwich down and wadded up the plastic bag, tossed it into the wastebasket sitting across the room. “You must be a real stick in the mud.”

“I suppose so.” He reached out and probed the back of her head. “How are you feeling?”

“Better.” Marilee pulled away so he’d drop his hand away from her. She didn’t like the warm sensation his touch gave her. Actually, she did like it. What she didn’t like was the fact that it didn’t repulse her as it should. “That was extra strength Tylenol. It works really good.”

“What about the other?” His gaze softened. “If you want to talk about what happened?”

“What would I have to talk to you about? Other than your reason for retrieving me.” She crooked her fingers into quotation marks.  

“Marilee, you were almost raped.”

“Almost being the key word,” she snapped. Geez, what kind of devil worshiper wanted to make a girl rehash that? “And if you’re looking for a thank you, forget it. I would have gotten him off me before he...”  A shiver tap danced along her spine as the image of a red-faced Hank hovering over her entered her head.

Marilee shoved at the irritating man looking down at her with pity-coated eyes. She hated pity. It was right up there with ridicule, and she’d had plenty of both growing up in the sticks with Becky Mills as a mother. Some people would think being the town whore was the worst thing possible, but there were worse things. Namely, being the town whore’s daughter. 

Khiderian grabbed her wrists in his hands. “You’ve been attacked before.”

“That’s it!” Marilee kicked the vampire in the chest with all the strength she could muster, efficiently knocking him off the bed. “I didn’t ask for a grief counselor! Stay out of my head or I swear, I’ll kill you while you sleep!”

Khiderian looked up at her from where he sat sprawled on the dirty motel room floor, blue eyes open wide in surprise, and raised his hands. “Fine. Sorry I allowed myself to show a little concern.” He pulled himself up and dusted his hands on the sides of his pants. “You obviously don’t care for the emotion.”  

Another jolt of guilt hit Marilee in the center of her chest and she growled. Of all the times to go soft. “Look, I’m not trying to be a bitch.”

“Apparently, you don’t have to try.” He turned and removed his jacket, exposing a long sword sheathed to his back, and a skinny blade strapped onto each muscular arm. “It seems to take very little effort on your part.”  He hung the jacket on the back of a chair. The sword and its sheath came off next. The smaller blades stayed on.

“So I see the nice guy routine was an act after all,” Marilee responded, squeezing her hands into fists. 

“I’m not an actor, I’m a soldier.” Khiderian stretched his long body out on the plaid couch that smelled so musky Marilee hadn’t dared sit on it, scrunched his nose at the offending odor, and shifted, trying to find a comfortable position. Marilee wished him luck. “If you can learn to be civil, we’ll get along just fine.”

He sent her a pointed look and eased the back of his head down onto the arm of the couch, raising his arm to cover his forehead. The move showed a bulging bicep that captured Marilee’s attention. She let her gaze rove over the length of him stretched out on the couch, admiring the view. He might be a vampire, but he was Grade A, all the way.

She noticed his mouth curve up at the corners and realized he’d heard her thought. 

“Bastard!” She threw a pillow at him.

He chuckled and caught the soft projectile effortlessly and positioned it under his head. “Thanks, babe.” He winked at her and closed his eyes. “Now get some rest. We rise at dusk and head out.”

“I thought you couldn’t sleep if you had a concussion.” 

“Old wive’s tale, and you don’t have a concussion anymore anyway.”

“I don’t have a concussion any—” Marilee recalled the tingle she’d felt as Khiderian probed her head with his hand. “What did you do?”

“Nothing I’ll be thanked for, I’m sure.” He shifted, eyes still closed. “As charming as your southern accent is, I’d prefer your silence.” 

Grumbling to herself, Marilee punched her remaining pillow into some semblance of shape and turned on her side to settle in. “Kiss my ass.” 

He chuckled again, the low throaty sound managing to tickle her nerve endings as she summoned sleep. Before she could achieve the feat, she heard his whisper in her mind. Don’t tempt me, honey. Remember, I bite.
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


Damn, it’s cold. 

Marilee opened her eyes and instantly realized something was wrong. She no longer lay in a shabby bed in an equally shabby motel room off the interstate. Instead, she stood in the middle of what appeared to be the woods. Blue rays of moonlight shone through the trees, adding a little light in the darkness. There were no animal sounds in these woods, though, not even insects. Everything was dead. Still. 

But something was here.

She felt it up ahead, watching. Waiting. The only thing she saw were trees stretching out into the distance before being swallowed by misty fog. Her heart pumped faster, her pulse revved. A prickle of awareness tingled up the length of her spine. She normally fed on danger, reveled in the adrenaline rush, but the emotion steamrolling over her now was the same one she’d felt since waking up the day before. It didn’t give her strength. It made her want to cower like a little girl, something she hadn’t done in ages. 

She felt fear. Cold, ruthless fear. 

“Interesting.”

Marilee let out a squeak as she spun around to see Khiderian leaning back against a tree, arms crossed in a nonchalant pose. He raised his hands and said, “Sorry.” The smirk on his undeniably handsome face showed her how truly sorry he wasn’t.

Marilee’s face heated, whether from anger at his amusement, or embarrassment over her near-scream, she wasn’t sure. “What are you doing
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