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      Eclipse is an explicit, erotic romance novella. It was published several years ago, but this new version has been edited again and revised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      
        New Orleans

        Halloween

      

      

      Dawn Chartrier sat in her parked car and held her breath, certain she might walk into the Den of Wolves tonight and meet her death if things didn’t go as planned. Tonight she might discover the mystery of what happened beyond the darkness between death and rebirth.

      She looked out at the New Orleans night, with its foggy nuance and mysterious layers that spoke of fatal consequences. She felt the chill down to her marrow. She’d seen costume-clad revelers around the streets, but once she’d arrived at the club, fundamental change brought a deathly hush over the street. Edginess prickled her skin, her stomach uneasy and her heart throbbing a little too fast. Dawn had never experienced a panic attack, but she fought with rising anxiety to keep her heart steady and trembling at bay. She’d always been the brave one in the family, willing to take chances to get things done. Now that she was here, reluctance dogged at her heels.

      What insanity lurked around this single street and caused Halloween partygoers to avoid this area? Did the reputation of the club keep them away? Her heart pounded, and fear threatened to smash her resolve. She could start the car and escape.

      But her family would never forgive her, even if she forgave herself.

      Taking time off from her financial analyst job in Denver hadn’t gone over well with her ‘work-fourteen-hours-a-day’ boss. He’d grudgingly given her a week off when she explained her sister could be in grave danger. The boss from hell might use this trip as a reason to mark her down on her evaluation coming up next month. If so, she’d decided it might be time to start looking for another job, or another career all together.

      “Shit.” Cursing came easy to her now—she’d never been a potty mouth, but circumstances and stress made her do things she didn’t think she would.

      If she didn’t watch out, she’d follow her sister Maureen’s destructive path. She could still hear her Maureen’s prophetic words when she’d called. Immortality is a bitch.

      Well, her sister should know. She’d given her life over to something unnatural, and now she paid the price.

      Yet one fact plagued Dawn more than other concerns and desires to please her family. If she left this vehicle, if she went into the fog-enshrouded night surrounding the club, she might not come back alive.

      If she encountered and asked for the help of one very, very dangerous man she’d be changed. Marked. A man she’d fallen for ten years ago and had never forgotten. Rumors about him abounded in New Orleans, and she didn’t know which one was true.

      Vampire.

      Werewolf.

      She didn’t know if either applied to him, or neither.

      No matter. She would find out tonight.

      She’d located a parking spot as close to the club as she could. The streets were lined with cars, and she must traverse a block before the dubious safety of the club could embrace her. She smiled without mirth.

      She glanced at her watch in the dim light from a streetlamp. Close to midnight. She unlocked her side of the BMW sedan, then stepped out of the car.

      “Now or never,” she said into the dank breath of New Orleans at night.

      As she took the sidewalk quickly, her athletic shoes cushioned her steps. Her breath sounded loud in her ears, her heart pumping a steady beat of worry. Hair on the back of her neck prickled. She trembled and cold sweat broke out on her body. She hurried toward the entrance. The low-key sign beckoned. She could hear the music, a thumping cadence more patently sexual then sensual. The rhythm lured her with its throbbing sound.

      Please let Niall Machaire be at the club tonight. Please.

      A horn blasted near her, and she jumped as a car swept by, horn blaring. She took a deep breath of thick air and continued onward until she reached the front door.

      Den of Wolves.

      An appropriate name for a place with a reputation like this. Reflective glass stared back like two onyx eyes. She reached for the glass doors, but they swung open before she could feel the metal handles beneath her nervous fingers.

      She held her breath and stepped inside. A cacophony of wild shrieks and howls mixed with evil laughter. At first, she couldn’t tell if the noises came from a Halloween sound track or from the occupants. Darkness stretched far in front of her, then broke where flickering purple and red candles lit various tables covered with plain red tablecloths. A few androgynous figures hovered near or sat at the tables. She didn’t look too closely. A flash of red eyes here and there made her skin prickle with apprehension and her breath shorten.

      Figures on the dance floor in the center writhed to a sinuous beat. Lyrics reached her ears.

      Dark as night, your black soul,

      Come taste the evening, with me and go,

      There’s a wild thing inside me tonight,

      Only you can free it,

      Baby you might…

      Someone bumped her from behind. When she twisted around, Dawn saw a stumpy, slightly overweight woman with straight long black hair, tight red velvet bodice and flowing black velvet dress that reached her black pumps. Rimmed with black eye shadow, her dark brown eyes held contempt. Her mouth, outlined with heavy black lip liner and sanguine lipstick, curled with a sarcastic smile.

      “Excuse me? Are you the door?” the woman asked in a high-pitched voice.

      First impulse almost made Dawn sneer right back and tell the woman ‘up yours.’ But she didn’t want to draw extraordinary attention. After all, she already stood out in her plain green turtleneck, navy fleece jacket and blue jeans. Even her white athletic shoes would stand out in a place like this. She moved aside, and the woman swept by. An electrical sensation, almost like static, passed through her body. It stung the roots of her hair and Dawn gasped. This wasn’t good. Not good at all.

      “New here, chere?” The words rasped like old parchment, and she turned around to see who spoke.

      Bald as a cue ball, and almost as white, the pink-eyed creature in front of her wore a floor length red robe belted at the waist. Paper white skin, smooth and blemish free, plus pink, glossy lips, completed the first impression. Man or woman, she couldn’t say.

      Dawn found her voice, raspy and choked with suppressed fear. “I’m looking for Niall Machaire.”

      The bald creature smiled and showed sharp white canines. Dread inched up her spine.

      “He’s here somewhere, sweetie. You’ll just have to wander until you find him.” He gestured at the odd crowd, his voice barely audible against the loud music. “That is, if he doesn’t find you first.”

      Cue ball wandered away, and she shuttered. God, she couldn’t remove the ice from her bones. The night had crawled up, bitten her, and hung on as tenaciously as a Gila monster.

      She wandered the cavernous club and kept a straight face as relentless fear gnawed at her insides.

      Damn it, buck up. You’ve never been a coward. Don’t start now.

      Suddenly, warmth heated her from the inside out. Someone watched her. She could feel it—the excitement rose up at the same time as caution. She glanced up and saw him.

      Niall Machaire.

      Ten years had passed since she’d seen him. Ten years since Dawn realized he wasn’t exactly the man she thought he was. Niall had dated Maureen, but his kindness and good humor toward Dawn had endeared him to her young heart. Not only was he the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen, she’d sensed a core of extreme honor inside him. Over the month he’d been in her life off and on, Dawn had fallen head over heels for him.

      Until he skipped town with Maureen for good.

      And Dawn’s heart had broken.

      When Maureen left Colorado Springs, Maureen vowed her life would never be the same. She wanted to make a difference. Take the world by storm. Instead, the world had taken her, stripped her, spat her out. Maureen long ago surrendered to hard living and shattered any chance she might have to exert that special something she believed she could accomplish.

      A blue sheen bounced off the shiny black, long length of his hair as it cascaded past his shoulders. Thick and wavy, his hair flowed around the most striking, but starkly masculine face she’d ever seen. A Roman nose, carved jaw, and firm lips graced his arresting face.

      A dark angel, a fallen avenger, a man who had roamed this world longer than any mortal creature could. Her breath caught as his topaz blue eyes tangled
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