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      Alexander Faustin has always wanted to be human. Even though he comes

      from a family of powerful vampires, he's fascinated with the daylight world. Maybe that's why destiny gave him a human mate.

      It's not like Helena to make out with a stranger on her front porch, much less invite him into her bed. Somehow Alex makes her feel safe, even while he's dismantling her defenses. But in the wake of a terrifying accident, her faith in him is shattered.

      Alex must regain Helena's trust and persuade her it's possible to love a monster. To do this, Alex must first learn to embrace his true nature. Unfortunately, he has to make this voyage of self-discovery while dodging the sheriff's department, the Rocky Mountain sunshine, and one very pissed off elk. But there's no turning back, because if Alex can't convince Helena to love him, he'll never love again.
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        Chapter 1

      

      Alex stood at the door, his heart pounding. He had no plan for this—he wasn't a planner at the best of times, and he was in no shape for last-minute stratagems. Even though the temperature hovered in the twenties, he was on fire. As he'd flown across the country, he'd imagined her as a beacon drawing him ever closer. Once he hit the tarmac and took his first breath of thin, bone-dry mountain air, the pull became tangible.

      Yet he'd never met her. Three days earlier his mother had pressed a scrap of paper into his hand. On it was a name and a fragment of an address. Information she'd gleaned from a dream. The key to his future.

      He stepped back and gave the house a dubious once-over. The sprawling behemoth was worlds different from the row house he'd grown up in, or the loft he lived in now. The faded pine wreath on the door, the basket of pinecones and deer antlers on the stoop struck him as exotically Western. The doormat said, "Bless this Mess." He stamped the snow off his feet, ran his hand through his hair, muttered "Fuck it," and rang the bell.

      He heard the buzz, and on its heels, a furious yapping. Great, a dog.

      "Quiet! No barks! No!"

      A woman's voice, coming from deep inside the house. Was it her? He pricked his ears and caught a scuffling noise. Slippers on tile. She was on the other side of the door. The heat of her body radiated through the wood. He opened both his nostrils and sucked in her scent. She'd been eating popcorn, and some oily vanilla concoction covered her skin—hand lotion, no, bath oil. And beneath that… Damn.

      A little dizzy, he leaned his head against the door. His mother wasn't wrong.

      "Who is it?"

      The peephole turned dark. Alex straightened up for inspection. It seemed the moment to say something profound, but that didn't happen. "Hi. My name is Alexander Faustin."

      As she answered, he paid more attention to the intriguing, throaty quality to her voice than what she said. "Do you have any idea what time it is?"

      "Please, I have an important message for Helena MacAllister. Am I speaking to her?"

      "What kind of message?"

      Alex put his eye to the peephole. He couldn't see her, but he could feel her and all her considerable powers of resistance, and was beginning to fear she would never open the damned door. But he checked his impatience and smiled at the little circle of glass, praying he oozed charm. It was hard to play suave when his nerves jumped in anticipation of seeing her. "It's good news, but it's awkward talking through the door. Will you come out?"

      "Uh, hold on a sec." He heard her bellow, "Mike! Pause the movie! I'll be just a minute."

      Alex pretended to cough to hide his grin. There was no one else in the house. His wife-to-be was clever, cautious…

      And very cute in her fuzzy pink bathrobe. Her wet dark hair swung in a blunt line at her jaw. Good—he hated fishing hair out of his mouth. On one side it was tucked back, revealing a neat, pointed ear made for nibbling.

      A low growl broke his train of thought. She held a dog under her arm, and it was snarling at him like a stuffed toy from hell. He raised his brow at it, and it began another volley of yaps.

      She shouted over the noise. "I'm sorry, she's not usually like this." Her tone was apologetic, but her eyes were suspicious. She was wise enough to trust her dog.

      "It's okay." Alex lifted his hand toward the dog's muzzle.

      "Oh, don't do that!" she cried. "She might bite."

      The dog wouldn't bite. Instead it sniffed his hand like crazy, having never smelled anything like him before. Alex caught its eyes and demanded submission. It calmed, and she put it down with a shrug.

      "So what's this good news?" Suddenly at ease, she leaned her shoulder against the door frame, her pixie face alight with mischief.

      The foyer gleamed warm and gold behind her. All he wanted to do was come out of the cold and take her in his arms.

      "Don't tell me I've won the lottery?" She leaned over the stoop and looked both directions. "Is Ed McMahon in the bushes?"

      Alex swayed on his feet, overwhelmed by her presence. He'd hoped she'd be attractive, but attractive was a weak, sad word. She was…

      "Are you okay?"

      Intoxicating.

      That was it. And still she waited for him to explain himself. Problem was his brain wasn't wired for talk anymore. All he could manage was her name. The three syllables rolled off his tongue like some old incantation. "Helena."

      In response her pupils dilated, turning her blue eyes black. Her expression questioning. Curious.

      Just as curious, he lifted his hand and brushed her cheek with his knuckles, then turned his hand over and cupped the side of her head, burying his fingers in her wet hair. Locking his eyes with hers, he thought on some level she had to understand who he was, what this meant. This was destiny.

      Her pink mouth rounded in surprise, as if she'd just remembered something. There wasn't any fear in her. In fact, under his touch she let out a long exhale, her breath curling white in the air between them. Red velvet desire blanketed his brain. There would be time for explaining later.

      "Helena, you are my only." No time for explaining at all. Not when he was falling into a vortex. He pulled her close, and she was there for him, her lips yielding, her body folding against his with a small moan. Soft, thick chenille bunched under his fingers.

      She was the one. Definitely. Nobody else would taste so good. Hungry, he licked butter and popcorn salt from her lips. Blood roared in his ears. He clamped her head between his hands and plunged his tongue into her waiting mouth.

      Her sweet scent drifted up from the collar of her robe, so pure he knew she was naked beneath it, there for the taking. Alex's vision went hazy. When she began to roll her hips against his erection in wicked, inviting circles, he lost all common sense. He wanted to consume, penetrate, possess this woman in every way possible, as soon as possible. Desperate to touch her skin, he yanked her robe open.

      Awash in her fragrant heat, he staggered. They fell against the door frame. Still kissing her, he took the weight of her breasts in his hands. They fit his palms perfectly. Beneath his right hand her heart beat like a bird's wings. Had she known he was coming? Had she bathed to be sure that she would greet him all damp and soft?

      Meanwhile, she'd found her way under his coat and was running an exploratory hand down the front of his trousers.

      Holy mother. This is out of control.

      He broke the kiss. They were within a zipper's length of public intercourse. Not that he usually had any problem with that. But this was different. Alex took a deep breath and fought to control himself.

      Helena wasn't helping. He caught her hand just before it slipped inside his fly. Indolent, she leaned back, her robe wide open, her lips swollen, her eyes erotically unfocused. By all appearances, she'd been enthralled, but he hadn't done anything. Maybe they enthralled each other.

      Making a lazy «mmm» noise, she rolled her head to one side and offered him her throat. Her perfect, unbroken skin shone pale gold in the porch light. It was an instinctive gesture of submission—and it made him forget all of his good intentions.

      Yanking her to his chest he began to explore the length of her carotid artery. Using his teeth and tongue, he teased her with all the skill he could muster, alternating sucking kisses with little bites, going as far as he could without breaking her skin.

      Helena purred with pleasure. He lifted her thigh, inviting her to straddle his knee. Peeling back the collar of her robe, he exposed the fluttering pulse above her collarbone. He nuzzled her throat, rubbing his face against her skin, his mouth open to pick up the scent of live blood coursing beneath the surface.

      Helena gasped and clasped his head, clenching his hair in her fingers. The scent rising off her turned primal and lush. It made his nostrils flare and his saliva run. She was about to come. Alex couldn't repress a deep growl.

      
        Dingdongdingdongdingdongdingdong. A terrible noise cut through the red haze. The doorbell. It took him a moment to figure out that Helena was leaning against the buzzer. He pulled her upright and the noise stopped. She began to thrash and shout, wild with desire. He could barely contain her in his arms.

      "Beloved." Maybe he said it, maybe he only thought it, but he knew she understood. His mouth stretched open, his teeth raked her flesh.

      Helena kneed him viciously, straight up between his legs. The pain dropped him to the ground. She retreated over the threshold. He scrambled after her on all fours. The door cracked against his skull.

      "Ow!" He actually saw stars, just like in the cartoons. The dog was barking again.

      Alex knelt for some time on the "Bless this Mess" doormat, one hand on his head, the other between his legs, moaning with the pain and thinking this would not happen to his brother Mikhail. Mikhail would have arrived at the door with a plan. And his other brother, Gregor—well, Gregor wouldn't let himself be beat up by a woman.

      But within minutes of meeting his bride-to-be, Alex was on his knees, concussed and bellowing like a sick cow. Bull, rather. Former bull.

      "Helena! You don't understand. I've come to marry you!"

      "You'd better get out of here. I've already called the cops." Her voice came from above. Wincing in pain, Alex looked up. She was leaning out an upstairs window, her cell phone cupped to her ear. "I'm talking to 911. Oh. I'm not supposed to talk to him? Sorry. Well, he's tall, at least six feet, black hair. Yeah, tall, dark and handsome. I know, it is a shame. He's wearing an overcoat. I'm not sure how old he is. Maybe thirty? Said his name is Alexander Fast—Fastino? — something like that."

      "Faustin!"

      "Yeah, he's just kneeling on my porch. Making funny noises."

      "Helena, call them off. Let's talk."

      "Yeah, right, pervert. Like I'd get within ten feet of you without a cattle prod." She spoke to 911 again. "Yes, he came to the door, said he had a message for me and then attacked me."

      "Attacked you? Oh, come on!"

      "I think I hear sirens."

      Alex had already heard them and knew how close they were. Of course, they might have sent a silent cruiser ahead. He considered firing up the rental car, but a pathetic chase through a strange city in a Chevy Cobalt would be the cherry on top of a failure of an evening. And vamps didn't do well in prison settings.

      He'd have to go by his own power. Muttering to himself and all too aware of Helena watching him above, he went to his car and pulled out his rolling bag and laptop. The cops were almost there.

      "We will marry, Helena MacAllister," he said in a parting salvo—a proud moment for his kind, to be sure. "You can count on it!"

      Maybe he'd just immolate with the sunrise.

      The cops took her report and impounded his car. Helena was glad he left it behind, proving that she was not crazy, proving that a god-like man had in fact knocked on her door, muttered something about "his only" and began to devour her like a quart of Cherry Garcia.

      "Christ, Helena." Lacey guided her to the sofa like an invalid. "Maybe you should sleep at my place tonight."

      "Thanks, but I can't. That lets him win." She shrugged her shoulders to throw off a case of the willies. "I almost think if I left the house, he'd come in here and sniff my underwear or something. You know, what I really want to do is take a run."

      "Just like one of those doomed chicks in the horror movies?"

      "I didn't say I was going to—I said I wanted to." How else was she going to take control of her body again? Common sense, safety, general decency, none of that mattered anymore. That was brain stuff. Her brain hadn't been in charge of her body since Alexander Faustin reached up and cupped the side of her head with his long fingers. She'd never seen such beautiful eyes on a man.

      "Peter and I could spend the night here with you."

      Startled out of her reflections, Helena managed a smile. "I'd like that. Can we make it a slumber party? All of us in the living room?"

      Lacey smiled back and looked so concerned and sincere that Helena almost started to cry. She was a wreck.

      "Will you bring Newland to guard us?"

      Newland was Peter's Bernese Mountain Dog, far more formidable than her little Pom, Scully. But Scully had been right on the money. Helena reached out and ruffled Scully's thick fur. "You knew he was a weirdo, didn't you?"

      "Do you want to take a shower or something?" Lacey asked. "I'll stand guard."

      "No, I just took a bath before…" She threw up her hands. "Look, it is creepy to know he's loose, but all he did was kiss me." That's not true. "Really, I'm okay." Why are you covering for him? "I'm a victim of the Kissing Bandit. What was that, an old movie? Or a cartoon?"

      "A Sinatra musical." Lacey loved corny old movies. "He could have done more. You're lucky."

      "Yes…" He could have done much, much more. His hands and mouth were cold when they first touched her—he must have been outside for some time—but they warmed fast. It was like he knew her secret code or had been studying her fantasies. He kissed her like she wanted to be kissed. He touched her the way she dreamed of being touched.

      And he was a pervert who accosted women on their porches. It figured. The single biggest erotic thrill of her life had come about in the commission of a criminal act. She'd basically given up on men already. Now it was time to make it official and start collecting cats.

      "Yes, I'm lucky. I'm going upstairs to wash my mouth out…change, maybe…"

      "Want me to come with?"

      "No. Call Peter. Is Jojo's closed? I could use a pizza."

      Helena drifted up the stairs in a stupor brought on by thinking too much about his kiss, from remembering details. She'd kissed him back. That was bad. Very bad. He came to her door under false pretexts and rendered her a mindless slut with his big brown eyes and his magic tongue. What did you call that? What did that make her? What did that make him?

      Standing at the sink, she took a mouthful of Scope and swished it around, watching her cheeks puff like a chipmunk's. She had a zit on her chin. Her bathrobe was coffee-stained and fraying at the cuffs. Why had Faustin targeted her?

      The cops had told her the car he drove was an airport rental out of Denver. Right before he vanished into the night, she'd watched him take a suitcase from its trunk and a briefcase from the front seat, calm as anything, and walk down the road. Just another day of what—business travel and stalking? Or maybe stalking was his business?

      She told the police his final threat to marry her. They were good at wearing their neutral cop-masks, but that got their attention. The cops exchanged looks with each other. It meant he was definitely crazy and he was coming back.

      They'd cruised around for a while, washing the hillsides and gullies with spotlights, but since no one had been murdered, they didn't bring out the German Shepherds and the SWAT team. Instead they gave her a number to call and promised to keep an eye on the house. Her house sat on a half acre of pine and scrub. There were plenty of places to hide. He may not have gone far at all. Then again, it was beginning to snow. He couldn't last long out there.

      Helena spit and rinsed. Her robe flapped open and she saw a bruise at the base of her throat, just above the collarbone. A hickey. Classy, stalker man. Thanks. She hadn't had a hickey since junior high, when she lost a round of truth or dare and had to let Bobby Milburn give her one.

      This one was a little different. Bobby's didn't make her come. Circling her finger around the purple mark, she remembered how Faustin's rough, sucking kisses brought out responses in her she could never have imagined. His hair was curly and thick, just long enough to grab by the fistful, and she had used it to hold him to her throat.

      Thank God the doorbell had gone off like an alarm clock and she woke up to reality and realized how strange, how dangerous, her situation was. And he was wild, not listening to her protests, immovable though she was fighting against him with all of her strength. All his blood had drained from his brain and was residing in his erection—his damned impressive erection. Had she really made a grab for it? Crap. That wasn't like her.

      The memory of tracing the hard, thick outline under the fine wool of his pants made her go all spacey and fuzzy in the head again. She really needed to go running. When she came out of her trance, she grimaced, remembering his cry of pain as he fell to his knees. Sorry, stalker man.

      Alex sat on his suitcase, just up the road in the neighbor's front yard, snow collecting in his hair and on his shoulders. Cold couldn't harm him, but that didn't mean he liked it. He craved heat. Helena's vanilla-scented heat. A police cruiser passed a light over him, but they didn't see him. There were ways of sitting so as to make yourself…unremarkable.

      A big man came to Helena's house carrying pizza. An equally big dog bounded out of his car with him, so he probably wasn't the delivery guy. Clever of Helena to bring another dog on the scene…and just who was that man?

      The surge of jealousy surprised him. It was ridiculous. Helena didn't have a man. First off, she was his and no other's. That was metaphysical fact. And more practically, her kiss was too hungry and her bathrobe too frumpy for her to have a lover. Most likely this man belonged to the girlfriend who had rushed in earlier. Rushed to the aid of poor, helpless Helena.

      Alex rolled his eyes at the idea. Maybe she'd injured her knee on his balls.

      If he wanted to be spectacularly unethical he could have her tonight. It was almost tempting, but he figured mind control was no way to start a lifelong relationship based on trust and mutual understanding.

      He'd fucked this up. Big time.

      Alex raked his fingers through his hair, combing out the snow. By rights he should be making love to Helena for the second or third time by now. He should already have discovered what made her wiggle, what made her scream. She was responsive enough on the porch—just before she turned into a hellcat. He'd never had a woman turn on him like that. Then again, he'd never been so out of control. The chemistry between them was dangerously hot. He'd gone too far, too fast, and now his punishment was to sit outside her house doing his Frosty the Snowman imitation.

      Friggin' fantastic.

      It already hurt to be apart from her. He wondered how much of that was real, and how much was in his head.

      A tow truck dragged away his car, but it would trace to a pseudonym and a dead end. While he waited for the cops to settle down, he found the number of a local cab company and confirmed his reservation at the Hyatt. At least the night would be a long one. That was his favorite thing about winter.

       

      Thunk, thunk, crack.

      The noise was faint, but persistent. Helena lifted her head. She was sleeping in her big chair. Peter and Lacey slept on the couch. The noise had not disturbed them or the dogs, who were both curled up like sweet rolls next to the fireplace. The clock on the DVD player said 2:07.

      Thunk, thunk, crack.

      It wasn't coming from inside the house. It wasn't the sound of a madman knocking down the door or forcing the window, either. Wrapping her blanket around her shoulders, she padded to the kitchen window. Because the house was built on a slope, the window sat high above the backyard, giving her a good view of the ground.

      And yep, there was her stalker, splitting wood. The bright half moon made the scene look like a black and white movie. The wet wood was black. The snow was stark white. His clothing black. The snow shadows grey. His axe silver. Or her axe, rather.

      She was impressed that he knew how to split wood. Not everyone did anymore. He worked with a graceful ease that was almost hypnotic to watch. The split wood piled up fast. His heavy overcoat was gone and he was working with bare hands in shirtsleeves dusted with snow. At two o'clock in the morning. In January. He was crazy as a loon and tragically, disgustingly handsome. Even from the kitchen window she could see his strong profile, his dramatic coloring. He paused to brush the snow out of his curls, then swung the axe again.

      Helena did think about calling the police. She thought about it the entire time she watched him, fingering the card they'd given her. She also thought about waking her friends and siccing Newland on him. But she did none of these things. Instead she watched him split every log in the pile, and watched as he began to stack it outside her back door.

      Brave because she was out of reach, she opened the window. He stopped in his tracks, his arms full of wood, and looked straight up at her. The outside air hit her face, sharp as a slap, and her nose began to run. She wished she could see his eyes, but he was too far away and his brow shadowed them. His eyebrows she could read, though, and those shot up, waiting for her to speak.

      "You shouldn't be here," she hissed, making pathetic shooing gestures toward the road. "Go away and don't come back again. The police are coming."

      "If that's true, why warn me?" His voice drifted up to sit in her ear, as if he stood just beside her.

      
        Why, why, why…because I'm as crazy as you? "Because it's not your fault that you're insane. I don't really want you to go to jail." Though she spoke in a whisper, she knew he heard her just fine, judging by the amused expression on his face. "Just go stalk someone else. Oh, no, I don't mean that. Don't stalk anybody. Find a new hobby. Golf is obsessive, I understand. Go."

      A dimple flashed in one cheek as he grinned. "I'd do almost anything for you, Helena, but please don't ask me to take up golf." He went to add the wood in his arms to the stack against the back of the house, and she could no longer see his face. "You see, Helena, you are my hobby from now on, or better, my vocation."

      He had a slight accent, a New York accent perhaps. Funny vowels. He looked like a New Yorker too, with his pale skin and city clothes. Empty armed, he returned to stand beneath her window.

      She said, "Now see, that kind of talk is just plain creepy."

      He shoved his hands in his pants pockets and cocked his head at her. This close she could see the long, sweeping curve of his upper lip and the stubble that shadowed his sharp jawline.

      "Do you believe in fate or free will?"

      "Free will, of course."

      "Ah, see, that's the difference between us. I believe in fate. I believe we are meant to be together. It doesn't make me crazy."

      Helena didn't know what to say to that. Her ears stung from the cold and she trembled all over. She wasn't so sure that was due to cold.

      "Come down, and we'll talk."

      "Yeah, just you, me and the axe."

      He chuckled, a warm sound. "You can hold the axe."

      It wouldn't protect me from you.

      "Thanks for splitting my wood."

      He shrugged and snow fell off his shoulders. "I like to do it."

      "Now please, go away forever."

      That made him grin. "I'll be out here when you change your mind."

      Helena imagined waking up the next morning to find him frozen to her woodpile. A stalker-sicle. "That's it. I'm really going to call the cops."

      "No you won't. Don't worry about me." With that he went back for another armload of wood.

      She closed the window and returned to her chair. No, she wouldn't call the cops. It seemed futile—he'd just stroll away like he had before, then come back. He was out there because he expected that she'd fall prey to his irresistibleness and let him pick up where he left off. He was sorely mistaken.

      But why had she spoken to him at all? She'd only encouraged him. Generally speaking, she was not that stupid.

      It was hard to sleep knowing he was so close, but she dozed on and off until first light, feeling oddly like it was Christmas night. Like something big was going on. And in the morning, it did look like Christmas outside. The snowfall had transformed the neighborhood into a glitter-coated winter wonderland. The flawless blanket of white hid all the dead weeds and abandoned dog toys in her yard. The trees looked like they'd been dipped in frosting.

      And Alexander Faustin was nowhere to be seen, but he had shoveled the walks and the drive before he left, and taken her garbage cans to the curb so she wouldn't miss Monday morning pick-up.

      Helena muttered to herself as she made coffee for her friends. "Damned domesticated stalker."

      Ted Bundy and Jeffrey Dahmer were both attractive, charming men by all accounts. They probably were handy around the house, too.

      The night clerk at the Boulder Hyatt thought the resident of room 303 was an elderly man named Jonas Liebovitz.

      Alex disguised himself when he checked in, unsure of whether the police were proactive enough to send his description to the local hotels. He told the clerk he'd be sleeping through the day and wanted as dark a room as possible. Clerks loved it when someone actually volunteered to take a room looking out on a brick wall or a ventilation shaft.

      With dawn coming fast, he rushed to tape a couple of space blankets over the window. Space blankets were a modern miracle for all vamp kind. Made for camping and survival situations, they were lightweight, reflective and completely light proof. Alex kept them on hand everywhere when he traveled, in his briefcase, his car, several in his suitcase for window blocking. Folded up, a space blanket was smaller than his fist. When he'd first learned the sun could kill him, he slept wrapped in space blankets for over a year, and dragged one around with him at all times because, despite his parent's reassurances, he worried that the sun might sneak up on him at night.

      After he'd taped up the window, he tuned the TV to the Food Network. Alex watched cooking shows like other men watched exotic porn—fantasizing about things he was not ever going to experience. Solid food did not sit well with him. Soup he could do. A bowl of bullion would not nourish him much, but it would be warm. He ordered room service and sat down to check his email.

      While he waited, he became more and more hungry. The night out in the cold, the hard labor, and not least, Helena herself, had sharpened his appetite and whetted his teeth. Her taste lingered on his tongue, her saliva and skin foreshadowing the flavor of her blood. While fasting for a mate was the romantic thing to do, he decided he'd find something to eat first thing the next evening, just so he could think straight in her presence.

      The legends and movies were bullshit. Vamps did not have to kill to eat, and civilized vamps never killed their prey. Humans were blood-making factories. You didn't kill a cow to milk it.

      Alex didn't hunt much anyway. He fed from his lovers, preferring sensual, leisurely dining to hunting by a long shot. His brother owned one of the most decadent nightclubs in New York. Women who liked blood play gravitated there, and for Alex it was a second home. Since he was fifteen he'd never lacked for a lover or a meal.

      But all that would end soon. Once he tasted Helena, he'd only want to feed from her. That would begin the bonding, which would culminate with her conversion. During that honeymoon period he wouldn't be able to stand the taste of anyone else. Later, they'd hunt together.

      It was a good thing he hadn't tasted her at the door. Before he bonded with her, he had to tell her what he was—and what he wanted her to be. If he bonded with her prematurely and she couldn't accept him, that would be bad. Maybe even tragic. Like the old vamp tearjerker, The Chanson of Roland and Illysia.

      The bellhop arrived bearing a bowl of soup and a basket of nasty, inedible crackers. If he noticed the sealed window, he pretended not to see it.

      "Put it down there." Alex pulled out his wallet for a tip, glancing at the soup as he did. Then he glanced back at the bellhop. The bellhop looked better. A boy just out of high school, blond, ruddy, a fine snack.

      It was such a bad idea.

      "Sign here please, sir."

      If only he had not moved so close. If only he did not smell of beer. Alex loved beer in his blood.

      Never bring it to your nest, his father always said.

      
        Fuck it. Alex flashed his hand in front of the bellhop's face, stunning him. The bill, tray and pen fell to the ground. He kicked the door closed, tore open the boy's jacket and latched onto his throat, suddenly greedy as hell. The alcohol sugars in the kid's blood made it taste bright and thin at the same time. Pure soda pop.

      The bellhop wilted in his arms. Because he was all wound up, Alex drank more than he should have. The kid would feel like crap as a result. After one last sip, he licked the wound closed and buttoned the jacket up again. The entire encounter had taken less than fifteen seconds.

      "Are you okay?" The sound of his voice broke the thrall.

      The boy opened his eyes, saw Alex's hands on his shoulders and blinked in confusion.

      "You're white as a sheet," Alex said. "You'd better sit down."

      The bellhop sat on the edge of the bed, his arms limp, completely dazed. And too pale. Alex felt a little guilty.

      "Sorry… I do feel weird."

      "I think you almost fainted or something. Are you sick? Tired? Dehydrated?" At «dehydrated» the kid shifted his eyes to one side. Alex winked at him like a co-conspirator. "Were you partying last night?"

      "Yeah. Sort of."

      "Try drinking a big glass of orange juice, then lots of water. It helps."

      The bellboy staggered off, clutching a big tip.

      Alex tried to berate himself for taking such a risk, but felt too satisfied to do it well. Not one to waste food, he drank the soup too. It was over salted. While he ate, the TV chef taught him how to deglaze a roasting pan by dissolving the scrapings at the bottom in wine. That he might be able to eat—the deglazing or whatever it was called.

      Sleepy and bloated, he set a warding spell on the door and rolled himself up in the sheets. His last thoughts were of Helena flirting with him from her kitchen window. She was beautiful by moonlight.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      

      Lacey offered to spend another night with her. Helena refused.

      But she did let Lacey meet her after work, and they opened the house together, checking all the rooms, all the windows and doors, making sure everything was locked tight. He had not been there, but he'd be back that night. She knew he would, but she didn't think he'd harm her. There was something about him, something gentlemanly, something trustworthy. Yeah, a gentleman stalker. Good one.

      Truth was, she wanted to talk to him from the window again. And if he wanted to spend another night doing yard work, her fence needed mending.

      She hadn't been able to concentrate all day. At an important lunch meeting she'd embarrassed herself by spacing out mid-sentence. More than once. After that she'd gone straight to the high school track. That seemed a safe enough place to run. But even running failed to do the trick.

      Alexander Faustin just wouldn't leave her thoughts. It was like she was in heat or something, and as her temperature rose, her intellect dropped by equal degrees. She didn't want to tangle with him again, but another moonlight talk was tempting. Because as horny as she was, she was also curious. The journalist in her wanted to know more. Why would a man like that stalk her? She had good instincts—not for relationships, admittedly, but for strangers—and he honestly didn't seem dangerous. If he didn't mean to harm her, why did he lie to her? Was it a habit of his? Did he get a buzz from the risk? Maybe another talk would help her see the outlines of his subtle insanity. Then she'd feel better about turning him over to the police.

      That morning she'd Googled his name, trying different spellings and came up with nothing. A Lexis-Nexis search revealed nothing about Alex or Alexander but did yield some hits on a Gregor Faustin who was some kind of nightclub impresario in New York. A small picture of a man in his thirties or early forties scowling at a flashbulb accompanied one of the articles. All she could say was that their coloring was the same. A relative?

      Hell, she didn't even know if Alexander Faustin was his real name.

      As soon as Lacey left, Helena stepped out onto her balcony and surveyed the back yard.

      "Looking for me?"

      She yelped. He was on the balcony with her, standing in the shadows.

      Helena backed away. "How'd you get up here?"

      He advanced, stepping into a pool of light. He wore the long woolen overcoat, the one that had rubbed against her naked body. It was open. Beneath, he wore a black turtleneck sweater, the chunky fisherman kind, jeans and expensive work boots. GQ Italy. He shrugged. "Ladder?"

      What ladder?

      Helena darted back into the house, slammed the sliding glass door shut and clicked the tiny locking arm into place, thinking that maybe this home-alone thing was not such a good idea after all. She picked up the phone, but didn't call anyone. Instead, she returned to the door.

      He stood just on the other side of the glass, smiling a crooked smile. What beautiful lips he had. Oh God, he was hot. Why did he have to be so hot? He drew his finger along the glass as if he could touch her face through it.

      "Helena…" He spoke as if they knew each other, as if he'd been missing her for years. "You shouldn't be afraid."

      "I don't know you." Helena's voice wavered. She tried to strengthen it. "This is too strange. It's just not right."

      Yet she wanted to touch him more than anything in the world. Instead she splayed her palm against the glass and he matched it with his own hand, so much bigger than hers. She had thought of those hands all day, how they held her breasts and circled her waist. She'd thought of his mouth on her throat, open and wet.

      "It's an unusual way to meet, I'll give you that, but that doesn't make it wrong. What do you want to know about me? I'll tell you anything."

      The glass muffled his voice a little, made it sound like it was coming from a distance. She didn't know what else to do, so she thought of a question.

      "Well, where are you from?"

      "New York. I live in the city."

      Ah ha.

      "What are you doing in Colorado?"

      His dark eyes bored into hers, sincere, yet so forceful she lowered her lashes. "I came to meet you."

      "Why?"

      "My mother told me to find you. That you'd be my perfect one."

      Mother? Like Norman Bates's mother? Oh man, that was creepy. "Who is your mother?" she snapped. "And what the hell does she know about me?"

      Faustin was a model of patience, standing out there in the freezing cold. It didn't seem to bother him. His nose wasn't even red. And he didn't seem to mind her shrewish tone either. "My mother's name is Natalia Grigorevna Faustin." He ground through those hard consonants like a real Russian. "She lives in Brooklyn. She…well…she dreamed about you, dreamed you and I were meant for each other. It's sort of an old world thing."

      "And on the basis of her dream, you came here to find me?"

      He lifted one shoulder and smiled, as if the whole thing was a little embarrassing, but unavoidable. "It's better than internet dating."

      "Yeah, I'm sure you've had to resort to that." Helena sniffed, imagining him striding around Manhattan with hordes of Sarah Jessica Parker types staggering after him in their expensive heels.

      "My family, our traditions, they mean a lot to me, Helena. I'm ready to settle down and I want to do it in the old way. It worked for my parents."

      "They met by dream?"

      He nodded and leaned his head on the glass. "I think my mother dreamed right, Helena."

      The longing in his voice stopped her breath. His perfect one. To think that such a thing might exist—a perfect mate. Two halves coming together to make a whole. Never lonely again.

      That was delusional thinking. A good relationship was all about hard work, compromise and mutual respect—not magic destiny crap. That's why happy couples were as rare as hen's teeth.

      She put the phone down and twisted her hands together, trying to think of something else to say when she had all of two brain cells firing. "Do you have brothers or sisters?"

      "Two older brothers, Mikhail and Gregor."

      
        Gregor. His name really was Faustin, and he really was from New York.

      He slid his palm down the glass and straightened up. "Do you have any siblings?"

      "No, I'm an only child."

      "Where are your parents?"

      "They're…they've passed on. A year ago. This is their house, actually." That's it, tell him you have nobody.

      His brow creased in concern. "So you're all alone? I'm so sorry."

      The empathy in his voice brought tears to her eyes. The hormones were surging again, making her sappy. Yes, it was hard to be alone. She loved her friends, but they were not family. Family had to put up with you no matter what. She wanted them back. Before she started bawling outright, she changed the subject. "You're Russian. Your background, I mean?"

      "Right. But I was born here."

      "What do you do for a living?"

      "I trade in foreign currency."

      Whatever that meant, exactly. Helena never had enough money to spare for investment or trading and so paid little attention to the subject. She imagined him sitting at a big table with piles of exotic coins stacked in front of him, even though that was retarded.

      "Do you have a card?" she asked. Also retarded. But she wanted to see something solid, something that proved he had a life outside of hanging around her house.

      His lips twitched in amusement as he reached in his jeans pocket and brought out a slender wallet. "Do you want to see my driver's license? My social security card?" He flashed these things at her, all legitimate looking. He showed her a couple of credit cards, a library card, a subway pass and a Borders gift card in there too, decorated with candy canes. Then he pulled out a business card and pressed it against the glass.

      "FFS?"

      "Faustin Financial Services. I also do some investment consulting." He tucked the card in the door frame and left it there like a salesman. "What about you? What do you do?"

      "I'm a freelance radio producer. I do a lot of work for NPR."

      "Really? I listen to NPR all the time."

      A public radio fan? Then he must be her life mate. Well, unless maybe he was Garrison Keillor's life mate.

      But he seemed interested, truly interested. "Tell me something you've produced that I might have heard."

      "Uh…" Helena's mind went marvelously blank. It was hard to remember anything when he looked her straight in the eye. A warm fluttering started between her legs. Oh, jeez. "Uh, last week they aired a story about the little kid who rode his bike across America…"

      "To commemorate his brother's death? I heard that one." He had the strangest look to him as he said that. Something like pride. "That was your idea?"

      She nodded, dry mouthed. "Look, this is a ridiculous way to talk. I should let you in, but I…"

      "No." The sudden harshness of his voice made her take a step back from the glass. "Don't let me in if you have any doubts in your mind, because once you invite me in, I'm going to make love to you. It is the first thing I will do. We will not have dinner or a glass of wine first. We will not chit chat or watch a movie. You let me in this door and I'm taking you. Understand that."

      Scared of him once again and scared of her own reactions to him, Helena took another step back and hugged herself. "Why are you like this?"

      If looks could melt glass… "You were on the stoop with me. Answer yourself."

      Helena paced back and forth in front of the sliding glass door, chanting her inner mantra, Dang, oh dang, oh dang.

      Since the first moment she'd laid eyes on him, she'd wanted him, and that was the truth of the matter. He didn't hide his desire, he was clear in his intentions. That was the difference between them. He told the truth while she waffled and flirted and lied and called the cops when things got too intense. So who wasn't playing fair?

      Let him in.

      He'd probably talk to her though the door all night, but she didn't know if she could do it. She couldn't think. Hell, she could barely stand. Either she had to take him up on his offer or go lock herself in the closet.

      She'd been thinking of him as caught on the deck, behind glass, but she was the one who was trapped. He had all the world behind him.

      I'm tired of being afraid.

      Faustin leaned against the door while he waited for her answer, head down, palms flat against the glass as if he was thinking about pushing the door off its tracks. "I need you," he said, almost too low to be heard.

      Her breath caught in her throat. Frightened, she wrapped her arms around herself. That gentle pressure made her breasts ache and tingle. Her skin was oversensitive, stimulated by the soft knit of her sweater dress. She'd never been so aroused. Part of it was knowing a man wanted her that much. Another part was knowing that she'd have to risk her life to find out if her instincts were right. The instincts that told her to open the door.

      Trust yourself.

      He's a public radio fan, for crap's sake.

      Do it.

      In the end she decided that if she couldn't trust her instincts, if she was going spend all her life being afraid anyway, then what business did she have being alive?

      She threw the door open wide and he strode in, caught her up in his arms and kissed her. He was freezing cold, but his kiss could melt Antarctica. He tasted like heaven. As good as she remembered.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, but let him take the lead. This time she'd be careful. She wouldn't lose control and scare him away. Not this time. Not like with Jeff. Or Rob. Or David.

      Faustin drove her backward across the living room, until her heels hit the staircase and she fell to the stairs. He followed her down, claiming her mouth with a probing, insistent kiss.

      And then he just stopped. Stopped and stared at her. Helena groaned to herself. She recognized that look.

      "What's wrong?" he said.

      "Nothing."

      "You okay with this?"

      "Yes."

      "You scared?"

      "No."

      He frowned. "You're not a virgin?"

      "What? Of course not."

      "Thank God." He blew out a breath. "So what's the deal? You weren't like this last night."

      "I don't know what happened last night. What am I doing wrong?"

      "You're not doing anything wrong. You just seem unenthused."

      "I'm enthused. Believe me. I can hardly restrain myself."

      He rolled off her, coming to rest on his elbow beside her. "Yeah, and now you're sarcastic. Helena, if you don't like what I'm doing you have to tell me."

      "I'm not being sarcastic." Tentatively, she reached out and brushed his hair from his eyes. "I swear, I want you so bad that I have to control myself."

      He relaxed a little, to her relief, and began to slide his hand up her hip. He watched her reaction from under lowered eyelashes. "Why should you control yourself?"

      "Because it's not…" She lost her train of thought when his hand reached her breast. "Because I get a little out of control sometimes. Because…there's been complaints. About me."

      "Complaints?"

      "I bite."

      His eyes widened and he laughed. But not in a mean way. "Seriously?"

      "Bite, scratch, claw. I don't even know what I'm doing, but if I stay mellow it doesn't start. So don't worry. I won't hurt you."

      His eyes took on a wicked sparkle. Pulling her on top of him so that she straddled his hips, he said, "What if I like being bitten, scratched and clawed?"

      "You're just saying that." Sure, some people were into pain, but most people honestly didn't want to be mauled in bed. That was normal. Her former fiancé, Jeff, had a zero tolerance policy regarding her aggression. Bed wasn't a battleground, he said, and a man liked to set the pace anyway. And before him Rob was so freaked out by the scratches she left on him one wild night that they broke up shortly afterward.

      Alex's hands crept under the hem of her dress. The twinkle faded from his eyes as something more intense moved in. "I want you to do your worst. Believe me, I can take whatever you dish out. But I'll pay you back in kind." Putting his mouth next to her ear, as if they weren't all alone, he whispered, "I'm going to fuck you senseless. That's a promise."

      Helena couldn't repress a shiver of anticipation.

      "Now give me some tongue."

      She bent over and brushed his lips with hers. Dry. Teasing. Coming in for another pass, she flicked her tongue across his lips. He smiled and she brought her mouth down over his. Their lips parted. He caught her head and sent his tongue sweeping through her mouth, challenging her. She met it, caught it, sucked it deep. At the same time, she eased herself backward until her clit met the hard ridge of his cock, and she started a slow grind.

      "That's more like it," he said with a grin as soon as she gave him back his tongue. He nibbled at her lower lip. She offered him her tongue and he caught the end between his teeth. Just before she panicked he released it in exchange for a long, lush kiss. If there was such a thing as oral literacy, Alex had it in spades.

      "Take off your dress."

      She tugged it over her head, bringing her slip with it. That left her in her bra and thong. Her best black lace bra and matching thong that she'd put on that morning while fantasizing about him, truth be told. It wasn't that she'd been planning this, it was just that thinking about him made her feel sexy. All day she'd been hyperaware of her underwear and high heels.

      He took in the new view with a slow, lazy, devastating smile. "Very nice," he murmured. "Now get upstairs before I fuck you right here."

      Feeling spectacularly naughty, Helena said, "What's wrong with right here?"

      "I hate doing it on the stairs."

      "You're experienced?"

      "One person gets a tread jammed in their back, the other ruins their knees. Carpet burn, chipped teeth…" He trailed off, as if he'd forgotten he was talking, then sighed. "God I love your breasts."

      Helena laughed. He said, "You have a three second head start. I'm taking you where I catch you. You better hope it's not on the stairs." She stared at him, not sure if he was joking or not. "Go!"

      She took off, scampering up the steps, her high-heeled boots slipped on the carpet. He caught her ankle right away, but she kicked free and cleared the landing. She was fast, but there wasn't anywhere to run. He shoved her up against a wall. Shrieking, she ducked under his arm and made it through her bedroom door. He caught her around the waist and threw her on the bed. With a shrug he threw off his overcoat and stripped off his sweater. Under it he was bare, and so beautiful, smoothly muscled, his skin winter white and flawless, his nipples rose red. No tats, no scars, just a thin line of black hair bisecting his lean stomach.

      Hungry to touch him, she caught him by the waistband and yanked him to the bedside. Praying he was serious about the aggression thing, she ripped open the buttons on his fly. He wore no underwear. The head of his erection sprang out, flushed the same rosy red as his nipples. Oh lord, it's so beautiful. Her breath went shallow with excitement as she peeled his jeans off his hips and took him in both hands.

      Faustin held very still, until she took her first taste, swiping her tongue along the frenulum. Then he cried out, as if surprised, and sank his hands into her hair. He tasted of salt and anise, of all things. She took him in her mouth, stroking his head with the flat of her tongue. Definitely anise. Strange. Delicious.

      That all too familiar desire to consume her partner came forward. The blind drive that made her bite and scratch like an animal. She clamped down on it, delicately dragging her teeth up his shaft. He let out a long, shuddering breath. Again she took him into her mouth, and this time she let herself sink her fingernails into the firm muscles of his ass. Just to see what he'd do.

      He fisted his hands in her hair. In her mouth he grew even harder, his pulse throbbing under her tongue. With a grunt he pried her off his gleaming cock and shoved her on her back. Ripped off her bra. Kissed her so hard she whimpered.

      She let go. She nipped at his lips, his chin, his ears. They rolled across the bed. She kicked and clawed, trying to stay on top. But he was god-awful strong, and when he brought that strength to bear, he pinned her on her back easily, holding her wrists in a bruising grip.

      "Give?" he growled.

      
        Oh yes, said part of her. But another part of her liked getting him all riled up and it said, "Never."

      He watched her for a few seconds. She tried to hold his gaze, to look defiant. But his expression changed. It went from hard to meltingly soft. Like magic, all the fight drained out of her.

      "Alex?"

      He bent low to kiss her. "Give?" he murmured against her lips.

      "Give." He let go of her wrists and began to make love to her.

      Alex loved that she'd used his name. He wanted to hear her say it over and over. He loved that she had so much fight in her. And real predatory instincts. He was ridiculously proud of her.

      While they'd wrestled, she'd tested her straight, dull teeth on his throat. He'd never let anyone drink from him in his life, but the thought of her doing it was wildly erotic.

      Gathering her close, he began to kiss her. He loved her body. Her long, strong thighs. Her white neck.

      He passed his hand down her belly and between her parted legs. Her thong was soaked. His first touch made her whole body jerk, the second made her sigh. While he nibbled her neck, he brought her to an easy orgasm by circling her clit with a light finger.

      Soon as she stilled, he pushed the thong aside and plunged two fingers into her hot, tight core. Gasping, she dug her boot heels into the mattress and lifted her hips high. His cock twitched. He wanted to be belly to belly, buried inside her, but even more than he wanted that, he wanted to learn what made her tick. He finger-fucked her slow, then fast. He scissored his fingers and thumbed her clit. All the while watching her closely, listening to her breaths speed up, changing up his technique until she began to gasp and whimper. By the end he knew how to play her, bringing her to the cliff's edge, then pulling back, over and over.

      "Please," she moaned, low and husky.

      "Please what?"

      "Stop…please…I need…" She twisted and writhed, clawing at the sheets. "Oh…oh…what are you doing?"

      "What do you want?"

      He thought she'd say, "Let me come," but instead she said, "You. Inside."

      "Then on your knees." He said it before he knew what he was saying, in a voice that wasn't even his own. "Show me your ass."

      His pulse surged as Helena hauled herself to her knees. Her arms and legs were shaking. Alex began to tremble too, but his voice was firm. He knew exactly what he wanted.

      "Drop your head to the mattress. Spread your knees. Wider."

      Helena did as he said, clutched the sheet in her fists. Her cunt was swollen and red, and so wet even her thighs glistened. With a sharp twist he ripped the thong off her body and threw it aside. A long, visible shudder passed down her spine.

      He plunged into her. With a throaty cry, she came. Her cunt's powerful contractions made his eyes roll back in his head. When she stilled, he withdrew and sank in again, deeper, savoring her heat, her tightness.

      "Up," he rasped.

      She stood on her knees and he held her sleek, hot body tight against his chest. He curled his tongue around her ear, and teased the sensitive hollow behind her earlobe.

      "Helena." He caressed her breasts and belly, he covered her nape with kisses. But these gentle gestures did not disguise the fact that he offered her no real mercy. "Open," he whispered. "Let me in."

      Helena shook her head from side to side. He pushed her head back down to the bed, and nudged her legs apart a little further. "Take me."

      With a long sigh she let go. She opened up, and suddenly he was seated as deep as he could be. Very near coming with the pure excitement of it, he lifted her up again so he could wrap his arms around her and kiss her throat.

      "Is that…all…you've…got," she gasped, shivering and shaking with little proto orgasms.

      He snorted in her ear, and she laughed. Her laughter vibrated through his body. He wanted to hold her this way forever.

      "Think you can handle more?" He licked his forefinger and tested her swollen clit.

      "Ah!" She was so stretched, so sensitive, that the lightest touch sufficed. For her.

      Not for him. He took hold of her hips and gave her a long, twisting thrust. She dropped on her hands with a guttural cry. Something in that cry sent him over the edge. Forgetting everything but his need to lose himself in her, he plunged into her again and again. Helena bucked against him, yowling like a cat in heat, her every move making him crazier.

      "Closer." Helena said, shaping the word from a drawn out moan. "Closer." She rolled. They separated. Settling on her back, she opened her arms to him and he slid into her furnace heat. So good. Closer. Yes. Heart to heart. Mouth to mouth. Closer.

      "Closer," she said again, plaintive. Insistent. Spurring him with tooth and claw.

      Alex understood. No matter how tightly he held her, he wanted more. He needed to be inside her and wrapped around her, under her skin and in her head.

      "I know. I know." He kissed her over and over. "It's okay."

      Only blood would join them the way they needed to be joined. When he thought about how many women he'd tapped in his life…and here was Helena under him, begging for it. How was he supposed to be restrained? Just how long was he supposed to wait? Roland and friggin' Illysia could bite him.

      What they had now had to be enough. And he was going to take all he could. He captured her clawing hands, pinned them over her head and began to take her in long, smooth strokes. Nothing, nothing, had ever felt so good.

      Her face took on this particular stubborn look that he already knew and loved. Alex grinned as she ground her boot heels into his flanks.

      "Yes," she said. "Oh, yes. Oh God."

      Alex could feel it too, the warm run up to orgasm. They'd come together.

      "It's big," she gasped. "So big."

      He knew she didn't mean him. She meant the buildup. The tension. They moved together, their bodies slick with sweat. Helena watched him all the time, her eyes wide.

      He'd never coasted so long on the crest of an orgasm. Was this how women came? He'd never been so happy and so miserable at the same time.

      She went stiff under him, her hips rising off the bed. They were there. If she'd let go, he could too. But she didn't. Seconds seemed minutes seemed hours while her beautiful face contorted in agony and her nails shredded his back.

      "I can't—Alex—please!"

      Groaning in frustration she bit his neck. Instinct drove her, but she couldn't get what she wanted. Alex could. Succumbing to temptation, he buried his face in her throat. Her pulse leapt under his mouth. Calling him.

      Holy mother.

      There was no resisting it. He broke her skin and came as her blood washed over his tongue. Semen spurting out, blood flowing in, a closed circuit. Her blood mixed with his saliva and changed it. Changed him. She entered his bloodstream and rocketed to his brain like a chemical maelstrom. The first hit almost knocked him out. While he reeled, her deep muscles squeezed him like a fist, clasping and unclasping as a convulsive orgasm rolled through her.

      He was not sucking. Her blood leapt down his throat of its own accord. All she was, rushing to join him. Images of her life, vivid, flashing memories passed into him. Usually he blocked that information off when he was feeding, but he couldn't with her. The storm passing through him left him wide open. This was the first, irrevocable step of bonding.

      But the flow only went one direction: toward him. He clouded her mind so that she didn't participate in the exchange, she didn't even know he was biting her. If he couldn't protect himself from his own recklessness, at least he could protect her.

      In the aftermath, he licked and kissed the bite wound closed, overcome with tenderness for this near stranger in his arms. Helena stirred out of her torpor. He kissed her, savoring her sleepy flavor, and she returned the kiss, her lips soft and yielding, so different from moments before. Helena sated. Happy. His.

      She smiled at him, heavy eyed and trusting. His heart split into pieces and refashioned itself around her.

      "I hurt you." Her voice was low and hoarse. With tentative fingers she touched a set of bite marks on his shoulder.

      "It doesn't matter." He left her throat to kiss down the centerline of her stomach. Golden peach fuzz covered her belly. He loved that.

      "And look at your back! I'm so sorry."

      He put his finger on her lips. "You won't feel sorry for me tomorrow when you're so sore you can barely walk."

      She smiled in her impish way. "True enough." Then she frowned a little and touched her neck. "Did you bite me there at the end?"

      "Yes. I didn't mean to."

      Her nose wrinkled if she smiled wide enough. And it had freckles on it. How had he not seen those before?

      "Bad boy. Is there a mark?"

      "No." He tucked her hair behind her ear for her. "Your neck is perfect. Like a swan's."

      She rolled her eyes.

      "It is!"

      Leaving the argument be, she raised herself up on her elbow, blinking a little. He bet she was dizzy. She glanced down his body and giggled.

      "What?"

      "Your jeans were around your ankles the whole time?"

      He looked down. He'd hardly noticed, but it was true. His jeans were bunched up at the top of his boots. Not the most dignified look. Especially when other parts of him weren't so dignified at the moment either. Where in the hell were the sheets when you needed them?

      "When, may I ask, during that sexual tsunami did I have time to unlace my boots?"

      Laughing some more, she crawled to the end of the bed and began to pluck at his boot laces. What a spectacular ass she had. Her high black boots were on still, too—they were all she was wearing—and he sure wasn't going to complain about that.

      Looking over her shoulder she said, "Alex, if you want to do me in a Bozo outfit, I'd be just fine with it."

      A couple of hours later he carried her into the living room slung over his shoulder. Helena was laughing so hard it hurt. He dumped her on the couch and started to build a fire in the fireplace.

      They'd left the door to the balcony wide open and the house was freezing.

      "Do you want some clothes? I have a spa robe that might fit you."

      The look he sent over his shoulder was smoldering. His poor, gnawed shoulder. "You saying I should cover my body?"

      "Oh, no, heavens no." It took a lot of log splitting to carve a body like his. All he needed was some sun. The man was Minnesota pale. "I just thought you might be cold."

      He shook his head.

      "Or in danger of burning…something. Flying embers, you know."

      That made him smile. "I'm flammable, it's true. But I still like playing with fire."

      What did that mean? But she forgot to ask when he said, imperiously, "You're not wearing anything for the rest of the night, either."

      "Oh really?" She teased him, but she felt no urge to get dressed. Ordinarily she was a little shy about her body—it was not perfect. Unlike Mr. Abs by the fireplace, she made a habit of shirking the gym. And over Christmas she'd had a torrid affair with a tray of fudge and a wastebasket-sized canister of those little Dutch cookies. Now her jeans barely buttoned. But she could not fault her body when he looked at it like that.

      Wearing boots helped too. He wouldn't let her take them off. They were knee length, black and shiny. Though not stilettos by any means, walking around in them naked was an unexpected turn-on. "I'll get us some wine." She clip clopped into the kitchen. Scully was in there, in her basket, giving out attitude. "Get used to it, dog. I've got a sex life and you don't."

      "Are you hungry?" she shouted, peering into her fridge. Peering into her fridge like a happy sex slave fucked within an inch of her life. Not her usual state when hanging on the fridge door.

      She heard him cough, and then he shouted back, "No, thanks, I just ate…before I came. Before I came here. But don't let that stop you."

      Oh, it wouldn't. She was ravenous. Down went a slice of cold pizza while she considered her options. If he wasn't eating, she couldn't get too elaborate. In the end she decided to take in some pretzel sticks, a bowl of olives and a bowl of cashews, just in case he changed his mind. Imagining she was wearing an abbreviated apron and a lace cap, Helena piled all the dishes and the wine on a tray and sashayed her naughty maid self back to the living room.

      The fire burned high, higher than she would ever build it, and he was lying on his back in front of it, content as a lizard on a hot rock. He looked asleep. The fire turned him from pale to gold and set off every ridge and muscle in his lean body. What was he doing in her life? He couldn't be real.

      But maybe she'd just enjoy him until he turned into a pumpkin.

      She took a wine stem in each hand and straddled his belly. That woke him and he brought himself up on one elbow. He took the wine glass and gave it a sniff and a thoughtful first sip, which the wine deserved. She'd opened a good bottle for him. Thankfully he didn't make any pretentious remarks about it, but she knew he liked wine by the way he handled it. He watched her over the rim, his almost black eyes showing amber depths by firelight. Alexander Faustin of Brooklyn. Huh.

      "Kiss me," he whispered.

      She leaned forward and gave him a glancing kiss, then another deeper and another. Their tongues circled around each other and the kiss tasted of wine. Alex had a kiss she could drown in. Her nipples brushed over his chest, sending sparks through her.

      "Scoot up," he said, putting his glass down. He brought her hips level with his face. His tongue insinuated itself deep into her folds, and she nearly snapped the wine glass in two. Just where'd he get that tongue?

      He paused to take a mouthful of wine, a mischievous look in his eye. Leaning forward, he pursed his lips and jetted a spray of wine into her navel. The carpet! she thought, while the wine coursed down her belly and gathered in her cleft. Soda water might get it out.

      Alex made a humming noise of approval, licked the wine off her thighs and then cupped her bottom in his hands, guiding her and restraining her while he lapped her in long, soothing strokes. Oh, screw the carpet.

      "It's a big Zinfandel," he mumbled, pausing between words to work his magic, "with notes of blackberry…and chocolate…and a surprising hint of pussy."

      The phone rang.

      They ignored it. Lacey's voice came on the machine. "Lena? Are you there? Hello? Pick up. Pick up! Helena MacAllister, if you don't pick up, I'm going to freak out. I'm going to think stalker creep has you tied up."

      Alex chuckled, sending a delicious vibration through her. "The tying up comes later."

      "I'm coming over there. Swear to God."

      That got Helena's attention. She crawled to the phone. "Lace? Sorry, I was sleeping."

      Her friend began to chatter about something that she could not understand, a TV show, something. Alex had crawled up behind her and was nibbling the backs of her thighs. The man bit her as much as he kissed her, and definitely didn't mind if she went feral on him. It was such a relief to just let go, to not think about every move she made in bed. She stifled a hiss at a particularly sharp bite and then melted under the soothing lick that followed. Another bite followed, higher on her thigh, white hot pain—but good somehow. Real good. Was she a masochist? But no, she liked to bite. Was she a sadist?

      Maybe she and Alex were just a little twisted.

      "Oh!" she blurted at the third hard bite. Alex chuckled again. "Oh! Wow! Wow, I'm so tired. Lace, I'll call you tomorrow." The phone fell out of her hand.

      "I've never had so many orgasms in one day. Not even the day my vibrator, Mr. Stubby, arrived in the mail."

      Alex laughed and pulled her closer. They lay spooned in front of the fire. He kept his nose buried in her straight, silky hair, trying not to snuffle her like a pug. She just smelled so damn good. "I'm flattered. I think."

      "Oh definitely. Man triumphs over machine. If we get married, Mr. Stubby might have to be sent into retirement. A nice place in Florida somewhere."

      
        If we get married. Joking. That was a good sign.

      She twisted around to look at him, going serious all of a sudden. "Is this how you always have sex?"

      "How's that?"

      "Like a crazed, bloodthirsty rabbit."

      He cupped one of her breasts, just to watch her eyes lose focus. "I've been crazed and I'm always bloodthirsty, but I've never wanted another rabbit like I want you."

      That made her smile, and that moment, that was all he wanted in the world. "I feel free with you, Alex, like nothing is off limits and nothing can go wrong."

      "That's what you call trust, darling."

      "Guess so." She sat up. Something changed. She'd withdrawn. "Are you sure you don't want something to eat? We can send out for something better than pretzel sticks."

      Here it was, the start of the difficulties. Complications that would only mount until she knew the truth. How was he even going to begin to explain? "I'm not hungry. But you are. Please, eat. I want you to eat. I'll sit with you."

      "That would be too weird. How can you not be hungry? Men are always hungry."

      "If we're getting married, you'll have to know about my eccentricities. One is that I don't eat much. Once a day is all."

      "Why?"

      "It's just how I am." He slipped an olive in her mouth to stop her questions. Then a cashew. Then a pretzel.

      "What else?" She held the pretzel between her teeth like a cigar.

      "Well, I have a fetish for oral sex. You'll have to submit to my tongue regularly."

      "I don't know how I'll bear it."

      "I'm also a nocturnal creature."

      "That's okay. I'm a night owl too." A few heartbeats passed between them, then she said, "Is that it?"

      Now? She was relaxed, open, receptive. On the surface. But underneath she was still judging him. Looking for something. What was it? He kissed her hand. "I can't reveal my secrets all at once. I'll lose my mysterious appeal."

      "You have mysterious appeal to spare, Mr. Faustin."

      Her eyes glimmered in the firelight, calling up his desire again. The taste of her blood was etched in cells, the need for it an addiction. When she'd begged him for release, he'd laid down his bets. There was no retreat now. Please let her understand.

      "There's no great mystery to my appeal, darling." He rolled over her and slid his erection along her thigh.

      "Oh no you don't, buster. I'm done for."

      "But you want it." The scent of her arousal made his nostrils flare. He nuzzled her throat, longing to bite her again, but couldn't. He'd taken enough already for a day.

      "Of course I want it. But I'm all worn out."

      "You don't have to do a thing. This is dessert sex."

      "Dessert sex?"

      "Sweet, creamy, smooth, completely unnecessary, so totally decadent."

      With a sigh she opened her legs, saying, "I may never walk again," and he slid in easily. They fit together so well now. They kissed lazily and whispered nonsense while he moved gently within her soft embrace.

      Her heat warmed him more than the fire ever could. She touched his cheek and searched his eyes. Could she see the ways his eyes were different from a human's? Probably not. But maybe she knew he was holding back something. He kissed her and tried to explain without words that he did not hold back what was most important.

      Afterward she took him by the hand and brought him back to her bed. "Now we sleep."

      Instead of sleeping, he held her and watched the clock, running through different imaginary conversations with her, watching the moon set through her wispy curtains. Helena's limbs were twined around his, her breath a steady lullaby. She trusted him enough to sleep in front of him.

      With a sigh, he kissed the top of her head and was grateful for that much. He'd seen inside her, just a barrage of sense impressions and flashing images, but enough to know how hard it was for her to trust anyone. The more he fed on her, the more he'd learn about her, and if she drank him, he'd open himself and let her see his stories too. Bonded couples knew their partners better than themselves. The bond was beautifully intimate, his parents said, but dangerous, because power came with that knowledge. The power to destroy the other with a well-placed word or a malicious thought.

      Helena was hurting. She'd lost her parents, she'd told him that, and now he'd seen them and felt their loss along with her. It was a gouge in her soul. He couldn't imagine losing his parents, both of them at once, unexpectedly. And she didn't even have siblings to turn to.

      
        Mikhail and Gregor will be your brothers now. You will never be alone again. And then there was that asshole. That enormous, Nordic prick. Her last man. Alex didn't know details, but he knew enough. This man had made her feel bad, made her doubt herself. He wanted to rip the bastard's head off, jam it down the bleeding stub of his neck, stuff his body in a dumpster and roll it into the Hudson. A few more feedings and I'll know where you live, Jeff.

      Alex wished he was human, just so he could fall asleep with Helena, wake up and have breakfast with her. And after breakfast, he would spend the rest of his life making sure no one ever hurt her again.

      The clock read 4:00. Dawn was closing in, but he could not bring himself to leave her warm bed. Instead he stroked her hair and listened to her heartbeat—three beats for every one of his—and imagined their lives weaving together. She was strong, and she had a lot of love in her. That he also knew. Maybe even enough love to take on a vampire.

      That night he'd explain everything to her. It would be okay.

      At five, he could no longer play it cool. Instead he was playing chicken. Sunrise was at 6:09.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      

      Helena woke with an empty space beside her. Alex dressed at the bedside, illuminated by nothing more than the glowing blue face of the alarm clock. Drugged with sleep and sex, she could barely speak, much less lift her head off the pillow. "Wus up?"

      "Sleep. I have to be back to the hotel."

      There was a crispness to his voice that she didn't recognize. It brought her awake and she sat up, rubbing her eyes. It wasn't even dawn yet. "Umm, do you want some coffee or something?"

      "No, I have to go. It's a work thing."

      His tone was clipped. She tried not to take offense, but it was hard. "Don't tell me you're one of those workaholic types. If we get married, I don't want to have to schedule face time with you on your BlackBerry."

      He passed his hand over her head. "No, never."

      "But it's so early."

      He tied off a boot and sighed. "I have a 6:00 a.m. conference call with Brussels. I need my laptop, I need to review some papers, I really have to go now."

      
        He's lying. Helena frowned. Why did she think that? He gave her an apologetic kiss. His lips were hard—he was nervous. "I'll make it up to you tonight."

      Helena could not help pressing, testing. "Do you have to work all day? I don't. We could…I don't know, have lunch, go somewhere. I could show you the highlights of Boulder, it's not New York, but—"

      "Helena." There was that sigh again. "I can't see you until five. I'll miss you all day long. But I have to go now." He shrugged into his long overcoat and began to walk away.

      She ran after him, dragging the quilt with her. "Wait, hold on. What's going on, Alex?"

      "Nothing. I told you—"

      "You're lying."

      His lips twisted into a bitter little smile. He was lying. "We'll talk tonight. I'll explain everything."

      Helena's heart froze. Something was wrong. "Explain now."

      "No."

      She blinked and he was at the front door, his hand on the knob.

      "I have to be in my hotel room by six, Helena. That's the truth. I swear I will be back here just after five. You have to trust me."

      Helena clutched the quilt around her, her head aching with confusion and threatening tears. Trust? Last night he had forced his way into her heart and now—weirdness. Lies. Of course there would be weirdness. Of course he was too good to be true.

      In three angry strides he was back in front of her, squeezing her shoulders. "Say you believe me."

      "Believe what, Alex? Believe you can't wait to get out of here? Believe that I'll never see you again?"

      His hands hurt her shoulders. "Believe that I love you."

      Love? Right. The tears started. She couldn't help it. Her cynical inner voice, the one that always watched and never helped, said, What a pathetic scene. Alex took her face between his hands and licked away her tears. She broke away and grabbed her bag from the entryway table, found one of her cards and thrust it at him.

      "Go. Go wherever you have to go so bad. But call me later today and we'll decide if you should come back tonight."

      His head did a funny twitching thing. "If?"

      Jerk. Arrogant jerk. "I said 'if'."

      "I'm coming back tonight."

      "You can't lie to me and boss me around and put me off and expect that I'll play nice with you. I'm not your doormat."

      The son of a bitch actually glanced at his watch. He couldn't even keep his mind on fighting with her. Boiling over, she shouted, "Get the hell out of my house!"

      Next thing she knew, she was against the wall and he was all over her, his mouth bruising hers. She slammed her fists against the sides of his head. Blood ran between their searching mouths and fed a current of desire so powerful that it hurt, need which ripped a trail from her mouth down to her aching, empty cunt. The quilt was gone. She was naked under him. His sweater tore at her tender nipples. One of his hands parted her thighs. The other opened his fly.

      Oh yes—oh no—oh God.

      His eyes wild, he caught her right hand and wrapped her fingers around his pulsing cock. "I need you."

      "Tell me why you're leaving."

      In answer he kissed her and kept kissing her, his cock and her fist pressed against her belly. Even though she wanted to shove him away, to hold on to some pride, she couldn't help but kiss him back. To take what she could before the cold aftermath closed in. The inevitable pain.

      "If—" She started to say "If I let you come back," but he took hold of her chin.

      "When."

      "If!"

      "Never." Eyes wild, pained, he shook his head. He lifted her right knee and guided her hand, still holding his cock, between her legs. "I won't leave." His voice was as tortured as his expression.

      She could have run. Could have hit him. Done anything. But she succumbed to the emptiness in her. The urgency in him. He was a burning brand. She took him inside, wrapped herself around him with a low, miserable moan.

      He thrust into her again and again. Breaking her down. Until there was nothing between them but unbound need. The pictures around them swung on their hooks.

      No man had ever made her feel this way. No man. Ever. Never again. Glass shattered all around them, and she shattered too. Sobbing, jerking against him, biting into the thick wool of his coat. He was leaving. He wouldn't come back.

      Next thing she knew, she was on the floor, surrounded by broken glass and bent picture frames. The quilt was over her and through the open door she saw Alex sprinting down her drive like he was running for his life.

      Alex had parked his new rental car maybe a quarter of a mile away—there were no blocks to measure by out here in the hills and hollers. The idea being not to draw police attention. Now he cursed his caution. As he ran, he checked his watch every few seconds, as if that would help. The hotel wasn't too far away. This early, he could speed, run a few lights, drive straight into underground parking and he'd be fine.

      But this was way too close. Crazy close. He'd kill himself over this woman. He'd kill himself with his own stupidity. When she told him not to come back, he lost it. Just lost it. And gave her another reason to hate him.

      Or did she? He remembered her arms around his neck, her voice in his ear, urging him on. Or was that a fantasy?

      Distracted by these thoughts, he rounded a bend and ran straight into the path of a police cruiser. It screeched to a stop. Two cops jumped out of the cruiser, weapons drawn.

      "Freeze," said one. "Let me see your hands."

      Alex put his hands up. Bullets killed vampires. Enough of them did, no matter what the bullshit myths said. "What's this about?"

      "Do you live in this neighborhood, sir?"

      The sky was an ominous shade of violet, a color that made him sick with dread. This would be a great time for some vampiric mind control trick, but that took focus and he couldn't think straight. His cock was wet with Helena, the taste of her blood was in his mouth. He was more like an animal than a master of the night. All the small hairs on his body were standing up, warning of a threat that had nothing to do with the police. He breathed in explosive gasps and grasped for a plan.

      "Hands behind your head."

      Alex obeyed. A siren sounded far away, but coming up the road. Backup. One cop approached him with cuffs, the other covered him from a distance.

      The cop moved behind him. "Do you have ID?"

      "In my pocket."

      Exploding into action, he sent his elbow into the cop's throat and flew toward the other, toward the bullet, which whistled by his ear. He was on the cop before he could pull the trigger a second time. A second later he was crouching in the trees by the side of the road. What the hell was he supposed to do now? How could he drive his car down the road with cops coming up it?

      Pink streaks were breaking over the horizon and the sleeping town was just beginning to stir under brilliant color. Motherfucking true dawn. He'd only seen the waking sky from his loft windows, with his fingers on steel shutters, ready to pull them shut.

      And now he was out in the middle of goddamn nowhere with cops on his heels. A house sat higher up the hill, a few golden lights burning in its windows, the smell of frying ham drifting out of the kitchen. It would have a basement. He turned toward the house, got within twenty feet of the basement window, only to hear two big dogs barking inside.

      This was not going to work. He thrust his hand into his pocket and checked for the space blanket there. It was not as reassuring as he hoped it would be, but it was something.

      Far below, down on the road, the cops were dragging themselves to their feet. As they found their bearings, they pointed at the line of his footprints in the virgin snow.

      
        What in the hell are you doing? The voice in his head didn't sound so much like his own as his brother Gregor's. Get off the ground!

      He made a running leap at the nearest tree, a tall pine. He clung to its rough, sappy bark like a goddamn Koala bear. Breathe. Move. He leapt from it to the next tree, and the next and the next. Goddamn suburbs. It wasn't even a real forest, just a piece of land that had not been built on yet. It was too close to the road, too close to houses, and seriously lacking in caves and ravines. He dropped down on an outcropping of rock and ran along it, leaping from boulder to boulder, putting distance between himself and his tracks.

      Once his mind wasn't in the way, his body reveled in action. Every movement flowed from instinct and he ate up ground.

      The first searching fingers of the light streamed out over the distant plains. He'd only seen it on TV. The white light was cruelly beautiful. It burned blue trails across his retinas. He reeled to a halt. There was no more time. There were no more options. Dropping down to the ground, he began to dig with two hands like a dog. There was only about a foot of snow, and under that a layer of pine needles. He clawed through that, making a shallow…pit. Pit, not grave. Pit.

      He shook the space blanket out of its wrapper. The morning breeze caught it and made it crackle and flap horizontal to the ground. It weighed nothing at all. It was meant for brief use, a dash from building to building, for instance, not as all-day protection. There was no telling how long he could last beneath it. He tucked it around himself and sat down in his…pit…and started to bury his legs in a mixture of dirt and snow.

      As he did, the sun cut through the trees and hit his face. The burning began. His eyes watered with the pain, but he kept scraping up snow, piling it over himself, leaning back bit by bit, making an insulating layer of snow over the blanket that might make the difference between life and slow cremation. The skin on his hands broke out in blisters. Finally he was flat on his back, the blanket over his face a faint shield. He shoved snow over his head, scraping it against his sides with his arms. When he could do no more, he wiggled his arms into the blanket. His hands throbbed as they defrosted and his face felt even worse.

      
        It's going to be okay. After a couple of calming breaths, he managed to cast a weak warding charm over his hiding place. Hopefully it would hold. The sun was enough of an enemy for one day.

      He heard more sirens and voices in the distance. In a few minutes more, the sounds and vibrations of feet passed back and forth near his hiding spot. All the while, the sun grew stronger and stronger. It was hard not to groan, not to cry with the pain of it. It passed through the snow and burned through his shoes, which were not beneath the blanket. It beat against the aluminum, seeking entry, the heat blistering. It was not even seven yet. What would it be like at noon?

      Goddamn sunny Colorado. Where else would it be so bright in January? Paris, London—they'd be socked in with a gloom so thick he could almost walk around by daylight. New York was rich with shadows no matter what time of year. Somehow he would have to convince Helena to come to New York. Boulder was not his city. He shifted uneasily under his heavy blanket of snow. Everything hurt. Yes, she'd move to New York, just as soon as she'd finished disemboweling him.

      The footsteps and voices faded away. He heard one, two, three engines start, and the crunch of tires on gravel. The search moved on.

      This exact scenario was his worst nightmare. It was every vamp's nightmare, but it was his special fear, the one that made him scream for his mother night after night as a child.

      The phone in his pocket buzzed. The phone! It could be his way out. Cursing through the pain, he eased his crisped hand under his coat and brought the phone up along the side of his face and strained to see the number out of his peripheral vision.

      It was his parents' number, which meant it was his mother, because his father never initiated a phone call. The phone had to be thrust into his hand, and then he always regarded it with suspicion, like it was a weasel or something.

      "Ma?"

      "Sasha! Sashka maia. Thank God I hear your voice. Are you hurt? What is this bad feeling that wakes me?"

      What a horrible thing to have to tell your mother. I'm on the gallows. I'm strapped to the electric chair. "I'm caught out, Ma." It was hard to talk—his lips felt funny, misshapen. Maybe they were blistering.

      "Oh, my baby! Where are you?"

      "Under a space blanket and a few inches of snow. Do we have any friends in Colorado?"

      "Colorado? No, who among us would live in a cowboy state up high next to the sun? I will send your brothers, but when? They can't move for hours."

      Something changed outside. A sudden ratcheting up of the heat. Nothing blocked the sun any longer, not a tree branch, not a cloud, not a shadow. Every fiber of his body screamed to run away from the pain—to sprint for shelter or greet oblivion. But intellectually he knew he had a slim chance to survive if he stayed still and waited it out. It took every ounce of will not to move. Jesus fuck it hurt. How would he survive this day?

      "Sasha? Sasha!"

      His mother's voice cut through the fog of pain. "Ma?"

      "Don't scare me so! Are you on the plain or in hills?"

      "Hills." Pain folding in on itself, thickening.

      "Good. Then it will pass over you soon enough, go behind the hill, take the heat off. If you were on the plain…" She made a clicking noise with her tongue. "Do you hear me, Sasha? The sun will not be on you all day."

      "I hear," he gasped.

      Her voice turned silken with power. "Open your mind."

      Obeying her, his mind followed hers home, to their house in Brooklyn. To their living room. His mother sat curled up in her favorite chair, the one with the worn pink chintz. She wore one of her tattered silk kimonos and a scarf around her head to keep her long, skunk-striped hair out of her face while she slept. With shaky hands, she lit a cigarette. Great, she had stopped smoking a year ago.

      "You're brave, like your father." A long thin stream of smoke curled out of her lips while she studied him. Her shining eyes did not tell him what she saw when she looked at him. "He too was caught out once, and he survived with no space blanket, even. They did not have them then."

      That made him suspicious, because his father had a set stock of stories that Alex and his brothers knew all too well. "Pop never told us that story."

      "It is true, though." She flicked the ash from her cigarette a little too casually. "He survived and so will you."

      "Ma, are you making that up? Are you lying to me? Holy shit! I am fucked!"

      "Hush. Don't swear at your mother. I don't know if you are…fucked." A little smile crossed her lips as she said «fucked». She never swore. With her little finger, she lifted a piece of tobacco off the end of her tongue. Such a familiar gesture. A loved gesture. "You will be your own worst enemy today, you know that. You will want to give in to the sun."

      "I know." Already a quick death was looking like a reasonable alternative to slow roasting.

      "Live today. I will send Mikhail. Knyaz blood will heal you fast, no? Now listen close. I can't keep you here for long. You need to sleep. Go inside where the sun can't find you." Her voice wound around him like tendrils of water weed. "Your back is against mother earth. Imagine you are sinking into her. Underground you seek hidden water and cool mud. Now you are swimming through an underground stream, the water cold and black as sin. Further and further underground you go, until you surface in a cavern of great beauty, surrounded by sparkling stones and blind fish…"

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 4

      

      The police came to Helena's door to make sure she was okay. They'd apprehended a man matching the description of her stalker in the neighborhood and he had assaulted two officers and made a getaway. All she did was nod and look concerned.

      Alex fighting with police? Why? He had to know she would not press charges against him, even after this morning. In fact, she had meant to call the police and drop charges the night before, but he kept distracting her.

      And now he did this. Only drunks and morons assaulted police officers. How could he be so stupid? She didn't know him at all.

      The cops said they'd double the watch on her house.

      Helena worked out of her home office that day. A stack of applications for funding on her next project sat in front of her, bristling with deadlines, and all she did was beat her pencil on it, beating out a rhythm that said, "Alex Faustin Alex Faustin."

      Eventually she got up and cleaned the house. She'd cleaned up the foyer that morning, of course. In the quiet aftermath of that…that…whatever it was…restoring order kept her sane. At first she'd been a mess, sniffling over the broken pictures. The photos themselves were okay, and that was all that really mattered, but the shards of glass upset her. Broken things. Broken things everywhere that needed to be swept up.

      What were you thinking?

      That was her primary thought all day. Why had she let him in, why wasn't she smarter than that, what did she expect would happen? She felt dirty. The whole house felt dirty. Not on the surface—the casual observer would think her house clean—but she knew it was not. She wanted to wash down every wall, to take a toothbrush to the floor, a dental pick to every crack and crevice. Alex's handprints were on one side of the deck door, hers on the other. She scrubbed them off methodically, cleaning the whole door while she was at it. His card was still in the frame. That she shoved in her pocket.

      Alexander Faustin was not tidy. He made huge messes.

      Which reminded her, there were wine stains setting on the carpet in front of the fireplace. She marched out there with a bottle of club soda. The freaky, lying bastard. It was almost noon and he hadn't called to apologize. But oh yeah, he must be busy on that call to Brussels. Right.

      The whole house smelled like sex. It smelled like him. She stopped scrubbing the carpet to light a bunch of scented candles left over from the holidays. Soon the house smelled like a demented Christmas village.

      It didn't matter how he'd looked at her last night, his eyes bottomless, black and searching. Or how he'd touched her face like she was a rare treasure. Something about the man was very wrong. From their first introduction, to his cockamamie "wife by vision quest" story, to their last argument. It was all wrong.

      And floating above it all there was the Big Lie. Her gut told her that beyond the surface strangeness he was hiding something from her, something big. This big thing controlled him. Made him leave that morning. He said he loved her, but he'd throw her aside for it anyway. It might be another woman, drugs, mafia, his career as an international spy—whatever it was it could not be good.

      He said he'd explain that tonight. Well, he had a lot of explaining to do. Maybe she didn't want to hear it. Maybe it would be best if he just vanished.

      It would be best.

      If he called, she'd tell him not to come.

      Scully circled her legs, whining to go out. Helena followed her into the backyard and lingered there, letting the heat of the sun beat down on her face and shoulders. It was a spectacular, clear blue day. Warm enough to melt snow. Water dripped off the tree branches and poured out the gutters with a cheerful gurgle.

      Swiping tears from her eyes, she pulled Alex's card from her jeans pocket. Slowly and deliberately she tore the card into smaller and smaller pieces, then threw them to the breeze. No more drama. She'd promised herself that. She had no use for the likes of Alexander Faustin.

      And they hadn't even used condoms.

      I am such an idiot.

      Oh, shit. I should have kept that card.

      Five, six o'clock came and went and he did not come. He did not keep his word. Maybe he had moved on to another "only one" in another town.

      Helena ate a pint of ice cream for dinner and drank most of a bottle of wine while she channel surfed in tedious circles.

      Around nine, Scully jumped out of her lap and went to look out the sliding doors, her pointy ears on high alert. Helena cupped her hands against the glass to see the balcony in the darkness. He wasn't out there. She went back to the couch.

      Scully trotted into the kitchen and back, went downstairs and came back and stood in front of Helena with one paw in the air, her button eyes bright. It was the "I want something" pose.

      "As if I'm going to let you out so that you can tangle with some critter in the back yard. I don't think so."

      In answer, Scully yipped, trotted to the head of the stairs and yipped some more.

      "You peed an hour ago."

      But she only barked more and ran up and down the stairs and yipped until Helena hauled her sorry ass off the couch and waddled—she was sore, like he'd predicted—down the stairs to the ground level. She looked out the back door window. Nothing moved in the yard. She had a morbid fear of coyotes eating her dog. Scully whined and danced at her feet.

      "Okay, but I'll go out first." Holding her dog back with one foot, she slipped out the door, tripped on something lumpy and fell on it. It groaned. Helena screamed and scrambled to her feet. Scully barked in high, hysterical notes. Alex was lying face down on the ground.

      "Alex! Oh my God!" The first thing she thought was that he'd been shot by the police. Flashes of her first aid class came back to her. Check airway, breathing, treat for shock. How? Dang oh dang. He groaned. At least he was breathing.

      "Alex? What happened?" She rolled him onto his back and gasped. Even in the dark, she could see his face was a mess: rough, misshapen, wrong. "Don't worry, I'm calling 911."

      "No." He caught her wrist, his grip wet and boney. Wrong. Was he burnt? He took several gasping breaths before he could continue. "Don't."

      "The police, all that, doesn't matter now." It was shock. He was hurt so bad he didn't even know he was hurt. "Alex, you need medical attention."

      "No. Inside."

      Helena bit her lip. Even his voice was strange, his words slurred. She decided to take him inside, then call 911.

      Making a terrible pained noise, he came up on all fours. She tried to help him to his feet, but he hissed at her. So she just opened the door and let him crawl inside.

      "Baze…ment," he wheezed.

      She opened another door and watched, open-mouthed, as he half tumbled, half slithered down the basement steps. At the foot of the stairs, he curled into a fetal position and went still. She flicked on the bright overhead lights. What she saw made her wretch. Wine and ice cream came up her throat and she spewed over the stair railing, choking on bittersweet bile.

      Every inch of his face was bubbled and peeling and shining with sweat or pus.

      And he had no hair.

      "Oh God. Oh God. I'll be right back." She was calling the ambulance. Now.

      He put out an imploring hand. "Call Ma." Red and intense, his eyes burned in his skull-like face, completely sane and demanding her cooperation. He fumbled for his phone and pushed it toward her across the concrete floor. "Hel…call."

      It stopped only a few inches from his horrible, blackened fingertips. Numb with horror, she drifted the rest of the way down the stairs and picked up the phone. Her knees shook so hard she had to sit down beside him. First she'd call his mother, then 911, no matter what he said. In the contacts menu she found the entry "MA".

      Someone picked up before she even heard a ring. "Sasha?" said a woman with a smoky voice.

      Who was Sasha? "Mrs. Faustin? My name is Helena MacAllister…"

      "You have my boy safe? He's with you now? He lives?"

      "Y…yes…but he's been hurt and he won't let me call for help."

      The woman muttered something in Russian, or what she assumed was Russian. "No, you do not call for help. Your hospitals are not for our kind. They wouldn't know what to do with him, then in the morning, poof!"

      
        Our kind? What, were they Christian Scientists?

      "Mrs. Faustin, I don't want to alarm you but he's very ill and needs help."

      "Ill?" The woman made a spitting noise. "He is fried crispy like bacon, no? All there is to do for him is for you to feed him, then let him rest, then feed him again. Bring others to feed if you can, the more the better."

      "Feed him what?"

      That question set off a whole barrage of Russian invective. A man's voice asked a question in the background and Mrs. Faustin exchanged some rapid-fire comments with him, all in Russian, before she came back. "He's not told you."

      "Told me what?"

      "Have you not made with the nookie yet?"

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "And he takes little of your blood and you like very much?"

      "What?"

      "Girlie—Yelena—future daughter of my heart—give him your blood to make him well. I beg you this as his mother."

      Maybe this was a nightmare. Maybe she'd wake up pretty soon. That would be nice. "I don't understand you, Mrs. Faustin."

      "Help is coming to you, but you must help now. Open your veins. Send your blood down his throat."

      "What kind of crazy—? What good would that do?"

      "Everything. We are vampire."

      Mrs. Faustin pronounced vampire like vham-peer. She went on, something about species variation, superstition and hemophilia, but Helena's mind locked on vampire. He was so desperate to get out of the house before six. Before sunrise. And his refusal to see her before five. Sunset. But no. That was absurd. If Alex was a vampire, Scully was a werewolf.

      Mrs. Faustin rattled on. She was crazy. Like her son. It was time to call an ambulance. She could only look at Alex's seared face out of the corner of her eye. Otherwise she'd throw up again. Now her furtive glances told her he had gone still as death.

      Worried, she touched his shoulder. He screamed in pain, flopped away from her and screamed again.

      Mrs. Faustin shouted, "What are you doing to my boy? Feed him!"

      "I'm not going to do that."

      "You can and you will. If you do not, I will come out there and flay you alive and then you will know the meaning of suffering. I will rip out your liver. I will lay the curse of the House Faustin—"

      There was a clatter and another voice came on the phone. It reminded her of Alex's, but was deeper and rougher. It made no introductions, just began to give instruction. "This you will do or my son will die, and none of us want that. Yes, Helena? Find the sharpest blade in the house, a razor blade, perhaps, and sterilize it with flame or alcohol…" He went on, his voice inherently soothing. Helena's mind became clear and calm and she did as she was told.

      Kneeling beside Alex, she poked at her left wrist with an X-Acto blade. It hurt. A lot. And it didn't bleed. Wincing through her tears, she made a proper cut across a blue vein. This time the blood welled up and she turned her wrist over and sent the drops down to Alex's lips. His tongue stretched out and caught the drops like he was catching snowflakes. She brought her wrist over his mouth, carefully, because his lips were purple and blistered, and he suckled at it instinctively, half conscious. It didn't hurt.

      He was a vampire. A vampire.

      Even with the truth sucking on her wrist it didn't make any sense at all. She looked at the X-Acto knife on the ground. It didn't make sense that she'd been brave enough to cut herself either. None of this made sense. How'd he get so burned, anyway?

      Suddenly he grabbed hold of her wrist with both hands and tore into her flesh like a pit bull. It hurt, but the adrenalin shot through her too—fight or flight like she'd never experienced. She fought for her life, silently, desperately, kicking at his ruined flesh, trying to pull away from his vice-like jaws. But it made no difference. With amazing strength he flipped her on her back, threw himself over her body and began to suck in earnest. The edges of her vision clouded black as the blood left her body. The room went dark, but her hearing worked until the end. The last sound she heard was the wet, slurping sound of him eating her alive.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 5

      

      When she woke, she was still on the basement floor, but she was cozy and warm. A pillow was under her head, the quilt off her bed around her. The first thing she did was look at her arm. There wasn't a mark on it. She bolted up out of the blanket. Where was Alex?

      "You'll be lightheaded." It was a stranger's voice, deep and resonant. It may have been a warning, or a command, for the moment he said it the room began to spin in giddy loops. Helena dropped back to the pillow and the room stopped moving. Carefully she rolled toward the voice and found a man with long blond hair cradling Alex in his lap. For a confused moment she thought he was an angel because he was too chiseled, too pale, too unearthly beautiful to be human. His black T-shirt was hiked up, his breast sliced open, and in a grotesque parody of nursing, the charred thing that used to be Alex lapped at the cut with a long, pointed tongue.

      "Am I dead?"

      The man lifted his head. His cool blue eyes were sad. Not momentarily sad, but habitually sad. There was a difference. He appraised her in a single glance, a knowing glance that was not exactly cruel, but so calculating and distant that she realized he couldn't be human. It was like having a staring contest with a big cat at the zoo. "Alex would not kill you to save himself." The angel man looked back down at Alex. "He's the best of all of us."

      "And you are?"

      "His brother, Mikhail." He pointed his chin at a glass beside her. "Drink your orange juice."

      I'm having a psychotic break. This is what it's like.

      No wonder crazy people never thought they were nuts. Everything was normal. It wasn't like the houseplants were talking to her. She just happened to have vampires in her basement.

      Mikhail had taken over caring for Alex and asked for little from her. No one asked her to feed Alex again, and she hadn't volunteered. Mikhail—Misha, Alex called him—went in and out a lot. Helena figured he was going out and sucking on other people and bringing their blood home to Alex like a sinister mama bird. She tried not to think about it. Don't ask, don't tell.

      That first night, Mikhail explained how Alex came to be burned and assured her he would recover from it in time, but he was closed mouthed about vampirism in general. He said she should talk to Alex about these things. Mikhail was a little scary. Not that he wasn't always perfectly polite, but it was he, not Alex, that made her believe in vampires. Or rather, vham-peers. Mikhail pronounced it that way too.

      Helena puzzled on the differences between the two brothers. Mikhail was slick, precise, icy and startlingly beautiful while Alex was impulsive, warm, impatient and had been handsome in a more normal way. They did look a little alike—same chin and mouth, same ears, same hands. That was about it. Mikhail carried Alex as easily as he would a child, and moved with a flowing grace that was borderline creepy. Helena had to assume that Alex was that strong and could move like that too if he wanted. But somehow Alex passed for human while his brother did not.

      Whenever Mikhail left, Alex began to howl in pain or hunger. She didn't know which. Working on a strict need-to-know basis, that was her. Unable to help him with either problem, she hid. She ran miles every day, more than she had in a long time. When she couldn't run anymore she came home and cleaned. She was working on organizing the garage. It was cold, but it had to be done. If she worked hard enough, maybe she could sleep.

      All she wanted was for them to leave. She wanted her old life back.

      She wouldn't call the police, because if they got Alex, he'd die. And if Mikhail got the police… Well, best not to hypothesize.

      And that was all assuming they existed. What if she called the police about the vampire infestation in her basement and it turned out no one was down there?

      Over and over again she picked up the phone to call Lacey, but always put it back down again. Confessing to Lacey might prove she was crazy after all, and she didn't want that. And if this was all real, why did she need to subject Lacey to the truth? None of it was anything she ever wanted to know. It confused everything. If vampires existed, what other movie monsters were walking around out there? And what did this say about man's place in the world? About God?

      Research kept her sane. When the outside world made no sense there was a lot of comfort in book facts. When she was too tired to run or clean anymore, she researched vampires.

      Not even sure where to begin, she waded through everything from dense literary criticism to web posts from Goth kids with names like vlad666. Having never been a horror fan, she didn't know anything about vampires beyond the basic Count Chocula stuff. Bats, coffins, swirling capes. None of that sounded much like Alex. Nothing she'd read mentioned vampires with pushy mothers. They weren't supposed to have mothers.

      On the third night, Mikhail went out and Alex did not howl. Little as she wanted to see him up close, she became increasingly worried that something was wrong with him. So after an hour or so she mustered up the courage to go check on him.

      She found him lucid and sitting up. He looked better, relatively speaking. Most of the bubbly stuff had sloughed off his face and hands, leaving him looking skinned more than anything else—like one of those anatomical models from science class. After an awkward moment of silence he started to talk, hesitantly at first, and then faster and faster. His voice was raspy and the words slightly slurred.

      "I was trying to think of the right way to tell you, but I kept putting it off. I let it come between us, I let it hurt you, all because I was too cowardly to lay it out from the very start. I wanted you to learn to like me—a lot—before I told you the truth. But when I was lying in that pit not knowing if I'd live out the day, I was so sorry. Sorry for the way I'd left things with you. I knew you'd hate me, think I left you, think I broke my word."

      Out of breath, he stopped to wheeze. He sat cross-legged on a sleeping bag. They'd commandeered her camping gear. Another bag was unzipped and wrapped around his shoulders. She didn't think he had anything on under there—how could he? His hands looked like raw meat. He kept them still and spread open on his knees. She thought she might see the white of his knuckle bones poking through the stringy flesh and averted her eyes.

      "I have questions."

      "I bet." He looked up at her, his neck craned awkwardly, waiting.

      Helena averted her eyes again. She'd feel better if she had a pad in her hand, or better, a digital recorder. It would be so much easier to see him as a documentary subject than as a lover. She didn't even know where to start with the questions, so just threw out the first thing that came to her.

      "Are you dead?"

      A wheeze came from him that might have been a laugh. "Almost." He lifted one of his ghastly hands from his knee in a stiff, apologetic gesture. She didn't know if she was looking at a tragedy or just seeing the monster he really was beneath it all. For someone to be so burned yet so…animated. It was plain wrong.

      "I'm not dead. We're not ghouls. Just a different species."

      "A humanoid species no one knows about?"

      "No one wants to know about us. We're your shadow."

      Helena folded her arms, very skeptical. "And this marriage thing. That wasn't a lie?"

      "No." He said it again, lower. "No."

      "Why don't you marry a woman of your own kind?"

      Alex's voice went cold and formal. She'd offended him, but she didn't much care. "My mother's first priority was identifying my soul mate, regardless of species."

      "That doesn't make sense. What with the hours and the taped-up windows and the…eating. I mean, it must be awkward to keep a mixed household. I don't understand how it's done."

      His distant, formal tone continued. "That's not a problem, because it usually doesn't remain a 'mixed household' for long."

      It took a moment for that to sink in. When it did, her stomach twisted. "Oh jeez. Oh crap. You wouldn't."

      "Only when you asked. We'd have to if we wanted children."

      Helena leaned back against the cold, cement wall. "You can really do that? Oh my God." She could be like them? As much as she tried to repress it, she remembered Alex tearing into her like an animal. Felt it.

      Never. She'd never do it.

      "You should sit."

      "I don't want to!" She pushed off the wall and began to pace the narrow, low-ceilinged room. It smelled bad down there. A combination of damp concrete and sick, unwashed vampire.

      "And how old are you?"

      "Twenty-seven."

      She'd expected him to say two-hundred and fifty or something. The shock made her stop pacing. "But you're just a baby."

      "Why, how old are you?"

      "Thirty-one. Thirty-two, I mean."

      "So? That's no big deal."

      "That's a significant difference." She'd always dated men at least five years older than her. "Why would someone your age even want to get married?"

      "I've always wanted to be married. My brothers used to laugh at me about it. Then Gregor got married and decided it wasn't so bad after all. And Mikhail, well, he just stopped laughing altogether."

      Helena stopped pacing and sat on her heels about ten feet away from him. That was about as close as was comfortable. He confused her. He really did. She rubbed her face and tried to think clearly—without success.

      "What is it with Mikhail anyway?"

      Alex cricked his neck in her direction. "What do you mean?"

      "You're brothers but you don't look much alike."

      "He takes after my father. Me and Gregor look like Ma."

      "No, I mean, he looks more vampire-y than you—than you used to."

      "That's a long story. Mikhail is Knyaz. Our leader. Pop was, but he stepped down last year and Mikhail is first born. Being Knyaz makes him more…more like what you see, but Mikhail has always been like that in some ways. He's been preparing for this all his life."

      "He's the head of your family, you mean?"

      "Pop is still head of our family, but Misha has taken over what I guess you'd call the family business."

      Helena looked at him expectantly. He was dancing around something, so she just waited until he spit it out.

      "Mikhail oversees our people and protects our territory." He took a deep, rattling breath. "Our feeding grounds. From other vamps."

      Helena puzzled that one out, and didn't like what she came up with. "Like ranchers protecting your stock?"

      He didn't seem to pick up on the distaste in her voice. Instead he considered the question. "Sort of. No one feeds on our territory without our permission. All feeding has to be on the down low. It's how we go unnoticed. Mikhail enforces these rules."

      "And if someone breaks your rules?"

      Alex glanced up at her. "Do you really want to know all this right now?"

      "No." The less she knew the better. Less fodder for nightmares. "I really wish you would have told me first. What you were. Before we slept together."

      He nodded. "You should not have found out this way. I don't know how to make it better."

      His eyes were still Alex's. That was the worst of it.

      "It's just that I've only known you for one day, really. And I don't understand what all this means. My reality is not the same as it used to be, and I really want the old one back." Her voice wavered as she spoke, but she managed not to cry.

      Alex was silent a long while, then he said, "I feel better tonight. It's time I returned your basement to you. Mikhail can't feed me forever. So I'll go back home where it's easier for me to…um, find something to eat. I can't…it's harder in a strange town."

      Helena squirmed as much as him while he spoke, wondering what gory details he was skipping over when he spoke of eating. "You're leaving?"

      A little whistling sound escaped him. A ghost of a snort. "You want me to stay?"

      
        Not really, no. She couldn't say that aloud because she felt sorry for him, so she said nothing.

      He bent what was left of his face into a crooked smile, showing way too many teeth. "You need time to absorb this. I need time to heal."

      Despite herself, she let him see her shoulders sag in relief.

      Mikhail stepped in between them, materializing out of the shadows of the basement. She stifled a squeak of surprise.

      Wincing, Alex craned his neck backward to look his brother in the face. Helena glanced between them, perceiving but not understanding a hint of threat in the air. Mikhail said, very soft, "You're not going anywhere, Alexander Ivanovitch."

      He turned to her, cold and courtly as usual. "We must beg your hospitality a little longer."

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      

      "Will you excuse us, Helena?" Alex fought to keep his voice steady. Helena wasted no time in taking herself upstairs. As soon as he heard the door close, he said to his brother, "Like hell I'm staying."

      Mikhail spun on his heel and began to stuff the few things he'd brought with him into his bag. "It's time I left. But you've tasted her. For you, there's no going back."

      Alex stared at him in disbelief. He couldn't be serious. "You're leaving me here. Alone. Like this."

      "Little brother, I'm leaving you and I'm forbidding Vamp Air to take you as passenger without my permission."

      Vamp Air was what they called the private charter service that a handful of vamp families shared, but in which the Faustin family held a controlling interest. Regular commercial air travel made their kind nervous, what with the every present threat of layovers and delays. Vamp Air planes came with special fittings on the windows and sympathetic, highly paid human crews.

      To escape this godforsaken state, Alex would break open his piggy bank and charter his own plane and pray to hell the pilot was trustworthy. But he was so weak he couldn't afford the slightest bit of exposure. And he looked like Freddy Kruger.

      "You asshole."

      "I know you had no choice, but still, you drank from her. You will taste nothing but dust and ashes until you make her yours. You know this."

      Mikhail didn't know half of it. Helena was not going to accept this. Alex wanted to hug himself and rock against the horror of it.

      "Misha, I can't stay here. It's breaking her. Can't you see that? She can't even look at me without twitching. All she does is scrub the floors. She's not sleeping, either. Her dreams are a mess."

      Mikhail squatted in front of Alex so he could fix him with a hard look. "Why are you hearing her dreams? You've listened to her blood? You've started the bonding?" Mikhail's hands shot out as if he intended to throttle him, but he stopped himself just in time.

      "You perfect idiot." He lowered his hands. "You tasted her even before you were burnt. Knowing the story of Roland. Knowing what happened to Gregor. I can't even feel sorry for you now."

      Out of pride alone, Alex kept hold of Mikhail's gaze. Yes, he was an idiot. That was obvious or he wouldn't be sitting on a mildew-afflicted sleeping bag in a suburban basement shedding skin while his bride was upstairs having a nervous breakdown.

      Mikhail wasn't mated so it was easy for him to stand in judgment. He didn't know what it was like to hold his destined wife in his arms. He didn't know how funny and sweet Helena was, how she'd yielded under his hands from the first moment, how perfectly their bodies fit together. It had been easy enough that ecstatic first night to believe they would be together forever. Easy enough to take her blood as an act of faith.

      He'd screwed up. Helena was freaking out for good reason. And that was precisely why he had to get the hell away and give her some space.

      Mikhail cocked his head at Alex, his eyes narrowing to pale slits. "You think you'll make yourself pretty again and return to court her as if nothing has happened?" He gave a short bark of laughter. "We are monsters, Alex. You and Gregor pretend we are not, but your little human sees the truth."

      "And that truth is too much for her! Goddamn it. This is not all about me." Alex pushed to his feet. Tears for Helena welled in his eyes and spilled like acid over his raw skin. The pain of it brought even more tears to his eyes. "Fuck!"

      Blind, Alex spun around in pain and frustration, striking out at the air, each of his wild gestures tearing tissue-thin skin. "Fuck!"

      Too weak to pull off a respectable tantrum, he fell to his knees exhausted after a few seconds. When Alex's breathing slowed, Mikhail continued speaking as if nothing had happened. "You can't fool her or seduce her. You must make her love the monster you are. That is your only hope."

      Mikhail was never just a brother. He was the prince of New York. Always perfect. Always exerting authority over lesser sorts. Alex wanted to drive a fist through his face. Once, just once, he'd love to see him lose it. See him on his knees.

      Mikhail's upper lip twitched, revealing a bit of fang. Alex flinched, realizing Mikhail might have caught the direction of his thoughts. He could, sometimes. But Mikhail resumed his usual impassive expression. "I'll leave you now."

      "Don't." Alex crawled in front of him, naked, exhausted, pathetic. Past pride, he raised his hands in the gesture of formal supplication, something he'd never done before, but he'd seen plenty of times. "Knyaz, I beg your mercy."

      Mikhail studied him for a long, tightly drawn moment, during which Alex remained frozen, his hands out, his eyes pleading. Take me home, Misha. I need to be in my own place. I need my family. I need my donors. Please don't leave me like this.

      With a small shake of the head, an almost imperceptible negation, Mikhail made a sign of blessing. "God be with you, little brother."

      In a blink he was gone.

      "How am I going to feed myself?" Alex shouted after him. "Just what the hell am I supposed to do?"

      A little while later he knew what he had to do and made his way to the top of the stairs, shuffling like an old man. Helena would be wondering about the shouting, no doubt. Her office was just to the left of the basement door, but she wasn't in it. Reluctant to enter her space without permission, he stopped at the top stair and knocked on the open door. Her dog trotted down to bark at him.

      The noise made him wince. "Shh."

      Helena followed her dog down a few moments later. She was dressed in sweats and held a quart of chocolate ice cream in the crook of her arm. Her eyes were ringed with shadows. They flicked over him obliquely, taking in his relative position and condition before coming to rest on some point just behind him. She was good at not looking at him.

      "Do you need something?"

      "No. Yes." Suddenly chilled, he pulled the bag more tightly around his shoulders and winced at the pain of it. He stood one stair down, making Helena the same height as him. So not only was he a walking piece of beef jerky wearing an orange sleeping bag, but he'd shrunk too. "Mikhail has gone home. He left me behind."

      Her eyes went round. "Why?"

      "He wants me to—" Alex sighed, searching for words. "He wants me to be accountable for my own mistakes. But I told you I was leaving, and I will. I just have to ask you if you would mind if I stayed down here for two or three more days. I'm not strong enough to go out in the world yet."

      Her mouth tightened. Clearly she'd already fallen in love with the idea of him clearing out, and was trying to imagine how she'd live through this delay.

      "But if that makes you uncomfortable, I'll—" What the fuck would he do? Make do. Somehow. Find the seediest hotel on earth with a blind manager. Ordinarily he could disguise his appearance, but in his weakened state it was too hard to create even a simple illusion. What he needed was to spend a few days eating as much as he could. It was the only way to get back on his feet.

      Reading his thoughts, Helena said, "How are you going to eat without Mikhail?"

      Alex hesitated.

      Helena took a step backward.

      "Not you!" Alex cried, as horrified as her. Scully circled her feet protectively. Scully was pretty hefty for a little dog, he realized.

      "Why are you looking at my dog like that?"

      Alex swallowed. "I'm not going to eat you or your dog. Okay?" But maybe someone else's dog.

      "What else are you going to eat if you can't leave the house?"

      "I didn't say I wouldn't leave the house. I just can't show myself to the world, you know? Airports. Rental car agencies. I can't do that for a few days."

      Her voice thick with revulsion, Helena repeated, "What are you going to eat, Alex?"

      "Anything I can." He spat out the words. There it was, the truth, like Mikhail wanted. He was a monster. Monsters couldn't call for take-out when they didn't feel well. He was going to stagger out into the night, naked because he couldn't drag clothes over his tattered flesh, and he was going to search this godforsaken affluent woodsy fucking neighborhood for anything with a heartbeat. Dogs, cats, raccoons, rats, mice, birds, whatever he could find. Humans too, if possible, but it would have to be by some odd chance encounter, because he was too weak to enthrall them or take them down by force.

      "You're going to eat my neighbors." Her teeth chattered as she spoke.

      "Ah, Christ." Too tired to stand any longer, Alex slid down the wall to sit on the top stair, just inside the shadows. "We don't kill when we feed. Do you know that?"

      The smaller creatures he'd kill, but she didn't have to know about that. He didn't even want to think about it. His jaw clenched with distaste as he imagined sucking on a rat.

      She shook her head. "How should I know anything at all about this stuff?"

      "So you thought Mikhail was on a killing streak? Was the local news reporting dead bodies all over the CU campus?"

      Again she shook her head, but her chin lifted. "Your brother wouldn't leave tracks. He's not the type."

      Alex caught the emphasis. "Unlike me."

      With unexpected venom she said, "You leave tracks everywhere."

      It stung, but he didn't know what to say. Instead he went back to his original point. "Me, my family, all decent vampires, feed in one of two ways. They either hunt, which means we draw a pint or two from an unsuspecting victim and let them go, or we turn to willing donors."

      "Willing? For pay?"

      "For pleasure."

      Helena slid down the wall as he had, coming to rest across the hall from him. The light from her office bathed her face in white light. The hall walls were white, and the carpet too. Her sweats were white. She lived in an unstained world.

      She leaned forward, her cheeks pale, her blue eyes as cold as Mikhail's. "Did you suck my blood the first time we had sex?"

      "Yes."

      "I knew it." Her lips curled in disgust. "When I was coming, right?"

      He nodded.

      "In my most vulnerable, trusting moment you attacked me."

      "Feeding isn't an attack. It's sharing."

      "Seems like a funny one-sided kind of sharing to me."

      "At the time you didn't mind it at all. I'd go so far as to guess that at the time, you were having the biggest orgasm of your life."

      "That's not the point. The point is I didn't give you permission to do any such thing."

      "Did I ask your permission to kiss you, to eat you out, to fuck you?"

      "Beg your pardon, but I think drinking my life blood is a little different."

      "Well I don't!" Alex felt like shit. Inside and out. He was born a blood drinker. He'd never tried to defend the practice. Never had to. But here in front of Helena, with her acting like goddamn martyred Joan of Arc, it seemed indefensible.

      "I wanted you. All of you. I can't take you by halves. And you wanted it, too. You were begging."

      "Oh, it's my fault. I was asking for it."

      "I'm a predator. I respond to signals."

      "It must be convenient to be a predator among all of us stupid sheep. You can do whatever you want, take whatever you want."

      "It is what I am." It was harder for him to say it than for her to hear it. Each word was a nail in his coffin.

      "What you are is dangerous!" Helena jumped to her feet, looking like she was ready to come over and do a little more damage to his face.

      "Helena MacAllister, I swear by all that I hold sacred that I would never hurt you by sharing your blood. I would never drain you dry, I would never pass you a disease, I would not make you a vampire, a slave, a mommy, whatever it is you're thinking about."

      Trembling, her fists clenched, she restrained herself from hitting him—out of disgust more than mercy, he was sure. She addressed her next words to the carpet between them. "Oh, you swear? And tell me, just what does a vampire hold sacred?"

      "Fuck you, Helena."

      The silence that followed was the silence that followed a bomb blast, the long pause before the sirens began to wail. It hadn't been a casual fuck you. He hadn't meant to make it a curse, but his fear and frustration wrapped the words with power. If it sounded like a curse to him, it sounded worse to her.

      Could I possibly make myself any more repulsive?

      He had to leave before he hurt her again. But before he could open his mouth she said, "Don't you dare speak to me like that."

      "I'm sorry." It was inadequate, but he was sorry. For everything.

      Her eyes glittered fiercely. "I shouldn't have said you held nothing sacred. I don't know that. I don't know you at all." She swiped away her tears. "You can stay down here tonight and tomorrow night. That's it. I don't want to see you. I don't want to talk to you."

      Alex tried to say, "No, I'm leaving now." It would have been dignified. But the hurt, damaged part of him was so relieved to have somewhere safe to sleep that he couldn't object. He said, "Thank you," but his voice was too low and she ran away too fast.

      Helena retreated to the kitchen, sat down at the bar, and began to laugh. It was either that or cry. She'd been bickering with a vampire. Weren't you supposed to go after them with stakes? Instead she accused him of violating her boundaries.

      That's when she realized she wasn't frightened anymore.

      From the moment she'd found him collapsed in her backyard to her first talk with him this evening, she'd been in a state of continual, existential terror. But when they quarreled, Alex, huddled in the shadows of the staircase, sounded just like a man. Not a blood-sucking denizen of the night, but a pissed off, defensive guy. One who was maybe scared too. He'd been a jerk, but so had she in some ways.

      Just when she thought she'd run the gamut of bad relationships, she'd hooked up with a vampire. One who was less than honest, to put in nicely. One who expected not only that she'd marry him, but that she'd become a vampire as well. He wanted to feed off her. Talk about control issues. Talk about co-dependency. She'd had enough of that of with Jeff.

      The thing was, she'd had good chemistry with Jeff, too. Maybe not as wild as her attraction for Alex, but then again, Jeff didn't have vampire mojo backing him. But from the moment she and Jeff had met during a ski weekend in Telluride they'd been glued to one another. He was gorgeous, successful, and a five-time Ironman champion. She thought she'd finally found Mr. Perfect. They moved in together after three months. Problem was she was never perfect enough for him.

      In short, Jeff was controlling and manipulative. And she'd never be involved with another man like that again, even if she had to be celibate the rest of her life.

      She unwrapped a frozen pizza, wondering what Alex would be eating that night. He'd said he wouldn't kill the neighbors. How reassuring. She didn't know her neighbors real well, and honestly didn't like a couple of them, but she didn't think they deserved to be sucked on. At the same time, he had to eat.

      
        He's a giant parasite. She'd not defined it so clearly yet, but that was exactly what he was. How could he live with himself, stealing from other people every day just to live?

      He couldn't go back to New York fast enough.

      On his second night alone, Alex woke up with rat hair between his teeth, hating Mikhail. His phone held concerned messages from his mother and Gregor, but no one was petitioning for his return. His father could override Mikhail's decision, but had not. As usual, the Faustins held strong—even against one of their own.

      Alex braced himself for another farcical, humiliating outing. The night before he couldn't find any dogs or cats outside. It was too cold. He'd peeked through windows at people watching TV and considered creeping up on them while they slept. But if they woke up, if they pulled a gun, if they hit him… The thought of being struck made him hunch over. He was nothing but raw flesh and exposed nerve.

      Children were tempting, but if they saw him, they'd be scarred for life. He just couldn't do it.

      That left vermin as the only menu option.

      Suffice it to say he'd found enough to fill his belly, and that was what mattered. The details of that night couldn't be forgotten too soon. But on the way home, he'd sniffed out a squirrel nest that he could start with that evening.

      Squirrel. Mmm.

      Around ten, when he could count on most people being settled in for the evening, he crept from the house. Helena was out somewhere. The blood bonding, incomplete as it was, amazed him. Helena traced through his mind like a blip on his radar. At any given moment he could pinpoint her location and her mood—which was always somewhere on the spectrum from nervous to frightened. The further away she was, the less he knew. At that moment all he knew was that she was somewhere north of him, and if he had to find her, he could.

      It still hurt too much to dress. Or to wear shoes. He stepped naked onto the ice-slick pavement outside the back door. The next step took him shin deep into sharp, granular snow. The wind bit into his skin. The only way to warm himself was to move and eat and keep eating until dawn.

      Though people were scarce, he kept to the shadows, walking off road among the trees, ducking behind them when he spotted headlights. Though he did his best to walk carefully, tree branches scored his arms and poked at his eyes. He flared his nostrils. Where was that damned squirrel nest?

      His mind drifted to better times. His loft. The big windows sparkling with city lights. His sofa, the black leather buttery under his fingers. Candlelight. A slow groove on the stereo. A happy woman sprawled under him, tiny bite wounds marking her pulse points. That was how a vamp ate. Not this bullshit.

      Thing was the woman in his daydream didn't have a face. No matter how he tried, he couldn't call up the faces of his former lovers. He could only see Helena. He almost groaned remembering how her skin yielded, resisted, then broke under his teeth. The sweet wash of her blood over his tongue.

      Dazed with memories, Alex stepped out of the trees and onto an embankment where the snow was thin. Three deer—no, they weren't deer. Too big. Moose? No, not that ugly. What the hell were they?

      Whatever they were, they were huge—fucking huge—and they were right in front of him, nibbling on dry grass. One had horns that must have been six feet across. In unison they lifted their heads and stared at him with wide, startled eyes. Alex froze too, listening to the wet, sweet rhythm of their hearts, the swish of blood in their veins. As one, they turned tail and ran, and without thinking he took off after them.

      
        What are you doing, Alex? The reasonable part of him, the New Yorker, knew he couldn't bring down a…whatever. Caribou? Even if he were well, he couldn't do it alone. But another part of him, the hungry, burnt part, didn't give a fuck. It wanted beast blood, and a lot of it. And that part of him seemed to have the steering wheel. So, feeling foolish and more than a little out of control, Alex began to stalk the whatevers. Reindeer?

      They were harder marks than people, that was for sure. One snapped twig could send them bolting for a half mile, and it took him forever to catch up with them. He tracked them by nose and eventually found them in someone's backyard—if an acre of unfenced land could be considered a backyard.

      The deer things looked surreal—and larger than ever—as they nibbled their way around a big jungle gym with three frozen swings and a slide piled with snow. He circled around the yard to get upwind of them. All the lights in the house were off.

      Okay, what now, nature boy?

      He really didn't know, or maybe he just didn't want to think about it, but he found himself selecting a strong, smooth log from the woodpile at the side of the house. One that felt right in his hands. Nervous, and beginning to salivate, he swallowed hard. The arousal lengthened his incisors, forcing him to pull back his lips and open his mouth slightly so he wouldn't cut himself.

      In the same way that smiling can make you feel better despite yourself, the adoption of that particular, snarling expression focused Alex like nothing else. It reminded him that he was vampyr, and not just vampyr, but a Faustin.

      He guessed he had enough strength for one sprint and one blow. After that, all bets were off. But he'd be damned if he'd spend another night creeping after vermin. He wanted what was in front of him and he wanted it with every fiber in his body.

      Peeking around the corner of the house, he saw the one with the horns was closest to him. It was as big as a horse and looked like it had two coat trees growing out of the sides of its skull. That one he'd rather avoid. He waited for one of the smaller ones to circle around.

      But while he watched, the…wildebeest?…raised its massive head and sniffed the air. Alex knew it was going to bolt, and so would the rest of them, and he might not catch them again before dawn.

      Alex rushed forward, moving so fast that he'd be a blur to the human eye. It confused the deer thing too, because it didn't take alarm until he was right next to it. It saw him then, but by that time it was too late. He was already swinging the log like a baseball bat. It cracked against the buck's skull, loud and hollow sounding. The blow jarred his arms to the sockets.

      Alex could see the rattled confusion in the deer thing's eyes. It hurt, but it didn't fall. Instead, it charged.

      Alex scrambled backward, keeping one bare step ahead of the coat hooks of death.

      Alex didn't experience any moments of spiritual clarity during this brush with mortality. It sucked. It sucked profoundly as he scampered for his life. He wanted to live. But he also knew it was funny. Fucking hysterical that he should die naked out here in the sticks, skewered by a really pissed deer-like thing.

      Funny until his back slammed into a cold, rattling wall. A cheap aluminum storage shed. The buck rammed the shed with a deafening, metallic crunch, its antlers encircling Alex like a cage, the short points bruising flesh and bone.

      
        An elk! Alex realized in a moment of perfectly clarity, memories of some long gone nature show returning to him in a final blessing. That's what it is! I'm being killed by a goddamn bull elk.

      The elk pried its horns from the aluminum to come at him again. Just before he was impaled Alex wrested the log up and brought it down right between the elk's eyes.

      It dropped like a sandbag.

      He jumped on it, straddling the shoulders and leveraging the horns back to stretch out its throat. The carotid arteries and the jugular veins throbbed deep beneath the elk's thick, black ruff. The rest of its body was covered with lighter-colored, shorter hair, but to get what he wanted Alex had to rip his way through that coarse, musky mane, growling with frustration until he found flesh and pierced the carotid.

      A fountain of blood struck Alex's cheek. He opened his mouth and drank as fast as he could. The elk struck out with its legs and tried to raise its head, but Alex shoved its head back down to the ground and kept drinking. The elk heaved a huge sigh of resignation, one that lifted Alex like a swelling wave, and then subsided.

      Thank you, thank you, thank you.

      The heat of its dying body soaked into his chilled, needy bones. Its massive, pumping heart sent mouthful after mouthful of hot, gamey blood down his throat. As fast as he swallowed, he could not take it all in. It flowed out of his mouth and down his chest.

      In the back of his mind he knew that someone might come out of the house to see what the noise was about, but he just didn't care. All that mattered was feeding.

      Alex had never gorged on a single victim—not once in his whole life.

      And he'd never killed to eat, either, except for the vermin the night before. Their squirmy little lives he'd gulped down as fast as he could, just trying to get it over with. But taking this noble creature, this adversary, into death swallow by swallow seemed both an honor and a sin.

      When the blood slowed to a sluggish trickle, Alex began to weep. He knew he was blood drunk. That is, overfed, over stimulated and prone to melancholy as well as violence. He knew the symptoms, had seen it in the newly converted, but knowing didn't make him feel any better.

      The elk gasped over and over, trying to draw oxygen into its collapsing system. Its drum-like heartbeat turned erratic. He clenched the elk's thick hair in his fists, lapping and sucking until he couldn't pull fresh blood up anymore. Then he just lay still, marking the last, fluttering protests of its mighty heart.

      When it was over, he slid to the ground. Droplets of frozen blood studded the snow around him like rubies. Icy, pinpoint stars winked in the sky above him. He'd never been so sated in his entire life. It seemed possible he might never move again. But eventually the blood on his face began to itch. He rubbed some of it off with a handful of granular snow and found his way to his feet. Even dead, the elk was still regal. Alex bent down to touch it one last time, then walked away, dazed and lost. For a time he followed the twin tracks of the other elk, but then he veered another direction, his sense of Helena guiding him home. At first he walked slowly, then he began to jog as a surge of unexpected energy buoyed him up.

      As a test, he decided to run flat out and see how far he could go. He thought he could run maybe fifty yards. Instead he ran all the way back to Helena's house, one thought beating over and over in his brain, I'm going to be okay.

      Around what he guessed to be three in the morning, he slipped in the back door on the lower level, meaning to head straight down to the basement.

      High on elk, he didn't bother to pinpoint Helena's exact location.

      He figured she'd be asleep.

      Not in her office, gaping at him in mute horror.

      "Uh, hi," he said, giving her a little wave.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      

      Helena shrieked and threw herself at the office door. The cheap, hollow core door couldn't even make a convincing slamming noise, and it had no lock. Alex heard the hiss of her bathrobe on the wood as she braced herself against it. He heard her panicked breathing and her racing heart, too.

      
        Shit. Alex glanced down. He looked like he'd been rolling around in an abattoir. Oh yeah, and he was naked. She was going to call the cops.

      "Helena?" He tried to sound as casual as possible. As human as possible. "It's elk's blood. That's all. Long story. But I'm, uh, going downstairs now. So…goodnight."

      He waited a couple of heartbeats, until he heard a long, shuddering exhale on the other side of the door. "N-night?" she said in a whispering squeak.

      Stomping so she'd hear every step, he went down into the basement, and then stood at the base of the stairs, listening, tense as a pointer. If she called for help, he'd be facing more outdoor adventures. But he heard nothing until, after a long while, she tiptoed upstairs. He followed her up and leaned out the door, listening until he was sure she'd gone back to bed. Amazing she didn't have a complete freak-out. Helena was actually very brave. She just didn't know it yet.

      And she kept her word. He liked that about her. Two nights in the basement, she'd said. Two nights he had. Even if he was scary as hell.

      After a half hour or so Alex realized that there was no way he could go to bed early, not with his heart beating so fast. It wasn't a bad feeling at all—just an over-energized one. Like he could run all the way back to New York. Like he might never sleep again. And there was absolutely nothing to do in the basement.

      Moving like a shadow—an antsy shadow—he slipped into Helena's domain and walked around the dark rooms, learning what he could from them. He found pictures of her parents and a case full of trophies topped with tiny silver and gold runners. Helena was a track star. He wondered if she still ran. Idly he imagined them running side by side in Central Park, cutting a jogger off and bringing him down in the bushes.

      He shook his head, abandoning the image for what it was—complete fantasy. Unless he straightened things out between them, their future would last about fourteen more hours.

      Mikhail said Alex's job was to make Helena love the monster. He also said that Alex and Gregor didn't believe they were monsters. Mikhail was a bastard, but he was right. If Alex wasn't proud to be a vampire, how could he ever ask Helena to convert?

      The last few days had taught him what it really meant to be a vampire. The learning curve wasn't pretty, but he was better for it. He'd been caught out, his worst fear, and he'd survived. He'd been hungry and sick, left without family or donors and he'd fed himself. He'd killed an elk with firewood.

      And best of all, he'd tasted his destined mate. This wasn't a disaster. He wasn't Roland. He was going to win Helena back. All he had to do was show her that while he was undeniably a blood-soaked monster, he was a complex and sensitive blood-soaked monster. One she wanted to marry.

      Jesus Christ, I'm still drunk.

      Laughing at himself, he wandered into the kitchen. It looked like a typical vamp kitchen—in other words, she didn't use it. His cabinets were better stocked, but then he was unusual in that he liked experimenting with human food. In light of recent events, he could now see that as another form of denial of his vampirism.

      A traditionalist like Mikhail lived on blood, water, and good scotch. Gregor liked beer, and if he didn't have one cup of black coffee when he woke up you just didn't want to be around him. But that was as far as he went. Alex, freak that he was, fetishized beverages of all sorts. He knew how to make perfect espresso, green tea with powder and a whisk, Italian sodas, and ices scented with cardamom and orange flower water. He crafted clear broths rich with the distilled essences of herbs and vegetables and meats, trying to recreate what he smelled drifting out of the restaurants of the city.

      As a child he experimented with solid food, despite his father's patient attempts to explain to him the difference between vamp and human digestive systems. Chocolate bars, popcorn, even a Nathan's Original hotdog all took the roundtrip journey down his gullet. One of his earliest memories was of stealing a carrot from a bodega. He ate it like a machine, like Bugs Bunny, reveling in the sweetness of the carrot, its strange, plant-kingdom texture, the satisfying crunching noise.

      Fun to begin with. After two hours of misery he threw it up in an alley, careful that his brothers wouldn't see. Because pretending to be human was even lamer than pretending to be a girl. Which he'd also done. Just for a little while.

      When he was really little.

      Alex peered into Helena's fridge full of old condiments and reduced calorie yogurt. There were eggs at least, and milk of dubious age. A stack of bleak frozen entrees sat in the freezer, accompanied by several cartons of ice cream at various stages of consumption. She had a few staples, but the spices in her pantry probably dated to the mid-80's.

      As far as he'd been able to smell from the basement, her diet consisted entirely of ice cream, pizza and red wine, and now that he saw her kitchen, he didn't think that was far from wrong.

      He paused to tune-in to Helena. She was asleep, and dreaming. Her dreams were busy and maybe confusing, but at least she wasn't having nightmares because of him. He found a dusty copy of the Betty Crocker Cookbook above the stove and decided to make her breakfast.

      Helena woke to the smell of food. It reminded her of childhood, of those slow starting Sunday mornings where her parents lingered in bathrobes, sharing out the paper and pouring endless cups of coffee for each other while she read the funnies.

      She missed them so much. Sometimes she woke up thinking they were still alive, that she could call them and tell them about a movie they'd like or something silly like that.

      A whiff of coffee coiled around her nose, so strong she could almost see it, like in cartoons. It wasn't her imagination. A pot of coffee was brewing downstairs. Who was cooking?

      Bolting upright, she looked at the clock. It was 6:30 a.m. Past sunrise. Who the heck was cooking?

      She threw on a robe and ran into the kitchen. It smelled great, not fancy, just happy. Like her memories of her parents. The coffeepot was full. Someone had set a single place at the counter, with a mat and napkin and everything. The syrup bottle and butter dish sat next to the plate. The oven was set to warm, and a sticky note was on the door. The handwriting was bold, stylish caps, like architect lettering, and it read "Better than elk?" Inside the oven she found a beautiful short stack of pancakes and a covered dish of scrambled eggs.

      Alexander Faustin. Her mind twisted around, trying to imagine the naked, blood-soaked man who'd burst in her back door the night before cooking pancakes. His eyes had been crazy—shining and spinning like wheels, like he was tripping on something.

      But then he'd sounded perfectly normal through the door. Like it was no big thing to hunt and kill elk with your bare hands. In the middle of the night. Naked.

      Yet she believed him. Just as she'd known he was lying that morning when he left her and got burnt, she knew he was speaking the truth last night. Anyway, the night before had been his last night in her basement. There'd be no more of this weirdness after today.

      That was good.

      It was.

      She poured a cup of coffee and took the food out of the oven. What did a vampire know about breakfast? A lot. The pancakes were fluffy and golden, the eggs perfectly cooked and rich with cheese. Alex could cook. It made no sense.

      Vampires could cook but she couldn't. Jeff always said if she just tried harder—Helena squelched that thought. No Jeff thinking allowed. Most especially not anything he ever said to her. His words could still wound at a distance. Instead, she retrieved the paper and read the funnies while she ate.

      While cleaning up she discovered Alex's secret. A pile of burnt and malformed pancakes hidden at the bottom of the wastebasket. That stack of three perfectly round, fluffy, golden pancakes was the cream of about fifteen tries. The corners of Helena's mouth twitched until she gave up and let herself grin. Those malformed pancakes made her ridiculously happy.

      Thankfully the phone rang so she didn't have to think that one through.

      "Hey, stranger," Lacey said. "Whatcha been up to?"

      Helena squirmed a little. She'd been avoiding Lacey, because Lacey read her too well.

      "Deadline," she said. "A big, bitchy grant application. It's almost done." She hated lying, but she'd already dug herself in this deep.

      Lacey made a skeptical noise. "No grant application ever kept you from taking booze breaks. You sure something else isn't going on? You feeling bad? I know today is the anniversary…" She trailed off awkwardly.

      The anniversary of the car wreck that killed her parents. Lacey was right, but the date had snuck up on her. No wonder she'd been thinking of them.

      "Do you want to do something tonight? Go to a movie?"

      She wanted to. But she also wanted to be there at sundown to make sure Alex left. And to say thanks to him for the pancakes. And the offer of marriage. She leaned her forehead against the refrigerator door and closed her eyes.

      "Helena?"

      "Um, the grant deadline is tomorrow. I have to work tonight. But tomorrow night would be good. After I take the grant to Fed-Ex, we'll par-tay." She made her tone deadpan. "Go to Milligan's. Rip our tops off and dance on the tables."

      "You wild child." Helena imagined her friend's grin. It could light a city. "Okay. Tomorrow. But seriously, call me if you need me. You know I love you."

      Well, Helena hadn't totally lied. She did have a grant application to work on, so she poured a cup of coffee and headed down to her office. As she passed the basement door a little tingle coursed down her neck and back. Yes, Alex was down there. She always knew when he was around. That was another thing she didn't like to think about too much.

      She sat down at her computer, checked her mail, checked Facebook, did all she could to avoid actually working. By the time she'd actually settled into work she was feeling the effects of a big breakfast. The office was too warm. Her eyelids began to droop. She typed the same sentence twice. Gulping down the cold remains of her coffee didn't help at all. Sleep was a lure. A hook on a long line.

      The subway doors parted and an old Chinese woman carrying a box of grapefruits walked off the train. Helena stepped on. It was a narrow car, two rows of seats facing each other, the aisle studded with upright poles. An abandoned newspaper fluttered at her feet. She smelled urine.

      At one end of the car a young man wearing the loose pants and clogs of someone who worked in a kitchen slept with his head against the window. At the other end of the car sat Alex, handsome like he used to be, wearing the same chunky sweater and jeans he'd worn their first night together. Clothes that Mikhail had cut off of him after the burn. She'd lent him scissors to do it.

      The doors shut behind her and the train began to move. She grabbed a pole so she wouldn't fall over.

      Alex glanced up. His eyes widened. "Helena! What are you doing here?"

      "Where are we?"

      "In New York. On the 6 train, I think."

      "What am I doing here?"

      He laughed. "That's what I asked you."

      The train lurched. Alex caught her and made her sit down next to him. His expression turning serious, he brushed the hair out of her eyes and said, "Maybe you came here because I was thinking about you."

      His fingers lingered on her face, tracing the shape of her lips.

      "This is a dream, isn't it?"

      "Mmm," he nodded, his focus still on her lips. "The question is whether it's your dream or mine."

      "It's mine, of course."

      He chuckled. "But this is my train."

      She resisted the temptation to thread her fingers through his unruly hair. She'd missed it. Before the burn he'd been one of those guys who always looked like he'd just rolled out of bed. With a self-conscious smile he stopped fondling her face and rested his elbow on the seat back. Still, his hand dangled near her shoulder and their knees almost touched. It was almost painful not to touch him when he was so close. And the way he looked at her made her nervous, so she started to babble.

      "Did you like growing up in New York?"

      "Nothing could be better. You been here?"

      "Yes, twice on business. But I didn't know my way around."

      "You should come visit me. I'll be your tour guide."

      "New York by night." It sounded bitchier than she meant it, but then she realized that it did bother her.

      He let the bitchiness roll by. "New York never sleeps. And I can show you things no one else ever sees." His mouth quirked. "Like the home life of a typical vampire family."

      "If you guys invite me to dinner, I'll be sure not to accept."

      "Vamp jokes, Helena? I like that." He leaned in, like he might kiss her, but a sudden thought lit up his face. "You can meet Maddy. Gregor's wife. She's fantastic. She used to be like you—human, that is."

      "Oh." What did you say to that? Congratulations? Welcome to Tickville?

      "I just meant that if you wanted to talk to someone who knows both sides, she's there."

      Helena nodded. "I understand. I just don't think…honestly I don't think this is something I could ever do. Give up my days."

      Alex reached up to stroke her cheek. "But think of all the nights you've missed."

      "Why can't you be a normal guy?" She meant it with all her heart. Her voice broke when she said it. Alex leaned forward and kissed her. Slowly. His lips lingering over hers. Until, just as slowly, her lips parted.

      With a long groan he pulled her close. She gave up the fight, dug her fingers into his thick, loose curls and kissed him for all she was worth.

      The overhead lights of the train dimmed and brightened again. The seat vibrated, making her aware of the tingling in her thighs and a distinctly wet sensation between her legs. One of his hands played over her knee and up and down the back of her calf. It felt ridiculously good. She'd missed his touch. His taste. Except…

      She broke the kiss. "You won't bite me?"

      His eyelids lowered suggestively. Opening his mouth, he showed her his long incisors. She drew back, but he kept hold of her waist. He tested the sharp tips with his tongue and smiled. "I'd only do that in my dreams. Don't you worry about it."

      Helena wasn't particularly convinced. If she had any sense she'd wake up. He reached up to undo a button at her throat. "What are you wearing under this coat?"

      In that dream way, she didn't know.

      "Stand up," he said. "Let me see."

      The train stopped in an empty station. No one got off or on. The doors closed, the lights flickered, and they started to roll again. She gripped a pole and cast a nervous glance at the sleeping guy while Alex untied her short, black trench coat and undid all the buttons. The coat fell open and a hot breeze washed over her bare skin.

      One side of Alex's mouth quirked up and his eyes took on a devilish gleam. "I didn't know they made things like this in Colorado."

      He stripped the coat from her shoulders and turned her around so she could see herself reflected in the dirty window. Behind her, his body was solid black shadow, his coal-dark eyes startling in his white face.

      He ran his hands up her sides. She wore a black leather bustier. Her breasts quivered in the shallow cups. Changing direction, he drew his hands down her waist and over her hips. She wore a short, short skirt. More like a belt with ambitions. Underneath that, garters and stockings. Where'd this getup come from?

      He slipped his fingers under the hooks that held the stockings and murmured, "Gorgeous." Helena didn't recognize her reflection. Usually her bob made her look like a schoolmarm. Now it made her look like a dominatrix. She was built long and lean, and maybe she didn't run races anymore, but she looked good. The weight she'd put on just made her more curvy. It was the first time she'd ever looked in a mirror and really liked what she saw.

      "Goddamn, woman, you are sexy." Alex kissed her bare shoulder. Stepping between her and the window, he asked her to grip the bars over her head. She did as he asked, taking a wide stance to brace herself against the rocking. He sat down in front of her. In the window behind his head she saw herself stretched out in an X, as if she'd been crucified. She didn't recognize the languid, hungry expression on her own face. But she looked down and saw the need in Alex's.

      He lifted her foot onto the seat beside him. The stiletto heel rocked on the seat. Running his hands over her tensed calf, he said, "You have the legs of a goddess."

      He kissed her calf, her knee, her inner thigh through the stockings. She couldn't touch him. Couldn't let go of the handholds without falling over.

      He pressed her thigh to one side, opening her legs so he could run his tongue along the bare skin above the stockings. His hot breath washed over her thighs. She realized she wasn't wearing any underwear. At that same moment, he grabbed her bottom and pulled her against his mouth.

      Helena choked back a scream as his tongue parted her flesh, lapping her in deep, long strokes.

      "The smell of you," he groaned. "It makes me crazy."

      With that he sent two fingers up inside her and bent his head to suck her clit.

      "Fu—!" Helena lost her breath, and tried again, this time coming up with a faint, "Oh!"

      
        What are you doing to me? She really didn't know. All of his fingers were busy. His long tongue way too talented. Was that her G-spot? Did he have two tongues? Or was that his thumb? Oh God.

      "Alex!" She couldn't hold on. She'd faint. Or pee. She couldn't do this. And they weren't even alone. "Please. Please stop."

      But he didn't. She squirmed and writhed so much her breasts fell out of the cups of the bustier. Through half-closed eyes she saw her bare breasts in the window, her open mouth, Alex's head between her pale thighs. Focusing more, she saw another face in the window, small and far away. It was the other passenger. He was awake and had his hand down his pants.

      "Alex—"

      Alex shot a glance toward the far end of the train. "You like an audience?"

      "No!"

      "Open your eyes." While he spoke he still worked her with his fingers and thumb. "Look at yourself. He's never seen a woman like you. Beautiful. Wild."

      He paused to suck and lap at her. Helena looked at the guy's reflection in the window again. His eyes were wide, his mouth slack. He'd shoved his pants halfway to his knees and was beating off shamelessly. The rhythm of his hand was the same as Alex's in her, like they were both getting her off.

      This was filthy. The train was filthy. Someone else could get on. Were there security cameras? Guards beating off in a booth somewhere? Yep, there was a camera in the corner. In the lens she saw herself spread-eagled. All these eyes. Like hands on her body. But she wasn't herself. No one would recognize her. With Alex here, she could be as bad as she wanted. She looked over her shoulder, straight at her voyeur. It startled him. With a smile she spread her arms and arched her back, letting her head fall back and breasts point at the ceiling. Hanging in suspension like that, she twisted her hips provocatively, grinding herself against Alex's face.

      The guy jacked off faster.

      Alex pressed her hard.

      Stringy white jets jerked out of the guy's fist and splattered on the floor.

      Helena crested, and the orgasm broke like a dam. She lost control of her legs. Lost her grip. Collapsed into Alex's lap.

      "You like this?" Alex smoothed his hand over her bottom. She realized he wasn't talking to her. His voice was different. Menacing. "You want some?" He gave her bare ass a cracking slap. She came again under the burning sting. Helpless. Moaning. Shameless.

      The train jolted to a stop.

      "You couldn't handle her," Alex said. "Show's over. Get the hell off my train."

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw the guy bolt for the door.

      "He's going home to fuck his girlfriend. He'll be seeing you the whole time."

      Their bodies jostled with the train. Alex's eyes snapped, blacker than black in the harsh fluorescent light. This was an erotic game for him—and it was not. Part of him was crazy jealous. And she liked that. She ran her hands under his sweater, imagining the contours of his lean torso. The muscling of his abdomen. Those rosy nipples. Everywhere her hands passed, his skin jumped.

      "If I'm sexy, if I'm wild, it's because of you. It's what you do to me."

      His brow creased. He took a deep breath and kissed her, cradling her face between his hands. It was so urgent, yet so tender. She lifted her hips so he could open his pants, and she straddled his waiting erection.

      Alex moaned as she took in the length of him. His head fell back against the window. His eyelids fluttered. "Jesus, Helena."

      The sight of him like that—undone, vulnerable, paralyzed by pleasure—brought out the predator in her. She nipped his lips, his earlobe, the soft flesh under his jaw. Each bite a little harder than the last, pushing the limits.

      It made him shake. Not with fear, she knew, but barely controlled excitement. He made her shake the same way. His chest rose and fell against hers with each of his hard, panting breaths. She mouthed the length of his throat, her saliva sharpening the odor of his skin. How she wanted to devour him.

      "Do it," he gasped. "Bite me."

      — she woke on the floor of her office with her hand between her legs.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 8

      

      At twilight Alex poked his head into the living room. "Would you mind if I used your bathtub?"

      His voice brought back the dream she'd been attempting to repress all day. That kinky, disturbing dream that still had her wet.

      Helena nodded and gestured that he should go up to the master bedroom. He walked carefully into the living room, like a thief, like he shouldn't be there. In his hand he carried a black overnight bag. One of the things Mikhail had retrieved from the hotel.

      The voice might be the same, but this was not the dream Alex. Emphatically not. As usual, he wore nothing but her sleeping bag. His skin had faded from red to a dead, clay white and was covered with a network of dry, painful-looking cracks. He headed up without a word, the tail of the bag dragging behind him, and she let her thanks for breakfast die unspoken.

      An hour passed. She heard the bathtub draining, and filling again. What was he doing up there? She watched TV, taking in nothing, thinking about her parents a lot. If she didn't think about them, she thought about the dream. Both lines of thought were torture. She'd started in on a book when she heard the stairs creak, and looked up to see him pausing on the steps to look back at her. He'd transformed.

      Giving her a hint of a smile, he continued down the stairs. Instead of wearing the sleeping bag, he carried it. He wore an expensive-looking white shirt and a pair of nice black pants. His feet were bare and his sleeves rolled up. Some of his hair had grown back, she realized. Maybe a quarter inch of black stubble covered his skull.

      More striking, though, was his face. As he came closer, she saw that somehow he'd shed his damaged skin. His newborn skin was as pink and tender as the flesh you'd find under a blister, and here and there he had a scab where the healing wasn't finished. Still, it was an amazing improvement.

      He'd lost weight. And the short hair made his cheekbones sharper, his eyes bigger and darker than ever. She found his frailty compelling. And familiar. They both needed comfort that night. In a perfect world they could snuggle together on the couch under a big blanket.

      But the world wasn't perfect. He was a vampire. So she kept her distance. "You look better."

      He shrugged, a little sheepish. "Elk."

      "Did you really eat an elk last night?"

      Like quicksilver his expression changed, becoming abstracted. "I drained one." He sounded like he didn't quite believe it himself.

      "But what happened to your skin?"

      His abstracted look faded and his dark eyes searched her face intently. "The dead skin fell off. When I drank the elk dry, I absorbed its life force, and that accelerated my healing."

      "I thought you never killed when you ate."

      "I'm not supposed to. I never have before. There's no rules about animals, but any vamp who kills a human or another vamp by draining them dry is anathema. It's a death sentence. Only the Knyaz exsanguinate their enemies."

      "You mean Mikhail exsanguinates…" Helena wished she didn't know what that word meant. "Maybe I don't want to know more about that."

      Alex smiled a little. "It's okay. The point is that it's all too natural to kill while eating. It makes you strong, but it's addictive, and it messes with the mind. I found that out last night. I don't know how Mikhail deals with it."

      He shook his head, dispelling whatever he was thinking about. "Anyway, if we didn't follow our discipline, I don't know what would have happened to our kind. Or yours."

      He tilted his head to one side. "I'm giving you too much information again. I know. But I was wrong in not giving you enough information when we met. And I'm not lying to you anymore. Or sugar coating. If you have any questions, I want to answer them."

      "You're leaving tonight?"

      "Isn't that what we agreed?"

      Helena noted the careful choice of words. It was up to her. She figured it couldn't hurt to be polite for a few minutes. They'd been through a lot together. And she was still curious about him. About all this. "Would you like a glass of wine for the road?"

      They walked into the kitchen. He picked up the wine bottle and she handed him the corkscrew as if it were the most natural thing in the world for them to be hanging out in the kitchen together.

      "I wanted to thank you for breakfast this morning. That was sweet. I wouldn't think you'd be interested in cooking. I mean, I didn't think vampires ate food. But I suppose that's another one of those myths."

      Alex laughed. "No, actually, you're right. I don't know any other vamp that cooks. It's pretty pointless."

      "Then why do you do it?"

      "Because I've always liked humans." He popped the cork. "Liked the human world. Wished I were human, often enough."

      Maybe that was why his mother matched him to a human.

      She took the bottle from him and gave him back a glass of Pinot Noir. "Why's that?"

      "Why? I don't know. I guess I'm just curious about what goes on in the daytime. I want to know what it's like to swim in a clear blue Caribbean sea. I want to see the Grand Canyon in real life. I want to watch bees work. And then there's the food thing. We can't eat solid food, and I've always been curious about the different tastes and textures you humans get to enjoy."

      "Does all blood taste the same?"

      "No." The very idea seemed to surprise him. "Not at all. No more than all wine tastes the same. It's all blood, but each person's is unique. And each person's flavor changes depending on all sorts of things. Age. Diet. Stress. A woman tastes different in different parts of her cycle."

      
        Oh really. "So you've had a lot of people. Some that you know well."

      He put down his wine glass and looked her in the eye. "I can't count how many people I've fed from in my life, but since I've been an adult most of them have been women, and most of those have been my lovers. I prefer to feed while making love."

      Helena did some quick math. One meal a day, he'd said that first night. Three hundred and sixty five days in a year. He couldn't feed off of a single lover very often without making them anemic. How frequently could you give blood? No more than once a week, she figured. He'd had hundreds of lovers. Her expression must have been appalled, because he added, "My chemistry is radically different than yours. I can't pick up human diseases or pass them on. I can't get humans pregnant either."

      As if that made it okay to be a huge man slut. She folded her arms. "You must have had some pretty open-minded girlfriends over the years."

      "I've never been in a monogamous relationship." He widened his eyes at her in frustration. "Don't look at me like that. I'm not a complete dog. Some of my donors are one night stands, yes, but many are friends."

      "Friends you suck on."

      "Friends I've sucked on for years."

      "But you never offered one of them a commitment, never tried to take it to the next level?"

      "Never wanted to. I was waiting."

      "For…?"

      Leaning against the counter, he gave the wine in his glass a thoughtful swirl.

      "Not everyone gets a dream. Some of us, I guess, are meant to go through this life without a destined mate. Mikhail doesn't have his yet, for instance. Maybe he never will. But ever since I was a kid I knew my bride was out there, somewhere, waiting for me. Maybe she was vamp, maybe human. Maybe she lived in Nepal, maybe down the block. Every woman I met, I asked myself, is she the one? The answer was always no. And I've never been one to settle."

      Helena rubbed the gooseflesh off her arms. He sure could draw reactions from her, but they were always confused. She didn't know if that reasoning was noble and romantic or just some advanced form of commitment phobia. "When you came to my door…?"

      "I knew. Even if Ma hadn't given me your name. I'd have known. Like I would know if a freight train ran me over."

      "Why didn't I know?"

      "Didn't you?"

      "I don't know. It was more like you hypnotized me or something."

      "I didn't. I haven't ever. Not with you." As he spoke, a dark flush crept across his cheekbones. "Not that I haven't been tempted."

      "But you came here looking for love? How would you know it when you found it? Oh Alex. Love isn't a bolt from the blue. It takes practice, commitment, work. And when all is said and done, it's not worth it."

      "You don't mean that."

      "I do."

      Helena's face was as set and grim as a hanging judge. Alex wanted to rip out Jeff's lungs. He tossed back the last of his wine, hiding his snarl in the glass as a tumult of Helena's bad memories washed over him.

      It was time to stop talking about relationship stuff. He didn't think it was anything that needed lots of talk anyway. She was his. Sooner or later she'd realize it. That was the only way he could think and stay sane.

      He cast around for some way to distract her. Maybe even make her smile. He loved her smile. Her real smile. She had a fake smile, but the real one wrinkled the bridge of her nose and made her eyes dance.

      "You have a vampire kitchen, you know."

      She blinked in surprise. "You mean I don't cook." Instead of smiling, she frowned suspiciously. "You think I should cook?"

      
        Careful, Faustin. Here be dragons. He was going to tease her about her diet, but that was obviously a very bad idea. Fucking Jeff. It had something to do with him.

      "No. But I think I should cook for you. I'd like to make dinner for you tonight before I leave, if you don't have plans, that is."

      A very gratifying blush bloomed on her cheeks. His heart began to beat double time. It was saying hope, hope, hope. He knew she wanted him. She'd walked into his dream last night, or maybe it was the other way around, but whichever, it had been spectacular. It was the source of the tension that danced between them. But lust wasn't love. It wasn't even like. He knew that better than anyone.

      "That's nice—but you don't have to."

      "It would be fun. It's not something I ever get to do."

      "You don't cook for your lovers?"

      
        You are the only lover I've ever wanted to feed. But he couldn't say that without scaring her, or sounding like a jerk. Should he have fed his donors? He'd didn't know anyone who fed their donors. He gave them drinks at least, coffee in the morning. Sometimes. Christ, I am a jerk.

      What he did say was true. "I never knew I could cook solid food before this morning." He laughed. "My luck may not hold, either. I'm not saying this is going to be great."

      Still she looked suspicious. Talking with her was like negotiating a damn minefield.

      "I'm staying in a hotel tonight, not matter what. Just so we're clear."

      He watched her relax, and even though her smile was not big enough to wrinkle her nose, it was genuine. "Then let's have dinner."

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 9

      

      Helena drove him to the grocery store, thinking she knew nothing about vampires if a trip to Safeway could get one so excited. Alex commandeered a shopping cart in the parking lot and tried to ride it like a scooter all the way into the store. She felt oddly domestic as they passed through the sliding doors together, while he was as gleeful a kid with a pass to the country fair. And among the crowd of beleaguered Monday-night shoppers, he was the only one grinning.

      "It's huge!" he said. "It's like a city of food."

      "Don't you have grocery stores in New York?" She turned to glare at a woman who was staring at them and kept glaring until the woman turned her cart around and walked the opposite direction. Alex didn't look bad enough to cause a scare, but between his pink skin and manic grin, anyone would take a second glance at him. That didn't make it okay to stare, though.

      Alex said, "We've got a few, I think, but they're smaller. Which way to the fruit and vegetables? You know, that's the section you never go to."

      "You mean that place with all the nasty green things lying around?"

      "That's the one."

      Helena pointed to the opposite end of the store. Alex picked her up and dropped her into their cart, and started to push it at a dead run.

      "Alex! Stop!" But of course he didn't and all she could do was squat down, grab the sides of the cart and hold on for dear life.

      This was no way to keep people from staring.

      They skidded around a paper towel display at high speed. The cart banked and she shrieked like a teenage girl as he pulled them out of the curve. They shot past the same old biddy who'd been staring at them before. Helena grinned and waved.

      Alex tossed a loaf of French bread at Helena. And another. She caught them the best she could while laughing, then ducked a third. "Stop it! You're not going—" He silenced her by spinning the cart until tears of laughter streamed down her face.

      Every aisle brought up a barrage of questions. "Do you like oysters? Radishes? Gingerbread?"

      On the way to the produce section he dropped a pound cake in her lap. A bottle of cocktail sauce. An enormous plastic-wrapped fish.

      All she could say about the fish was, "Why?"

      "It's beautiful, that's why. What do you think we could do with it?"

      Helena raised her brows at the fish and shrugged. Improvisation was way out of her league. She'd cooked for Jeff, following the strict meal plans from his training journals. He sent her to the grocery store with lists and for five years she dutifully produced grim, healthy meals for him. Chicken breasts by the hundreds, mounds of steamed vegetables and whole grains. He ate whatever she put in front of him, but he never liked her cooking. Neither did she. When they broke up she swore she'd never read the back of a package, consult a calorie chart or weigh a piece of food again. Her four food groups were fat, sugar, white flour and caffeine, and she ate things that gave her these four essential nutrients with as little trouble as possible to herself.

      Alex, on the other hand, chose food by sniffing. Even things in packages. He didn't read labels, or look at prices, he just snuffled everything he picked up. "This is amazing!" he'd say, drawing a deep breath over his latest discovery. Or he'd say, "What is this? This is crap."

      Whatever he liked he tossed in the cart. She gave up on trying to guess what he was going to cook and just enjoyed the show.

      They spent a long time in the produce section. While she sat there, buried to her chin in French bread, cradling the fish, offering apologetic smiles to the other shoppers, he walked around fondling the vegetables, holding them up to the light like a connoisseur and of course, sniffing them. "This doesn't smell right at all." He extended a melon toward a mom with a stroller. "Don't you think?"

      "It's not in season," she said, nice, reasonable mom person that she was.

      "Ah! What fruit is in season right now?"

      She pointed. "Try the mandarins."

      Alex buried his face in a box of mandarin oranges. "It's perfume! It's like heaven." His flashbulb smile stunned everyone within its range. "Thanks for the tip."

      "Your boyfriend's a doll," the mom whispered to Helena with a wink.

      "I can juice these, Helena." Alex said, running up to her with his arms full of oranges. He really was kind of cute.

      When they reached the checkout line, he lifted her out of the cart. Swinging high in the air, she instinctively braced her hands on his shoulders. Neither of them let go of the other when her feet touched ground. They were posed for a slow dance, but the store speakers were playing Bruce Springsteen's "Born in the USA".

      "Who's the DJ in this place?" Alex murmured, looking into her eyes as if he'd just asked a much bigger question.

      Remembering the train, she forgot how to breathe for a second. It wasn't good. Liking him this much. The only place it could lead was somewhere she didn't want to go. A life without sunshine. A liquid diet.

      "What are you thinking about?"

      "That you're healing fast." She pitched her voice for his ears only. "Do you need to find another elk tonight?"

      His hands tensed on her waist. All his playfulness evaporated. "I don't think I can do that again. But I'll probably go hunting later."

      "People?"

      "Yes."

      "Paper or plastic?" The bagger asked. Alex let her go.

      While he paid for his groceries an idea occurred to her. It was a horrible idea, but it took hold, the pressure of it growing and growing until, as they unloaded their groceries into her trunk she blurted, "I want to watch you hunt. Here."

      Alex shut the trunk. "That's a bad idea."

      "Why? You said there'd be no more sugar coating."

      "You're not ready to see it."

      "I am."

      He met her eyes, his expression full of warning. "Then let's say I'm not ready."

      "You're ashamed. You want me to forget what you are."

      She knew what she was doing. She was distancing him. But knowing didn't make it stop. It made her all the more determined to finish the job. "Why don't you pick someone out right here?"

      "Helena, no. Just no."

      "It's that ugly? You're ashamed?"

      He gave her a long "what have I done to deserve this?" look and seemed about to say something sharp. Instead he threw up his hands. "If that's what you want, I'll do it. Choose your victim. Someone alone."

      Helena scanned the parking lot until she spotted a cute little blond in a fur hoodie unloading her groceries. "That one."

      "I only hunt men."

      "You told me you prefer women."

      "Women offer me their blood. If I'm going to take someone by force, it's going to be a man."

      "You're very delicate in your distinctions. What does it matter?"

      "You're right. I'm a monster. I can take anyone I want. Old ladies, babies. What the hell." He turned on his heel and headed toward the woman with long, determined strides. Helena hadn't really expected him to agree. She expected him to tell her to fuck off.

      Swinging back around, he grabbed her arm. "Stay close to me. Smile and don't stop smiling."

      Their victim was just climbing into her SUV. Alex raised his hand and called out to her like he was an old friend. Helena smiled nervously. Then it happened. Fast as a snake strike. Helena couldn't understand how it went down, but one moment Alex was saying "Hi," and the next the woman was wilting in his arms. Alex held her up like a puppet, so it looked like he was hugging her.

      Helena locked her face into a smile. Happy happy. We're all happy here. Just hugging and saying hi. No one glanced at them.

      Alex pulled the woman's hair to one side and bent over her throat, just like a movie vampire. Helena was close enough to hear him make a small noise of animal satisfaction as he bit down. The woman made no noise at all. Her eyes weren't closed, just vacant.

      After just a couple of seconds he hitched her up in his arms and refastened his mouth on her throat. As he did, one of his hands grabbed hold of the woman's perky ass. Helena clenched her fists. She really hated that he was holding her that way. Hated it.

      A few seconds later Alex murmured something in the woman's ear and kissed her gently. On the lips. Then he had Helena by the arm again and they were walking away. Helena looked over her shoulder and saw the woman standing there, dazed but apparently undamaged. Sort of like in nature shows when they catch animals for tagging and then drop them back on the savannah.

      They climbed into Helena's car, both of them slamming their doors at the same time. Suddenly they were trapped with each other in the quiet intimacy of the car with all the world bustling around them. They both folded their arms and glared sideways at one another.

      Alex broke the silence. "Satisfied?"

      "That was disgusting. Did you have to molest her on top of everything?"

      "I thought that's why you chose a cute one."

      He caught her wrist before she could slap him. "What's wrong? Did I fail your test? Didn't I do exactly what you wanted me to do?"

      She twisted her arm, trying to get free. "I just wanted to see you feed. Not watch you feel up her ass."

      "It was a nice ass. Why do you care?"

      "I don't."

      He crawled over her, straddling her hips, reclining her seat so she was on her back and he caged her with his body. A passing man raised his eyebrow at them. "Planning on putting on a show, Faustin?"

      "Maybe." He swiped his nose along her neck, brushed his lips over her cheek. "You want to?"

      The train dream came back in full force. She wrenched her head to one side to avoid his lips, imagining his saliva mixed with Miss Hoodie's blood and cooties. "If you think you're going to kiss me after sucking on her—"

      "You hate that I kissed her," he said, all sexy and smug. "That I touched her."

      "I don't care. You're just a tick. A big, bloated tick."

      "Then why are your panties in a knot?"

      "They're not. Get the hell off me!" She punctuated her request with a punch to the chest.

      Chuckling, he rolled back into his own seat.

      Alex couldn't hide his grin. His wife-to-be was jealous. And she wasn't scared of him anymore. And whatever little mind game she was trying to play had just backfired.

      Would it make her feel better if she knew the blond's blood tasted worse than bruise blood? Worse almost than rat blood. At least he expected rat blood to be repulsive. He'd almost gagged on his first sip of this woman and the foul backspin still coated his throat. It wasn't her fault—only Helena's blood would appeal to him now, and it would remain so until he'd completed bonding with her.

      It looked like he was going to be hungry for a while.

      Muttering to herself, Helena dug in her pocketbook for the car keys—which were already in her hand. Alex didn't point this out to her, just shifted in his seat and tugged on his pant leg, trying to give his hard-on a little more space without being too obvious about it.

      She discovered her keys in her hand and cursed.

      Alex decided to risk a strategic retreat. He'd give odds that this could play out into angry sex, but the last thing he needed was another black mark on his record. "I guess we should take a rain check on dinner."

      Helena shot him a fuming glance. "At the very least."

      "I'll just get my stuff out of your basement and call a cab."

      "Good."

      A cold front descended on the way home. Alex imagined icicles forming on the rearview mirror. They drove in silence up the long, winding road that led to her house. When they arrived he went straight to the basement and grabbed his rolling bag. On the way up the stairs he called for a cab. When he was done, he found her in the kitchen, slamming cabinets and tossing groceries around. He took a step backward. Where was the ice queen?

      "So you're going. Leaving me with this." She brandished a bunch of parsley at him, frighteningly close to tears. "What am I supposed to do with this stuff?"

      He wanted to take her in his arms. Instead he kept his distance. "I don't know—eat it?"

      "This fish is disgusting." She poked at it as if it might turn on her. "And it has a head."

      He walked toward her, backing her against the sink. "Do you want me to come back tomorrow and deal with the fish?"

      Eyes wide, she looked up at him, trembling. He watched her consider the offer, fighting herself. Tucking her hair behind her ears, he said, "It's not like I bite."

      She smiled despite herself, ducking her head. "That's not funny."

      "It'd be a shame to waste all that food."

      About as happy as someone agreeing to a root canal, she said, "All right. Okay."

      He kissed her brow. "It's a date."

      Alex spent the rest of the evening in the hotel deliberating recipes. While he surfed the internet he listened to the Food Network with half an ear, looking up once in a while to check out a cooking technique. He'd planned to wing something that night, but now that he had a little extra time to plan, he wanted it to be really special. He wanted her oohing and ahhing and begging him for more. One way or the other.

      But it couldn't be anything too fancy. He didn't have hours to cook. With a twitch of regret he closed a window titled "Lobster Soufflé".

      As if he was going to win her over with food. All feeding her did was emphasize the difference between them.

      But somehow it seemed like the right track to be on. Drumming his fingers on his laptop, he wondered why he believed that. He didn't know that she had any interest in food at all. What she liked was ice cream. If he wanted to impress her he should just hijack a Good Humor truck and back it up her driveway.

      Maybe this impulse had nothing to do with her. He wanted to feed from her, so he felt obligated to feed her in turn. Why? To alleviate the guilt? Why should he feel guilt at all? He never had before.

      "Bloody Saint Olga." He snapped his laptop shut.

      Mentally he quested out for Helena. Checking in with her was becoming a bit of a neurotic habit. He didn't sense any agitation. She might be watching TV or asleep.

      Stiff from hunching over the computer too long, he decided to take a shower, then go for a walk. The hotel shower had no water pressure to speak of, but that was just as well, because even that weak trickle of water over his newborn skin was maddening. Erotic, even. Erotic if he were into being tied down and stroked a million times with an ostrich feather. Which he wasn't. But if Helena held the feather he'd reconsider. Grinning at the idea, he turned his back to the spray, letting the hot water go to work on his neck.

      Eight ounces of salmon. 489 calories, 22 grams of fat, 61 grams of protein.

      The thoughts came on him quietly, like his own.

      Oh crap, I forgot the brown rice.

      Alex braced his hands against the shower wall to keep from pitching over. He was wide awake, and Helena was in his head. Clear as a bell. Either he was more tuned into her then he thought, or her thoughts were screaming loud. But what was she thinking about—rice? How urgent could that be?

      Maybe there's some back here…no…but even so, it would take too long to cook. Pasta, then, but then there's no fiber…

      Banal as her thoughts were, they were invested with a high-pitched anxiety that set his teeth on edge. Like the universe might collapse if she didn't have brown rice for dinner. And what was she doing cooking dinner at one in the morning?

      I've messed up again. He's going to be so disappointed.

      What the fuck? He? Who the fuck was he? Alex's shut off the water and jerked the shower curtain aside. All the rings popped off the bar and the curtain ended up a wet weight in his hand. Snarling, he threw it to the ground and stalked out to his suitcase. He was going to get dressed, and then he was going to kill someone.

      
        Hey princess, I'm home! A man's voice. Jeff's voice.

      He closed his eyes. When he opened them again he saw a kitchen he didn't recognize. He—no, Helena—ran toward Jeff and threw herself in his arms. Jeff kissed her cheek and spun her in circle.

      Alex dropped to his knees, his heart hammering against his ribs. He was in her dreams. Yesterday afternoon she'd been pulled into his dream. That made sense. He'd been near her, full of power from feeding, and very horny. But he never suspected she'd be able to invade his mind while he was awake. Or was it the other way around?

      "I missed you, baby." Helena kissed her fiancé on the lips. His mouth firmed under hers. Encouraged, she slid her hand around the back of his neck, stroking the soft hair at his nape. "I missed you a whole lot," she said, pressing him for another kiss. All day long she'd been imagining making love with him. She touched her tongue to his, and ran her hands over his rear end.

      He pushed her away. "Whoa there." He laughed, but he didn't look amused. Not in the eyes. "Let me catch my breath before you eat me alive."

      Helena withdrew, ashamed. Of course he'd be tired from the road, and to be jumped the moment he came in the door. No matter how hard she tried, her timing was always wrong.

      "Sorry, honey. We'll eat soon. I've got dinner going."

      "Sounds good. What are we having?" Jeff went to the fridge and pulled out an energy drink.

      "Salmon. No skin. Eight ounces for you."

      "And for you?"

      "Four ounces."

      He smiled. "That's my girl. We're going to have you back in competition form in no time."

      Helena nodded. "We're going to have steamed broccoli with it, and pasta. I'm sorry about the pasta, but I forgot to buy rice."

      Jeff didn't look angry. He never looked angry. "But I see you didn't forget to buy wine."

      "Just one bottle. All week."

      "Helena, you're a grown up. Make your own decisions. But with your family history, I don't know why you'd ever take a drink. It's empty calories anyway."

      "My dad isn't an alcoholic. He just likes gin and tonics."

      He raised a brow at her. "Whatever you say. I'm going for a run."

      "A run? Now?"

      Suddenly he had his running clothes on and was heading out the door. She followed him.

      "Wait. I'll come with you."

      "I'm doing speed work. You can't keep up."

      "I bet I could."

      He snorted and took off. She ran after him. She was fast, no matter what he thought, and she kept pace with him easily. At first. But then her feet began to drag. She looked down and saw she'd been running in her bedroom slippers and they'd become soaked with mud. Every step she took, the heavier they got.

      "Jeff! Wait up!"

      He was already twenty yards ahead, running effortlessly, like the machine he was. He didn't look back.

      The mud swallowed her slippers. She forged ahead barefoot, fighting the suction. How stupid. And what a mess. The hem of her bathrobe was dragging in it, weighing her down. Why hadn't she taken time to change into shorts?

      "Jeff," she called again. The next step sank her up to her knees, and the pull of the mud became even stronger. "Jeff!" This time her voice was edged with panic. "Help me!"

      He heard her, and turned around. In a few seconds he'd run up to the edge of the mire, and now looked down at her, mystified. "What in the hell are you doing in there?"

      "I don't know." Up to her waist now, Helena raised her arms to keep them clean. "I just got caught. Give me a hand."

      Jeff looked at the ring of mud surrounding her, and then pointed to his feet. "These are three-hundred-dollar shoes."

      She gaped at him. Hatred, pure and strong, filled her to the brim. She'd never been so angry in her life. She loathed him. If she could grab his ankle, she'd drown him and his shoes in this muddy hole.

      "You rat bastard."

      Jeff drew back, surprised at her language. She never cursed around him, knowing he liked women to be ladies. "You fucker. You arrogant prick. You goddamn liar. You cheating fuckhead! I know! I know everything!"

      He laughed. She was still sinking.

      Alex was pacing the boundaries of her dream, trying to find a way in. She was having one of those nightmares where you're trapped, and need someone else to wake you up, but he didn't have time to get to her physically.

      "Helena! It's a dream." He gathered his strength and yelled again, imagining the wall between them as glass that could be broken. "Helena!"

      She heard. She looked around for him, her brow furrowed. In a small voice she said, "Alex?"

      Much to Alex's satisfaction, Jeff evaporated.

      "Wake up."

      "Alex! Alex!" The mud came up to her armpits. Her eyes were terrified. She held out one hand to him.

      He reached for her hand and crossed into her dream. Chest deep in mud, he pulled her into his arms. She wrapped herself around him like a child.

      "You can make this all go away. Just wish it away, Helena."

      "You'll stay?"

      He stroked her hair with his mud crusted hand. "I'd never leave you."

      She buried her face in his neck and vanished, leaving him kneeling on the hotel carpet.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      

      Alex arrived a half hour after dark with a bottle of wine in one hand and yet another bag of groceries in the other. He gave her a polite kiss on the cheek and headed straight to the kitchen. God help her, he looked good. His skin was white again and his super short hair hugged his skull like a cap. It almost looked like it was supposed to be that way. Sure he was still a little thin and worn, but somehow that made him more appealing.

      She needed some fresh air.

      "Do you mind if I take a run while you cook?" She'd had a weird dream about Jeff and running the night before and had been dying to run all day to exorcise the memory. Or was that exercise?

      He smiled with some secret amusement. "That's a great idea. I don't know if I can talk and cook at the same time anyway."

      The house smelled incredible when she came back an hour later. Alex seemed harried but happy. The kitchen was full of steam and rattling pots. Saying he needed more time, he handed her a glass of wine and shooed her away.

      The wine gave her a quick buzz, maybe because she'd been running, maybe because she'd not eaten for a while. She took a long, hot shower and tried to figure out what to wear when a vampire cooks you dinner. The obvious answer was a turtleneck. Har de har har.

      Sweats? Too casual. Nice blouse and pants? Too fussy. In the end she put on the sweater dress she'd been wearing their first night together. It was a wrap style, comfortable but kind of classy, the moss green understated.

      The run, the shower and the wine combined to give her a high flush. One that wasn't going to go away anytime soon. She combed out her hair but didn't bother blow-drying it. She didn't bother with jewelry or shoes or make-up either. No amount of armor was going to help her. They didn't need another confusing encounter. They needed to have an adult conversation. He needed to go back to New York.

      Her pulse was beating hard. It wasn't the sort of thing she would have noticed before meeting Alex, but now she put her hand to the base of her throat and felt the thin skin jumping under her fingers. Alex would see it. She was sure of it. But she couldn't hide upstairs all night. She tiptoed down the stairs, but he must have heard her, because he popped out of the kitchen wiping his hands on her "Kiss the Cook" apron.

      "Can I get you a re…" His sentence trailed off as he looked her up and down. Helena stopped walking. He studied her bare calves, her hips, her breasts as if he'd never seen such things before. Her nipples hardened while his glance raked over her chest. Ah jeez. As much as she wanted to cross her arms over her chest, she couldn't be that lame. She straightened her back instead. He took a deep breath and came forward, hand out. "A refill?"

      In answer she shot her arm straight out, glass in hand. That kept them two whole arm lengths apart. And that was a good thing. He took the glass from her, his fingers brushing over hers. She jerked her hand away, but he didn't seem to notice because his attention had fastened on her throat. Her damp, flushed throat. Her beating pulse.

      Better than on the tits.

      His eyes darkened and went glassy.

      No, worse than the tits. Much worse.

      But it only lasted a second or two before he gave her his patented charming smile and returned to the kitchen to get the wine.

      "We're eating in the dining room." He gestured that she should go in.

      She never set foot in the dining room. When her parents were alive they had special dinners in there, otherwise the room was mostly shut up. Since she'd taken over their house she had no use for it at all.

      But Alex had found the table cloth and lit the candles. He'd laid down two place settings of her mother's china and cut juniper boughs for the table.

      "It's lovely," she said as he offered her a chair.

      He vanished in an odd blur. She realized he was moving like Mikhail. Not pretending to be human. What surprised her about it was that it didn't bother her at all. He returned with two tiny little demitasse cups and set them in the center of their plates. Helena bent over hers and took a sniff of the clear, pale liquid inside. It smelled like chicken broth, but chicken broth by way of exotic places.

      "It's an amuse bouche," he said.

      "A what?"

      "Something to wake up your palette."

      "Not a soup course for a hamster?"

      "Take a sip."

      She raised the cup to her lips, and he did the same, his eyes sparkling expectantly.

      
        This better be good, or I'm going to have to fake it and I'm bad at—holy cow! The soup, or whatever it was, washed over her tongue and exploded her senses. Savory chicken goodness, cumin, hot pepper, lemon, basil maybe, more that she couldn't identify, all harmonizing perfectly.

      Alex smiled around his cup. He already knew she liked it. How could she not?

      "Can I trade up to the adult-size bowl?"

      The answer was no. It turned out the rest of the amuse bouche was for him. She got her good friend the fish back, poached and garnished with parsley and mandarin peels. And new potatoes roasted with garlic and swimming in butter. Garlic! Did he do that on purpose? And a salad of endive and blue cheese. All prepared as beautifully as the soup. She'd forgotten that eating could be fun.

      And while she'd expected it would be weird to be shoveling down food in front of him while all he did was sip soup, it wasn't. As they ate, and drank one bottle of wine, and then another, they talked. And talked. And talked. The crackling sexual tension that had afflicted them when she first came downstairs receded, their conversation became effortless. Ridiculously comfortable, in fact. Like they'd know each other for years.

      They learned they were really different—no surprise there. He'd grown up in Brooklyn and Manhattan. Boulder was the biggest city she'd ever lived in. He had brothers, she was an only child. He was raised Eastern Orthodox, and admitted to going to church at Christmas and Easter. That flipped her out. Christian vampires. She came from generations of sturdy, practical Midwesterners who avoided church like the plague. More than anything else she learned how important family was to him. Another man might have talked about his career, his toys, his accomplishments. Alex talked about his family. He made his family life sound like a wacky ethnic sitcom—one that involved occasional exsanguinations. And in turn, she ended up talking more about her parents than she had in the past year. As she did, she could almost imagine them taking their places around the table to have their say. What would they think of Alex?

      They ended dinner as they had started it, together, with tiny cups. This time they were filled with dark liquid chocolate infused with mint.

      "You can eat this?"

      He quirked a smile. "I can have about one tablespoon of chocolate. Believe me, I've tested my limits."

      "I feel bad. I'm stuffed with good food that you didn't get to eat."

      He rested his chin in his hand and thought about his answer. "I enjoyed making this food so much, and watching you enjoy it. It don't think it could get any better. I don't feel like I'm missing anything."

      "But you must be hungry."

      "That's a different question."

      "It is," she agreed, suddenly sad. "When are you going home?"

      "You tell me. I can stay at the hotel for a while. My laptop is all the office I need. What I mean is, would you like to see me again? Maybe go somewhere next time?"

      "You mean go on a date?"

      He nodded, his eyes turning so intense she had to look away. "I made a mistake when I came here. I should have started with a date just like this one. What I'm saying is that I'd like to start over."

      "Tonight was lovely."

      "But."

      "But you're not looking for a date. You've laid your cards on the table. You want a wife. You want to make me into a vampire. I can't do that. I can't attack people. I can't give up lying on the beach, eating popcorn at movies, pumpkin pie. A billion things."

      "You don't have to convert for us to be together."

      "You're saying you don't want kids?" Helena shrugged her shoulders. She knew he did. And he'd be a good dad, she bet. But with someone else. "You'd say you were content, but deep down you'd want me to change. I used to live with a man who wanted me to be something else. It was hell."

      "I'm not Jeff."

      "No, but—" Helena broke off, startled. "How do you know about him?"

      Alex fiddled with his cup. "I see things. Sometimes."

      "You read my mind?"

      "No. I just see things. Random things. Dreams. Memories."

      Helena narrowed her eyes. "Wait a minute. The train dream. Were you in it? Was that you? Oh my God."

      "It was my dream." He kicked back in his chair and folded his arms. "You barged in. And you came all dressed-up for the occasion." He bit his lip in amusement and managed to look lascivious while he did it.

      "That's not…I didn't…those weren't my clothes."

      "There's no sense in denying that we desire one another. It's going to come out in our dreams."

      "But you knew it was me. I mean, that we were sharing a dream. But I didn't know. I thought I was having my own private dream. Don't you see why that's creepy?"

      "How am I to know what you want? You weren't acting like you wanted me to wake you up."

      "You could guess. You know I have issues about this kind of thing. About you taking things without asking."

      "That dream was spectacular. Best of my life. I'm not ashamed of it. I won't apologize for it."

      "You're unbelievable, Alexander Faustin."

      "No, you're unbelievable. How many chances do we get at love, Helena? And you're going to get all nitpicky about 'your boundaries'."

      "Nitpicky?" Helena threw down her napkin, images of blood orgies in her mind, nights without dawns, weird Russian vampires that invaded her dreams at will. This was not nit-picking.

      Alex leaned forward, his face bright with passion. "I hate what he's done to you. I should have found you six years ago."

      "This isn't about Jeff. It's about you. It's about you being a vampire. Don't you get that?"

      "This is about control. You don't trust yourself, so you're afraid to trust anyone."

      "Trust is earned."

      "Then let me earn it."

      Helena held his gaze as long as she could. It never wavered. He didn't even blink. She gave up and leaned back in her chair, sad and tired. A long silent minute stretched between them.

      I'm not scared. I'm reasonable. I know what I can do and can't do and it's not fair to let him hope.

      But did she know? Was she sure? Could she send him packing tonight and not wonder about him the rest of her life? As much as it frightened her, the answer was no.

      What I need is more data. Facts. Other sources.

      Alex got up. "Would you like some coffee?"

      "How would you make me into a vampire?"

      He sat back down, carefully, like there were eggs on his chair. "Well, we'd share blood."

      "I'd bite you?" A sudden image of him on the train, his neck thrown back, flashed before her eyes.

      "At first you'd drink from cuts. Your blood changes mine, but mine changes yours more. Slowly you'd become like me." He grimaced in frustration. "I'm not describing it well. It's not so much about your body changing, it's about us becoming one. We see into one another, all our secrets, all our fears, and we accept one another despite all that. No, because of all that. Look, let's put it this way. My pop is a tough old SOB and the only time I've ever seen him tear up was when he told me about how he and Ma bonded."

      "So you're saying all this mutual blood sucking is very romantic."

      He nodded.

      "And pleasurable."

      "Hell yes."

      "And just how do you feed from a lover?"

      "Little bites. Tiny little bites on the pulse points."

      She thrust her wrist at him. "Show me."

      His eyes darted suspiciously between her face and her wrist. "You want me to feed from you?"

      "Just show me how you do it. Just a little. So I get the idea."

      Alex swallowed and nodded. "For it to feel right you have to be relaxed." He moved his chair next to hers and took her hand. "You're so stiff."

      So are you, she thought. Both of them were tense as cats. "It's hard to relax when I know you're going to bite me."

      "It won't be like in the basement. Not at all." He stroked her fingers one by one and massaged the webbing between them. As he worked, his hands softened and his movements fell into a soothing rhythm. "I'm so sorry that happened. You've seen the worst of me, over and over."

      "Have I?"

      "I don't have any more dark secrets if that's what you mean."

      His strong hands traveled up her forearm, his thumbs methodically rubbing away all points of tension. He paused to roll her sleeve up high, and continued this slow assault until her entire arm went heavy and lax in his hands. Her eyelids drooped with wine and fullness.

      Maybe it was okay to let go sometimes.

      When she was close to sleep he kissed the knuckles of her hand, and then turned it over to kiss the palm. "You have beautiful fingers," he whispered as he kissed the tip of each one. All the while, his thumb circled her palm.

      She grew warm between the legs, as if there were a line of communication between her palm and her clit. His mouth closed over the first joint of her little finger and he sucked hard. Helena gasped with pleasure. He moved to her ring finger. This one he circled with his rough tongue. She imagined it was her nipple. Her middle finger he licked like a piece of candy, drawing his tongue in spiraling circles up and down its length. Helena watched with hooded eyes, fascinated, intrigued. Alex was rapt. He savored her fingers as she'd savored his food.

      Her forefinger he drew all the way into his mouth, fellating it. There was no other word for it, and she couldn't have imagined it could feel so good. Applying sucking pressure, he slid his hot mouth up and down its length. Her entire hand turned warm and tingly.

      The slow slide of his lips made her want to slide her own lips over the broad, red head of his cock. She reached for his belt, but he clamped his free hand over hers, decisively lacing their fingers together. There'd be no reciprocation. He squeezed her hand.

      And bit the tip of her engorged forefinger. The blood spurted out. She cried out in surprise—at the release, and the pleasure. He flicked his tongue over the bleeding tip, fast as flame, tickling, teasing, building pleasure. Not just in her finger, but everywhere. Her lips, her nipples, between her legs, down in her toes. With a gasp of surprise, she came. It was a funny, shuddery little orgasm. Not deep, but it rolled across her skin from head to toe.

      "Alex!"

      He paused to give her a knowing smile, then dragged his tongue over her palm. All the nerves in her hand were exquisitely sensitive. His mouth opened at the base of her palm and his teeth flashed in the candlelight, longer and sharper than she'd ever seen them. They closed on her upper wrist.

      Her hand flew open and went rigid. The bite hurt, yes, but that wasn't the primary sensation. What she felt was a body-deep tug. At his call, all her capillaries and veins opened wide and her blood raced to his mouth. She watched Alex's face. His eyes were closed. He looked like he was praying and God was talking back.

      Helena swayed. It was a rush. A head rush. A cunt rush. A full body rush. She nearly toppled out of her chair.

      Alex raised his head from her wrist. A smear of blood stained the corner of his mouth. He looked as dazed as she felt, but he still held her other hand tight in his lap. They both breathed hard while he waited for her to say something.

      She said, "More."

      He swept aside the cups and candlesticks and laid her out on the white tablecloth. It pleased him to see her like this. She could see it in his eyes. They seemed to grow larger as she watched, their black depths burning hot. Quiet as a phantom, precise as a surgeon, he circled her, choosing his points of attack with meticulous care. Her right ankle, the inside of her left thigh. The hollow behind her right ear. Each bite made her climax. Each bite left her more languorous. Each bite left her wanting another.

      This must be what opium is like. This is how you die of pleasure.

      He loosened the tie on her dress and spread it wide. He wasn't toying with her extremities anymore. He might bite her neck. He might lose control and kill her, like the elk.

      His face taut with desire, he scanned her exposed skin. Her body ached for his touch. She twisted under his gaze, rolling from one hip to the other, her fear melting into raw desire. Touch me, please. Kill me if you want, but just touch me.

      He covered her breasts with his hands, unclasping her bra as he did, like a magician. The bra fell away and her breasts gleamed like ivory in the candlelight, the tips pink and hard. Unspoiled.

      Needing his mouth.

      His teeth.

      A little moan of anticipation escaped her.

      "Helena," he murmured, and he crawled up on the table with her, bending low to suckle her breasts, first one and then the other, lashing the nipples with his tongue, then sucking the points into his mouth. He sucked until they were swollen and tender.

      And finally, as she knew he would, he bit her breasts, incising four points around each nipple, pushing her further and further into the netherworld between pleasure and pain. But she never said no. She never wanted to.

      Instead she held on tight to the table's edges, riding each bite like a dark wave. Thin rivulets of blood trickled their slow way down her belly, down her sides.

      Alex gathered her into his lap, opening the cuts wider so they bled freely, laving her with long, steady strokes. His low, satisfied moan vibrated through her body.

      "Beautiful. So beautiful."

      It took her a while to realize that he wasn't speaking aloud.

      But that was about the time he slid his hand down her panties.

      He took a deep pull on one breast while he rubbed two fingers over her slick labia. It happened fast. Her toes curled. She took a deep breath. And another. And another. There wasn't enough air. All she could see was golden light.

      "Come for me, Helena."

      The golden light behind her eyes coalesced, contracting and then exploding outward like a sun. Alex took her throat while her climax shook her, and she knew he was feeding off the white hot light inside her.

      The sun inside her.

      When it was over, she opened her eyes to slits and saw his face above hers, streaked with tears, his eyes glowing with adoration.

      "Thank you, solnsta moyo. My sun. My only light."

      An ear-splitting shriek pierced the peace between them.

      Lacey stood in the doorway.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 11

      

      Lacey turned and ran.

      Helena opened her eyes, really opened them, and took a hard look at Alex. His mouth was smeared with blood and his bright tears. She was covered with blood. As was the tablecloth. And the front of his white shirt.

      Lacey would call the cops.

      Helena jumped off the table. Her legs, shaky from blood loss and orgasm, almost gave out on her. She stumbled to the door, Alex right behind her.

      She gestured him back as she ran out the door, holding the front of her dress closed. The snow stung her bare feet. Lacey's truck was roaring in fast reverse down the drive.

      "Lacey!" she screamed, waving one arm.

      The truck came to a screeching halt and the passenger door flew open.

      "Quick, quick, quick!" Lacey yelled, and Helena jumped into the warmth of the truck. Before she could say anything, Lacey gunned it.

      Helena saw Alex on the porch, his face stark as he watched them race away.

      "Are you all right? How'd you get away? I thought you were dead. I swear to God I thought he'd just killed you."

      "No, I was fine."

      "Honey, you've been hurt. You're in shock. I'm taking you to the hospital."

      "No, I don't need the hospital. I need to go back. You need to meet Alex. He'll explain."

      "I bet he would. With a chainsaw. I knew something was going on. I should have come over sooner. I should have called the cops. You've been alone with him for days."

      "No! Well, yes. Sort of."

      "When you didn't call about Milligan's, I called you, and your phone just rang and rang. I knew it was off the hook. And your cell went straight to message."

      Helena swore to herself. She'd left her cell phone down in her office, and Alex had probably unplugged the house phone because he didn't want his gourmet extravaganza interrupted.

      "Really, I was fine. What you saw looked bad, but it's not."

      "That's called Stockholm Syndrome, honey. Identifying with your kidnapper."

      Lacey fished her phone out of her jean jacket and started punching numbers with her thumb.

      "Don't!" Helena grabbed the phone. Lacey fought to keep a grip on it, swerving all over the road as she did.

      "Shit!" Lacey let go in order to avoid a truck. The screen read 911. Helena hit the disconnect button.

      Lacey shot her an angry sideways glance. "Why are you protecting him? He's getting away while we fight."

      Blowing a piece of hair out of her eyes, Helena said. "Take me to your house and I'll explain. Otherwise I'm jumping out of this car."

      "A vampire." Lacey folded her arms and leaned back in her chair, very unimpressed. They were sitting in her kitchen with two mugs of tea and a bottle of Jack.

      Helena spiked her tea with a generous splash of whiskey. It was going to be a long night. "They're real."

      "You mean he's a guy with a blood kink."

      "Um…" He had a blood kink, that was for sure. And now she did. "Um, no. He's not a wannabe. He's a genuine, honest to God vampire."

      "Like, he turns into a bat and stuff?"

      "No, I don't think he can do that." Helena frowned. Maybe he could. She didn't know enough about him. She brightened. "But he can kill an elk with his bare hands."

      "Niiiice." Lacey popped a cookie in her mouth. "But if he was drinking your blood when I walked in. Shouldn't you have holes in your neck?"

      Helena reached up under her jaw where he'd latched on. "You don't see any marks?"

      "There's a red blotch."

      Helena examined her fingers and her wrist, her ankle. All were unmarred. It left her a little lightheaded, the idea that such an intense experience should leave no trace. Yet he had bit her. It wasn't imaginary.

      Lower, more concerned, Lacey said, "Where are you hurt, hon? Where's the blood from?"

      Helena peeked down the neck of her dress. Dried blood glued the dress to eight tiny wounds. Proof positive. Whatever he'd done to make the other bites vanish, he hadn't done it to these when Lacey walked in. Anyone seeing her breasts would think him a sadist. They wouldn't know how each bite made her back arch with the purest, sharpest pleasure. She could still feel his tongue wrapping her nipples, the pressure of his teeth, the hot demand of his mouth. Her body would turn itself inside out to answer him.

      "Hello?"

      Helena blinked. "I'm okay."

      "No, you're not. But you don't seem to be bleeding to death, so we'll come back to what he did to you. Look, you're the most rational person I know, and you're telling me that vampires exist.

      Let's leave off whether I believe you or not. The Helena I know would have a stack of research and a hypothesis as to why this is perfectly explainable."

      "I'm working on that. There is a good explanation for it, I just don't know all the facts yet. But I kind of like being surprised along the way."

      "You hate surprises."

      Helena laughed. "I do. It's true."

      "And, my dear, you know I love you, but you are a bit of a maniac about keeping a nice house. So how am I going to believe that you consented to get up on your folk's antique dining-room table for a kinky little blood interlude, permanently staining what was—if I ID'd it correctly while peeing my pants—your grandma's best tablecloth?"

      Helena started to laugh and couldn't stop. She almost slid off her chair. "It was! I did that! Oh, poor tablecloth."

      "Are you high?"

      "Yes. I'm free!" She blurted it before she even knew what she was saying, and then thought about it. "Lacey, I don't have to control things anymore. Sometimes things stain. Sometimes things break. Some things we never understand. It's okay."

      "Of course."

      "And sometimes you have to do things that frighten you. Because they frighten you. If you don't take risks, you don't know what you're missing."

      Lacey tapped her long fingernails on the table. "Haven't I been telling you that for years, girlfriend? But you don't listen to me. Oh no. You listen to the vampire."

      "He didn't tell me, he showed me. I trust him. He could have done anything he wanted to me from the beginning, and he didn't. He makes me feel safe, even when he's asking a lot from me. And just before you walked in, the most amazing thing happened—"

      "What happened, solntsa moyo?"

      Alex appeared just behind Lacey's chair, blood stained and tense enough to snap in two.

      Helena heard him. Inside. Her head lifted and her pupils dilated wide when she saw him. And then she smiled. He let go of the breath he'd been holding since she'd run out into the snow, since they'd fought in the car, since he'd first tasted her, first seen her, first heard her name.

      "I think I saw love in his eyes, Lace. I think somehow he really loves me even though I'm a wreck."

      Lacey followed the direction of Helena's gaze and gasped.

      Alex walked around her chair and knelt in front of Helena. He bent to kiss each of her knees, then kissed her palms. More of her stories lived in him now. Her bruised heart was infinitely precious to him.

      "And the thing is, I think I love him too."

      As soon as she said it, her hand flew to her mouth. Her eyes went wide, as if the thought shocked her, but in just a couple of heartbeats they overflowed with tears. She took a deep breath and lowered her hand. Then she smiled at him again. This smile he'd remember for the rest of his life. "I really think I do."
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