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Nancy Ebinger and Michael Shane Rowell
Both of whom saw Edward more clearly than | did,
and gave me some valuable advice

To
Joseph Walsh and Mitch Dearmond
For letting me use their poetry

And to
William R. Burkett
For editing the rough draft
and keeping me on the right path

TIME

deep inside the core of humanity
Is the anguish of death

its cries like thunder

thrusting into the virgin air
moving with the power of hate

suck inside that last gasp of air
oh, God, hold it

longer than you're able

to live
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why do we

move with time

as a lover

moves with his mate

let me walk away from
this path that pulls me
down

my soul scraping the
harsh reality of lost life

| savor your breath

as | inhale my pain
looking up

| see the lifting of souls

where is my blanket

my warmth

where is my comfort
my safety fear rapes me
as my eyes seek

the end

| open my soul
hoping for one touch
| open my heart
thirsting

for one Kiss...
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as | leave this time
will 1 know tomorrow
as | walk with death
will I hurt

please

let the darkness cover me
and hide what | am
please never forget

time as it curses

us all

—M. Dearmond

Chapter 1

It was late Friday night. Steeped in black despair at the thought of
what he had become, Edward Ramsey walked slowly down
Hollywood Boulevard, unmindful of the moviegoers, the drunks, the
panhandlers, the tourists, the endless parade of transvestites and
whores.

Occasionally, he glanced at the faces of the strangers he passed by:
young people talking about the scary movie they had just seen,
homeless men and women clad in ragged clothes looking for a place
to spend the night, well-dressed couples emerging from the Pantages
Theater discussing the play they had just seen. Hah! They had no
idea what scary really was, but he could show them. What would
they think? he wondered. What would they do if they knew what he
was? Would they recoil in horror and disgust, or stare at him in
stunned disbelief?

Last night, the fourth since his life had turned upside down, he had
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considered awaiting the dawn and stepping out into the bright
California sunshine to put an end to his cursed existence. As a new
vampire, he would have little resistance to the pure light of day. The
touch of the sun on newly made preternatural flesh, a quick burst of
flame, and his life would be over, extinguished like the flame of a
candle in the wind.

Vampire. How could he be a vampire? He had spent most of his life
stalking the undead, destroying them. The Ramsey family had hunted
the undead for centuries. Vampires were evil, abhorrent creatures,
forever doomed. Forever damned.

But he didn't feel evil, didn't feel damned. Only unnatural, as if he
were living inside someone else's skin. His senses were heightened:
touch, smell, sight, hearing—all were more sensitive, more acute,
than ever before. It was amazing how differently he perceived the
world through his newborn vampire senses.

His vision was nothing short of miraculous. He could see great
distances, detect minute details that ordinary mortals never saw. Each
stitch in the fabric of his coat was visible to his eye. Colors were
sharper, richer, almost as if they had texture and depth. Bright light
hurt his eyes.

The noise of the city now seemed endless and sometimes deafening!
And sometimes so overwhelming, he thought he might go insane.
How had Grigori Chiavari stood it for so many years? There had to
be a way to shut out the constant barrage of speech and music and
traffic sounds that bombarded him from every side, but if there was,
Ramsey hadn't discovered it yet.

He felt physically stronger than ever before. Indeed, that sense of
physical power was so intoxicating that he might have wished he had
been a vampire years ago save for the awful craving for blood. The
smell of it was all around him on the boulevard, a pulsing flowing
river of crimson. It called to him, excited him until he thought he
would go crazy. He needed to feed but didn't know how. The hunger,
the pain, had been with him every minute of the past five days,
clawing at his vitals in bitter, relentless agony. He had made one
clumsy attempt on a streetwalker but had fled the scene before his
goal was accomplished.

He passed a man and a woman, heard the woman gasp, her eyes
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widening when she saw his face. He knew in that moment that he
must look like death itself. He had seen that expression of horror
before, when he had looked into the depths of Grigori Chiavari's hell-
black eyes and seen his own death lurking there.

Chiavari. Of course! He would go to Chiavari. The vampire had
cursed him with the Dark Gift. The vampire could damn well tell him
what to do with it.

There were lights burning in the big house that Grigori Chiavari had
bought shortly before marrying Marisa. Hard to believe only a few
days had passed since he had seen Alexi Kristov destroyed in this
very house. It seemed centuries had passed.

Marisa opened the door at his knock, a warm smile of welcome
curving her pale pink lips. "Edward!" she said, extending her hand.
"Come in."

"Where is he?" Ramsey demanded.

Ignoring Marisa's outstretched hand, he swept past her into the
hallway, his angry stride carrying him into the living room.

"Where is he?" he demanded again. "Is he here?"
"What do you want, Ramsey?"
Ramsey pivoted at the sound of the vampire's voice.

Grigori Chiavari glided soundlessly into the room. He exuded an air
of self-confidence and invulnerability that Ramsey envied in spite of
himself, and never more so than now.

For a moment, the two men looked at each other.

They had never been friends. At best, they had been uneasy enemies
allied against a common evil. But Alexi Kristov was dead now, his
body burned to ashes. But for Grigori's timely but uninvited
interference, Ramsey would have been dead, too. Hard to believe he
had actually thanked the man for turning him into a monster. He
remembered Marisa asking him, shortly after his transformation, if
he would rather be dead. He had replied instantly: Of course | would.
But afterward, he had found himself drowning in a wave of
indecision. Confused, dazed by all that had happened that night, he
had stumbled out of the house, needing to be alone. The horror of
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that night was still fresh in his mind. He and Chiavari had spent
months hunting Alexi Kristov, months that had culminated in this
very house. He recalled it all so clearly, being caught in the vicious
web of Kristov's power, helpless to resist the ancient vampire.
Captive to Kristov's will, Ramsey had drugged Chiavari, drained him
of enough blood to weaken him, and bound him with heavy silver
chains. And then he had waited. Waited for Marisa. She had been
surprised to see him...

"Edward!" she had exclaimed as he stepped in front of her. "You
scared me out of a year's growth. What are you doing here?
Edward?"

He had stepped behind her and closed the door. "Go sit down,
Marisa."

"What's wrong?"
"Nothing, and everything."
"You're not making sense."

"You'll understand everything soon enough." He had given her a
little push and she had stumbled forward.

She had seen Grigori then. Chiavari lay still as death on the bed,
bound by a heavy silver chain. The same chain that had once bound
Alexi.

"What have you done to him?" she asked.

Edward had putted a syringe out of his coat pocket. "I put him to
sleep, and then | bled him." He had nodded at the basin on the table
beside her chair. It was a large bowl, filled with blood. Grigori's
blood. Enough to weaken him.

"He's not... not dead?" Marisa had asked.
"Not yet."
'Edward, please..."

He had pushed her toward the chair in the corner. "Sit down,
Marisa. Alexi will be here soon."

"Alexi!" She had looked at him in alarm. "He's coming here?"
Edward nodded sadly. "I'm sorry, Marisa."
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She sat down heavily. "Why are you doing this?"
"I have no choice."

"What do you mean ? Of course you do..." The words had died in her
throat. "He's done something to you, hasn't he? Oh, Lord, you're like
Antoinette."

"No. She had no mind of her own. Alexi has left me my mind, Marisa,
but he has robbed me of my will. This is worse. | know what I'm
doing, and even though I don't want to, I can't refuse."

"Fight him, Edward! You've got to fight him."

"l can't." He remembered pacing the floor. "He's too strong. He took
my blood, made me take his. | can hear his thoughts in my mind. |
can't shut them out! | can't shut him out!"

"He's going to kill us, isn't he?"

"He's going to kill Grigori. I'm afraid he has worse things in mind
for you. "He had dropped to his knees in front of her and putted a
short piece of rope from his pocket. "I'm sorry. So sorry."

Marisa had jerked her knee up in a hard, swift motion. It had caught
him under the jaw. His head had snapped backward and she had
kicked him in the chest with all her might.

Jumping to her feet, she ran for the door, but he had caught her by
the ankle.

"Let me go!" she shrieked. "Let me go!"

She had struggled against him, but he was too strong for her.
Twisting her arm behind her back, he quickly tied her wrists
together, then guided her back to the chair and pushed her into it.

"Marisa, I'm sorry."
She was shaking now, frightened beyond words.

There had been a ripple in the air, a stirring, as Grigori began to
emerge from his drugged sleep. Edward had pulled a stake from
inside his coat.

"Edward, don't!"
"l won't," he said. "Alexi wants that pleasure for himself."
"Edward, please, please don't do this. Please. I'd rather be dead than
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become Alexi's creature."

"Marisa." He had struggled against Alexi's hold on his mind, but to
no avail.

"Please, Edward. He'll make me like Antoinette. "A soulless zombie,
a creature without a mind of her own.

"I can't fight him," he had said, panting heavily. "He's too strong. |
can't help you." He had doubled over then, racked by pain. "Stop,"
he begged. "Please stop." He had writhed in pain, all else forgotten,
as Alexi's power washed over him.

And then Alexi was there. Darkness seemed to trail in his wake.

"So," Alexi said. "We are all together at last. Edward, it's time |
made the woman mine. You will leave the room. Wait for me in the
hallway."

The vampire had sniffed the air, his nose wrinkling as the smell of
cold blood reached his nostrils. He jerked his chin toward the bowl.
"Get rid of that." Cold blood. It was an abomination.

"Yes, master, "Edward had replied. Moving like a robot, he had
picked up the bowl and moved toward the door.

"Edward, "Marisa cried. "Don't leave me! Please, help me!"

But he had been helpless. He had tried to turn to face her, his whole
being longing to help her, to strike Alexi down, but the vampire's
power was too strong to resist. He had told himself to stop, to turn,
but his body refused to obey. One step after another, he had moved
toward the door.

"Edward!"

He had heard the fear and anguish in her voice, but there was
nothing he could do. Nothing. And then he had heard Chiavari's
voice inside his head. "Ramsey, I've taken your blood, made you a
part of me. Listen to my voice. Draw on my strength. You can fight
him. Think! Combine your will with mine. Together we can defeat
him."

"l can't." He had stared into the bowl, at the blood that was so dark
It was almost black.

"You can!" Grigori's voice echoed in his mind. "Marisa needs help,
help | can't give her. Damn you! Fight!"
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Cradling the bowl in one hand, he had opened the door and stepped

into the hallway. He heard Marisa's shriek of terror as he closed the
door behind him. Standing outside the room, he heard Alexi laugh as
Marisa struggled against him. He had looked at the blood again and
then lifted the bowl to his lips.

Grigori's blood had filled him with power, lessened Alexi's hold on
his mind. Bursting into the room, he had hurled himself at Alexi, the
stake in his hand driving toward the vampire's heart. But the vampire
was strong and fast, and the stake had missed his heart. Alexi had
flung him against the wall and buried his fangs in his throat, not to
drink, but to kill...

And he would have died, had it not been for Chiavari. Grigori had
slain Alexi and then, at Marisa's urging, forced the Dark Gift upon
Edward. He had a vague memory of Grigori holding his bleeding
wrist to his lips, urging him to drink. The vampire's voice had been
soft yet compelling, soothing as a mother's lullaby. "Drink, Edward,"
he had urged. "Drink your fill."

And he had suckled the vampire's wrist like a babe at its mother's
breast...

He looked into Chiavari's eyes and knew the other man was also
remembering.

"What brings you here, Ramsey?" Chiavari asked brusquely.

Ramsey clenched his hands into tight fists. It galled him to ask
Chiavari for help, not only because he thoroughly disliked the man,
but because Chiavari had won Marisa's heart.

Grigori lifted one dark brow. "Ramsey?"
"I'm hungry, damn you."

"Ah," Grigori murmured, and there was a wealth of understanding in
that single word.

Ramsey glanced at Marisa, beautiful Marisa with her dark-brown
hair and deep green eyes and warm, sweet smile. Marisa. He had
asked her to marry him, but she had refused him in favor of Chiavari.
Marisa. His gaze was drawn to her throat, to the pulse beating there.
Her blood beckoned him. Hot and sweet, it called to him. She had
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willingly given her blood to Chiavari when he needed it. Ramsey
licked his lips. Would she share it now, with him?

Ramsey took a step forward, oblivious to the other vampire,
oblivious to everything but the woman's warmth, the rich red blood
thrumming through her veins. Just a sip, he thought; just one sip to
ease the horrible agony burning through him. And if she would not
give it, then he would take it...

Marisa stared at Edward. He was as tall as Grigori, with the same
trim build. She had never thought of Edward as a handsome man, but
now, enhanced with the glamour of the Dark Gift, he looked far
younger than his forty-two years. There was a dark sensuality about
him that had been lacking before. His pale blond hair had turned a
deeper, richer color that gleamed like burnished gold, his ice blue
eyes were darker, more intense, aglow now with a fierce need. The
faint scar on his cheek only added to his mysterious allure.

His lips parted, and she saw his fangs. She moved quickly to
Grigori's side, her heart pounding. She knew vampire blood lust
when she saw it.

It is all right, cara. Have no fear.

Grigori's voice whispered in her mind. It was a bond they shared, the
ability to read each other's minds.

I'm not afraid, she replied, as long as you're with me.

Ramsey took another step forward, seemingly oblivious to
everything but her.

"Ramsey, no." Grigori's voice cut across the room, as sharp and
deadly as a blade.

Ramsey came to an abrupt halt. With a shake of his head, he looked
around the room, his expression slightly dazed, like a sleepwalker
abruptly roused from sleep. "Marisa, I'm sorry."

"It's all right," she replied gently. "I understand."

Grigori brushed a kiss across Marisa's lips. "I'll be back later, cara.
Ramsey, come with me."

Wordlessly, Ramsey turned and followed the vampire out of the
house and down the narrow flagstone walkway that led to the garage.

"Have you fed since I brought you across?" Chiavari asked.
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"NO."
"Nothng in five days?"

Ramsey shook his head. He had made two attempts. The second had
been on a kitten he had found in an alley. He had held the terrified
creature in his hands, but in the end, he had let the animal go. "I don't
think | have what it takes to be a vampire," he said ruefully.

"Nonsense. Any man who can track a vampyre to its lair and cut off
its head shouldn't have any trouble finding something to drink."

"Are you mocking me?"

"Merely stating a fact," Chiavari slid behind the wheel of a sleek
black Corvette, reached over, and opened the passenger door. "Get
in."

"Where are we going?"

"Hunting."

With a sigh, Ramsey got in the car and closed the door. Once, he had
hunted vampires. Now he was hunting humans. "I don't want to Kill
anyone."

"That's up to you."
"But you told me you killed, in the beginning."

Chiavari switched on the ignition and backed the Corvette out of the
garage to the street. "I shall teach you to hunt without killing."

"I don't think | can drink... blood."
"Of course you can. You have done it before."

Ramsey stared into the darkness. Blood. The elixir of life. He had
said he didn't think he could drink it, but he knew it was a lie, a taboo
that no longer had any meaning. He remembered the warm, rich
coppery taste of Chiavari's blood on his tongue. Once it had sickened
him; now he craved to taste its like again. "Where are we going?"

"My first rule," Chiavari said. "Never hunt where you live."

Chiavari drove down to the beach. It was one of his favorite haunts.
He parked on a dimly lit side street near a run-down bar, switched off
the engine, turned off the lights.

"You are Vampyre now," Grigori said. "You have powers of which
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you are not yet aware. Few mortals have the strength to resist you.
You have the power to mesmerize them, to compel them to do your
bidding, to wipe your memory from their minds. You can drink your
fill from one and take his memories and his life as well, or you can
drink only enough to sustain your own existence. The choice is
yours."

"How have you stood it for so many years, Chiavari?"
"What do you mean?"

"The noise, the light, the constant hunger. Sometimes | think I'm
going out of my mind."

"In time, you will learn to block the noise, to shut out the siren call of
the heartbeats around you." He pulled the key from the ignition and
slid out of the car.

Ramsey followed Chiavari into the dimly lit bar. It was a little after
eleven, and there were only a handful of people in the place.

Ramsey grimaced at the stench of old smoke and old sweat that
flooded his nostrils.

Chiavari took a seat at a back booth, and Ramsey slid in across from
him.

"Look around you," Chiavari said. "What do you see?"

Ramsey shrugged. "Men and women talking too loud and drinking
too much."

"No. You see prey. Food. You are a young vampire. You will need to
feed often, at least for a while. Forget what you were before. Who
you were before. You are Vampyre now, and you can never go back
to what you were. That life is gone. That man is gone. You have been
reborn. Accept it. If you want to live, you will embrace your new
life. If not, then go out and meet the sun and end it. There is no worse
hell than being caught between worlds."

Ramsey clenched his hands as he listened to the vampire speak. They
were hard words—hard to believe, harder to accept. He looked at the
other patrons. Once, he had protected them from the undead; now
they needed protecting from him. In his mind, he saw the chasm
between himself and the rest of humanity grow deeper, wider—saw
it fill with an endless river of warm, rich crimson.
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Vampire. | am a vampire. | must drink blood to survive.

Chiavari regarded him through narrowed eyes. "Are you strong
enough to be Vampyre, Ramsey, or should | have let you die?"

Ramsey thought of the night Chiavari had brought him across, how
tenaciously he had clung to the vampire's arm, to the pulsing promise
of life. "l want to live."

Chiavari nodded. "Then you must accept what you are. You do not
have to be like Kristov. You can be a man with a peculiar lifestyle, or
you can be a monster. You must make the choice, as does every man,
mortal or otherwise."

Ramsey stared at the cross tattooed on his right palm. "Damned," he
murmured. "Forever damned."

Grigori lifted one brow in amusement. "You did not think yourself
damned when you killed my kind." He grinned faintly. "Our kind.
Why are you damned now?"

"Because of what | am!"

"Murder is murder, Ramsey, whether you are killing vampires or
killing humans for their blood. It is all the same; only the reasons are
different. You can be as good, or as bad, as you wish."

Ramsey snorted. "You don't understand."

"No, it is you who do not understand. But you will. If you live long
enough. Now, look around and decide who will be your prey."

"How do | decide?"

Grigori shrugged. "Probe their minds. Find the one who is most
susceptible to your power. Plant the suggestion in their mind that
they are ready to go home."

"l can't do that."
"You can. Try."

Ramsey glanced around the room. A middle-aged man sat alone at
the far end of the bar. There was an elderly couple in a front booth, a
couple of young punks playing pool in the back. His gaze settled on a
woman standing beside a cigarette machine. She was about twenty-
five, dressed in a pair of jeans and a bulky red sweater. Her hair was
brown, her eyes blue. He stared at her, wondering how to go about
probing her mind, when, as if a door had suddenly opened, he was
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aware of her thoughts. She was recently divorced, lonely, searching
for something to ease the pain.

He swore under his breath, exhilarated and frightened by this strange
new power. How often in the past had he wished he could read
another's mind? But to actually have that ability... could he actually
impose his will on this strange woman?

Look at me. Ramsey sent the thought to her, felt a thrill of
satisfaction when she turned in his direction. She regarded him a
moment, then smiled uncertainly.

Come to me.

Slowly she began to walk toward him, her expression slightly
puzzled.

"Good evening," Ramsey said.
"Hello." She had a sexy, breathy voice. "Have we met before?"
"NO."

Ramsey gazed deep into her eyes. He had never had time for women,
or for love. He had spent his whole life hunting vampires, moving
from town to town, country to country. Like most hunters, he had
never married. Families all too easily became victims, hostages,
pawns in an endless war.

A curious sensation swept through him as he felt his mind connect
with hers, felt her will bend to his. Felt her desire reach out to him. It
was something he had never felt before, never known before.
Women had respected him, trusted him, confided in him. They had
never desired him. And even now, it wasn't him she wanted, but the
creature he had become. An immortal creature clothed with the
vampire's mystic allure.

"Come," he said. "I'll walk you to your car."

She nodded, and he took her arm. Ramsey glanced over his shoulder
to make sure Grigori was with them.

Outside, some of Ramsey's confidence waned. The woman stood
beside him, her expression blank.

He looked at Grigori. "What do | do now?"
"Follow me."
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Grigori led them into the alley that ran between the bar and a vacant
lot that was overgrown with weeds and littered with empty beer cans
and bottles. He gestured at the woman, who stood unmoving, like a
robot waiting for instruction. “She is in your power now. You can do
whatever you wish."

"But how do I... you know."

"Think only of her blood. Listen. Can you not hear it flowing like
sweet honey through her veins?"

Grigori took the woman in his arms, ran his fingertips ever so lightly
over her cheek, down the length of her neck.

"Smell the blood," Grigori said, and he felt his own fangs lengthen as
he bent over the woman. Her head fell back, exposing the tender skin
of her throat. "You must always be gentle,” he said, his voice
changing, growing deeper, rougher as the hunger within him stirred
to life. "Human flesh is so very fragile."

The woman made a small sound of pleasure as Grigori's mouth
closed over her throat, his fangs piercing the skin. He took only a sip,
and then he thrust the woman into Ramsey's arms. ""She is yours.
Take her."

Ramsey stared at the woman, at the single drop of crimson sparkling
on her throat. "What about... how do you know her blood is... don't
you worry about disease?"

"You would know if her blood was unclean."

Ramsey nodded. Feeling as awkward and self-conscious as a boy on
his first date, he gathered the woman into his embrace. She didn't
resist. Pliant as a rag doll, she allowed him to hold her. She smelled
of soap and perfume and cheap brandy. And blood. It called to him
like a Siren's song: loud, insistent. Irresistible. He felt an ache in his
gums as his fangs lengthened.

With a low growl, he sank his fangs into the warm tender skin of her
throat, felt the thick richness of her blood fill his mouth.

"Gently," Grigori admonished. "It can be a pleasant experience for
her, as well, if you choose to make it so."

Ramsey drank, disgusted by what he was doing, yet compelled to
take more and more, overcome with the warmth of it, the way it
eased the pain that had clawed at him. He drank her memories, her

file://IC|/5/1%20ASHLEY%20AFTER%20SUNDWO...anda%20Ashley%20-%20After%20Sundown.html (19 of 259) [8/21/2003 7:33:41 PM]



Ashley - After Sundown

strength, her dreams. The sound of her heartbeat echoed in his ears.
How had he ever thought such an act repulsive? Her life filled him
until he felt drunk with it And still he wanted more. Wanted it all.

"Enough, Ramsey. Enough!"

Dazed, drugged with blood and a sense of unlimited power, Ramsey
lifted his head, his lips drawn back in a silent snarl. The woman was
his. He would not share her.

"Enough," Grigori said again.

Ramsey looked down at the woman in his arms. Her heartbeat was
faint, her face pale. She stared up at him through vacant eyes.

"What have | done?" he moaned. "What have | done?"
"Only what you had to do."

"Is she... will she die?"

"No."

Horror-stricken, Ramsey shoved the woman into Chiavari's arms and
backed away. He dragged a hand over his mouth, grimaced when he

saw the blood there. The thrill he had felt earlier was gone, replaced

by a sense of horror and self-disgust. "I can't do this."

"You can, and you will. Abstaining will only make the pain worse.
Waiting, trying to fight it, will only make it harder for you to control
the Hunger. And when you are out of control, people will die.”

"How have you stood it for so long?" Ramsey asked bitterly. "How
have you stood the separateness, the aloneness?"

Grigori took a deep breath and loosed it in a long, slow sigh. "Being
Vampyre is not for the weak. There are drawbacks, but they grow
fewer as the years pass. And the advantages far outweigh them."

"Advantages!" Ramsey scoffed. "What advantages?"

"Think, Ramsey. Think of all the things | have seen, the changes in
the world, the inventions. | have powers you cannot imagine. As for
the other, the loneliness, the separateness..." He shrugged. "One can
get used to anything."

"Easy for you to say."

"Ramsey, | could have killed you years ago. But I did not because |
have always admired your tenacity, your will to live. Do not
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disappoint me now."

Ramsey gestured at the woman in Chiavari's arms. "Will she be all
right?"

"She will be fine."

"l..."Ramsey looked away, embarrassed by the need that had driven
him to Chiavari. "Thanks for your help."

Grigori nodded. "Give yourself time, Ramsey. Call me if you need
me."

Ramsey grunted softly. Going to Chiavari for help had been one of
the most difficult things he had ever done, not only because it had
pricked his pride to ask the man for help, but because it had meant
seeing Marisa again, having her see what he had become.

Marisa. Once, he had hoped she would he his. "l would have thought
you'd have brought her across by now," he remarked.

"No. She wants to wait a while, to spend time with her family while
she can." Grigori shrugged. "There is no hurry."

Ramsey nodded, jealous because Marisa had chosen Chiavari over
him, because Chiavari would have her love for a dozen lifetimes to
come.

"Is she happy?"
Grigori nodded.

Ramsey glanced at the woman in the vampire's arms. "Thanks again
for your... your help."

"Give it time, Ramsey," Grigori said again.

"Yes, time." Ramsey smiled ruefully as he turned and walked away.
He had plenty of time.

Chapter 2

Marisa stood at the window, staring out into the dark, waiting. It
made her nervous, thinking of Edward and Grigori together. They
had never liked each other, though they were indebted to each other.
A life for a life. She tapped her fingers on the windowpane. What
were they doing out there?
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She did not like to think of the answer that quickly came to mind.
They were hunting. Hunting for human prey.

She could picture it so clearly: the old vampire teaching the young
one how to find and stalk his prey, how to drink the warm living
blood that was necessary to ensure his immortality. The ancient and
horrifying rituals of the Dark Gift. Would the gravity of this transfer
of knowledge—of power—overcome the antipathy Grigori and
Edward held for each other? Or would the uneasy truce between the
two them continue?

She pressed her forehead against the window as a new thought
pushed its way into her mind. She had promised Grigori she would
accept the Dark Gift so that they could be together forever. Grigori
was in no hurry to bring her across, willing to let her have as much
time as she needed to bid farewell to life as she knew it, but one day
Grigori would bring her across. Then it would be her turn as pupil,
stalking the unwary.

She shuddered at the thought. Did she truly want to be a vampire?
And yet, wanting to be with Grigori forever, what other choice did
she have? For a vampire, "forever" was not a hollow promise made
in the throes of infatuation. She knew he would never force her,
would not try to sway her decision. But if she didn't accept the Dark
Gift, she would have to watch herself grow old while he stayed
forever young. Would he stay by her side while she aged? Or would
he find another, still-young woman in one of his midnight prowls?
Some woman who would not hesitate to accept the Gift? She couldn't
imagine—didn't want to imagine—such a betrayal.

She sighed as yet another thought crossed her mind. Sooner or later
they would have to leave this place, this house. If things stayed as
they were between them, they would have to move before people
noticed that she aged while Grigori did not. And if she accepted the
Dark Gift, they would still have to move on within a few years, but at
least no one would look at her and think she was his mother, or
worse, his grandmother!

What was it really like to be a vampire? Never to see the sun? To live
only at night? To drink warm blood from the veins of a helpless
victim? Did she love Grigori enough to embrace the Dark Gift?

She thrust the thought aside. She was still young. She had plenty of
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time to decide before anyone began mistaking her for Grigori's
mother.

She went to the door and opened it when she heard his car pull into
the drive. And then he was striding toward her, tall and dark, graceful
as a cat.

"How did Edward seem to you?" she asked. "Is he going to be all
right?"

Grigori shook his head. "l don't know."

He followed her into the living room. Marisa had done wonders with
the old house. What had once been little more than a drafty old
mansion had become a home, filled with soft colors and antique oak
and a warmth that came from the woman herself.

Marisa sat down on the sofa. She expected Grigori to join her, but he
began to pace in front of the fireplace, and she knew something was
bothering him. She never tired of looking at him, of watching him,
His thick black hair fell to his shoulders; his brows were straight
above ebony eyes. His skin was pale, though not sickly looking. He
was tall, with the firm, trim build of an athlete.

Tall, dark, and handsome, she thought. It described her husband
perfectly. Husband. How she loved the word and all that it meant. He
was the most wonderful man she had ever met. The thought made her
smile. He would have said he wasn't a man at all.

She had first met him at a carnival on Halloween night. She had gone
to the Roskovitch Carnival because they claimed to have the body of
"Count Alexi Kristov, the oldest vampire in existence," She had not
believed in such things, of course, had never believed in ghosts and
goblins or the like. Even now, she wasn't sure what had drawn her to
the carnival that night. Surely she had never dreamed that she would
see not one but two vampires that evening.

She had met Edward because of Grigori. Both men had been hunting
Alexi Kristov—Grigori during the night, Edward during the day.
Looking back, it all seemed like a nightmare come true.

She had gone to the carnival, curious to see the vampire. It was a
sight she would never forget: the casket on a dais in the center of the
floor; the "vampire" clad in a shiny black suit, his skin as white as
the satin that lined the casket. His hair had been long and limp, the
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color a dull reddish-brown. He had looked dead. Or rather, not alive.
A wax figure of a man laid out in the casket to fool the gullible. So
certain had she been that it was a hoax, that when she found herself
alone with the figure, she had climbed the dais and touched its hand.
It hadn't been made of wax, but flesh. The skin had been cool.
Smooth and dry, it had reminded her of old parchment. She had
gasped when the skin grew warm beneath her hand, shrieked when
the fingers moved. She had stumbled away from the casket, fallen
down the stairs, and scraped her leg.

It had been the scent of her blood that had roused Kristov from his
long sleep. He had gone on a rampage, killing over a dozen people
before Edward and Grigori joined forces and destroyed him. In the
hunt for Kristov, they had discovered that Grigori's first wife,
Antoinette, whom he'd thought dead for two hundred years, had not
been dead at all. Transformed by Kristov, she had existed for two
centuries as a revenant, a creature with no mind or will of her own.
In the end, it had been Edward who had freed her soul and laid her
body to rest. Even now, it was all so hard to accept. So many things
she would never have believed had played out before her eyes.

She shook off the grim thoughts of the past as she watched Grigori
pace the floor. "Something's troubling you," she remarked. "What is
it? What's wrong?"

He turned to face her. "He's very powerful. More powerful than |
would have expected."
"Edward is? Really?"

Grigori grunted softly. "He has Kristov's blood in his veins. And
mine. And Khira's," he added, thinking of the beautiful vampyre who
had brought him across over two hundred years ago.

"How can he be so powerful so soon?"

"He has good blood," Grigori said with a wry grin. "When a very old
vampyre brings a mortal across, he bequeaths a part of his strength."
And Kristov had been a very old vampyre—indeed, the oldest
vampyre Grigori had ever met. Kristov's blood, combined with
Khira's and his own, made for a very powerful combination.

"Is that a problem?" Marisa asked. "His being powerful?"
"It could be. He is powerful, but he is a young vampyre who does not
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yet fully understand what has happened to him, what powers he
possesses. He lacks wisdom and experience. It could be a dangerous
combination."

"I'm not sure | understand."

"The Dark Gift affects people differently. Some get drunk with the
power. Some go insane. Some look for ways to help mankind. And
some turn into monsters, like Kristov."

"A monster? Edward?" She smiled. In spite of what Edward had
done for a living, she couldn't imagine him as a monster. There had
been an old-world courtliness about him, a gentleness. An innate
goodness.

"It cannot be easy for him to accept that he has become what he once
destroyed."

"No, | guess not. I wonder what he'll do now. For a living, | mean."
She looked at Grigori and laughed. A living. That was funny. "You
know what | mean."

"He is an intelligent man. | am sure he can find a suitable career." A
faint smile tugged at Grigori's lips. "He will have plenty of time to
find one." He sat down beside her on the sofa and drew her into his
arms. "Enough talk about Ramsey."

Marisa snuggled against him, loving the feel of his arms around her,
She felt safe in his embrace, loved, cherished. All her doubts and
fears faded away. In time, she would accept the Dark Gift from him,
and they would truly be one. Soon, but not yet.

IlCara. . .ll

She gazed up at him, felt her skin tingle as his preternatural power
moved over her skin like a dark warm wind. They had been married
only a short time, and the fire that had ever smoldered between them
quickly sparked to life. It was exhilarating to be in his arms. He was
a creature such as she had never known before—a man who had
lived for centuries, who had incredible strength, who possessed
powers she did not fully understand. He could mesmerize her with a
look, destroy her with a touch, charm her with a smile. He had the
strength of ten men, yet he was ever gentle with her.

Her eyelids fluttered down as he dropped kisses as light as rain upon
her brow, her cheeks, her eyelids. His tongue was like a flame
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against her throat, a silent entreaty. She moaned softly, tilting her
head to one side, inviting him to take what he needed.

IlCara. ) -Il

There was no pain, just an oddly sensual feeling of euphoria as his
fangs grazed her throat. And she surrendered to him completely, lost
in the wonder and the magic that was Grigori.

Chapter 3

Ramsey felt stronger, more confident, when he woke the next night.
He showered, then dressed in a brown pullover sweater and beige
slacks. He grimaced when he looked in the mirror. It was time to
change his image. No more beige and brown for him. He had been
dull and boring long enough.

Shoving his billfold into his back pocket, he left his room, deciding,
on a whim, to head for the mall. He was surprised to find himself
there, among the bright lights and the throng of late shoppers, almost
as soon as the thought crossed his mind. For a moment, he was
overcome by a wave of dizziness, intoxicated by the scent of so
much blood, the dull roar of so many heartbeats. The lights hurt his
eyes; the noise pounded at his eardrums. He closed his eyes, focusing
his will, and found that he could mute the noise, control the
dizziness, and concentrate on his purpose here. Once again, Chiavari
had been right.

He went into an exclusive men's shop and indulged himself beyond
anything he would have imagined before he had received the Dark
Gift. He purchased a complete new wardrobe. Shirts, slacks,
sweaters, socks, underwear. Nothing brown or tan. Nothing beige.
He was heartily sick of brown, sick of tweeds, sick of dressing like
some stuffy sixty-year-old college professor. He bought several pairs
of shoes and, on a whim, a pair of snakeskin cowboy boots.

One night next week he would start looking for a new place to live.
Perhaps he would buy a new car, something sleek and sporty. He had
never owned a house, never owned a new car. He had spent his
whole adult life in hotels and motels. Well, all that was about to
change. He had a rather tidy sum saved up. Vampire hunting had
been a lucrative career. Ramseys had been hunting vampires for
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hundreds of years. The first Ramsey had turned vampire hunter to
avenge the death of his wife. His knowledge and wisdom had been
handed down from father to son for generations, as had the instinct to
hunt, which, over time, had become second nature. In the old days,
hunters had been paid in corn and wheat more often than gold or
silver. But not anymore. The Ramsey family had money behind them
now, thanks to a vengeful millionaire who had lost his only daughter
to one of the undead.

Brian Francis Throckmorten had been so grateful when Harold
Ramsey had staked the vampire who killed his daughter, that he had
set up a fund to ensure that the Ramsey family and its heirs would
always have the means to hunt and destroy the undead. Only there
would be no heirs now, Ramsey thought bitterly. He was the last of
his line. In fifteen or twenty years, should he survive that long, he
would have to pretend to be his own son in order to continue drawing
on the trust. He grunted softly. Perhaps he could donate funds to
some obscure university with the stipulation that they use the money
to research diseases of the blood in hopes of finding a way to reverse
the effects of the Dark Gift. Or maybe he could open a training
school for vampire hunters...

Returning to his room, he rummaged through his purchases, deciding
on a pair of black jeans and a bulky white sweater. He paused in
front of the mirror, a faint smile playing over his face. He had never
been a handsome man. Had anyone asked, he would have described
himself as ordinary. Now, transformed by the blood of the three
vampires that burned in his veins, he looked younger, more virile.
Not handsome, he mused—even the blood of a vampire couldn't
work miracles.

But... powerful. Dangerous.
A vampire.
Vampire... He shook his head ruefully. "I am a vampire."

Even as he said it, he didn't quite believe it, not deep down. But his
blood sang in his veins at the declaration, stirring him to action.

He ran a hand over his hair, worn short ever since he had been a boy
learning the lore of his vampire-hunting ancestors, absorbing the
seriousness of his family calling. But that was over now. Past history.
He had become what he had hunted.
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Perhaps he would let his hair grow long.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he pulled on his new cowboy boots
and left the hotel.

Some of his newfound confidence waned as he entered a small
neighborhood bar. Country music blared from a loudspeaker. Half a
dozen couples were line dancing.

He went to the bar and ordered a drink, which he held but didn't
taste. He was studying the crowd when a slender young woman with
wavy brown hair and large green eyes sidled up to him.

Hands on hips, she looked him up and down. "You don't look like a
cowboy," she remarked with a come-hither smile.

She was a pretty thing. She wore a tight-fitting cowboy shirt, fringed
blue-jean shorts, and a pair of white boots.

"Perhaps because | am not," he replied with a faint smile.
"I don't remember seeing you here before."

"I have never been in here before." He swore under his breath. She
was coming on to him, something no woman had ever done before,
and he had no idea how to respond. While other boys had been
dating, he had been out with his grandfather, learning how to track
and slay vampires. Not exactly suitable training for the dating game.

She placed her hand on his chest, her fingers making slow circular
motions. "Would you like to dance?"

"| fear | must refuse."

"That's too bad. It would be a good way for us to get to know each
other better."

"I'm afraid | never learned how."

She slid her arm through his, tilted her head to one side, ran the tip of
her tongue over her lower lip. "That's okay, honey. | know a quiet
place down the street where | can teach you."

He felt a surge of excitement as he placed his untouched drink on the
bar and took her hand in his.

She chatted about some country singer he'd never heard of as they
walked down the street. When they reached an alley, Ramsey pulled
her inside and pushed her up against the wall.
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She looked startled, then laughed nervously. "What are you doing?"

He didn't know what to say, felt all his doubts rise up to mock him.
You are a vampire. Play the part. He gazed deep into her eyes.
Summoning his power, he bent her will to his, felt her body relax at
his suggestion. Her eyelids fluttered down, her head lolled to one
side, exposing the smooth expanse of her neck.

He took a deep breath. "Any man who can track a vampyre to its lair
and cut off its head shouldn't have any trouble finding something to
drink." Chiavari's words echoed in the back of his mind as he bent
over the woman's neck.

Revulsion warred with his hunger. The hunger won, rising up within
him, hot and hungry and overpowering. He drank quickly, sickened
by what he was doing, filled with bitter self-loathing because even
though the act disgusted him, he found pleasure in it. Power flowed
through him, thrummed through his veins, expanded his mind.

Not too much! He was proud of himself as he drew back. He had
taken only a little.

| can do this. He repeated the words aloud. "I can do this." He didn't
have to kill. He didn't have to be a monster like Alexi Kristov. The
woman caught in his dark embrace would never miss the small
amount of blood he had taken.

Pleased with his self-restraint, he put his arm around her shoulders
and led her out of the alley. Releasing his hold on her mind, he took
her by the hand and started walking.

She blinked at him several times, like someone who had just been
roused from a deep sleep.

"Is this the place you were talking about?" Ramsey asked.

"What?" She looked up at the blinking neon light that identified the
place as The Sea Nymph Motel. "Yes. Yes, it is."

"Is something wrong?"

"No. No, | guess not." Her flirtatious manner was gone. She looked
suddenly shy, nervous in his presence, unsure of herself. She glanced
up at the neon sign again, her face wan in the artificial light Her brow
furrowed. "Do you mind if we do this another night? I feel sort of...
strange."
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"I'm sorry to hear that. Can | see you home?"

"What? Oh, no, I'll be fine. Good night." She stared at him a
moment, then turned and hurried back down the street.

Whistling softly, he headed for home.

"Move over, Dracula," he muttered wryly. "Look out, Lestat.
Ramsey is here."

Chapter 4

She stood on the far edge of the pier, staring down into the still,
black water below. It looked cold, cold enough to numb her pain.
Jump, she thought. All she had to do was jump and it would be all
over. What did she have to live for, anyway? She had no family, no
lover or any prospect of one, no friends to speak of. No job, no
money. No reason to go on.

How long would it take to drown? Not long, she thought, since she
couldn't swim. Would it hurt? At this time of year, the water would
be cold—one sudden, gasping shock and she would probably be
unconscious. As a child, she had been afraid of the dark, terrified of
dying. She had slept with a light on until the summer her
grandmother came to stay with them. Grandma Hansen had told her
stories of heaven, of the blue-eyed, golden-haired Angel of Death
who came to earth to escort the spirits of the dead into the next
world.

As she grew older, she had stopped believing in angels. There were
no such things as heavenly escorts.

There was no heaven, and surely life was hell enough for anyone.
She found it strangely comforting now to believe that there was
nothing after this miserable existence, to believe that she could
plunge to her death and find peace in the endless black void of
eternity. No more pain, no more tears, no more heartaches. She had
achieved success once, and blown it big time. She wouldn't fail at
this. One last success—and oblivion.

Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and let herself go. Just let
herself go. And then she was falling, falling, the wind rushing against
her ears, her arms involuntarily outstretched. It was, she thought,
almost like flying...
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Ramsey stood on the pier near the stairs, gazing down into the ocean,
his expression thoughtful. The moon was reflected on the face of the
dark water, a brilliant yellow that rippled and shimmered. He cast no
reflection at all. But that was to be expected. He was one of the
undead he had hunted all his adult life. Yet he could still see himself
in a mirror. He pondered that for awhile, thinking how odd it was
that a looking glass reflected his image but water didn't, and then
shrugged. Still, casting no reflection in the moonlit water was
unsettling, as if he no longer existed. A fitting irony, he thought, that
he should spend eternity as the very creature he had spent his life
destroying.

He grinned ruefully. In point of fact, he didn't exist anymore—at
least not as anything the world would recognize. Perhaps the natural
world—free-flowing water, the glowing moon—maocked his peculiar
existence now. It was all like a bad dream, a nightmare from which
he would never awake.

But did one feel that throbbing hunger in the middle of a nightmare?
he wondered with grim humor, thinking it was just the sort of
sardonic musing he had come to expect from Chiavari. He shook his
head at the irony. More than just his wardrobe had changed in the
past month.

But he wasn't thinking just then of his new Porsche, or of the new
house he had acquired, all in this relatively short time. He had
thought it would be difficult to convince the real estate people to
come to their office at night to close the sale, but he hadn't reckoned
with his new powers of persuasion.

His mood lifted, and he grinned into the darkness. His new house,
located near the end of a quiet street in an old neighborhood, looked
like something out of Dark Shadows. It was two stories high, with an
attic and a basement. The windows were high and arched. There was
even a turret on the southeast corner. It was, he thought, the perfect
abode for a vampire.

The sense of power, of invincibility, flowed strongly through him,
overcoming his lingering repugnance. With each succeeding night,
each feeding, his qualms seemed to grow weaker. And his power to
grow. Perhaps one day he would be as powerful as Chiavari.
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A sudden movement on the far end of the pier interrupted his reverie.

With his preternatural senses, he had been all too aware of the young
woman lingering there, easy prey on a cold dark night.

Now she was climbing over the rail, plunging toward the water, arms
outstretched. Caught in a wash of silver moonlight, she looked like a
raven-haired angel plummeting to earth.

She hit with a loud splash, disappeared for a moment, then bobbed to
the surface like a cork, her hair spreading across the rippling water
like silken seaweed. The tide was coming in, and it swept her toward
the shore, her clothing dragging her under. He left the pier and went
around to the steps that led to the sand. Hurrying now, his gaze swept
the dark water. At first, he saw nothing, and then he saw her, her
body tumbling in the tide that was carrying her toward the shore.

Wading into the water, he grabbed her by the shoulder. She was
unconscious, no doubt from the impact of hitting the frigid water.
There were dark smudges under her eyes. Her face was pale, her lips
tinged with blue. She was far too thin. Kneeling, he laid her on the
sand, took off his coat and wrapped it around her, then gathered her
into his arms once again.

He stared down at her. He had not yet fed. The Siren call of her
blood whispered to the hunger within him. He suppressed the urge,
pleased by his power to do so. She was unconscious, weak, her life
force feeble. To feed now, while she was unconscious, was somehow
repugnant. More important, it would put her life at risk. Thus far, he
had left all his victims with their lives. This frail waif would be no
exception. He gazed at the planes of her face, bared and vulnerable in
the moonlight, felt the damp swing of her heavy hair against his arm
as he gained his feet. Looking at her filled him with a kind of aching
tenderness. He would take her home, revive her, strengthen her. And
then he would feed, at his leisure.

She woke slowly, reluctantly, surprised to find she was still alive.
Where was she? It was too much of an effort to raise her head.

She was lying on a bed not her own.
In a room. Not her own.
Panic slithered down her spine when she realized she was naked
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beneath the covers. Jackknifing into a sitting position, she glanced
around the room. Pale mauve-colored walls. Deep mauve carpeting.
There was a large walnut dresser against the far wall, a rocking chair
in one corner.

She frowned as she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. She
didn't know where she was. She didn't remember how she had gotten
there, but she was leaving. Now.

She stood, the covers clutched to her chest, swaying as a wave of
dizziness passed over her. What had she done? How had she gotten
here?

Pills. She remembered taking a handful of pills, leaving the squalid
boardinghouse where she had been staying. Walking for what
seemed like hours. Falling... Falling? And then she remembered the
dark water beckoning to her, the wind in her ears as she tumbled over
the end of the pier...

With a faint cry, she fell back on the bed, suddenly too weak to
stand. The pier. She had jumped from the pier. She had wanted to
die. Still wanted to die. Why wasn't she dead?

She gasped as the overhead light went out and the room went dark.
Panic swept through her when she realized she was no longer alone.
"Who—who is it? Who's there?"

Pulse racing, she peered into the dark, but she saw nothing, heard
nothing but the frantic pounding of her own heart. Was it her
imagination, or had she felt a breath of cold air against the back of
her neck?

"Do you really want to die?"

"Yes. No. | don't know." She jumped as an unseen hand brushed her
cheek. "Who are you?"

"l am no one."
"Are you the one who brought me here?"
"YeS."

She was afraid to ask why. Terror rose up within her. She didn't stop
to wonder at this; she had been ready to die on the pier, had thought
she had died in that last moment of consciousness when she hit the
icy water that felt as hard as cement on impact, driving the
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consciousness from her. But she had not died. Why? So that she
could die now? One thing was certain: she was closer to death now
than she had been when she plunged off the pier.

"Have you come to take me?" she asked. "Are you the Angel of
Death?"

A soft chuckle rippled through the air. "You could call me that."

"Grandma was right," she murmured, her voice tinged with wonder.
"Will it hurt?"

"Only a little."
"I'm ready."

He looked down at her. He could see the pulse beating in her throat,

hear the blood thrumming through her veins, smell her fear. Yet she

lay on the bed, the blankets drawn up to her chin, her arms extended,
her eyes closed, like a virgin about to be sacrificed to some heathen

god.

She is yours. You have only to take her...

The voice of his hunger whispered in the back of his mind, urging
him to feed the demon that now lived within him, to slake his thirst,
to ease the coldness of his existence by filling himself with her life
force, weak as it still was. His noble sentiment at the pier, of
strengthening her so that she would not die, seemed a distant
memory in the exquisite agony of this hunger. She wanted to die
anyway. What would it be like to take it all?

"Angel?"
"I'm here."
"Please hurry. I'm... I'm so afraid."

The fear in her voice, coupled with an almost childlike trust, reached
deep down inside him, stirring his best and worst selves. Moving
swiftly, he knelt beside the bed and drew her into his arms, blankets
and all. His fangs lengthened, pierced the tender skin at her neck. He
closed his eyes and drank... and knew her.

She had no one. She lived alone. Once, she had aspired to be an
actress. Once, she had dreamed of a romantic love everlasting. Then
that love had abandoned her for another woman. Devastated,
depressed, she had lost her dreams of stardom, drowned them in
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alcohol, burned them away in drugs. Now she was out of money, and
out of hope... Her choice had been prostitution or death...

He drew back. Though the room was dark, he saw her clearly. She
was thin. Too thin. There were hollows in her cheeks. He could feel
each rib beneath the blankets that covered her.

And she was young, much younger than he had first thought.
"Angel?" she murmured.

"I'm here."

She lifted a trembling hand to her neck. "Am | dead?"

"No." He searched her mind for her name. "No, Kelly. You are not
dead."

"I'm cold.”

He drew the bedspread over her, lifted her into his arms—bedspread,
blankets, sheets, and all—and carried her to the faded overstuffed
chair in the corner. Sitting down, he cradled her to his chest though
he doubted his body—his cold, dead body—could offer her much
heat.

Gazing deep into her eyes, he whispered, "Go to sleep, Kelly. There's
nothing to be afraid of. You are warm now, warm and safe."

He felt his mind connect to hers in that curious bond common
between vampire and prey, felt that curious sense of power sweep
through him as he bent her will to his.

Obediently she closed her eyes. "I'm not afraid anymore," she
murmured. "Grandma was right. There's nothing to be afraid of."

"No," Ramsey said as he lowered his head to her neck. "There is
nothing to be afraid of."

He brushed his lips over her throat, his nostrils filling with the scent
of her skin, her blood. The faint musty smell of the river clung to her
hair. But her blood was warm and sweet, infinitely sweeter and more
satisfying than any he had tasted. The first taste chased away the
coldness that gripped him, banished the hunger, filled him with a
sense of euphoria. Sweet, so sweet.

He drank slowly, wondering that her blood did not repulse him, even
as he cursed Chiavari for transforming him, cursed himself for what
he was doing. He drew back a little so he could see the girl's face.
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She was, if possible, even paler than before. Her lashes lay like dark
fans against her cheeks. Her breathing was slow and shallow. He had
been so pleased the other night, proud of his self-control, of his
ability to subdue the raging demon that now lived within him. Why
was he having such trouble tonight? Why did the thought of draining
her dry hold such appeal even as it sickened him?

He stared at the droplets of bright-red crimson at her throat. He had
done that. He ran his tongue over his fangs. Long. White. Sharp. He
had only been kidding himself.

Monster. The word rang out in his mind. He was one of them, a
creature of the damned, doomed to prey on the blood of innocents.

And even as the thought crossed his mind, he bent his head and
drank again.

Chapter 5

The vampyre stirred while the sun hung low in the sky. Lying amid
an array of black silk sheets and feather pillows, she contemplated
the events of particular interest to her that had transpired halfway
across the world.

Alexi had been destroyed.
Grigori had bequeathed the Dark Gift to another.
Her blood flowed in the veins of a newly made vampyre.

Grigori. She had not seen him in centuries. She let her mind expand
then fold in on itself, and she knew, within that part of her being that
had created him, that he was well.

Rising, she went to the window and drew back the heavy velvet
draperies that shut out the sun during midday, when she was the most
vulnerable. She ran her hand over the soft velvet. She was a sensual
creature, and she smiled, enjoying the feel of the velvet beneath her
palm, the texture that was smooth yet rough, the material still warm
from the heat of the late-afternoon sun.

Her timing was second nature now, precise. The sun had descended

just beyond the distant hills moments before she parted the curtains.

The sky was ablaze with streaks of bloodred crimson and scarlet and
lavender as the sun descended behind the distant hills.
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Sweetest night, mistress mine, a toast to thee with mortal wine. She
smiled as she recalled a poem Grigori had written for her centuries
ago, when he had been enamored of her. It had been his first attempt
at poetry. Caught up in his new life, he had been hungry for every
new experience. Hungry for blood. Hungry for her. How romantic he
had been then, she mused as she remembered the rest of the poem.

Moonlight, fangs, glitter, shine, harvesting the human
vine. Eternal game, Hunter, Prey, mortals always slower,
they. Instinct sends them running, madly; always ending
the same, badly. Chase them, tease, feed their fear;
whisper in their dying ear. Too soon 'tis done; they are
gone, horizon lightens, hated Dawn. As morn
approaches, | am prey; soon | must secret away. Coffin
waiting, satin lined, soon I shall be deaf and blind.
Deepest sleep through bitter light, come swiftly beloved,
Mother Night.

Grigori... She had never met a male, human or vampire, who
challenged her as he had, excited her as he had—as he still did,
though she had not seen him in decades. He had been a lover without
equal, tender and gentle, yet masterful, sure of himself, secure in his
masculinity. She had been older, stronger, but he had made her feel
young, vulnerable.

"Grigori." She whispered his name, and felt the old sweet stirring in
her veins.

In centuries past, she had visited all the countries in Europe, but she
had never been to the United States. Perhaps it was time. It had been
years since she left Italy. No matter where she went, she always
returned here, to the place where she had met Grigori.

A faint smile curved her lips as she contemplated seeing him again.
He had always held a special place in her affections. She recalled the
first night she had seen him, grieving over the graves of his children.
His grief had burned like a bonfire in the night, drawing her with its
warmth. Even in the mire of his desolation, his life force had been
powerful, throbbing. He had looked right through her, blind to her
beauty then, his whole being infused with pain and hate.
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"What are you doing here?" she had asked, and he had told her what
had happened—how Alexi had taken his wife and killed his children.

"And do you wish to join your children in death?" she had asked.

"No!" he had declared vehemently. "I want to avenge them! But how
can 1? How can 1?"

"How indeed," she had replied softly. "Shall I show you how?"

"Only show me," he had replied with a bravado she had known was
false. "And | will do whatever you ask."

She had smiled then, and he had recoiled from the sight of her fangs.
"You're one of them!"

"Will you not join me, my handsome one? It is the only way you will
ever be strong enough to find the vengeance you seek."

"You're asking me to become the same kind of monster he is!"
Grigori had exclaimed.

"We are not all monsters," she had replied. "Look at me. Do | appear
a monster to you?"

"No," he had replied. "Who are you?"
"Khira." She had offered him her hand. "Will you join me?"

He had cocked his head to one side, giving her easy access to the
large vein in his neck, and she had taken what he offered. It was
always so much sweeter when they were willing, when they didn't
fight.

She had bestowed the Dark Gift on only a few, and her blood and her
power were strong. She had taught her fledgling how to find his prey,
how to survive. He had taught her a depth of passion she had thought
long vanished with her mortality. She began to entertain thoughts of
an eternal relationship, and taught him all the things she wanted him
to know: how to read and write, and the complex etiquette of the
upper classes.

She had introduced him to all the finer things: art, opera, literature,
architecture. He learned it all with zest, and seemed to have
forgotten his vow of vengeance. But she knew better. He could not
hide his inmost thoughts from her, but she did not press. There was
world enough, and time enough. He was strong yet gentle, full of
passion and tenderness, if a bit arrogant. And he was handsome, so
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very handsome. He had embraced the Dark Gift fully, and the Gift's
powers had enhanced his natural good looks; she was sure that all
women wanted him. She knew his prey submitted willingly as he
eagerly explored his new life. In one sense, she had watched him, as
proud as any mortal mother watching a child of her womb mature
into his manhood. In another sense, as his powers grew stronger, she
began to feel uncertain—she, who had never doubted her own allure.
Would he leave her? Would he find some mortal woman more
desirable than she?

But it had not been another woman's beauty that took him from her.
She closed her eyes tightly, remembering. It had been her own
insatiable hunger. In his enthusiasm for his new life, he had pushed
all thought of Alexi into the back of his mind until the night he saw
her bending over a child and remembered his own children, his own
reason for becoming Vampyre. He had taken the child from her, his
eyes blazing with contempt, and she had never seen him again...

She sighed as she turned away from the window, wondering if he had
yet forgiven her. She had destroyed others who had left her side
before she tired of them, but not Grigori. She had loved him at first
sight. She recalled the sweet taste of his blood the night she had
bestowed the Dark Gift upon him, and all they had shared before her
foolish error.

Surely time enough had passed by now. Time enough to heal his
anger. Grigori had his revenge at last; Alexi was destroyed. Perhaps
he would be in a forgiving mood, and if not, then she would have to
persuade him to see things her way. She was not without her own
power, her own irresistible charm.

Her mind made up, she threw off her melancholy mood as easily as
she changed her gown. She had never been one to brood or lament
the past. Grigori would see her whether he wished it or not.

Humming softly, she fastened her cloak, excited and intrigued by the
journey ahead. She contemplated the distance, careful to time her
departure so she would arrive in the New World after sundown.
Young vampires who wished to travel long distances had to make
careful plans so that they might travel safely in their coffins on long
trips. But she was no longer a young vampire. Mortals grew weaker
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as old age set in, losing youth and strength and beauty. It was not so
among vampires. Increased age brought increased powers and the
ability to travel great distances with supernatural speed.

She closed her eyes, and in moments, she was where she wanted to
be.

Chapter 6

Ramsey stared at the woman on the bed in horror. Kelly. Her name
was Kelly, but he could not bear to call her that. Acknowledging her
by name only made what he had done seem more monstrous
somehow. Her skin was as white as the sheet upon which she lay.
And she was still, so still. What had he done? He had kept her here
for three days, trapped between life and death.

He backed away from the bed. He hadn't meant to kill her. Never
that! He was not a murderer.

Aren't you? The voice of his conscience whispered down the tortured
corridors of his mind. What of all the lives you have taken in the
past?

"But they were monsters. Vampires who preyed on the innocent..."

Sardonic, silent laughter mocked him. And now you have become one
of them. You are what you hunted, Edward Ramsey, what you and
your family have hated and destroyed for centuries...

"No!" Anguish sliced through him, and he screamed the word in
denial, even though he knew it was true. He was a vampire. He had
become what he had hated, what he had spent his lifetime destroying.

Vampire. Vampire. Vampire!

He pressed his hands to his temples in a vain attempt to block the
word and the horror it entailed, but it seemed to echo off the walls,
the ceiling, even the floor.

Vampire... vampire... vampire...
Killer of innocents.

Drinker of blood.

Unholy.

Unclean.
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Monster.

"No, no." He sank to his knees and closed his eyes to shut out the
image of the woman on the bed: her body limp, lifeless, the single
drop of blood that lay like a scarlet teardrop on the pale skin of her
neck—but her image was burned into his brain.

She had wanted to die...

But even that thought offered no absolution. The Ramsey of old
would have offered her comfort and solace. His family had provided
protection for the innocents of the world. Yet he had feasted on her
blood, drawn on her life force, until he had taken too much, taken it
all. The self-satisfied restraint he had prided himself on had been
nothing but an illusion.

He had only been kidding himself, thinking he could do this, live like
this. The thought that he had taken her blood, and found an almost
sensual pleasure in it, burned through him like acid.

He had killed her. He was a vampire. There was nothing to do but
accept it, just as there was only one way to ensure that such a thing
would never happen again. Not for the first time, he thought of
walking out into the sunlight and ending his existence. Did he have
the nerve to end his own life? After what he had just done, how could
he not?

Lost in his own misery, he failed to realize he was no longer alone.
"She is not dead," a low, throaty voice said. "Soon, but not yet."

Ramsey jumped to his feet and spun around, his nostrils filling with
the scent of jasmine. His gaze pierced the darkness, focusing on the
woman standing in the doorway. Wrapped in a long black cloak, a
shadow within shadows, she was tall and slender, with silver-blond
hair. And she was a vampire. A very old vampire. Her power slid
over his skin, raising the hair on his arms.

"Who the hell are you?" he demanded.

A faint smile tugged at her lips. "You might say | am your
grandmother."

Ramsey frowned, surprised that he was no longer afraid.
"Grandmother?" He laughed softly. "What big teeth you have."

"The better to eat you with, my dear," she replied, and her laughter
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joined his. "I am Khira."
"Khira!" The vampire who had brought Grigori across.
"The very same. May | come in?"

He hesitated, then shook his head as the habits of a lifetime of
vampire hunting took over. "I'll come out."

She laughed softly and stepped aside so he could join her outside.
"What will you do with her?" she asked, gesturing at the woman
lying on the bed.

"What do you mean?" He couldn't bring himself to look at the
woman lying so cold and still.

"You seemed grieved when you thought she was dead. Will you
bring her across?"

"No! | don't make vampires. | destroy them."

"So you did. As did your forebears, as well. A long line of nuisances,
your ancestors." She laughed softly. "Trust Grigori to be the first one
to bring a Ramsey across! What delicious irony. Tell me, my
handsome new vampire, why do your thoughts reek of self-
destruction?"

He looked at her, mute, disconcerted by the ease with which she read
his mind.

"You are strong for such a young one. You have restrained yourself
with your little mortal—amazing control for one so young. But you
must not drink from your prize every night if you wish her to live,"
Khira went on. "And you must feed her well. Thick soup. Red meat
to strengthen her blood."

She drew her cloak more closely about her. It was a gesture with no
real meaning. She did not feel the cold. "It will be interesting, | think,
to see which of your natures prevails," she mused. "The conscience-
stricken mortal, or the strong young vampyre."

And in the blink of an eye, she was gone.

Chapter 7

Grigori leaped to his feet in a fluid motion and stood staring toward
the window, his heart pounding.
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"What is it?" Marisa asked. They had been sitting on the sofa,
watching the late movie. "What's wrong?"

"She's here."
lIShe?ll
"Khira."

"Here?" Marisa glanced around the living room. "She's here?
Where?"

"In the city." Rising from the sofa, Grigori went to the window.
Sweeping the curtains aside, he gazed out into the darkness.

Darkness shrouded the street below, broken only by the faint yellow
glow of a streetlamp. Khira's power rode the wings of the night like
the wind before a storm, sending shivers of awareness down his
spine.

He unleashed his own power, let it flow through the sleeping city.
Ramsey had fed and fed well, and now he paced the dark streets,
sated but restless.

And Khira drew ever nearer. She was a mile away. A block away.
"Grigori?"
“It's all right, cara."

He heard the intake of Marisa's breath, the rustle of her silk
nightgown whispering against her skin as she clicked off the
television, her near-silent footfalls as she moved up behind him.

She slipped her arms around his waist. "What do you think she
wants?"

"I don't know. Perhaps | should go down and ask her."

Marisa peered around Grigori and looked out the window. At first
she saw nothing but a faint shimmer in the darkness, a sparkle that
reminded her of Tinkerbell's pixy dust, and then, to her amazement,
the shimmer coalesced, transforming into a tall, slender woman clad
in a long white gown and ankle-length black cloak. A wealth of
silver-blond hair flowed over her shoulders.

"Stay here," Grigori said. He pulled on his boots, then took Marisa in
his arms. "Remember, she cannot come inside unless you invite her."

"Don't go."
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"I don't think she means me any harm."

Marisa looked up at her husband. Her handsome, virile husband.
Wherever they went, women turned to stare at him, their eyes hot.
"That's not what I'm afraid of."

Grigori laughed softly, then brushed a kiss across her lips. "Stay
here."

Before she could argue, he was gone.

"l am here, Grigori."

He turned slowly, and she was there, tall and slender, graceful as a
willow, her luxuriant silver-blond hair shimmering like a halo in the
lamplight's soft yellow glow.

For a moment, they stared at each other in silent appraisal. She was
as beautiful as he remembered. The silk of her gown clung to her
figure like a long-lost lover, outlining every delectable curve. Her
skin was pale and flawless.

"You are as lovely as ever," Grigori remarked.

"And you..." She trailed the tip of her finger down the side of his
cheek. "You are still the most handsome of men."

He said nothing, only continued to look at her, wondering what had
brought her here.

"Do you still write poetry, my handsome one?"
He frowned. "Poetry?"
"Have you forgotten? 'Sweetest night, mistress mine... ' "

He laughed softly. "That was my one and only attempt, clumsy at
best."

"But so full of passion,” she murmured, her eyes luminous. "Full of
your growing power."

"Be that as it may, | am no poet."

"Perhaps it is just as well. You are far too attractive to women
already without having poetry in your arsenal.” She looked at him,
her blue eyes glittering. "Grigori..." Her voice was a soft, sultry purr.

"What do you want? Why have you come here?"
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"Have you forgiven me yet, mi amour?"

Without his willing it, the night they had parted rose up in his mind,
as stark and vivid as if it had happened only yesterday. With an
effort, he fought down his revulsion. He had been very young then.
He had learned much in the centuries that had passed.

"It is not my place to forgive you," he said quietly. *We are what we
are."

She looked up at him, her smile as radiant as the sun. She took a half-
step toward him, her arms outstretched.

"Why have you come here, Khira?" His words, cold and abrupt,
stopped her.

"Why?" she repeated. She lowered her arms, let her shoulders droop
as she took on a look of wounded innocence. "'Is there some reason
why | should not come to see you?"

Grigori shrugged. "It's been over two hundred years," he replied
wryly. "Why this sudden urge to see me now?" He took a deep
breath, and the answer to her visit filled his nostrils. "How is
Ramsey?"

Khira laughed softly. "He is an interesting choice for the Dark Gift.
Trust you, mi amour, to do something so vastly unconventional, even
for one of us!" The sound of her laugher was like fairy bells in the
night. "I cannot imagine he was willing. Not the last of the
Ramseys!"

"He was not willing, but like all creatures, he wanted to live."
"I find myself liking him."
Grigori lifted one brow but said nothing.

"I think perhaps I shall seduce him." She ran her hand along his
shoulder, down his arm, to curve over his biceps. "Young vampyres
make such wonderful lovers. Insatiable in their new strength, so
eager to explore every facet of their new world. Remember, mi
amour?"

He remembered all too well. And so did she. He could read it in her
eyes. She had been an ardent lover, tireless, inventive... He shoved
the memory away, aware of her power moving over him, compelling
him to remember the long, tempestuous nights he had spent in her
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arms. With an effort, he pushed her from his mind and closed the
door on memories now best left forgotten.

Khira laughed again. It sounded remarkably like a schoolgirl giggle,
something he found quite incongruous coming from a woman who
was close to a thousand years old.

"Did you come here to discuss your love life with me?" he asked in a
fine attempt at his old bravado with her.

"No." The warmth in her eyes cooled. "I came to meet the woman
you married."

Something that might have been fear slithered down Grigori's spine.

"Don't you want to introduce me to her?" Khira purred. She raked her
nails over his cheek, exerting just enough pressure to break the skin.
The scent of his blood filled the air. Slowly, as though daring him to
object, she leaned up against him and ran her tongue over the faint
line of blood. "She does know what you are, doesn't she?"

Grigori took a step back, resisting the urge to wipe his cheek. "Of
course."

Khira took his arm and smiled up at him. "Well, then, shall we go
in?"
There was no way to refuse.

Marisa whirled around as the front door opened and the woman she
had seen on the street entered the room, followed by Grigori. This
close, the vampire was breathtakingly beautiful. Her skin glowed
with a pale opalescence; her eyes were the bluest blue Marisa had
ever seen. Her figure was perfect.

"I am Khira," the woman said, extending her hand.
"Marisa."

Khira's hand was soft, her skin warm to the touch. Warm as only a
well-fed vampire could be warm.

"She is lovely, Grigori," Khira said. Her gaze ran over Marisa, coolly
assessing. "Really lovely."

"I think so." Grigori moved to Marisa's side and draped his arm
around her shoulders. It was a warning, a blatant gesture of

file://IC|/5/1%20ASHLEY%20AFTER%20SUNDWO...anda%20Ashley%20-%20After%20Sundown.html (46 of 259) [8/21/2003 7:33:41 PM]



Ashley - After Sundown

possession and protection.

Khira smiled in amusement. "I have not come to harm her, Grigori."
She glanced around the room, like a queen visiting peasants. "The
decor suits her."

"I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't talk about me like I'm not here,"
Marisa said.

"I am sorry," Khira said. "l did not mean to offend you, Marisa. May
| call you Marisa?"

"Of course." Marisa looked at Grigori. "Why don't we sit down?"
Grigori nodded. "Kbhira, please make yourself at home."

Marisa watched the other woman glide across the room. Like
Grigori, Khira moved with fluid grace, almost as if she were floating
above the floor. She sat on the love seat beside the fireplace, the hem
of her cloak spreading in graceful folds at her feet.

Marisa sat down on the sofa, and Grigori sat beside her.
Silence hung heavy in the room.

"So," Khira said, her gaze moving from Grigori to Marisa and back
again, "tell me everything. How you met. How long you have been
married."

"Is that why you came here?" Grigori asked.

Khira shrugged. It was an elegant gesture. "l came for many reasons.
To see the fledgling you made. To see if you had changed after so
many years." She smiled faintly. "To see America. | have heard so
much of this country over the years. | am thinking of staying awhile.
But now | want to hear all about you. About both of you."

Grigori glanced at Marisa. She was watching him, her eyes filled
with love and trust. Did she have any idea of the power of the woman
sitting across from them? Now that Kristov had been destroyed,
Khira was, as far as he knew, the oldest, most powerful vampire in
existence.

Grigori told Khira, succinctly, of Kristov and Ramsey and all that
had transpired between them.

Khira sat listening quietly, her body still as only a vampyre can be
still, her gaze intent upon Grigori's face.
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"And so0," Khira mused in a voice that was softly condemning, "you
had your revenge on Alexi at last."

Grigori nodded. There was an unwritten law that vampyre did not
kill vampyre. He had broken that law when he killed Alexi.

"I would do it again,"” he said, his gaze meeting Khira's.

She laughed softly. "I do not fault you for what you have done. How
could 1? Did | not bestow the Dark Gift upon you for that very
purpose?" She stood up and walked slowly around the room, her
slender hands moving gracefully across the back of a chair, over the
satin finish of an antique oak table. "You may have to destroy
Ramsey, as well."

Grigori frowned at her. "What do you mean?"

"He is uneasy in his mind about what he is. He cannot control the
hunger, yet he despises himself for what he has become. He wishes
for death, yet he craves blood, and the life it gives him. Do not
underestimate him, mi amour. He is powerful. More powerful than
he should be, for one so young. Unless he learns to accept what he is,
he may become a liability to our small community."

Grigori shook his head. "l don't think so."

"He is a hunter by nature," Khira remarked. "He spent his mortal life
hunting those he considered evil. Now he has become what he
hunted."

Grigori nodded. "He must work it out for himself."

"I hope so. If he does not... well, he is a Ramsey, after all. You must
have known the risks inherent in bringing a hunter across."

Grigori frowned, troubled by the thinly veiled threat he heard in
Khira's voice. "He will find a way to live with what he has become,
in time, as we all must do."

Marisa looked up at Grigori. "How did you learn to accept being a
vampire?"

"There was nothing to accept.” Grigori glanced at Khira, who was
standing in front of the fireplace. A wave of her hand, and a blaze
sprang to life. He looked back at Marisa. "I wanted it."

"He is one of the lucky ones," Khira remarked. "Many seek the Dark
Gift, thinking only of cheating death. They do not realize that death
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comes to a vampire with each new dawn for as long as he survives."

Marisa shivered at the image Khira's words evoked. There was a time
when she had been certain she wanted to share all of Grigori's life,
but now she wasn't so sure. Had she really thought it through? Was
she prepared for all the drastic changes it would make in her life? It
would mean no more vacations with her family, no more lazy
summer days at the beach, no long walks except at night. Was she
ready to give up the pleasures of food and drink, of dark chocolate
mousse and root-beer floats, for a warm liquid diet?

She looked up as she felt Grigori's arm wrap around her shoulders.
He knew what she was thinking. She read the knowledge in his eyes.

"What about you?" Marisa said, speaking to Khira. "Did you want to
be a vampire?"

"No." Khira sat down on the love seat again. "I fell in love when |
was very young. I did not know what he was. Like all young girls
who fall in love for the first time, | told him I loved him, could not
live without him. And one night he showed me what he was, and
then, against my will, he brought me across." Hatred flared in the
depths of her eyes. "I killed him for it.".

Marisa pressed against Grigori as Khira's hatred flooded the room. It
crawled across her skin like a living thing and then slowly receded.

"Later, | was sorry for what | had done," Khira went on. "Being a
vampyre was not as horrible a fate as | had imagined. And even
though the little death that came with each dawn frightened me for a
long while, I grew used to it in time." A faint smile played over her
lips. "And now, so many years later, the little death has little power
over me. | wish now that | had not killed him."

"If it was your choice, would you accept the Dark Gift again?"
Marisa asked.

"Perhaps. | have done much. Seen much. Loved much. And yet..."
She lifted one pale hand and let it fall. "I have lost much. It is a hard
thing, to watch those you love wither and die, and | have seen it
many times through the centuries. And children... never to have a
child."

Khira shook her head, as if to dispel unpleasant memories. "And now
| must go and find a place to pass the day."
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"You are welcome to stay here," Grigori said. "We have plenty of
empty rooms."

"I appreciate your offer, mi amour, but I must decline." Khira rose
effortlessly to her feet and floated across the floor. She smiled faintly
as she took Marisa's hand in hers. "It was a pleasure to meet you, my
dear. Perhaps I shall see you again."

Marisa nodded. "Yes, perhaps," she replied. But she was thinking of

what Khira had said. Never to have a child. She felt a deep, piercing

stab of regret. In marrying Grigori, she had forfeited her right to bear
children.

Khira smiled at Grigori. "She is a treasure, mi amour. Take good care
of her."

"I will." He brushed a careless kiss across Khira's cheek, wondering
if her warning had been real or imagined.

With a wave of her hand, Khira vanished from sight, but her voice
echoed loud and clear in his mind: Ramsey could be dangerous. Be
wary of him...

Chapter 8

Khira's words echoed in Grigori's mind as he waited for the dawn.
Ramsey could be dangerous. Be wary of him. Lying in bed, with
Marisa's head pillowed on his shoulder, he pondered the vampyre's
words. Ramsey could be dangerous. To whom? To Marisa? He knew
Ramsey had been in love with Marisa. Who wouldn't be? She was a
beautiful woman with a generous heart and a beautiful soul. He knew
Ramsey had proposed to her, knew the man had been hurt when she
refused, but he had never given it any more thought. Marisa was his
wife, and that ended it. Perhaps Khira's warning had been for
himself. There was little doubt that Ramsey despised him for
bringing him across, for making him what he had hated and hunted.
Or had Khira merely been warning him that Ramsey was still a
danger to their kind? Ramsey the mortal, obsessed with slaying
vampyres, had been dangerous enough, with his accumulated
knowledge of the hunt. If Ramsey the vampyre retained that
obsession, despite his altered state, that would be another level of
danger indeed.
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Slipping out of bed, Grigori padded noiselessly to the window, drew
back the heavy drapes that shut out the rest of the world, and gazed
into the darkness. In the past, he had drunk of Ramsey's blood to
survive; Ramsey had taken his blood to cheat the grave. They were
bound together now, linked by a bond of blood that could not be
broken until one of them was dead.

The community of vampyres was small. Because of what they were,
because of the kind of lives they led, they tended to be solitary
creatures, distrustful of others, even their own kind. He had known,
when he invited Khira to stay, that she would refuse. Most vampyres
preferred to sleep alone, keeping their resting place a secret from
others of their kind. But there was no way for him to hide from
Khira. She had made him what he was; she would always be able to
find him.

Not long ago, he had thought himself and Kristov the only vampyres
in the city. But, once Kristov had been destroyed, he had learned
there were four other vampyres living in the general vicinity. One
was a rock star who lived in West Hollywood and called himself
Prince Dracul. The second, Noah Fox, was a reclusive businessman
who made his home in Brentwood. He was wealthy enough that his
odd hours were considered eccentric and not abnormal. Kyle LaSalle,
author of a dozen successful techno-thrillers, lived in a mansion in
Beverly Hills. And then there was Madame Rosa. She was a mystic
of some renown whose paranormal ability to read minds had gained
her a remarkable reputation, and an equally remarkable fortune. She
had appeared on all the late-night talk shows; one of them had
offered ten thousand dollars to anyone who could prove she was a
fake.

Ramsey upped that number to five. And now there was Khira.
Too many, he thought, for such a small space.

He wondered if the other vampires were aware of Khira's presence,
wondered if their lives were in danger. If Khira decided to stay in
this area for an extended period of time, she would not allow the
others to remain. Indeed, she might insist that Grigori and Ramsey
leave the city, as well. She had never shared her hunting grounds
with any save for him, but they had been lovers then. Might have
been lovers to this day had he not seen her bending over that child,
her fangs extended, the lust for blood hot in her eyes.
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He shivered with the recollection. Until that moment, he had been
lost in the intoxication of his new condition, preoccupied by Khira's
attention, as dazzled as a schoolboy by her lovemaking. But that
night he had seen her for what she was: a ruthless, soulless hunter, a
predator without feeling or remorse. She had been a vampire for so
long that she was no longer hindered by any empathy for her victims.
And in that frozen moment of time, he had seen what he was well on
his way to becoming, what she wanted him to become. In his mind's
eye, her victim that night had blended with his lost children and
reawakened the furious hatred that had spurred him to accept the
Dark Gift. Mesmerized as he had been by her, he had forgotten why
he wanted the Dark Gift in the first place.

He had looked deep into her eyes when he wrested the child from her
grasp. He had seen no remorse reflected there, no regret, no
shame—mnor any love for him. He had, however, seen his own
destruction in the depths of her hungry eyes.

But, to his surprise, there had also been a trace of fear. Fear of his
strength, his power.

Grabbing the boy from her arms, he had fled into the night. She had
not followed him. He had shaken her to her core with his rebellion. It
was a simple matter to probe the boy's mind and discover where he
lived. He had returned the boy to his home, confident Khira would
not follow, that she would not dare to attack that particular child
again. He knew other innocents would fall prey to her hunger, but he
could not protect them all. And there had been a far darker evil in the
land, and his name had been Alexi Kristov.

As soon as the boy was safely home, he had gone in search of
Kristov.

It had been a long and frustrating quest, but Kristov was dead now,
destroyed with Ramsey's help. Had it not been for his search for
Kristov, he would never have met Marisa.

Turning, he let his gaze wander over her face. With his preternatural
senses, he could see her clearly in the darkness, hear the whisper of
her breath. A faint smile tugged at her lips, and he wondered if she
was dreaming of him. They had made love earlier. As always, her
tenderness, her total acceptance, touched a chord deep within him. It
still amazed him that he had won her heart, that she looked at him
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with love and desire instead of fear and revulsion. When she was
ready, he would bring her across, and she would be his forever. It
was a possibility he looked forward to with mixed emotions. He
loved her as she was—uvital and alive. He had no wish to watch her
beauty fade, to see her steps slow, watch the sparkle dim in her eyes;
and yet, on a level he did not quite understand, he was reluctant to
bestow the Dark Gift upon her. She would be the same as she was
now, and yet not the same.

He stood at the window a few moments longer. In the distance, the
sky was growing lighter as dawn lifted her curtain on a new day.
Next door, a dog barked at an early-morning jogger. His body grew
heavy, heavier, as the sun climbed higher. Once, the deathlike sleep
had claimed him at dawn's first light, but no more. With each passing
year, he was able to rise a little earlier, seek his rest a little later.

With a sigh, he returned to bed. Sliding under the covers, he drew
Marisa into his arms, where she belonged.

Marisa woke slowly. Though it was after three, the room was as dark
as night, due to the heavy curtains that covered the windows, shutting
out the glare of the sun. She had changed her lifestyle to
accommodate Grigori's, staying up until dawn so that they could be
together before he surrendered to the Dark Sleep.

Sitting up, she glanced over her shoulder at Grigori. She knew now
where the term "sleeping like the dead" came from. It was a little
disconcerting, seeing him when he was trapped in the Dark Sleep.
She knew he would hear her if she spoke to him—knew that, with a
great deal of effort and energy, he could fight off sleep's hold for a
short time.

Rising, she went into the bathroom to shower and brush her teeth.
She dressed quickly in a pair of well-worn jeans and her favorite
Beauty and the Beast T-shirt, then went downstairs. Grigori often
teased her about the T-shirt, claiming she was indeed the beauty and
he was the beast.

Going outside, she strolled down the long driveway and picked up
the newspaper. Moving back up the walk, she recalled the first time
she had seen the house. Situated on an acre of land, surrounded by a
high brick wall, and shaded by tall trees both front and back, it had
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reminded her of the spooky old houses Dracula always haunted in the
movies. Since moving in, they had spent a small fortune fixing up the
inside of the old place, but it had been worth it. The rooms had all
been restored to their former elegance, but the outside was still in
need of work. She stared at the peeling green paint. Next week she
would see about hiring someone to paint the exterior, assuming she
could decide on a color. She didn't care for green, wasn't fond of
white or yellow. Perhaps driftwood or sand. It was hard to believe
that this house was hers, that Grigori was hers. Never in her life had
she expected to live in such a fabulous place, or to be loved by such a
fabulous man.

She stopped to pluck a few weeds from the flower bed alongside the
driveway. Once the house was painted, she would hire someone to
landscape the yards. Some fruit trees would be nice. And roses, lots
of roses. Maybe a fountain or a small waterfall.

Returning to the house, she fixed herself some toast and a cup of hot
chocolate, then sat down to read the paper. She stared at the headline.

FOUL PLAY IN WESTWOOD. ROCK STAR PRINCE
DRACULA MISSING, BELIEVED KIDNAPPED

Marisa frowned as she read the story. Dracul had been reported
missing by his manager. Police reported that bloodstains had been
found on the floor mats of the rock star's car. They suspected Dracul
might have been kidnapped; however, there had been no demand for
ransom.

Grigori had told her that Dracul was a vampire, making her wonder if
the blood in the man's car had been his own, or that of some foolish
fan who had followed her idol and got more than she bargained for.

She was reaching for her cup when she saw the second headline,
smaller than the first.

BODY OF UNIDENTIFIED YOUNG WOMAN FOUND
IN SANTA MONICA

It was with a sense of déja vu that she read the story. The woman's
body had been found behind a restaurant near the waterfront. Her
body had been drained of blood.
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"No," she murmured. "Please, not again."

She had thought such horror had ended with Alexi's demise. She
stared out the window, wondering if the kill was Dracul's. Grigori
had told her he was a reasonably young vampire. And if it wasn't
Dracul's, then whose? Edward's? Khira's? She shook her head,
unable to believe that Edward would murder an innocent girl, and
equally unwilling to believe that the beautiful vampire she had met
the night before could be capable of such a thing. Yet she knew
Khira killed and enjoyed it. Grigori had left her because of it.

She glanced at the clock. It would be hours before Grigori awoke.
Needing something to do to occupy her mind, she went out into the
backyard and began pulling weeds. In spite of the warmth of the sun
on her back, in spite of the blue sky and the gentle hum of insects,
she couldn't help feeling that something terrible was lurking just out
of sight. Time and again, she glanced over her shoulder, but there
was nothing to be seen but the house and the yard and an occasional
bird flitting from one tree to another.

She told herself it was just her imagination, that one body drained of
blood didn't mean another vampire was running amuck; but she knew
in her heart that she was only kidding herself. Any vampire was
capable of killing, and though she didn't like to admit it, she knew
that included Edward and Khira. And Grigori.

She shivered, suddenly cold in spite of the heat. And what if she
became a vampire? Would she then be capable of killing?

She put the thought from her. She wouldn't think of that now. There
was plenty of time to make that decision.

Grigori regarded her through hooded eyes. "What do you want me to
say, cara?"

"I don't know." Wrapping her arms around her body, she watched the
sky turn dark and wondered if she would ever feel warm again.

"It wasn't me."

"I know that," she said quickly. "Do you think it was Edward? Or...
or Khira?"

"Khira would not leave a body behind. As for Ramsey..." He shook
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his head. "I don't know." Grigori moved to the window and looked
outside. Night was making her way across the land, slowly spreading
her dark cloak over the earth, stealing the last bit of the day's light
from the sky. A woman drained of blood. A missing vampire.
Coincidence? He blew out a deep breath. In his experience, there was
no such thing.

He sensed Marisa standing behind him, felt her hands slide down his
back. "l know it wasn't you." She pressed her face into the hollow
between his shoulder blades and kissed him. He could feel her breath
through his shirt, feel it warm his skin.

Turning, he drew her into his arms. "It will be all right, cara."

She rested her head on his chest and closed her eyes, and hoped he
was right.

"Marisa."

"Hmm?"

"Do you want to tell me what it is that is bothering you?"
"Nothing," she said guiltily. "Why?"

"You cannot lie to me, cara mia. Something has been troubling you
since Khira's visit. What is it? Are you having second thoughts about
accepting the Dark Gift?"

"Not exactly." She looked up at him, knowing there was no point in
lying. He could easily read her thoughts if he desired. "It's just that,
well, | was thinking about what Khira said, about not having
children."

III See.ll

"Maybe we could adopt a child." She had thought of it earlier. They
could adopt a baby and raise it. She looked up at Grigori, wondering
what his reaction would be.

"Do you think that would be wise?" he asked gently.
"No, | guess not. I'm sorry | mentioned it."

"If you are having regrets, you have only to tell me."
"I'm not!"

"If you ever do, | will let you go."
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"Just like that?"
He nodded. "Just like that."
"You told me once you would never let me go."

"It would not be my choice, but I would not keep you against your
will, cara. Your happiness means more to me than my life."

Tears glistened in the depths of her eyes as she placed her hand over
his. "I'm not going anywhere."

Chapter 9

It was full dark when Ramsey awoke. It was something he hadn't
gotten used to yet, the sudden lethargy that engulfed him at the sun's
rising, the sense of disorientation when he first woke from the Dark
Sleep. How long would it take before he got used to it? Months?
Years? He knew that Chiavari was able to move about for short
periods after the sun's rising, that he woke before sunset. Something
to look forward to, he mused grimly. A benefit of growing older as a
vampire.

He showered and dressed, the urge to feed driving him out of the
house and into the darkness...

The darkness. He had never realized how much he would miss the
sun—the feel of it on his skin, the warmth of it, the brightness. Like
most people, he had always equated light with goodness, dark with
evil. Was he evil now? Candlelight, electric light, firelight: none of
them could compare to the natural heat and beauty of the sun. So
many things he had once taken for granted: a brisk morning walk, a
cup of strong black coffee, the sound of birds singing. Chiavari had
stolen them from him just as he had stolen his life, and in return, the
vampire had given him an eternity of darkness, inside and out.

He paused at the corner, perusing the front page of a newspaper in
one of the vending machines while he waited for the light to change.
The headline hit him like a blow to the gut.

They had found the woman he had preyed upon late last night. The
fact that her body had been almost drained of blood was related in
lurid detail. It was the kind of story that would have fired his instinct
to track down and destroy the monster whose pathetic leavings now
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resided in the city morgue.
Only this time he was the monster.

He swore softly, his guilt rising up to haunt him. He had not meant
for her to die, had not meant to take so much, but she had been so
sweet, so sweet. Perhaps, if he had taken her to her home and
warmed her, offered her something to drink, she would have lived.
But the flashing lights of a passing police car had filled him with a
sudden panic and he had fled into the shadows. Left alone in the
cold, the woman had died. With grim determination, he read the
details of her family and life. A life cut all too short. He had not
intended to Kill her, but she was dead just the same. No matter how
long he survived, he would never forget the look of fear in her eyes,
the sudden silence when her heart beat its last. No more. He would
not kill again. No matter what the cost, no matter if his accursed
hunger went unfed and he endured the pains of hell, he would not kill
again. He thought of Kelly. Perhaps he could atone for his sin by
seeing that she was returned to vigorous health.

He laughed softly, bitterly, at his rationalization. The hunter had
become that which he had once hunted.

He had never hesitated to destroy the creatures of the night when he
found them. Why had he not destroyed himself? He was no better
than those he had hunted. What made him think he deserved to live?
Sadly he admitted that he lacked the courage to take his own life. He
was ashamed to ask Chiavari for help. But what about Khira?

He dismissed the idea as soon as it formed. She intrigued him even
as she filled him with a growing sense of unease. She was an ancient
vampire, her powers without compare. Would he become like Khira
in time? Indifferent to mortals, incapable of caring whether they
lived or died? Once, he would have viewed Khira as the ultimate
trophy for the last of the Ramseys—a difficult quarry to be hunted
down, staked, beheaded. He would have been as indifferent to her
fears as she was to the hapless mortals she hunted. Was he already
changing? Would his rationalizations become fewer with each victim
until he saw them as nothing more than a ready source of food?
Them. In his mind, he had already separated himself from mankind.
He was no longer a part of their world, no longer human.

"Edward."
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He swore as Khira materialized beside him. "Damn it," he exclaimed
irritably, "don't do that."

"Aren't you happy to see me?" she asked, pouting prettily.
"Yes, of course. What are you doing here?"

She smiled up at him, her eyes glowing like sapphires. She was

outrageously beautiful. The moonlight shimmered in her hair like
liquid silver. Her hand was warm on his arm, her skin flushed, her
cheeks almost rosy. She had fed recently, he mused, and fed well.

"I felt your thoughts," she said, her voice low and sultry.
"Did you?"

"Indeed."” She tilted her head to one side, her gaze fixed on his.
"You've not yet fed."

An image of the woman lying in his bed at home flashed through his
mind. "No."

Her predatory grin revealed perfect white teeth. "Let us go, then."
She slipped her arm through his. "I find I still have room for dessert."

Ramsey grunted softly. She had already fed, yet she was eager for
more. Chiavari had told him that vampires required less nourishment
as they aged. It was not hunger that drove Khira, he thought, but the
love of the hunt, the chase. The kill.

Hunt. Chase. Kill. It was easy to get caught up in the excitement of it
all. Khira made it seem like fun, hunting the dark streets, chasing her
prey. She was the perfect predator. She was not troubled by matters
of conscience, didn't worry about right and wrong. Her eyes glowed
a clear, bright blue during the chase, glittered a hellish red as she
sank her fangs into her prey.

Her eyes blazed like sapphires in the lovemaking that came later, a
fierce and tumultuous coupling that burned between them when a
different kind of hunger claimed them...

Later, when their passion had cooled, she smiled at him, rather like a
well-satisfied cat.

"You were as hungry as I," she said softly. "You must have been a
long time without a woman. Though not as long as | have been
without a man!"

"I will not discuss that with you," he said flatly as, unheeded, an
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image of Katherine rose in his mind. Katherine, young and innocent,
a victim of the kind of monster he himself had become...

"Shh..." Khira placed a finger gently against his lips, and he knew
she was reading his thoughts. "We have all had losses, mi amour.
The Dark Gift never comes without its price."

Her gaze turned inward, and something like regret crossed her
flawless features. Then she smiled again, and he wondered if he she
was capable of feeling anything other than a lust for blood. And
flesh.

And then she fixed him with her glowing gaze. "The first thing a
vampire must learn is to dispose of the remains. You were careless
with that kill. The one reported in the press. Did you learn anything
from tonight?"

Ramsey met her harsh gaze with one of his own. "Far more than |
ever wanted to," he said grimly.

"Ahh..." A long sigh escaped her lips. "Do not spoil this moment for
us. Who knows when, if ever, it will come again?" She stared at him,
her expression speculative. "While you struggle with your quite
active conscience, pay attention to what I say. A careless vampire is
a danger to us all, Edward." She ran a long, blood-red nail down the
side of his neck, the implied threat very clear. "Do you understand?"

Ramsey nodded. "It won't happen again."

She kissed him lightly on the lips, then rose from the bed, graceful as
a cat, to slip into her carelessly discarded clothing. "See that it
doesn't," she whispered—and vanished from his sight.

The girl, Kelly, was awake when he got back to his house. Though it
had grieved him to do so, he had tied her hands to the bedpost to
ensure that she would be there when he returned.

She stared at him through frightened green eyes when he entered the
bedroom. "Where am 17" she asked, her voice weak. "Who are you?
What are you going to do with me?"

"You have nothing to fear."
She tugged on the rope binding her wrist. "Don't 1?"
Moving to the bed, he released her hands, knew a moment of guilt as
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she massaged her wrists. The skin was red and slightly swollen.
“I'm sorry," he murmured.
"You're not an angel, are you?"

"A dark angel, perhaps,” he remarked, his gaze meeting hers. "Are
you strong enough to stand? I've brought you something to eat."

"Who are you?"

"Edward."

She looked at him warily when he offered her his hand.

"You have nothing to fear, Kelly," he said, and hoped it was true.

She hesitated a moment more, then placed her hand in his and let him
draw her to her feet. He led her down a dark hallway, through a
living room furnished with a black leather couch and matching chair.
The end tables were also black. There was no light in the room save
that provided by the fire burning in the hearth. The kitchen was
painted white. The appliances were mirrored black and looked new.
A covered tray waited on a small round table.

She sat down, her stomach growling as he uncovered the tray to
reveal a bowl of vegetable soup. There was a thick steak, rare, and
mashed potatoes, beets, a slice of corn bread dripping with butter and
honey. And a large piece of apple pie for dessert.

"I did not know if you preferred coffee or milk," he said, "'so |
ordered both."

Kelly nodded. "Thank you. Aren't you going to eat?" She felt a chill
slide down her spine as his gaze moved to her throat.

"Perhaps later," he said with an ambiguous smile.

She felt uncomfortable eating while he watched. He hovered over
her, reminding her of a vulture. The steak was very rare, thick, and
juicy. He licked his lips as she cut into it.

She turned her attention to the meal, always aware of the man
standing nearby.

Ramsey took a deep breath. Needing a distraction, he went into the
living room and turned on the television. Sitting in the easy chair, he
flipped through the channels, pausing when he heard the name
Dracul. A female reporter stood outside the gates of a mansion,
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informing the public that Prince Dracul, well-known rock star, had
disappeared.

He frowned. Dracul was a young vampire masquerading as a human.
Had someone discovered the singer's true identity and destroyed
him? Was there another accomplished vampire hunter in the area? Or
was it merely some sort of ploy to gain media attention?

Thoughts of Dracul faded, overshadowed by the enticing scent of the
girl in the next room. Her heartbeat echoed in his ears, he felt his
own heart begin to beat in rhythm with hers, felt his fangs lengthen
as the hunger stirred to life within him.

He had just fed; he had no need to do so again. And yet he rose to his
feet, unable to resist the siren call of her blood. Khira's facetious
remark about having room for dessert crossed his mind.

The girl looked up at him, fear reflected in her eyes. *"No! No, don't."

But he was past hearing, past caring about anything but the need
roaring through him. The pain...

She ran for the door, but he caught her easily. He gathered her into
his arms, his mind seeking to calm hers. She fought him, her nails
raking his cheek, until he bent her will to his.

When she lay pliant in his embrace, reason asserted itself above
blood hunger. The woman had just eaten; there had been no time for
her metabolism to have converted the food to life-giving strength.
She was still weak. He had vowed just this night to exercise
restraint... and failed. Had witnessed the extinction of yet another
human life, had shared in its extinction.

Khira had said if he wanted to keep his "little human" alive he
needed to treat her well, feed her well, ensure she was strong enough
for his purpose. It was time for him to prove he was strong enough to
do so. No more killing. It was time to make good on his vow.

Gently he carried her to her bed and tucked her in.

He stalked the dark streets, his mind filled with the memory of the
horror in the girl's eyes as he had bent over her. He had seen enough
bloodthirsty vampires to know how he must have looked to her, his
skin taut, as pale as old parchment, his eyes glowing hellishly red
and hungry. She had screamed when she saw his fangs, struggled
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against him until he took control of her thoughts.

He lifted a hand to his face. She had raked her nails across his cheek
hard enough, deep enough, to draw blood, yet the scratches were
already healed.

He had no need to hunt, but he prowled the night restlessly. He
wasn't surprised when he found himself standing in front of
Chiavari's house. Taking a deep breath, he climbed the steps,
knocked on the door.

"Edward." Marisa smiled, surprised to see him.
"Is Chiavari home?"

"No, but he'll be back in a few minutes."

"Do you mind if | wait?"

"Of course not." She stepped back. "Come in. | was just fixing
myself something to eat."

He followed her into the kitchen. It was a large room, painted a pale,
pale yellow. White curtains covered the windows. There was a small
table for two in one corner.

She gestured at a chair. "Sit down."

His vampire senses automatically separated and cataloged the
domestic odors of the kitchen: frying chicken, flour and cooking oil,
potatoes and corn, soap and cleanser. And, over all, the warm,
womanly, mortal scent of Marisa herself.

She slid a pan of biscuits in the oven, then took the chair across from
him. "How've you been, Edward?"

He shrugged. Only a few weeks a vampire, yet it seemed like
centuries since he had tasted solid food.

"Fried chicken used to be one of my favorites," he said wistfully.
'Now just the smell of it makes me sick to my stomach."

She laid a hand on his arm. "I'm sorry."

He gazed down at her hand on his arm, saying nothing.

"Edward? Is something wrong?"

He blew out a deep breath. "Are you happy with him?"

"Is that why you came here?" she exclaimed softly. "To find out if |
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was happy?"
"I don't know. Are you?"
"Yes, very happy. | love him, Edward."

Her words cut through him like a knife. He wanted to grab her, shake
her, make her love him instead. He gazed deep into her eyes, felt the
Dark Gift unfold within him, fueled by frustrated love and lust. She
loved a vampire, did she? Then why not him? His power flowed
through the room, gathering like storm clouds. His vampire senses
expanded, filling with the sight of her, the scent of her. Desire welled
within him—mnot a desire for blood, but for the feel of her in his arms.
Caught in the web of his power, she was his for the taking. She
leaned slowly across the table toward him, her gaze cloudy and
unfocused...

"That's enough!"

Ramsey jerked backward as Chiavari's voice cut across the thick
stillness.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" Grigori glared down at
Ramsey, his black eyes smoldering with fury.

Marisa blinked up at her husband. "What's wrong? What happened?"
"Nothing. Ramsey was just leaving."

Ramsey pushed away from the table and stood up, never taking his
eyes from Chiavari. Chiavari's rage was a frightful thing to see. He
felt his own power rise to the challenge. He had been close to death
before, he thought, but never as close as he was now. The tension in
the room was palpable.

Confused but sensing the danger, Marisa started to rise, but Chiavari
put a hand on her shoulder. "Stay here, cara. | will see him out."

Without taking his gaze from Chiavari's face, Ramsey made a courtly
bow in Marisa's direction. "Forgive me," he murmured, "l must be

going."
He stalked out of the room, with Chiavari close on his heels.

"What the hell was going on in there?" Chiavari demanded when
they reached the street.

Ramsey shook his head. "Nothing. I..." He ran a hand through his
hair. "l loved her, damn it. She should have been mine."
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Fury emanated from Chiavari like heat from a forest fire. When he
spoke, his voice was a low growl. "So you came here to seduce her
with the Dark Power?"

"No." Ramsey shook his head. "I came to see you. | don't know what
happened in there. I..." He began to pace the sidewalk in short, jerky
steps. "Sitting there with her, | remembered how much | wanted her,
and | knew | could make her love me... knew I could make her
forget you... Damn! What is happening to me?"

Grigori took a deep, calming breath. "One does not adjust to being
Vampyre overnight, Ramsey. Give yourself some time. What did you
want to see me about?"

"I can't go on like this. | want you to destroy me. Now. Tonight."
"What has happened?"

"Happened?" Ramsey repeated. "Happened? You happened! You
saw what happened in there! | can't go on like this. Damn it, you did
this to me. Now undo it!"

"Calm down, Ramsey, it has been but a few weeks. Give yourself
some time."

"Time." Ramsey groaned. "I feel it weighing down on me like the
earth that should cover my grave. | can't bear an eternity of this. |
can'tand I won't!"

"Calm down."

"I am calm! Damn it, you've killed before. Why not me? You made a
mistake. I'm not cut out to be a vampire. Now undo it. Release me
from this accursed existence!"

"It can be a good life, if you let it. Think of all you will see,
experience, as this new century unfolds! And the next one..."

"Damn you!" Past reason, past hope, Ramsey lunged at Chiavari,
determined either to kill the creature who had bequeathed this
curse... or be killed.

They struggled in silence. The ancient blood that ran through
Ramsey's veins gave him a strength almost equal to Chiavari's. For a
moment, he almost believed he would win. But Chiavari had more
than physical strength on his side; he had experience and a cool head.
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Breathless, Ramsey quickly found himself on the sidewalk, flat on
his back, Chiavari's fangs only inches from his throat. "Do it," he
urged. "Do it!"

Chiavari's eyes blazed like hell's own fury. Ramsey felt strangely
peaceful, awaiting the end. Then, as if someone had banked the fires,
the rage faded from Chiavari's gaze.

He stared down at Ramsey with preternatural calm. "Are you ready
to listen now?"

"Damn you."

"Give it some time," Chiavari said. "Six months. Then, if you still
want to die, come and see me."

Ramsey started to speak, but before he could form the words,
Chiavari was gone.

Ashamed and humiliated, Ramsey gained his feet. He could not
endure this for another six months, not for another six days. He
would not!

He was a vampire hunter, a destroyer of the undead. He was now a
vampire. And he would do what he had been born and raised to do.
Do what he should have done from the beginning.

Destroy the vampire.

Chapter 10

Ramsey stood in the backyard, his face turned toward the east, and
waited for the sunrise. Would he burst into flame at the first touch of
the sun? Would it be quick?

He thought of Marisa. He thought of Chiavari. But mostly, he
thought of Kelly. In another life, he might have loved her. Perhaps
she would have loved him.

Before leaving the house, he had untied her hands, covered her with
a blanket.

He had written a will, leaving her everything he owned: the house,
the car, the money in the Ramsey family bank account. He smiled to
think of her bemusement at learning she now was the trustee of quite
a considerable fortune—the heritage of generations of successful
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vampire Killers.

His heart and soul aching with grief and regret for the abominable
way he had used her, he had stood beside the bed, watching her
sleep, one hand lightly stroking her hair.

"Rest now," he had murmured. "You have nothing more to fear.
Soon the angel of death will be gone."

Now, standing in the predawn light, he closed his eyes, and the
image of her fragile beauty rose up in his mind, her hair like a
waterfall of black silk, her dark-brown eyes fringed with long, dark
lashes. He remembered how perfectly she had fit in his arms, the
sweetness of her blood, the touch of her skin, soft and warm, beneath
his hands.

He opened his eyes, his skin crawling with the knowledge that dawn
was near.

His last dawn.

Fear uncoiled deep within him as the dark sky gradually grew lighter,
the black fading to indigo then exploding with color as the sun
peeled the cloak of night from the sky. It was the most beautiful
sunrise he had ever seen. Gold and crimson, lavender and fiery red.

For a breathless moment, he basked in the beauty of it, in the warmth
of the sun upon his face. But only for a moment. All too soon, the
pleasure turned to pain.

He groaned as the light seared his eyes, trembled as the warmth
increased, until what would once have been a pleasant warmth
became intolerable, scorching heat. The skin on his face, hands, and
arms blistered under the touch of the sun.

The sun rose higher, hotter. His body grew heavy, lethargic.
Darkness called to him—the darkness of sleep, of death. The
preternatural blood in his veins grew hot, burning him from the
inside out.

A cry rose in his throat and he choked it back. Pain. Agonizing.
Excruciating. Beyond bearing. Pain unlike anything he had ever
known or imagined.

Terror engulfed him. A scream clawed at his throat as the torment
became unbearable. With a strangled cry, he turned toward the
refuge of the house, his only thought to escape the agony that
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engulfed him.

The house. So close. There was blessed darkness there, relief from
the pain. It was so near, so near. His arms and legs felt heavy. His
feet were like lead. The sunlight burned through the clothes on his
back, seared the skin beneath.

He dropped to his hands and knees, fighting the dark sleep as he
dragged himself toward the door, his fingers plowing deep furrows in
the earth as he pulled himself, inch by slow inch, across the grass.

He was moaning helplessly when he reached the house. Grasping the
door knob, he opened the door and then fell across the threshold.
Crawling into the kitchen on his hands and knees, he dragged himself
toward the door that led down to the cellar. He pushed it open with
the last of his strength, felt himself pitch headlong into darkness as
he tumbled head over heels down the stairs...

The sound of her own screams woke Kelly from a deep sleep.
Breathing heavily, she jackknifed to a sitting position. The nightmare
had been so real. She looked at her arms, surprised to see they
weren't burned, only then realizing that she was no longer tied to the
bed.

The dream faded as she glanced around the room, her gaze searching
for the monster who kept her here against her will. She shuddered as
she remembered the way his eyes had burned red as he bent over her,
her helpless horror as his fangs pierced the skin of her throat, the
weakness that had spread through her, the uncanny sense of two
hearts beating as one as her blood mingled with his...

She shook off the memory. That, too, must have been a nightmare,
she thought It had to be a nightmare. There was no such thing as a
vampire, not really. She knew there were people who pretended they
were vampires. They dressed in black and drank blood and avoided
the sun. No doubt some of them actually believed they were
vampires.

Perhaps the man who had brought her here, wherever "here" was,
was one of those. No less frightening or dangerous than an actual
vampire, when it came right down to it.

She threw off the covers, surprised to find that she was wearing a
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nightgown, embarrassed because she knew he had to have undressed
her.

Rising, she tiptoed from the bedroom. The house looked familiar, but
she had no memory of having been here before, no recollection of
how she had gotten there.

In the kitchen, she found an envelope with her name scrawled across
it.

Curious, she picked it up and withdrew a single sheet of paper. She
read it once, and then again:

|, Edward James Ramsey, being of sound mind and body,
do hereby give and bequeath all my worldly goods and
property, both real and monetary, to Kelly Lynne
Anderson. Ms. Anderson is hereby vested by me with
trusteeship of the Ramsey Trust Fund, to do all acts and
perform all duties as she sees fit.

It was signed and dated.
What did it mean?

She had the irrelevant thought that he had not had a witness sign the
document, so it probably wouldn't amount to much if it was
contested, and dropped the paper back on the table. Whatever he had
been thinking, he had left her unguarded. It was time to make good
her escape.

She glanced down, wondering what he had done with her clothes.
She couldn't very well go running down the street wearing nothing
but a nightgown.

It was when she turned to go back to the bedroom that she saw the
open cellar door. She moved cautiously toward it, her heart pounding
as she stared down into the darkness below.

She stood at the top of the steps, recalling every horror movie she
had ever seen where the foolish young girl, usually attired in a
nightgown, walked down a dark flight of stairs to her death.

"Not me," she said. "No way."

Yet even as she spoke the words, she was compelled to move
forward. She saw her left foot moving toward the top step, and it was
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like watching someone else's foot. Her right hand searched the wall,
hoping to find a light switch, but to no avail.

Unable to help herself, she took another step, and another, her
heartbeat pounding like thunder in her ears.

When she reached the bottom, she tripped over something.
Something large. She put her hand on it to push herself away,
shrieked when she realized it was a body. Scrambling to her feet, she
backed away, gasped when she smacked into a wall. A light switch
jabbed into her arm and she whirled around, her fingers trembling as
she flipped the switch.

Light flooded the cellar.

Afraid of what she might see, yet unable to keep from looking, she
slowly turned around. Her eyes widened. It was him. The man who
thought he was a vampire.

He looked dead.
She moved slowly, warily toward him.

She could see no sign that he was breathing. He had fresh, ugly burns
and painful-looking blisters on the skin of his face, hands, and arms.
Summoning her courage, she touched his cheek. His skin was cold,
as if he had been dead a very long time. In spite of all he had done to
her, she felt a surge of pity for him.

Gingerly she picked up his arm and placed her fingertips over his
wrist. There was no detectable pulse.

She laid her hand over his chest. She couldn't feel a heartbeat.

The word vampire whispered through her mind again. They slept
during the day. They went Poof! in the sun. She thought of the paper
on the kitchen table. What if he was a vampire? A real vampire? The
sunlight streaming through a partly open curtain in the kitchen could
have caused those dreadful burns, if the mythology was accurate.
There was no evidence of a fire in the house, no smell of smoke.

A last will and testament, and the badly burned body of a man who
thought he was a vampire. Had he intended to kill himself? It was the
only answer that made any kind of sense, even though it made no
sense at all. Why would he want to kill himself? Why would he put
her name in his will? He didn't even know her.
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She looked around, wondering where he kept his coffin. And
suddenly it all seemed too possible, too real.

Shivering, she ran up the stairs as fast as she could and slammed the
door behind her. What should she do now? Call the police? She
dismissed that idea even as it crossed her mind. How could she
explain her presence here? What if they accused her of killing him?

What if he really was a vampire?

People killed vampires, at least in the movies. They dispatched them
by driving wooden stakes through their hearts, or cutting off their
heads, or both. They burned them, or drenched their bodies with holy
water. Driving a stake through a vampire's heart was always depicted
as very messy, with the vampire waking up, screaming and hissing,
while great fountains of blood gushed every-where. Not that she was
likely to find a stake lying around, especially in a vampire's house.

What should she do?

She went back into the bedroom in search of something to wear.
Opening the closet, she found the sweater and jeans she had been
wearing the night she decided to kill herself. How long ago that
seemed now!

She found her sandals under the bed. She dressed quickly, ran her
fingers through her hair, and hurried out of the house. Only to come
to a stop once she reached the sidewalk. She had no idea where she
was.

She glanced over her shoulder. The house loomed behind her,
looking ominous somehow. Maybe it was the windows, tinted dark
to block the sun. Maybe it was the gothic architecture. Maybe it was
knowing there was a body in the cellar.

She looked up and down the street, wondering which way to go,
turned left for no reason except that it put the sun behind her.

Her pace increased until she was running, running like a woman
being pursued by demons.

Ramsey woke with the setting of the sun, his body feeling as if it
were on fire. With a groan, he rolled onto his side. For a moment, he
lay there, hands tightly clenched, trying to breathe through the pain.
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He knew the woman had been in the cellar. Her scent was all around
him. He knew, just as certainly, that she was no longer in the house.

He rose up on his hands and knees, head hanging, panting like a dog.
He stayed that way for several minutes; then, with one hand braced
against the wall, he gained his feet.

Every breath, every movement, was a new adventure in pain.

It seemed to take forever to climb the stairs. When he reached the
top, he sat down, feeling as though he had just climbed Everest.

Feeling dizzy, he stood up and staggered down the hallway to his
bedroom. Feeling as though he were moving through thick mud, he
changed into a long-sleeved shirt to cover his burned arms, and a pair
of soft, loose-fitting trousers. The touch of cloth against his seared
flesh was agonizing. He found a pair of dark glasses to shield his
eyes. A hat, pulled low, kept his face in shadow.

Taking a deep breath, he left the house.
He needed help.

He needed blood.

He needed Chiavari.

Chapter 11

Chiavari was waiting for Ramsey on the front porch. "Come in," he
said.

"I can't take this anymore," Ramsey said. "l want you to end it, now."
"We've already had this discussion," Chiavari said curtly.

"Look at me!" Ramsey removed his hat and glasses, rolled up the
sleeves of his shirt. "Damn it, look!"

"What the hell happened to you?"
"What do you think?"
"Spend a little too much time in the sun, did you?"

Ramsey swore. "l tried to kill myself. I want out of this life. I will not
live like this! | have become what | hated, what | hunted. It has to
stop. Now!"

"Six months, Ramsey. That's all. To a man with eternity before him,
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six months should not be too difficult."

"You don't understand! You wanted to be a vampire. | don't! | hate
what they are. | hate what | have become." He ran a hand through his
hair, wincing as his fingers encountered burnt flesh. "l found a
woman. | kept her a prisoner in my house. Do you understand? | tied
her up and | fed off of her like a damned leech. What kind of
depraved monster does that?"

"Come in and sit down, Ramsey," Chiavari said quietly. "You are in
pain. You are not thinking clearly."

"I don't want to..."

"Come in the house. We can't talk out here."

With a sigh of resignation, Ramsey followed Chiavari inside.
Chiavari gestured at the sofa. "Sit down."

"I don't need a lecture."

"I know what you need better than you do." Chiavari sat down beside
Ramsey and extended his arm. "Old blood is the best blood. Go on,
take what you need."

Ramsey met Chiavari's gaze and shook his head. "No."
"Do it."
Ramsey glanced around. "Where's Marisa?"

"She went to the theater with an old friend from work. You need not
worry, she won't be home for hours. Drink, Ramsey." His voice was
low, soothing, almost hypnotic. "Drink."

He wanted to refuse. There was a great intimacy in the sharing of
blood between vampires. He did not want to accept Chiavari's blood
again, did not want to be further in the man's debt, but his need was
too great, the pain and the hunger beyond bearing, the promise of
relief too tempting. With a low growl, he took hold of Chiavari's arm
and sank his fangs into his wrist.

And drank.
And drank.

Power flowed into him, sweeping through his body and limbs like a
great healing flood, washing the pain away in a scarlet tide. He saw
flashes of Chiavari's life... his childhood in Italy... his wife,
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Antoinette... his son and his daughter, who had been slain by Alexi
Kristov. And, like a rapidly fast-forwarded videotape, glimpses and
images of Chiavari's prey down through the centuries. And over all,
the scent and the taste of the blood, reminding Ramsey of the night
when Chiavari had needed blood to survive. Their roles had been
reversed then. It had been Chiavari drinking voraciously.

"Enough!™
Chiavari's voice penetrated the red haze that surrounded him.
"Ramsey, enough."

Sated with the vampire's ancient blood, the roaring hunger within
him stilled and slept, the pain receded, a dim shadow of what it had
been. Ramsey glanced at Chiavari and looked away. They had ever
been enemies, yet this alliance, the blood bond they shared, was a
bond as intimate as that of mortal lovers. A bond first formed as an
uneasy alliance to hunt Kristov. Kristov, who had wooed Chiavari's
wife behind his back; Kristov, who had slain Chiavari's children and
changed Antoinette into a mindless creature caught between life and
death, with no will of her own.

In a brutal act of kindness, Ramsey had taken Antoinette's head and
heart and put her tortured soul to rest, a deed that haunted him still.
He looked at Chiavari again. "Do you think she suffered?"

Chiavari did not have to ask who he was talking about. "I don't
know. | pray not. | owe you an eternal debt for..." His voice broke.
"For releasing her. If, in six months, you still wish to be destroyed...
| will repay that debt."

Touched by the soul-deep pain in the vampire's voice, Ramsey laid a
comforting hand on Chiavari's shoulder.

Chiavari's surprise showed in his eyes.
Realizing what he had done, Ramsey jerked his hand away.

Chiavari smiled faintly before he raised his arm to his mouth and ran
his tongue over the twin holes in his wrist. "Can you think more
clearly now?"

"If you mean, have | changed my mind, the answer is no. But as you
said, six months is only a moment in the life of a vampire." Ramsey
stood abruptly. "I'll be back in six months to collect on that debt."
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"I will be here."
Ramsey nodded curtly. "I would rather you didn't tell Marisa about
this."

"Are you still in love with her?"

Ramsey met Chiavari's unblinking gaze. "I will always be in love
with her. Good night." He took a deep breath. "And thank you."

Leaving Chiavari's house, Ramsey stalked the dark streets of the city.
He fancied he could feel the other vampire's blood flowing through
his veins, mingling with his own. He could certainly feel the results.
Strength flowed through him; the pain of his scorched flesh lessened
with each passing moment. Had he not hated what he had become, he
would have rejoiced in his power. The blood of three ancients flowed
in his veins. But for that, the sunlight would have killed him
instantly. Pity he had not thought of that sooner. He would not try
such foolishness again. Somehow, he would endure the next six
months, and then he would go back to Chiavari and demand that the
vampire destroy him, as promised.

And until then, what?

He stopped and sniffed the air. Kelly had passed this way recently.
He would know her scent, her heartbeat, anywhere. Following the
Siren call of her blood, he crossed the street, his yearning for her
carrying him swiftly across town. He paid no heed to his
surroundings; the fact that he was now in a part of town considered
dangerous by ordinary men did not register on him at all. Her scent
drew him relentlessly until he found himself standing outside a seedy
boardinghouse.

He sensed the street punk before he saw him— smelled the metal of
the knife in his hand, the drugs that clung to his clothing and clouded
his mind.

He turned to face him, his teeth drawn back in a feral snarl.

The boy was no more than fourteen or fifteen. His eyes widened
when he saw Ramsey's expression; his face paled when he realized
he was no longer the hunter but the prey. He took a step backward,
the knife falling from his hand, clattering on the sidewalk.

"No." The word whispered past his lips as the vampire's hand closed
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around his throat.

Ramsey gazed into the boy's eyes. Sheer horror stared back at him,
The stench of the boy's terror filled Ramsey's nostrils, stirred his
hunger. A low growl rose in his throat; his fangs lengthened.

"NO."

A sob, a barely audible plea for mercy.

With a cry of self-disgust, Ramsey thrust the boy away.
The boy stumbled back, turned, and fled.

Ramsey stared after him, appalled by what he had almost done, by
the blood lust that had engulfed him. He had just fed. How could he
hunger again so soon? Six months. How could he go on like this for
six months?

The breeze shifted, carrying the scent of earth and trees, the strong
aroma of fried food, the stink of unwashed bodies. The breeze shifted
again, teasing his nostrils with the scent of jasmine.

The sound of applause drew his attention.
"Bravo!"

Turning, he saw Khira crossing the street toward him. She was
beautiful, he thought, the most beautiful creature he had ever seen.
She wore a black cloak over a wine red gown.

"Is this how you pass your time?" she asked with a throaty chuckle,
"Frightening little boys?"

"I guess you would have killed him."

She shrugged, a graceful movement of her slim shoulders. "Perhaps.
Certainly even you can see he would have been no great loss. When
he gets over his fright, he will be on the hunt again. We vampyres
can perform a useful service to society, you see, by preying on the

predators.” As was her habit, she linked her arm with his. "Come,
walk with me."

Ramsey glanced over his shoulder. Kelly would have to wait.
"Slumming, are you?" he asked.

"I was going to ask you the same question." She shuddered with
mock horror. "What brings you to this dreadful part of town?"
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"I was going to visit a... a friend."

She looked at him, her blue eyes filled with laughter. "You cannot lie
to me, Edward."

"All right, | came to see a woman."

"The woman whose life you saved and nearly took. | see." She
stopped walking. "Do you wish to go back?"

He shook his head.

Khira patted his arm and started walking again. "So, man ami, how
do you like being immortal?"

"l hate it."

She looked truly surprised. "But why?" She flung out her arms and
twirled in a circle, her long gown swirling like flames around her
ankles. "It is so lovely to be immortal on a night such as this! Look
around you, Edward. The world is yours for the taking."

"You mean the night is mine for the stalking."

"That, too," she replied, as if it were the most wonderful thing in the
world. "To be immortal is to be free!"

"Is it? Do you never miss the light of day, the taste of food and drink,
the love of a man? A home, children?" He hesitated. "The warmth of
the sun on your skin?" He had reveled in its touch for a moment,
until pleasure turned to excruciating pain.

She frowned at him. "You wasted no time on those things when you
were mortal. Why do you yearn for them now?"

The truth of her words slammed into him. He had never fully
appreciated the world around him. He had eaten when he was
hungry, slept when he could find the time. He had never noticed the
beauty in a sunrise or a sunset. The rising sun meant only that the
undead would go to ground; the sunset meant they would be abroad,
hunting the night. He had lived out of his car, slept in motels, his
only friends other hunters. As for women, he had loved only two.
Ironic, he thought now, that the first had been killed by a vampire,
and the second had married one. He hadn't had a home since he was
sixteen, had never wanted a home or a wife or children, knowing
they would only tie him down or become pawns in a dangerous
game. His whole life, his whole reason for living, had been to destroy
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vampires.
His thoughts turned back in time to his first successful hunt...

"Take him." Grandfather Ramsey handed Edward a
sharpened stake made of ash, and a mallet made of oak.
"One quick blow."

Edward took the stake from the old man's hand and
placed it over the vampire's heart, lifted the mallet, and
drove the stake into the sleeping vampire's chest. For all
their powers and physical strength, vampires were
remarkably fragile while resting. The stake pierced the
vampire's flesh. Blood had gushed from the wound,
spraying Edward's face and hands and arms...

"Edward? Edward, such a gruesome thing to be remembering, and on
a night such as this!" Her voice was lightly chiding, but with an edge
of malice.

He shook the grotesque image from his mind. "Perhaps, like most
people, | had to lose what was truly important before | realized what
| had lost."

"Forget all that for now. Come, let us hunt the night."

It was in his mind to refuse. Hunting with Khira was always
dangerous, he mused ruefully, and then he grinned. Perhaps, while
prowling the night with her, he would find an end to the horror that
his life had become.

She looked at him and smiled. "There is always risk, of course, mi
amour. But that only makes it all the more delicious, does it not? Are
you ready?"

He nodded, wishing she would stay out of his mind.

"Let us go, then." Tightening her grasp on his arm, she whisked them
across town.

Somewhat stunned by the suddenness of it, Ramsey glanced at his
surroundings. They were in a house. A mansion, he amended, with
shimmering crystal chandeliers and polished marble floors. The
room, as large as a football field, was filled with men and women
clad in evening attire. An orchestra was playing Rachmaninoff.
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He leaned toward Khira. "What are we doing here?"
"Visiting an old friend," she replied. "Here's our host now."

Ramsey turned to see a tall, slender man striding toward them. He
had short brown hair, brilliant blue eyes, and appeared, outwardly, to
be in his mid-thirties.

He was a vampire—of that Edward had no doubt.

"Good evening, Khira," the man said. He bent over her hand in a
gallant old-world gesture. "How good of you to come."

"It's good to see you, too, Kyle."

Kyle's gaze moved over Ramsey, coldly assessing. "And who is
this?"

"This is Edward Ramsey. Edward, this is Kyle LaSalle."

Shock, disbelief, rage. They all flitted through the vampire's eyes.
"Ramsey! You brought a vampire hunter into my home!"

"Calm down, Kyle. He is one of us now."

Ramsey knew a moment of surprise when he realized the other
vampire had not detected what he was. He felt LaSalle's power push
against him. For all his years, Kyle LaSalle was weak, his power
easy to brush aside. Ramsey effortlessly resisted the other vampire's
attempt to probe his mind. He compared LaSalle's power to
Chiavari's as he sidestepped LaSalle's puny efforts to slip past his
defenses. Comparing LaSalle to Chiavari was like comparing a
snowball to a blizzard. Keeping his face impassive, he unleashed his
Own power.

LaSalle took a step backward. He stared at Ramsey, his eyes
narrowed. "Who are you?"

Khira placed her hand on Edward's arm. "He is mine," she said, and
Ramsey heard the fine edge of steel beneath the soft velvet of her
voice. "My blood runs in his veins, as does the blood of Grigori."

A hiss whispered through LaSalle's clenched teeth. "Why have you
brought him here?"

"If we are not welcome, you have only to say so."

"Of course you are welcome." LaSalle bowed stiffly from the waist.
"Please, make my home yours."
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"That is my intention," Khira replied.

LaSalle smiled, but it was cold, forced. "As you wish. If you will
excuse me, | must see to my other guests."

Khira lifted a graceful hand, dismissing him.

"I guess | must be a little confused,” Ramsey remarked. "What just
happened here?"

"Kyle will be moving out, and I will be moving in."
"Here?" Ramsey exclaimed. "You're moving in here?"
"Yes. It's a nice place, don't you think?"

"He's leaving, just like that?"

"Of course."

Ramsey shook his head. "I still don't understand."

"It is quite simple, really. I have decided to stay in the city for a
while."

"Getting a straight answer out of you is like pulling teeth," Ramsey
muttered.

"Such an amusing choice of words." She smiled sweetly. "But my
answer is simplicity itself. I am staying. He is leaving."

"What if he had refused to go?"

"He could challenge me, of course, but he would lose, and he knows
it. He has never been strong. He is not even strong enough to
challenge you, mi amour."

Ramsey grunted softly. "Did you visit Dracul, too?"
Her blue eyes turned to ice. "Yes, I did."

Ramsey remembered the article in the paper, the speculation that the
rock star had met with foul play. "Did he just pack up and leave
town?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes."
"He's dead, isn't he?"

She plucked two glasses of dark red wine from the tray of a passing
waiter. "Here, have a drink. Kyle's wine cellar is quite famous."

Ramsey accepted the delicate crystal goblet she offered him.
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She smiled at him, the expression reminding him of a well-fed cat.
"Shall we drink to my new home?"

"Why not?" Holding the goblet by the slender stem, he lifted it to the
light. It was a lovely shade of crimson. Like fresh blood. He sloshed
it around gently, watched the scarlet drops slide slowly down the
glass. The translucent liquid clung to the crystal. Again, the
resemblance to blood was remarkable.

Ramsey inhaled deeply. The bouquet was like the essence of summer
captured, fermented, and freed again. Like lost innocence, when a
warm summer evening was meant for romance, not hunting.

He took a sip, the taste and the aroma mingling on the back of his
tongue. Heightened by his vampire senses, he savored every drop,
relishing the warm mellow glow that spread through him. It was a
shame that food was now denied to him, he mused. If wine tasted this
good, what would a nice, juicy steak taste like?

"Come," Khira said, "I should like to take a look at my new home."

"Are you going to drive all the vampires out of the city?" he asked as
he followed her down a wide corridor lined with plush maroon
carpeting. The walls were a stark white, lined with framed book
covers and literary awards.

Khira opened a door at the end of the hallway. "This is a lovely
room, is it not?" She stepped back so he could look inside.

It was a bedroom. The walls and carpet were white. The drapes and
bedspread were black. There was an easy chair upholstered in red, a
small black lacquer table. A single abstract painting done in red,
black, and white adorned the wall above the bed.

"Lovely," he agreed. He followed her into the room, felt a sense of
unease when she shut and locked the door behind him. "What about
Chiavari?"

"What about him?" She glided across the floor and sat down on the
edge of the bed. The hem of her scarlet gown pooled around her feet,
like blood.

"Damn it, answer me!"

"We are hunters, predators.” Her voice, though soft, hit him with the
force of a slap. "LaSalle and the others may have reached some sort
of understanding, some sort of truce, but it means nothing to me.
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They will leave at my invitation or suffer the consequences."

He started to speak, but she cut him off with a wave of her hand. "I
do not answer to you or to anyone. You are a mere infant, Edward. |
could crush you with a thought."

He didn't argue. He could feel her power flowing through the room,
crawling over his skin, invading his mind. And then it was gone. "All
right. You've proved your point."

She smiled complacently. "As for Grigori, he may stay so long as it
pleases me."

"And me?"

She raked her nails lightly over his cheek. A caress? Or a warning?
And then she patted the bed beside her. "You, too, may stay, so long
as you please me."

Chapter 12

The scent of jasmine still clung to him when he woke the following
evening. Khira had tried to seduce him in LaSalle's bed. She had
been mildly amused, and then angry, when he declined. She had let
him feel her power then—Iet him know his refusal was as useless as
a candle in a dark wind—and then she had withdrawn, leaving him
breathless and sweating.

"You were so willing the last time," she had murmured. "So strong
for one so young—so virile! So like my Grigori of old. | could take
you now, willing or not, but it is so much more pleasant when you
are willing. And you will be willing..."

He stared at the ceiling, her words purring through his memory, and
shivered. Would he? The memory of the night when they had hunted
and then slept together was both repugnant and thrilling. Sitting up,
he pushed the vivid images aside to consider what she had said about
driving the other vampires from the city. It had been a subtle
warning, but a warning just the same. She had killed young Dracul,
he had no doubt of that. He grunted softly. On one level, he was
pleased that there was one less vampire to haunt the world. He knew
she would have killed LaSalle without a qualm, couldn't help
wondering if she had already warned Madame Rosa and Noah Fox to
get out of Dodge, and if they would go without a fight. He had felt
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her power, up close and personal. Unless the others were very strong,
any fight with Khira would have only one conclusion. With Chiavari,
the outcome would be less certain. Of them all, Chiavari was the
only one who might possess the power necessary to thwart her. Of
the two, Chiavari was clearly the lesser of two evils. Chiavari was
disciplined. Even within the constraints of his hunger, he was almost
merciful. He did not kill indiscriminately, as did Khira. Would
Chiavari go at Khira's whim? Leave the city unprotected?

Ramsey swung his legs over the edge of the bed, ran a hand through
his hair. What the hell would he do if she told him to leave? He had
no ties in the city, no reason to stay, and while he didn't mind leaving
If it was his idea, he didn't like the idea of tucking his tail between
his legs and skulking away like a whipped cur. Nor could he live
with the idea of leaving the unsuspecting community without some
measure of protection from Khira. His blood might be mingled now
with that of the undead, but in his heart and soul he was still a
Ramsey, sworn to protect the innocent from the ravages of the
undead.

The memory of her power sliding over his skin cooled his rising
anger. He would worry about Khira later. She had not yet called for a
showdown, and now, with the Hunger clawing at his belly, she was,
for the moment, the least of his worries. Need burned through him,
the pain like shards of glass flowing through his veins,
overshadowing every other thought, every other desire.

Rising, he showered and dressed, then left the house. He eased his
hellish thirst on the first person he found. His mind grasped hers. His
arms imprisoned her, and he took what he wanted, what he needed,
as though it were his right. He accomplished his task quickly, taking
no pleasure in it. Releasing the woman, he vanished from her sight.

Not yet satisfied, he walked on, searching for another victim.
Without conscious thought, he found himself standing on the street
across from Kelly Anderson's apartment.

Why, he wondered, why was he drawn to this woman? It was more
than a hunger for her blood. He could satisfy his demon thirst
anywhere.

He stood there for a full five minutes, staring up at the window of her
apartment, not questioning how he knew which one was hers. He
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murmured her name, and a moment later, she opened the window
and looked down at him.

Come to me.
The command rose in his mind effortlessly.

A moment later, she was there, walking toward him, her hair falling
over her shoulders like waves of black silk. She was beautiful, he
thought, and for once it wasn't the desire for blood that filled his
mind.

Clasping her hand in his, he took her home. He locked the front door,
turned on a lamp. And all the while, she stood in the middle of the
room, unmoving.

"Kelly."
She stared at him, her expression blank, like a robot's.
He hesitated a moment, then freed his hold on her mind.

"You!" She glanced at her surroundings, her eyes wild. "How did |
get here?"

"I brought you here."

She backed up, one hand going to her throat. "Leave me alone.
Please."

"I will not hurt you."
"Yeah, right. Why did you bring me here?"

"I just..." He clenched his hands, wishing he had more experience
with women. "I just want to talk to you."

"I don't believe you." She stared at him, her eyes wide with fear. "I
saw you... lying in the basement. | thought you were dead. You were
burned, your face, your hands and arms... and now..." Her gaze
moved over him. "It's like nothing ever happened. There's not even a
scar! Who are you? What are you?"

"You know what | am, Kelly. Say it."
"No." She took another step away from him. "It's not possible."

"The proof stands before you. Refusing to say it will not make it any
less true."

"There's no such thing." She shook her head in denial. "It's
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Impossible.”
"Say it." His voice was soft, gentle, yet demanded an answer.
"Vampire," she whispered hoarsely.
He nodded slowly.
"You kept me here against my will. You... you drank from me."
"Yes." And he wanted to drink from her again.

He could hear the rapid beat of her heart, intensified by the fear
building within her. Her gaze darted around the room, lingered on the
door, came back to his face. He knew the moment she made her
decision, was waiting for her when she reached the front door.

She screamed, a wordless cry of terror.
"Kelly." He took hold of her hands in an effort to calm her.

She kicked him in the shins, drove her knee into his groin with all the
strength at her command.

He doubled over in pain, his breath hissing between his clenched
teeth. But he did not release his grip on her hands.

When the pain subsided and he could breathe again, he straightened.
"Damn it, I'm not going to hurt you."

"Then let me go."
"Will you promise to listen to me if | do?"
"Yes," she replied quickly. Too quickly.

"You can't elude me, Kelly. You can't outrun me. So you might as
well sit down and listen to what | have to say."

Apparently realizing the truth of what he said, she went back into the
living room and sat down on the edge of the sofa, her hands clenched
so tight the knuckles were white.

"I'm listening," she said, her voice sullen, like that of an angry child.

"I'm sorry if | frightened you. If | hurt you. I have only been a
vampire a short time and I..."

Her eyes widened in surprise.

"And | am not sure yet what | am doing, or how to do it," he finished,
determined to say it all.
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She stared at him. "So, you're like a fledging vampire, is that it? And
you thought you'd practice on me?"

"No. | want something from you." He held up his hand. "Not your
blood."

"What, then?"
"I've seen where you live. | know you haven't any money."
Defiance flashed through her eyes. "So?"

"I want you to kill me." The words seemed to flow of their own
volition.

"What?"

"I'll pay you well."

She bounded to her feet. "You're even crazier than I thought."
"Sit down."

She didn't argue but sat down on the sofa once more, her body poised
for flight.

"I can't go on like this."

"You don't like being a vampire?" She spoke slowly, quietly, as
though trying to humor a lunatic.

He shook his head, then dropped down onto the chair across from
her. "l didn't want this life. It was thrust upon me." He closed his
eyes as the horror of that night washed across his memory. And then
he poured his memories into the girl's mind.

Kristov had pushed him against a wall, held him there while he
buried his fangs in Ramsey's throat. It had been Chiavari who had
pulled Kristov off him, Chiavari who drove a stake through the other
vampire's heart. Ramsey remembered no more after that until he
woke in Chiavari's arms, the vampire urging him to drink from the
cut in his wrist. Chiavari's voice had been soft yet compelling, as
soothing as a mother's lullaby.

Drink, Ramsey, he had urged. Drink your fill. And Ramsey had done
just that, suffusing his depleted body with the accursed vampire
blood until Chiavari jerked his arm away. He remembered the
confusion that followed, the horror he had felt when Marisa told him
what had happened. It had been Marisa's idea to bring him over, but
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It was Chiavari he blamed.

He could still hear Marisa's sweet voice asking if he would rather be
dead, and his own sharp reply: Of course | would! Now, as then, he
wondered how he could feel the same and be so different.

Stunned by what had happened that night, he had thanked Chiavari
for saving his life, and then left the house. Thanked him! His lips
twisted. Thanked him for making him a monster...

A low groan brought him back to the present. Suddenly aware of the
effect his thoughts were having on the girl, he cut the connection
between his mind and hers. She was lying back on the sofa, her eyes
closed, her face drained of color.

"Kelly, are you all right?" he asked. "Kelly?"

Her eyelashes fluttered, and then her eyes opened. She sat up slowly,
looking at him as if she had never seen him before. "You really are a
vampire, aren't you? It's not a game you play."

He nodded. "Will you help me?"

"I can't. Not like that. Not... not kill you. I'm sorry."
"Damn it, why not? I'll make it worth your while."
"Because it's murder."

"How can it be murder," he asked bitterly, "when | am already dead?
Hell, there won't even be a body if you drag me out into the sun."

Her face grew even more pale.

"I'm sorry," he muttered. He was ashamed of his weakness, ashamed
of asking her to do what he himself had failed to do.

"Is it so awful?" she asked. "Being a... a vampire?"

"I was born to hunt them. It's what my family has done for
generations. It was my sole purpose in life, my reason for living. And
now..." He laughed bitterly. "Now | am what | have always hated,
what | have spent my life hunting. And you ask if it's awful?" He
laughed again—a cold bitter sound, like leaves fluttering over a
grave. "You wanted to die when I found you. Now | want to die.
Perhaps we could meet death together."

She shook her head. "No. | was wrong to even think of it. And so are
you. Suicide is a sin. My granny taught me that life was precious,
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and not to be wasted. I... I never thanked you for saving my life."

Rising, she crossed the short distance between them, hesitated a
moment, then bent down and kissed his cheek. "Thank you."

He looked up, his gaze meeting hers. "You're welcome."

She smiled down at him, and in that moment he knew he wanted to
live long enough to kiss her, just once.

Ramsey took a deep breath, afraid he was about to make a fool of
himself. Again. He cleared his throat, wishing he had been blessed
with Chiavari's innate charm.

"Kelly, I want to ask you something..." When she started to speak,
he held up his hand to silence her. "Please, hear me out. | know
you've had a hard time lately, that you've been unhappy, and that you
think you have nothing to live for..."

"How do you know all that?" she demanded. "Did you read my
diary?"

"I read your mind."

She blinked at him, then sat down hard. "You did what?"

"I read your mind when | took your blood."

"That's terrible! How could you do such a despicable thing?"

He felt a sudden urge to laugh. "Please, just listen. | am about to
make you a proposition."

"I already told you, I'm not into murder. And I'm not into whoring,
either."

"Damn it, woman, just listen!"
She made a face at him, then folded her hands in her lap. "Go on."

"I want you to move in here with me. Purely platonic," he added
quickly.

"You need a better place to live, and I... | could use someone to keep
an eye on things during the day. I'll make it worth your while. It will
only be for a few months. Six at the most."

She shook her head. "Thanks, but | don't think so." She looked at him
warily. "Can I go now?"

"I wish you would stay."

file://IC|/5/1%20ASHLEY%20AFTER%20SUNDWO...anda%20Ashley%20-%20After%20Sundown.html (88 of 259) [8/21/2003 7:33:42 PM]



Ashley - After Sundown

She regarded him steadily for several moments. "You don't want a
housekeeper; you want a companion, don't you? Someone to keep
you company in this mausoleum."

"YeS."
"How do | know | could trust you to behave?"
"You have my word as a gentleman."

She laughed out loud. "What about your word as a vampire? Do |
have your word that you won't..." She grimaced with revulsion.
"That you won't drink my blood again? And that you'll stay out of
my thoughts?"

"Yes."

"I must be out of my mind," she muttered. "Totally, completely
bonkers."

He leaned forward. "Then you'll stay?"
"For a week," she said. "We'll try it for a week."
"A month," he countered.

She thought about it for a moment, then nodded. "All right. One
month." She tilted her head to one side. "Do you sleep in a coffin?"

"NO."
"I thought that was mandatory."

He shrugged. "I think it's something only Hollywood and old-world
vampires are into."

"Where do you sleep, then?"
"In a room off the cellar.”

She studied him for a long moment, her eyes narrowed. It was
tempting to read her thoughts, but he refrained from doing so.

"Okay," she said at last. "I'll move in tomorrow, if that's okay with
you. Could you call me a cab?"

"Take my car."

"Are you kidding? It would probably get stolen before the engine
cooled off."

He grunted softly. He had never been particularly concerned about
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material possessions, probably because he'd never owned much more
than a beat-up Chevy and the clothes on his back, but he was fond of
the Porsche.

He called for a cab, walked her to the door when it arrived, then
stood there, watching her drive away, wondering if she would come
back.

Chapter 13

Kelly packed the last of her meager belongings in a cardboard box,
took one last look at the shabby one-room apartment she had lived in
for the past seven months, and left the apartment. If she never saw
the place again, it would be too soon!

Tucking the box under her arm, she went downstairs and climbed
into the waiting taxi. It had been a long time since she could afford
such a luxury. She dropped the box on the floor, gave the driver
Edward's address, and settled back on the seat, one foot tapping
nervously.

Last night, just before she left, Ramsey had slipped her the key to his
house, and a hundred dollars in cash. It was the most money she'd
had at one time in years. She, who had once made ten times that for
an afternoon's work—although it was hard to remember those days
now, clouded as they were by the trying years in between.

She glanced down at the meager belongings in the cardboard box and
wondered for perhaps the thousandth time how everything could
have gone so wrong so quickly and permanently back then. Of
course, the major thing that had gone wrong had been her
relationship with Doug. When that began to fall apart, she hadn't
been able to concentrate on her career, her personal well-being, or
anything else. She had blamed herself at first, and tried harder and
harder to make it work, even though her heart was breaking. Her
uncertainty in their relationship had shown in her work, until the
work began to dry up. She wouldn't have cared then, if she could
have won back his love.

Now she grimaced at his memory, and at her own naiveté. She had
given her heart to a two-timing gigolo, and he had shattered it.
Perhaps beyond repair. The booze, the pills, the self-degradation had
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followed in a descending spiral of self-destruction that had led her to
that pier—and to Ramsey.

Strangely, she felt no need for a narcotic fix today, nor even a good,
stiff jolt of cheap whiskey. All of that was behind her now, in a way
she didn't quite understand. She was starting a new life. Kelly
Anderson, vampire baby-sitter. The thought made her laugh out loud.

She wasn't laughing when the cab driver deposited her and her
belongings on the sidewalk in front of Ramsey's house. Even in the
light of day, it seemed to gather darkness around it. It didn't really
look like a normal house. More like some Hollywood version of
Dracula's mansion. She wondered if Ramsey had picked it for that
very look. Did vampires have a sense of humor?

Even after all she had seen and heard, such a question seemed
preposterous, even unspoken. Actual vampires in twenty-first-
century Los Angeles. Who would believe it?

Hugging the cardboard box to her chest, she climbed the stairs, put
the key in the lock, and opened the door. She stood on the porch for a
moment, wondering if she was making the biggest mistake of her
life. But no, she had made that already, with Doug.

Taking a deep breath, she crossed the threshold and closed the door
behind her.

She was struck by the stillness of the house. Had it been a living
thing, she would have said it was holding its breath.

It was a just a little past noon. Hours until dark. Hours to change her
mind.

She dropped the box on a chair in the living room and toured the
house. There were two bedrooms downstairs, one of which she
remembered all too well. The second bedroom was done in forest
green and white. It was obvious the house had been remodeled, she
mused, since she didn't think indoor plumbing had been common
when the house was originally built. Certainly they didn't have
bathrooms like these, with sunken tubs and separate shower stalls big
enough for two. She had seen the kitchen before, and she passed it
by. There was a formal dining room, empty of furniture. No surprise
there, she thought with grim humor. She was reasonably certain
Edward didn't host any dinner parties, at least not at a table.
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A family room had been added to the back of the house. It was large
and oblong, with a marble fireplace, thick forest green carpet, and
large windows covered by heavy drapes. The furniture was of dark
wood, covered in a dark-green-and-burgundy print. There were no
pictures on the walls, no knickknacks of any kind, nothing of a
personal nature.

There were three bedrooms upstairs. The first two looked as they
must have when the house was built. The paper on the walls was
dark, with a patina of age that argued it hadn't been changed since the
house was built. The floors were hardwood. The furniture looked
antique: four-poster beds and oak rocking chairs and highboys with
oval mirrors.

The third bedroom was obviously the master bedroom and had been
redecorated recently. The walls were painted a beautiful shade of
French blue. The rug, a rich, deep pile, was the same color. The
bedspread was a blue-and-white print; the curtains were white. There
was a small sitting room between the bedroom and the bathroom.

The third floor was a large empty room with a single round window
that overlooked the backyard. There were bars on the window.

With a shiver of unease, she left the room and hurried down the stairs
to the first floor.

Grabbing her belongings, she went back upstairs to the blue
bedroom, thinking she would feel more comfortable with the ground
floor between herself and Edward. Dropping the box on a chair, she
flung open the curtains, frowned when she saw that the windows
were covered with some kind of film to shut out the sun. Tomorrow
she would scrape the windows. He might have to live in the dark, but
she wanted light, and lots of it.

She hung her few clothes in the closet, put her cosmetics and her
toothbrush in the medicine cabinet in the bathroom, dropped her
comb and brush on the counter.

She didn't have much, and it didn't take long to put it all away.

Going back downstairs, she realized she was hungry. The stale bagel
that had been breakfast had done little to sustain her. Now that the
nervous excitement of moving in was wearing off, she was starving.
She went into the kitchen in search of food. And found none. Well,
of course not, she thought with a wry grin. Vampires always dined
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out.

Not only was there no food in the house, but there were no dishes, no
silverware, no glasses, no pots and pans.

Hands on her hips, she stood in the middle of the floor, foot tapping,
trying to decide if she wanted to go out for something to eat, or just
order a pizza.

It was then she saw the envelope with her name on it. Inside was a
sheet of paper.

Kelly,

| have my doubts that you will actually show up today,
but in case you do, you will find the key to my car and
some money for food in the drawer to the left of the
refrigerator.

Edward

Opening the drawer, she pulled out a key ring with a single key, and
four crisp one-hundred-dollar bills.

"Geez, Louise," she muttered, "how much does he think | eat?"

She found the car in the garage. A black Porsche with less than five
hundred miles on it.

Feeling as if she had just won the lottery, she opened the door and
slid behind the wheel. She closed her eyes for a moment, inhaling the
new-car scent while she ran her hand over the soft leather upholstery.
It had been years since she'd had a new car, since she'd had a car of
any kind.

Smiling, she put the key in the ignition and switched on the engine.
The exhaust made a low, throaty sound, and the car seemed to
awaken, crouching like some predatory beast ready to spring. She
thumbed the garage door remote clipped to the sun visor, studied the
gear diagram on the shift lever, and gingerly eased it into reverse.

She stalled it when she tried to find first, and her next few gear
changes were clumsy, but driving a stick, learned on an old Honda,
soon came back to her. It felt good to be behind the wheel of such a
sleek car.
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Her first stop was a steak house. The waiter seemed somewhat
dubious when she ordered the largest cut of prime rib they had; later,
he seemed a little bemused that she had finished every bite and still
had room for chocolate cheesecake. He grinned at her when he
brought the check, as if wondering where she had put it all.

Feeling slightly stuffed, replete, she left the waiter a generous tip,
pocketed the change from one of Ramsey's hundreds, and headed for
the mall. With her hunger taken care of, her next priority was
shopping! If this was a dream, she wanted to buy some new clothes
before she awoke.

She picked up a couple pairs of jeans, three tank tops, a sweater, a
couple of T-shirts, some new underwear, six pairs of socks, a new
pair of Nikes, and a watch to replace the Rolex she had hocked. She
also bought a saucepan, a frying pan, a coffeepot, a set of silverware,
a set of dishes and matching glasses.

She piled her packages in the passenger seat and drove to the grocery
store. It was wonderful to be able to shop without worrying about the
cost, to pick up a carton of chocolate ice cream and a jar of hot fudge
and not have to worry about how she would look in front of the
camera. She had no one to impress anymore, no one to answer to
except herself. It had been a long, hard battle fighting her way out of
the mire of drugs only to find that, when she was clean again, no one
wanted her. It had been that realization that had sent her to the pier
that fateful night.

She wheeled the cart down the produce aisle, filling the basket with
fresh fruits and vegetables. She bought bread and milk and orange
juice, coffee and sugar, salt and pepper, butter and eggs, a box of
Rice Krispies, a couple of New York steaks, a package of pork
chops, a couple cans of tuna. She picked up a bottle of garlic salt and
grinned, wondering if having garlic on her breath would repel the
vampire in the house. She bought dish soap and cleanser and dish
towels, shampoo and conditioner, a new hairbrush and toothbrush,
toothpaste, deodorant. A bag of M&Ms, a six pack of 7-Up.

"Junk food junkie," she muttered, and tossed a package of Oreos into
the cart.

At the checkout stand, she bought a pack of gum and a TV Guide,
then frowned, trying to remember if he hada TV.
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A cute boy loaded her groceries into the trunk. With his blond crew
cut and blue eyes, he reminded her of Edward. She grinned,
wondering what the boy would say if she told him she was moving in
with a vampire.

A glance at her new watch showed it was almost four when she
pulled into the driveway.

It took several trips back and forth to carry everything into the house.
Humming softly, she put the groceries away, then carried the other
bags up to her room. Next time she went out, she was going to buy a
CD player.

She put her new clothes away, then went into the bathroom, bent
over the tub, and turned on the tap, mentally adding bubble bath to
the list of things she had forgotten.

It would be easy to get accustomed to this, she thought, if it weren't
for the monster sleeping in the cellar.

She bathed and shampooed her hair, dressed in a new pair of jeans
and a T-shirt. Surprisingly, she was hungry again. Or maybe not so
surprising, she thought, unable to remember the last time she'd had
more than one meal a day.

She went downstairs, reveling in the feel of the thick carpet beneath
her bare feet. In the kitchen, she made a tuna sandwich and a big
green salad and poured herself a glass of milk.

She sat at the table in the kitchen to eat, constantly glancing back and
forth from the clock to the door that led to the cellar, wondering how
soon after sunset he rose. Wondering again if she was making the
biggest mistake of her life, although how anything or anyone could
be a worse disaster than her affair with Doug was hard to imagine.
Even a vampire seemed a better choice.

Needing something to occupy her mind, she bypassed the dishwasher
and washed her few dishes by hand. A vampire. What would it be
like to be one of the undead? In the movies, they were comic heroes
in search of love, or rabid monsters in search of blood. Edward
seemed decidedly lacking in humor...

And then there was no more time for thought. She turned to reach for
a dish towel, and he was there, standing in the doorway, a curious
expression on his face.
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She smiled tentatively, her heartbeat accelerating. "Hi."
"Good evening."

He lifted his head, sniffing the air, reminding her of a wary coyote
she had seen years ago when she'd gone camping in the mountains
with her parents.

She lifted her hand in a vague gesture. "l sort of made myself at
home. | hope you don't mind."

"Of course not. My home is yours for as long as you stay." His gaze
moved to her throat, to the pulse rapidly beating there. His nostrils
flared; his hands curled into tight fists.

A moment ago, she had thought he was smelling the food she had
eaten. Now she wondered if he was smelling her. She took a quick
step backward, grunting softly as her back slammed into the
countertop.

He swallowed hard, his breathing suddenly labored.

His gaze, hot and hungry, met hers, and then, before she had time to
be truly afraid, he was gone.

Ramsey hunted the dark streets, the back alleys. He had been a fool
to ask Kelly to share the house with him. Even now, the scent of her
hair, her skin, her blood, filled his nostrils and teased his senses. She
was beautiful, more beautiful than any woman he had ever known.
More beautiful, more desirable, than Marisa.

Kelly. His heart ached for her; his soul cried out for her; his body
ye