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Carpe Nocturne 1: Dressed to Kill
Tawny Taylor

One determined entrepreneur.

Two seductive vampires.

A brutal murderer...

...and a bar where every vampire knows your name.

Gives new meaning to the expression “Thrilling Nightlife.”

Sylvie Durand must get her failing nightclub, Carpe Nocturne, operating in the black
before the utilities are cut off and her credit cards are eaten by an ATM machine. To
stir up business, she decides to hold weekly themed costume parties. And it seems to
be working -- until she discovers a dead body in her office and learns the vampire
“costumes” aren’t exactly disguises.

Burke Langton is on the run. Wrongfully accused of murder, he’s keeping one step
ahead of the Excoluni -- the law enforcement arm of the UMN (United Magical
Nations) -- while tracking down the real killer. When the murderer strikes again, this
time at Carpe Nocturne, Burke learns Sylvie is his Origo -- his mate. He also
discovers she could be the murderer’s next victim. Now he must find the killer while
protecting Sylvie -- and battling the potent desire she stirs within him.

Miko Dvorak is a high-ranking officer of the Excoluni. His mission is to bring Burke
to justice. But that’s no easy task, for the two share an Origo. Miko must choose
between the dark hunger driving him to complete the Binding, and his commitment
to the law.



Chapter 1

Dead had just taken on a whole new meaning for nightclub owner Sylvie Durand
-- a much more literal one.

She wasn't afraid to admit she’d been desperate to increase traffic in her failing
bar, Carpe Nocturne. But the parade of rescue and police personnel, dressed in
matching blue uniforms and wearing identical grim expressions, wasn’t exactly what
she’d had in mind.

And the night had been going so well too.

All it had taken was one bizarre discovery for the first successful night in her
club to come to a strange and shocking end. Terrifying. In fact, if she hadn’t been the
owner of the bar, she would've been outta there hours ago. She was still shaking all
over from finding the dead guy... hanging... in her office... It had been so gruesome.
The poor guy looked like he’d been the victim of a vampire attack.

Shudder!

God, it had been so awful. She just knew it would take years and years for the
image branded in her mind to fade.

And the smell. Of blood and stuff she didn’t want to think about.

Yes, lucky her. Not. She had owned Carpe Nocturne for two miserable months
and was really, really hating it already.

Anyone want to buy a bar for cheap?

Only a handful of costume-bedecked patrons remained, hanging around outside
the front door after having been questioned and released. They stood wide-eyed,
watching the police detectives as they conducted their investigation. Morbid curiosity.

When the police officers decided they were done asking her the same questions

over and over, she managed to drag her weary, shaky body toward the exit, intent upon
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joining the onlookers still crowded around the front of the building. It was a little chilly
outside. And dark. But at least the air wouldn’t be tainted with the stench of death. A
big, huge plus at the moment.

As she stepped through the doorway, a young woman dressed head-to-toe in
Victorian garb gave her a weak smile. She was rubbing at the fake blood on her neck,
now dried up and flaking off.

Sylvie attempted to give the woman a smile back. She wasn’t exactly in the mood
to socialize, although she was glad to be among friendlier company. The police officers
who’d questioned her hadn’t been rude, but they hadn’t been kind either. Their clipped
tones and deadpan expressions told her everything she needed to hear, more than she
was prepared to deal with.

Yes, this pack of costumed strangers, dressed mostly as vampires -- what a
creepy coincidence! -- weren’t her first choice for companionship tonight. But they were
people. Human beings. Alive. And not eyeballing her with the suspicion that she was a
cold-blooded killer.

Or course, given her current mental state, even her worst enemy would be
acceptable company. The thought of being alone terrified her. She was scared witless.
Completely freaked out. The creepy costumes weren’t helping, that was for sure. What
had made her think themed costume nights were a great idea anyway?

And why hadn’t her best friend shown up yet? Sylvie had called her hours ago,
left an urgent this-is-life-or-death message on her answering machine.

“Are you okay?” Victorian woman asked.

“Not sure, to be honest.” Sylvie leaned back, letting the cold brick wall support
her. Her legs were wobbly. Her knees felt tingly and loose, like any moment they’d give
out.

Victorian woman gave her an understanding nod. “I can totally relate. Had to be
quite a shock finding that dead body.”

That’s putting it mildly. Sylvie’s stomach did a little summersault inside her belly.

She swallowed hard against the acid rising up her throat. “Yeah.”
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“Did you know the person? The one who... you know?”

“No. Have no idea who he is -- was.”

“At least that’s a good thing. Would've really been awful if it had been a good
friend. I've never seen a dead body, outside of the movies. Although I have thought
about being a private detective someday. You know, like one of Charlie’s Angels,” she
jabbered excitedly. “I watch old reruns on cable. The original series was so much better
than the movie...”

“Nothing too thrilling about any of this, if you want my opinion,” she whispered
over the woman’s ongoing discourse about the shortcomings of a movie she’d never
seen. She lacked the energy to continue the conversation. Heck, she lacked the energy to
stand erect. Figuring she’d send a subtle message to the yammering red-headed Farrah
Fawcett wannabe, she took a step or two to the side. Naturally, Farrah didn’t take the
hint and closed the distance between them.

A deep chuckle resonated to Sylvie’s left as she took a third step.

Why would anyone be laughing right now? What could be so funny about a man
who had been murdered in her office? There wasn’t a damn thing about this night that
was funny. Or exciting. Or cool. It was just plain horrific! The worst thing she’d ever
seen.

What was wrong with these people? Didn’t they have any hearts? A man had
died in there! Died. As in dead. Forever. What if he had a family? Children. Oh, God!

Okay, she was done freaking out and overreacting. At least for now.

She turned her head in the general direction of the chuckle. Found the guilty
party standing about five feet away, a guy dressed as a vampire, black cape and all. He
was talking to a gaggle of women gathered around him, all dressed in Victorian gowns
like Farrah Fawcett. They were tittering like a bunch of birds. Fluffing their feathers.
Shaking their tails and fluttering eyelashes.

At the moment it wasn’t a scene she had the stomach to watch.
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Although, after taking a second look, she couldn’t blame the women. That
vampire wannabe’s gorgeous face would inspire just about any red-blooded girl to do a
little tail shaking. Even her.

That was, if she had a thing for vamps wearing costumes that played up on
devil-made-me-do-it smirks like his.

But she didn't.

Nor did she find the crisp white of his shirt against the deep olive of his skin the
least bit sexy. And the tendril of his ebony hair curled over the pulse-numbing swell of
his shoulder... that did nothing for her either. Not at all.

Who was she kidding?

When he lifted his eyes, his gaze was incredibly sharp. He reminded her of Hugh
Jackman in Van Helsing. Dark and mysterious and damned sexy.

She could tell by the way her eyeballs and tongue were drying up that her glance
had morphed into a gape-mouthed stare.

What was that all about? She did not gape. She did not stare. Pull it together, girl!

His all-too-perfect lips curled into the kind of smile that no doubt inspired
women to drop their panties.

Playing the affronted woman of the new millennium, she rolled her eyes and
made a failing attempt at turning her attention back to the Charlie’s Angel wannabe
beside her.

The woman kept talking, rambled on and on about something, but Sylvie
couldn’t hear her anymore. Now, instead of thinking about the poor dead guy, she was
too busy thinking about Van Helsing over there. Him and his “fan club.”

Ack! What was wrong with her? A guy had been found murdered in her office.
Her bar would be shut down for who knew how long, which meant even more financial
troubles were headed her way. As if she didn’t have enough of those already! And all
she could think about was some egotistical guy wearing cheap velveteen and satin?

Fatigue That’s what it was. Exhaustion. And shock. And... and temporary

insanity. What was that disease called? Oh yeah. Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.
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Is there a psychiatrist in the house?

She needed to go home. When, oh when would she be free to leave? Not that she
was eager to go to her empty house, but this standing around, waiting, was driving her
nuts. She needed to get out of there before she really did need a shrink.

She stared at Farrah’s face and pretended like she was listening.

“Do you need a ride home?” a deep male voice asked.

Without turning to look, she identified the voice as belonging to Van Helsing. It
was a gut feeling. She didn’t have to look. Little ripples of awareness zipped up and
down her spine.

“Thanks, but no,” she said. Maybe he was trying to be nice, and she was just
overreacting because of her current unstable mental state, but she doubted it. She
glanced his way. The evil Cheshire grin was gone, but something sparkled in his
impossibly dark eyes. Something that didn’t inspire even the tiniest measure of trust.
Still, she felt compelled to add, “Not trying to be rude, or anything. My friend’s on her
way to pick me up. I'd hate to make her drive all the way here for nothing.”

“Just as long as you're not driving. You're a little pale.” With a tip of his head, he
motioned toward her hands. “You're shaking too.”

She laced her fingers together, gripped her hands. “Yeah. Kind of freaked out
still.”

The medical examiner -- or whatever the guy who collected dead bodies was
called -- decided that was the perfect time to wheel the loaded gurney through the
propped-open front door. Sylvie knew the body would be closed up in something, but
she averted her eyes anyway. Her stomach roiled like the inside of a volcano. Thankful
for the support of that cold brick wall, she stared down at Van Helsing’s well-shod feet
and didn’t lift her gaze, even after she heard the slam of truck doors.

She felt sick.

Home. She wanted to go home.

A different set of feet came to a stop next to Van Helsing’s. “We're all set here for

tonight, we’ve locked up, but we need to ask you to leave the premises secured for a
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few more days. We'll need to get back in there.” The speaker -- and owner of a pair of
scuffed, black uniform shoes -- was one of the police officers who’d first questioned her.
Couldn’t remember his name. Didn’t really care. As she lifted her eyes, he handed her a
card. “In case you need to get in touch with me.”

“Okay. Thanks.” She fingered the edge of the card and watched him and the rest
of the officers get into their cars and drive off. Farrah and the remaining bystanders,
with the exception of Van Helsing, left one by one. Van Helsing hung around while
Sylvie put in a third call to her criminally non-responsive and soon-to-be-ex best friend.

Still no answer. What the hell? It wasn’t that late. A little after one in the
morning. Normally Lisa was up at this hour, stuffing her face with popcorn and
watching reruns of Law and Order. Where was she?

Frustrated and desperate, Sylvie slapped her flip phone shut so hard it flew from
her shaking hands and fell with a plastic-shattering smash on the concrete.

No hope Lisa’d get through now.

“Dammit!” Sylvie bent to pick up the phone she knew was broken to bits but
Van Helsing reached it first. Her fingertips grazed the back of his hand as he wrapped
his fingers around the target of their simultaneous grappling. A funny tingle buzzed up
her body. When she straightened up, her cheeks felt like they were glowing as brightly
as Carpe Nocturne’s neon sign overhead. She staggered backward, bracing herself
against the wall.

He handed her the phone. His lowered eyebrows spoke of genuine concern, but
the sparkle still lingering in his eyes spoke of other things. Very intriguing other things,
she realized as she looked deeper.

“Are you sure you don’t need a ride?” he asked.

“Positive. Thanks. I'll just... drive myself home. I'm not a baby.” She pushed off
from the wall, letting her legs support her fully. Unfortunately, they were a little too
wobbly to do all that great a job at it. She stumbled after her second step, and naturally
it was Van Helsing’s arm that she reached for as she struggled to keep from falling over

and breaking her neck.
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At least her spine was spared. No need for a neck brace. But she couldn’t say the
same for her heel. It snapped off when she twisted her ankle. “Oh, this is just great!”
Still holding onto Van Helsing’s arm, she reached down and snatched up her wrecked
shoe. “My favorite pair. What else could go wrong tonight?” She wanted to cry. Really,
really bad.

This was a nightmare. Worse than a nightmare. Thanks to tonight’s events, she
was on the verge of losing everything she’d worked for. Her home. Her bank account.
Her security.

Even though the tears were right there, gathering in her lower eyelids, she didn’t
cry. She blinked a lot. Sniffled. Blinked some more. Slowed her breathing. “Watch, I'll
probably have a flat tire, too,” she said through a series of hiccupping half-sobs.

“I'll drive you home. I promise I'm not going to hurt you.”

She knew that... Kinda. There was, after all, a very sick murderer running
around the city. Who knew what the guy looked like? Could look like Hugh Jackman,
with long black hair, a stubbled jaw and a charming smile that made women melt...

No way. Van Helsing couldn’t be a murderer. He was the good guy. He only
shot vampires and werewolves.

We're talking reality here, not movies.

Even though she had a feeling this man was not a murderer, she still didn’t want
to get into a car with him. She was too shaken to trust her instincts right now. “I know
you won't hurt me. [, er... I need my car tomorrow morning,” she explained, having a
light bulb moment. “If I accept a ride, I won’t have a way to get my car tomorrow.”

“Then I'll follow you home, to make sure you make it back safely.”

“No. Really.” Realizing she was still holding onto his arm as they walked around
the side of the building, she released it. There were only two vehicles in the parking lot.
Her Honda sat under the flickering light of a street lamp. A few parking spots away, a
black sports car of some kind huddled low to the ground. The lamp’s light and the full

moon reflected off the glossy paint.
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He walked her to her car, opened the door, and politely waited while she got in
and started it up.

She pulled the door shut, flipped the power locks and rolled down the window.
“I'm fine. Really. Thanks. Uh, goodnight.”

He pulled something out of his pants pocket and handed it to her. “In case you
need to get in touch with me.”

A business card. She glanced down but didn’t read it. She was too shaken to
comprehend printed words. And too distracted by questions to care. Why would he
think she’d need to get in touch with him? She tucked it into the front pocket of her
purse and smiled weakly. “Thanks.” Not waiting for him to get into his car, she put her
vehicle into drive, flipped on her headlights and drove toward the street.

She noticed, as she turned onto the road, he still hadn’t flipped on his headlights.
Curious. She’d half-expected him to follow her, even though she’d refused his offer.

What was he waiting for?

At the first traffic light she came to, she pulled out his business card and read it.
Brett Larrington, P.C.

“Oh. My. God! He isn’t a murderer. He’s just a lawyer. A freaking ambulance
chaser.” She dropped her head. Her forehead struck the steering wheel hard enough for
a shower of stars to glitter behind her closed eyelids. “A lawyer who probably thinks I'll
be on the hunt for a good defense attorney real soon.” A horn sounded from
somewhere behind her car, reminding her she was parked in the middle of the road,

blocking traffic. “No wonder he didn’t want to leave me. I'm his next meal ticket.”

Ok X

“Okay, you can come out now,” Burke called to the shadowed figure beside the
trash container sitting at the rear of the building. “She’s gone.”

“I don’t like this,” Isabella, his one and only friend in the world, said as she
tugged at the laces running up the front of her velvet gown’s bodice. “I hate not being
able to use magic. These gowns are a royal pain. And speaking of pain, are you sure

there isn’t a better way? Do we have to break in? What if she set the alarm?”
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“All T can suggest is next time you pick something less... challenging to get out
of. You know we can’t risk using magic here. And as far as the alarm goes, she couldn’t
turn it on because the police are coming back in the morning.”

“I hope you're right.” She stepped out of the dress, revealing a black corset over
a white blouse and a pair of black pants. She folded the dress and stuffed it into a bag
sitting on the ground. Then she gathered her long red hair into a ponytail high on top of
her head. She handed Burke a spare elastic and he secured his hair low, at his nape.
“Well, what if the human police come back? I'm sure you can guess what kind of
conclusions they’d jump to.”

“Doesn’t matter. What're they going to do to me?”

“Us,” she corrected, tucking the bag into a dark spot behind a stack of empty
boxes.

“Us. It's not like they can catch us.”

“You don’t know that for a fact,” she grumbled, fishing through a second bag.

“They haven’t so far.”

Lifting her head, she gave him a scowl and pointed a lock pick at him. “You're
killing me here.”

“Just get the door open. Please.”

“I'm working on it. You're distracting me.” She slipped the tool into the lock,
fiddled with it a few seconds then turned the door knob. “Done.”

“This is the only way we can collect the evidence we need. You know what
happens when we wait. The damn Excoluni will be here soon. They’ll clear the place of
any hint of magic and we’ll have nothing. And we both know the human police won't
know what to do with this. We don’t have any time to waste.”

“Yeah. I wish we’d figure out who is doing this so we could go back home, quit
running. It's wreaking havoc on my social life.”

“I'm trying. I'm trying. I'm no Sherlock Holmes.”

“T've noticed.”
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“Shut up.” He softened his words with a smile, knowing Isabella wasn’t the kind
to take his ribbing personally. Hell, she dished enough of it out not to expect to get a
little back in return. They’d been friends forever, since they’d cut their fangs on their
first humans. Years ago they’d tried being lovers -- only briefly -- then promptly
returned to being friends. Wasn't in the cards for them to be more than that, for a
number of reasons.

His only regret was having dragged her into this shit in the first place. This was
his problem. If he’d left without saying anything that night, she would be at home right
now, living her life as she should. Not running from the Excoluni -- the law
enforcement organization of the UMN, United Magical Nations.

Thanks to him, Isabella, once a respected member of the UMN, was now a
suspected felon and facing the death sentence for aiding and abetting a convicted
murderer.

The stench inside the building was almost enough to force him back outside. But
he knew his time was short. He’d have to suck it up and get to work.

“I'll wait out here,” Isabella said, stepping behind the trash container.

“Perfect. You know the signal. If you see the Excoluni, let me know.”

“Will do.”

He’d already gotten a good look at the victim, thankfully. He’d resorted to
frequenting nightclubs within a ten-mile radius of each murder, hoping that one night
he might be in the right place at the right time.

For once fate was on his side. He’d not only seen the guy mere minutes before
his murder, he’d found the body immediately following, and knew the method of
killing. Having shown up at the scenes of previous murders after the human police had
removed the body and the Excoluni had cleared the place of magic, this was a coup, the
first time he’d gotten a good look at a body and crime scene while it was still fresh.

Like the other victims, this one had been a human, not associated in any way
with the local vampire clans. There had to be some kind of connection between the

victims, but damned if he could figure it out. He didn’t have a name for this last one
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yet, so he had no details about the guy’s past life, but the most recent three victims had
been a dock workman at a shipping company, a nurse and a delivery driver for UPS.
No obvious red flags there. Two men. One woman.

What the hell was the motivation for these killings? They weren’t a typical
vampire feeding. Vampires didn’t have to kill their prey when they fed. And they
didn’t make a regular habit of taking body parts with them when they were through,
either.

If only he hadn’t been at the wrong place at the wrong time when that first
murder had been discovered he wouldn’t be trying to piece this together. He was a
nobleman. A landowner. This detective stuff was so far removed from his personal
experience. Track down a murderer? Forget it. Negotiate a profitable lease? Now that
was something he could do.

It had been all circumstantial evidence, the so-called evidence that had led to his
conviction. Just like that, he’d gone from being a vampire who pretty much kept to
himself, to a convicted felon, to an escaped convict on the run. Everything he had was
gone. His home. His money. His properties. His reputation.

Stolen by fucking circumstance.

Since his night vision was far superior to humans’, he needed no light as he
carefully searched the room where the murder had taken place. He didn’t want to miss
anything but at the same time had to take care that he didn’t leave any evidence of his
visit either. Hadrian Dvorak, the detective in charge of the string of gruesome murders
that had been wrongfully tied to his name, would love finding something that would
cinch up yet another case against him.

Lucky for Burke, his cotton gloves would hide fingerprints. He’d secured and
tucked his hair into the hood of his cape.

He stooped down and searched the peeling, scuffed linoleum tile for clues.
Scraps of material. Footprints in the dried blood. Anything that might give him some
idea of who was killing the humans. The only thing he was certain of at this point was

the murderer was a vampire. And every murder had taken place at a bar.
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Dammit, he wished he knew something about detective work. Might actually
know when he was looking at a clue.

He saw a little dried mud on the floor. Some smeared blood. A bit of folded
paper, partially hidden by a box sitting on a low shelf not far from the trash can.

While the first two wouldn’t do him much good because he didn’t have access to
a lab to analyze them, the scrap of paper looked promising.

He carefully plucked it up. Looked like a folded cocktail napkin. No surprise
there. This was, after all, the back office of a bar.

Damn. He'd been too optimistic. Someone had probably simply missed the
garbage. He crumpled it up and was about to lob it into the plastic can when he saw the
shadow of black writing on one corner. Curiosity got the better of him.

Sure, it was probably nothing. A phone number from some guy hot to get into
the bar’s owner’s pants. He wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t get dozens of
propositions a night.

Then again, who knew? Maybe it was something? He flattened it out on the
desk’s top, being careful not to disturb the papers scattered over the surface. A
woman’s first name and phone number was scrawled in looping feminine handwriting,.

Interesting. He was guessing it belonged to either the bar’s owner or one of the
waitresses, but just for kicks, he folded it up and stuffed it into his pocket. Then he took
a look at the papers on the desk. Bills. Most of them late notices. Sure enough, the name
matched. Sylvie Durand. Sexy name for a sexy woman. Being careful not to move
anything too much, he sifted through the documents.

Evidently Carpe Nocturne was in financial trouble. Hmmmm. He wondered if
there was a reason for the murder taking place at a nightclub that was in danger of
going belly up. Maybe that was a connection? Though it seemed like a long shot that a
vampire would turn to murder to shut down a few local bars.

Too bad for Sylvie Durand. Carpe Nocturne seemed like an okay place to him.

Kind of... charming. And the owner... well, she had a few charms all her own. If it
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weren’t for the fact that he was on the run from the law, he’d be tempted to stick
around and explore a few of them.

Ruminating about the frustrations of being a criminal on the run, he continued
his search, finding nothing else that caught his eye. He headed back toward the exit just
as Isabella sounded the signal. She jumped when he whispered, “I'm here.”

They carefully worked their way around the north side of the building, knowing
Hadrian -- also a vampire -- had night vision as keen as their own. There were two
vehicles, he noticed. Not one like usual.

Why the extra men on this case?

He kept quiet about the napkin until they’d made it down the street and into his
car, parked about a half block away in a crowded twenty-four hour supermarket’s
parking lot. He’d moved it there after the bar’s owner had left. “I got something this
time.” When Isabella gave him a surprised glance, he added, “Well, I think. It could be
something.”

“Oh. Sure.”

He started the car and headed north on Main. The apartment he’d rented under
the assumed name Brett Larrington was only a few blocks away. “Okay, probably not.
But I wasn’t going to take a chance. So far, we’ve searched the scenes of four murders
and found nothing. I'm man enough to admit I'm getting a little desperate.”

“Desperate? You can say that again,” she teased. “In more ways than one.”

He frowned. There was no need for that now.

So he hadn’t had a lover in a while. That was his choice. It was a voluntary
decision -- this last few... decades... of celibacy. He damn well wasn’t getting desperate
for sex. “What do you mean by bringing that up now? You know why I haven't... why
I'm not... forget it.” He tried hard to hide the defensiveness from his voice.

She smiled. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“Didn’t work.”

“I see that. What'd you get?”
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“This.” He pulled the napkin out of his pocket and handed it to her then turned
into the apartment building’s driveway. By the time he’d parked in the lot in front of
the building, she’d handed it back to him.

“It's a woman’s name. Wrong sex to be the killer.”

“We don’t know that. Really. Playing devil’s advocate here, why couldn’t it be a
woman? Though I'm not saying this one’s the killer 'cause Sylvie Durand is human. The
bar’s owner, as it turns out.”

“It can’t be a woman because everyone knows women -- even female vampires --
don’t commit murders like this. I watch CSI reruns, you know. They prefer methods
that keep them out of reach of the victim. Shooting, poisoning, that kind of thing.”

“First, I think you're taking this whole detective thing way too seriously. Second,
you need to stay away from television. And third, maybe this killer isn’'t your normal
female vampire. Maybe she’s into pain and torture.”

“Doubtful. Plus there’s the little matter of how she’d get those victims strung up
like that. All but one of the victims have been big guys. Over two-fifty. I couldn’t heft
them up by myself and I'm no sissy. We girl vamps don’t have the strength you guys
do. I doubt those victims would voluntarily hop up on a chair and let her tie them.”

“Never know.”

“You're so full of it.”

He chuckled. Isabella never hesitated to speak her mind. One of the reasons why
they would never be lovers again. As a friend, however, it was tolerable. Most of the
time. “Maybe they’re submissives looking for dommes to spank them,” he suggested,
half-joking. Yes, the whole theory of a female murderer was a little far-fetched. But it
was fun pushing it, just to rile Isabella. She deserved it for that jab about his sex life.

“No way. In the office of a bar? An office that doesn’t even belong to her?”

“Maybe they’d planned to meet and talk? Maybe the killer is a friend of the bar’s
owner, Sylvie. There are lots of possibilities here.”

“Most likely, that scrap of paper was on the desk and fell onto the floor. Or it

even could’ve been in the victim’s pocket.”
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“Sure. But I think I should check it out anyway. The bar was full and all the bar’s
employees were busy. If the killer knew the bar’s owner, he or she might have known
no one would be going back to the office for several hours. So, going back to my
original theory, if the killer had arranged for a meeting --”

“You're really reaching here.”

“I've been convicted of a murder I didn’'t commit. I'm going to reach.” At her
understanding nod, he added, “I remember that victim. He sat alone most of the night.
Didn’t talk to the owner that I recall. But then again, it’s not like I sat there staring at
him all night. There was a tall blonde who sat next to him, though. She could be our
killer. I didn’t get close enough to find out if she’s a vampire. She could be...” He
swiped the paper from Isabella, “... Mistress Z.” He waved the napkin then stuffed it in
his pocket.

“That’s not the name on that napkin,” his friend flatly pointed out. “That’s your
human, Sylvie.”

He cut the engine, fisted the keys and opened the door. “I know. Just changing it
a bit for dramatic effect. Trying to lighten the mood.”

She rolled her eyes as she looked at him over the car’s roof. “I wonder about you
sometimes.”

“Don’t. It'll just get you in trouble.” He slammed the door, strode up the
sidewalk and pulled open the door for her.

As she passed, she gave him another rolling-eyed glance. “Who says it hasn't
already?”

He chuckled to hide the wave of guilt pulsing through him. The door behind
them fell closed as they stepped into the apartment building. “Touché, my friend.
Actually, there’s another explanation for this that we haven’t thought about yet.”

“What's that?”

“Maybe this napkin didn’t come from the victim or fall off the desk. Maybe it fell

out of the killer’s pocket.”
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“It's possible, I suppose. Unlikely but possible.” Isabella stopped at apartment
1A, slid her key into the lock, but hesitated before opening the door. “What're you
going to do next?”

He stuffed his hand into his pants pocket and curled his fingers around the
wadded napkin. “Oh, I don’t know. I think I'll go look up the other Mistress Z on the
net. The human one. See if I can find an address. I might be in the mood for a
spanking.” He winked.

“Now, that I'd kill to see.” His friend’s laughter followed him all the way up the

stairs.



Chapter 2

Sylvie couldn’t sleep. Every time she closed her eyes she saw the same thing.
That awful image of the dead man, the empty eye sockets, the horrific expression on his
face. And then she saw herself as a child, standing under the freeway overpass, the
cardboard sign gripped in her grubby hands, her eyes hollow.

In a desperate attempt to distract herself, she watched infomercials for a while.
Kept trying to call Lisa. Gave up after getting her voicemail three times in a row. Would
Lisa ever hear about it tomorrow! “She had better be near death’s door,” Sylvie
mumbled as she hit the button, cutting off the call before the voicemail kicked in again.

She tried reading, but her brain was too foggy to absorb written words. She
flipped through magazines and stared at the pictures blindly. Her fears kept haunting
her. That guy’s face.

How long would it take before it would fade, even a bit? Dammit, she didn’t
want to be alone tonight!

She jumped for the umpteenth time when a tree branch scratched her bedroom
window. Tiptoed through the house checking and re-checking the locks. Her puppy,
Lulu, who weighed in at exactly five pounds, wasn't much of a guard dog but she
brought her along anyway. Weren’t toy poodles supposed to be good security dogs?

Then again, if that was the case, hers was defective. The little white fur ball kept
whimpering and hiding under the nearest piece of furniture.

“A lot of good you’d be if someone broke in. Maybe you’d ruin their shoes,” she
half-joked, half-scolded, dragging the shivering canine out from under the couch. “This
is not the time for hunting dust bunnies.” She was almost regretting not having gone for

the Rottweiler. Instead of hiding behind a one hundred fifty pound animal with big
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sharp teeth as she crept through her house, she was carting around a shaking, dribbling
poodle.

Front door locked? Check. Windows? Check. Kitchen door? Check. French doors
to the back yard? Check. Everything on the first floor seemed to be secure. She headed
back toward the front of the house, to the staircase. It was then, as she turned the
corner, that she saw something dark pass over the leaded glass sidelight next to her
front door.

Her heart stopped. Literally.

Someone was out there! That shadow was way too tall to be a stray cat or
opossum.

She dashed back to the kitchen, dropped Lulu on the floor next to her food dish
and armed herself with the one and only weapon she could find in her current panicked
state -- a broom.

Hopefully the element of surprise would be on her side or she was in big trouble.

Then she tiptoed back toward the front door. Her fingers gripped the broom’s
wooden handle so hard the muscles in her palms cramped. Her heart thudded so hard
in her chest she could feel it banging against her breastbone.

She briefly thought about running back to the kitchen and calling 9-1-1. But what
if there was no one out there? Or what if her friend Lisa had come over to check on her?

Please, please let it be Lisa.

Her arms shaking, she peered through the peephole. No Lisa. She went to the
living room window to see if there was a car parked in her driveway.

Nothing.

Still holding the broom, she ran from window to window, checking each one.
Her yard had a lot of trees and shrubbery. Too many. Up until tonight she hadn’t
considered the downside of having a house virtually surrounded by dense greenery.

Tomorrow morning she was calling a landscaping company! It was all going,

even the lilacs. Too many places for prowlers to hide.
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She went back to the front door, paced back and forth a million times until she
was so tired she needed duct tape to keep her eyelids open. Finally, unable to keep
going, she dropped on her rump on the bottom stair.

The shadow passed in front of the side light once more, sending her into a state
of panic all over again. If only the glass panes weren’t beveled. She might know what
she was dealing with. She lunged for the front door and peered through the peephole
again.

The lawyer?

The lawyer!

As if a switch had been thrown, her racing heart rate slowed. It was only the
lawyer, Brett Whatever-his-name. She released a huff of air. God, she was a wreck.
Freaking out at every little thing.

But as she twisted the doorknob, the welcome relief morphed into anger. The
lawyer? How dare he come skulking around her house at this hour! What was his deal?
Need to make a payment on that ridiculous car he had? Speaking of cars, where was it
anyway? He had to have driven. Unless he lived close by.

Wouldn't that be her luck?

She didn’t wait for him to knock. She opened the door and, making sure to wield
the broom in the most threatening manner she could, stomped outside and shouted,
“What the hell do you think you're doing?”

He was facing the street. And gauging by the way his very nicely-built body
jerked when she yelled, he hadn’t expected her to open the door yet. He whipped
around and, his gaze dropping to her hands, lifted both of his in the universal position
of surrender.

Such a strong man in such a weak position. For some reason that gesture looked
wrong on him. She had the feeling he didn’t need to use it very often.

“I wanted to make sure you got home safely,” he explained. “Didn’t see your

4

car...
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Fighting a tingle of awareness as her gaze went on a little tour of the landscape
that comprised Brett Whoever, P.C., she tipped her head and glared at him. “It’s parked
in the garage. Like it should be. So get lost. I don’t need a lawyer. And even if I did, I
wouldn’t call you. How fucking low! Trying to solicit new business by doling out cards
at the scene of a murder. Can. You. Say. Ewww?” She punctuated each word with a
thrust of the broom.

“I'm not here to try to get a client.” He crossed his arms over his chest. And
thanks to the fact that he was wearing a short-sleeved shirt, she was privy to the sight of
a couple really nice biceps.

Drool. And drool.

Still, he was a scummy lawyer, she reminded herself. Out to get his next buck.
What else would he be doing at her house in the middle of the night?

“Heh. Yeah,” she scoffed. “Like I'm going to believe that. What’s wrong? The ad
you put in the newspaper didn’t get you enough business this month?”

“Plenty’s wrong. But not for me.” He took a step toward her. It was a pretty large
step. Brought him a whole lot closer to her than she wanted at the moment... or maybe
not. Yes, too close.

She took a couple steps backward, but the closed storm door stopped her from
going any further. The air got a little thicker, harder to inhale. “Yeah... so what're you
trying to say?” She lifted her chin, shifted the broom into her right hand and reached
behind her with the left, searching for the door’s handle. He closed the distance
between them before she had her fingers around it. The scent of man and soap and
something else she couldn’t name swirled around her like a fog. She inhaled deeply, to
see if it was really as pleasant as she’d first thought.

Yeah, it was.

Scared, you should be scared! Not sniffing him like a bouquet of roses.

Now, with his threatening -- albeit scrumptious -- bulk blocking her, and her

head adrift in thoughts of flowers and biceps, she couldn’t step out from in front of the



Tawny Taylor Carpe Nocturne 1: Dressed to Kill -25-

door to open it. Not sure what to do, she released the door’s handle and returned both
hands to the broom.

His gaze met hers and held it captive. “Please. I realize it looks a little strange,
my being here at this hour. But I think there are a few things you need to know.”

His voice was so low and soothing and reassuring the little bit of anger she’d
managed to cling to vanished. Poof. Gone. She was suddenly tempted to invite him
inside.

What am I thinking?

She shoved that idiotic idea aside and yanked her eyes away. For some reason,
her brain seemed to get all soupy when she looked him in the eye.

What had she been about to say? Oh yeah. “Don’t you think a phone call
would’ve been more appropriate? How’d you find out where I live, anyway?”

“That’s what I've come to talk to you about.” He raised a hand to her face, closed
his fingers around her chin and lifted, until she was looking at him again. “You can
trust me.”

A warm, pleasant feeling, like satin running over her skin, swept through her
mind. Equally pleasant tingles danced over her skin, warmed her insides.

Yes, she could trust him. He was strong and mysterious but not scary. He
wanted to help her, not harm her.

Very suddenly, she realized she wanted to touch him. No, she wanted to do a
whole lot more than that. To taste his kiss. To strip naked, throw herself on the floor
and invite him aboard.

The longer she stared into his eyes, the more she wanted to feel his hard body
pressed against hers. His mouth over hers, tasting, taking.

Whatever she was about to say faded from her mind.

He slowly lowered his head, tipping it to the side as it came closer, closer.

He was going to kiss her! And she was so very, very glad. She closed her eyes
and mentally braced herself.

Nothing.
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Confused, her cheeks flaming, she blinked open her eyes. His face was right
there. His nose almost touching hers. His lips so close all it would take was a teeny tiny
shift forward and they’d be firmly planted on hers, where they should be. Yet for some
crazy reason she was frozen in place. Couldn’t move a muscle, except for the ones
operating her eyelids.

He closed his big hands around her upper arms, backed away from her house
several steps, taking her with him, and opened her door.

Dazed, but at least able to move again, she walked inside her house. He followed
her, pushed the front door closed behind him and twisted the deadbolt.

“Come. This way.” He took her hand and led her to the living room couch. “Sit.”

Confused and tired and just plain worn out, she sat. She stared at his face.

It was a bummer to see his expression change. For a second, she’d been sure he’d
come to seduce her. There’d been something in his eyes. The simmer of lust burning
brightly. Thrilling. Intoxicating, that’s what it had been.

But now it was gone and his demeanor was cool. Not cold, but... professional.
Suddenly chilled, she pulled the afghan off the back of the sofa and wrapped it around
herself.

“I have to ask you about something,” he said.

“Oh?”

“Yes, it’s about this.” He pulled a folded, wrinkled cocktail napkin from his
pocket and handed it to her.

Their fingers brushed as she took it from him. She tried to ignore the strange
flutter her heart did at the innocent contact and unfolded the paper. Her name and
phone number were written on the napkin, in her handwriting. She recognized it right
away but wondered how he’d ended up with it. “Yes? I know where this came from.
But how’d you get it?”

“I found it in your office.”
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“That’s impossible. My office? When?” She stared at his face, practically
memorizing his features. He had high cheekbones. A perfect chin. Cute ears. But it was
his eyes that were the most striking.

His eyes...

“Tonight,” he answered, vaguely.

She shook her head to clear it. It felt like it was getting clogged with thick,
gelatinous ook. “When tonight?” What was he getting at? And what had he been doing
in her office?

She lifted her eyes to his again. Why wasn’t he kissing her yet? His lips looked
yummy. It was so hard following this conversation. She wondered if he’d be insulted if
she asked him to put a bag over his head so she could concentrate. Over his whole body
would be even better.

“Earlier,” he said.

As he paced back and forth, she was left to wonder about a lot of things. Was he
really a lawyer? Or was he an undercover cop of some kind? Did he think she’d
murdered that guy?

She needed some space, some air. A brain transplant. Hers had stopped working.
She’d never reacted like this to a man before. It was damned disconcerting.

She stood up and pushed past him. Cripes, his chest was hard as concrete.
Concrete covered with the softest material she’d ever felt. She had to concentrate really,
really hard to get herself to remove her hands from their resting place on his pecs. She
did manage, eventually, and was able to put at least five or six feet between them. Her
head cleared a bit. Relief.

“First, that doesn’t make any sense. And second, want to tell me what’s really
going on here? Because I'm having a hard time believing you're just a nice guy trying to
do a good deed. In one night you've snooped in my office and prowled around my
house. It’s like... three o’clock in the morning. What kind of person goes poking around
someone’s house at three in the morning? Are you a cop?”

“No. I'm not.”
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“Then what gives?”

“I'm no one. A guy who wants to find a killer. That’s all. But more than that, I'm
a guy who wants to protect you.”

“Protect me? From what? What's in this for you? If you're not a cop and you're
not a slimeball lawyer looking for your next meal ticket, then what the hell are you?”
She saw something flicker in his eyes. One corner of his upper lip curled up, just
slightly, giving his mien a hint of dark danger.

Dark danger and wicked promise.

A pulse of warmth shot through her body, nearly knocking her to her knees. She
covered her face with her hands and tried to listen, really listen to what he was about to
say. She had a feeling if she didn’t, she’d be sorry.

“I'm your one and only ally. The only person who really knows what’s going
on.” He paused. “Want me to leave? Right now? Or do you want to hear what I have to
tell you?”

What was with all the vague double-talk? God, she hated this. Why not just spit
it out? What was this guy hiding? For some reason, even though her patience was
wearing as thin as the whisper-fine sheer curtains hanging on the window behind her,
she lowered her hands from her face and mumbled, “Okay. I'll listen.” If there was
something she needed to know, it would be a crime for her to miss out on hearing it just
because she was either too turned on to care... or too annoyed with the good-looking
jackass” Dark and Mysterious Good Guy game.

He motioned for her to sit down again, and she complied. Not because he
wanted her to but because she was so tired she was afraid she might keel over from
exhaustion at any moment.

He resumed his pacing and she couldn’t help noticing the way his backside filled
in his pants.

Why was she so distracted? It felt like her mind wasn’t her own. Her body too. It
was like someone else held a remote control, pushing buttons that controlled her

thoughts, her reactions.
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Had to be exhaustion. Or stress. What else could it be? She leaned her head back
and closed her eyes.

“Back to this napkin,” he said. “You said it was impossible for me to have found
this in your office. Why did you say that?” His voice affected her like the soft hum of a
vibrator. It buzzed through her body, igniting mini-blazes in her groin.

Her eyes still closed, she fanned her face. “Because I wrote that tonight. I know I
did. And I gave it to a young woman who wanted to buy a car.”

“You gave her your home phone number?” His accusatory tone grated like
fingernails on a chalkboard. Doused a bit of the heat boiling her blood, cooling it to a
more tolerable simmer.

She opened her eyes, giving him a dose of squinty mean-eyes. “Yes, I gave her
my home phone number. I have voicemail. It made sense. As a matter of fact, right now
I'm glad I didn’t give her the bar’s number. The bar’ll be closed for the next several days
and my cell phone bill was horrific last month. Not to mention, my cell’s kind of dead
now.”

He nodded slowly, his expression uber-serious now.

She wished that naughty twinkle would come back.

“Where were you when you gave it to her?” he asked.

“Behind the bar, giving Shelley the bartender a hand. She was slammed. When I
was serving a guy a Heineken, I overheard this blonde talking to a friend about needing
a car. I bought the Honda about six months ago, and I haven’t been able to find a buyer
for my old car. So I slipped her my number and told her to call me tomorrow.”

He stopped directly in front of her. For some reason her gaze decided it needed
to pay a visit to the terrain located just south of his belt. Oh. My.

“ Any possibility you took the napkin back into your office for any reason?” she
heard him ask.

“No. I was standing at the bar,” she heard herself answer. “I remember handing
it to her.” She jerked her gaze from the bulge in his pants. Nice bulge it was, but she

knew her staring had to have extended beyond a polite two or three seconds.
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If it did, he seemed unfazed, outside of a slight red tint to the sides of his neck.
“Did you invite the woman into your office for anything?”

“No, I didn’t go into my office until later, when I discovered the man... until...
you know.” She wrapped the afghan more snugly around herself. Damn thing had too
many holes in it. When he just stood there, looking all lost in important finding-a-killer
thoughts, she added, “What? Tell me.”

He rested his hands on the arms of her chair, leaned forward and licked his lips.

Her girly parts rolled out the red carpet.

“Before I tell you what I suspect,” he murmured, “humor me with one more
question.”

“Okayyyy. Then will you tell me what’s going on? I'm really... tired.” Not! Tired
of being teased, yes. She shifted in her seat. Her pussy was really getting warm. She could
feel the slick wetness coating her panties.

He lowered his head a little more and she closed her eyes, expecting him to kiss
her.

“Is there any chance the woman you gave the phone number to might have
given it to the guy who was found dead in your office?” he asked.

Still no kiss? Argh! “I don’t know,” she snapped, revealing her frustration. “I
mean, I didn’t see them together. But I was busy. There were so many people.” What
did he expect? She’d stood facing a wall of men and women demanding beer for hours
before running back to her office for a pen. Got tired of having to borrow one from the
waitresses every few seconds. Nobody paid with cash anymore.

Now, would he kiss her, for God’s sake? She blinked her eyes open just in time to
catch him grimacing.

“If that’s the case,” he said, backing away from her, “then we need to consider
the worst.”

“Which is?”

“Which is... you handed your phone number to a murderer.”
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All of a sudden, Sylvie didn’t feel so well. Her stomach lurched and she made a
dash for the bathroom. She made it to the toilet a second before the heaving started full
force.

A few minutes later, she emerged from the bathroom, tears still blurring her
vision, her stomach empty. She’d brushed her teeth and washed her face but still felt
yucky. And shaky and sick. And bone weary. But a little more clear-headed, for some
reason.

“Are you okay?” He looked concerned, and she was extremely grateful he’d
decided to risk her calling the cops to come and tell her about the napkin.

God, she might've given her phone number to a murderer!

Of course on the bright side, it seemed the murderer had dropped it. That gave
her some hope a psycho killer wouldn’t be knocking on her front door tonight.

“No, I don’t think I'm okay,” she answered. “I haven’t dealt with stuff like this in
a long... I mean, what should I think? I gave her my phone number, yes. But does that
mean she wants to kill me? Or does that mean she wants to buy my car? And she lost
the paper. So am I safe? Or does she have a photographic memory?”

“Want to take a chance?”

“No, not really.”

“Okay. Then I think you should pack. You can stay with me for a few days,
unless you want me to get you a hotel room somewhere.”

She thought about it for a minute. Hotel room. Alone. Versus a safe and secure
home with a guy who looked like he could whoop some serious killer-chick ass?

Did she trust this guy? His story about being a good guy who just wanted to help
her was more than a little shady, but she felt deep in her gut that he wasn’t out to harm
her.

But to play it safe, she could call Lisa and leave a message, letting her know
where she’d be staying. She fished in her purse for Brett’s card. “I'll be right back. Uh.

There is one thing. How do you feel about poodles?”
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He looked like a guy who’d just been told he needed to have both testicles
removed with some fishing line and a dull butter knife. “Great. I love dogs,” he said

weakly.



Chapter 3

Brett’s apartment wasn’t exactly your typical bachelor pad, though it wasn’t
nearly as showy as the car he drove. The furnishings boasted simple lines. The colors
were muted -- tans, browns. They gave her an instant feeling of calm tranquility. She
felt safe.

“This is very nice,” Sylvie said as she followed him through the living room.

“Thank you.” He led her down a narrow hallway, pointed to the right. “This is
the bathroom.” Then he stopped at the first door on the left. “And this is the guestroom.
I hope you’ll be comfortable here.” He pushed open the door to reveal a gorgeous room
decorated in a slightly darker version of the living room’s color scheme. The bed was
covered in rich-looking fabrics and piled high with pillows.

Heaven!

She sat, gave it a quick bounce test. Soft. Just the way she liked it. “How could
anyone be anything but comfortable in here? It’s nicer than a five-star hotel.”

He looked pleased. His smile made her feel all soft and girly and warm.
“Excellent,” he said, his voice like a low purr.

Oh, how she wanted to rub up against that dangerous feline.

Lulu circled a few times then curled up for a nap in her lap. No doubt it was the
heat radiating from certain body parts that inspired her dog to settle there. Her face
warming, her heart hopping around in her rib cage like a toddler on a sugar buzz,
Sylvie ran her hand down Lulu’s back. “Th-thanks.”

He stepped out of the room. “You're welcome. If you need anything else --”

“Wait!” Before he got too far, she set Lulu down, hopped off the bed, ran to the

door and caught his wrist. Their eyes met and she swore someone had cranked up the
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heat to ninety. “No, I mean thank you. For everything. I haven’t been exactly
cooperative tonight. I jumped to all kinds of conclusions and suspected the worst --”

“You were frightened.”

“Yes,” she heard herself whisper as she stared at his mouth. Those really were
the most amazing lips she’d ever seen on a man. She wondered what it would take to
convince him to kiss her.

Suddenly, she wasn’t holding his wrist, he