


[image: 001]




[image: 002]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

 


Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

 


Epilogue

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Teaser chapter




PRAISE FOR MARIE TREANOR AND HER NOVELS

[image: 001]
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Chapter One
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The vampire Saloman had not killed in two weeks. As Luiz Salgado-Rodriguez wandered toward him like a wraith among the shadows, hunger surged and Saloman anticipated the exquisite rush that came from a powerful kill.

And yet, observing the elderly professor shuffle across the vinestrewn courtyard of his Salamanca home, Saloman craved a harder kill, an enemy worthy enough physically to make him work. In short, he wanted a fight.

Instead, he stepped off the roof, his black leather coat streaming upward to slow his descent, and landed with impeccable elegance in front of the professor. “Good evening,” he said politely in Spanish.

Although the old man was startled—who wouldn’t be?—he neither screamed nor bolted, and in his pale, cloudy eyes, Saloman could make out no sign of fear. In fact, Luiz Salgado-Rodriguez smiled, as if he recognized death and welcomed it.

“Are you . . . Saloman?” he asked, his voice as frail and uncertain as his body.

Saloman smiled. “You’ve been expecting me,” he said mockingly. As if he were the host rather than the visitor, he waved one inviting hand at the stone bench beside them, and the professor sat, a little too quickly for grace. “The vampire hunters explained your family history, perhaps? Told you that your ancestress Tsigana once killed me?”

The old man shrugged. “There was no need. I am aware of my own heritage. Although it was interesting to learn that you had been awakened. I didn’t expect a dying old man to interest you—not until the others came.”

Saloman stirred, closing the distance between them and sinking down onto the bench with his body turned toward the old man. “The others? Other vampires have been here?”

It was the old man’s turn to smile, a weak but surprisingly charming gesture. “Not here. I’ve always known how to protect myself from your kind, so although I see them in the town from time to time, they are not aware of me or my descent.” He gazed into the distance, and then, as if rediscovering his thread, back to Saloman. “No, I meant Dante, the American. He wanted the sword.”

Saloman sat very still, searching the professor’s wise old face. “Did you give it to him?”

“I couldn’t. I didn’t have it. To my knowledge, it has never been in the Spanish branch of the family.” The professor stretched his leg out as if to ease it. “And you, sir. Did you come for the sword, or for my life?”

Saloman liked him. He liked the eccentricity of sitting in the man’s courtyard, discussing his death in civilized, conversational tones. In fact, he wished he’d known him earlier.

“Both,” he replied. His ears caught a faint sound, like a soft breeze blowing across the roof; his senses prickled and he scanned around the four sides of the little yard. “Although it seems I will have to settle for your life. Who is this Dante who asked you for my sword?”

“An American—charming man. A senator, I believe.”

Shadows danced on the roof, dark with menace, too many to be  opportunistic. “Thank you,” Saloman said politely. “Your masking charm works well—I’m impressed by such knowledge in a human—but I’m afraid I didn’t follow the same security. I have a different agenda.”

For the first time, the professor began to look bewildered. “What do you mean?”

“I mean sit still and pretend to be dead already.” Saloman leapt to his feet as the black shadows all dived from the rooftop in perfect time. Reaching up he grabbed the nearest, plucking him out of the air to snap his neck and hurl him at one of his companions with enough force to fell her too. It gave him the time necessary to deal with the others.

The wooden stake driving for his heart glanced harmlessly off his leather coat. The idiots had come in force but without any clear idea of how to kill an Ancient. Saloman glimpsed the shock and terror in the vampire’s face before he swung him up in one arm and snatched the stake from his powerless fingers, tearing at his throat even as he staked the next vampire in line.

They burst into dust at the same time, and Saloman whirled, kicking another across the yard before he staked the female vampire running at him once more. However, he was surrounded now, and the rest provided a harder fight. There were some strong vampires among them. Even now, theoretically, they had the strength to destroy him. With something akin to relief, Saloman let go, embraced the rush of energy and bloodlust, parrying and hitting, taking the blows in stride, staking and breaking with a speed that must have looked like frenzy to the ignored old man who sat still as a stone in the midst of carnage.

At last only the first attacker was left, lying prone on the ground in helpless agony, waiting for his broken neck to heal. Terror glared out of his face as Saloman crouched down beside him.

“What was the point?” Saloman asked him.

“Independence,” the vampire whispered. “We do as we please. No rule, not by Juana and not by you.”

“No existence,” Saloman pointed out with one casual wave around  the empty courtyard. A couple of large plant pots had been broken and a tree bent almost to its roots, but the dust glistening in the starlight was the only other sign of the vampire attack. He sighed. “And no understanding.” He raised the stake in his hand and plunged downward, and the last of his Spanish enemies turned to dust.

The vampires of the Iberian Peninsula now all answered to him—through the delectable if stern Juana. What a pity that there would be no time for another night with her.

Is it? She’s a superb fuck but she’s hardly— He shut down the bitter thought. He would not think of Elizabeth. Not here.

Rising to his feet, Saloman walked across the courtyard to the professor, whose eyes were wide in his skull-like head.

“Madre de Dios,” he whispered. “You really are a demon.”

“Did you doubt it?”

“I’m old; I’m dying. I’ve thought of death for so long and with so much longing that I imagined it would be easy, even at your hands. And now I wonder what my selfishness will cost the world. If you gain strength from my death—”

“I will,” Saloman interrupted.

“Has there ever been a more powerful force in the world?” the old man said despairingly. “No one can fight you.”

“Not entirely true,” Saloman observed judiciously. “But trust me: Death is better from me than from them.” He gestured across the yard in the general direction of the place he’d killed the last of his attackers, and reached for the professor. His desire to fight assuaged, he was pleased to give the professor a good death, even as the old man strained feebly away from him.

“I don’t want my blood to destroy the world!” he cried out as Saloman drew him inexorably against his chest.

Saloman bit into his throat and the old man gasped, his scrabbling fingers stretching, and then curling into fists on Saloman’s shoulders.

Perhaps you will help save the world instead, Saloman said to him  telepathically. Blood spilled over his teeth and down his throat, and the old man relaxed in his arms. Bliss had drowned his pain. With fierce pleasure, Saloman sucked the strong, heady blood of Tsigana into himself, and welcomed the rush of power like an old friend.

The old man moved his lips weakly, speaking almost with his last breath. “At least you don’t have the sword.”

 

It was her hair that caught his attention. Glimpsed in the tiny space between the moving shoulders of his entourage, it seemed to sparkle like pale red gold in a blink of sunlight. Josh Alexander veered right to see beyond his press secretary, and discovered that the lovely hair belonged to an equally beautiful woman. Caught in the halo of sun from the window above, she looked like a glorious if slightly untidy angel.

She stood at the reception desk, arguing with the immaculately groomed receptionist whom she nevertheless managed to outshine without trying. Her long, strawberry blond hair was tied behind her head in a loose ponytail, from where much of it had fought its way free around a delicate yet oddly determined face. Her beauty lay in her fine bone structure, her appeal to Josh in the fact that she’d done nothing obvious to enhance it.

Pushing past his surprised secretary, Josh propped himself against a nearby pillar to watch her. His schedule was clear and he was ready to play.

“I’ve already told you, there’s no one of that name staying here,” the receptionist was reciting in a bored voice.

“How can you tell without looking?” came the dry response, and Josh felt a frisson pass down his spine. Her voice was Scottish—educated Scottish, he guessed from the fact that he could understand her so easily—low pitched and clear. The sort of voice he longed to act opposite, or even just be opposite, in any number of romantic scenes on- and offscreen.

“I assure you—” the receptionist began again.

“You can’t assure me of anything if you don’t use the tools available to you. Please let me speak to your supervisor.”

“I am the supervisor.”

“Then your manager will do perfectly.”

The receptionist seemed taken aback by the other woman’s quiet determination. Fooled by her casual appearance and something appealingly gentle in her expression, she’d obviously failed to notice the steel behind it. Josh had seen it right away, but then Josh studied faces obsessively. That was what made him so good at his job.

“Josh, what are you doing?” Mark, his press secretary, said urgently, standing right in front of him to block his view. “Hotel security has just warned us to go straight to the elevator. That girl at reception is probably gutter press—she’s asking for you and she’s about to cause trouble.”

“Is she really?” Josh grinned. He’d only just emerged from the press conference a happy man, because the local journalists were eating out of his hand, and because the location filming had gone well, much faster than expected, leaving him time to relax for a few days and see a bit more of Scotland before he had to return to the States. And now here was this unusual and beautiful woman with a voice that sent shivers down his spine, actually looking for him. It was a gift.

Brushing past the outraged Mark, who still hissed after him in protest, he walked toward reception. The receptionist’s eyes flickered to him in both alarm and gratification. Presumably it wasn’t every day she spoke to a Hollywood movie star. On the other hand, it was bad luck to have this rare opportunity while failing to appease an ill-tempered customer. She almost preened, though, as if glad he’d see her carrying out her instructions so well, even in such a difficult situation.

“Look,” Josh’s target said, barely sparing him a glance, much to his amusement, as he leaned one elbow on the desk beside her. “I’m well aware he’s staying here. Please just give him this note from his cousin.”

The receptionist smiled and twitched the plain white envelope from the girl’s fingers. At least she didn’t put it straight in the bin.  “Madam, Edinburgh is suddenly full of Josh Alexander’s relations. Good evening.”

Frustrated and clearly well aware that the note was unlikely ever to get near its intended recipient, the strawberry blond sighed. “Your manager, please,” she repeated. “As quickly as possible.”

“I doubt that will be necessary,” Josh said smoothly. “May I read the note now? And are you my cousin?”

The receptionist looked aghast under her layers of carefully applied makeup. The other girl swung around in surprise and gave him a long, considering look. Unexpectedly, a breath of laughter sounded and was choked off.

“Ah. Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. I was too busy being angry. I’m Elizabeth Silk.”

Without affectation, she held out one small but long-fingered hand, free of any rings. Another good omen. Josh took it, smiling, and she let go again after the briefest of shakes.

“Cousin Elizabeth,” he said, letting his eyes do the laughing. “How wonderful to meet you at last. Thank you,” he added to the receptionist, taking the envelope from her nerveless fingers, before ushering “Cousin Elizabeth” away from the desk—and into the waiting huddle of his bodyguard and press secretary.

Josh took care of their objections before they were uttered with one peremptory wave of the hand, and an extra glare for Mark, who felt orders he didn’t like shouldn’t apply to him. With reluctance as well as a look of wounded outrage, Mark fell back too.

“What can I do for you, Cousin?” Josh inquired, smiling, when they had a couple of feet of space.

For the first time, she looked slightly flummoxed. A hint of color tinged her pale cheeks. “We are actually cousins,” she said apologetically. “Very distant, but still related. I’ve been trying to talk to you for months—so have my friends—but your people never let us near you, even by phone.”

“Sorry,” Josh said easily. “I’m afraid I get a lot of crank calls and letters. Sometimes genuine ones get blocked with them.”

Of course, he still had no way of judging which category she belonged in, and her quick, sardonic smile acknowledged it.

“I understand,” she said. “Do you know your family tree? Our nearest common ancestor is Harry Alexander, whose son Daniel emigrated to America in the late nineteenth century. Harry’s daughter married Robert Silk and stayed in Scotland.”

“Good old Harry,” Josh said, but he felt the smile fading from his lips. Cousin Elizabeth Silk had surprised him again. Either she’d done a lot of homework—which made her rather more dangerous than an opportunistic fan—or she really was a distant cousin. “That’s a long way back.”

“Oh, it goes a lot further, which is what I want to talk to you about. Do you have a few minutes?”

Hell, she was beautiful, and in the sort of way he didn’t see every day. She’d worked hard to get to him. She deserved a treat, and after all the difficulties of filming on location under the Scottish weather, so did he. For her beautiful hair and her seductive voice, to say nothing of whatever delights lay hidden beneath her nondescript jeans and jacket, he was prepared to risk it.

“Sure,” he said, indicating the elevator, outside which his entourage still lurked, watching them with suspicion. “My schedule is clear. Come on up.”

Color flooded her face. She knew exactly what he meant, and the quick flash of indignation in her dark hazel eyes told him he’d made a rare misjudgment. Nevertheless, her gaze remained steady.

“That’s not necessary,” she said icily. “If we could just sit there . . .” She indicated a nearby sofa in the reception area, with a low table and newspapers. “. . . I’ll only take ten minutes of your time.”

Josh made a fast recovery. Employing the boyish, slightly rueful grin that had worked for him since childhood, he spread his hands. “I  can’t be here at all for more than two minutes, or the place gets invaded by press. They’re probably already on their way. I understand your concern, but acquit me of dishonorable designs! I was only looking for a bit of privacy.”

Her gaze fell away, as if she was ashamed, and he knew she’d bought it. Which was a relief, because having started this, whatever it was, he rather wanted to see where it led.

“Of course,” she muttered. “I forgot. The life of a film star can’t be easy.”

“It has compensations. Tell you what, we could go out for dinner and talk. You pick the restaurant. Preferably somewhere small and discreet where we won’t attract attention.”

A faint smile returned to her eyes. “All right.”

 

She was delightful. There was no mad dash to change for dinner, to repair her makeup—she didn’t appear to be wearing any, so far as Josh could tell—or even to comb her hair. She simply walked with him, Mark, and Fenstein the bodyguard, out of the hotel by the discreet side exit and into a cab, which she directed.

Edinburgh was a small city, and it wasn’t far to her chosen restaurant. Downhill from the fashionable central part of the city into slightly dingier territory. The driver knew the place she named and dropped them off at the door.

Elizabeth didn’t even blink when Mark entered the restaurant with them, spoke quietly with the manager, and handed over the bribe that would facilitate a fast exit around the back if the press got wind of Josh’s presence here.

“This is nice,” Josh said genuinely, looking around him when they were seated. “Homey.”

“The food is wonderful,” Elizabeth said, just a little too enthusiastically. As if she understood he was used to more fashionable and expensive haunts and didn’t want to be ashamed of the best place she knew.

“You’ve been here before?” he asked easily.

“A couple of times with a work colleague.”

“What do you do?”

“I teach at St. Andrews University. On a temporary contract. I’ve just finished my PhD, waiting for the verdict.”

Ah, she was an academic. He should have guessed sooner, for her appearance gave it away—a little unworldly and scatty, uncaring of her appearance, since her mind, no doubt, lingered in higher planes of learning. He wondered what the hell she made of Psychics, despite its commercial success.

But damn, she was a lot prettier than any of the academics he’d ever encountered before. And a lot cooler than most of the women who blatantly sought him out with feeble excuses and downright lies. Her smile was friendly when she met his curious gaze, but no more than that. If she hadn’t been kicking up a fuss at the hotel for him he’d never have believed that she was remotely interested in him. A bit lowering for the ego, perhaps, but for some reason it made her all the more intriguing.

He couldn’t make up his mind about her age. She might have been as young as twenty-three or -four, or ten years older.

He waited until he’d ordered wine before asking, “What’s your thesis on?”

“Historical superstitions,” Elizabeth said. There was the smallest pause before she added, “Which is part of what I need to talk to you about.”

“Yes? My father would have been more help to you there. He had more superstitions than the rest of us put together.”

“Really? What kind of superstitions?”

“All kinds,” Josh said. He gave the quick, affectionate grin that the poignant memory of his father always inspired. “My dad was a great guy. A bit eccentric, perhaps, but where’s the harm in giving free rein to your imagination?”

“None. Isn’t that how you earn your living?”

Surprised, Josh laughed. “I suppose so.” The waiter appeared at his side, and while he went through the required ritual of tasting the wine, which was pretty good, considering, he took another quick, appraising look around the restaurant. It was quiet, being midweek, and they had been obligingly placed at the back, near the kitchen entrance, with an empty table between them and the nearest patrons, none of whom were paying him any attention. They wouldn’t easily be overheard either. She’d picked just the right place, and Josh warmed to her all over again. A buzz of excitement began to flow through his body at the prospect not just of dinner with this intriguing woman, but the far greater intimacies that would inevitably follow.

Josh kept up a flow of light conversation until their starters arrived, telling her amusing anecdotes about traveling and filming. Many of his jokes were against himself and it was quite fun to watch Elizabeth thaw and warm to his self-deprecation. It wasn’t entirely assumed either. In truth Josh still found the whole stardom thing funny. Emily, his wife, had helped keep his feet on the ground when he was younger, and now that she was dead, he couldn’t seem to take anything else very seriously, even the catapulting-to-megastardom status that had come with the success of Psychics. But he still got a kick out of surprising the enigmatic Elizabeth.

“So,” he said over their starters, “what in particular did you want to talk about? Family or superstition?”

“Both.”

“Fantastic. Have I inherited a haunted castle in Scotland?”

Elizabeth smiled. “Not to my knowledge.” She took a forkful of her lemon risotto and appeared to savor it before she added, “In fact, what you have inherited, you won’t want. We have another common ancestor, far older than Harry Alexander. A seventeenth-century Hungarian lady called Tsigana.”

“Interesting,” Josh allowed. He let the creamy sauce melt on his tongue and swallowed. “Wow, this pasta is good!”

But Elizabeth wasn’t distracted. “Have you heard of her? Tsigana?”

“Can’t say I have.”

“She was very . . . colorful, let’s say. In fact, she murdered someone.”

“They can’t touch us for it, can they?” Josh asked in mock alarm.

“It depends on who you mean by ‘they.’ ”

Warning prickles in his neck caused Josh to lay down his fork and pick up his wineglass. He gazed at her over the rim. “Go on.”

Elizabeth took a deep breath. “Someone does still want revenge for that killing. And he’s taking it out on Tsigana’s descendants.”

Oh, damnation. Mad as a coot. Josh sipped his wine and set down his glass. “Are the police dealing with this lunatic?” Are they dealing with you?

“Not the police exactly. But other authorities are trying to stop him, yes. In fact, I sort of represent this authority.”

Josh didn’t frown. On the contrary, he kept his face smooth, offering no clues as to his true thoughts. “Some sort of intelligence service?” he hazarded.

“Sort of,” Elizabeth said doubtfully, making the corner of his mouth twitch. He hadn’t expected doubt so much as self-important boasting. “The point is, this organization has been trying to reach you for several months to warn you and to offer protection. When I saw your press conference announced, I thought this was my last chance to see you in person and pass that warning on before you went home.”

“Well, thanks,” Josh said, allowing a twinkle back into his eyes. He was sure his original assessment was right—she wasn’t dangerous. “But I’m afraid I don’t get exactly what you’re warning me about. Some madman who dislikes me because I’m descended from your Hungarian lady?”

“Um, yes.” She sounded apologetic.

“Doesn’t he dislike you too, then?”

Elizabeth smiled into her wine. “We’ve had our run-ins,” she said, and drank a little.

Now, what the hell did that mean? “Okay.” Curiously, Josh watched her lower the glass. “I’ll keep my eyes open for the lunatic. Thanks for the warning.”

“Thanks for pretending you mean it,” Elizabeth countered, and Josh let out a surprised laugh. Crazy or not, she was still rather delightful. “There’s more,” she added before he could get his hopes up too far. “And this is the difficult bit, because I have to make you realize the threat is real and lethal. You said your father was superstitious—do you share any of his beliefs? For example, do you believe in the existence of vampires?”

Josh sighed. “Nope. Nor werewolves, goblins, zombies, demons, or even bad luck.” He shifted in his seat and now only good manners prevented him from looking at his watch. He’d plead tiredness and skip dessert. Damn it, he really wanted to get laid, and she was so deliciously layable. . . .

“Taxi for Mr. Alexander,” she said with a quick, wry smile, surprising him all over again. Clearly, there was nothing wrong with her observational skills. “It’s all right,” she soothed. “I’m not insane. A year ago, I didn’t believe in any of these things either, but some of them, at least, are real. There is a vampire out there—a very strong and ruthless one—picking off all Tsigana’s living descendants. And those of the other conspirators in his murder. Not only for revenge, but because they, you and I, carry the blood of his killers, and that blood gives him a kind of mystical power.”

“If Tsigana killed him,” Josh interjected, seeking an easy victory through reason, “how come he’s still running around?”

“He was . . . awakened. By accident.” Her eyes flickered away and back, as if she’d briefly lost courage and then recovered it. “His name is Saloman.”

Saloman? Where had he heard that name before? Unimportant. “Okay.” He sat back to let the waiter take his plate. “I’ll bear it in mind.”

Elizabeth regarded him ruefully. “No, you won’t. You don’t believe  a word of it, and the worst of it is, I can’t blame you for that. Just be watchful. I should tell you that two fellow descendants of ours have died in the last six months, probably at his hands. But at least you have bodyguards and people to look out for you.” Again came those warning prickles, but he didn’t have time to work out whether they came from her or from her warning, for she was speaking again. “Josh?”

“Yes?”

“Promise me you won’t throw away that letter I tried to leave at the hotel. It’s got the phone numbers of people who can help you if you’re ever in need of it. One of them is mine. The other is for an international organization that deals with threats like this. The one I mentioned earlier. You should contact them, let them protect you.”

Josh rubbed one finger across his lips. He wanted to be honest and tell her he’d throw the letter out as soon as he got back to the hotel. Tell her to fuck off because she wasn’t the easy-if-eccentric lay he’d believed her to be when they first spoke. But he could never quite shake off the courtesy that formed the foundation of his nature. Nor could he lie, he acknowledged with regret, even to a stranger.

Josh sighed and touched his breast pocket, where he’d stashed the letter. It still rustled. “I promise.”




Chapter Two
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Returning to the hotel alone hadn’t been in Josh’s original plan, but he supposed, as he shut his bedroom door, that it could have been a worse evening. Once the crazy talk had been gotten out of the way, he’d rather enjoyed Elizabeth’s company. She was intelligent and humorous and happy to listen to his stories. He’d even told her a bit about Emily, and she hadn’t pried or annoyed him with outpourings of false sympathy. On the contrary, he’d felt she understood grief and he’d picked up a wave of quiet, sincere compassion. He should have asked her about her own life more, discovered where that understanding had come from, for he doubted he’d ever see her again.

Mind you, away from the crazy talk of vampires and revenge, he realized he wouldn’t actually object to seeing her again. After all, he’d accepted his father’s similar oddities and still loved him. It struck him now, throwing his jacket on his large, empty bed, that there had been a certain empathy between him and Elizabeth. Or perhaps he was imagining that because he was bored with the rich and self-seeking sirens who seemed to form the bulk of his acquaintances these days.

Smiling sourly, he walked toward the bathroom, only to be distracted by the ringing of his phone. He picked it up from the dresser and glanced at the name on the screen. Senator Dante. One didn’t ignore Senator Grayson Dante.

“Senator, hello!” he greeted him with polite enthusiasm. “How are you?”

“I’m great! In fact, I’m in Scotland!”

“Good lord. What are you doing here?”

“Oh, I had some talks with the prime minister in London, and then they wheeled me up here to meet the queen at her Scottish castle—Balmoral.”

Josh whistled to show how impressed he was, and began to ease out of his shirt while Dante continued to speak.

“Anyway, I’ve rented this amazing house for the week, thought I’d throw a party here this weekend.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Josh approved, removing Elizabeth’s letter from his shirt pocket with one hand before tossing the shirt onto the bed beside his jacket. “Is the queen coming?”

Dante laughed. He had a good laugh, which won him a lot of friends, including Josh. “I wish! No, no, but I do have a promise from your gorgeous costar of Psychics 2, so I hope you can make it.”

Josh grimaced. His gorgeous costar, Jerri Cusack, was a prize bitch and fancied the publicity of an offscreen romance to go with the onscreen passion. Josh couldn’t face it. Staring at the letter in his hand, he said impulsively, “May I bring a guest? My Scottish cousin.”

“Of course!” Dante agreed wholeheartedly, while Josh tore open the envelope with his teeth. “I hope she’s pretty, because I have another guest I’d particularly like to impress. Do you know Adam Simon?”

“No,” Josh said without much interest. He was reading Elizabeth’s letter, a very brief and stark outline of the crazy talk in the restaurant, together with two phone numbers, one of which was her own. Josh smiled and folded the letter. Refocusing, he repeated, “Adam Simon? Who’s he?”

Josh didn’t mind Dante using his high profile to impress certain people. He was used to it and happy enough to help out a friend. It had worked both ways in the past.

“European businessman, very young and determined. Popped out of Eastern Europe a few months ago, branching out in the UK and the States. Truth be told, he’s stood on my toes a couple of times already. I need the guy onside!”

Josh laughed. “Charm offensive, is it?” he asked cynically.

“Love your understanding, Josh. Be great to see you here at the weekend! Look forward to it. I’ll send you details. Oh, and Josh, I don’t suppose you’ve brought that antique sword with you?”

Unbidden, Josh’s eyes flew to his suitcase. Uneasily, he remembered exactly why he’d brought the family heirloom, and that was to do with Dante too. He hadn’t wanted the senator “borrowing” it, or “buying” it from his people in his absence. He liked Dante, but the man had few scruples about getting his own way, and he’d wanted the sword pretty badly.

“Actually, yes,” Josh admitted. “I did bring it. But it’s still not for sale.”

Dante laughed again. “You’re a hard man, Josh! No, the reason I ask is, there’ll be some people around this weekend, experts in this field of antiquities, who could give you a proper valuation and maybe even more details of its history. If you bring it up with you, I can ask them to take a look.”

“Well, all right,” Josh said reluctantly, “but it still won’t be for sale, whatever figure your guys come up with.”

This was apparently a great joke to Dante, and Josh found himself smiling at the sound of the senator’s mirth. But as he rang off, uneasiness tugged at him again. He was not a superstitious man, and he didn’t believe in magic of any kind, but the last time he’d touched the sword . . .

He shook his head to clear it. Dante had turned up to visit unexpectedly  after learning they had apartments in the same block of New York City; and after a couple of beers, when the conversation had veered toward antiques and heirlooms, Josh had shown him the sword. Something, whether static electricity or imagination, had made Josh drop the weapon, feeling a sharp pain in his hand that couldn’t possibly have been there. It was no more real than the weird vision that had flashed in front of his eyes, of a young and bloodied stranger demanding the return of his sword in dark, threatening tones.

Josh shivered and shrugged the memory off. He’d been drunk at the time. But what had really bothered him about the whole episode was the unpalatable idea that the sword was not Josh’s own. When it bloody well was. It had been in his family for generations, and was all he now had left of his father—that and the horrible old coat in which it was wrapped. And Josh was damned if he’d give either to anyone for any price.

 

It was late by the time Elizabeth got home to her flat in St. Andrews, but she knew she wouldn’t sleep.

Turning on the gas fire to allay the gloom, she went to the CD player, discarded the classical disk that was already there, and replaced it with a rock one. Hoping the beat would reinvigorate her suddenly dismal mood, she sank onto the sofa and picked up her paperback book. But instead of reading it, she found herself gazing into the fire while her thoughts drifted without permission.

During the journey, she’d hovered between satisfaction at having finally warned Josh Alexander of the danger he faced, and frustration because she hadn’t been able to make him believe any of it, let alone to act on it. She just hoped now that he’d never discover he was wrong. He was a nice bloke, for a film star. In fact, he was a nice bloke period, and she wished him well.

After all, she’d no proof that Saloman was responsible for the deaths of the other two descendants in the last couple of months. They’d  been old and death was certified as natural causes. But still, Elizabeth doubted.

She closed her eyes, letting the familiar emptiness and loneliness engulf her. Nights were the worst. When she couldn’t sleep and there were no distractions, no jobs that had to be done by morning, then her thoughts inevitably turned to him, to memory and need and loss.

A wild guitar solo filled her ears; the relentless rock beat from the CD vibrated softly under her feet and through the sofa into her body. She could almost imagine herself back at the Angel in Budapest, dancing in Saloman’s arms with guilty, sensual enjoyment. Or lying here on this sofa watching his naked back as he chose the CD. Rock music had fascinated him, aroused him. . . .

With sudden, painful intensity, she wanted him here, now, to enjoy it with her. She wanted to watch him prowl toward her, his pale, smooth skin gleaming in the dim light, rippling over muscle and sinew as he walked and sank onto the sofa beside her, touching her with his clever, demanding hands, caressing her breasts and hips while the weight of his body pressed into her, and he bent to bite into her throat and drink her blood. She’d love the weird, wicked rush of his touch drowning the instant of pain, but he wouldn’t let it go on too long. Instead, he’d heal the wounds with the tip of his knowing tongue, and before entering her body he’d move on to kiss her mouth. Saloman’s kisses . . . She’d never know them again, never feel the excitement or the joy of his unique, overwhelming passion. Sex with Saloman . . .

She squirmed against the cushions, drawing in a shuddering breath to banish the fantasy. She couldn’t allow herself more than a moment of remembrance. If she lingered on his memory, the loss felt too great.

She sprang to her feet, determined to change the direction of her wayward thoughts, even if just through the familiar routine of clearing up for the night and preparing for bed. Talking to Josh about vampires had brought it all back. Thinking hard about tomorrow’s classes would  make it all go away again. And tomorrow, in daylight, at the start of her busy day, she’d call Mihaela and tell her about Josh.

It was a good plan, and similar strategies had worked before, but as she lay down, drawing the quilt up to her ears, and switched off the bedside lamp, she imagined she lay in Saloman’s powerful arms, as she had done six months ago on the night before they’d parted at her insistence. She turned her face into the pillow, imagining the smell of him lingered there.

I love you. I still love you.

But he couldn’t hear her. He’d gone for good.

 

It was at least a sign of trust that the English vampire Mort invited him freely into his lair. A bleak, uncomfortable home—spacious but with few added luxuries since the days when cars had been manufactured there. As the vampires closed in on Saloman from all sides, the atmosphere bristled with suspicion and hostility.

Only Mort, easily the most powerful among them, made any pretense at welcome; and when he’d made his grudging little speech, the others continued to stare at Saloman in what they no doubt hoped was an intimidating manner. Certainly, their fangs were on display.

In fact, they reminded Saloman of sullen schoolkids being obliged to toe the line and acknowledge their headmaster’s discipline.

Saloman introduced his companion. “This is James,” he said, and everyone’s attention switched to the still human by his side. Youthful and vigorous, if rather shabbily dressed, he happened to be a student of economics.

“What’s the matter with him?” Mort asked. “He looks asleep.”

“He is.”

“Did you bring him as a present for us?” sneered one of the vampires. He was young and arrogant and his name was Del.

Saloman didn’t trouble to glance at Del, but looked instead around the bare, echoing east London factory. “No, I brought him as a demonstration.  When I’m finished, I’ll take him back where he came from. Do you like living here?”

Startled by the abrupt change of subject, Mort dragged his gaze from the sleepwalking human. “It’s big and it’s safe.”

“Don’t you ever miss basic comfort?”

“Carpets and sofas and televisions?” Mort snorted. “A two-up, two-down terrace house, perhaps? With the neighbors getting restive as their numbers dwindle?”

Several of the vampires sniggered. Saloman spared each of them a glance, then, in the silence, let his gaze linger on the bloodstains on the floor, the rough resting areas that seemed to have developed in various corners of the factory.

“Well,” he murmured, “it seems to me your lives are a little . . . bestial.” On the last word, he hooked Mort’s gaze again. “And you are better than that. As you swore allegiance to me and I rely on you, I would like to see you more . . . contented.”

Surprise ensured the vampires’ long silence. A few glanced for guidance to Mort.

“You are strong vampires,” Saloman said. “There is no need to live like rats or feral dogs in deserted sewers and condemned buildings, where the most fun you have is when you drag a few humans down here to have a party before you kill them.”

“It was only two humans,” Mort said hastily, “and we got rid of the bodies. It’s not a normal occurrence. We don’t wish to draw the attention of the human police or the hunters.”

“Very sensible,” said Saloman. “And yet you’d find it quite easy to live in more pleasant surroundings without hassle if you just learned not to murder your prey.”

“Are you denying us existence now?” Del demanded.

“I might, if you don’t stop interrupting me.” Although he spoke mildly, Saloman let Del have the full force of his gaze, and the sneer froze on the young vampire’s lips. “A vampire needs blood; he does  not need to kill. Take my friend James here.” Drawing James’s unresisting body a step closer, Saloman bent and sank his teeth into the man’s throat.

Or rather, Saloman added telepathically, I’ll take James. I met him in a pub and we just happened to leave at the same time.

His words made it directly to Mort and a couple of others. A few struggled to receive the telepathic message; a couple didn’t receive it at all. Saloman felt their bafflement and detached his teeth from James’s neck before he’d drunk more than a taste. He glared at the confused vampires who’d heard nothing. One of them was Del.

“Open your minds, fools,” he uttered with contempt. “You are more than human. Use all the senses you have been given and learn before you perish like the sewer rats you’ve let yourselves become.”

Saloman had no patience with such a waste of existence. Reaching out with his mind, he brutally wrenched open the paths the vampires should have been aware of since their turning. They’d ignored the psychic routes until, like an overgrown track, they’d become impassable. The vampires cried out in shock as he cleared the way in their minds, and Saloman returned to James’s throat.

This, he said, showing them, is how I blocked his mind to what is happening. Some humans can be irreparably traumatized by vampire bites, so unless you have an understanding with your prey, always block them from remembering. Then drink. He sucked James’s blood, and even through his trance, James sighed in pleasure. Saloman made sure the vampires picked that up, let them see in turn the pleasure this gave to him. And if you feel this—he paused as James’s pounding heart began to struggle—then you’ve taken too much.

Saloman detached his teeth once more, licked the wound to heal it.

“He’s going to feel a little weak for a day or two, but he’ll remember me as no more than an amiable drinking companion. If I hung around London long enough we might even become friends. In the  meantime, I can move among humanity with no one hunting me. I can do more than rot in a disused factory and move on when I need to. I can make my existence more enjoyable and worthwhile.”

Releasing James, he looked at Mort. “What you do with that existence is, of course, your own choice. But it is a crime to do nothing. It is a crime to kill without reason. Vampires do not need the kill, only the blood, to survive.”

“Killing strong humans can make us stronger,” one of them said with a hint of desperation. An end to chaos was not universally appealing.

“A very few humans.” Saloman waved one dismissive hand. “Those who’ve killed strong vampires, or their descendants. But these are rare, even among hunters. You gain nothing and lose everything by killing unnecessarily.”

“Saloman is right,” Mort said with the sincere determination that had been Saloman’s main reason for handling matters in this way. “We will no longer kill as a matter of course. And we can do better than this.” He waved one hand around his home, indicating not just the bleak surroundings but their whole existence. “Surviving one more day doesn’t need to be an end in itself.”

“Exactly,” Saloman said. “Find occupations that enrich that existence. I have taught this lesson across the world. The lot of vampires has already improved, and it will continue to do so. Under my leadership, the world is changing and you will have an important role to play. You must be worthy of it.”

Or else. He didn’t need to say the words. They were understood, if not universally liked. Among the sparks of thoughtful excitement the odd trace of pointless, mulish defiance still lurked. But he’d be back to deal with any rebels, and he would not be so forbearing then.

With a sudden swirling motion designed to impress the vampires, he swung around and sat on a disused bench. “Now, tell me about the  American actor who passed through your city recently. I’m anxious to make his acquaintance.” He smiled beatifically around his audience. “I believe I knew his ancestor very, very well.”

The vampires laughed, as they were meant to. And Saloman thought of Scotland and his sword, and Elizabeth.

 

The morning dawned fair and sunny. Refreshed, Elizabeth rose and showered and dressed between gulps of coffee. Gathering together the papers and books she needed for the day’s work, she stashed them in her backpack and sat down with fresh coffee and a slice of toast, which she ate with one hand while the other held her phone and rang Mihaela’s number.

“Elizabeth!” came Mihaela’s voice, as crisp and close from Hungary—or Romania or wherever she happened to be this morning—as if she’d been in the same room. “How are things?”

“Good,” Elizabeth said enthusiastically, switching to speakerphone mode and laying the instrument down on the table. “Well, pretty good. I finally got to speak to Josh Alexander.”

“Fantastic! Well done!”

“Not so well,” Elizabeth admitted, smearing butter on her second slice of toast. “He’s a confirmed skeptic and convinced I’m the stalking nutter from hell. But at least he heard me out. And he’s got the numbers, which he’s promised to keep.”

“Can’t do more than that at this stage,” Mihaela said comfortingly. “Where is he now? Heading back to the US?”

“In a few days, I think. He said he wanted to see a bit of Scotland now that he’s finished filming here and he has some time off.”

“I’ll have another word with our colleagues in America, get them to keep a closer eye on him when he goes home, even if he never calls them. We still haven’t located Saloman.”

“How long has he been off your radar this time?” Elizabeth asked, biting into her toast.

“A couple of weeks,” said Mihaela. “This time. Almost since he came back here from Spain, in fact. I wish we knew what he was up to. Word is, since Spain has submitted, every vampire community in the world now pays homage of some kind to him. Apart from North America. Opinion is divided there. Apparently the Los Angeles vampire community wants an alliance with him, but the more powerful vampires on the East Coast are still holding out for independence.”

“Will they succeed?” Elizabeth asked doubtfully.

“Who knows? It’s causing some worrying unrest in the States, but at least the East Coast’s stubbornness has to slow Saloman down, postpone whatever his next plan is.”

“True. He might even have grown content ruling the vampire world. Perhaps it will be enough for him.”

Mihaela snorted. “For him? I doubt it.”

“Well, you never know.” It was hard not to sound as if she were pleading for leniency, so she kept her voice deliberately light. “You thought he’d bring chaos and carnage to the world and so far it hasn’t been like that at all.”

“True,” Mihaela allowed. “In fact, the vampires here are quieter these days. Fewer lethal attacks, fewer fledglings. To be honest, that’s what freaks me. No one should be able to control them like that. God knows what he could make them do now, if he felt like it.”

Elizabeth shivered. She didn’t know if there was more fear than happiness in remembering what he’d made her do, what he’d made her feel in his arms, in his bed. . . . Stop!

“Anyway,” Mihaela continued briskly into the silence, “he could be anywhere by now, so you’d better be especially careful.”

“I told you, he won’t touch me.” Elizabeth tossed down her final crust and reached for her coffee.

“If he doesn’t change his mind,” Mihaela said dryly. “Vampires are not known for keeping their word. Anyway, what’s he like?”

Elizabeth froze with the cup resting against her lips. Shite. Had Mihaela found out? Was she asking for salacious details of her turbulent but passionate relationship?

Elizabeth set her mug back on the table. “Saloman?” she said weakly. How did you describe a man, a being, of so many contradictions and attractions and sheer, unimaginable power? Sexual and otherwise.

Mihaela laughed. “Josh Alexander! Is he as gorgeous in real life?”

Elizabeth, trying not to collapse with sheer relief, gasped. “Yes! I think he is. A tiny bit craggier, maybe, because he’s definitely in his late thirties, at least, but I think that improves him. He’s got an edgy look, although he isn’t at all like that underneath. He’s rather sweet, really, very polite and good fun.”

“Fun? Did he make a pass at you?”

“Don’t be—” Elizabeth broke off and smiled. “Actually he did, at first, but I suspect it was just habit, because we both forgot about it afterward. We went out for dinner and he insisted on paying and then dropped me off at the station. I’m afraid I let him.”

“Bloody hell,” Mihaela said with awe. She’d learned the phrase from Elizabeth. “You had dinner with Josh Alexander.”

“Wow, so I did. Think of the kudos I’m going to have in the staff club now. And I can finally impress my students!”

It was good to end the call on a laughing note and go immediately off to work. Talking to Mihaela generally buoyed her if she was down, and she was grateful again for the unusual friendship. It had begun last summer, when she’d been researching her thesis in Romania, and three vampire hunters had come to her door to tell her she’d just awakened the most powerful vampire of all time. Josh’s reaction to Elizabeth’s warning last night had actually been quite tame compared to Elizabeth’s response to Mihaela, István, and Konrad. Until she’d discovered the truth.

Once, she’d nearly wrecked the spontaneous friendships that had  begun to form, by storming away because they hadn’t revealed all the truth to her; but she was wiser now and appreciated what she had with them, especially Mihaela.

She walked to the department, enjoying the rare sunshine. As always now, when she passed the ruined cathedral, with its tall, distinctive towers, she recalled the disastrous and terrifying showdown with Saloman that had taken place there last Halloween. The fight had been meant to finish him. Instead it had built him another legend on which to base his power in the vampire community. But in the end, this hadn’t spoiled Elizabeth’s feeling for the cathedral itself. The atmospheric ruins had always moved her. Now they made her physically tingle, because what had happened there with Saloman after the fight—her desperate confession of love and the fierce, urgent passion with which he’d taken her under the east gable arch—had washed away the horror and given her the strength to move on.

Turning her back on it, she crossed the road and walked on to the department building. She was anticipating a difficult morning with her most problematic tutorial group.

On the other hand, she didn’t expect to find one of her students already waiting at her office door.

“Hello, Emma, you’re early,” she greeted the girl, who looked as if she hadn’t slept all night. There were dark rings under her eyes and lines of worry around her usually smiling mouth. Emma Forrest, who sometimes reminded her a little of her younger self, had blossomed during this year, both academically and socially, and Elizabeth didn’t like to see her upset. “Revision giving you trouble?”

“Um, no, not really . . . I just wanted a quick word with you before everyone gets here. Is that all right?”

“Of course,” Elizabeth said, unlocking the door and preceding her inside. She had the distinct feeling she wasn’t going to like this. “Come in. Coffee?”

“Thanks, no, I’m fine.” Emma closed the door firmly behind her.

Elizabeth threw her bag and jacket on one of the tables and sat down, indicating the seat beside her.

“I have a problem,” Emma blurted as she sat. “With Gary Jackson.”

It was no comfort that Elizabeth had seen it coming. Gary wasn’t an evil lad but he had shown signs of acting stupidly, becoming aware of the power of his size and flexing more than his intellectual muscles, sometimes quite inappropriately. He and Emma had been together for a few weeks until, according to the rumors Elizabeth overheard, he’d slept with her friend and Emma had ditched him. Elizabeth had been pleased about the parting. She’d always felt the dynamic between Emma and Gary was somehow wrong.

“Yes?” she prompted.

“We’ve split up,” Emma explained. “But Gary won’t accept it. He’s plaguing me.”

“In what way?”

“He’s too . . . physical. The trouble is, he knows I still like him in, er, that way, but I’m damned if I’ll go out with him again. I really don’t want him back. He doesn’t believe me. He waits for me in places he knows I’ll be, cornering me, making it hard to get away. This is the only class we share, and I just know he’s going to sit beside me and . . .”

“And what?” Elizabeth prompted. There was an uncomfortable parallel here: Saloman’s teasing pursuit of her in Romania and Hungary, her rejection of him in her head while her body cried out for a taste of whatever he had to offer. Somehow it had all gone way beyond that, but Emma’s words brought those early days rushing back.

Emma’s hands twisted together in her lap. “Get in my face, humiliate me in front of the others . . .” She glanced up, a miserable plea in her tired eyes, and with a mixture of relief and pity, Elizabeth knew this was nothing like her own experience after all. Gary Jackson was no Saloman. “Look, Miss Silk, I know this sounds silly, and it’s nothing to do with work, but I need to ask you a favor. Make him sit away from me, and if you could find an excuse to keep him back for  a minute or two when the tutorial finishes . . . ? You think I’m being an idiot.”

“Not at all,” Elizabeth said ruefully. She’d glimpsed some of this behavior last week but hadn’t realized the extent of it.

“It’s stupid.” Emma dashed one hand across her tired eyes. “I used to love it here. Now I can’t wait for the next couple of weeks to be over so I can get away for the summer. I used to really like Gary, and now all I feel is . . . threatened.”

“I’ll separate you,” Elizabeth promised. “And I’ll have a word. Sounds like he needs sorting out.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Oh, I think I do.” Someone had to, because left to his own devices the bullying would get worse and Emma would certainly not be the only victim. “Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle with him,” she said with a comforting grin.

At least it won a weak smile from Emma. “I’ve heard you do judo.”

And that’s not all.

As the clump of feet on the stairs sounded, Emma twitched with obvious alarm. Elizabeth gave her arm a quick pat and stood up. “Sit where you are,” she advised, and went to take her usual seat at the short end of the table farthest from the door.

Gary was not the first to arrive, and the seat to Emma’s left was not available by the time he wandered in. However, the one on the right was, and, watching carefully, Elizabeth saw his eyes gleam. He was, she allowed, a very good-looking bloke, tall, broad shouldered, and carelessly handsome. Clever too, but beneath the clear intelligence, his gray eyes were a trifle bloodshot. Hangover, Elizabeth recognized. Which wouldn’t make him easier to handle.

“Ah, Gary,” she called as he began to pull out the chair next to a rigid Emma, and crooked her finger.

Insolently, the lad stood still, gazing at her. “What?”

“A word, please,” she said dryly. Since he picked up, as he was  meant to, the fact that he might not like what she had to say to be overheard by the others, he moved reluctantly toward her.

Elizabeth gestured casually to the chair beside her. “How’s revision?” she asked as he sat on the edge of it, as if not planning to stay.

He shrugged. “All right.”

“You think so? You left too quickly for me to talk to you at the end of the last session, but your responses then led me to believe your understanding of constitutional issues is still not deep. If you want to shine, Gary, you need to put in the hours.”

She caught the flash of resentment with some pleasure before she looked up and asked the last in to close the door. James MacQueen obliged and dropped into the vacant chair beside Emma.

Satisfied for the moment, Elizabeth began the revision discussions. While the others talked and argued with occasional gratifying surges of enthusiasm as well as inevitable clashes of personality, she watched Gary, who watched Emma. Oh, yes, the bastard was aware of the effect he was having on her. He rather liked the element of fear he was inspiring, and knew she was still physically attracted to him, however reluctantly. Elizabeth could see it in his body language, his casual, open-legged crotch display as he sat back from the table. And he was unrepentant when he caught her observation, merely grinned at her.

Oh, yes, they needed a chat.

“Okay, I think we’ll stop there,” Elizabeth said, bringing the class to a close. “I’m sure you’ll all do fine. Good luck with Friday’s paper! Not you, Gary,” she added as he leapt to his feet, no doubt to get to Emma on the stairs. “I need to talk to you.”

“I’ll be back,” Gary said, walking purposefully away.

“I don’t think so.”

Although she didn’t shout, she put every ounce of steel she had into that phrase, and it cut through the cheerful departing babble like a knife. Everyone glanced between her and Gary. Watching, wide-eyed, Emma edged toward the door. Elizabeth didn’t blame her. She had no  idea whether Gary would obey. If he didn’t, she’d need to find some other way of dealing with him.

Slowly, he turned back toward her, his gaze flickering around the interested stares on its way to Elizabeth. Their eyes locked and Elizabeth saw exactly why Emma was afraid of him. His face was blatantly intimidating, his gaze hard, almost glaring into hers. It didn’t help that he was far taller than she. A year ago, even less, Elizabeth would have been petrified. As it was, she wanted to smack him and tell him to grow up.

Restraining herself, she held his gaze, even gave a condescending smile. “I’m sure you can spare me five more minutes from your important schedule.”

A derisory snigger from one of the students greeted this. Someone else said, “Five less in the coffee bar, Gary—how will you cope?” And Gary, presumably realizing what a complete arsehole he’d look by leaving now, raised one hand in farewell to his friends, and Elizabeth knew she’d won the first round.

However, he began almost as soon as the door was closed. Taking a step nearer her, he said mockingly, “Another talk? Miss Silk, how have I managed to attract so much of your attention?”

“By sloppy work and ill behavior,” she returned at once. “We’ve already discussed the first. Now I’m coming to the latter.”

He leaned closer, definitely in her personal space, large, male, and overwhelming. At least, he meant to be overwhelming as he said with open mockery, “How do you want me to behave, Miss Silk?” He managed to speak her name in a tone that crossed insult with caress.

“With courtesy and respect,” she replied as calmly as she could.

Gary smiled, a young man who believed himself irresistible both physically and sexually. “Oh, I respect you, Miss Silk.”

“No, you don’t,” Elizabeth snapped. “Right now the only respect I see in you is for the immature and hungover adolescent I’m looking at. Sit down,” she ordered before the shock in his eyes gave way entirely to anger. She guessed it was a long time since anyone had made him feel  small, and it wasn’t a technique she normally approved of. In this case, however, it seemed necessary.

But she misjudged him. The anger was there, all right, furiously there. But he had an arsenal of weapons. Changing tack, he smiled through his hatred and, instead of stepping back out of her personal space, he actually reached up and touched her hair.

“Aw, Miss Silk,” he said soothingly, “what’s got you so hot and bothered?”

“Take your hand off me,” Elizabeth said evenly.

The boy’s smile only deepened as his hand touched her neck. “Or what?”

“Or I’ll make you,” Elizabeth warned.

“How?” Gary asked with soft derision. Just before she swiped his legs from under him with one flick of her foot and pushed him into the seat behind, keeping him there with one hand hard on his chest.

“I asked you to sit,” she said coldly into his stunned face. “And now you listen to me. There’s a word for boys like you who discover they like bullying women. Don’t make me use it, not to your face, and not to your parents or to the university authorities. You can’t bully me. Nor can you bully Emma Forrest.”

He sat still with shock under her hand, as if his testosterone had melted. But at Emma’s name, something flashed again in his eyes.

“Take your dismissal like a man,” Elizabeth warned. “True—before you say it—of course your love life is not my concern, but stalking, threatening, or intimidating my students is. There’s a watch on you, Gary. I’ve initiated it. For now it’s unofficial, but if you step out of line, if you so much as look at her—or anyone else—the wrong way, action will be taken and more than your reputation will be ruined. Do you understand me?”

His mouth twisted. Elizabeth removed her hand and stepped back.

At once he leapt to his feet, breathing like an angry bull. Even now, he hoped to stare her out. There was a lot of pent-up anger there. The  question was whether he was prepared to use it against her. She knew without any doubt that it wouldn’t do him any good. Although he was bigger, he only imagined he was stronger. She was faster—she was a powerful descendant of Tsigana and the Awakener of Saloman. He couldn’t possibly know it but the boy didn’t stand a chance.

“Do you understand me?” she repeated. For an instant longer, it hung in the balance. Bafflement began to replace the anger in his face, as if he still didn’t quite understand how she had the upper hand. He gave one brisk nod, just as the door opened and her colleague Joanne came in.

“Elizabeth, have you got a—” Joanne broke off, gazing at the confrontation before her. “Everything all right here?” she asked.

“I think so,” Elizabeth said.

Gary turned away without a word, snatched up his bag from the floor, and strode past Joanne, barely avoiding a collision in his hurry to get out of the room. Joanne raised her eyebrows.

“Gary.” Partly Elizabeth wanted to see if he’d respond. Partly she had one more thing to say. He paused, at least. An instant later, he twitched his head in the direction of his shoulder. It was as good as she’d get, and she thought it was enough. “You’re a good student, Gary, one of the best. Don’t spoil that.”

He didn’t answer, just swung out of the room without troubling to close the door.

“At least he didn’t slam it,” Joanne observed. “What was that all about?”

“Inappropriate male behavior.”

“Is that Gary Jackson? I’ve heard he’s becoming a handful. Might have been a good idea to get department support from Richard before you confronted him.” Joanne gave her a quick, anxious scan. “Are you all right? Do you need Richard to intervene in this?”

“I’m fine. And I think I’ve made my point,” Elizabeth said. Somewhere, she was surprised that both statements were true.

[image: 006]

“So, what are you doing during the holidays?” Joanne asked as they shared sandwiches for lunch in her office. Feet up on her paper-strewn desk, almost on the computer keyboard, she looked ultrarelaxed, but her gaze was uncomfortably penetrating. “Going back to Eastern Europe?”

“Maybe for a week or so,” Elizabeth answered. “I have a few friends out there I’d like to keep in touch with.” Mihaela had already offered her spare room. “And Richard suggested I think of expanding the thesis into a book. . . . But I’ve got no plans. I can’t really think beyond the PhD thing right now.”

“Well, that’s one definite plan,” Joanne said with enthusiasm. “The whole department will be out celebrating with you as soon as you hear the result.”

“Providing it’s the right result,” Elizabeth said ruefully.

“It will be. Your thesis is brilliant.”

It’s a load of bollocks. Or at least some of it is. You wouldn’t say it was brilliant if I’d written the truth: that most of these superstitions are based on the fact that vampires have always existed.

“There’s a permanent post about to come up at Glasgow University,” Joanne observed, reaching for another sandwich without moving her feet. “You should go for it.”

“I might.” Trouble was, she liked it here at St. Andrews. Unfortunately, her post was for only this year.

“Doesn’t mean you can’t come back when old Doughty retires,” Joanne encouraged. “But you can’t wait for that. It might only be a year, but it might be three, or even five if he holds on by his fingernails. Richard will still take you before any other candidate. In more ways than one,” she finished with a wicked grin.

Elizabeth threw a paper bag at her, just as her phone began to ring. Although she took some time to locate it in the depths of her bag, and she didn’t recognize the number, she pressed the receive key before it rang off.

“Hello?”

“Hello, is that Elizabeth? Elizabeth Silk?” The voice, echoing on speakerphone mode from when she’d called Mihaela, sounded American and vaguely familiar, though she couldn’t quite place it.

“Yes, that’s me,” she admitted.

“Hi, it’s Josh here. Josh Alexander.”

“Josh!” She jumped to her feet, alarm outweighing her surprise. She’d doubted she’d ever hear from him again. She certainly hadn’t expected it to be so soon. What the hell could have happened since last night?

Oh, shite, is he here? Is Saloman here again? Inevitably, the possibility spawned a surge of conflicting delight and fear, longing and dread.

“What’s the matter?” she demanded.

“Nothing.” Josh sounded amused. “I just wanted to ask you a favor. Listen. I know it’s short notice, but I’ve been invited to this dull party in the Highlands this weekend and I was hoping you’d come with me to save me from boredom.”

“Party?” she said faintly. “What party?”

“Grayson Dante’s. He’s a bigwig senator back home, been visiting—and working—over here. He’s invited us to his weekend bash.” She could still hear the lilt of appreciation in his voice, because she hadn’t leapt at his invitation the way most normal women would.

Josh Alexander had invited her to a weekend party.

Laughter caught in her own throat. “Thanks for asking me,” she managed. “Especially when you think I’m insane. But to be honest, it sounds a bit posh for me. I’d be out of place.”

“Nonsense. You hold your own in any place,” Josh said gallantly. “But you’d be my guest and I wouldn’t desert you.”

Elizabeth bit her lip. Every personal instinct urged refusal. Social gatherings such as she imagined this one to be were her idea of hell. Plus, she rather thought Josh Alexander’s world would be completely  alien to her. Gazing at Joanne’s uncharacteristically dumbstruck face, she wrestled briefly with her conscience. How could she refuse another chance to convince Josh of impending danger? It might make all the difference to whether he survived.

Conscience, damn it, won.

“All right.” She sighed. “I mean, thank you, I’d love to. Where do I go and will they let me in?”

Josh laughed. “I’ll pick you up on Saturday, say around twelve? I’ll call when I hit St. Andrews and you can give me directions to your place.”

“What do I wear?” she demanded, as another pitfall sprang to mind.

“Anything,” Josh said unhelpfully. “See you Friday!”

“Typical bloody male!” Elizabeth stared indignantly at the dead phone.

“Elizabeth,” said Joanne, who’d been listening in quite blatantly. “Tell me that wasn’t the Josh Alexander, because you know, it even sounded quite like him.”

“It was,” Elizabeth said smugly. “He’s a cousin of mine. Sort of.”

“Fuck me,” said Joanne faintly. She took her feet off the desk and leaned forward. “Can I come too?”

“I wish you could,” Elizabeth said with perfect truth.
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