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1

GABRIEL GLIDED INTO THE Four Seasons Hotel bar in a cloud of glamour. He smiled as he imagined what the patrons would think if they caught a glimpse of his studded motorcycle boots and black leather. But tonight, as every night, he’d declined to dress for dinner.

He passed by a table where an amorous couple huddled close together, the besotted male oblivious to Gabriel’s passing. The woman’s eyebrows drew together and she shivered, sensing the passage of a dangerous predator even if she couldn’t see him. He lingered, his nostrils flaring as he scented the air, but neither of them tempted him.

He’d held off feeding for the three days he’d been in Philadelphia, wanting to make a statement with his very first kill in his dear father’s territory. The woman shivered again, and Gabriel realized she felt the chill of his rage. He reeled himself back in. For his revenge against the man who’d sired him and then tried to kill him, he would need to leash his rage and act with calculated precision. Which was why his first victim had to be perfect.

He could never defeat Eli in a fight. His father had been
an old and powerful vampire when Gabriel was born, and Gabriel would reach his five hundredth birthday this Christmas. But after careful thought, he’d realized he had the perfect weapon with which to torture the old man for as long as it pleased him.

Table after table he passed, considering, then discarding, one mortal after another—until he approached a woman who sat alone at a table for two. His nostrils stung as he picked up a familiar scent, acrid and yet cloyingly sweet all at once. He paused to focus his full attention on her.

He guessed her age at around thirty, and her appearance screamed Corporate America. An expensive pin-striped pantsuit clung to her curves—no doubt tailored, because off-the-rack clothes never looked so perfect. Hair of varying shades of blond framed her face in a rather severe pageboy, and her eyes held a look of intense concentration as she tapped away at her BlackBerry. A vodka martini sat neglected on the table before her.

Gabriel smiled. Now here was perfection. Female, pretty, with all the trappings of wealth and respectability. No doubt she was a pillar of her community. And yet, there was that scent, fighting its way through her expensive perfume …

He dropped his glamour enough to allow the woman to see him, then pulled up a chair uninvited.

She was so intent on her work that, for a full sixty seconds, she didn’t notice him. He might have felt insulted if he were inclined to vanity. In his long-ago youth, his appearance had been quite pleasing to the ladies. But that was before Eli’s sword had drawn the ugly scar across his cheek. He supposed he should be thankful the old man had lost his nerve at the last moment, or the sword would have sliced clean through his neck instead of slashing almost harmlessly across his face. But he wasn’t thankful, and despite the fact that vampires weren’t supposed to scar, the scar remained two centuries later, an ever-present reminder of his father’s love.

When she finally noticed him, the woman started, her hazel eyes growing wide as she put the BlackBerry down.
She opened her mouth, no doubt to tell him he wasn’t welcome at her table, but he reached out to her with his glamour and she froze in place with that startled look still on her face.

Gabriel smiled at her, but it wasn’t a warm smile. Even through the glamour, she sensed the menace in that smile, for a hint of fear blended with her other scents. He rested an elbow on the table and leaned toward her.

“What is your name, pretty one?” he asked.

She blinked and swallowed hard. “M-margaret. Margaret McCall.” The scent of fear sharpened as his glamour dragged the answer from her lips against her will.

He let his eyes drift from her face to her throat, where her pulse visibly drummed. His fangs descended, and he made no attempt to hide them. Margaret’s face went pale, the pulse in her throat now leaping wildly. He could hear the beat of her racing heart as primal instincts warned her she was staring death in the face.

“You’ve been a very naughty girl, haven’t you, Margaret?” he asked, tonguing one of the fangs.

“I-I don’t know what you mean,” she stammered.

He sensed her trying to look away, trying to break the hold of his glamour, but it was a futile effort. He breathed deep the scent of her, the fear and the perfume and the … other. The scent he liked to think of as corruption.

“I’m quite sure you do,” he said. He pushed back his chair, then stood over her and offered his elbow like a gentleman. “Come along, my dear. Let’s have a private little chat, shall we?”

A tiny whimper of fear escaped her throat, but she managed no more sound as his glamour forced her to her feet, forced her to take his elbow and allow him to lead her away from the illusory safety of the public bar.

“I’m going to kill you,” he said conversationally as he guided her past the tables, then finally out the front door of the hotel. Fear rolled off her in waves, and he fought an unsavory urge to prolong it, to use that fear like a torturer’s hot iron, not for any purpose but that it pleased him.


She was far from innocent, but she was still a mortal woman, and her crimes, whatever they were, could not compare to those of vampires, of Killers. Like himself. No, he felt no special urge to be merciful to her, but he would not torment her more than necessary. The most vicious of his torments were reserved for Killers, and there was only one of those—other than himself—in all of Philadelphia.

“Please—” the woman started, but he stopped her voice with a shake of his head.

“I cannot be bargained with. Nor can I be swayed to mercy.” They were nearing a dark alley, the kind of place a woman like her was taught never to set foot in at night. “The only question is how much you will suffer as you die.”

Her terror was a palpable force as they stepped into the alley to find it deserted. He pushed her up against a wall in a pool of shadow, grabbing her chin and forcing her head up so that she met his eyes.

“Confess to me the worst sin you have ever committed, and your death will be quick and painless. Lie to me, or refuse to tell me, and I will make it last, and you will feel every second of it.”

Her heart galloped, and twin tears leaked from her eyes. Tremors shook her entire body. He watched the conflict that raged behind her eyes, saw her desperate desire to deny any wrongdoing. But no mortal could look into his eyes and doubt he meant what he said.

“I killed my daughter,” she whispered, trying to look away but failing.

“Go on,” he urged when it seemed that was all she would say. “Tell me all of it.” His lips twisted into a sneer. “They say confession is good for the soul.”

She swallowed hard. “I found out my husband was having an affair. He used to beat us both. I’d called the police on him once, so it was on record.

“I … I beat my daughter to death and said he did it. I didn’t mean to kill her!” Her eyes pleaded for Gabriel to believe her.


He curled his lips away from his fangs. “You just meant to knock her around a little and then call the police on your husband?”

She nodded frantically. “Yes, yes, that’s all—”

“You think that absolves you of sin?”

She didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure if it was fear or guilt that had stopped her tongue. Maybe both. He thought he sensed a shadow of misery on her soul, but perhaps he was projecting. If her crime made her miserable, then he was granting her mercy by killing her. He smiled to himself. Mercy, justice, and revenge all wrapped up in one pretty package.

The woman’s fear spiked, but he reached out with his glamour and stilled the clamoring of her mind. Her eyes glazed, her jaw slackened, and her pulse slowed its frantic rush. At his mental urging, she turned her head to the side and exposed her throat. He brushed her hair out of the way, then lowered his head to just above her skin, breathing in deeply, drawing her bouquet of scents into his lungs.

Then, he sank his fangs into her flesh, pulling them out with a slashing motion until blood gushed from the wound. He sealed his mouth over the flow and drank deeply.

Five hundred years of kills hadn’t diminished the flood of sensation that always overwhelmed him at the first taste. His head filled with power as his soul soared with giddy elation and his body hardened.

Then, he saw the memory he’d drawn to the surface, saw Margaret McCall in one of her pretty designer suits, wielding a frying pan like a weapon. Her eyes glowed with madness, and her fury slammed into him until the memory was as real as his own …

Betrayed. Again.

She’d believed every lie Frank had told her. Believed the anger management classes had his rage—and his fists—under control. Believed he’d been working late, even though she knew better, even though she’d caught him with that slut just last year.

She wanted to kill him, wanted to beat him as he’d beat
her, only she wouldn’t stop. She wanted to see his head cave in under the weight of her blows. But he wasn’t here, would probably never come back now that she’d caught him in his lies yet again.

She banged the frying pan against the counter, desperate for an outlet for her rage. The crash brought her six-year-old daughter running. And the rage crystallized within her, no longer a roaring, out-of-control blaze, but a cold, hard core of ice.

Gabriel wrenched his mind away, putting distance between them as that first rush of power cooled, became manageable. So much anger in her. Anger that had lived inside her all her life, that she’d never allowed herself to vent. Then one day, the anger had burst her skin and she’d welcomed it, embraced it, done things she’d always wanted to do but never dared.

Her blood flowed down his throat, her body now slack, only the press of his body against hers keeping her upright. He drank it all in, her blood, her life force, her soul. Drank until her essence had filled all the empty spaces inside him and all that was left of her was a hollow husk.

He sucked the last swallow of blood from her throat, then stepped back and allowed her body to crumple to the ground. Life and energy flowed through his veins, tingled in his extremities. His breath came short and quick, and his heart beat with renewed vigor.

He looked down at the dead woman and felt nothing but contempt for her. She thought herself a helpless victim of her own rage.

Gabriel snorted. She had no idea what true rage was. But he knew. It was rage that animated his body, that kept him alive and functioning from day to day. If he could control a rage so monstrous it felt like a separate living being within his body, then she certainly should have been able to control it. Instead, she’d taken it out on a six-year-old child and then absolved herself of the crime because life had treated her unfairly.


Gabriel bared his fangs in a snarl, feeling soiled by the woman’s blood.

His kills were always like this. Unbridled euphoria when first he sank his fangs, then rampant disgust when his victim lay dead. And at these moments, when the kill was freshly finished, he wished he could be like other Killers. No one else he knew seemed to absorb so much of their victims. No one else felt and saw any of their victims’ lives during the kill. From what he gathered, all they felt was the euphoria, the joy of the kill, each one identical—not individual human beings, with unique personalities. Just food.

Fury coursed through his veins, this time his own, not his victim’s. He leaned his hands against the wall and closed his eyes, holding it in.

This was all Eli’s fault! Eli had known when he’d bedded Gabriel’s mother that it was possible for vampires to have children. True, he hadn’t believed Camille was fertile, but he could have been more cautious.

Because of Eli’s carelessness, Gabriel had never been human, was doomed always to be different from everyone around him. And then, after three hundred years of tolerating his Killer of a son, Eli had found God—or whatever the hell it was that happened to him—and decided all Killers must die.

Gabriel had made his life over as he took his place at his mother’s side, the two of them ruling their adopted home of Baltimore for two centuries. Then Camille had shown that her own affections were as shallow as Eli’s. Gabriel had put her in her place, but it was Eli who was the center of it all, who was the author of Gabriel’s fate.

He knelt beside the dead woman and pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket. On it, he’d written a short but sweet note to his dear Da. He used a safety pin to attach the note to the woman’s suit jacket. Then, he hauled her over his shoulder and carried her through the city streets, his glamour making them invisible to everyone they passed.

 


 




JEZEBEL BLINKED, AND FOUND herself lying on her back on the floor, staring up at a cream-colored ceiling. For an instant, she had no idea where she was, what had happened, why she was lying down. Then a familiar face hovered over her, looking down at her with concern.

“Are you all right?” Eli asked.

She blinked again, but wasn’t sure how to answer the question. She felt … strange. And she still couldn’t remember how she’d ended up on the floor.

“What happened?” she asked.

A furrow appeared between Eli’s brows. “I was hoping you could tell me. One moment, you were sitting in that chair,” he said, motioning, “the next moment, you bolted to your feet, took one step, then collapsed.”

She shivered, suddenly cold. Intellectually, she realized Eli didn’t know everything. But in the three months she’d been living under his care, she’d come to see him as the fount of all knowledge. She’d never persuaded him to tell her how long he’d been a vampire, but she knew it was a long, long time. He’d helped her through every step of her transition, always knowing just what she needed before she even guessed at it. He even looked the part of the wise old man, with his lined face, gray hair, and penetrating eyes.

If he didn’t know what happened to her …

Eli put a hand gently under her shoulder. “Can you sit up if I help?”

There was only one way to find out.

She cautiously pushed herself up onto her elbows, Eli’s hand hovering just short of touching her. She smothered a smile. He was way too knowing, understanding without having to be told that she’d prefer to sit up without his help if she could. Three months he’d known her, and already he understood her so much better than her family ever had.

Her throat tightened on the thought, and she shoved it viciously away. As far as she was concerned, her family was dead, her past buried. She’d started a new life when she’d been transformed, and she was determined to embrace it.


Her head swam a moment, then she steadied. Closing her eyes, taking in a deep breath, she tried to remember what had happened to her.

Her mind seemed reluctant to give up the memory, but she forced it to the surface. And her heart leapt into her throat.

She remembered fangs piercing a fragile throat. She remembered a rush of pleasure, like nothing she’d ever felt before. The taste of blood hot on her tongue, a woman’s life draining away. And she remembered a bottomless pit of rage.

Jez put a hand to her throat and swallowed hard, fighting to keep the sudden surge of panic from showing on her face. That hadn’t been her memory. She’d never bitten anyone, had only drunk lamb’s blood, and that only when it was mixed with milk to make the task of feeding a nauseating necessity rather than a pleasure.

“Are you all right?” Eli asked again.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

Gabriel. It had to be. He’d told her after he’d transformed her that their bond with each other might be different from the usual bond between a master and his fledgling. But he’d sent her away, sent her to Eli, only a month after she’d died and been reborn.

“I will give you time to adjust to the changes in your body and your mind,” he’d said to her, looking her over with a proprietary eye. “And I will give you time to work your way into Eli’s good graces. Then, when I am ready, I shall come to Philadelphia and call on you.”

Gabriel scared the shit out of her, but she’d managed to look him in the eye and ask, “And what happens then?”

He’d smiled, an expression that didn’t reach his chilly, gray-green eyes. “Then you will fulfill your half of our bargain.”

She’d wanted to press for more information, but the look in those eyes persuaded her to hold her tongue.

In the months she’d lived in Philly, she’d tried her best
not to think about her bargain with her maker. He’d transformed her into a vampire to save her life, after she’d been gang-raped and fed on repeatedly by a flock of fledgling Killers. The memory of that horrendous trauma might have driven her mad, but Gabriel had done something to her memory, something to blunt the force of it. She knew what had happened to her, but thinking about it provoked no emotional response whatsoever. It was as if it had happened to someone else.

For protection from that memory, she’d have pledged her very soul. Perhaps she had.

“I think I’d like to go lie down for a while,” she said, hoping Eli would just let her go home and be alone with her thoughts.

But having Eli understand her so well was a double-edged sword. He met her eyes, and she saw a hint of anger in his gaze, though his voice when he spoke was soft and gentle.

“You’re hiding something from me, Jezebel.”

She raised her chin a notch. Eli was a living, breathing lie detector, at least where she was concerned, so she didn’t bother to lie. “I never promised you full disclosure. You said I could start here with a clean slate, and I intend to hold you to that.”

He fixed her with that penetrating stare of his, his eyes eerily like Gabriel’s. It took all her willpower not to look away like a guilty child.

Finally, he shrugged and offered her a hand up. She didn’t think she was in any danger of collapsing again, but she let him help her anyway. He didn’t let go immediately.

“When you’re ready to talk to me, I’m ready to listen,” he said.

Inwardly, she cringed. He’d been nothing but kind to her since the moment she’d met him. Gabriel had painted him as some kind of sanctimonious, holier-than-thou power monger, and she’d come to Philadelphia fully prepared to hate him and to enjoy whatever revenge Gabriel
planned. It hadn’t taken her long at all to see how distorted Gabriel’s view was.

“Thanks, Eli,” she said. Her voice was a bare whisper. She was afraid it would shake if she spoke out loud. She knew now she wouldn’t enjoy Gabriel’s revenge, and that she’d loathe whatever part she had to play in it. But she’d made a promise to her maker. He’d held up his end, and she’d be damned if she’d renege on hers.

But then, if she believed her family, she’d been damned from the moment she was conceived, so what did one more sin matter?
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CAMILLE STEPPED OFF THE plane in the Charles de Gaulle Airport and tried to feel something. Anything.

She should be excited to return home after a four-hundred-year exile. Overwhelmed by the new experience of flying in an airplane. And downright terrified of her reception by the current Seigneur of the region, whoever that was.

Instead she felt nothing. Empty inside. Broken.

She followed the tide of mortals as they moved like sheep through the airport halls, and she was no different from them, a mindless animal at the mercy of those stronger than herself.

Her lips twisted in a mockery of a smile. There was some core of emotion in her, a well of bitterness she’d only just begun to tap. But was that emotion enough to sustain her immortal life?

Of course, that wouldn’t matter if the Seigneur took exception to her arrival. If she could have contacted him and requested permission before coming, she’d have done so, but she hadn’t the first idea how to go about locating him. Easier to boldly enter his territory and let him find her.


In reality, she wasn’t sure it would be an unmitigated disaster if he killed her. Ever since that dreadful evening when Gabriel had revealed the extent of his powers, when she’d realized how devastatingly helpless she was in the face of her own son’s anger, she hadn’t been the same.

At first, she’d lived from day to day in a welter of fear, wondering if Gabriel would turn his ferocity on her. If he chose to kill her, it would not be a quick and merciful death, of that she was sure. But over the last few weeks, that fear had faded into numbness. When he’d left her nominally in charge of Baltimore while he went to Philadelphia to confront Eli, she’d known she couldn’t stand to be there when he returned.

Glamour eased her through customs without need of identification, and she took a taxi to the Hôtel de Crillon. It was almost sunrise, and though she was easily old enough to walk in the daylight, exhaustion weighted her shoulders. Some of that was no doubt due to hunger.

Gabriel insisted she feed only on the mortals he brought her, and he made sure she was miserably hungry by the time he brought them. She could have fed the moment he left Baltimore, but she’d been too busy arranging her hasty trip. The cab driver would have made a perfect meal—young, quite attractive, and smart enough to be frightened of her from the moment she slid into his cab—but she was sure the Seigneur would frown upon her making a kill without his permission.

When she lay down to sleep on her sumptuous bed in the hotel’s best suite, Camille thought she sensed a hint of contentment in her core.

She was home. And even if she died here, at least she would have seen her homeland one more time after Eli and Gabriel had robbed her of it.

Smiling faintly, she let her eyes drift closed and slept.

 


JEZ PACED THE LENGTH of her apartment, unable to sit still although her constant restless motion left her limbs sore and achy.


Ever since she’d left Eli’s, she’d been waiting. She glanced at her watch and groaned. It was three in the morning, which meant she’d been pacing for almost four hours. For the millionth time, she forced herself to sit down.

Gabriel would either come to her, or he wouldn’t. Worrying about it would do no good whatsoever. She took slow, deep breaths through her nose, closing her eyes and willing herself to calm.

Calm. Yeah, right!

After five minutes of keeping her ass in the chair, she sprang to her feet once more. She rooted through her purse until she found her pack of cigarettes, then lit one and took a long drag.

Her nose crinkled in disgust. Damn, these things smelled bad to a vampire nose! And the nicotine had about one tenth of the effect it had when she was mortal. But one tenth was better than nothing.

“And here I’d thought you’d given up that nasty habit.”

Jez shrieked and whirled, the cigarette flying from her fingers. It would have landed on the couch—and possibly lit the thing on fire—except Gabriel’s power stopped it in mid-air.

The cigarette rose until it was at her eye level, and the lit end collapsed in upon itself until it went out. A thin tendril of smoke snaked from the snuffed end; then the cigarette dropped harmlessly to the floor at her feet.

Jez stared at it, her heart thrumming in her throat. She knew full well that avoiding eye contact wouldn’t protect her from her maker’s glamour, and yet she never could resist trying.

As she kept her eyes pinned on the cigarette, Gabriel’s silver-studded boots came into view. She reached out tentatively with her senses, but she couldn’t “feel” him there like she could anyone else, vampire or mortal. Her vampire senses insisted she was alone in her apartment, despite what her eyes told her.

“I’ve had more enthusiastic greetings,” he said, a hint of laughter in his voice.


She swallowed her fear and looked up at him. The sight of him was like a soft punch in the gut, stealing the air from her lungs.

Even with the scar that slashed across his left cheek, he was a treat for the eyes. The lines of his face were sharp, angular, made more so by his hair, which was a nearly white blond that he wore in stiff spikes. He had stopped aging the moment he reached adulthood, so he looked as if he might be the same age as Jez—maybe even younger. His eyes, though … They were not the eyes of a young man, not with that peculiarly flat, cold look to them.

His lips twisted into one of his nasty smiles, the look in his eyes not changing a bit.

Jez frowned. No one should be able to read any expression save menace from that face, and yet she knew there was pain behind the menace.

“If you wanted a more enthusiastic greeting,” she said, “you could have tried coming to the door instead of sneaking up on me and scaring the shit out of me.”

He shrugged and grinned. “More fun this way.”

She sniffed. “If it’s so much fun, then don’t get pissy when I don’t fling myself into your arms in welcome.”

He blinked a couple of times. She knew for a fact that he wasn’t used to anyone, mortal or vampire, talking back to him. But she’d been talking back to her elders ever since she went to live with her grandmother at age ten. She wasn’t about to change her ways for Gabriel, or let him intimidate her.

At least, she mentally amended, she wouldn’t let him intimidate her too much. She’d need a lobotomy not to be intimidated by him at all.

He pushed away whatever chagrin he might have felt and gave her his version of a friendly smile. “And if I’d come to your door, would you have flung yourself into my arms?”

She couldn’t help laughing, a dry little chuckle. “I’m not really a throw-myself-into-a-guy’s-arms type of person. No offense.”


His smile looked a tad more genuine. “None taken.” He looked her up and down, starting at her face and working his way down to her feet. He nodded his approval. “You look well.”

She stifled any number of retorts. He had some sort of Pygmalion complex where she was concerned. He’d insisted she let her hair grow out to its natural blond instead of the jet-black dye job she’d had. He’d removed all her piercings, and had actually sliced the tattoo off her arm while she’d been unconscious during her transition from mortal to vampire. Considering his own wardrobe choices—which tended toward black leather and silver studs and chains—she didn’t know why he was so fond of her demure new look. Her Gram would laugh herself sick to see Jezebel looking like a school teacher.

“Eli’s been very good to me,” she said, knowing just how that statement would be received.

Gabriel’s eyes hardened. “I sincerely hope you aren’t considering breaking our agreement.”

There was no mistaking the threat in his voice. She spoke anyway. “You lied to me.”

He looked both startled and offended. “I did not!”

“You made Eli seem like this wicked, evil old man who doesn’t care about anyone. And he’s not like that at all. He’s—”

Gabriel moved so fast she didn’t see his hand coming until it was wrapped around her throat. The grip was firm, but he wasn’t choking her. Not yet, anyway.

He leaned into her, eyes boring into hers, freezing her so she couldn’t move a single muscle. “Don’t presume to tell me about my father,” he said. His breath smelled like fresh blood. “I’ve known him for five hundred years. You’ve known him for three months. He is not the saint he paints himself to be.”

Anger had tightened his fingers. If she were mortal, he might have left bruises on her throat. As it was, his grip was merely uncomfortable. His eyes held a hint of madness, the
pupils night-dark in the center of those gray-green irises. His breath quickened, flooding her senses with the scent of his kill. She tasted that scent on the back of her tongue, and she recognized it.

She spoke without meaning to, her head reeling from the scent and taste of human blood. “Your breath tastes like the woman you killed this evening.”

His eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. In a movement that was almost reflexive, he shoved her away from him. Hard.

A squeak escaped her lips as Jez suddenly found herself airborne, heading toward the wall at high speed. She closed her eyes and braced herself for the impact, but it never came.

Her breath coming short and ragged, she opened her eyes.

She hovered in the air, just slightly off the floor and about six inches from the wall Gabriel had flung her toward. She looked up and met his eyes, only to find that his impassive shield was back in place. He lowered her gently back to the floor, his power steadying her when her knees threatened to give.

“My apologies,” he said in a very neutral voice. “You startled me.”

She let out a shaky breath. “I guess we’re even, then.”

He raised his eyebrows.

She concentrated on her breathing, on slowing that frantic pulse. “You startled me when you snuck up on me,” she explained. “Now, I’ve startled you. We’re even.” Although she hadn’t nearly flung him into a wall in reaction to her surprise. She supposed that, considering Gabriel’s nature, she was lucky he’d caught her before she hit.

His gaze pierced her. “No, we’re not even, my dear. And I believe we have much to talk about.”

He gestured toward her sofa. With a sigh of resignation, she brushed past him and sat down. She had a feeling this was going to be a long, uncomfortable conversation.

 


 




DRAKE WAS IN THE mood for some female companionship, so after a brief evening patrol, he stopped by one of his favorite haunts, a quirky little bar known as the Underground. Located on Walnut Street, the bar was in a basement directly below a terribly respectable antique dealership. An interesting contrast, though the establishments were rarely open at the same hour.

Decorated in a London Underground motif, the bar billed itself as a “pub,” complete with dartboards and a wide selection of imported ales and beers. But it was the bar’s strangely diverse clientele that Drake found so appealing.

No one looked out of place here. Descending into the smoky darkness, Drake saw college-age, just barely legal kids, yuppies in business attire only slightly modified for a night out, punks who would have usually hung out almost exclusively on South Street, and everything in between. There was almost a sense of magic in the place that made it into a true melting pot. Of course, as a vampire and a Killer, Drake was just as much an outsider here as he was anywhere else.

The weather had finally grown too warm for his trademark black leather pants and jacket, but the moment he stepped inside, he felt feminine eyes locking onto him. He wore faded denim jeans that fit snugly, but comfortably, and a plain white T-shirt, but even without the leathers he had no difficulty attracting feminine attention. He cultivated a refined bad-boy look that seemed nearly irresistible to the opposite sex, and he enjoyed the attention. He made his way through the crowd toward the bar, ordering an exotic beer that he wouldn’t drink.

By the time the bartender popped the lid off the bottle and set it in front of him, a busty brunette had sidled up to the bar beside him. He smiled faintly as she feigned indifference, ordering her own beer and keeping her eyes focused on the mirror behind the bar. Rarely did he have to make the first move in a place like this.

He took a furtive look at her out of his peripheral vision,
playing the game, pretending he didn’t know she was interested.

What he saw surprised him. Usually, the first women to approach him would be the local floozies, the brazen females who were cruising for one-night stands and nothing more. Either that, or they’d be the desperate types attempting to drown their sorrows in booze and sex. He preferred his companions sober, and while he wasn’t in any position to offer a long-term relationship, he usually wanted—and got—more than one night.

The woman beside him looked to be in her early thirties, and while her clingy knit blouse showed her ample bosom to its best advantage, she was otherwise dressed relatively demurely in a pair of loose-fitting khaki trousers. Definitely not floozy attire. And she didn’t have that wild-eyed look of the desperate ones, nor had she yet drummed up the courage to speak to him.

The Underground never had live music, but the jukebox was always playing full blast, and there was a small area clear of tables that served as a tiny dance floor. There was a moment of near-silence as the music changed, then a twangy country ballad started up. Most of the bar’s patrons groaned or rolled their eyes, and the crowd on the dance floor thinned. While the Underground was host to any number of tastes, country wasn’t one of them.

With his acute hearing, Drake picked up the quick intake of breath that suggested the woman was about to speak to him, but when the song came on she closed her mouth so quickly her teeth clicked together. He fought a smile. A slow dance was, apparently, too much of a challenge to her courage. No doubt she was one of those women who believed deep down that men should make the first move.

Being more than a hundred years old himself, Drake found the old-fashioned attitude rather charming. He bent a little closer to her so he could speak without shouting.

“Would you like to dance?”

She almost jumped out of her shoes, then color rushed to
her face. She put a hand to her throat and laughed shakily. “Sorry,” she said, blushing harder. “You startled me.”

He smiled at her, exerting just a touch of glamour in hopes that it would soothe her obviously brittle nerves. There was something innocently appealing about her, something that made him hope she’d say yes.

“I’d love to dance,” she said, her voice suddenly breathy.

Drake reeled his glamour back in. Calming her nerves was one thing. Clouding her judgment was another. He had little enough trouble finding women to warm his bed; he didn’t need to seduce the reluctant.

But even without the glamour, she smiled shyly at him as he led her to the floor, their beers forgotten. “I’m Stacy,” she said, holding out her hand for him to shake, then starting to jerk it back. Color flooded her cheeks again, and Drake had to fight the urge to laugh.

Obviously, she was new to the sport of picking up men in bars. He caught her hand and raised her knuckles to his lips, grinning at her as he planted a courtly kiss there.

“Pleased to meet you, Stacy,” he said, not letting go of her hand. “My name’s Drake.”

“Hi,” she said, grinning a bit herself. “You must think I’m the world’s worst doofus.”

He laughed, but didn’t answer, figuring anything he said would make her feel worse. Instead, he put his hands around her waist and drew her to him, close enough for intimacy, but not so close as to be inappropriately forward with a complete stranger.

Tentatively, she put her arms around his neck and let him guide her as they swayed to the music. He grimaced at the syrupy lyrics.

“It really is a dreadful song,” he said, then hoped it wasn’t Stacy who’d put it on the jukebox in the first place.

She laughed, a little of the tension going out of her. “Yeah, it is. But at least it’s got a good beat.”

He drew her a little closer, until their bodies were almost touching. Her head barely came up to his chin, and she had
to tilt back a bit to look up at him. Her eyes were an enchanting shade of hazel, almost green. The hint of uncertainty in them just made her more sexy. Her hair smelled of citrus shampoo, blended with a faint, floral perfume.

Yes, he decided as he smiled down at her. She had definite potential.

He stifled a groan when his cell phone vibrated against his hip. He wasn’t exactly a social butterfly, being something of an outcast amongst the Guardians, so there was only one person who could be calling him. And it couldn’t be good news.

The music was loud enough that Stacy couldn’t hear the buzzing of the phone, but she got the hint when he let go of her and unclipped it from his belt. He tried glaring at it, but it kept vibrating.

He shook his head, giving Stacy an apologetic smile. “I’m really sorry, but I have to take this call.”

She smiled gamely, despite her obvious disappointment. He offered her his elbow. She blinked at him in surprise, then took it as he flipped open the phone with his other hand.

“I’ll call you back in a minute, when I get somewhere quieter,” he practically shouted into the phone, then hung up.

The bartender had cleared both their beers. Drake insisted on buying her another one before he left.

“Maybe we’ll meet again some day,” he said.

“Maybe,” she agreed, but she didn’t believe it any more than he did.

He heard her sigh of regret after he turned his back and headed toward the door. Usually, he enjoyed the work he did for the Guardians, using his superior strength as a Killer to track down and destroy other Killers who preyed on the innocent. But that was before he’d learned some disturbing truths about Eli during his trip to Baltimore several months earlier. Ever since then, the job had become work.

Once he stepped out of the bar and into the relative quiet of the city streets, he speed-dialed Eli’s number.


“Sorry to interrupt your evening’s entertainment,” Eli said, skipping the formal greeting.

Drake raised his eyebrows. Eli sounded odd, his voice a little tight, his tone a little sharper than usual. “What’s up?” he asked, but he already had a suspicion.

“I think this is a conversation to be had in person. Can you come down to the house?”

Drake scrubbed his hair away from his face. It didn’t take a genius to guess what caused that tightness in the Founder’s voice. “It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s made good on his threat to come visit?”

“Just come to the house.”

Drake took that to mean yes. He hung up and hailed a cab to drive him the fifteen blocks to Eli’s house on the river.

Eli’s house, perhaps more appropriately termed a mansion, was a stately Victorian that sat proudly on the banks of the Delaware. The house was surrounded by lovingly kept gardens and lawn, and bounded on all sides by a high fence. The fence, made of almost pure iron, was enough to deter any unwanted vampire visitors. And a powerful glamour like nothing Drake had ever felt before made the house all but invisible to mortals, except those special few he let in.

Drake felt the glamour close around him as he approached the gate, rendering the few mortals who were up and about at this hour oblivious to him as he rang the bell of the house they couldn’t see. The gate buzzed and opened for him. He stepped through, careful not to touch the iron, which would leave a nasty burn.

The front door stood open, so Drake strode in and headed toward the meeting room, where he assumed Eli awaited him. The meeting room had no doubt been a ballroom when this house had first been built, but now made a convenient gathering place for all the Guardians.

No other Guardians were in there tonight. Eli stood by himself, his back to the doorway, staring into the fireplace—something he did often when there was actually a fire in the grate, but just now he was staring at an empty hearth.


Puzzled, Drake took another step into the room. That was when he noticed it. The faint scent of blood. His eyes scanned the room, quickly finding the source of the scent.

The woman lay on her back on Eli’s fleur-de-lis rug, her hands crossed over her belly. Her throat had been practically torn out, and yet no blood seeped from the wound. Drake had a sinking feeling he knew why.

“I found her just inside my front gate,” Eli said, still not turning around.

Drake frowned. “Inside the gate?”

Eli finally turned. His face was as impassive as usual, but there was something in his eyes that wasn’t quite right. He was hurting. Badly. And trying very, very hard not to show it.

“He tossed her over the top of it and just left her there for me to find.” The voice was flat, devoid of emotion, but that very flatness gave away more than he wanted.

“You’re sure it’s Gabriel?” Drake asked, though he knew the answer.

Eli nodded. “He let me sense him, for just the briefest moment, when he was far enough away to escape my glamour.”

Drake regarded the Founder cautiously. “He let you sense him.” He didn’t quite phrase it like a question, but he asked the question with his eyes. Drake and the Guardians—and all other vampires he’d ever known—had to exert some effort to see with their psychic senses. Eli never seemed to need to. It was impossible to come within three blocks of his house without him knowing you were there.

“One of the quirks of his birth,” Eli said. “He seems to be able to mask his psychic presence when he feels like it. Just like a master can mask his presence from his fledgling.”

Drake ground his teeth to keep from saying anything he might regret. When Drake and Jules and Hannah had played their game of cat and mouse with Gabriel in Baltimore, Eli had never once thought to mention that Gabriel could mask his presence. But then, Eli protected secrets as if his life depended on it.

“That will make him rather harder to catch,” Drake finally
managed to say, with a hint of dry humor that he hoped covered his annoyance.

Eli gave him a piercing look that said he hadn’t managed to hide anything. “No doubt this is his way of firing a warning shot across the bow.”

“No doubt.” Drake regarded his mentor carefully. “And no doubt he knows you well enough to know just how to hurt you most.”

Eli’s expression wasn’t quite a wince, but it was close. “Yes, he does. And unfortunately, it’s not through doing anything to me.”

Drake nodded. “He’ll hurt you through us.” He made a face. There was no “us.” Drake wasn’t a Guardian himself, was in fact just barely tolerated by the rest of them. “Through the Guardians.”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Which means you’re going to have to tell everyone about him, no matter how much you’d rather sweep him under a rug.”

Eli’s eyes flashed with anger. “I haven’t kept his existence a secret on a whim!” he snapped, which was an unusual display of temper for him.

Eli was under the impression that if the Guardians didn’t think he was a saint, they wouldn’t follow him anymore. He’d done everything in his power to keep Gabriel’s existence and his own past a secret. Now, the secret was going to come out, one way or another.

“You know, Jules and Hannah and I all know about him, and we all still work for you. Maybe that ought to be a hint that you can have flaws just like the rest of us and we’ll still respect you.”

Eli’s eyes locked with his, that sudden, penetrating gaze that always seemed to see below the surface. “And do you still respect me as much now as you did before you knew?”

Drake lowered his gaze, unable to face that knowing look.

“I’m not going to tell them much,” Eli continued. “I’ll
tell them that Gabriel is my son, and that he has a vendetta. But most of the details I’ll keep to myself.”

Now it was Drake’s turn to get angry. “For God’s sake, Eli! If he thinks it’ll hurt you, Gabriel will find a way to make sure everyone knows every last sordid little detail, with some extra embellishment just for effect. If you’ve been honest with them, they won’t believe any fabrications Gabriel tells them. But if you’ve lied to them, they won’t know what to believe.”

“I won’t lie to them.” Eli had the grace to look slightly abashed. “I just won’t tell them everything.”

It was futile to argue, though Drake was convinced the Founder was making a big mistake. “I presume you’re going to give Jules and Hannah the party line too. Wouldn’t want us all contradicting each other.” He heard the hint of bitterness in his voice, but he was too angry to hide it.

He looked at the dead woman on the floor. She’d been pretty, and though her suit was rumpled from the rough treatment, it looked expensive. Would her people be looking for her? Would Gabriel try to lead the police to Eli’s Guardians? And how many more dead bodies would Eli find on his doorstep in the near future?

“How do you plan to stop him, Eli? You’re the only other person I’ve met whose power is as scary as his.” He risked a glance at the Founder’s face. “Can you overpower him?”

Eli nodded. “Despite his considerable talents, I did it easily two hundred years ago.”

Two hundred years ago. When Eli had tried to force himself to kill his own son and discovered that he couldn’t do it.

“However,” Eli continued, “I doubt he plans to deliver himself into my hands for a fair fight.”

“And you don’t plan to leave the house to go after him.”

Eli shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

Drake made a low growling noise. “Can’t, or won’t?” Eli refused to tell anyone why he wouldn’t pass beyond the gates of his house, why the most powerful vampire he or
any of the other Guardians had ever seen or even heard of, wouldn’t help them fight the Killers.

As usual, Eli didn’t answer the question.

“He could kill us all, if he wants to,” Drake said softly. Eli didn’t react overtly, but again Drake thought he saw a tightening around the Founder’s eyes. “If you won’t help us—”

Eli stopped the words in his throat with one icy glance. “The Guardians have destroyed Killers far more powerful than themselves before. They can do it again.”

Yes, with Drake’s help, they’d managed to destroy Killers who had one or two centuries’ worth of experience and power. But Drake knew in his gut that Gabriel was an adversary too strong for any of them. Only Eli could prevail in a fight against his son. And there was no way Gabriel would get close enough for Eli to fight him.

Any way he looked at it, they were thoroughly screwed.
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GABRIEL REGARDED HIS ONE and only fledgling closely, trying to absorb what she’d told him. He’d expected his bond with her to be different from the bond other vampires had with their fledglings. But he hadn’t expected anything like this.

“You actually felt me feed,” he murmured in disbelief.

She frowned and shrugged. “Yeah. I guess. I didn’t know what I’d felt at first, but when I started thinking about it, these … impressions came to me.”

“And you’d never felt anything like it before?”

She shook her head.

Which suggested the effect had something to do with his proximity. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t killed before during the months she’d been a vampire. At his age, he fed only a couple of times a month, though he suspected he could go a full month between feedings and be only mildly uncomfortable. Not that he’d ever been tempted to test this theory.

Jez stared at her hands, clasped in her lap. “I didn’t like it, Gabriel,” she said softly. She swallowed hard, and he thought he detected a hint of tears in her voice. “I didn’t just
feel you kill her. I felt your reaction.” She shivered and hugged herself. They were sitting on her living room couch, and she leaned away from him, probably not even noticing that she did so.

His fists clenched in his lap, and his voice when he spoke was a low growl. “I’m sure it would have pleased you if I’d been overcome with remorse, filled with abject misery and despair.” For all her tough talk, she was just like Eli’s goddamn Guardians, judging and condemning him for a life he did not choose.

She turned her head slightly to look at him. “That’s not what I meant.”

He snarled. “The hell it isn’t.” He leaned into her, capturing her eyes with his glamour, forcing her to look at him, to face what he was, what she was bound to for the rest of her immortal life. “I’m a Killer, Jezebel. I kill mortals to feed, and I like it.” His fangs had descended, and he pulled his lips away from them so she couldn’t help but see.

“When I made you,” he continued, “I gave you the choice not to kill.” Had he been the average master vampire, he would have starved her until she was forced to kill to satisfy the hunger. And once she started killing, the addiction would make it impossible for her to stop. Instead, he had fed her on lamb’s blood and thereby held the addiction at bay.

“It was a choice I never had,” he continued. “But I haven’t survived five hundred years by cursing my own existence, by wallowing in guilt and bemoaning my cruel fate. So fuck your delicate sensibilities, my dear. Deal with it!”

He released her from his glamour, and she jerked away. Fury coursed through his veins, looking for an outlet. He wanted to hurt someone, wanted it with an almost desperate passion. Jez was a vampire, could withstand immense amounts of damage without being permanently injured. He glared at her, and she met his gaze, not nearly as scared of him as she should be. It wasn’t quite open defiance, but it wasn’t the proper deferential attitude of a young fledgling, either.


Gabriel raised his fist, an almost instinctual reaction to the impulse to discipline his subordinate. But though the look in Jezebel’s eyes dared him to do it, he felt no true temptation to strike her.

He leapt from the sofa, battling to rein in the anger. It was Eli who’d made him this freak of nature, not Jezebel. He focused his mind on the moment he’d left the dead woman on Eli’s doorstep, remembered the triumph that had surged through his veins at the moment. That was his true battle—to punish Eli for the hell he’d put him through. If Jezebel feared and loathed him like everyone else, who the hell cared? He kept his back turned to her, breathing deeply, tamping down the rage as he promised to feed it well in the following weeks and months.

 


JEZ’S HEART SEEMED TO have taken up permanent residence in her throat. She stared at Gabriel’s back, wondering if she dared speak to him. She’d thought she’d felt his rage before, when he’d bitten that woman. Now she knew that she’d only tapped its surface. She knew it because she’d felt it, not because she’d seen it on his face or heard it in his voice. Just as she could feel it draining away now.

“Gabriel?” she said tentatively.

He didn’t turn toward her. “What?”

“Umm … I think things are even weirder than we thought.”

That intrigued him enough to get him to turn around. His eyes still shone with that unwholesome anger, and he stroked his scarred cheek with the fingers of his right hand. She suspected he didn’t even know he was doing it.

“When you got pissed at me just now,” she said, looking up at him and hoping this wouldn’t set him off too, “I felt that in here.” She patted her chest. “I mean that literally.”

“You felt it?”

She nodded. “Yeah.” She shuddered. “It was like …” It was like nothing she’d ever felt before, and words stuck in her throat. How could she describe the indescribable?


Inspiration struck. “Did you ever see that movie, Alien?”

His brows drew together in puzzlement, but he nodded cautiously.

“It was like there was something like that alien inside me, struggling like hell to get out. But I had to keep it in, or just like the guy in the movie, I’d be dead.” She shook her head. “I guess that’s a pretty shitty explanation, but it was the strangest thing I’ve ever felt.”

Gabriel’s face lost some of its freshly fed color. He spoke after a moment of stunned silence. “Actually, I thought it an apt description.” He returned to the couch and sat beside her. His eyes had a faraway look to them.

Her mouth was dry, and she found herself idly stroking her breastbone, as if still fearing a monster would burst through her skin. If that was how Gabriel felt when he got angry, no wonder he had such a penchant for cruelty. She thought she’d have done anything to get that horrible feeling out of her, even if that anything meant hurting someone.

“How did you manage not to hit me when you felt so much rage?” she asked in a bare whisper.

He blinked, coming back from whatever distance he’d retreated to. His expression lightened until there was a hint of a smile on his lips. “I’ve lived with it for five hundred years. If I hadn’t gained some control over it, I’d have died or gone mad by now.” He laughed, but there wasn’t much humor in it. “Actually, I suppose many people would say I have gone mad.”

She could see how some people might think that, but she knew Gabriel wasn’t crazy. Frightening, angry, sometimes just barely in control of himself—but not crazy.

Not realizing she meant to do it, she reached out to him. As badly as he scared her at times, this little tantrum of his had shown her glimpses of things she’d never have guessed at before. She’d felt the pain that drove his rage. And that pain tasted familiar in her mind. She laid her hand lightly on his shoulder, wishing there was something she could do to ease him.


But whatever shields he’d dropped to allow her to see behind his façade were back in place. He stared blankly at her hand until she sighed and let go.

He pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes. “So, it would seem our bond allows you to share some of my … emotions.” He said it like “emotion” was a dirty word.

“Something like that,” she agreed. “Though I don’t feel anything from you right now. Maybe the emotions have to be really strong for me to feel them.”

He made a face that was half smile, half grimace. “And which did you like better? The ecstasy of the kill, or the alien chewing through the belly?”

She didn’t dignify that with an answer, but she did venture to address the issue that had set him off in the first place. “I want you to know, I don’t judge you. I’m the last person on earth who’d judge someone for the circumstances of his birth.” Having been born to a junkie mother who had no idea which of the many men she’d slept with had fathered her, Jez knew what it was like to be scorned for something she had no control over. Her mother had been her scarlet letter, the cause of more sneers and insults than she could count. “But just because I don’t judge you for enjoying the kill doesn’t mean I have to like it. Do you understand?”

For a moment, it looked like her words would spark his anger again. But when he answered, both the words and the voice were mild. “Yes, I understand. And I’m sorry that our bond is causing you to experience things you’d rather not. I know so little about what I can do …”

Jez yearned to ask him why he knew so little. He couldn’t be the only vampire in the world who was born that way. And at five hundred years old, she’d have thought he’d have learned more about his own abilities. But one thing she’d learned over the brief course of their acquaintance—Gabriel was about as eager to share information as Eli. She doubted Gabriel would appreciate the comparison.

Gabriel stood abruptly. “I need some time to think.” He shook off some thought that seemed to bother him. “My
guess is that Eli will have to tell his Guardians something about me, whether he wants to or not. Make sure you find out what he has planned for me. I’ll come to you tomorrow night and you’ll tell me what you’ve learned.”

She opened her mouth to remind him that Eli wouldn’t necessarily share his plans with her, but apparently Gabriel was tired of talking. He disappeared.

Jez shivered. She knew he hadn’t really disappeared. What he’d done was use his glamour to make her mind take a brief vacation while he walked out the door. That didn’t make the effect any less unsettling.

But then, considering how unsettling it was to feel Gabriel’s emotions, she supposed she’d take the disappearing act any day!

 


CAMILLE AWOKE TO A sense of peace, the first she’d known in … well, a long time. Perhaps ever since Eli had cast her and Gabriel out of Philadelphia. Or perhaps even longer ago, when Eli’s hubris and Gabriel’s lack of restraint had seen them hounded from their home in a desperate flight to the New World.

She sat up and stretched, and though hunger gnawed at her senses, her head felt clear, her soul centered. Paris hardly bore even a passing resemblance to the home she’d fled four hundred years ago, but even so the place felt like home. Like a piece of herself had slipped back into place, a piece she hadn’t known was missing.

She luxuriated in a long, scented bath, then dressed in her favorite Chanel suit and swept her hair into an elegant chignon at the back of her head. Shoes with toes as pointed as her fangs completed the outfit, and she admired herself briefly before the gilt mirror that adorned the dresser in her room.

Satisfied that she looked as beautiful and as regal as she could manage, she closed her eyes and reached out with her senses.

It was no surprise to feel the presence of vampires below
her. If the power structure now was anything like it had been before she’d left, the Seigneur’s sentries would have sensed her invasion almost the moment she set foot in their city. They would give her perhaps a day or two before approaching her, as a courtesy to one of her advanced age. But she would not take a single step unobserved, and if she didn’t formally present herself, her watchers would make themselves forcefully known.

She examined their auras carefully. None of the four who awaited her downstairs came close to her in age, she was sure. But they weren’t fledglings, either. At a guess, they had two to three centuries on them apiece. Old enough that the four of them could overpower her despite her advanced age and power. But that didn’t matter. She hadn’t come here to fight, and there was no point in delaying her introduction to the Seigneur.

Taking a deep breath for courage, she left her room and waited what felt like an eternity for the elevator to arrive. The ride to the ground floor took even longer. But finally the doors opened, and she stepped into the elegant lobby.

Camille suspected she’d have felt the pressure of those four sets of eyes even if she hadn’t detected the vampires awaiting her. They must have sensed her coming down the elevator, for they were all staring at her with unabashed curiosity.

They appeared to be a matched set, two men and two women. Their clothes were chic moderne, and all four were meticulously groomed. Camille was glad she’d chosen her own outfit with such care.

The petite dark-haired woman appeared to be their spokesperson, for she stepped forward to meet Camille. She smiled, but didn’t offer to shake hands.

“You’re trespassing,” the little woman said, still smiling. Her French was fluent, but there was a touch of accent to it. German, perhaps. She used not a hint of glamour, but no one could have looked at that sweetly innocent, smiling face and guessed she’d just issued what amounted to a threat.


Camille inclined her head in acknowledgment. “I would have tried to make contact before I arrived, but I didn’t know how,” she responded in English. She’d have had no trouble speaking her native tongue, but she suspected her French would be … embarrassingly archaic.

The woman shifted easily to English. “Ah, so you are an American.”

Camille couldn’t help wrinkling her nose. “I was born here. In Paris. But I have lived in America for … quite some time.”

Finally, the woman extended her hand. “I am Brigitte Arnault. I speak for the Maître de Paris.”

Camille shook hands, stifling the urge to sigh. Only a few words exchanged, and already she saw that the vampires of the Old World still followed the almost feudal structure of yesteryear. In the U.S., there was no such thing as a “vampire society.” Each vampire family operated independently, a nation unto its own. In Europe, the birthplace of their kind, there was structure, and protocol, and diplomacy. Which meant Camille would have to work her way through the underlings before reaching the Seigneur.

“I am Camille Crom—” she started, then stopped herself. She’d been carrying Eli’s name for so long she’d almost believed it her own. Silly, really, as she was sure Cromwell wasn’t Eli’s real surname anyway. In fact, she suspected Eli was born before surnames even came into use. “Camille Hébert. I would like to beg an audience with the Seigneur.”

Brigitte blinked a couple of times at what might have been an impatient-sounding statement. Still, that sweet smile stayed plastered on her face. Her three companions stayed well back, but eyed Camille with a combination of curiosity and distrust.

“It is up to the Maître to decide whether you shall speak to the Seigneur,” she said. “Or have you been away for so long that you have forgotten protocol?”

Camille swallowed her first two responses. She could crush little Brigitte in a fight, but not Brigitte and her three
friends. Besides, if she wanted to make a place for herself in the Old World structure, she had to play the bureaucratic games that were soon to follow.

“Your pardon, Mlle. Arnault. Americans tend to be more … forthright than perhaps you are accustomed to. I’m afraid I have absorbed some of their less attractive qualities. I will, of course, be delighted to meet the Maître de Paris.”

Brigitte’s lips twitched into something more like a grin than a smile. “Of course you would. How could you refuse, when he’s sent you such a welcoming committee?”

“Indeed.”

The “welcoming committee” fanned out around her. It looked almost casual, as if they were joining her for a friendly talk, but only an idiot wouldn’t see how they’d cut off her escape routes. As if she’d come all this way just to run away!

So she had to go through the Maître before she could petition the Seigneur for a place in his entourage. It was a price she was more than willing to pay. She gestured toward the front doors of the hotel. “Shall we?” she asked.

Brigitte flashed her that saucy grin again, then linked arms with her like they were best friends. “Bien sûr!” she said, and led Camille out into the welcoming Paris night.

 


AS GABRIEL HAD PREDICTED, Eli called a meeting of the Guardians for the next night. Usually, the only time all the Guardians gathered together was on Wednesday nights, their regular weekly gathering. After the first few weeks of feeling like an interloper, Jez had started feeling comfortable during these meetings, getting to know the other Guardians, and even to like some of them.

Now she felt worse than an interloper. She was a mole, a spy. And she hated it.

She sat with head bowed, hands clasped in her lap as Eli told his Guardians about Gabriel. Well, not that he actually told them much of anything. He admitted Gabriel was his
son, that he was born a vampire, and that he had a vendetta. But there was a lot he left out.

Even so, a sense of shock hovered over the collected Guardians. Jez raised her head and looked from face to face. Drake, Jules, and Hannah, who had all met Gabriel a few months ago on an ill-fated revenge quest in Baltimore, were unsurprised. Everyone else looked disillusioned, at best.

She swallowed hard and dropped her gaze as the Guardians started to bicker. The bickering was common enough—vampires as a general rule grated on each others’ nerves unless there was a master/fledgling bond between them. Most gatherings of vampires—“families,” as they were euphemistically called—consisted of a master and his or her group of fledglings. But Eli had no such bond with any of his Guardians, and it was only the force of his personality that kept them working together as a group.

Some worked together better than others. As usual when things started to get tense in the room, Jules and his nemesis, Gray James, started sniping at each other. Jez turned toward their angry voices, smiling even though the situation wasn’t funny. God, the two of them were predictable!

Hannah, Jules’s girlfriend and fledgling, had both hands on Jules’s arm and was pulling hard, trying to get him away from Gray. Carolyn, Gray’s mortal fiancée, was trying the same maneuver with him. Neither woman was having much success as Jules and Gray snarled at each other, flashing fangs.

“Enough!” Eli said, his voice cutting through all the arguments and grumbling. “Gray, Jules—sit down. Now.”

Neither one of them was happy to back down, but they let their women pull them away from each other and shove them into chairs.

“I understand that many of you find all this very … disquieting,” Eli said, his voice soft and yet full of power. “But fighting with each other is only going to play into Gabriel’s hands.”

“So what are we going to do about him, Eli?” Drake asked.
“He’s a five-hundred-year old Killer, and we don’t even know the full extent of his power.”

Eli didn’t answer, but one of the other Guardians, an especially aggressive hunter named Fletcher, stood up.

“What do you mean, ‘What are we going to do about him?”’ Fletcher asked. “We’ll do the same thing we do when any other Killer decides to make himself at home in Philadelphia.” He sneered a bit, giving Drake a disdainful look. “Except you, of course.” He turned his glare to Eli. “We kill him.”

If Jez hadn’t been watching Eli’s face closely, she wouldn’t have noticed the slight tightening around his eyes that was almost a wince. But she was watching, and she did notice. No matter what Gabriel thought—and no matter what Eli thought—he wasn’t eager to see his son dead.

“It isn’t that easy, Fletcher,” Drake said, his voice surprisingly calm when Fletcher was obviously trying to get a rise out of him. “I’ve met Gabriel. I’ve even fought him, or at least tried to.” Drake shook his head. “I couldn’t land a single punch. He was too fast, or his glamour was too strong, or a combination of the two. If I can’t take him …”

“I wasn’t offering to go up against him one-on-one in a fist fight,” Fletcher retorted. “We’re always outpowered by the Killers.” He grinned, but it wasn’t a nice expression. “Hell, I bet it would take at least four or five of us Guardians to take you down.”

Jez rolled her eyes. Although Drake was an integral part of the Guardian organization right now, he was a Killer himself, and most of the other Guardians took that badly. Drake only killed “bad” people, hunting the really bad neighborhoods of the city where he fed on drug lords and murderous gang members. But he would always be an outsider, would always get those subtle—or sometimes not so subtle—little digs.

Drake had as hot a temper as any vampire, but though Fletcher pissed him off enough to draw a snarl, he for the most part didn’t rise to the bait.


“Well, it would take more than four or five of you to kill Gabriel, even with my help. You don’t understand what you’re dealing with here.”

Fletcher threw up his hands in exasperation. “What do you want us to do? Go hide under the furniture and pray he goes away? He’s in our city. Killing our people. The people we’ve sworn to protect.”

“No one’s arguing that we don’t need to kill him,” Eli said, and he’d hidden any pain he might be feeling. “I should have killed him long ago, and I regret that I let sentimentality get in the way. The only issue up for debate is how. Drake is right—I’m not sure that all of you put together would be enough to stop him.”

Fletcher gaped. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

Eli shook his head. “There are only so many of you who could get to him at one time. Say, three or four. So imagine attacking him, three or four of you actually reaching him while the rest have to wait behind. He uses that immense glamour of his on the three or four who’ve reached him and tears out their throats while they’re too stunned to resist. Then the next handful wade in … .”

“Sounds like a job for a gun to me,” Hannah said, startling everybody.

Every eye in the room turned to her, and she shrugged. “If you can’t take him in hand-to-hand combat, then you’ve got to shoot him.”

Eli shook his head. “Letting someone with a gun get anywhere near him would be a disaster. He’d use that person to shoot everyone but himself.”

Carolyn, who’d been a police detective and then a private investigator before she’d become the Guardians’ mortal helper, spoke up. “So you have to make sure the person with the gun isn’t close to him. You need a sniper.”

Eli raised an eyebrow at her. “How far away can a sniper be and still have a reasonable chance to hit his target?”

“Depends on the sniper. And the equipment.” She frowned. “But probably not far enough away for someone of Gabriel’s
age not to sense the sniper’s presence. Obviously, if the sniper’s a vampire, Gabriel would be far too suspicious to step into the trap. But if the sniper were mortal …”

Gray shot to his feet. “Don’t even think about it, Carolyn!” he barked.

She blinked up at him with innocent blue eyes. “Think of what?”

Gray turned to Eli. “You are not sending Carolyn after this guy! I don’t want her—”

Carolyn stood up and punched him in the arm. He turned to her indignantly. “If you’re going to argue about it, argue with me,” she said. “But ask yourself whether Gabriel is going to be suspicious if he senses a mortal presence fifty yards or so away from whatever trap we set up. If he’s like most vampires, he’ll dismiss me as no possible threat—if he even deigns to notice me.”

“I don’t remember you being a sniper when you were with the police!”

Gray was towering over her, his face flushed with anger, but though Carolyn was both petite and mortal, she stood her ground and didn’t look the least bit intimidated. “I would need some practice time,” she admitted. “It’s been a while since I’ve fired a rifle, but it’s not like I haven’t done it before. And they’re easier than handguns.”

The argument raged on, but Jez tuned much of it out. She knew Carolyn was going to win, because Carolyn’s argument sounded like it made so much sense.

Jez’s chest ached. This sucked. Because she’d promised Gabriel that she’d tell him what the Guardians had planned. After everything he’d done for her, she couldn’t go back on that promise, couldn’t just let him be killed.

And if he killed Carolyn because of it?

Then she’d be questioning her decision—and her integrity—for the rest of her life.

 


DRAKE KNEW HE WAS being followed. And, unfortunately, he had a pretty good guess as to why. The meeting at
Eli’s had left many Guardians unsatisfied. What better way to work off their displeasure than to take it out on the outsider?

He shook his head and sighed softly, reaching out with his senses and feeling three vampire auras behind him. The damn fools! If they were going to jump him, they needed more than three of them.

He spun around and glared at the advancing vampires. Fletcher led the way. No surprise there. The pup had a fiery Irish temper that he’d learned to keep contained in Eli’s presence. Outside of Eli’s influence, though …

At the middling age of forty, Fletcher was nevertheless one of the Guardians’ best hunters, cunning and single-minded. At Eli’s orders, he’d grudgingly accepted Drake’s help from time to time, but he’d always made it clear that he thought Drake would look good with a stake through his heart.

The other two Guardians were younger and not as powerful, but their grim-faced hostility said they had no fear of taking on an older, stronger, more experienced Killer.

The three Guardians came to a stop about five feet away, Fletcher standing a little ahead with the other two hovering just behind his shoulders. The good news was, no one seemed to have drawn a weapon, which meant they probably didn’t intend to kill him.

Drake glared at Fletcher, who was too smart to meet his eyes, though it must have offended his male ego not to be able to.

“You said yourself it would take four or five of you to take me,” Drake said, readying himself for action as he probed with his senses to make sure no one else was sneaking up on him while he was distracted. “I only count three.”

Fletcher grinned viciously. “You take what you can get.”

Drake suspected if the pup wanted to spend a little more time planning, he could have gathered quite a posse. Resentment shot through him. They were happy enough to take advantage of his skills when they needed him. But it
seemed nothing he did would ever make the Guardians accept him. No matter what Eli commanded.

Drake’s fangs lowered. Adrenaline pumped through his system, bloodlust energizing him, narrowing his focus. And he suddenly realized why Fletcher dared jump him with only two helpers—the pup knew Drake would have to be careful not to kill anyone, which would significantly hamper his ability to fight. Damn it!

“This is childish,” he said, knowing full well that wouldn’t matter much to Fletcher and his buddies. “We’re on the same side.”

Fletcher rolled his neck from side to side, his spine making tiny popping noises as he loosened up. “So fucking what?” He charged forward, lowering his head like a battering ram.

Drake had a split second to decide on strategy as Fletcher’s flunkies fanned out to come at him from the sides. He used his glamour to freeze both of them in their tracks, then braced himself for the impact as Fletcher’s head slammed into his ribs.

Bracing did no good. Fletcher was strong and solidly built, and the two of them tumbled to the pavement together. Fletcher also fought dirty, so when they went down he made sure his knee landed on Drake’s groin.

Even a century-old Killer was vulnerable to a blow like that, and the pain snapped Drake’s concentration, freeing Fletcher’s accomplices from his glamour. His head snapped sharply to the side from a brutal kick. Fletcher dug his knee in harder, but snarled at his buddy.

“Don’t kick him in the head, idiot! You could break his neck.”

Oh, good, Drake thought dryly as his vision swam and he fought for air. Fletcher was being so considerate, making sure Drake wasn’t accidentally killed.

Drake couldn’t suck in enough air to manage a well-balanced punch, but he didn’t need much leverage to bite, so he sank his fangs into Fletcher’s shoulder.


Fletcher screamed and reflexively tried to pull away. Drake’s fangs tore through his flesh, leaving a huge, jagged wound. The pain and the blood stunned Fletcher enough that Drake was able to pitch him off and leap to his feet.

Fletcher’s two buddies closed ranks, standing between Drake and Fletcher like guard dogs. Drake rolled his eyes, licking the Guardian’s blood from his lips. The taste was sweet and coppery, but subtly different from the taste of mortal blood. Nowhere near as tantalizing.

“Relax, children,” Drake said, baring his bloody fangs at them. “If I’d wanted to kill him, I’d have bitten something other than his shoulder.” This was all so terribly civilized, no one trying to kill anyone. How long would that be the case, if Gabriel continued to hunt the city and raise tensions?

His wound was closing already, and Fletcher was regaining his composure. He pushed up to his hands and knees, still guarded by his friends.

“Good thing I’m not the enemy,” Drake continued, giving Fletcher a droll look. “Never put your throat within reach of a Killer’s fangs, puppy.” Drake couldn’t have killed him with a bite to the throat, but he could have hurt him badly enough to soften him for the killing blow. “Now, have we had enough for tonight, or do I have to teach you all some more lessons?”

Not surprisingly, they charged him again, all three of them together. But now he had a better clue as to how they fought, and he managed to keep his more vulnerable spots protected. A little touch of glamour confused the two youngsters, and they ended up hitting each other. Drake stepped aside to avoid Fletcher’s charge, then used the puppy’s own momentum to slam him into a brick wall, knocking the breath out of him. While Fletcher struggled for air, Drake got a hold of his arm and wrenched it up behind his back.

“Tell your flunkies to call it quits,” Drake snarled in his ear.

“Fuck you,” Fletcher panted.

Apparently, he wasn’t going to give up until he’d been thoroughly thrashed. At this point, Drake was happy to
oblige. He grinned as Fletcher’s buddies finally snapped out of the glamour enough to realize they were pummeling each other.

“This is going to hurt like hell, puppy,” Drake warned, then shoved upward on Fletcher’s arm until he heard the sickening pop of his shoulder dislocating.

Fletcher howled, and Drake backed up to let him fall to the pavement. He turned to the others and smiled pleasantly, sure the expression in his eyes was anything but pleasant. “Unlike most wounds,” he said casually, “this one won’t heal by itself. You’re going to have to pop his shoulder back into its socket first, then he’ll be just fine.” He grinned. “Of course, he won’t like that very much, so I suggest you stay out of range of fists and feet and fangs.”

The two of them stood there, cuts and bruises healing on their faces, as they looked back and forth indecisively between Drake and Fletcher.

Drake stared at them coldly. “Unless you’d like to find out first hand how lovely it feels to have a dislocated shoulder, I suggest you quit while you’re behind.”

They looked at each other, then at Drake, and then nodded simultaneously, holding their hands out from their sides in surrender. Both of their faces were pale with fear, all their toughness faded in the face of their leader’s pain. At his feet, Fletcher moaned pitifully, his breathing labored.

Drake pressed his lips together. Fletcher might be in enough pain and be frustrated enough to be a danger to the others if they tried to pop his shoulder back into place.

Pissed though he might be, Drake didn’t want anyone dying because of this foolishness. He lowered himself to one knee and stilled Fletcher’s struggles with his glamour. He didn’t make any attempt to kill the pain, though, figuring Fletcher was getting exactly what he deserved for trying to jump someone older and more powerful than himself. Matter-of-factly, he manipulated Fletcher’s shoulder back into position, ignoring the howls of protest.

It would take a couple of minutes for the muscles and
tendons he’d torn along the way to knit themselves back together. With a final snarl that encompassed all three of his would-be attackers, Drake turned his back on them and hurried away before Fletcher could recover enough to pick another fight.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/thumb.jpg





OEBPS/e9781466810501_cover.jpg
SHADOWS
ON THE SOUL

JENNA BLACK






OEBPS/e9781466810501_i0001.jpg
Shadows
onthe Go\)

Jenna Black

g
g

S
EIE
RN
%
%38 8
=8

H

g

®

g

8

2





OEBPS/thumbPPC.jpg





