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For all of you who convinced me 
that cowboys would make good vampires . . .

Thanks!




1

SHE wasn’t alone.

The inner prompting nudged at Jane again. She turned around and looked over her shoulder for the third time. Arrays of test tubes and carafes, a stainless steel refrigerator, and open-space units greeted her gaze. Every one of her five senses told her it was just her haunting the lab at the midnight hour, but the sixth sense, the one whose existence she could never justify through analytical methods, was clamoring for attention. Strong enough that if it wasn’t for the fact she was living it, she’d think this was a scene from a slasher movie and the bad guy was about to rise up, knife in hand, and strike the blow that would set the tone for the rest of the movie.

She shuddered, too easily imagining the spray of fake blood. It might be time for her to cut back on her movie watching, because for sure, her imagination was going into overdrive. Actually, it had been revving up since she’d gone home tonight and found someone had very carefully gone through her apartment. Ever since, she finally admitted to herself, last year when Trancor had started  responding to her, suddenly requiring monthly reports with discreet yet thorough questioning. Now, it was either do or die with the research on which she’d worked so hard.

A bling from her personal laptop snapped her head around. A little fanged smiley face sat on the screen. She frowned more at the leap of excitement than at the interruption. She was entirely too attached to the amorphous man known only to her as Vamp Man.

She didn’t need her mind anywhere but where it was right now, and Vamp Man was definitely a distraction. Had been since the day he’d circumvented the security system on her laptop. A mind capable of that was naturally fascinating. The fact that he had a very dry sense of humor had kept her from cutting him off completely. She had a fondness for hackers. The way their minds worked just naturally meshed with hers. Her job involved hacking parts of the human gene code, so she could appreciate the skill it took to crack computer code.

Vamp Man was a particularly charming hacker. There was something addictive about their interaction, a certain verve to which she looked forward every day. She shook her head as the trickle of unease increased. There was just no shaking the feeling that someone was watching. She checked the lab again. Still nothing untoward, but the hairs on the back of her neck didn’t stop crawling.

The bling came again.

You there, sweetness?

After another glance over her shoulder, she typed an answer.

I’m here.

Where’s here?

Perhaps she was feeling a false sense of connection, but chatting helped with her nervousness as she waited for the wipe program to load.

The lab.

It took longer than it should for him to answer, and with each pulse of the curser, her inner sense of panic grew.

You alone?

She typed what she feared. I’m not sure.

There was no delay on this response. Get out of there.

The abrupt order fed into her terror. Did he know what she could only sense? How?

The tap of the keys seemed to echo louder as she rapped out the short retort. I can’t.

Now.

Why?

The question generated another of those pauses. You’re not safe. She glanced around again. How could you know that?

I do. Now move!

The bar at the bottom of the desktop screen reached the end of the box. The wipe program was loaded.

Thank you.

While Jane appreciated Vamp Man’s concern, there was no way she could leave. The bits and pieces of information on this lab computer were too sensitive, and the risk that anyone who found the research could put the pieces together and use her work as a deadly weapon wasn’t one she was willing to take. She wasn’t about killing people, but sometimes discoveries were a double-edged sword.

The laptop beeped for her attention. Damn it, you’re still there, aren’t you?

She ignored the question. The wipe process would have been so much easier if she could have had the program installed and waiting, but the company’s periodic sweep of the lab computers had made that impossible. She hit the run button. The whole procedure would take about two hours. She needed at least the first pass completed before she left. She had to be sure her research was gone. She’d started out hoping to find a way to ease world hunger by maximizing the body’s ability to obtain nutrition from not so traditional sources, but along the way she’d discovered the combination of amino acids, proteins and DNA that optimized the nutrition of any food for any specific group of people. But applied in reverse? Those amino acids and proteins attached to specific invasive DNA could easily be a biological weapon that could cause nations to waste away. Specific nations. Specific races Specific families. She shuddered. Trancor’s interested had peaked right about the time she’d realized what she was looking at. The laptop blinged two times in rapid succession.

Jane!

Answer me!

Vamp Man was getting antsy. So was she, and there still wasn’t any discernible reason for it. Reaching under the desk to the keyboard tray, she turned off the safety on her revolver.

She picked up her soda and then reconsidered. Maybe her problem was that she was drinking too much caffeine. The can settled back on the utilitarian desk with a soft click.

Another bling from her personal laptop. She looked up. Vamp Man had signed off. She felt strangely abandoned. Of all the men she’d known—and there had been quite a few during that punish-herself phase she’d gone through before realizing that as an adult, she was in control—for some reason she’d expected him to have more staying power.

“Just goes to show there’s no telling with men.”

The sound of her voice blending with the hum of the climate control system only added to the spooky atmosphere. The lab might be her home away from home, but at midnight it did not provide a stay-with-me hug of security, which was utterly ridiculous  considering the state-of-the-art security system and the heavily armed guards who roamed the halls. She should feel completely safe.

“There’s no telling with women, either.”

She spun her chair around at the sound of the low drawl, tinged with a hint of the West. Stopping its rapid spin with her foot, she fumbled behind her for the gun, unable to take her eyes off the man in front of her. One second she’d been alone and now, well now she was staring at the epitome of every woman’s dream. The man had the requisite broad shoulders and lean hips of an athlete, but he packed something more compelling than a great physique. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, but it stole the breath from her lungs and raised the hairs on her forearms in an agony of awareness. Maybe it was the uncompromising masculinity of his harshly squared features. Maybe it was the utter sensuality of the mouth set in that rawly handsome face. Or maybe it was just the way he stared at her with those hazel eyes that wavered between bright green and calm. Damn, he had strange eyes. Beautiful, but different. She cocked her head to the side as the scientist inside her took over. They almost seemed to glow, and within them was an expectation she couldn’t quite make out, but maybe if she just looked a little longer ...

He took a step forward. Panic flared as he leaned down, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but stare into those fascinating eyes. Metal scraped across metal, and then the heavy weight of the gun pressed into her hand. “Next time, grab the gun before you turn around.”

She blinked as he straightened. The logic of his statement sank through the haze clouding her mind, like a rock hitting the still waters of a pond. The ripples of alarm spread outward as she looked down and saw the gun was in her hand. When she looked back up,  he was leaning against the opposite table, arms folded across his broad chest, muscles straining the white, heavy cotton of his shirt. The lock of thick brown hair that fell over his forehead just completed the image of total bad boy. She hefted the gun and pointed it toward him. “Thank you.”

He didn’t even blink as the muzzle centered on his torso. “Why didn’t you leave when I told you to?”

It took her a second to process that. “You’re Vamp Man?”

He arched his brow at her. “Who else would I be?”

Even in her wildest fantasies about him, she hadn’t imagined him looking like this. “Any one of the other billions of people who inhabit the planet.”

“But you couldn’t logically expect any decent percentage of them to know where you were. I would even go so far as to say not any of them know what you’re doing right now.”

“You would?”

He motioned to the desktop screen behind her. “Wiping out the corporate hard drive isn’t something that’s generally smiled upon. Even for the eminently talented and courted researcher Jane Frederickson.”

She followed his gaze. The progress was just beginning to register. She pushed the chair until her body blocked his view. A pointless gesture, but it still made her feel better. “And you’d know about this because ...”

“I’m an intelligent being who knows that your work has progressed far beyond what you’ve let on.”

“So?”

“So now it can have a whole different purpose than what was intended.”

For a split second the worry she’d been battling for the last year suffocated her in a flood of panic. Had he gotten past her firewalls  and false trails? Did he have the information? Quickly behind that came the next thought. What in hell will I do if he has? Her finger tightened on the trigger as everything inside her rebelled at the thought of taking a life.

“I also know the possible mutations of your work put you in danger.”

“And you’ve come to save me.” As if white knights existed outside fairy tales.

Again that eyebrow winged up. For a simple gesture he seemed to be able to imbue it with several meanings. This time, patient amusement. “You’re in over your head.”

“In an hour I’m not going to be.”

“You’re not going to get that hour you’re counting on.”

“Confirming my worst fears is not endearing you to me.”

“I’ll work on it.”

She motioned with the gun. “While you’re working on that, why don’t you tell me how you got in here without sounding the alarms?”

“I’m a scientist.”

“Not an explanation.”

His head canted to the side. “I’m good with electronics.”

“No one’s that good.”

“The fact that I’m standing here would argue otherwise.”

Yes, it would, which just gnawed the edges of her temper more. She’d insisted on tweaks to some of the security elements herself. Elements she thought plugged the only holes. Yet proof that they hadn’t was standing right in front of her. “You’re not as interesting in person as you are online.”

He actually smiled, revealing even, white teeth. “You’re just irked that I got past the security system.”

“Not entirely.” She was also irked that he was so good-looking.  Good-looking men were a faithless lot, and she would have far more preferred he’d had the stereotypical geek look she’d imagined. Someone to whom her own geeky looks might be of interest.

His head lifted and a sudden stillness wrapped around him, as if he were a predator scenting danger. When he glanced down, the green in his eyes was more pronounced and the illusion of light in his eyes was stronger. “Pack up your laptop and let’s go.”

“Let’s go? Since when did I give the impression that I’m going anywhere with you?”

“Since Sanctuary just showed up.”

She slapped his hand as he reached for her laptop. “Who the hell is Sanctuary?”

He kept leaning in. “Men whose acquaintance you do not want to make.”

“The guards will stop them.”

“Humans are no match for Sanctuary.”

He said “human” as if he were speaking of another species. “Humans? You’re not delusional are you?”

It would be a shame if he were delusional.

“Not anymore.”

Now there was a comfort. “Then I think we can leave security to handle whatever you’re worried about.”

This close, she couldn’t ignore his scent. Crisp, like nightfall tinged with a subtle male musk that wrapped around her senses in a comforting hug. She could breathe in his scent forever. She should push him away. She knew that, but the scent just tempted her so. As did the sense of strength and protection Vamp Man produced. She’d never been protected. Never known the illusion of being safe since her mother had remarried when she was eight. It was as seductive as she’d always dreamed it would be. Vamp Man’s  hand brushed her hair as her laptop clicked softly closed. “We’ve got to go, sweetness.”

The intimacy lingered after he straightened. “That nickname is more annoying spoken than when typed.”

His fingers brushed down her arm with the lightness of amusement in his voice. Unplugging the cord from the socket, he said, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Only to annoy her more, she was sure. “I’m not leaving.”

His arm came around her waist as he straightened. “Yes, you are.”

He lifted. She twisted, straining to see the screen on the desktop. The program wasn’t fully implemented. Kicking back she grunted, “I need more time.”

“For what?”

What did she have to lose with honesty at this point? “For the wipe program to finish. I can’t risk them stopping it.”

He looked at the computer with the barely there completion bar and let her go, his eyes narrowed and energy focused toward the screen with such intensity she swore she could almost see it.

“What’s your sub password?” he asked.

“What makes you think I have a sub password?”

Not even a blink disturbed his composure. “You’re too smart not to.”

At least he saw her as smart. “What do you want it for?”

“To fix the program so they can’t stop it.”

“You can do that?” She heard the sound of something crashing outside in the hall. She jumped. He didn’t.

“Yes.”

It should be easier to imagine pigs flying. But it wasn’t. Vamp Man had a way about him that inspired confidence. “What’s your name?”

“I need to give you that for the password?”

She put the gun on the table and her hands on her hips. “I’m not giving the password to someone I know only as Vamp Man.”

His lips twitched. “You don’t see me as a superhero?”

The name was kind of superheroish. She couldn’t hear anyone approaching, but she could feel them—dark, malevolent shadows on her consciousness. She took a shaky breath and hugged her laptop to her chest. “No, but I’m beginning to wish you had some hidden powers.”

She had generalized feeling that superpowers were going to be called for to get her out of the mess. Vamp Man touched her cheek. No one had ever been so careful with her, but she kind of liked the way he did it. “Then today’s your lucky day. My name’s Slade. Now give me the password before I have to take it.”

A shiver of dread ran down her spine. In that second she gave him what he wanted, feeling as if she was saving her own life even while giving it into his care.

“Kitty poo.”

The keyboard tapped, the computer revved and revved until she thought it would explode. She shoved her laptop and cord into her backpack. Suddenly, Vamp Man grabbed her arm and shoved her toward the back of the office as another crash came from the hall. This one was followed by a soft thud. It sounded distinctly like a body hitting the floor. “Run.”

There was only one exit. A small door without a window. She reached it, hesitated. What if there were more on the other side?

The door swung open all on its own at the same time that Vamp Man’s hand hit the small of her back, propelling her through. “Go.”

Since she didn’t have any choice, she ran awkwardly, carrying the laptop. It would have been so much easier if Slade had grabbed  that, too. The door slammed shut behind them. She glanced back at the door, then at Slade. Her gut said he had something to do with the door slamming shut when no one was near it. The arch of his brow acknowledged the question on her lips. She didn’t ask it. If he was telekinetic, she didn’t want to know. She much preferred to think of him as Vamp Man—computer geek extraordinaire.

The wall behind them vibrated as something slammed into it. She spun around. Slade’s arm snaked around her waist and lifted her off her feet. “Keep going.”

She didn’t have any choice but to clutch the laptop and let him sweep her through the huge room with incredible speed. When the next door swung open and he put her down, he didn’t need to say a word. She ran as though her feet had wings. Whatever was banging against the wall was coming through. And no way in hell did she want to see what it was.

“Where am I going?” she called over her shoulder, catching a glimpse of him standing in the middle of the corridor. His shoulders squared, feet braced shoulder-width apart and two vaguely human hairless hulking pointed ear creatures rushing at him with mind boggling speed.

“To the garage. Hurry.”

He didn’t have to tell her twice. She ran as if her life depended on it. Which it probably did. Her footsteps echoed—a hollow, pounding sound that slid under the pounding of her heart, amplifying it. Snarls chased her down the hall. No human made noises like that. Creatures in horror movies made noises like that. The snarls grew louder. The memory of what she’d seen grew stronger. Clearer. The pointed ears. The misshapen skull. The bloodred lips in the ghastly white face. The fangs ...

Monsters. The word whispered through her mind. The edge of the  laptop cut into her arms through the pack as she drove herself forward. There was another crash followed quickly by an inhuman howl. The hair along her arms rose and a cold chill slithered down her spine.

“What is that?”

It was five more steps before she realized Slade wasn’t with her to answer. Slowing, she looked over her shoulder. She couldn’t see him. She stopped at a doorway, pressing her back against the smooth surface of the door, doing her best to disappear into the shallow indentation. Leaning forward, she peered down the eerily lit hall. Why did emergency lights have to throw off that putrid color that made everything look so abnormal? And where was Slade? What could be keeping him?

More snarls ripped down the hallway from behind the closed door. Oh heck, not that. She remembered how he’d stood braced for a fight. Of course that. What else would someone called Vamp Man, who’d come into her lab at a time when she needed saving, do when monsters appeared? He’d fight to buy her time. Whether she wanted him to or not. Good grief, she was living in the middle of a comic book! Complete with her own superhero named Vamp Man. Could her night get any weirder?

The door that had closed behind her when he’d set her down burst open. A man came running down the corridor, little more than a blur in the weird lighting. It was Slade, but not a Slade she recognized. His face was distorted and his eyes were glowing, adding a whole new level of freak to an already freaky night.

She watched him, clutching her computer so tightly the case was in danger of breaking. “I just wanted to stop world hunger.”

The discovery of a new humanoid species, she would leave to other scientists, those trained for it. The ones who didn’t find it shocking. The closer Slade got—the more she was able to see the morphed state of his face, the thrust of his brow and cheekbones,  the enhanced fullness of his mouth—the more she pressed back into the door. It wasn’t natural, right, or absorbable.

He slowed.

Keep running. Keep running.

He stopped in front of her.

Nothing could prevent her from flinching as he reached out. “You’re afraid.”

It took all her courage to pretend she wasn’t about to expire from terror on the spot. She pushed off the door. “What makes you say that?”

“I can hear your heart racing.”

“I’m out of shape.” It wasn’t a huge lie.

His words were strangely distorted. “Will it make you feel better or worse if I believe that?”

“I guess that would depend on which answer will keep me safer.”

It took her a moment to figure out that the baring of his teeth was a smile. The fangs it exposed commanded all of her attention. It took another moment to find a coherent thought. Those were dang big fangs. “Take your pick.”

He held out his hand. “I think you’re out of shape.”

Did that mean he didn’t want her to be afraid of him? She wasn’t certain enough to put her hand in his.

“I’ll force you if I have to.”

She didn’t doubt he meant it. Didn’t doubt he could, but still she couldn’t take his hand. Not with the memory of those fangs lingering in her mind.

Something flashed behind the glow in his eyes. “Don’t make me force you.”

“Turn your head.”

“What?”

“Turn your head.”

After a look, he did. Without the strangeness of his features, she could pretend he was just a man like any other. She took his hand. The brush of his thumb across the backs of her fingers was a surprisingly soft gesture for the fierceness of his appearance.

He glanced down at her, a question in his strange eyes.

“I’m very good at make-believe.”

“Why?”

Inside, everything slammed down. She forced a small smile to her lips. It probably wasn’t too convincing, but that could be attributed to the direness of their circumstances. “It’s something every child indulges in. Didn’t you?”

“No.”

She found that hard to believe. “Try again.”

He glanced back the way they had come. “Maybe later.”

“Don’t tell me there are more of those things.”

With one tug he had her out of the shallow haven of the doorway and into the openness of the corridor. “Yes.”

Her heart pounded with such force that she couldn’t breathe evenly. She pulled in a tattered breath, afraid to look, unable not to. The corridor was empty, but the sense that at any second it would be full of frothing-at-the mouth creatures didn’t abate. “What part of ‘don’t tell me’ did you not understand?”

If he smiled she was going to slap him, superhero or not.

He started off down the corridor, dragging her faster than she could run. “Apparently the part that said you were serious.”

When she stumbled, he just lifted her. It happened so fast that she didn’t have time to realize her feet weren’t touching the ground, that they peddled pointlessly.

“I’m always serious,” she gasped. “I’m a scientist. We have no sense of humor. Ask anyone.”

She chose to interpret the grimace on his face as a smile.

“I’ll keep it in mind.” He set her down in front of the heavy-duty door that led to the garage.

She’d breathe a lot easier if he had just opened it. Instead he steadied her with a hand on her upper arm.

“Once you go through that door, I want you to run like hell to the left.”

“Why left?”

“Because to the left is my SUV.”

Of course it led to his SUV Superheroes always had some sort of macho car. “I have my own car.”

He nodded. His hair fell over his brow. Her fingers itched to push it back. “Twenty spaces up and to the right. You’ll never make it.”

She didn’t ask how he knew either fact, but she believed him. Which was maybe the scariest thing of all.

“You’re saying there are creepy crawlers on the other side of this door.”

His shrug was a flex of his massive shoulders. “It’s likely.”

“You don’t know?”

“I can’t be sure as they’re probably masking their presence the same way I’m masking ours, but it would be a logical conclusion.”

A logical conclusion. Good grief! She glared at him. “You’re pretty much winging this, aren’t you?”

He didn’t deny it. “No one expected you to come here tonight. It was very out of character.”

He said that as if it were a crime. She put her hand on the door as if the cold metal could transmit the threat of danger on the other side. “I’m working on spontaneity.”

“You could have picked a better night for it.”

“It appears to me that this was the perfect night, because if I were sitting at home, I’d probably be a monster snack.”

“They don’t want to eat you.”

“I’m so relieved.”

As if he’d known she’d been stalling while she worked up her courage, his hand slid off her arm and rested beside hers on the door. It was a very big hand, twice the size of hers and lean with inherent strength. “Are you ready now?”

She nodded and took another breath. “Where’s your car, again?”

“Six spaces up and to the left.”

“How will I recognize it?”

“It’ll be the one you can’t see.”

His hand shifted to the wide bar. As he pressed it and the mechanism clicked she asked, “Anything else?”

His hand in the middle of her back pushed her toward the expanding opening.

“Yeah. Run like hell and don’t look back.”
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