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PROLOGUE

“Wishing you were somehow here again....
Knowing we must say good-byg

A woman's dulcet tones floated from the stagedo@ine St. Justine in
a sweet but hollow entreaty that made his teetle acld stomach churn as if
he'd ingested a giant cone of cotton candy.

Germaine knew better than to fault the woman. Keice was
technically perfect and she was quite pretty, plastic, theatrical sort of way.
But she wasn't Lucy. At least not his Lucy.

As the last notes of Christine's lament treblew isilence, Germaine
spoke into the mike that amplified his voice ongsta “Thank you, Ms.
Lacey, that was very nice. We'll be in touch.”

The moment he flipped off the mike, William Hailelis director,
turned to him. “Well, what was it this time? Waer nose too long, her
mouth too wide, or her legs too short?”

“None of the above,” Germaine answered evenly epibked up the
next resume in his stack. “She just wasn't rightlie role.”

Hailey sighed as if he was being persecuted. “Wbayyou insist on
pursuing this folly?”

Pretending not to hear, Germaine gazed at therpidte held without
really looking at it. This would be the ninetidtbpeful they'd auditioned that
week and, though he loathed admitting it, Germ&iaé the sinking feeling
his stage director might be right. Maybe it wdslby.

“Serena Williams is hot right now,” Hailey conted, keeping his voice
low although they sat too far back in the darketiediter for anyone on stage
to see or hear them. “And she's expressed a kéemrest in working with us.
She'd be perfect for the role, Germaine. She'siyotalented, a box office
draw, and she's worked with Nick before. She'd enak excellent Lucy to
his Dracula.”

Keeping his unkind thoughts about Serena Williatos himself,
Germaine turned over the picture and scanned thé aneress's resume
beneath the lighted, desk-like ledge clamped tes#ats in front of them. Not



because he needed the light to see, but becausemnilg) it would only attract
the kind of attention he preferred to avoid.

This next aspirant had a couple of major rolesaliege to her credit,
but only a few bit parts and some chorus work Qffd@lway since then. Not
very promising, but Germaine wasn't interested Xxpeeience. He sought
something else. A unique quality that couldn'tdaeght.

“Please, Germaine, do us all a favor. Call an sndhe auditions
tonight, and let me phone Serena's agent tomorrdliey're so eager to
discuss terms that | bet she'll even audition fau.y Give her that much, at
least. If you're still not satisfied, we can canoe this torture next week.”

Germaine flipped the tiny red switch on his headsat connected him
to his stage manager, John Percy, working backstageading from the
resume, he said, “Call Ms. Daniels in next, John.”

William Hailey groaned out loud. “Why won't yowen give Serena a
chance?”

“Because she's not right for the role. Lucy isimmocent whose love
and spiritual strength shine forth so brightly tbaen the Prince of Darkness
can't extinguish them. Serena Williams is an aqdismed, young femme
fatale who lost her innocence long before she kstesvhad any.”

“So she's been in the tabloids a few times,” Hareurmured a little
defensively. “She can still act, Germaine. Shaldayive Lucy all the
innocence you want.”

“You can'tact innocence, Bill,” Germaine insisted as he watctiesl
auditioning actress walk on stage. Her step wgl#,libut confident as she
moved across the boards with a grace more inh#drantstudied. She had the
look he was after--a youthful visage with largeilgjass blue eyes and long,
lustrous dark-brown hair that cascaded like a Viateof soft curls to her
shoulders in a style that reminded him of the meeth century. Watching
her, he had the distinct feeling they had already. mHe glanced at her
resume again. Claire Daniels. An attractive ndmug,not one that held any
special significance for him. She lived in Manhatt No surprise there.
She'd studied at Julliard and Yale. Again, nothiagnarkable. Putting his
impression down to one too many auditions, he watdHailey scribble notes
over her sparse resume with his tooth-worried pen.

“As | was saying,” Germaine continued, “you eitlp@issess an aura of
innocence or you don't. Once lost, it can nevemrdgmined, and Serena
Williams never had any to begin with.”



“What about this one?” Hailey inquired, indicatitige young woman on
stage with a jab of his pen. “She certainly ddadsave anyexperience Has
she got this elusive quality of innocence you'reking for?” he asked, his
frustration edged with sarcasm.

“Possibly. That's what we're here to find outSwitching off his
headphone to avoid the earsplitting feedback, Geeniganed forward and
spoke into the mike. “Before you begin, Ms. Dasiidd like you to tell us a
little about yourself and why you want to play Lusgward?”

He could hear her softly in-drawn breath and ssebtue eyes widen
slightly, but even Germaine's extraordinary faeslticouldn't determine
whether it was surprise or stage-fright that pradpthe reaction. Stepping
forward, she peered out into the darkened houde et right hand shading
her eyes from the spotlight and asked, “What waould like to know about
me, sir?” Her voice was clear and perfectly mothda His interest
heightened, Germaine wanted to hear more.

“Tell us a little about your interests and whangs you here tonight,”
he suggested helpfully.

“Well, | like to study dance and I'm currently ta§ singing and acting
classes at NYU. As to why I'm here....” she paussaking uncertain for a
moment. “Bram Stoker's tale has always fascinated and | feel | have a
special understanding of Lucy Seward's attractoorbiracula.”

“And what special understanding is that, Ms. DEfteGermaine asked,
his insides tightening with apprehension as if leresmthe one auditioning
rather than she.

“l think that Lucy loved Dracula more than she det fiancé, her father
and her own life, yet she feared the power he bedt her.” She paused and
swallowed as if to gather her courage, then adtedink she loved him not
because he was a vampire, but in spite of it.”

Germaine hadn't expected her answer would affiectsio strongly, but
it had, and he wasn't sure he cared for the inbica He couldn't shake the
foreboding feeling that his fate was inextricablytertwined with this
woman's. The notion made him want to thank anohids her before it was
too late for him to escape unscathed. Insteadand SThank you, Ms.
Daniels. You may continue with the audition nowats wish.”

She'd also selected “Wishing You Were Somehow Hgain,” from
Webber'sPhantom After ninety auditions, Germaine was well-acated
with Christine Daea's lament before her dead fatgave. Wishing these



young hopefuls possessed a little more varietyotfimagination, Germaine
sat back in his seat and resigned himself to anqibignant interlude. But
the moment Claire started to sing, Germaine forgotreathe. Psychic
awareness flowed through him as if an unseen hareksed the back of his
neck. Every nerve in his body tingled with awalereensitivity. The
sensation was both exquisitely beautiful and exatingly painful. She sang
with such depth of emotion, such feeling, that kigeeienced the grief of her
loss as if they were joined. Barraged by unwanteginories, Germaine
fought to bury his resurfacing emotions beneatraaidade of indifference.
Whenever he opened himself to the moods and feebhgiortals, he became
vulnerable to their wants, needs and desires argilsubliminal bond with
them forged a forbidden longing for more within him longing that could
never be fulfilled.

Although it took more willpower than he imaginedspible, Germaine
managed to master his emotions and view the actasstage through
objective eyes. Technically, her voice had theyeardepth and control he
sought, and its sweet, lyrical quality pleased lgmmatly. But the emotional
resonance, the naked feeling of longing she imgaxethe words, took his
breath away as it filled him with an aching nee@dse her despair. The deep
feeling of grief he sensed stemmed not from an lxdeperformance, but
from personal experience. Personal pain.

Aware that he hadn't gained as much control oieoWwn emotions as
he'd believed, Germaine was reluctant to commitskifrby declaring her his
final choice. Claire Daniels was his ideal ima§¢wucy in every way. If she
could act, he'd have no alternative but to givetherrole. She was singing
the last verse when he switched on his headpharas.a“ls Nick here yet,
John?” he asked gruffly, hoping to hide the tefltaliskiness in his voice.

“He just arrived,” John reported. “Should | puirnhon?”

“No. Just tell him that I'd like him to read witfs. Daniels in a few
minutes.”

John murmured his acknowledgment as Claire'srfast faded away
and Germaine spoke into the mike. “Thank you vaych, Ms. Daniels.
That was most enjoyable. Would you go with Mr.dydp the green room for
a few minutes? I'd like to hear you read for thle as well.” At her stunned
nod, John stepped forward to escort her offstagearmaine turned to face
his director.

“She hasn't even acted legit before,” Hailey pminbut with a trace of



exasperation. “That makes her an unknown quanfity. you really want to
risk everything on an unknown?”

“What | want has little to do with this, Bill. $s Lucy in every way.
Her voice, her face, the way she walks, even the ste gestures with her
hands. Unless her acting skills rival a high s¢lpwom queen trying out for
the senior play, | think she deserves this chance.”

“May | remind you that we open in nine weeksshe doesn't work out,
we'll have a hell of a time trying to replace her.”

“True....” Germaine concurred, but the idea thet might not work out
didn't concern him. His inner conviction that skeuld succeed in undoing
him in a way that no one else ever had--did. Gerenaas just as certain that
Claire Daniels would be the archangel of his peatdmmageddon as he was
convinced that he would be her deafthhe permitted any further contact
between them. He felt it in every sinewy fibehds preternatural being.

Still, he'd never been one to shirk his respofisds, and the vagaries of
his personal life weren't his primary concern rightv--castingDracula was.
He would simply keep his distance from all the estonce rehearsals began
and occupy his time with the countless other aspaicthe production. There
was no reason, earthly or otherwise, for him toehany interaction with Ms.
Daniels. Whatever it took, the show came first.

“...but it is my money, Bill,” he finished with@im half-smile.

“So it is,” William Hailey conceded. “lI guess I'milling to risk my
livelihood on Ms. Daniels if you are. Howeverl I[dave it to you to convince
the others.”

Germaine nodded as he prayed he wasn't riskirrgat deal more than
money and reputations by allowing his artisticamsto override his centuries-
old intuition. Lost money could be regained anputations remade. Lost
lives required a funeral.



CHAPTER ONE
Nine Weeks Later

She wasn't dead--yet

Germaine took cold comfort from that reassurarsckeeastrode swiftly
past the occasional huddled pedestrian prowlinghdtan's sleepless streets-
-heedless of the instinctive, sometimes painfulgaunthat prowled his
insides like a stalking beast. The beast was rthalways, but tonight the
man's need predominated.

Moving silently among the shadows, like the creatf the night he
was, Germaine clamped his lips together and pressedNothing would deter
him from his purpose this night.

Nothing.

His tread soundless yet sure upon the litter-streavement, he kept to
his chosen path, oblivious to even the biting wimat grabbed at his long,
black coat like the small chilblained hands of\atag street urchins begging
for his attention.

Germaine had learned long ago that not every ltafdl signified a
warm heart. And tonight, with the temperature moyenear freezing, Lady
Winter's grasp was lethal. But winter's frigidgers merely passed through
him, leaving him aware--but untouched. The wofstadure's fitful tantrums
no longer affected him. Nothing natural did.

He closed his eyes and reached out again witimimd. The swaddling
haze of a drug-induced sleep had muzzled the giggpam he'd felt from her
earlier. Even so, she waited for him. She hadetl to reach him, nor had he
sought any contact with her for more than ten yeaisnetheless, Marguerite
Danielson knew he would seek her out tonight. Miaeedicine had done
all it could, it was his turn now--just as it hagldm so many times before.

The moment he stepped beneath the unnaturalafitine life-draining
fluorescent tubes inside the treatment center, Gemshielded his eyes
behind the high-standing collar of his coat. Tpecsal contacts he wore
enabled him to see in light that would normallyhdlhim, but they didn't
eliminate the pain.

He hated hospitals. Hated their bare, white-tiladls made even more
sterile by their color-leeching lights and cottamashed staff. No wonder



everyone looked near death within these hallowstitutions that reeked of
alcohol and iodine, ammonia and--blood.

The distinctive coppery scent taunted and teasesemses the moment
he stepped through the sliding doors. Grittingtééth against the wolfish
hunger the heady lure evoked, he forced his thauggatk to his task and
continued toward the elevator. A nearby orderkt @awary glance in his
direction. Having neither the time nor the patehzrebut a volley of
bothersome inquiries, Germaine merely caught aftithe stare. Seconds
later the bewildered attendant turned back to drkypnurse's aide he'd been
talking to--completely and blissfully unaware ofr@aine's presence.

On the seventh floor the lighting had been dimmoedkelp promote
whatever rest its troubled residents might finand;, white tubes recessed
behind partitioned rectangles of opaque plastiegsdvlittle more
illumination than a nightlight. Germaine's eyestamtly adjusted, allowing
him to see clearly and without pain. The corridas empty, but he knew the
room number by heart--713. As he silently travérde narrow gray and
white tiled hallway, he could hear the soft moahdistress punctuating the
uneasy sleep of the patients.

The seventh floor was the terminal floor.

He gave the handless door a push. It swung oftbowt a sound.
Slipping inside, he kept a steadying hand uporhitent closed. His tread as
silent as the mist, he approached the softly it éwed gazed down at the
figure tautly curved in a pain-filled slumber. Tgh she was turned away
from him, Germaine saw at once how this illness todtbed her. Her
glorious brown hair, which once curled softly abbat neck and shoulders,
was now gray and less than an inch long. Her &gance slender but sweetly
curved was now all bones and sharp angles. Hey, lvddch once challenged
and nearly won a game of night tennis from him, nas too weak for
anything but sleep.

Like a thief in the night, the cancer had takeergthing of value from
her but her life, leaving little more than an ermatedd body, unable to eat or
breathe without the aid of the thin plastic umlailecthat sustained it. He
knew all this and more, yet she'd never told hirnt.of

She hadn't needed to.

He stood for a moment watching her sleep, allowiisgsenses to absorb
the many changes in her that his mind alone cooldletect--such as her
scent. Even the hospital's acrid antiseptics coudask the essence of



death’s perfume from his preternatural sensesitt@rbweet fragrance that
painfully confirmed what his probing mind had ablgaurmised.

Wishing he had the power to grant her anotherdeitury of life, he
closed his senses to all but her and concentratddroing air in and out of
his lungs until his breathing matched hers andhé&t mimicked the shallow
but steady beat of her own. Fully attuned, heddawver and brushed a kiss
upon her temple. Her lips curved into a half-sihigf-grimace, but she did
not waken. Placing a trail of kisses along her, jagvstopped at the pulsing
beat just below her ear.

Although her eyes remained shut, her smile widemetihe knew she
was awake.

"It can't be time to take my temperature agaihnJoshe murmured in a
voice so husky it made him wonder if she enjoydthdonightly visitations.

Pressing his lips to her ear, Germaine whispétddar you are to be
sorely disappointed, madam, for | am not--John."

"Oh." She exhaled slowly, and Germaine could fieeleffort it took for
her to talk. "Then it must be Michael, here for mghtly back rub."

"You mistake me, still," he replied, smiling inwdly at her teasing even
as he longed to bring her ease. "l should be eohdrowever, to perform
such a gallant service in that tardy gentlemaradst His fingers sought the
area between her shoulders and gently kneadedubkeles inclined to stiffen
and cramp due to their enforced idleness.

Her moan of pleasure was so sweet that Germalingigdody respond
with a piercing need. It had been a long timeesime'd been with a woman.
Nearly a quarter century, but he wasn't there nearace her. Placing a firm
restraint upon himself, he asked almost casuallgll 'me, who comes nightly
to take a sample of your blood?"

"Peter," she replied with a grimace that was wyeaulible. "I don't care
much for his visits though, as he's nearly outrafharted territory." She
stretched out her bone-thin arms and Germaine gaddhe IV needle
embedded beneath the bruised and mottled skinrdétidnand. His gaze
traveled the length of both arms, noting similataenents to the countless
other small invasions her doctors had made to téfeadeadly enemy that
had retaken her body.

Attuned as they were, her pain had become his dwawould
obliterate all her pain and suffering if he codddf a miracle like that was
beyond even his powers.



"I'm sorry," he whispered, knowing his responses wadequate, but she
went on as if he hadn't spoken.

"l do hope you haven't come to replace Peters ¥sited me once this
evening already, and | don't think he's left metlaimg to spare.”

Germaine trailed a finger from her ear to thedwlbf her throat.
"Would you begrudge me a small sample of what yiwa go freely to Peter?"

Her answering sigh ended in a throaty purr. pimase not," she finally
managed to answer. "That is, if you really musHér teasing protest ended
in a soft gasp of sensuality that trailed off iatanoan of blatant
disappointment when he carefully withdrew afterasting only a few
seconds worth of her blood.

Stepping around the bed, he noticed her narrowesldyes and arched
one eyebrow in inquiry as he shrugged out of h&t.co

"You always did end things far too quickly," stdi@nished him
weakly as she watched him remove his jacket ahdipdhis sleeve.

He retrieved a thin, black box from his coat packed placed it on the
small tray table stationed near her waist. "Ara gocusing me of leaving
you unsatisfied?"

"No," she conceded, her gaze fixed on the hypoaesyminge he lifted
from the box. "Merely reminding you that | wagh'® one who wanted you to
stop. In fact--" She drew a sharp breath and @dnghen he stabbed the long
needle into his arm. A bright crimson fluid flowedo the syringe, reflecting
light in the way that rubies might, if they werelveed to liquid form. "In
fact," she repeated a little unevenly, "l wasret time against prolonging our
lovemaking to its natural conclusion."

He smiled then, but his expression contained reelferecrimination
than humor. "Consider it an overzealous attackcaliples on my part,” he
replied, laying the filled hypodermic on the trapke and reaching for the
insulated juice pitcher seated on the cabinet teainead of her bed.

Her gaze remained riveted on the softly glowingnge. "What would
happen if you were to inject that directly into smne's vein?"

"That would depend upon who that someone wasahisevered, setting
a glass of room-temperature orange juice neardhdla.

"Say, me, for example. How would | feel afterns?dl

"Are we talking about before or after | put yowreomy knee?"

She wrinkled her nose at him even as her fragdma encircled the
syringe. "Is this enough to do it?" she askedglyes alight with so much



hope it pained him to meet her gaze, knowing tkeatsbuld be the one to
extinguish her hopes of tomorrow--forever.

"No, Marguerite. Even if it were, an existencelsas mine could never
be what | would willingly choose for you."

With a resigned sigh, Marguerite Danielson retdrie hypodermic to
his outstretched hand. "Have you come to watcldi@¢hen, André?" she
demanded in a tone that insisted there be noolhssbetween them--only
honesty.

He injected his blood into the juice and stirrded mixture until the
liquid turned the color of summer-ripened strawiastr "It's Germaine now,"
he advised, easing her into a sitting positionthWer head propped within
the curve of his arm, he held the glass to her [ijpyink this first, then we'll
discuss my plans for you."

She made a disgruntled face, but did as he agkstas he knew she
would. He watched her cheeks regain the blooneafth with every
swallow. Joined as they were, he could feel harthgrow stronger as the
heat of her low-grade fever broke. The pain tlzat lain in waiting just
beneath the surface of her consciousness recettedathingness, and for a
moment she was well again. Lowering his arm frisupportive hold, he
fluffed her pillow and raised the electric bed iatanore comfortable position
for her.

"How long will it last?" she asked, her questioaking it clear she had
no misconceptions regarding her recovery.

Germaine watched her carefully for a moment, wayito be assured
she suffered no ill-effects before he answered Bé&e had demanded
honesty, so he would be honest. The words he'dvaskl be as perfunctory
as the swift efficiency with which he put away bigpplies, but even
proficiency with a task did not negate the regoetits necessity. And
Germaine's response, though honest and directalsadilled with deep
regret.

"Eighteen hours. Possibly twenty-four."

"l don't wish to sound ungrateful, . . . Germadlrarguerite added, as if
his changed name was a meaningless ruse ratheanhamfortunate but
necessary condition to being immortal. "But hatvgol got anything that
lasts a little longer--say twenty years?"

"If | did, you would have received it ten year®aghen you were first
diagnosed," he assured her, turning his attentidhd painless removal of the



two small marks he'd left on her throat. "I thougty visit then had cured
you, but it seems even the immortal are fallible."

She turned away, but he put his hand under har timing her toward
him. "You insisted we be honest with each otheardwerite,” he reminded,
gently squeezing her chin before he reached ugnimve the oxygen line she
no longer needed. Adjusting the control until soét hissing finally ceased,
he asked. "Why didn't you call me? Why did youtvi@ me to come to you
on my own?"

A thoughtful smile curved her lips as she entwihedfingers with his.
"I remembered how much you detested hospitals,'adhd@tted, gazing at
him. "l knew you'd come for me tonight. Only lidped it would be to take
me with you." Her smile faltering, she quietly @rber hand back.

Marguerite's disappointment filled Germaine withaeching remorse.
He knew what his refusal cost her, but nothing @ooake him change his
mind. Not about this.

Longing to ease her, he lifted a hand to her lbair she jerked away
from his touch.

"Don't. It's ugly, and | know it. It's the porsthey've been feeding me
to kill the cancer. Except it's killed my hair,danow it's killing me."

With the press of a finger, he gently tipped fa@efback. "I don't think
it's ugly," he replied, pretending to assess herugh critical eyes. "A bit
short, perhaps . . ."

Marguerite laughed, but the sound was hollow dradred. "lt's
hideous, and you're a terrible liar, André. Yowaats were."

When he didn't refute her, she asked casually, i{®a'sDracula
coming?"

Not wanting to jinx the show, he hesitated bridfgfore admitting, "The
previews have been promising, and opening nigjuisistwenty-four hours
away."

"You're pleased with the cast, then? No problenmoncerns?"

"l assume the cast is doing fine, since no onesttamed my door down
with complaints, but | haven't attended any relsdarsr previews. | plan to
go tomorrow night."

A brief look of disappointment creased Marguesiterehead.
Germaine presumed it was because he couldn't givarty details about the
show when she said, "l don't think you know jusivimuch I'd like to be able
to go with you tomorrow night, André .. . SorGermaine."



A tidal wave of regret washed over Germaine aballed how she'd
urged him to do this musical nearly twenty years, aghen he'd started
investing in Broadway productions again. But heldo't grant her wish, no
matter how deeply it hurt him to deny her. Feehmgconscience war with
his guilt, he said teasingly, "If you continue tdleane André, your family will
begin to doubt your sanity. André would have t@abeut fifty-five now |
think."

"Fifty-three, the same age as me, but who's cogf@ti She glanced
down at his strong hand that remained, like theatkim, at the permanent
age of thirty. She had been that young when tlagied. "I'm dying, André,"
she admitted, her fingers gripping his in an ungipgilea. "We both knew
this time would come eventually, but I'm not redalyit--not now, not yet."

"Marguerite--"

"Don't. There's nothing you can say. There mething you couldio--
only you, damn your golden eyes, refuse to do$tie blinked back her tears.
"Not all of us have eternity to live out our livédré. And some of us feel
cheated when our time is cut short."

"Don't do this, Magpie," he pleaded, gatheriegihto his arms. "Don't
cry." Then, before she could say more, he kissedlbeply, much in the
same way he used to kiss her twenty-three years lagohim, the time span
was no longer than an eye blink, and her impasdioegponse made it seem
even shorter. They were both so engrossed in tdmeent that neither cared
nor drew apart when the door opened. At the safiath enraged gasp,
however, Germaine started to tactfully withdraw wilaefurious female
verbally accosted him.

"Who the hell are you, and what are you doing yo. m."

Germaine turned in time to see the young womamslous blue eyes
grow wide with astonishment. "Mother?" she askledn blinked as if she
didn't quite trust her vision.

"Yes, dear, it's me." Marguerite Danielson resgohquietly and
Germaine knew without being told that the livid yguvoman was
Marguerite's daughter, Clarissa.

"You look surprised. Were you expecting somedse i my bed,
dear?" Marguerite asked with a slight rise of lbrews.

The daughter flushed a shade of pink that Gernthimaght becoming
and vaguely familiar until the lovely creature sai@ertainly not in there with
you. Or more accurately on top of you!"



Feeling a little like a confirmed priest beingd#éx as a French Romeo,
Germaine retreated into polite aloofness. "Ple&saedeet you, too," he
murmured smoothly before whispering to Margueti&ould | salute her or
will a mere bow suffice?"

"She's just worried about me," Marguerite insisted¢ Germaine sensed
a sudden quickening in her pulse rate and reaardtef wrist in an overly
protective and unnecessary gesture.

Your pulse is racinghe cautioned her silentiyCalm down

I'm trying, but | don't want her to think badlyydu. .. Her response
came to him slowly while her mind stretched mustlésdn't exercised for
many years. He recognized the effort it took fer to reuse a skill she'd long
forgotten she possessed, but what bothered him wasehe energy she was
expending to rectify her daughter's impressionif. h

To his mind, he'd done nothing that warrantedfardse. Although he
was honest enough to admit that the daughter migihtiew things exactly
from his perspective. Even so. ..

"Clarissa," Marguerite began in a reasonable tihes is--Germaine.
André's son. You remember me telling you aboutr&ndon't you? He's
French. He was merely greeting me in the usualafdys countrymen when
they renew long lost acquaintances--no more."

Clarissa Danielson's brows raised in open skaptici'ls that so?" Blue
eyes glared at him with hot suspicion. "l saw jake my mother's pulse.
Was that another French custom, or do you protebs ta doctor as well?"

Despite his growing annoyance, Germaine's seragghta trace of
uneasiness beneath the young woman'’s belligerefuiceineasiness that was
steadily developing into an unreasonable and inexdple fear. Her fear
surprised him. Anger he expected, but why woulel lsh afraid?

"Clarissa, please!" Marguerite protested. "Yobeag rude. Germaine
Is a family friend and he has come a long way &ome. It wouldn't hurt you
to be gracious."

"I'd be a lot more gracious if | hadn't just wissed his attempt to
perform a tonsillectomy on you with his tongue."

Marguerite's eyes widened and she laughed in a&&easnaine had
thought lost to her forever. Despite his irritatiie couldn't help smiling in
response. Marguerite's lightened spirits did ntoeokase his own heavy heart.
Turning, he was about to ask the younger womahnefspoke from personal
experience when he noticed a sullen young manrigrkear the doorway.



The scowling youth looked to be about nineteertagdy no older than
twenty. He was thin, almost to the point of gaess) and from his agitated
gestures Germaine suspected they were about tofemeo-face with one
of New York's junkies out prowling hospitals for aasy mark. Germaine
stepped forward to stave off the potential thieewiMarguerite motioned the
young man forward.

"Robert, come in, please. | want you to meet Gamen Germaine, this
Is my son, Robert."

The other man's gaze flicked uneasily over theetlof them. Then with
a final look of apology to his mother, he slippedtk into the shadowed
hallway. Marguerite tightened her lips in frusiat but didn't call him back.
She gazed over at her daughter again. "WherelyMahe asked, her voice
tight with disappointment.

"He's paying the cab driver," Clarissa answereagging her regret-
filled gaze from the empty doorway to her moth&ermaine caught the
fleeting sense that she really wanted to run &kebrother, but had restrained
herself due to the futility of the exercise. Thkelings she had for her brother
were strong, almost maternal, but her heartfelceamfor her mother was
nearly palpable. Although it was unusual for Gairme to register feelings
from a virtual stranger with such intensity, he wiagher surprised nor
alarmed by his receptiveness given his stronguiitk Clarissa's mother.

Yet, the heart-pounding fear he sensed in her wherstepped over to
fluff her mother's pillow still puzzled him. "Hénsuld be here any minute,"
she added with a reassuring smile.

Her lips curving slightly, Marguerite gave her dghater a knowing look,
then cast a sideways glance at Germaine. "Thatgndarry's interrogating
the staff on my condition again. It's become fagyditual ever since
Clarissa suspected the doctors weren't tellingheetruth. She's set herself
up as my personal watchdog--wanting to know whiadl kif treatments they're
giving me, along with all the other gory detailoabmy care here."

"Well, somebody's got to do it," Clarissa murmubegrudgingly as she
leaned over to kiss her mother's cheek. SittingecEnough to touch her,
Germaine noticed beneath the young woman's admogipbse that she was
actually trembling. She was scared, all right, dfuivhat? She straightened
and moved away as if his nearness bothered hesplaued him only the
briefest glance before she smiled warmly at hetherot That smile nagged at
him, too. It was familiar somehow, yet he couldniite place it.



"You're looking much better this evening," Claaisaid with the false
brightness mortals reserved for the very old ardvry sick--conditions for
which recovery was neither expected nor possitilehink your fever's
finally broken." She retrieved an old-fashionedsgl thermometer, definitely
not hospital-issue, from the nearby chest and sitatdwwn. "Let's see what
your temperature is tonight, shall we?"

Marguerite averted her head. "Germaine's alréadgn it. It's normal.
Isn't it, Germaine?"

He smiled at the reminder of her earlier playagtiiiPerfectly."

"Do you mind if | confirm that?" the daughter spad at him.

"Not at all." He appropriated the thermometentfrihe young woman
and held Marguerite's chin. "As your daughter sesgtuctant to accept our
word, | suggest we humor her."

Marguerite accepted the thermometer without ptobed her eyes
remained fixed on Germaine'gvell? she asked him silently.

Germaine could hear the frustration in Clariss@k as she turned away
from them in a pointed show of disapproval.

| begin to wonder if George wasn't just a littl® tenient with both his
children, Germaine answered her.

George believed in solid reasoning and prastee responded in quick
defense.

Spare the rod . .Germaine intoned. Retrieving the thermometer, he
extended it toward Clarissa without looking at'i#iss Danielson, you
requested this | believe?"

She practically snatched the glass tube fromihggefs, then skirted
around him to read the tiny numbers by the roomlyg light, a chrome-based
lamp with a sixty-watt bulb. "This is no betteathcandlelight," she
grumbled, her face nearly pressed to the plasidesh While she was
preoccupied with deciphering the tiny numerals,n&ene conducted a
longer, more thorough appraisal of Marguerite’sghder. She was taller and
thinner than he liked, as most young women of le@egation tended to be,
yet not too thin. She had a delicately boned taoed by a fluff of wind-
combed hair that was short by his standards, butmattractively so. And
though he much preferred petite, soft-spoken wowidnlong, silken curls a
man could wrap his hand in, something about thisate appealed to him in a
strangely familiar way.

Perhaps it was the softer side he sensed infgulnerable side she



kept buried beneath her sharp tongue and brusgneenahe same way she
sought to conceal her more feminine curves bertbathulk of her
fisherman's knit sweater and heavy wool jackejacdket that she had yet to
remove despite the warmth of the room. Her slefidgers, gripped around
the thin glass tube, bespoke a worried frustratian he suspected would
never be voiced. And her blue eyes, now narrowesbncentration, gave hint
to a deeply sensitive and caring soul. None dddlibings would be obvious
to the casual observer. But to him, they werensiteacons luring him toward
dangerous, if not fatal, shores.

He could see a lot that was her mother in her aalod that was not.
Though he was certain they had never met beforephleln't quite shake the
feeling he knew her somehow.

"Ninety-eight point six," she announced, giving thermometer a
vigorous shake. Even beneath that outwardly casogeément, Germaine's
senses caught a subtle trembling. Whatever widrebiog Clarissa
Danielson, she intended to keep it from her motl&#re returned the
thermometer to its place on the chest, then scoatiéue nearby lamp.
"Really, Mother, | don't see why you're suddenlgiagt turning on the
overhead lights."

"Some eyes are sensitive to bright lights, dead, lgrefer a soft glow to
the harsh glare of fluorescents."

The gentle warmth in Marguerite's eyes told Genmahe had made the
mandate for him.Thank youhe replied mutely.

"Well, it makes it difficult for the peopleshe to tend you properly, and
Harry's been receiving complaints all day from--"

"Harry Collins is Clarissa's perennial tag-alomgb,"” Marguerite
interrupted, as if that simple statement explaieghything. "He's a financial
consultant, which means he tells people where tohgir money."

"A most noble profession,” Germaine respondechaVle used a
financial consultant myself from time-to-time."

"Just what is it you do, Mr. . . . "

"St. Justine," he supplied graciously.

The young woman turned slowly to face him, het bhfe eyes wide
with dismay. "Germaine St. Justine? The backetife new Broadway
musical,Dracula?"

"Yes," Germaine answered, his own eyes narrowBygnecessity, very
few outsiders knew of his theatrical connectiokie was speculating how this



contradictory female had learned of his involvemehén he saw her stare
accusingly at her mother. His eyes, less reprodcmiade the same route as a
niggling suspicion wormed a path through his mind.

Marguerite clapped her hands together in obvialiglat. "It looks like
you two have something in common after all."

Feeling as if someone had just slammed the lidi®coffin and nailed
it shut, Germaine gazed again at Marguerite's daugtshe couldn't be that
sweet-voiced, silken-haired brunette who'd audétbfor him nearly two
months ago. He would have recognized her. lheofthen at least her
voice. Then again, he certainly wasn't expectingnéet her at his former
love's bedside. While a part of him still denibd twvorm-like suspicion that
became a writhing mass in his mind, he rose téees "Stand here, please,"
he ordered, pointing to a spot just before him.

Though she bristled at his abrupt command, thegawman did as he
asked, which was fortunate for Germaine would @eeholerated an
argument just then. She stood tense and waryheitlarms folded before her
like a shield, until he reached for her chin. figers were less than an inch
from her jaw when she averted her face with agimydder. A small but
telling detail that put his defenses on immedidtet.a The blue eyes that had
sparked with indignation mere moments ago, nowdeahis gaze. Like a
light cutting through the fog, the reason for hewfound complaisance and
his own feelings of vague familiarity were suddecilyar.

"l should have recognized you from the moment stoade in here
tonight, Ms.Daniels" he admitted, stressing her stage name. "Unaalt!
would have, had you been wearing your makeup aatdntiy you sported
during your audition. |thought it was your reai’

Her eyes remained downcast, but her chin retatsestubborn tilt.
Although he could still sense her recoiling intdisnat gratified him to note
she neither cowered nor attacked. They both khaianding the role of
Lucy Seward had been her biggest break, and &irgels had spent the last
five minutes insulting one of the few men who colué/e her replaced with
very little opposition. What she didn't know whattGermaine St. Justine
was responsible for her getting cast to begin wdispite his own, personal
misgivings. Misgivings that had suddenly takenastic turn for the worse.

"l won't apologize,” she informed him stiffly, blaér eyes reflected her
trepidation.

Despite Germaine's belief that he now understbedtause for her



uneasiness, he didn't particularly care for itslicagpions. If Marguerite had
told her daughter about him, Claire Daniels coutnlvp an even greater
danger to him than he first suspected.

He sat back down beside her mother. "I havek#dgou to," he
replied evenly.

Claire's lower lip twitched slightly as she thrast hands into the
pockets of her slacks. "Should | start checkirggttades tomorrow?"

"No. At least, not yet," he answered, wantingde if she would
respond to his lightly veiled threat with one of bevn.

"Stop teasing her, Germaine," Marguerite scold&tbu know she
spoke out of concern for me. Tell her there aréaral feelings between
you."

"Why? I've no intention of having your daughtemioved from the cast,
if only because | happen to feel she is perfectferrole. A feeling that has
in no way diminished since the night she auditioftgdne. The first and
only time | ever really watched her perform." Hatehed Claire's eyes widen
slightly before he added, "It was an inspiring parfance, by the way." She
flushed and looked away. Unable to tell wheth&ras guilt or
embarrassment that brushed a wash of pink acroshbeks, Germaine
added a little more softly, but no less intentkxs'to any personal differences
there may be between us, they play no part in thttem Do they, Ms.
Daniels?"

"No," Claire answered softly despite the angryaguin her chin.

Surprised and more than a bit unnerved by hispeeed and disturbing
urge to smooth away that small tremor of angerfaagd Germaine wrested
his attention from the woman back to the possimedt she posed.

It was no mere coincidence that the daughtersofdrmer love was now
his leading lady. And if Claire Daniels knew hesveavampire, Germaine
could be faced with a serious dilemma.

He had purposely kept his business and persdaaldparate to protect
his immortal colleagues from an unnecessary riskxpbsure. Too many
lives were at stake for him to simply dismiss theeat Ms. Daniels posed
should she use her knowledge against him. He inaghbut enemies, both
mortal and immortal, and a few of them would likae#mng better than to
force him and his allies to their knees. The ntméhought about it, the less
he liked the odds.

It was like solving a puzzle where all the piefiedut contradictions



obscured the design.

He never would have suspected Claire had leaheettuth about him if
she hadn't tensed and trembled like a trappedtrabbiy time she got near
him. Since he’d given her no other cause to fear 8he had to have known
whathe was from the moment Marguerite introduced thgr@-moment he
first sensed her fear. Which also meant she had\e already knowwho
he was. Therefore, her dismay when she confirnealéntity was merely an
act. Her prior insults--meant to keep him off ka@nd her contradictory
display of trepidation and pride the moment hetsthto put two and two
together--a stroke of pure genius. But to whappse?

What could she possibly gain by making him thihk feared him?

He admired women with spirit, but found it almoapossible to deny a
woman in distress. The notion that women wereetpiotected was too
deeply ingrained in him for even the equal rightniality of the current
decade to undo. Only conniving and deceit coulthdt

So why did Marguerite look so pleased and her ki@mngo wary? The
next move was clearly his. If only he knew whetheirfaced a true innocent,
or an actress beyond compare.



CHAPTER TWO

Germaine's inbred wariness kept his attentionded on Claire when
he caught her flashing Marguerite a reproachfuleglaAlthough he suspected
the accusatory look resulted more from frustrati@an anger, when
Marguerite merely shrugged and laid back againsptiew, Germaine
concluded they had taxed her limited strength ehdagone day.

Leaning forward, he pressed a kiss to Marguecteesk. "It's late,
cherie I'd better go."

Her satisfied smile died as a shadow of deep distitauded her eyes.
"But--"

"Later," he promised firmly, then gently cupped bleeek.

"Tomorrow's soon enough."

He rose from the bed, aware that Claire's watahfak stalked every
move. He sensed her leeriness the same way ao@ifs its prey. She
distrusted him, yet he wasn't the one guilty ofeillecTempted to snarl at her
like the ravening beast she silently accused hilveafg, he waited until he
reached the door before he met her wary blue géheavemile that wasn't
intended to be reassuring. "Until tomorrow nig¥is. Daniels," he vowed
quietly.

Her jaw tightened almost imperceptibly, giving Hime impression she'd
like nothing better than to tell him to go to heBince, by his way of thinking,
he'd already been there, Germaine offered the yaiamgan a curt nod of
farewell and made his way to the hospital exit.

He wasn't angry, precisely, but he was irritatei@ was also intrigued
and more than a little aroused. A complicatiombigher expected nor
sought.

For an abstaining vampire, few things were wadnéhtorment of
remaining in a closet-sized room overflowing withrm, sweet-blooded
mortals, whatever their motives. Enticed as hetwdsosen Claire Daniels'
sharp little tongue, he was not foolish enoughdk unmasking himself on
the off-chance he was mistaken. If Ms. Danieldyd®d no inkling what he
was, or of the threat that one of his kind repressgrhe wasn't going to
enlighten her. And he'd make sure Marguerite kepfpromise on that score
as well.

The last thing Germaine needed \Waaculas female lead running
around saying that vampires were real, and he wax.p



Correction. That was the second to last thingdeded. The last thing
he needed was to become involved with another ineciaan.

But there was absolutely no risk of that. Negaia.

So what was it about Claire Daniels that gave thienfeeling she would
inevitably betray him? Assuming he was right, tlegt question was why?
Could it be because he had once been intimatehgitimother? Surely she
couldn't be that vindictive. There had to be sather reason. A reason
directly connected to the unaccountable fear heexkm her earlier.

Germaine forced himself to put off his concernsline saw the lady
again. He'd done what he'd intended for tonight\aas content that
Marguerite would sleep easier, although he stilldeearly overwhelming
urge to sink his teeth into something soft, warm @aiiling. Controlling his
baser instincts, Germaine headed back to lllusiam¢ace where he could sit
in a secluded alcove and think out his plans it like any other patron
who preferred to drink alone. Except Germaine Viasty other patron any
more than lllusions was just any other bar.

To the casual tourist, the teeming night spot httes more than a
perpetual Halloween party for the affluent, if sevhat jaded, New Yorker.

Its medieval ambience offered a skillful blend3aithic decor, muted
lighting and imagery that gave one the impressimstepping into Dracula’s
lair. Along the outer walls, a catacomb of dairkiyalcoves permitted patrons
a sense of privacy with a view of the sunken fiaeplset in the center of the
main room. A collection of richly upholstered sfaouches and wing chairs,
offset by coffee and side tables, surrounded thoeilair pit that crackled hotly
throughout the fall and winter months for mortatnfort. Discreetly situated
in the darkest corners, stately black marble cokiprmovided a sulphurous
glow from the eyes of the gargoyles seated atamth&long the farthest
wall, the serving bar, with its mahogany front,dsr@ailing, and slightly raised
top gave the suggestion of a coffin, while diretihind the bar, bottles of
imported liquor sat in recessed holes before their stone markers. The
array created the image of an elaborate gravewrid she foreground of the
distant castle that had been painstakingly etchigdnathe finely webbed
cracks of the mirror dominating the bar's wall.

lllusions had no flapping bats with blinking regks swooping at its
customers, nor did the sound of howling wolves giteem when they walked
through the door. lllusions was a place of un@geshent and suggestion.
Even the music, which was more sensed than headdyden selected for its



haunting simplicity. The effect was one of clasdagance, offering almost
any drink imaginable, along with a few creativetylsd hors d'oeuvresor
those who also craved a bite of food. For custeméio preferred to do their
drinking and dining in seclusion, lllusions provida select number of private
rooms. And for those guests who'd been placedmora restricted diet,
lllusions maintained a catalogued and dated supidlye obligatory vintage
within the refrigerated compartments of the baalits

lllusions was like a Chinese puzzle with each @ietegral to the whole
yet separate from it. And Germaine knew each pra®ately since he was
the true, if not the state-listed, proprietor af #xclusive club. He walked
into the crowded night spot, and with a discregnal to the maitre d' headed
toward a secluded alcove.

Germaine considered lllusions a success, evermgthayublic place that
invited mortals and blood-drinkers to sit side-Iyeswas still viewed with
great trepidation by certain venerable membersinvitieir elite consortium.
Mixing vampires and humans along with their varioaasumables had
produced some rather unpleasant consequencespasheNevertheless,
Germaine was convinced the venture could work undgant management,
and it had. So much so, other groups were danmigas undertakings in their
own neighborhoods. To date, eleven had poppeditimwhe varying
boroughs of New York alone. If they were careful .

Germaine's solitude came to an abrupt end whemvaceous blond
bound from neck to heel in an outfit of black leathnd chains slid into the
chair across from him.

"Mind if | join you?" she asked, her coy smile wung carmine-tinted
lips.

Several responses sprang to mind, but Germaitrairesd himself. "If
you're out trolling, | suggest you solicit patratghe biker bar down the
street. You'll have more success there," he adyvsg®earing his intruder with
an icy glare.

Ignoring him, she picked up his glass, took atsipn quickly set it back
down with a grimace. "How can you drink that? térrible." She raised an
elegantly manicured hand and signaled the barteri@&am, fix me a Don
Juan. Thirty-forty, straight, please." Edging @ame's glass back toward
him, she asked, "What is that anyway, a Virgin Npdry

"A Mary definitely, the virgin part is suspect. hat do you want,
Phillipa?"



Momentarily distracted, Phillipa smiled apprecialy at the blond,
muscle-bound waiter ogling her with lustful browyes as he approached
with her Don Juan. Germaine watched her rewarddmnirer by playfully
blowing him a kiss of thanks which the waiter caumthd pressed to his lips
while his puppy dog eyes begged her to make hinslage. Her low, husky
laugh a sensuous invitation, she winked and seradwming Adonis off with
an intimate pat. Then with a toast to Germaine,sstvored her drink. Eyes
closed, she let out a deep-throated purr beforatagnconfidentially, "I
think Hugo is interested in a little extracurriauéetivity."

"Good for Hugo," Germaine replied blandly.

"I may be dead, but I'm not impervious to paird éd rather not face
the prospect of--"

"Talk to Phillip, he's your husband," he snappautling the discussion
with an abrupt change of subject. "What's with dog collar and chains?"

She wriggled suggestively, causing the delichtans to jingle like tiny
bells, then plucked at the silver studded collanirefing her neck. "Like it?"
At his raised eyebrow, she lowered her hands andhomed, "Really,
Germaine, sometimes you are incredibly old-fashdondy clients happen to
adore this ensemble."

He shot her a twisted smile. "Just how is theautadking business doing
these days?"

"It's a beauty parlor, not a funeral parlor," sberected.

"With your clientele, sweet, | believe it's alloand the same."

She drew back from him with a soft inhalation of &You're in a
particularly nasty mood tonight. What's wrong?"

"l didn't invite you, Phillipa," he reminded hgicking up his glass.
"You could leave."

She crossed her arms on the table and leanedddwar "You went to
see Marguerite tonight, didn't you?" When he nyestred into his glass, she
asked, "How is she?"

"She's dying, Phillipa. How do you think she is?"

Phillipa instinctively reached for his hand, and dnce he didn't try to
pull it back.

"Her doctor doesn't expect her to last the wel&,admitted after a
moment.

"Does she want to be immortal?"

"She wants to live, but | doubt she wants to spardity drinking



blood at night or spend her days sleeping likerpasm"

"That's not all there is to being immortal, Gemaai . ." At his
cautionary glare, she prudently changed the subj&peaking of corpses, |
think you need to have another talk with Phillip."

"Why? What's he done now?"

"He hasn't done anythinget, but he's talking about buying a double
coffin."

"A coffin? What in earth does he want with a ocuU#f

"He says he thinks it'd be kinky, but | think hieGping our sleeping
together beneath a lining of satin will make meadgsstless."

"Have him buy you one of those battery-chargedriera stress-
relievers instead. It's cheaper."

"It's notthatt Well, not entirelythat," she amended softly before
glancing about to make sure no one overhead thiela's worried about his
ability to satisfy me the other way--as a vampiréiink he's hoping a coffin
might make me more amenable to his--couplings."

"Then buy one, by all means."

"Germaine . . ."

"Look, Phillipa, you both knew there would be ceqgences for your
actions. Sixteen more years, and Phillip will kactly as he once was, until
then--adapt. If he thinks a coffin will help, thgat one and try it out for a
week. Ifit doesn't work, let me know. I'd like $ee the salesman's face when
you tell him you're sorry, but a coffin doesn'ttguneet your needs at this
time."

Chuckling in spite of herself, Phillipa leaned ogaad pressed a quick
kiss on Germaine's cheek before he could advisadanst it, then stood. "I
made a mistake," she admitted quietly. "OneiVé Wwith for eternity, but
you're the one keeping us apart, not me. | thimkip would be relieved if
we had an affair." When Germaine refused to an&egrshe let out a soft
sigh of resignation. "Very well, I'll let him g#te coffin. But if you change
your mind, you'll know where to find me. Only yought want to knock
before you raise the lid. Phillip is a little tdycabout who sees him without
his prosthetic fang. And when the sun rises-4mes out."

Six o'clock the next evening, Germaine held Marige's hand until his
elixir took effect. The pain was worse, taking tsysinges to pacify it this
time. Even still, she appeared greatly improvieér breathing was no longer



labored and she'd begun eating again, so her doatbordered the IV
removed--temporarily. Without all the tubing, sbeked almost normal.
Almost

She lay against her pillow, her eyes closed ihsarenity, and for the
moment she was at peace. Hovering between totadfulaess and a drowsy
contentment, she began talking about their bmeétiogether.

Germaine said nothing, allowing her to reminissslae wished while he
sat beside her, occasionally stroking her fingers.

"You were always there when | needed you," shearked with a trace
of wistfulness. "Whenever | was hurt or in paiver® when the time of day
wasn't--convenient." Her fingers curled arourgl HiDo you remember the
morning Claire was born?"

"As mornings go, that has to be one of my wotst,tecalled candidly.

"l was scared, in pain, and refused to listemiygpae."

"You were too busy screaming to listen to anyone."

"And you looked like the wrath of God, pushing yeay into the
delivery room despite the nurses' and attendarttegis. | think if George
hadn't given into my wishes and told them we'dtet/iyou, they wouldn't
have allowed you in."

"Then they would've undergone a sudden changeraf,frhe assured
her. "Nothing could have kept me from you that-dayt even the noon day
sun.”

"George was never very good in a crisis. He htieste anyone in
pain, but you were magnificent."

"l was desperate to get you to stop screamingu afmoke me from a
very sound sleep, my love, and | knew I'd get nacpeauntil you settled down
to the task at hand." When she avoided lookirtgrat he tipped her chin
toward him. "The nurse confided to me later thaytd offered you an
anesthetic, but you refused it. Why?"

She shrugged, but her gaze remained pinned anctesped hands.
"You'll only treat me to one of your patronizingteres if | tell you."

"Risk it, tell me anyway."

"I knew you could never father a child, and tholuiglgreed to marry
George when you insisted, | was still very muclowre with you. | always
have been," she confessed, wandering off the subjecdangerous territory.

"The pain reliever?" Germaine reminded her gently.

"Yes, well, when | discovered | was pregnant, htea to find some



way to share my happiness with you and decidet¢seway was to have
you with me when the baby was born. | always sgassadness in you
whenever the subject of children came up, andudho. . . " She shook her
head as if she decided she was wrong. She wasmgw Germaine did
regret he wasn't able to raise a family like a raiman, but he saw little need
to tell her that now. "Anyway," she continued waih apologetic smile, "I
knew you wouldn't come to the hospital unless llyegeeded you--even if |
called you. So, | made certain you'd be there."

"l see," he replied, his voice and expression gsefully neutral.

"Are you terribly angry with me?"

"No man likes hearing that he's been manipuldidguerite.”

"l suppose you're now going to ask me how bothasa Claire, ashe
calls herself now, happened to be involve®macula together."

"I think I've already figured that out. | havefotgotten that you were
the one who wanted me to make a musical out ofeéstktory long before
Les Misor Phantomlit the boards."

"If it could be done, | knew you had some of testoqualifications.”

"I may have had a greater interest in debunkimgesof the myths and
fallacies, but my qualifications were no bettentlsaveral other individuals |
could name," he corrected gently. "You might bgossed to learn just how
thoroughly my immortal brethren pervade the theatpprofession. Since we
tend not to photograph well, acting is a bit diffi¢ but possible with some
dark contact lenses and a bit of forethought. kcanous, however, as to why
you neglected to advise me of Claire's interesthatr she'd taken up acting as
a career. It wouldn't have been that difficultymow, and it might have
saved us both a great deal of embarrassment.”

Marguerite shrugged as if the oversight had beamentional. “Claire
has always been fascinated with acting. As a dhlwould dress-up and act
out scenes from the plays or movies she'd seearin@ne could feel
Marguerite's strength and enthusiasm build asadked about her daughter.
"She loved drama and pathos--the more tragic tlee ttee better. Othello,
Hamlet, King Lear, Joan of Arc . . . | think sleatned her love of dramatics
from my stories about you."

He immediately straightened. "l sincerely hopa gon't mean you told
Claire about me."

"Of course | did!" she informed him with a hint@tasperation. "You
were an important part of my life. Was | simplyposed to forget you ever



existed?"

"That's not what | meant," he replied quietly.

"I know what you meant, and you can stop gloweahme. I've kept
my promise and divulged your terrible secret tane, although | doubt
Claire would be greatly taken aback if she weredon the truth."

"That's not a theory I'd like put to the test,'r@aine warned, not
entirely convinced Marguerite was telling him thath. Even if she hadn't
told Claire he was a vampire, Claire knew aboutr&rehd Marguerite, and,
from her reaction to their kiss, she clearly susgbbis affection for
Marguerite exceeded that of a dutiful son for hikér's former love. Added
to that was the possibility she'd overheard someora about him. Whatever
it was,somethinghad spooked her last night. No doubt findingrhether
locked in a passionate embrace with a stranged@roluse a few misgivings,
or worse, and if she also suspected the strangeawampire . . . except
Germaine believed Claire's fear sprang from a sotirat dwelled deeper than
mere supposition or concern. Whatever she fegresented a solid, living
danger to her, and quite possibly to him as well.

The next time he saw Ms. Daniels, he had a fealhegyd want to talk to
him privately, which coincided with his own purpesguite nicely. With a
few subtle questions, he'd be able to determinextent of what she knew
about him, and proceed accordingly. He wasn't aladtering a mortal's
memory, if he deemed it necessary. He didn't@adrly enjoy the task,
since it made him feel like an intruder, but asdukject never knew the
difference, and suffered no real damage in thega®iche would do whatever
was necessary to protect his order from the pefitsterrified mortal.

Catching Marguerite's worried look, he added, fiking something
might be true and knowing it for a fact are twoiraty different things,
Maggie, my love. Your daughter was upset enougbnvgine discovered us
kissing. | shudder to think what she might havealid she came in while |
was--"

"André!" Marguerite protested, her color high.

"Behave yourself," he scolded, giving her fingansadmonishing
squeeze. "l was merely going to say biting youkrie

"Oh. Well, her reaction to a little neck nuzzlwguld hardly have been
any different to your kissing me. Truth is, I'nr@tised she noticed you at all.
Claire works much too hard, and that director afrgas a slave driver. Being
on Broadway is Claire's whole life right now, ama sefuses to consider



anything that might interfere with her career--utthg love, marriage, and
children. And given the sort of man Harry is, tiot certain | blame her."

"Claire is what, twenty-three now?" When Margteeriodded,
Germaine added softly, "She's an adult, Maggie  stsedmost definitely has a
mind of her own. She'll do just fine."

"You don't know her, Andre. Claire is an ideali§&he puts on a tough
front, but only because she has to. She'd faltaplerwise. My iliness has
been hard on her, but she's been my rock thowh-ihsuring | get the best
care, the best nurses, and the best medicines §ha&jgling to keep me alive,
although she knows her task is impossible. Whdin,Ishe's going to blame
herself. | know she will. I've seen her do itdyef"

Marguerite placed a pleading hand on Germainais 46he's going to
need a lot of love and understanding. Understanttiat Harry Collins will
not know how to give her."

"Robert will help her," he reassured, giving hegérs another gentle
squeeze. "They'll help each other. That's whaltlies do."

She drew back in tired resignation. "Robert daglp anyone. Last
night was the first time he's come to the hospgitate | was admitted a week
ago, and he wouldn't even step into the room.t Radost his father, then he .

. I meannowhe's having difficulty accepting that I'm goingdie as well.
Claire accepts it, but she's also shoulderinchallresponsibility."

"l get the feeling you aren't telling me this nig® express your
concerns.”

"No." She took a deep breath, then asked, "Vdill yeconsider and
make me one of your own?"

Germaine hesitated momentarily as regret piefoedigh his heart
more keenly than a wooden stake before he firmbpkhhis head.

"I won't bother asking why, since | know you'lllptell me it's not the
life you'd choose for me, but I'd like to ask adawn return.”

The feeling that she was maneuvering him intorpsong something he
would later live to regret triggered all of Germalminternal alarms. Even so,
he couldn't deny her again. "If | can grant will," he answered levelly.

Reaching out, she gripped both his hands as ifesred he would pull
away. "l want you to promise me you'll look af€@aire when I'm gone.
Robert won't accept your help, so there's littlmpm offering it to him, but
Claire will need someone strong, someone she ressmmeone sympathetic
who will help her cope--if only for a few days. Miou do that for me?"



He caught Marguerite's gaze and held it. "l wda&ert your daughter
or your son, Marguerite, if they truly need my heBut | sincerely doubt
Claire will want or accept my assistance any mbastRobert would. She
seems the sort who . . ." He cut his sentencd si@n the lady under
discussion sauntered breezily into the room. Henwsmile chilled several
degrees the moment she spotted him.

"Mr. St. Justine," she murmured civilly, thrustingr hands deep into
her pockets. "l thought you'd be home dressingdyy. | believe there's a
party being held in your honor tonight."

"I'll be there." Rising from Marguerite's bedsitie glanced at his
watch. "Speaking of dressing, Ms. Daniels, itteradix. Shouldn't you be at
the theatre by now?"

"My call's not until seven, I've plenty of timeshe advised him, leaning
over to kiss her mother. Stepping back, Clairecally eyed Marguerite's
appearance. "You look even better than you didnligt," she admitted,
shrugging out of her coat. "I'd like to creditatDr. Willis's efforts, only . . ."
Her voice trailed off and she closed her eyes.ir€$ainner battle to
overcome her despair chaffed at Germaine's gultygcience like a hair shirt.

"Only Harry told you I've been classified 'D.N-RDo Not Resuscitate if
patient goes into arrest. | know, Claire, | told W/illis that | wanted it that
way."

Claire started to protest when Robert came taltoeway.

"Robert!" Marguerite called out in delight, hemar outstretched. "I'm
fine, see. No tubing, no machinery."

He stepped cautiously into the room, moving agd had stiffened his
joints and it hurt him to walk. Bending down, heevg his mother a kiss, then
gazed at her flushed cheeks with surprise.

"Claire told me . . ." he stopped, his voice heaasd choked. Then with
a gladdened cry, he hugged his mother. "l didglielee her, but | do now. |
guess we haven't run out of miracles after alle' gessed Marguerite's hand
to his cheek. Heedless of the tears sliding dowitlieeks, the frail young
man released his mother and hugged his sistghatrninstant, Germaine
knew exactly why Marguerite's recovery was so irtgaarto this tortured
youth, and why Marguerite had insisted he pronodedk after Claire. He
estimated Robert had about six months left, nimeitvas lucky. Seeing the
expression of overwhelming relief that spread actbse young man's face and
the desolation on Claire's, Germaine felt the wafdsis vow trap him more



surely than an iron cage.

"This isn't just another false remission, Clayey'll see," Robert
insisted. "Look at her. She's cured, so it hdsetonly a matter of time
before . . ." Robert stopped mid-sentence. Hisviwrinkled with
puzzlement, he drew back to gaze at his sistee. s8htly shook her head
while silent rivulets of grief streamed down heeeks.

Germaine, overcome by a sudden need to get avedkeavover and
opened the door, but Marguerite halted his depasiith a pleading gesture
while her eyes remained riveted on her son. R@b&xpression grew slowly
shuttered, and he started to back away. Murmwingpology, he fled
blindly from the room only to collide with a welkelssed man standing in the
hall.

"Hold it right there, young man," the gentlemadeayed as he grabbed
Robert's arm to detain him. "Running away is hmiimtless and unseemly.
So, | suggest you march right back--"

"Let go, Harry!" Robert demanded, desperately jgsfree of the other
man's grip.

His mouth set in an angry frown, Harry Collinsaton the lighted hall
watching Robert run the length of the tiled corrids if he feared for his life.
Germaine, still feeling like someone had puncheal inithe stomach,
surreptitiously assessed the man in Claire's M#hat he saw didn't impress
him.

Collins typified the popular image of an afflugngluccessful man, but
beyond that Germaine found little about the scagviiman to like or admire.
It wasn’t compassion or worry that creased thelgeran's immaculately
groomed features, it was annoyance. And Germaisgested that beneath
the stylish Sassoon cut, Brooks Brothers suitaitaleather shoes and
cultured manner of speech, there dwelled a coldtéeablue-blooded snob.
A man so concerned with appearances that he desthegrything else as
inconsequential. Even human suffering.

His thin lips pursed in severe disapproval, H&o}lins stepped into the
room. "That brother of yours could use a gooditgliko," he decreed in a
low mutter as he removed his coat. Stepping acmoBkrguerite, he draped
the precisely folded camel's hair across the fobeo bed and offered her a
pat smile. "You're looking much better, Marge. Hang you feeling?"

"Fine," Marguerite answered curtly, "in view okthrampant spread of
poor manners abounding this evening."



Harry finally turned to Germaine. His hazel efgstly hostile, he
extended a manicured hand. "Harry Collins," heoaneed, introducing
himself. "And you must be St. Justine. Clarisgd ime that her mother and
your father were once quite close. Still, | quastihe seemliness of your
behavior last night."

"And | question your right to do so," Margueriteapped, her temper
rising.

"Don't get upset, Mother," Claire soothed, "wererely looking after
your welfare."

"l don't need--" Marguerite stopped when Germaitepped toward her.

"It would seem my presence is causing more ill-thian good. I'd best
leave."

"l think that would be best," Harry concurred,qitey a possessive hand
at Claire's waist.

"Don't," Marguerite protested, but Claire left Hés side to stand by the
door.

"I'll walk you to the elevator," she offered diytf

Germaine nodded, then bent over Marguerite's halitddrop by again,
later tonightcherie | promise," he vowed, not caring if others hdard. He
released Marguerite's fingers with a gentle prtbes) followed her daughter
into the brightly-lit hallway. Gritting his teetigainst the pain in his eyes, he
suppressed the urge to put on his sunglasses aiwhew Claire to precede
him.

When they neared the nurses' station, he saidultmu prefer we go
down to the cafeteria to talk, or--"

"What | have to say won't take long," she annodnber tone clipped
and formal. "l want you to stop seeing my mother."

"Did you decide that before or after you discodendat | am?"

"What you areSt. Justineisn't the least bit important to me right now!"
she snapped, but Germaine detected the falsenhkes avowal more
accurately than a lie detector.

"My mother is dying," she continued in an equadilitger, but softer tone,
"and | won't have her last few days turned upsmierdsimply because you
happen to havething for older women."

He let his gaze sweep over her--from her flustwdpdexion, to her
rigidly crossed arms in the bulky knit sweaterldaled by legs encased in
fashionably-worn denim down to her firmly planteefin their expensive



leather boots. Then he met her eyes. Thoughféidy gleamed with
obstinacy and determination, the fear in them wagonis--at least to him.
And she was doing her damnedest not to let hinitsdéde knew that look
well. At times he'd even inspired it, but not thise. At least not
intentionally. He tilted his head to one side.

"Out of curiosity, Ms. Daniels, just what do ydurtk my intentions
are?"

She drew back, as if his question surprised Heraven't figured that
out, yet," she admitted reluctantly, "which is thy reason | haven't had you
barred from Mother's room." Her eyes grew accugatdmost challenging.
"Can't you see that your loverlike behavior is dmhstening her decline?
She's begun calling you André and talking abouta®if you were your
father. Don't you think she has enough problegist mow without you
adding mental instability to the list?"

He ignored her question for one of his own. Hhiattall that worries you,
Ms. Daniels? That your mother has mistaken menfpfather?"

"Isn't that enough?" she retorted, her exasperatiowing.

"Perhaps," he answered noncommittally. "Thenradave you
considered that my presence might actually be brgngour mother ease?"

"l don't object to your presence as much as lalo gonduct. From
what I've heard, my mother loved your father verychn but for reasons of
his own André St. Justine refused to marry herrgaio far as to insist she
marry my father instead. | think she loved my é&aitim her own way, but
never fell out of love with your father. And fooy to march back into her
life only to kiss her as if you were long parteddcs--" Her voice caught and
she took a deep breath. "No matter what you saypstering this delusion
can only make my mother's final days more difficult

"Do you really believe she'd do any better ifaystd away?" he asked,
not unkindly.

"l think she'd certainly be more peaceful."

"What of you, Ms. Daniels? Would you be more @dalaf | stayed
away?"

Claire hesitated, and Germaine felt her uneasgiggon proportion to
the length of time she remained in his presentave no idea what you
mean."

"Don't you?" He took a single step forward andlgiat to suppress a
knowing smile when she hurriedly took two back. Hy\are you afraid of me,



Ms. Daniels?"

"I'm not afraid," she insisted, looking aroundfashe hoped someone
might be watching them. No one was. Germainenhade sure of that. But
it didn’t take any supernatural powers for him teegs where she’'d heard
about him, if indeed she had.

"Surely you aren't a woman who subscribes to stifieus theatre
gossip, are you?"

"No!" she blurted, physically bracing herself teelp from retreating
again when he took another step closer. "I mehayén't the faintest idea
what you're talking about."

"No," he concurred, smiling slightly at her obvgdie. "l can see that
you don't." He reached out with one hand andllygiouched her chin.

"Look at me, Claire," he ordered softly. Keepmmg voice low and steady,
and his touch light, he gently searched her misiilhe discovered there was
a vague uneasiness layered with uncertainty. Hodyplan to destroy him.
No overwhelming hatred or desire for vindicatiQlust worry over her
mother, a protective concern for her brother, arwhg distrust of him. She
didn't know anything, she merely suspected the rarsloe'd heard about him
being a vampire might be true.

"They are only rumors, Claire. Nothing more thiaat," he reassured
her. "No more than backstage gossip directecharawho prefers a different
lifestyle. Do you understand?"

"Yesss." Her sleepy-sounding reply sounded mkessomeone under
deep hypnosis than the spirited, almost defianingovoman he'd come to
reluctantly admire, but he could feel her suspisi@ssening. He might have
gone so far as to find out exactly which rumorsagheard, and from whom,
if he hadn’t found her trance-like state more disthul than he'd thought
possible. Placing a steadying hand beneath hewelte released his hold on
her mind. She staggered a little, then her chikegtup. She impaled him
with accusing blue eyes.

He met her glare with an even smile. "You lookedf you were about
to faint. Are you all right?"

She nodded uncertainly, then pulled her arm frem fhis loosened
grasp. "You may order me removed from the cagnuflike, Mr. St. Justine,
but | meant what | said. | want you to stop seemygmother.”

He inclined his head, only slightly. "I do notufayou for your
concerns, Ms. Daniels. Nor would | ever hold themgainst you, but | cannot



condone them either." He pressed the elevatoortuttl will, however, give
some thought to all you've said, although | hope won't think too unkindly
of me should | choose to disregard your preferemtceis matter."

She swallowed uneasily and rubbed her arms &&ihvere suddenly
chilled. "I might not be able to have you barraeshi the hospital, but | can
have the staff discourage your visits. And, if ynake it necessary, | will
hire a guard to protect my mother."

He had to admire her courage and persistencew&$a fighter all
right, but she'd yet to realize she was sorely aithed. "We each must do
what we believe is necessary, Ms. Daniels, no matte much pain it costs
us or others." Stepping into the waiting elevaherturned and offered her a
gentlemanly bow, letting the door close betweemthefore he straightened.



CHAPTER THREE

When Claire stepped back into the room she wamised and a little
unnerved to find both Harry and her mother regaydier with a questioning
gaze.

"Harry, would you mind going downstairs and regeg\a taxi for us?

I'd like to have a few minutes alone with Mother."

"Certainly," Harry replied a little stiffly as hetrieved his coat and gave
Marguerite a perfunctory peck on the cheek.

"Well?" Marguerite inquired the moment Harry stegut of the door.
"Did you give him the third degree? Did he pass?"

"l asked him to stay away, and he agreed to censny request.”

Marguerite closed her eyes. "If you succeed ivirdy that man away, |
can guarantee it will be the worst mistake you hexer made," she answered
simply.

Claire stepped forward and clasped her mothend maher own. "He's
not helping you, Mom, he's only making matters \wdrs

"Don't you think | should be the judge of thatpe@ your eyes, Claire.
How can you look at me and say that he hasn't H@lpg@ermaine St. Justine
Is not only a man of great wealth and influenceisheapable of performing
miracles that defy explanation. Even if that mieas no more than an
illusion that lasts a day, or an hour, would yonydme that time?"

Struggling to swallow past the aching lump in theoat, Claire shook
her head. "Of course not. You know how much |wyau to get better."”

Marguerite placed her hand against Claire's ch&¥ks, except we both
know that isn't going to happen. Is it?" Her dirbght and her eyes burning,
Claire simply shook her head.

"You need to prepare for the future, Claire. Rtbgoing to need you
more than ever after I'm gone, and Harry's notgtanbe able to help you.
Not this time. Not in the way you and Robert wided most. | know it won't
be easy for you, but | want you to trust Germaihlie. can make things happen
for you and Robert in ways that no one else camh | avant you to let him do
that. Promise me you'll give him a chance, forand for Robert. All right?"

At that moment, Claire would have promised anyghishe loved her
mother and brother more than she could expres®idsyand she was



determined to do everything she could to help thewen if it meant seeking
out the devil himself.
*k*k

Later, from his private box, Germaine watcheddharmingly naive
Lucy Seward awaken to the realization that theagledransylvanian
nobleman paying her court meant to claim her ferdwn. Only Germaine's
interest centered more on the actress than thaakeashe played.

In many ways, Claire Daniels was an enigma to laimd, in many ways
she was very much like him. Both of them preseatednage to the outside
world that was vastly different from their true idities. Claire's public
persona was that of a poised, self-assured asttesse sole concern in life
was her career. In reality, however, she was aamwho would sacrifice
everything, including that all-important career, fioe sake of her family. Her
stand against him was ample proof of that.

What intrigued Germaine most about Claire wadehe she valiantly
sought to hide. A fear that seemed to manifeslf ighenever he was near
her, yet he was fairly certain now that he wass'tause. From what he'd
been able to discern, she had nothing more to ghama vague suspicion
that he was anything but a wealthy, young eccentnic invested heavily in
the theatre. Given that, she had no cause tdfearyet she didn't trust him
either. His brief foray into her mind had confimnthat. But then, trust
traveled two ways.

Despite his promise to Marguerite, Germaine hesitto involve
himself further in Claire's or her brother's lifele was too involved with
Claire already, both through his relationship viitarguerite and the play.
Regrettably, Robert was beyond his help. Germastemach clenched,
fighting to expel that distasteful reality. Clawwas about to lose the two
people closest to her, and no one could do anytiipgevent it.

Germaine steeled himself against the swift statemiorse that
realization evoked in him. He had to find a waylteassociate himself. The
longer he stayed in her company, the harder it avbelfor him to eventually
walk away. And to stay would only increase th& ogdiscovery for him and
those allied with him. He'd sensed the dangepsised the night of her
audition, and he'd ignored it. More fool he. $hd already managed to get
under his guard in a way no other woman ever [dut tripled her danger,
making her a threat to him, to his group, and tséle Threats too costly for
him to ignore any longer.



He would honor his promise to Marguerite by offigrivhatever support
Claire and Robert required to get through the falhéhnen his obligation
would end. It would be better that way--for alltbém. Him, especially. He
longed for a taste of sweetness, and Claire Dawigésforbidden fruit
personified. One small sip of her nectar and theyld both be damned.

Germaine shivered as the psychic awareness headienced at Claire's
audition returned to haunt him. Giving himself antal nudge, he forced his
attention back to the show.

During these preview performances, Germaine bedi&menost other
theatre lovers--the participator, not the crea#ithough he'd maintained a
vocal, if not visual, partnership throughout thays initial stages both in
London and New York, once auditions were over amkarsals began,
Germaine preferred to keep himself scarce. This tnore so than with the
London opening.

Now, like those around him, he gave himself ovethe fantasy.
Entranced by the rays of moonlight streaming thhotlng floor-length, open
windows, the undulating fog rippling at the lovdet, and the soft, eerie
music building toward its crescendo, he watchedylseward gaze at her
distinguished suitor with trepidation, her lipstearin an unspoken invitation.

The Transylvanian count stepped closer and reacndger. His hands
light upon her arms, he drew her slowly into hidbeace. "l desire but a
single kiss, Miss Seward. Surely even your masajproving father would
not discountenance such a harmless gesture," iséeithshis voice a low,
seductive murmur.

"I..." Her lips captured by his, the beguilads could say no more.
Dracula turned her, so that her back was to theeaod and he faced front.
His lips curving into a predatory smile, he opehe&xdmouth so that just the
tips of his fangs caught the glow of the footligh&fore he lowered his head
to the curve of Lucy's neck. Lucy clutched hiswdbers and stiffened, then
her soprano voice glissandoed into a cry that veaisqestasy and part torment
before she crumbled, insentient, into the coumtrapiric embrace. The
music struck its final chord and the curtain camem, signaling the end of
Act I.

The dark-haired gentleman seated beside Germppiawumied slowly.
"After that, | may just have to go on the prowl¢' tremarked with a wry
smile.

"Dine first, Marcus," Germaine advised. "A hungampire can be a



lethal lover."

"l say," the dapper gentleman seated behind thatterad. "Never
happened to me before--a lady going all soft andnilike that. Ever happen
to either of you?"

Marcus exchanged a knowing glance with Germatiiee known it to
happen on occasion, Freddie," he murmured. "At ldee writer was kind
enough not to have rivulets of blood pouring doha lady's neck while his
debonair vampire feasted."

Germaine grimaced at the thought. "I much prefervampires to be
neat."

"Glad to see you removed that horrid creature REh&long with that
interfering Harker chap, Miss Seward's suitor. yOrdpe you changed the
ending as well," Sir Frederick Compton added withsalainful sniff. "Horrid
thing that, turning to dust in sunlight. S'not eaecurate.”

"Nonetheless, | doubt the American public is refumha blood-drinking
Casanova to triumph over the well-intentioned|ighgly misinformed, Dr.
Van Helsing, any more than | wished to send a veanyp in flames. Still, |
think you will find the ending satisfactory."

"All that matters to me is that he gets to keegpgl."

Grinning openly, Germaine turned to face his lgglesaed friend. No
matter how grim the mortal world around him, Siedfdie never quite lost his
charmingly naive air. Untouched by time, he péesisn clinging to his
Edwardian ideals, and remained a hopeless romaHga.efused to
acknowledge the darker side of their existencdepiag to believe that all
relationships ended with the couples living happityl eternally--united in
love. Except two centuries of experience had taGginmaine that nothing
could be further from the truth.

"Sorry, Freddie, but even Lucy has to stay mdrtal.

Sir Freddie looked positively glum. "Not much poin staying then,"
he muttered.

"What you neglect to consider, dear Freddie,as & long as the count
and his mortal have their bond--anything is possibl

Freddie shrugged. "S'not the same, though."

"No, it's not," Germaine agreed quietly, his thisisgslipping back to
Marguerite when a young woman carrying a refreshrag parted the
curtain to his private box. He expected her teenhstead she remained in
the aisle, staring at them as if she feared somgtmspeakable would



happen if she were to step inside. She lookeddlt ef them, her white
fingers clutching her laden tray like a protectbzerier.

"Would anyone care for a soft drink or wine?" slsked, her voice
wavering slightly.

His suspicions aroused, Germaine eyed her watfpu're new, aren't
you?"

Gathering her courage, she took two steps forwares, sir. Please
don't be angry with Polly, sir. | begged her teegme this chance, Mr. St.
Justine. You see, | really want to be an actieasd,. . ." Marcus rose
smoothly to his feet and she let out a small yélfgar. Marcus, a former
Roman gladiator, presented an intimidating figuwenein formal attire.

Germaine raised his hand in a silent command. diiGbhe urged her
kindly.

"l heard you were casting for a new play," sheabegloing everything
she could to avoid looking at the large, fiercetlgenan glaring down at her.
"A musical version of Mary Shelleyfaankensteinand | was wondering. . ."
she hesitated, then swallowed uncertainly, "if gaght allow me to read for
one of the roles?" She lowered her eyes and hee goftened to a whisper.
"It could even be a private reading, sir, if yoptefer."

Shifting his position to a level even with hergr@@aine perched on the
arm of his seat and crooked his finger to motiandheser. When she stood
near enough so that their knees almost toucheaskexl, "What's your
name?"

"Sally, sir, but my stage name is Jeannette."

He smiled, but refrained from pointing out therpagurity in claiming a
stage name when one had yet to appear on stagell--3dlly, what I'd prefer
and what | need are two separate things."

When she gazed at him uncomprehendingly, he adtisdr someone
has been pulling your leg. I'm not consideringusital based on
Frankensteintherefore, I've no need to cast for it. Themois not without
merit, however. Have you a résumeé prepared?"eAuhcertain nod, he said,
"If you don't have it with you, you may give it oy Stage Manager later. His
name's John Percy. Tell him | asked you for it."

"Oh, but |..." She struggled with her trayrefreshments and pulled
out a folded square of paper from her apron. Tighborange circle staining
it served as testament to her skills as an uskeretér cheeks reddening with
embarrassed dismay, Sally valiantly blinked baaktbars as she struggled



again with her unwieldy tray. She started to studf limp form back into her
pocket when Germaine placed a staying hand upoarirer

"Tell you what. I'll take that one, and you gdtesh one to Mr. Percy,
all right?" She nodded hesitantly, but handed hitn and watched with
anxious eyes while he scanned it. He looked upsamtkd. "If | ever decide
to do a musical ofrankensteinl'll be sure to call you." She beamed, then
rushed forward to hug him, only her tray preceded hitting him in the
chest. Germaine managed to catch her and thédfaye any damage was
done. Soothing her with a few quiet words, he gdiller to their curtained
entryway without encouraging any more shows ofiggidé. Then, just before
she stepped through the red velvet draperies,itig"3&ll Polly, if she has
any other friends who want auditions that she makesin they get the right
tray."

Sally looked stricken. "You get a special tray?"

"Polly knows about it. Just tell her what | said.

"l could come back," she suggested, her eyes tnigh eagerness.

Germaine glanced at his companions. "Would eithgou care for
refreshment?"

"Not for anything they serve on a tray," Marcusngted with an intense
look at Sally. She inhaled sharply and took a bsgk. Germaine thanked
and dismissed her before he turned back to Marcus.

"l wasn't aware your tastes ran to aspiring asees

Marcus shrugged. "I'm adaptable, and little Sathgs tempting enough."”
The houselights flickered and Marcus took his seat to Germaine.
"Speaking of tempting actresses, that number yagovelaying Lucy Seward
IS quite the appetizing little piece."

Jealousy, primal and instinctual, drew Germaifsigs to a menacing
point. "That certain little piece is off limitsiie warned quietly, careful to
keep his elongated canines hidden.

Marcus raised an eyebrow. "That's not like yduJ&stine. What's
going on?"

Not sure himself why he'd reacted as intenselyedsad, Germaine
retracted his fangs and shrugged. However, thiigewasn't as offhanded as
he would have liked. "Let's just say it's perspiarcus, and leave it at that."

"How personal?"

Realizing neither his feelings nor his friend'siasity could be
dismissed that easily, Germaine met Marcus's imgugaze with a forbidding



glower. "Personal enough that if | discover anymneur group has made
advances to her, he will meet my displeasure dytéct

"That smitten, en?"

"Not at all. To me, Claire Daniels is out and patson."

After the houselights came up for the final tinmel &reddie had uttered
his complaints about how even fictional vampiregemeet the girl, Marcus
gave Germaine a slanted look.

"You attending that black tie affair they're hagtfor you tonight at
Wellington's?"

Germaine rose to retrieve his coat. "Later." pdased and grimaced.
Marguerite's pain was growing worse, but shelsatin't rung for a nurse. "l
need to see someone first."

Stretching unconcernedly, Marcus deliberatelylstis long legs out.
"So, will you tell me the story behind Claire Ddasjeor must | research this
intriguing little mystery on my own?"

Germaine met his friend's quietly challenging ga2éou may do as
you will, Marcus," he replied, stepping over hisagisman's small blockade
with ease. "My relationship with Ms. Daniels ig@ly professional--nothing
more."

Fifteen minutes later, Germaine didn't care if dd&rpursued Claire
himself. All that mattered to him was the sobbivgman he held in his arms.
She'd been doubled up with such severe pain tharitiee body had begun
convulsing in reaction. Germaine gently scoldeddvarite for not calling
the nurse, even though he knew why she hadn'twalysoffered her a brief
pretense of normalcy. Their way was a death seatehained down by tubes
and life-supporting machinery.

Wanting to give her all the relief he could in gleort time that remained
her, Germaine gently lifted her nightgown. "Thid Wwurt," he warned.

Marguerite clamped her lips and nodded. "Just doickly," she
added, then nearly bit through her lip to keep fsmreaming out when he
injected thirty ccs of his blood directly into hesdomen. Afterwards,
Germaine held her as tightly as he could withoutilhg her. Doing his best
to ignore her pain-racked pleas to end the tornfentnentally counted the
seconds it took for the triple dose to take effé@hce it was working, the
infusion of his blood, in addition to the shot obrmhine he would have the
nurse administer after he left, should last Margeemtil morning. At least



her death would be without pain.

When her trembling eased, Germaine gently laidolaek against her
pillow, but she clutched his hand. "Don't leaveyag"

"l won't go anywhere until you're fast asleep,'phemised. "Now
relax."

"l so wanted to see Claire in her moment of tribghghe said tearfully,
weakness and exhaustion slurring her words. "Shafmificent, isn't she?"

"Yes, she is." He kept his fingers on Marguesifailse, knowing the
precautionary measure wasn't necessary. Link#tegsvere, his
preternatural senses would alert him if she weanydanger, but his touch
seemed to soothe her, granting him a measure dcioim return.

"I know you two didn't exactly hit it off," she néessed, "but Claire has
become extremely protective of me ever since Getiepk"

"It's all right, Marguerite, now sleep," he comrdad verbally before
employing his subliminal bond with her to guarartiee obedience.

Her eyelids fluttered shut, but she fought to stagke with her last
ounce of will. "No, not yet. Please. | needalxwith you first. There are
things | have to say."

"They aren't necessary, Marguerite," he insidtedinstincts warning
him against letting her tire herself out over ttanigat couldn't be changed.

"Yes. Yes, they are. Please!"

"Go on, then. | won't interfere," he promisedhaguiet resignation.

Her breathing grew labored with her body's efftotfight the numbing
fatigue that had set in. "l want you to understabdut Claire," she managed
with some difficulty.

Germaine drew the oxygen tube around her healelidve | already
do, but tell me what you think | need to know." éhsed the tube into place
and adjusted the valve.

She took several deep breaths, then closed her éyais role means
everything to her. It's what all her years of warld study have led up to."
"l won't have her removed, Marguerite, so you st@ap worrying."

"It isn't that. | know you'd never be so spitefukcouldn't have loved
you for so long if | believed you to be a cruel guadty man. In fact, | know
just the opposite is true." She paused for andireath. "You're a
concerned, giving individual who would do anythiiog a person you loved,
as long as it did not undermine your moral prirespl Claire is very much
like you, except her career and family come fimsbyality second.”



That drew him up short. "What exactly is thatsoged to mean?"

"It means that Claire lives with blinders on. Wdugh her goals are
exceptionally single-minded, she doesn't consitlén@ consequences before
she acts. Whereas, you take into account evergenoable reaction to your
deed." Taking another deep breath, Margueritexe€elas her strength slowly
returned to her. "Although Claire is very methadiicn her pursuits, she isn't
nearly as worldly or as broad-minded as you.

"To her, happiness is working in the theater,ngldare of her family,
and spending an occasional platonic evening wilrstime staid and proper
gentleman she's dated since high school."

"Harry Collins? | thought he and Claire were I®/e

"No. At least not yet, and | hope never. Howe@aire is highly
vulnerable right now, and Harry is a sure, ste&dygt He's made himself
nearly indispensable looking after our family'safiices, and she feels
indebted to him for his help in looking after mElaire always pays her debts.
But whatever they are, they are not lovers."

Germaine digested that. Surprised and unnervedeoselief he felt, he
sought an error in Marguerite's logic. "Perhapsrgomistaken. From all
appearances, Mr. Collins has staked a proprietaimmaipon your daughter.
A man doesn't usually do that unless the lady hasis some willingness to
be claimed."

"Oh, Harry would like nothing better than to gdaig into bed with
him, the problem is I'm not at all sure he'd knolaito do with her once he
got her there."

Germaine gave her a gently chiding look. "We kpda/our daughter,
Marguerite."

"I know. That's what concerns me. Claire undedhtrefuses to
acknowledge it, but if she's at all like her moilsre's got a very passionate
side to her."

"I've no complaints," he assured her with a thghdyimasculine smile.

"But, if she stays with Harry, she'll become asfrated, overworked
nag. She's already beginning to show some bosdgneies that worry me."

"And | think you worry too much," Germaine retatt¢he image of
Harry Collins intimately entwined with Claire makjis response a bit
sharper than he'd intended. "Look how well you @edrge turned out," he
added, trying to change the focus of their disamssi'As | recall, you had
more than a few misgivings about that as well."



"The only reason George and | managed to havelaidren at all,
Andre, was because of what you'd taught me," Maigu@formed him with
some asperity. "When George discovered | wassstiligin at age thirty, he
nearly panicked."

"l never considered he'd be upset. | thought bgldvbe pleased.”

"He was pleased, and extremely disconcerted dsalveays assumed
you and | had been lovers in the mortal sense.tHalts irrelevant. It's
Claire'shappiness I'm concerned about. She'd be miseanatbiédarry, and |
don't want to die with Claire's future so uncertain

His own uncertainty deepening, he asked, "Do yantune to speak
with Harry?"

"No . .." She gazed at him, her soft blue eye=sagy, but resolved.
"Have you given any thought to what you'll do olinegone?"

He winced inwardly at that question, but managekkep his tone and
expression nonchalant. "l imagine I'll go on pretuch the same as | have
been."

"I see. ldidn'tthink ... Thatis, | had miza you'd found someone
already."

Believing he finally understood, Germaine gaveliheks of her fingers
a light kiss. "There is no one else, Marguerite] there never will be. The
love we shared is enough to last me forever andyaW he vowed, ending
his amorous declaration with a slightly roguismgri

She blushed. "I'm not such a fool as to beli&at.t You're far too
passionate a man to spend eternity cuddled ujpkaoa bag."

"It's all | require to survive."

"But not to live. You can't seriously mean to iavall women forever,
Andre!"

"l don't intend to avoid them, | merely plan nothhake love to them."
He gazed down at their entwined fingers, noting fraw and fragile hers
looked. Mortality was like a bright flame that hed itself out far too
quickly. "l find the pain of inevitable separatiomerwhelms the pleasure--as
sweet as that is," he admitted with quiet honesty.

Marguerite looked distraught, and Germaine proymlight to reassure
her she wasn't at fault. "l wouldn't trade one rantrof our time together for
anything,cherie I'm just not looking to become involved again."

"That's what worries me," Marguerite confessed.

Lightly clasping both her hands in his, he bemata her. "I'll be fine,



Marguerite, and so will your daughter. | will deat that she meets a young
man worthy of her mother's passion.”

"That's not exactly what | had in mind," she muatedryly.

He drew one fragile-boned wrist to his lips anskkid its blue-veined
back with gentle tenderness. "Then tell me whatét do to ease your mind
so you will rest."

Her eyes rose to meet his with an unflinching gdevant Claire to
experience a love so consuming, so breathtakimagstie can no longer deny
her own passion. | want her to be swept off het, fend cared for so tenderly
that she'll weep with joy and pleasure. | wantdayghter to experience life
the way | did." She covered Germaine's hands kethrown. "In short, | want
you to become Claire's lover."

* % %

The bewitching hour had struck nearly an hour pgghe time
Germaine stood in a darkened corner of Wellingtaasching Marguerite's
daughter soak up the limelight. Even so, he wales®bewitched. He
envied her naturalness. The lady was a gifte@sstrHer laugh was light,
airy and amazingly genuine for the heavy burdeasahchored it.

After two hundred years of watching those he'dished and protected
come to wage their final battle with death and |beewas well acquainted
with such burdens. Time did not heal the woundgrigff, it merely shelved
them. With each loss he relived the sufferingholke who had died before
and experienced the pain of his bereavement aflag&n. Only this time
would be the last. He refused to open himseltithdieartache ever again.

Accepting a glass of red wine from a passing wgalite lifted it to his
lips but refrained from taking any into his moutHe'd discovered the
motions of drinking were all that mortals requirdéveryone overlooked the
fact that the level in his glass never changedbte occasional overzealous
waiter who sought a larger tip.

Unable to consume anything but the crimson ebkiife, Germaine was
obliged to resort to charades whenever he socihiiza place that did not
cater specifically to one of his kind. Unforturigfd@Vellington's was one of
those places. A fact which was even more unfoteuaa Marguerite's
entreaty had awakened a sleeping hunger withigéirs. A craving which a
bag of warmed blood would do little to quench.

Despite his firm rejection of Marguerite's requéstrmaine was not
unaffected by it. Every immortal inch of him wazitely aware of Claire



Daniels. The soft, silky sound of her voice, thitalizing but subtle call of
her natural perfume, and the innocent invitatiohen smile made even more
tempting by the sensual promise in her laugh. |dhger he remained in her
presence, the more difficult it was for Germain&dep his telltale fangs
retracted. If he didn't get himself under cons@bn, he'd be obliged to seek
out his host and mumble out an excuse about aesséyathache. A painfully
real excuse at that.

He tried blocking the sound of Claire's voice frbre mind, knowing
the effort was useless before he even attemptddatl he suddenly been
struck deaf and blind, he would have recognizedihenly by the way she
softly stirred the air when she moved. Regrettaidyever, Germaine's
hearing surpassed exceptional, a fact he acknoetedith a mental groan
when Claire's sultry laugh floated over to him fragross the room.

His lips stretched into a tight line, Germainecela his still full glass on
a nearby tray table and sought out his host, Willidailey, to offer his thanks
and make his excuses.

He was within ten steps of his goal when his pabksiren called out to
him. Her clear voice coiled about him like a sikepe, holding him where
he stood while she and her ever-present escodctkbe distance between
them.

"Mr. St. Justine, how good of you to finally makéo your own party.
We were about to give up on you." Claire extenldedarm with the same
graceful motion her mother often used. Yet froat gimple gesture,
Germaine unerringly ascertained that the glassampagne she held aloft in
a mock salute was more likely her third than hest.fi

"You've met most everyone here, haven't you?'ashed, the purr in
her voice not unlike the throaty growl of a catdrefit pounces. "Or would
you prefer having the many little people who wark you be presented, so
they can make their proper obeisance?"

The cat's sharp little claws cut into the roparlyefreeing him.

He smiled then, and while she regarded him wigherior look, he
deftly removed the fluted goblet from her loosegessp and handed it to
Harry. "She's had enough, don't you think?"

Claire promptly snatched it back. "I am perfecthpable of deciding
such things for myself, Mr. St. Justine." Her egpsared his with an
accusatory glare. "Mother insists that you, likeiryfather, have an
extraordinary talent for loving women. Given thaywshe extolled your



prowess, I'm surprised to find you without an adgifiemale latched onto
your arm. What did you do, leave some poor ladyidahind, languishing
alone in her bed?"

Germaine's slightly amused expression gave naditite inner turmoil
seething beneath its facade. He didn't blame €ld\ot entirely. He should
have known Marguerite would attempt a similar talth her daughter, as
tenacity was another quality the two seemed toeshAnd had he not been
battling with his own conscience that evening, hghtnhave let the insult
pass without comment. But not tonight. Not a¥iat he'd just been
through.

His smile held firmly in place, he tilted his he@agvard her.
"Considering your mother's condition, it wouldrét Wwise for her to be
anyplace else, would it?"

Claire jerked as if he'd slapped her. "I canlielve you said that," she
hissed, her color rising along with her voice. ydu've done anything to
upset her again, so help me I'll--"

Germaine heard the sound of cracking glass. Vifigpput his
handkerchief, he held it beneath her hand. "Rerttweglass, Harry," he
ordered, but Harry was already backing away. Tglet ©f Claire's blood
intermingling with the sparkling wine and poolingo a bright red stain on
the white linen had him stumbling for the nearéstic

Muttering a soft curse, Germaine gripped Clawgist. She hadn't
made a sound, but the shock of her injury wouldhssear off. "Let go," he
commanded, pulling gently. Claire winced and iedaharply when
Germaine eased the largest shard out of her pEkrstopped a passing
waiter with a sharp command. "You there! We naéarge bowl of clean
water, quickly!"

"No," Claire protested weakly. "I'll be fine."uBthe waiter had wisely
run off to do as Germaine instructed.

Placing a supporting arm about Claire's waistntaene sat her down in
the nearest chair without releasing her bleedimglha he waiter reappeared
at his side with almost magical swiftness, settimgbowl on the oval-shaped
cocktail table beside them.

Germaine kept his grip firm. "This is going tongt" he warned, then
plunged her hand into the water. Carefully, h&gicout the remaining
slivers of glass. She stiffened and hissed stiftiyugh her teeth, but offered
no actual resistance to his doctoring.



The mishap soon drew a crowd, and a few of thernambers
approached to ask Claire if she was all right. IHarclamped, she gave her
friends a tight nod.

The whole incident took less than a minute, buséomaine it was one,
very long, torturous, minute. He was already aedysnd the heady
fragrance of Claire's blood created a craving m that was primitive and
visceral. His every instinct urged him to make sy to take what her body
offered and give her pleasure in return. His fafgt/ extended and hidden
only by his lips, throbbed, and his eyes burneth ait unearthly light that
would send everyone but Claire screaming from ¢loev. He suffered no
misgivings that Claire would remain, but only besahe would render her
powerless to do otherwise.

His jaw and lips pressed tightly together, hedfbher hand from the
bloodied water and wrapped it in the clean linemeidhe waiter provided.
He could hear a murmur of concerned questionsignoted them. His gaze
fixed on his makeshift bandaging, he said, "Ymekd stitches. You should
see to it before your hand swells. I'm confiddhtihe glass is out, but--"

Offering another tight nod, she drew her hand lzak protectively
cradled it in the crook of her other arm. He sdrsee was still distraught, but
couldn't tell whether it was his earlier ill-spokeomment or her injury that
upset her. Painfully mastering his own need intansission, he gazed at her
inquiringly.

"Tomorrow is our VIP premiere," she reminded himthva trembling
lip. "The New York press and most of society'tealvill be there."

"Your wound is slight, Claire. It won't interfevath your
performance," he offered, still unsure as to eyagtiat bothered her as he
mentally willed his fangs to remain retracted.

"But if I go to the hospital, they will insist upavrapping my hand in
some bulky bandage. And since vampires are diiviera lustful frenzy by
the scent of blood, my injury would need to be t@ntinto the script. So,
wouldn't it be better if |--"

William Hailey placed a fatherly hand on her sldaul "If it's
necessary, I'm certain we could add a few linesxpain your bandaged
hand. What do you think, St. Justine?"

Germaine didn't think Claire's distress had amgho do with the script,
Lucy, or Dracula's blood lust, but he answeredgtinestion. "l think we can
handle the whole thing with a small flesh-color@sdbage. And if our Count



Dracula has any manners at all, he'll refrain fraemntioning it." When Claire
continued to protest that she was fine, Germainelynielped her to her feet.
"Harry, why don't you take Ms. Daniels to the hetslpivhere they can see to
her injury properly?"

"Right," Harry agreed, eager to make up for hidi@adisgrace. "Come
along, Clarissa. No arguments, now." He grasdate> elbow, but she
jerked free of his hold.

Hearing the faint edge of terror in Claire's vaiseshe persisted in her
protests, Germaine tilted up her chin and commauhe@e to meet his gaze.
One look was all he needed. "There is no reasbe &fraid. Now, go," he
insisted quietly, lowering his hand as the unreampfear and tension that
gripped her mind and body slowly dissipated likeokenfrom scattered ashes.
Although her blue eyes remained clouded by uncagstaihis time Claire
allowed Harry to take her arm and lead her away.

After murmuring his excuses to Hailey, Germainadesl for the
restaurant's entrance where Marcus intercepted him.

"Poison, eh? | believe poison like that coulddsarvampire to heaven."

"Or to hell," Germaine replied curtly as he sweast his amused friend
out into the bone-chilling night where death hodearethe frozen stillness--
waiting to claim its due.
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