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      August 1880

      If Marie-Amélie’s heart could still beat, it would thunder in her ears, audible to everyone else in the Vauxhall Airfield queue. She tried not to fidget as she waited and willed the line to move forward. She looked down at her hands, clenched so tightly together to keep them from shaking in fright, her knuckles the preternaturally pale shade of a corpse.

      Except she wasn’t a corpse, technically. Just an undead thing, an abomination in the eyes of a God she hadn’t believed in since she was turned into a vampire.

      Some vampire I am. She was scared of her own shadow, even when it wasn’t cast in deadly sunlight. Perhaps she wouldn’t hate being one so much if she had manifested the powers her fellow bloodsuckers did.

      Her skin prickled, an all too human sensation that never left her after she died. She looked at the ground, littered with ripped dirigible tickets from far-off destinations she would never get to see in hopes no one would see her face. Angelique was nearby, or perhaps it was Louis. Someone from the vampire circle she was an unwilling member of.

      It could also be her own paranoia at play. Marie-Amélie had been free of her creator and sadistic cohorts for over forty-eight hours now, a record.

      There were two people ahead of her in the queue. She briefly considered glamoring the person ahead of her, convincing her to let her switch places, then decided against it. There were far too many people here that it wouldn’t go unnoticed and questioned. Besides that, the woman ahead of her was traveling with a small child at her side and a baby in her arms, both of whom were fussing at the late hour. Marie-Amélie had a firm policy against glamoring children.

      Wherever Angelique was, Marie-Amélie dearly hoped she wouldn’t spot her before she was aboard the first dirigible flight that had an available ticket.

      The woman ahead of her finally purchased her tickets, and with wailing children at hand, left the queue. Marie-Amélie stepped up to the counter to face a weary comptroller, salt and pepper hair set off in all directions. His eyes were shaded with half-moons. She wondered for a moment how long he had been manning the ticket queue, if he still noticed the smells of tobacco smoke, sweat, and ozone that clung to the air like the world’s worst perfume.

      “Allo,” she said. Her accent had never left her, despite being forced into speaking English in the decades since she was turned. “When is the next available flight?”

      He gave her a knowing look. “On the run?”

      Something twisted in her gut. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Usually, when one doesn’t have a destination in mind, they’re trying to escape something,” he patiently explained.

      Was this why the queue was so long? Because the comptroller wished to be polite and make conversation with every patron who just wanted to clear the hell out of England? Marie-Amélie fought to keep the frustration out of her voice. “I just need a ticket to the first place across the water,” she said evenly.

      Marie-Amélie had never purchased any kind of travel ticket, not even when she was still alive. She hoped she wasn’t botching the experience too badly.

      “Across the water?” The comptroller picked up a long sheet of foolscap covered in tiny typed numbers. “There’s a flight leaving for Dublin in half an hour. Will that work for you?”

      “Yes. How long will it take?”

      “About two hours. You’re in an awful hurry for someone without a destination in mind.”

      She pasted a smile to her face to hide her irritation. “How much for passage in steerage?”

      Two hours meant the dirigible would land in Dublin shortly after eleven, giving her plenty of time to find a place to hide away from the dawn. She could hide away in Ireland for a day or two, then find passage to somewhere further away from England, from Europe, away from Angelique and her friends. Perhaps Canada, an ocean away. Remote, cold, and French-speaking as a bonus.

      The comptroller named the ticket price, less than Marie-Amélie was expecting. She paid for the ticket and tucked it safely away in her reticule.

      His gaze met hers. “Have a pleasant trip.”

      Marie-Amélie seized the opportunity before her, knowing she wouldn’t get another chance. She leaned across the desk, stared into his tired eyes, and whispered, “I was never here.”

      The man’s eyes widened in surprise, then went blank for a moment as the import of her words sank in. “You were never here,” he murmured.

      Marie-Amélie blinked, breaking the spell, then hurried away before he could ask why she stood there. Her skin prickling, she strode out of the airfield’s office into the night, for the Dublin-bound dirigible’s dock.
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      The ramshackle Rosemary Inn had certainly seen better days, but it was cheap, clean, and its few boarders and staff left Michael Kelly to his own devices. The night air was unseasonably cool for August, a welcome relief to the oppressive heat that had made the last few days on Dublin’s outskirts unbearable.

      He lit a cheroot and leaned against the inn’s wall. Gas lamps on rusting poles offered limited illumination and cast the surroundings in eerie shadows. A pair of horses were tied to a post a few feet away while their owners ate a quick meal of stewed cabbage in the inn’s dining room, the only meal on offer at this late hour. Michael could faintly smell the animals over the scent of his cheroot, a reminder of his childhood spent mucking out stables with his father.

      He missed the old man, now gone for three years. But Michael supposed it was for the best that he never saw his son fail so badly, never had to see him leave the seminary before he could be ordained.

      The old man never had to see him smoke, either. Michael noisily exhaled, then looked at his half-smoked cheroot in disgust. It really did smell terrible. Comforting, but terrible.

      He leaned against the inn’s dingy wall, not caring that the motion would leave dirt on his shirt. What did it matter? Who did he have to look nice for, now that he’d left the church?

      The question of what he was going to do next coursed through him, steady as a drumbeat, as it had since the day he walked away from the seminary. He’d been holed up at the Rosemary Inn for nearly two weeks and it was time to move on. Where, he was unsure. For the first time in his life, Michael Kelly was without a plan. His family was gone and he’d lost his friends when he decided against joining the clergy. He was a man adrift alone in a sea of uncertainty.

      The inn’s rickety front door burst open, and the men who owned the horses strode out. They took little notice of Michael aside from nodding in his direction. “Your ale’s getting warm,” one of them called.

      Michael thought of the glass he’d left in the inn’s tavern and nodded in return. “I’ve had more than enough.” The ale was terrible, bitter and sharp where it had no business being so. He drank it to be polite. The inn’s owner had been friendly enough, and he didn’t want to seem rude.

      “Excuse me.” A woman’s voice cut through the summer air. All three of them looked to where it came from, at the figure standing next to the horses’ post.

      Michael immediately straightened, nearly dropping his cheroot. The woman’s glossy dark hair shone in the light offered by the gas lamps, her blue gown out of place in the Irish countryside. Her eyes were wide, cheekbones high, pink lips full. She held a carpetbag in her gloved hands. The luggage and her standing outside an inn in rural Ireland was a strange contrast to the rest of her, which looked like she belonged on a ballroom floor.

      Michael wasn’t one for ballrooms. He doubted someone like her would have been one for church.

      “Madam.” One of the horse owners tipped his hat at her.

      Her gaze searched all three of them. “Is this your lodging house?”

      “We’re only here for a meal,” the other horse's owner replied. “We’re continuing on our journey tonight. Do you need a ride?” There was a touch of suggestion in his voice that Michael didn’t like. Judging by the way the woman’s expression darkened, she didn’t, either.

      “No,” she said. She pinned Michael with a stare. “Is this yours?”

      For some weird reason, he desperately wanted to say it was, that she could stay as long as she wanted. Something about the way she looked at him pulled at him, made him want to cross the few feet that separated them to where she stood and… what, exactly? Take her in his arms? He was a failed priest, not a lothario.

      He blinked, and the feeling evaporated.

      “No,” he said, finally finding his voice. “I’m only staying here for a while. You’ll have to head inside to speak to the proprietor about securing a room for the night.”

      She hesitated, her eyes flicking to the men who hadn’t made a move to their horses. “All right.” She bobbed her head in Michael’s direction. “Thank you.” She walked past them, then paused at the inn’s door.

      Michael took a final pull from his cheroot before dropping it in the iron box on the ground, already overflowing with ashes and cheroot ends.

      “Trying your luck with the lady?” one of the men called.

      The lady’s back stiffened at the remark, but she didn’t comment on it. He wondered why she didn’t let herself in.

      It was on the tip of Michael’s tongue to retort that of course he wouldn’t, but he remembered that he wasn’t in seminary anymore. He no longer wore his vestments, just a regular shirt and trousers. If he wanted to pursue a woman for a night or two of bedsport, he could.

      He could, but he wouldn’t, and not for lack of wanting to. Once he believed he had been called to the clergy, he’d stopped trying to cultivate such skills. Priests didn’t need them.

      The men were dawdling in front of the inn, waiting for an answer. “No,” Michael finally replied. “I could use some more ale, is all.”

      Lies. He would merely make sure the lady wasn’t harassed by the other lodgers.

      They raised eyebrows at each other in a silent conversation only they could understand. Michael knew they didn’t believe him, but he didn’t care. “Safe travels,” he said to them.

      “Could you open the door for me?” the lady murmured.

      Despite her appearance and how taken he was with it, he nearly told her to open the door herself. She looked quizzically at the door’s handle as if she couldn’t make heads or tails of it. He shrugged and pushed it open. “After you.”

      “Could you invite me in?” There was a catch in her voice.

      Michael may have left the church, but he still cared about his fellow man, strange as they could be. “Please come in.”

      She nodded at him and flashed a grateful smile. Any thoughts of her oddity vanished at the sight. She really was beautiful.

      She swished past him in a swirl of skirts down the darkened corridor, making a beeline for the tavern. Michael lingered behind, curious about her intentions. She immediately engrossed herself in a conversation with Sarah, the innkeeper’s perpetually exhausted wife, about securing a room for the night. Her voice rose in frustration as she explained that she couldn’t clear out in the morning; she needed to stay all day.

      “Understanding that,” Sarah replied. “And I’d be happy to take your coin and let you stay. But I’m telling you that we’re out of rooms for the next few days. The Rosemary’s full.”

      “Is there another inn nearby?” She had a continental accent that Michael couldn’t quite pin down. Definitely not Irish or British. Spanish or French, perhaps? What was she doing so far from home?

      Sarah shook her head. “Next closest one’s in Dublin.”

      “I just came from there and couldn’t find a suitable place.”

      Indecision warred within Michael. She clearly needed help. He could provide it; he had a perfectly functional room with space for more than one person. He knew full well that he didn’t need religion to be kind to others.

      Nervousness threaded through him at the notion of having to speak to this beautiful creature. He pushed it aside and approached the bar where Sarah and the lady stood on either side of it. “Pardon me,” he said, damning the tremor in his voice. He couldn’t help it. This close, he could see just how otherworldly beautiful she was.

      Sarah set down the glasses she had been polishing. “Father Kelly? What can we do for you?”

      Inwardly, Michael cringed. The lady flinched at the mention of the word “Father.” “I’m not a priest,” he reminded the proprietress. Though he’d technically never been one. “My room has two beds,” he said.

      The woman’s expression shifted to one of hope. Michael’s heart did a stupid little flip-flop at the sight.

      By God, he wanted to see more of that.

      “It does,” Sarah agreed. “And you’re under no obligation to share if you don’t want to.”

      “I do,” Michael replied earnestly. “I’m not a man of the cloth anymore.” He noticed the woman seemed to relax at that news. “But one doesn’t have to follow the church to offer kindness to others.”

      Sarah set down the glass she’d been holding with more force than necessary. “Go on,” she said to the woman. “Of all the people here, Michael Kelly is the least likely to bother you. He’s harmless.”

      “I have my own means of defense,” the lady replied.

      Michael wasn’t sure if that boded well for him.

      To him, the lady said, “Please show me to our room.”

      Was it his imagination, or did she purr those words? As it was, Michael swallowed. “All right.”

      Should he offer the lady his arm? Just to be on the polite side, he did so. She slipped her gloved hand around it and offered him a beatific smile.

      What had he just done?
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      What a kind man. Perhaps if she asked him nicely, he would let Marie-Amélie feed off him. He was exactly the type of man she liked to eat: tall, lean, dark-haired. She could glamor him into forgetting she’d ever done it.

      But he was a priest. Or a former one, based on the conversation between him and the proprietress. Who knew what kind of religious paraphernalia he might have on his person or in his room? She’d been burned with holy water before and didn’t wish to repeat the experience.

      He led her up the narrow flight of stairs to the inn’s rooms. “What’s your name?” she asked. “If we are going to be roommates, I think we should be on a first name basis.”

      “Michael Kelly, but you already know that.” Was it her imagination, or did he stumble over the words?

      “I’m Marie-Amélie.” It took a moment for her to recall her last name, unused for decades. “Marie-Amélie Durand.”

      “Madame Durand…”

      “Please, just Marie-Amélie,” she replied. After a few seconds, she added, “There is no Monsieur Durand.”

      Color touched his cheeks as he unlocked the first door on the left on the landing. “I’m just Michael,” he mumbled as he fumbled with the room’s key.

      “Not Father Kelly?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      He pushed open the door but didn’t walk into the room. Lost in thought, she guessed. She hoped she hadn’t brought up a bad memory.

      “The clergy wasn’t for me,” he finally answered.

      He stepped over the threshold and lit a couple of candles while she waited in the doorway. Shadows danced along the walls, casting the modest room in a homey glow. Two narrow beds took up most of the space, with only a few inches between them. Marie-Amélie’s skirts wouldn’t have fit in the small space. “How did you get so lucky?” she asked.

      “I beg your pardon?” He looked alarmed at the question.

      “You have two beds instead of the customary one.”

      “Oh!” He hastily removed an open valise from one of the beds, leaving it on the floor. “This was the only room they had.”

      “How long are you staying?”

      He shrugged and straightened the bedcovers. “Until I decide to leave. I have nowhere else to go.”

      Perhaps he could help her. She might not even have to glamor him. She had little knowledge as to how the modern world worked, thanks to Angelique holding her in captivity for so long. Marie-Amélie hadn’t been free since the Reign of Terror.

      “I don’t have anywhere else to go, either,” she said. She sat on the side of the bed closest to him. He remained rooted to the floor, trapped between her and the scarred highboy. She put what she hoped was her most seductive note in her voice. “Perhaps I could go with you. We could look out for each other.”

      He could be her familiar. He would not be a pet, she told herself. She’d never had one before, had abhorred the notion. Angelique abused her human pets until she tired of them, then ate them. Familiars were equals, at least as equal as a mortal and immortal could be. A pet was just that, except Marie-Amélie suspected Angelique would treat a dog better than a human she fed from.

      Michael’s blue eyes went wide at her suggestion. It took a moment for him to find his voice. “Perhaps.” He looked a little scandalized at the notion. It must have been the part of him that wanted to be a priest at some point.

      “I don’t know this part of the world,” Marie-Amélie said. “I’m certain you’ve noticed I’m adrift.”

      “Adrift?”

      “Lost.” That much was true. Marie-Amélie had been tethered to her creator since she was turned, eighty-seven years ago now. She had no idea how to function on her own, and she had to learn quickly to keep Angelique off her trail. Part of her was amazed that she had made it this far.

      “I could tell you aren’t from around here,” Michael said shyly.

      “Of course. I told you outside that I only recently arrived in Dublin.”

      “Sounding like you do.” He cleared his throat. “Looking like you do.”

      “I come from Flanders.” The words left Marie-Amélie’s lips before she could stop herself.

      Confusion crossed Michael’s face. Marie-Amélie silently cursed herself for speaking. Priests were educated men; he would know that Flanders hadn’t existed for decades. She quickly corrected herself. “Belgium. I moved to France with my parents when I was very young.” She could hardly recall her parents after so many years. They had been a French textiles merchant and Flemish dressmaker who created exquisite clothing until sickness took them one winter.

      He looked like he wanted to ask another question she didn’t feel up to answering. She quickly changed the subject. Gathering her enormous skirts behind her, she sat down on the edge of the bed and leaned over a little, just enough so he could see down her gown’s bodice. “You never answered my question. Why don’t we be lost together?”

      If she thought his color was high before… he flushed. She bit back a smile. It was sweet, really. She’d interacted with so few shy men in life and death. She had the insane notion that she might be in the presence of a genuinely kind person. Of course, that meant he would be ill-suited for a life in service to the church.

      “Um.” Michael looked down his shirt cuffs, the material frayed. “I hadn’t considered that.”

      His breath came a little quicker, imperceptible to anyone who didn’t have the preternatural hearing abilities a vampire did. Marie-Amélie didn’t try to hide her smile this time. She needed his help, and if he needed a little encouragement to offer it, she wasn’t above dangling temptation in his face. She knew she would enjoy it, should he decide to give in.

      Marie-Amélie raised an eyebrow in what she hoped was a coy gesture. “We only live once. Why not try new things?”

      Michael nodded. “That isn’t a bad philosophy to live by.”

      It was on the tip of Marie-Amélie’s tongue to quip that it was better than living by antiquated biblical standards, but she didn’t know how that would be received. Instead, she slowly rose to her feet so she faced him. This close, she could see the green flecks in his eyes and lines of tension bracketing his mouth. He was fairly young, perhaps in his mid-twenties, and she could tell he had already led a life of responsibility. The church would do that to a person, she supposed.

      His gaze traveled the length of her body, then around the room like a panicked bird flapping around a cage. She wondered if she misjudged him.

      His pupils dilated, his eyes settled on hers again. That was an encouraging sign. She laced her gloved hands through his. She leaned closer and murmured in his ear, “Thank you for your help tonight.”

      Her gesture had the intended effect. Michael stiffened, his breath catching. She lightly pressed an experimental kiss on the pulse point under his ear to see his next reaction.

      He gasped and nearly stumbled back, his fall buffered by the highboy. She bit back a smile and met his gaze. Not to glamor him, because she didn’t like to do that to undeserving people unless she had to, like the London comptroller. But just to look at him as if they were normal human lovers. She saw indecision warring in his features, that he was caught between what his body was telling him to do and the teachings of moldy old scriptures.

      He traced his thumb along her features, as if memorizing them. A shudder of pleasure rippled through her, a very human gesture she hadn’t experienced in decades.

      She liked this Michael fellow, she decided. He made her feel human again.

      She closed her eyes as his thumb gently smoothed over her eyebrow, down her temple. He was so warm. The summer heat didn’t register for her or any other vampires, but the heat of a human’s life force did.

      She opened her eyes to see him gazing at her like she was someone precious. Like she wasn’t a monster, turned against her will and forced into depraved acts by the sadist who stole her life away. It was refreshing to be seen as an ordinary person again.

      She was about to kiss him and put everything she could into it to keep this fantasy going a little longer. He surprised her when his lips fastened over hers in a show of passion and possession that she hadn’t expected from a priest. His tongue demanded entrance to her mouth and she was only too happy to oblige.

      The thrum of arousal slammed through her like a drumbeat, incessant and demanding to be acknowledged. Her gums itched, her fangs desperate to break free and sink into his neck, but she willed them away with Herculean force. Instead, her gloved arms wrapped around his shoulders, bringing him closer to her, their bodies pressed together.

      Just as abruptly, he pulled away, backing into the highboy. Marie-Amélie’s body immediately mourned the loss of contact. “What’s wrong?” she asked. Had he figured out what she was? Discreetly, she ran her tongue along the inside of her mouth. Her fangs hadn’t extended at all.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Nothing. Nothing to do with you, I mean. I just… wasn’t expecting that.”

      Disappointment and hurt welled up in Marie-Amélie. She couldn’t help but ask, “Is it me?”

      “Oh, God, no. Not at all. It’s me.” He exhaled noisily and gave a nervous laugh. “It’s entirely me.”

      Marie-Amélie was marginally reassured by his words. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

      “There is. There’s a lot wrong with me.”

      He’d been a priest, or was nearly one. Perhaps he wasn’t experienced. “Am I the first girl you’ve ever…” She let the question trail off, not wanting to embarrass him.

      “No,” he replied. “Not for a while, not since before I thought I was called to the clergy, but no.” This time, when he blushed she knew it was because of embarrassment. “It’s been a very long time.”

      “It’s been a long time for me, too.” Technically, that wasn’t a lie. Marie-Amélie hadn’t been with a living human man since she died. She missed it.

      Her words had the intended effect. He relaxed a little, his shoulders releasing some of the tension they’d been hanging on to. “It has?”

      While every cell in her body screamed at her to kiss him again, she ignored them in favor of finding out more about him. “Why is that a surprise?”

      He shrugged. “You’re so beautiful,” he said. A part of her preened at the compliment, and she would have blushed had she been capable of it. “You’re unafraid of everything around you. You said you came here on your own, all the way from Dublin, at night. That takes a great deal of confidence and courage.” He gave her a shy look, one that tugged at the spot where her heart used to be.

      Oh, Michael. I’m a predator. Everything and everyone out there should be afraid of me. While she wasn’t a match for Angelique’s strength, she could easily best a human in a fight.

      “Courage and recklessness,” Marie-Amélie said. Desperation and fright, too, but she didn’t add that.

      “Reckless, I understand.”

      Did he? She wondered what exactly he got up to before the church sank its hooks into him. Perhaps he would tell her one day.

      She was already thinking as if they would be together beyond her immediate need to clear out as far from England as she possibly could. That was reckless, wanting to depend on a fragile human for companionship.

      “If you understand it, be reckless with me,” she said.

      He froze for a few seconds, as if considering her words. He gave her the barest of nods.

      When he kissed her this time, it was slow and unhurried, but still held the same promise as his earlier one did. He gripped her hips as best he could through her gown’s layers and bustle. She cursed herself and Angelique for the stupid thing, lover of formality that Angelique was. Marie-Amélie had a proper set of ladies’ flight clothes in her carpet bag that would make running easier. She hadn’t found the time or a place safe enough to change into them.

      But she didn’t want to think about clothing right now, unless it was to get both of them out of theirs. She wondered how Michael would react if she helped herself to the placket on his trousers. It would probably scare him off, she decided. It was important that he felt as much in control of their present circumstances as he could.

      He broke their kiss and leaned his forehead against hers. His breath came quickly. Marie-Amélie’s did as well, but she knew it was a pale imitation of the genuine thing. She breathed because she wanted to, not because she had to.

      “Um,” Michael said, as if indecision warred within him. It probably did. But he didn’t let her go.

      “Michael.” Her voice was soft. His eyes met hers, and she saw longing and lust reflected there. “I like you very much.”

      “I know. I mean, I like you, too.” He swallowed. “I don’t know why. I’ve never had any kind of connection to another person like this before and I don’t know why it’s happening now.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I don’t know.” He fumbled for his next words. “Why are you here with me? You don’t have to…” He nodded at the narrow beds. “You don’t have to do anything with me to share my room.”

      “I’m not doing this out of a sense of gratitude or obligation. I considered myself fortunate when I met you, someone who was kind and willing to help a stranger in a poor situation.”

      “About that.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Will someone come looking for you?”

      Marie-Amélie had taken the last flight to Dublin out of England’s largest commercial airfield. While Angelique had flying abilities, she wasn’t strong enough to fly across the Irish Sea and was unable to travel during daylight hours. Marie-Amélie had at least one night’s head start on her creator. “No,” she finally said. “Perhaps another time, but not tonight. You’re safe.”

      “It’s my responsibility to keep you safe.”

      Marie-Amélie stilled. Tears pressed against the backs of her eyes, one of the few human reactions she still had. She willed them away just as fiercely as did her fangs earlier. She had had no one to look after her since she died. Since before she died, really, when she was nothing more than an orphaned, impoverished upstairs maid to a lecherous French minor noble.

      Once she was certain she wouldn’t cry, she whispered, “Thank you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re fleeing from, but I hope you’ll tell me someday.” Michael’s breath gently ruffled her hair, an innocent gesture that sent a shiver racing through her. Just as quickly, she forgot about her life, about Flanders and France, about Angelique.

      “It’s not a story to be told in an inn room,” Marie-Amélie said. “Not when there are other and better ways to spend our time.”

      Michael took that statement as the invitation it was meant to be. His tongue traced the spot where her pulse would beat if she still had one. If he noticed that it was absent, he didn’t let on. The effect was the same as if Marie-Amélie was still alive. She felt as if sparks danced along her skin, bright and sputtering as a fireplace’s embers. His fingers reached for the row of ridiculous, tiny buttons on the back of her gown, then paused there, like he wanted permission first. She was happy to give it. She nodded and turned around. “I would need help with this anyway,” she murmured over her shoulder.

      A nervous laugh was Michael’s only response. She could feel his hands shake as he unfastened each button that ran from her shoulders past her waist. “You could tear it,” she suggested.

      “I don’t want to ruin it.”

      “It’s quite all right. I have more clothes in my carpetbag.” Practical ladies’ flight wear, with none of the silly bustles or petticoats of this dress that Angelique forced her to wear.

      But Michael didn’t rip the fabric. Instead, he patiently pulled each button from its mooring. “I never tore open gifts before,” he said. “I’m not going to start now.”

      “Am I a gift?”

      The buttons unfastened, he parted the fabric to either side of her shoulders. Marie-Amélie turned around to face him. “Yes,” he replied. “You’re a lovely, extravagant gift I wasn’t expecting to receive.”

      Damn it, why did he have to say that? Marie-Amélie felt those stupid tears threaten her again. But Michael didn’t pull away. Instead, he pulled her into an embrace that was surprisingly chaste. Secure, too. She felt safe in his arms.

      He breathed deeply against her hair, and she was suddenly glad she’d stolen some of Angelique’s soap to wash up with the night before. Her lips found the tender spot under his ear again and a distinctly un-priest-like moan escaped him. She grinned against his skin and willed her fangs to stay away.

      She pulled away just enough to lift her gown over her shoulders and toss it away on the floor. She was never wearing the blasted thing again.

      Surprise bloomed across Michael’s features. Marie-Amélie gave him a knowing smile as she untied the ribbons holding her bustle in place. It joined the dress on the planked wooden floor, then her corset.

      She looked at the swaths of blue silk covering her arms and hands. She unbuttoned her left glove, but Michael murmured, “Let me.” With nimble fingers, he unfastened it and slid it down her arm. Goosebumps appeared as her skin was exposed to the air, one of her few remaining human functions. Michael unfastened and removed the other, then took both of her hands in his. If he noticed hers were preternaturally cool, he didn’t let on. “Did you run away from a ball?” he asked, her gloves in hand.

      “No.”

      “It would’ve been something out of a fairy tale,” Michael continued. He set the gloves on the bed with more care than she’d had for her clothes. “A princess running away from a grand party.”

      Marie-Amélie had certainly felt like an unlucky character in a fairy tale over the years. Her story didn’t have happy endings, or any endings. If she was going to be cursed to walk the earth forever, she may as well do it on her own terms.

      “You’re closer to the truth than you realize,” she said. She twined her arms around his neck. “But if I’m not going to ask you about the church, you won’t ask me about where I ran from.” She plucked at his shirt’s buttons. “Let’s have a night together where we don’t have to think about where we’re from.”

      With only her combination between them, she could feel the heat of his skin, a reminder that he was still alive. Alive and very much wanting her, based on the press of his erection through their clothes. Michael’s hands returned to her hips, grinding her against him as his tongue explored her mouth.

      He’d been wrong about her being a gift. He was the gift, a sweet and thoughtful man who could make her feel like she was human again. In another lifetime, they might have courted. He didn’t seem the type to turn up his nose at a woman who’d fallen into the servant class.

      They fell against the bed, too narrow for either of them to comfortably fit but Marie-Amélie didn’t care. He adjusted himself so his weight didn’t lie too heavily against her, not that she minded. Her fingers pulled at his shirt buttons, needing that layer between them to disappear. He took over, unfastening them with shaking fingers to reveal his skin. She lightly raked her nails across his chest, drawing a shudder from Michael.

      He helped her remove her combination, tossing it aside like the rest of her clothes. Her skin prickled in the open air, goosebumps rising, a reminder that part of her was still human. The vampire side of her fought to release its fangs, but she kept willing them away. She would not scare away the first nice man she had come across in a century.

      Straddling her hips, trousers half-unbuttoned, Michael leaned back to take her in all her naked glory. The look on his face was so tender, one that almost reminded her of love, that she was temporarily struck speechless. She didn’t feel like a vampire about to be used and tossed aside like a toy for her creator’s amusement, but someone who was cherished. Worthy of respect and kindness.

      Like a regular human woman.

      Michael leaned down and kissed her. She arched her back to meet him better, feel his skin against hers, enjoying the moment and what was to come.

      Until her fangs, damnable things they were, popped out of her gums with more force than she’d ever felt.

      Marie-Amélie froze. How the hell was she to explain this? She clamped her lips shut and shifted her body a little. Michael pulled away, confusion across his face. “Marie-Amélie?”

      “It’s nothing,” she mumbled. She tried to speak through closed lips, not wanting to expose her fangs. “It’s me.”

      He lifted himself off her. “If I did anything…”

      “You didn’t.” She concentrated on her stupid fangs until they receded into her gums. She felt like crying at her inability to pretend to be human for an hour. “Can I still stay with you?”

      He blinked. “Of course.”

      “With you.” She reached for him and pulled him against her body. “Just… can you hold me?”

      He nodded, an understanding look on his face. “Of course. I’d like that, too.”

      Michael adjusted so he was lying behind her on his side, wrapping her in his arms. For the first time since a foggy night in 1793, Marie-Amélie fell asleep, safe and sound.
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      It took Michael a couple of seconds to realize that it wasn’t a spider resting on his face, but long hair. It took even longer for his brain to register that the weight sprawled across him was the woman he’d spent the night with. He brushed the dark strands away, wrapping a few around his fingers as if to make sure they were real.

      He didn’t have his watch handy, so he was unsure of the time. Sunlight peeked through the inn window’s closed shutters, the sign of another hot August morning. He gently crept out of the narrow bed, taking care not to disturb Marie-Amélie, to open the shutters. They squeaked a little on unoiled hinges, but she didn’t stir at the noise. He gazed at the rural landscape, no longer as depressing and barren-looking as it was the night before.

      Idly, he wondered what she would like to do today. Perhaps they could travel to Dublin, see where dirigibles were traveling and book passage. He wanted to get out of Ireland just as much as she did. Perhaps they could…

      “Michael?” The voice from the bed was alert and panicked.

      He turned around. “Good morn—”

      His next words were cut off at the sudden acrid smell of burning. It took a moment for him to reconcile the smell and the sight before him of Marie-Amélie’s skin reddening and lightly smoking.

      “Ferme la fenêtre!” she screamed.

      Michael didn’t speak a word of French, but he instinctively knew what she was saying. He immediately slammed the shutters closed. He immediately returned to the bed, terror filling him at the sight of her. The side of her face and body closest to the window was burned, as if she’d walked through a fire. His stomach heaved and he breathed deeply, trying to quell it. “What the hell?” he breathed. He rushed back to her bedside. “Oh, Marie-Amélie, what happened?”

      Tears fell from her eyes, and she threw the blanket over her head. A sob of pain and shame escaped her. “I cannot be in the sun.”

      “I can see that. Tell me why this is happening.”

      “I cannot.” Her voice was muffled. “My God, it hurts!”

      “I can help you. Please let me.” He pulled at the blanket to reveal her face and blanched. Fangs had sprouted over her lower lip, sharp as needles. Somehow, the sight was more horrifying than her burned flesh.

      Michael jumped back. He and Marie-Amélie stared at each other for an interminable minute, not speaking. Finally, he said, “What are you?”

      She looked away, but not before a fresh wave of tears filled her eyes.

      He tried again. “Perhaps I could get, I don’t know, horse liniment to help you with the burns.” As he said the words, his mind screamed at him that horse liniment wouldn’t save her.

      Succubus. He’d read about them in his theological studies, but never gave credence to their existence. They had never been mentioned in any of the Biblical translations he read and he’d always considered them to be a figment of Catholic imagination. But there was one in front of him, and he’d been desperate for her the night before. “Are you a demon?” The words escaped him before he could form them into a more palatable question.

      “Of a sort, I suppose.” She threw the blanket over her head.

      “Marie-Amélie…”

      “Why do you want to help me?” she asked miserably.

      “Because you’re in trouble.” He steeled his nerves as he gathered the courage to ask his next question. “Are you a succubus?”

      “No.” She sounded surprised at the question. “You silly man, I’m a vampire.”

      Michael felt like all the air had been sucked from his lungs. That wasn’t the answer he was expecting, and yet it made so much more sense. “I didn’t know vampires were real.”

      “And yet you thought succubi are?”

      “It was the first thing I thought of when I saw what the sun did to you.” He took a cautious step closer to the bed. “Are you going to eat me?”

      She hesitated before replying. “I hadn’t intended to.”

      “Are you lying? It’s not nice to lie to a priest.”

      “You are not a priest, as you have reminded me many times since last night.” She pulled the blanket down to show her face, which Michael noticed was already starting to heal. “Are you going to kill me?”

      “What? No, of course not.” He was offended at the very notion.

      “Do you keep holy water on your person, or a cross or a stake, perhaps?”

      “Why the hell would I travel with a stake?” Before she could answer, he said, “Let’s agree not to kill each other. Is there anything I can do to help you?”

      “I didn’t agree not to kill you first.” Despite the weight of her words, her tone was light.

      “I think if you wanted to kill me, you would have done so last night.”

      “I never did. I don’t like killing people, unless they deserve it.”

      Curiosity got the better of him, and before he could stop himself, he asked, “Have you?”

      She lowered her eyes in shame and didn’t answer. “I did not choose to be like this. I don’t take lives unless I have no other choice. I wasn’t going to kill you. I wanted to fuck you and perhaps goad you into taking me aboard a dirigible flight away from here.”

      Michael froze, his breath catching. His blood thundered in his ears. “What?”

      “I’m unfamiliar with many of the ways of the world thanks to my creator. Last night was the first time I ever bought a dirigible ticket and traveled alone.”

      “No, the other part.”

      “Well, I think you’re very attractive and kind. Surely, you’ve been propositioned before.”

      “No, not exactly. The clergy looks down on such activities.” Not that it didn’t happen, but it was certainly frowned upon. He couldn’t believe he was thinking about such things right now, when half her face looked like raw meat.

      “Human women don’t have taste, then.” Her fangs had receded but half her face was still badly burned.

      This was too much for Michael to handle. “You still haven’t told me how I can help you.”

      “I need to get away from Ireland,” she said. “Away from Europe. Angelique will find me otherwise.”

      “I meant, how can I help you with your burns.” Instinctively, he reached out for her hand, but she pulled away and threw the sheet back over her head. “And who’s Angelique?”

      “She made me. And I will heal in time.” Her voice was muffled beneath the sheet.

      “I could fetch some horse liniment…”

      “It will do nothing. I will heal in time. I can heal faster by drinking blood, and I cannot ask you to let me do that to you.”

      “Would it hurt?”

      She pulled down the sheet to reveal the unburned side of her face. “Are you insane?”

      “Do you have to kill me to… feed from me?” His voice caught on the last words.

      “No.”

      His insides shook, and not entirely in fright. What the hell was wrong with him? “It’s partly my fault you’re in this position.”

      “How? It’s the fault of my creator, who snatched me off the street to turn me into this.”

      When Michael thought about creators, he thought about God. He thought of the fallibility of man and the myth that humans were designed in his image. How could he have created something in his image that was so susceptible to corruption and evil?

      But how could he look at Marie-Amélie, take in her ruined face and the miserable expression upon it, and condemn her? She had been turned this into against her will and finally managed to orchestrate an escape only to be forced into the sun, however briefly. Guilt pulled at him for his role in her situation.

      A passel of awkward questions tumbled around his mind: how long had she been a vampire? How old was she, really? How often did she need to eat?

      He stiffened at the thought of food. “Do you have to feed?” he asked gently, hoping he wasn’t about to make a massive mistake. “Will that make things better for you?”

      Indecision warred across her features. “I told you I will heal in time.”

      “But will my feeding you make things easier?” He couldn’t believe he was asking her this and had to remind himself that it was his responsibility as a priest to feed the hungry. He’d just pictured himself doing so with bowls of soup. “You said you wouldn’t kill me,” he added, his voice trailing off as he recalled her promise.

      She stared at him, agog. “You would do that for me?”

      He sincerely hoped he wouldn’t regret his offer. “Yes.” He looked around the small room. “How does this work?”

      Despite the suffering she had to be experiencing, Marie-Amélie still had the wherewithal to look at him like he was an idiot. “Well, I’ll bite you.”

      Was it his imagination, or had her voice taken on a rasp that hadn’t been there before? “I mean, what’s the best way to do this? Shall I stand, or what?”

      “Oh.” She sat up, pushing the bedcovers aside. Michael cringed at the burns on her arm. “Lie back, I suppose.”

      Her fangs were extended as she loomed over him, body outlined in her thin nightdress. Even though she was a vampire, even though she’d been visibly injured, Michael’s libido roared to life once more, his body stiffening in anticipation, blood thundering through his veins. He supposed the last part would be for Marie-Amélie’s benefit.

      She lay on the bed next to him, eyes meeting his. There was a sadness reflected there, mixed with the lust she’d had the night before, mirroring his feelings.

      “This won’t hurt,” she murmured. “I’ll make it good for you.”

      “How…” His words died in his throat when she slid closer to him and draped an arm over his chest. She deeply sniffed his skin, like a predator picking up the scent of its prey in the wind. An unexpected bolt of pleasure threaded through him, but he couldn’t tell if it was because of her or some kind of vampire trickery. The smell of her hair reached his nose, a pleasant aroma of lavender-scented soap.

      Suddenly, sharp pinpricks broke the skin of his neck, just above his collarbone. He couldn’t keep an undignified yelp from escaping him.

      Marie-Amélie adjusted herself, using the arm around his chest to haul herself on top of him without moving her lips away from his neck. The weight of her against him was an unexpected but electrifying sensation. Immediately, he wondered what it would feel like if there weren’t any clothes between them, if things had progressed the way he desperately wanted them to the night before…

      She moaned against his skin, a primal sound of pleasure. The noise vibrated through his body. Before he could stop himself, his arms wrapped around her as if to draw her closer. His hips involuntarily lifted against her in a pale imitation of what he wanted to do. He froze, ashamed of his action, but Marie-Amélie surprised him when she moaned again. For a moment, all he could focus on was her, her lips fastened to his neck. How it didn’t feel like he was being eaten alive but so good instead. If he died like this, he would die happy.

      Was he about to die? Would Marie-Amélie drain him dry? If she did, he would be helpless to stop it.

      She licked the wound before raising her head. Her fangs had receded, a few drops of blood still clung to her lips. In the dim light, he could see her face was restored. Deliberately, she looked him in the eye and licked away the remaining blood. His blood.

      He should be repulsed, but he wasn’t. On the contrary, his whole body stood at attention, every cell screaming at him to kiss her and rip away their clothes. Michael ignored it. He’d had a lot of practice denying himself in the clergy, and the small part of his rational side that was still functioning felt it prudent to continue to do so.

      Neither of them moved, the only sound in the room that of Michael’s breath, coming harsher now. Marie-Amélie’s gaze never left his face, and he was powerless to move away. “Have you hypnotized me?” he asked, his voice a stage whisper.

      Her lips quirked in a tiny smile. “No.” She pressed a kiss to the side of his neck where she’d bitten him. “Thank you.”

      “Do you feel better?”

      “Much better.” She lifted herself off him and rolled to the other side of the bed. “You should find some food, perhaps get away from this place.”

      It took a second for the import of her words to sink in. “What? I told you I would help you!”

      “You don’t have to. It will be safer if you leave me. I can glamor you if you like, make you forget you ever met me.”

      “No, I promised I would help you, and I will. I said I’ll get dirigible tickets and I’ll do that.” He stood up and touched the spot on his neck. He felt two small raised bumps, but the wound wasn’t painful. “Will you be safe here while I’m away?”

      She hesitated, then nodded. “I will hide under the bed. Even if Angelique has made the journey to Dublin, she cannot travel during the day.”

      Michael hated to leave her when she was in such a vulnerable state, but he had to. “I’ll buy tickets for the furthest destination I can,” he promised. “Do you speak any other languages?”

      “Non.”

      “And here I am, fluent in Latin as if that would be relevant.” He hadn’t considered the scope of her dilemma—their dilemma, he reminded himself—until now. He’d never left Ireland, had never boarded a dirigible in his life. And now he was about to possibly restart it with a vampire at his side.

      The notion should have terrified him, yet it didn’t. He felt more sure that this was the right thing to do than when he thought was called to the priesthood. “Get some rest,” he ordered her. “As best you can. I’ll be back in a few hours. I’ll ask the innkeeper to leave this room alone while I’m gone.”

      She nodded. A wistful smile crossed her face, as if she didn’t believe Michael would come back or help her. He hated to see that forlorn look. She’d been let down enough in her life and death.

      A part of him asked if that was true, if anything she said was true. It was the same part that goaded him into joining the clergy then mocked him for every human need he hadn’t met since then. He tamped it down. Michael was nothing if not a good judge of character. It was what eventually led him to leaving the church.

      He splashed water on his face from the ewer on the highboy and cleaned his teeth. Before he left the room, he impulsively reached for Marie-Amélie, still wearing only her nightdress. She looked like an erotic artwork come to life.

      “Could you get weapons in case you need them?” she asked.

      He hadn’t expected that question. “What kind?”

      She looked away for a second. “Holy water, I suppose. Perhaps a wooden stake. Just in case Angelique or one of her friends finds us. I want you to be able to protect yourself.”

      “You would trust me with those things around you?” The question fell from him before he could stop it.

      She cupped her hand, cool and smooth, against his cheek. He leaned into her touch. “You don’t have an evil bone in your body,” she said softly. “I don’t want you to get hurt on my account. If any other vampire approaches you, throw the holy water at them. That will give you enough time to run away. If we leave this place together, you will need that protection.”

      He nodded. “If it will make you feel better about this, I’ll find those things.”

      “Silver as well. It’s almost as harmful as sunlight.”

      That she was so forthright about what was lethal to her had to mean she trusted him. He was determined not to sully it. “I’ll find them and return to you soon,” he promised.

      Marie-Amélie surprised him when she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. Michael immediately responded, returning the embrace and putting everything he could into it. Lust roared in him again, but he forced himself to pull away before either of them forgot about what he needed to do. Still, he thought he could see her trembling in the low light and felt the same. “Do you need any other food?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      “All right.” He tilted up her chin to kiss her a final time. “I’ll return in a few hours.”
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      If not for the fact that she had nearly been roasted by the sun, Marie-Amélie would have thought she had died her final death and had been welcomed to heaven by an angel.

      Who would have thought one would find salvation in a grimy inn in the middle of nowhere, Ireland? Even if her savior was a mortal man.

      Marie-Amélie was huddled under one of the narrow beds, wrapped in an itchy woolen blanket. It smelled like it was as old as she was and not nearly as clean. But she could ignore those things, as well as the stifling August heat in the room, as she waited for Michael to return. She dozed on and off, unable to let herself fall fully asleep for fear the innkeeper would let herself in and open the window’s sash. She didn’t have it in her to face the sun again.

      A few hours later, the door opened and hastily shut. If she was still capable of it, she would have held her breath in anticipation. As it was, relief poured through her when Michael hoarsely whispered, “Marie-Amélie?”

      “I’m here.” Her voice was muffled by the blanket.

      “You don’t have to get out from under the bed if you don’t want to.” He shuffled around the room. “I bought us tickets to Frankfurt. It was the furthest place I could afford and the only international flight leaving after dark.”

      Irritation and shame at herself, at her lack of planning, twanged through her. She needed to glamor someone out of their money, and soon.

      She would worry about that later. “Thank you.” She shuffled out from under the bed just enough to see Michael’s shoes. “Has the sun gone down? I’ve lost track of the time.”

      “Sunset won’t be for a few hours yet, but it rained this afternoon and it’s still gray outside. The shutters are closed and I brought down the sashes.”

      The room’s dimness and his reassuring words about the weather were enough to convince her to come out from under the bed. She did so, noting with faint disgust the dust she brought with her. Michael helped her to her feet. “Thank you,” she repeated.

      The telltale pinprick wounds on his throat were already healing, but they still stood out to her as loudly as if he’d been branded. Fierce possessiveness welled up in her at the sight, like she was an animal who had marked her mate. She supposed in a way she was.

      “What is it?” Michael asked, and she realized she’d been staring.

      “I’ve never marked anyone like this, is all,” she said. Without thinking, she reached out to touch his neck. His eyes widened in surprise but he didn’t flinch from her touch. He was so warm.

      His fingers flew to the wound. “Does this mean something?”

      “Other than the fact you’re delicious? No.” She felt a little sad admitting that. Vampires could take human mates if they wanted. Angelique had tried her best to keep that knowledge out of Marie-Amélie’s sphere, although she still heard rumors of mate bonding from other, less sadistic vampires. Some preferred to mark their humans in a primitive, preternatural version of marriage, a way to keep their favorite food sources from aging and eventually dying. It was far more permanent than two humans repeating vows in a ceremony.

      Beneath her fingers, his pulse beat, its tempo increasing in a rapid tattoo at her nearness. For the first time, she wondered what having a mate would be like. When she was still alive, she had wanted to find a husband and start a family. Angelique had taken all of that away.

      “It didn’t bother me,” Michael replied, snapping her out of her thoughts. “I thought it would, but it didn’t.”

      “I tried to make it as painless as possible.” Her hand traced the line of his jaw and she memorized the feel of his skin. He had a few whiskers on account of his not shaving that morning. She liked it. “Thank you again for it.”

      He hesitated as he searched for his next words. “Is it always like that?”

      “I try to make it that way.” Would he understand if she told him she’d accidentally killed a few people when she was a new vampire? She had tried to feed from them as nicely as she could, but she hadn’t had full control of her fangs or impulses then. She’d torn out their throats in her hunger. Of course, Angelique had approved of their deaths and punished Marie-Amélie for her regret.

      He cleared his throat, hesitating for a few seconds as he chose his next words. “I wouldn’t mind it if you did it again.” His voice was shy.

      A faint, long-forgotten thrill raced through her at the idea. “I will take you up on that offer.” Repeatedly, if he let her.

      A blush tinged his cheeks, something Marie-Amélie wouldn’t have noticed if she didn’t have the predator’s sight she did. “I stopped at a church for holy water,” he finally said.

      “A useful weapon.” Despite the levity of her words, nervousness thrummed through her at the mention of it. Holy water’s effects couldn’t be repaired by a quick meal from a human. Being splashed with it could leave permanent burns.

      “I didn’t care about the water so much as seeing how I would feel when I walked back into a church,” he continued. “I haven’t been to a service since I left the seminary. It’s the longest in my life that I haven’t been.”

      “How long ago did you leave?”

      “Shortly after Christmas.” His expression darkened and she wondered what had happened. Should she ask?

      “There was a fire in the village closest to it on Christmas Eve,” he said, as if he could read the question running through her mind. “It spread far faster than anyone would have thought in the winter. The village burned down. People lost their lives, their livelihoods. Whole barns of animals and stored food, gone. And the seminary and church did nothing besides offer some Bible verses and a lukewarm supper.”

      “The church has been behaving in such ways since Jesus was alleged to have ascended to heaven.”

      “Were you there?”

      The question was abrupt and took her by surprise. “No. It happened before I was born.”

      He nodded faintly. “I couldn’t stay after that happened. I couldn’t be a part of it anymore, so I’ve been, well, wandering about the last few months, for lack of a better term. Staying at hotels, boarding with families in exchange for labor or helping their children learn to read. I suppose the only good thing about my parents being gone is they didn’t have to live through the shame of their boy not being a priest.”

      “Wouldn’t they be pleased you have a conscience instead?” The question slipped from Marie-Amélie’s lips before she could stop herself. She quickly added, “My apologies. I did not mean to be so flippant. Vampires and priests have historically had a… complex relationship.”

      Michael didn’t appear offended. “I’m certain ‘complex’ is being polite. My relationship with the church is complex.” He looked like he wanted to speak, but paused again. He was very thoughtful in his words. Marie-Amélie appreciated that; it was a rare quality in a man. “Did the church hurt you?” he asked.

      A sudden wave of hurt and sadness crashed over her as she thought about the night she woke up a vampire. “Not in the way you might expect.”

      “What happened?” His voice was calm and soft, a balm to whatever remained of her soul, as burned as her face had been. Marie-Amélie understood how this man could have been a source of comfort and what exactly his parishioners had lost when he left the clergy.

      The memories of her turning and the monster she transformed into flooded back, hot and shameful. All she could muster was, “Everything happened so quickly.” Her eyes burned. For a horrifying few seconds she thought it had to do with the sun, but when hot tears slid down her cheeks, she realized she was crying. She hadn’t cried in years. She touched her face and examined her fingertips, half-expecting to see them smeared with blood. But no, her tears were normal and clear, one of her last vestiges of humanity.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Michael pressed. He sat on the bed and patted the spot next to him. Marie-Amélie followed, their knees touching. Even through the layers of fabric separating them, she could sense his heat.

      That thought was pushed away when she remembered what occurred the last time she spoke to a priest. “I’m not sure.”

      “Offer your confession to me. I won’t judge you for it, I promise.”

      Marie-Amélie met his gaze, so open and trusting. Part of her wanted to remind him not to look in a vampire’s eyes, that doing so could mean certain death, but another part, the side of her that was still human, wanted to pretend she was still normal. “You can’t absolve my sins. I would be reciting Hail Marys until the end of time if I confessed to you.”

      “Of course, I can’t absolve your sins. No one can, other than God, if He exists.” Michael looked up at the cracked plaster ceiling, as if questioning if the Almighty Himself would strike him dead for saying so. “If there’s something you’d like to take off your mind, I can help you with that.”

      Marie-Amélie wanted to believe him, more than anything. She longed to tell him every evil thing she had done and hear him tell her that she too could be forgiven. She wanted him to say that she wasn’t a monster. But she was, and he couldn’t absolve her of being one. She lay back on the bed and pressed her palms against her eyes, willing the tears away. “I ate people. I killed them. It was an accident but they’re dead all the same.”

      She didn’t move her hands, didn’t elaborate on what she’d done. She waited for a response, but all she could hear was Michael’s measured, even breathing.

      “I was turned when I was twenty-two years old. I was a maid in a noble’s grand house in Paris. I was raised middle class, the daughter of a Flemish dressmaker and Parisian textile merchant. They died of consumption six weeks apart the winter I was seventeen. I had nothing left after that.” It was funny how she spoke of her time as a human. Grief pulled at her, but the emotion was strangely detached, like she was talking about the tragic death of someone she had heard about but never met.

      “The family was targeted by revolutionaries. The master of the house was beheaded,” she continued. She fixed her gaze on a cracked ewer resting on the washstand. “Of course, I didn’t have my position anymore, nowhere to go, and the streets were full of revolutionaries determined to see everyone of noble blood dead. I was walking one night, trying to decide what to do next. I did not have the coin to leave France, much as I wanted to.”

      She was babbling, caught up in memories of that misty October evening. She could still remember the feel of the street’s cobbles under her cheap, thin-soled boots. “I was pulled into an alleyway. Angelique did it. She’s my creator.” She blinked and forced herself to look at Michael. “I suppose it’s one more layer of sacrilege for you to understand.”

      He didn’t reply, only nodded for her to continue.

      “It hurt. I remember feeling fangs in my throat and I thought I was dying. I woke up the next night in the same alley and at first I was so grateful to be alive. Everything looked sharper and clearer somehow. Colors were brighter. I thought I could see the life forces in humans.” She still recalled those first heady minutes waking up alive, how she’d prayed her thanks to God. “I didn’t know yet that my senses were improved because I was no longer human.

      “I saw a fellow walking along the street and it was as if something inside me changed.” She shuddered at the memory. “I could smell him like he was a Christmas goose and I hadn’t eaten for days. I didn’t know I killed him until he died in my arms.”

      She finally let herself cry, to mourn for the man she murdered. She could still taste the coppery tang of his blood in her mouth, how incredible it was until she’d drained him. Then, the horror that had suffused her whole body as she realized what she had done. “I left him in the alley,” she said. “I didn’t know what else to do, so I went to the first church I found. I thought a priest could heal me.”

      “Marie-Amélie…”

      She cut him off before he could continue. “I could not get in the doors. I did not know then that our kind had to be invited in. The priest must have recognized what I was, because he would not allow me in.” She forced herself to look at Michael, waiting for his expression to change to one of disgust.

      To her shock, he appeared thoughtful, almost… sympathetic?

      “I’m sorry to hear that he did that,” he said quietly.

      Marie-Amélie couldn’t help but ask, “Are you telling me that you would have invited me into your church?”

      “Why wouldn’t I? We’re supposed to welcome everyone in trouble.”

      She remembered how she’d scrubbed off the blood from her face as best she could with water from the nearby canal. The dress she’d worn that night was the typical dark brown color typical of servants, except for her snowy white apron that she’d thrown in the same canal. She hadn’t had a looking glass to check her appearance, although she hadn’t known at the time that she wouldn’t have been able to see it, anyway. “He knew,” Marie-Amélie said. She still remembered the look on the priest’s face as he denied her entry to the church, a mixture of loathing and terror. “My fangs were hidden and I thought I looked like an ordinary person, but somehow, he knew what I was immediately and turned me away.”

      She was angry with herself that the hurt never faded over the century she’d been in this state. Marie-Amélie had been rejected and tossed around like a piece of refuse for decades, but somehow, that first one from the priest caused an ache that was as fresh as if it had just happened.

      “None of this is your fault,” Michael said.

      She almost hated the sympathy in his voice, knowing it was undeserved. “I’ve killed others. Some were in self-defense after Angelique said they could…” She shuddered at the memories. “She said they could do whatever they wanted. I killed a couple of others accidentally when I was feeding off them.” It had taken a Herculean effort on her part to learn how to feed from humans without killing them, but she’d done it, once she figured it out. “After I was turned away from the church, Angelique found me and told me what I was.”

      “Why didn’t you leave Angelique?”

      “I tried to, several times. The last attempt was eleven years ago. I made it as far as Nantes before she caught up with me. I put water between us for the first time when I escaped London last night. That’s why I want to leave Ireland as soon as possible, to put more distance between us.” She and Angelique could sense one another, a horrific tether that forever bound them together. Her creator had been a sadist, enjoying Marie-Amélie’s obvious discomfort with her vampirism and delighting in making the experience worse.

      “Will you be able to make it until half eight?” he asked.

      “Is that when the dirigible leaves for Frankfurt?”

      He nodded. “We’ll have to leave for Dublin earlier. I asked about the dining room, and it turns out someone staying at the inn will be going there tonight at seven. He said he would take us if we didn’t mind riding in his cart.”

      Marie-Amélie was taken aback by his thoughtfulness. There was just one point to consider, and she hated having to bring it up. “Will the sun have set by seven o’clock?”

      Michael colored. “Not fully. Will the setting sun be as dangerous as in the afternoon?”

      “Not as much, but the danger is still there. I’ll wear my flight jacket and gloves. I have a parasol in my bag.” She sighed. “I suppose I will have to glamor our friend into not thinking any of that is unusual.” It would certainly be warm. While Marie-Amélie didn’t feel the heat as acutely as a mortal would, wearing leather clothing would still be uncomfortable. It would be worth it, if doing so meant she and Michael would be safe. “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “No thanks are necessary.”

      “They are.”

      “You’re welcome.” He gave her a shy smile that would have tugged at her heart if it still worked.

      Perhaps it did, just in a different sort of fashion. On impulse, Marie-Amélie leaned over and kissed him.

      His response was immediate. Michael pulled her to him, warm and willing, awakening a desire in her that hadn’t existed in decades. One she shouldn’t give in to yet, while they were still in so much danger. She pulled away. “Another time,” she murmured, putting as much promise into her voice as she could.

      He leaned his forehead against hers, his breath coming fast. “I’ve never felt this way before about anyone,” he whispered.

      An odd quiver took hold in Marie-Amélie’s belly. It took a few seconds for her to remember what it was: anticipation. Excitement. She wanted to spend a night or a week or more with this man in bed, doing everything she’d dreamed of with someone as attractive as he was when she was still human. He made her feel like she still had blood racing through her veins.

      She traced his cheek with her fingers. He leaned into her touch, wanting more. She wished she could give it. “Soon.”

      When they were clear of Ireland, when they resettled in a city unclaimed by Angelique. Where they could live as they wished. She could only hope Michael would decide to stay with her.
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      Michael had never flown before. There were a few nerve-shredding moments for him as the dirigible took off: the heavy, rusty clunk of the anchor’s chain as it was retracted, the quick lurch to portside that had his stomach turning over as the craft rose in the sky.

      Night had finally fallen over Dublin, and it was breathtaking to see it from a bird’s eye view. He glanced at Marie-Amélie, whose face had an awestruck expression. Perhaps bat’s eye view, if she could shift into such a creature. Would it be rude to ask? He leaned over the deck’s railing to get a better look at the world below him, rapidly shrinking. It probably would be rude. Maybe after they knew one another longer, it wouldn’t be such an invasive question.

      He sneaked another look at her. Strands of hair danced around her face in the breeze. She gave a happy sigh before she turned to Michael. “It’s nice to be outside.”

      “Outside and flying like the wind,” he replied.

      She’d ripped apart her ball gown before they left for Dublin. She spent the ride in the back of the carriage with swaths of blue silk wrapped around her face and hands. Michael had perched his hat on her head to help protect her against the setting sun. The driver thought her mad. After Marie-Amélie spoke to him in an exaggerated accent, he muttered something about the oddities of the French and didn’t say another word to her for the rest of the journey. It had taken all of Michael’s effort to keep himself from laughing at the driver’s reaction and at Marie-Amélie herself. Never in his wildest dreams had he ever imagined finding himself in such a situation.

      “Some of my kind can fly,” Marie-Amélie confided. She threaded her arm through Michael’s, a motion that made his heart skip a beat. It was odd how close they had grown in just a few short hours. He liked it.

      “Can you?”

      She shook her head. “Not for lack of trying. At least I’m flying away tonight.” She leaned her head against his shoulder. The scent of her hair, mingled with perfume that would have cost him a year’s wages as a clergyman, teased his senses. “I’m glad you were the one to invite me into the inn. You are the perfect person to escape with,” she confessed.

      “Because my blood tastes good?” he quipped, trying to inject some levity into their conversation.

      “That, and you’ve been very kind to me.” She turned big green eyes to him. “You’re the first person who has been a friend to me since I was turned. Thank you, Michael.”

      He couldn’t sense any trickery coming off her, didn’t feel as if he was being hypnotized. All he could see was the lonely and scared woman she had been for over a century. A lonely and scared woman he was attracted to with a force he had never felt in his life. “I’m glad I met you,” he replied, knowing she wanted a response.

      “But your feelings aren’t entirely friendly to me,” she said.

      He coughed. “No, not exactly.”

      “Mine aren’t for you, either.” Michael’s heart beat faster at her confession. He’d already known that, but to hear her give her desires a voice was something else entirely. She raised a hand to flutter over the spot in his throat where his pulse beat. He swallowed, lust roaring through him.

      A squeal sounded behind them, making both jump. Michael whirled around to see a small boy wearing a delighted expression on his face. His hand was tightly clutched by a man not much older than Michael. “Wiggles!” the child yelped. The dirigible gently swayed in the wind and the boy fell to the deck in a fit of giggles. He looked up at the man and laughed. “Papa, I fell.”

      “You did. Do you need help getting up?” Before the boy could reply, he had already hauled his son to his feet. “Don’t let go. Your mother will have my hide if you fall overboard.”

      The boy laughed in response and pulled his father forward, closer to the railing where Marie-Amélie and Michael stood. “Let’s go. Our stateroom is waiting for us,” Marie-Amélie whispered in Michael’s ear. She grabbed his hand and led him away. He didn’t have to be hypnotized to want to follow her.

      Was it his imagination, or was there more suggestion in her voice than before? Excitement thrummed through him, surging in his veins. He wondered if she could hear it. The thought that she might be able to was oddly thrilling. He supposed he should be worried about a predator lusting after him, but he couldn’t bring himself to. Was Marie-Amélie truly a predator, anyway? She’d had plenty of opportunities already to eat him if she wanted to.

      His breath caught as he remembered how she’d already fed from him. A decent man with a sense of self-preservation shouldn’t have enjoyed it as much as he did. Then again, he’d stopped trying to be decent when he left the clergy. Marie-Amélie gave him a look over her shoulder that promised she would be anything but decent to him in the stateroom.

      He had purchased their passage for a third class cabin in the belly of the dirigible, the only accommodation he could afford. The room was small, dominated by a bed that took up most of the space. A hurricane lamp swayed from its hook in the ceiling, casting dull yellow light over the windowless room. A washstand was bolted to the deck. A few inches above it was a chipped ceramic bowl bolted to the wall that Michael supposed was used for washing. There wasn’t an ewer to be found, although if that was by design or theft, he couldn’t say. Nor did he care after he closed the door behind them, twisting the key in its heavy brass lock.

      Outside their room, he could hear voices of other passengers scurrying to and fro in the corridor as evening descended over the sky. The noise barely registered as he took in the sight of Marie-Amélie, looking like an angel in the lamplight.

      “We could face danger in Frankfurt,” she said, voice soft.

      He knew that, he just hadn’t expected her to bring that up. “Oh?”

      “We don’t know what will happen when we land. This is only the first part of a long journey to get away from Angelique.” She took a step closer to him. His body hummed. Her next words were full of promise. “I would like to forget about the danger for a little while.” She wrapped her arms around his neck to pull him closer. “Wouldn’t you?”

      His breath stuttered. “Yes.’
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      Excitement thrummed through Marie-Amélie. As it was, she could have sworn in that moment that she had a pulse again and it was quickening. She took in the sight of Michael, his eyes half-lidded with lust, a confidence in his posture as he closed the short distance between them to kiss her. Marie-Amélie’s breath caught at the feel of his body heat. She thought back to when he let her feed off him, and her mind reeled at the certainty of soon knowing him even more intimately. She wanted more than his blood and his body inside hers. She wanted to spend the rest of her nights with him, however many she might have.

      At least until Angelique tracks me down.

      She pushed aside the ugly reminder of the monster who made her, but something in her demeanor must have changed. “Is something wrong?” Michael asked hesitantly.

      He deserved honesty. “Not with this. I worry about the future and what waits for us.” God above, she was good at spoiling the mood. “Mes excuses,” she murmured. “I hope I didn’t put you off.”

      “No, not at all. Are you certain you don’t want to talk about this?” His gaze searched her face. She knew if she wanted to sit on the edge of the bed and talk, he would do that. He would offer her absolution if she wanted it.

      “No, not yet,” she whispered. “I want to forget the rest of the world exists for a time.”

      That was all the encouragement he needed. His mouth fastened over hers again, taking her with a thrilling possession she hadn’t expected from him. Her body lit up, its responses like fireworks in the night sky. She kissed him back, putting everything she could into it, arms wrapping around his shoulders to bring him closer. His hands scrabbled for her hips. She fell back against the closed door with a bang that made her jump. “So loud,” she murmured.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      Before she could reply in the affirmative, a knock on the other side had both of them stepping away from it. “Everything’s fine in there?” a garrulous male voice asked.

      Marie-Amélie bit back a smile. “Yes,” she replied sweetly. She lowered her voice. “We’ll have to be quiet,” she whispered to Michael.

      Michael nodded. “Of course,” he murmured, dipping his head to kiss her again.

      This time, Marie-Amélie’s body did what it wanted. Against her wishes, her fangs protruded from her gums, hard and fast. She pulled away before she nicked Michael. “My apologies.”

      “None necessary. I knew what could happen when I decided to travel with a vampire.”

      His understanding and kindness made the space where her heart used to beat ache. “If you keep telling me these things, it will be very hard to be rid of me.”

      “I don’t think I want to be.”

      The last thing Marie-Amélie wanted to do was ruin this moment with tears. Under Angelique’s thumb, she had been lonely for so long that she had forgotten what it felt like to be treated well. To be treated as an equal. She hadn’t had much of that before she was turned, either.

      She swallowed her impulse to weep in gratitude in Michael’s arms for a few moments. Instead, she let the sexual needs of her vampiric side take over for perhaps the first time ever. Taking care with her fangs, she swept her tongue into his mouth, tangling with his until he moaned low in his throat. Without breaking contact, he led her to the bed until his knees hit the side of it. He let himself fall back, then rolled them on their sides to face each other. “You can feed from me,” he said softly. She thought he might be blushing in the dim light. “I’m not bothered by your fangs. I know you won’t hurt me.”

      Damn it, her emotions were falling apart every time he said something nice to her, every time he reminded her that he saw her as a person and not a monster. “I’ll be gentle,” she promised.

      “You don’t have to be. I won’t break.”

      A thrill coursed through her at the husky note in his voice. Michael rolled on to his back, taking her with him until she straddled him. His fingers toyed with the buttons on her flight jacket, unfastening them one by one before sliding the garment off her shoulders. Marie-Amélie wore a simple white linen shirt underneath, bolstered by light stays. Michael reached for its laces in the front, untying them with shaking, clumsy fingers. Marie-Amélie pulled the shirt over her head and tossed it away, not caring where it landed. Beneath her, Michael flexed his hips, a look of reverence on his face at her half-undressed state. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.

      Marie-Amélie leaned over to kiss him. One of her fangs caught his lip. The motion drew a surprised gasp from him, and with it, a corresponding embarrassment welled up in her. “Mes excuses,” she murmured. Her tongue darted out to lick the small bead of blood she’d drawn and sealed the tiny wound, pulling a harsh breath from him.

      “Don’t be,” he said, voice strained. “I told you, I don’t mind.” As if to illustrate his point, he took her face in his hands to kiss her. It felt territorial, as if he was staking his claim on her.

      That was all the encouragement she needed. She reached for his shirt buttons, hands scrabbling with them in her need to feel his skin against hers. Once unfastened, she reached for the buttons on his trousers, only for him to gently bat her hands away. “Worry about yours,” he said. She couldn’t keep herself from smiling at the note of urgency in his voice as she slipped out of her flight trousers.

      The dirigible rocked to the side, nearly sending Marie-Amélie to the floor. “Fuck!” she yelped, just as Michael grabbed her before she could fall. Outside their room, they heard other passengers’ similar sentiments. The craft quickly righted itself.

      ”I don’t think it’s anything but the wind,” Michael said, assuaging any fears she might have had.

      Marie-Amélie nodded in response. She couldn’t sense Angelique nearby, which boded well for them.

      Michael pulled her back to him. She’d been expecting his warmth, but hadn’t known it would feel this good. She sank against him, wanting to soak up as much as she could, like a lizard lying under the sun. She couldn’t help but giggle at the imagery.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I was just thinking how I feel like an illustration of an iguana I once saw,” she replied. “It was an illustration of one enjoying the sunlight.”

      “Are you comparing yourself to an iguana?”

      “No, I’m comparing you to the sun.”

      His breath stilled for half a second, his expression softening. Gently, he reached up to stroke her hair. “Were you a poet in your old life?”

      She smiled. “Not exactly.”

      She resumed her exploration of his body in the lamplight. He had a lean frame, corded with muscle from his days traveling and picking up manual labor where he could. His skin glowed, an ethereal effect that reminded her of a nativity angel. She had to bite back another smile when she thought of the comparisons that were running through her mind. Perhaps guardian angel was better.

      Her fingers traced his chest through the open sides of his shirt, his skin hot to the touch. His breath stuttered as she lowered her hand to his cock, already hard and stiffening further. Experimentally, she gently stroked it, but he halted her with his own hand covering hers. “Don’t,” he rasped. “This will be over before it starts if you do that.”

      “The next time, then,” Marie-Amélie promised.

      He kissed her in response, tongue demanding entrance to her mouth, which she was only too happy to give. She arranged herself over his body, then guided him inside her. His body strained under hers, fighting for control as she lowered herself on him. The feeling of him pressing against her walls was almost too much to handle, and she nearly collapsed against him when he was fully seated inside her.

      They remained frozen in tableau for a few seconds, adjusting to the sensations. It had been so long for her, decades since she’d had a lover she cared about in this way…

      Her reverie was broken when Michael began to move inside her. The echoes of his warning about not lasting echoed through her mind, because she wouldn’t, either. His hands gripped her hips so hard he would have left bruises if that was possible, a sharp contrast with his kind and sweet nature. She liked it.

      Her fangs nearly throbbed in her gums, reminding her of her need to feed from this man in a way she had never experienced before. As if he could sense it, Michael murmured, “Do it.”

      She opened her mouth to reply. Nicked her tongue, and the words died inside her.

      “I trust you,” he added, voice strained.

      That was all the encouragement she needed. Marie-Amélie leaned down to smell his skin, his warm scent of rough soap and tobacco familiar yet new at the same time. Then she quickly bit him, the taste of his blood setting off an explosion of sensation through her body. She drank eagerly, unable to keep her moan of pleasure contained.

      Her orgasm crested faster than she expected. She quickly sealed the wound in Michael’s neck so she could better ride it out. His tempo beneath her increased, and she could tell from his short grunts, his stiffening body that he was close, too. A cry escaped her and she clamped her lips shut, not wanting to draw attention to their cabin. Her fangs struck her lip, drawing blood.

      “God,” bit out Michael. With a final thrust, breath coming fast, he spent inside her.

      They were silent for a moment as Michael’s heartbeat slowed. Marie-Amélie collapsed on top of him, burying her face in his neck in the same spot she’d bitten him. The puncture wounds were fresh, but healing. She couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride at the sight. She’d marked him, made him hers. His pulse was audible to her, fast and full of life, a reminder of the connection to his heart. She wondered if she had his after that, because Michael had moved into the spot where hers used to be.
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      It was half three in the morning when the dirigible began its graceful descent to its dock in Frankfurt. Between being jostled about by the wind, the noise on all sides from other cabins, and worry for Marie-Amélie’s safety, Michael had been scarcely able to nap. He was relieved that the dirigible’s arrival hadn’t been delayed, that they would be landing while the sun was still down. They had time yet to find light-tight accommodations for the day.

      They walked down the dirigible’s gangplank to an airfield lit so brightly Michael had to squint. Marie-Amélie held tightly to his hand, a cool and welcome reminder of her presence. He blinked to clear his vision before turning to her. She had a hopeful look on her face, the first time he’d seen her with that expression. He had seen her smile and cry, knew what she looked like in the throes of passion, but hope? It looked good on her.

      Not having landed in an airfield before, or even out of Ireland, Michael felt out of his depth. Despite the ungodly hour, the airfield was busier and more full of people than he’d ever seen. He’d thought the Dublin airfield crowded. How wrong he had been, now that he saw what Frankfurt was like. “This is absolute madness,” he said. A woman holding a small wailing boy walked past, murmuring soothing words in his ear.

      They walked past a row of stalls selling everything from maps to tobacco. “Are you hungry?” Marie-Amélie asked. “You didn’t eat during the flight. You should keep your strength up.” She gave him a lascivious wink.

      They hadn’t done anything else after their hurried lovemaking in their cabin, instead lying in the narrow bed twined together while we talked. It marveled Michael how easily their conversation flowed, how such a connection could be forged between a failed priest and vampire. He didn’t know what he wanted to do next: while away the time exploring her body or mind.

      With his free hand, he touched the healing wound on his neck. Marie-Amélie was correct in that he needed to eat. If she was going to be feeding from him on a regular basis, he needed to replenish his blood. As he took in the smells of the food stalls around them, he thought something with meat would make the most sense. “Over there,” he said, discreetly pointing at a stall selling sheep trotters. A hand-painted sign nailed to one of its supports displayed currency symbols, one of which was the pound sterling. Relief poured through him at the sight, quickly followed by worry. He hadn’t even thought about exchanging money before he bought their dirigible tickets.

      Marie-Amélie saw the food on offer and wrinkled her nose. “Ugh.”

      “I suppose it’s been a while since you’ve eaten them.”

      “No, I’ve never eaten feet in my life.”

      He couldn’t keep himself from smiling at the disgust in her voice. “I’ll be sure to eat your share, then.” He approached the vendor, a young man who looked barely twenty years old, and in halting German, said, “Guten tag.”

      “It is still evening. I speak enough English,” replied the vendor, heavily accented. “How many?”

      “Two, if I may.” Michael held out a couple of coins in payment.

      The vendor wrapped a pair of trotters in smeared newspaper and handed them to Marie-Amélie, who looked at them in contempt. He took Michael’s coins. “You want marks in return?” he asked.

      Michael nodded. “Please.” Not that he knew the rate of exchange between pound sterling and German marks, but he would take the pittance in this country’s coin. As he pocketed the change, he realized he might not run into an English speaker again any time soon. “Do you have a recommendation for accommodations?” he asked suddenly.

      The boy gave him a blank look. “Acco…”

      “Like a hotel or a boarding house.”

      Understanding dawned on his face. “Oh, hotel! Many hotels outside the airfield. Your pick.”

      That was encouraging. “You wouldn’t happen to know if any of the proprietors speak English or French?”

      Now, the boy’s look shifted to one of incredulity. “Why would I know that?”

      “No reason. Thank you all the same.” They turned away, and Marie-Amélie handed him his trotters. The savory smell overpowered every other odor in the airfield. “Bless us, Lord, for the bounty we are about to receive,” he murmured, a force of habit. He bit into the first trotter and tried not to moan at the taste. Between his forgotten hunger and the meat’s seasoning, it might have been one of the best things he had ever eaten.

      By the time they threaded their way through the crowds to the airfield’s exit, Michael had eaten both of them. They left the airfield, only to reach a cobbled road crowded with carriages for hire. A couple of hulking steam cabs waited, their drivers perched on tall seats outside the vehicles’ passenger boxes. There was even an ornithopter available for hire. That would have been worth exploring had they not been in a hurry to find a safe place to while away the daylight.

      After they passed the crush of vehicles and people, hotels and lodging houses appeared, lining the street, true to the food vendor’s word. Michael steered Marie-Amélie to the first one that had a lamp on its window. “Let’s try here,” he suggested.

      She cast a dubious look at the building. “It doesn’t appear very secure.”

      It didn’t, but it wasn’t as though Michael was expecting a fortified castle to be available for them. “Dawn will be here soon,” he reminded her.

      “I know. I just wish it wasn’t so close to the airfield.”

      “It is noisy, isn’t it?”

      “The noise would not bother me, only the short distance. What if Angelique comes here? She would sense me as soon as she stepped off the dirigible.”

      The mention of the older vampire had Michael’s skin crawling. “Is she here now?”

      “No. I would sense her.”

      That provided a small measure of relief. He gestured to the hotel’s front door. “Shall we try our luck there? Do you suppose they’ll take pounds in payment?”

      “I do not suppose. It would be best if we saved your money, anyway. I will secure a room for us.” Marie-Amélie gave him a knowing look.

      Ah, yes. The vampire glamor. Why did Michael keep forgetting about that?

      The door was unlocked and opened easily on well-oiled hinges. A plump woman sat behind a scarred wooden counter, looking wide awake despite the ungodly hour. “Wilkommen,” she announced. She smiled, revealing laugh lines on her face. Seeing Marie-Amélie hesitate at the doorway, she added, “Bitte komme herein.”

      He’d also forgotten that vampires needed to be invited inside a dwelling. Marie-Amélie crossed over the threshold to smile broadly at the proprietress.

      “Do you speak English?” Michael asked.

      “Little bit.”

      “Parlez-vous français?” Marie-Amélie asked.

      “Nein.”

      English it would be. Marie-Amélie stepped forward, gaze locking with those of the proprietress. Her voice was soft, hypnotic in its cadence. “We require a room for the night and day.”

      The woman nodded slowly, her eyes glazing over. “Natürlich tust du.”

      “You will speak to us in English as best you can.”

      “Of course, you require a room for the night and day.”

      “We have already paid for it.”

      “But, of course. That’s only polite.”

      “Give me a key.”

      As if moving in a trance, the woman turned away to a rack holding brass keys, each bearing a tag with a room number. She selected one and pushed it across the counter between them. “Room eleven.”

      “We are registered in your book as Mr. and Mrs. Kelly. We are honeymooning.”

      Wordlessly, the woman picked up a heavy black book and opened it to a fresh page. She wrote down the names as Marie-Amélie commanded. An odd feeling that had nothing to do with Marie-Amélie’s trickery suffused through Michael as he watched her. He had never thought about marriage to anyone, never thought anyone would want to put up with a poor exiled priest for the rest of her life. What would it be like to be married to Marie-Amélie for real? His pulse quickened at the idea.

      “Thank you,” Marie-Amélie said briskly. “You will remember our encounter as pleasant and brief. You may wake now.”

      The woman blinked owlishly. When she spoke, her voice had returned to normal. In her heavily accented English, she said, “Enjoy your night with us, Frau Kelly.”

      There was that odd feeling again. In that moment, Michael would have given anything for that to be true: that they were a normal human newlywed couple, exploring Europe without a care in the world. Of course, that was impossible.

      This is insanity. I’ve known Marie-Amélie mere days. Why am I so smitten with her?

      She hadn’t hypnotized him, used her glamor on him, nothing sinister. And yet he was drawn to her like a moth to a flame, one who desperately wanted to bask in its warmth despite the danger.

      “Thank you.” Marie-Amélie’s voice snapped him back to reality. To Michael, she said in an artificially cheery voice, “Let’s see to our room, darling.”
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      The hotel room, while cheap and sparsely furnished, at least had a heavy drapery covering its single window. Even with the drapery in place, Marie-Amélie didn’t feel entirely safe. Not for herself, and not for Michael. He had been kinder and more helpful than she’d ever expected or deserved. He had proven to be an unexpected friend. She glanced at him lying next to her in bed, sleeping. A memory of their hurried encounter aboard the dirigible popped into her mind, unbidden, salacious.

      More than a friend.

      Marie-Amélie had never been in love in her life or unlife, but she thought she might be now. Or at least on her way to it.

      She could feel dawn approaching, and with it, a corresponding stab of fear. How long could they stay in Frankfurt? How long could they spend their lives on the run, racing from place to place in the sadistic, ever-present shadow of Angelique? How would they pay for it? Marie-Amélie could glamor mortals into giving her what she wanted, but not everyone could be glamored, nor could she predict when her skills wouldn’t work on someone.

      Michael stirred, then blinked. “What time is it?”

      “Perhaps five o’clock. You should get more sleep.”

      He yawned. “I’ll try. I’ll have to keep you safe during daylight, won’t I?”

      The decent part of her wanted to push him away for his own safety. Tell him off, give him the rest of her money, and send him back to Ireland to settle down like a normal person. He deserved the world. She couldn’t give it. The selfish part of her wanted to bite him, have him drink her blood, and make him into her mate forever. She’d never felt that impulse before now.

      The selfish part was winning out. The part of her that was still human made her say, “You don’t have to do that if you don’t want to. You could sightsee if you wanted. We won’t be here long.”

      “Marie-Amélie, I promised I would stay with you through this. I keep my promises. I’m not going to take off to look at local museums.”

      “Why?” Her voice broke.

      “Because I care about you.” He sounded surprised at the question. “I don’t know why we’re so drawn to one another, just that we are. Maybe God saw we would do well together, I don’t know.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in God.” She traced a line along his chest with her fingertip, marveling at his heat. She would never get tired of that.

      “I stopped believing in the church. I’m still on the fence about God.” He looked up to the ceiling, as if to make sure the heavens weren’t about to rain hellfire over them. “I think if there is a God, He has to expect that His children are going to question His existence and motives once in a while.” He yawned again. “But that’s neither here nor there. Did you mean it when you said you wouldn’t mind if I leave you today? Not for sightseeing, mind you.”

      Fear prickled at her at the notion, but she still nodded. “I did.”

      “I won’t be gone very long. I’m going to go to the airfield and pick up some schedules so we can make our next getaway. You wanted to go to Canada, did you not?”

      She nodded again. “There are French speakers there and the country is in darkness for much of the year.” That was what she had read about it, at least. She could only hope it was true.

      “The French regions have Catholics, too. We’ll fit right in, I suppose, as long as you stay out of the church.” He grinned. Something in Marie-Amélie melted at the sight. He rolled over, trapping her beneath him in a way that would have taken away her breath had she still possessed one. He threaded his fingers through hers. “It’ll be an adventure,” he said. He pressed a hot kiss to her throat. Her fangs extended of their own accord at the sensation.

      “It’s decided. We’ll start anew in Canada,” he promised, lips still against her skin. “I’ll see how to go about booking passage this morning.” He raised his head to look her in the eye.

      “We have some time before day breaks,” Marie-Amélie said.

      “You’re right. Let’s not waste it.”
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      The airfield was busy at half seven in the morning, but not quite as crowded as it was when their dirigible docked. Michael walked past stalls selling everything under the sun, smoking a cheroot as he did so and wishing for a good cup of tea to accompany it.

      The airfield’s comptroller’s office was easy enough to find, a tall, slender tower that looked down over the maze of docks and stalls. It wasn’t terribly crowded this early in the morning, either. Michael wandered through it, picking up handbills advertising flights to far-flung locales until he found ones for Canada. Saints be praised, copies were available in English. The journey would consist of a short flight to Liverpool, and from there, a steamship bound for Montreal. It would take a few days, all told, to get across the Atlantic Ocean.

      His heart sank when he saw the fares. As much as it pained him to admit it, Marie-Amélie was going to have to work her magic to get that kind of money.

      “You see the strange boat what docked this morning?” The voice was loud and male, its accent an unmistakable working class one from northern England. “All black. Pilot said he’d have my head cut off if we so much as sneeze in its direction.”

      “Was meinst du?”

      Michael turned around to see a pair of men wearing matching coveralls bearing the airfield’s logo. “Don’t touch the fuckin’ dirigible in the three rows,” the English one said to the other.

      “Was?”

      “The black one, mate. The one with the blacked-out windows.”

      “You curse,” the German man replied.

      “All the time. It’s part of your education.”

      Was it that odd that a private, customized dirigible’s passengers would rudely demand to be left alone in a public airfield? Michael had no idea. His palms started to sweat in a way that had nothing to do with the morning summer heat. Before he could talk himself out of it, he quickly approached the pair. “Which dirigible?” he asked. He could only assume “boat” was the local slang for dirigibles.

      The English one gave him a once-over. Michael tried not to cower. The man was huge, easily six and a half feet tall, and nearly as wide. “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I may know the occupants. I’d prefer to avoid them if I could. Could you describe them?”

      “Not Irish, for one thing.”

      Michael sighed. “Men, women, which?”

      “Hatched-faced pilot, old bloke. Said we was to leave them alone until sundown and not to disturb them for any reason. The lady of the boat can’t go in the sun or some such shit.”

      Oh, no. Michael schooled his features into a neutral expression, the one he’d reserved for when he was obligated to give absolution to a factory owner who locked his employees in the building to keep them working. Three rows had to mean third row; he was certain he could find it easily enough if the vessel was that distinctive. “Appreciate that, thanks.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Michael sped from the comptroller to the dock to see the dirigible for himself.
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      Marie-Amélie woke up to Michael gently shaking her shoulder, repeating her name over and over. Her eyes fluttered open to see him, face pale with terror. Something in her clenched painfully. “What's wrong?”

      “I think Angelique is here.”

      Marie-Amélie’s body prickled with awareness, coupled with dread. Now that she was awake, she could feel Angelique’s presence. She was somewhere in Frankfurt. “Damn it!” She rolled over into the pillow to muffle her scream of rage and frustration.

      Michael’s words were hurried, as if he was afraid he would get cut off before he could finish his story. “I heard some workers talking about an odd dirigible that landed early this morning, and when I went to look at it, its pilot shooed me away. He had bite marks on his neck.”

      Marie-Amélie was already out of bed, throwing on the flight clothes she’d worn the night before. She knew if she didn’t galvanize herself into action, she would start crying. She looked around the room for a weapon, damning herself for not having brought anything with her. “Do you still have some holy water?” she asked, thinking of Michael’s trip to a church before they left Dublin.

      He nodded and dug around his bag. He produced a small glass vial of it, corked shut. Trying not to cringe, Marie-Amélie took it from him and put it in her pocket. Her mind reeled, unsure what to do next. “I suppose we should go to the airfield…”

      The door to the room shook. A long-held, familiar fear nearly paralyzed her in place. Marie-Amélie thought she might be sick.

      Angelique was here, in the hotel.

      “Go out the window,” she said to Michael, hoping it wasn’t a useless command.

      The door burst open before Michael could so much as lift the window sash. Angelique stood in the doorway, her tiny frame haloed by light from the corridor’s gas lamps. Her flame red hair hung long and straight down her back, in sharp contrast to the deep purple gown she wore. Her full lips were set in a straight line. “So, this is where you’ve been trying to hide,” she said. Her accent still bore traces of the French aristocrat she’d been in life, turned when she was perhaps sixteen years old. She had brought her own version of the Terror to Paris, reveling in the city’s unrest to indulge her hideous impulses.

      Marie-Amélie gathered every scrap of courage she had. “It’s time for me to be on my own,” she said.

      Angelique’s eyes flashed with rage. She took a step further into the room. Marie-Amélie reached into her pocket and felt the cold bottle of holy water in it. She wrapped her hand around it for reassurance. “None of my children leave without my permission,” she seethed. “It is one thing to ask to leave. It is another to escape.”

      “You wouldn’t let me go!”

      Angelique glanced at Michael, who remained motionless. “I see you’ve taken a pet.”

      Marie-Amélie didn’t deny it, not wanting to draw more attention to him than necessary. “He’s mine.”

      Angelique tilted her head to the side, scrutinizing Marie-Amélie. Was that a trace of respect in her gaze? “You’ve resisted doing such a thing for as long as I’ve kept you.”

      “This one is special.”

      The other vampire took a few steps toward Michael, then took a deep, deliberate sniff. Her expression shifted to one of disgust. “What is it I smell on him?”

      Damned if Marie-Amélie knew. He’d always had the scents of soap and tobacco about him, masculine ones she liked. Before she could formulate an answer, he suggested, “Incense, perhaps? I was almost a priest.”

      His voice was steady, but Marie-Amélie could tell he was scared. As diminutive as she was, Angelique carried herself with a terrifying grace. She radiated power whenever she walked into a room, sucking up the energy like so much blood. Angelique had never cowered before anyone in the long time Marie-Amélie had known her, but she had never been in the presence of a clergyman before.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes at Michael, then Marie-Amélie. “I don’t know if I should be revolted or impressed. He’ll be an interesting addition to my collection.”

      “No!” Marie-Amélie shocked herself with her own vehemence. “You will not turn him. He’s mine!”

      Michael flinched at the mention of the word “turn.”

      Angelique gripped his arm hard enough to leave bruises and pulled. He remained rooted to the spot, undoubtedly wishing he still had his bottle of holy water. “I can and I will, if I want.” Her fangs extended past her lower lip, then she pulled Michael’s head to the side with her free hand.

      Marie-Amélie launched herself at them, knocking Michael to the floor. Catching his startled gaze, she murmured, “I’m sorry.” She hated to do this, but it was the only way she could save his life. Behind her, Angelique shrieked in rage, then threw herself on Marie-Amélie’s back. Marie-Amélie held strong, caging herself above Michael. Her own fangs extended.

      “What?” Michael’s eyes were wide with fright.

      “Do as I say,” Marie-Amélie hissed. She tried to shake off Angelique, who dug her nails into her, leaving tears in the fabric of her clothes. Wordlessly, Marie-Amélie quickly bit into the side of her wrist, then held it to Michael’s mouth. “Drink.”

      He hesitated and tried to wiggle away.

      “I’m not turning you,” Marie-Amélie said. Angelique roared behind her. Marie-Amélie could barely keep her at bay, supporting herself on one arm while holding out the other to him.

      Perhaps it was the horrifying picture of two vampires above him, or the sense God Himself gave him kicking in, but Michael listened. Looking faintly disgusted, he lifted his face enough to lick away some of Marie-Amélie’s blood. She responded by leaning over his neck, lightly nipping him there, and taking a few drops for herself.

      She could feel their bond almost immediately. Warmth spread through her, as if she was returning to life, and with it, a final rush of strength. She threw off Angelique, got to her feet, and quickly withdrew the bottle of holy water from her pocket. She uncorked it and threw it at the other vampire, where it landed squarely in her face.

      The room filled with the horrifying stench of burning flesh. It took a couple of seconds for the pain to register, then Angelique began to scream. Her inhuman wailing filled the room, nearly causing Marie-Amélie to clap her hands over her ears. Instead, she grabbed Michael’s hand and led him from the room. Thank God, but he followed her.

      “What happened?” he asked as they rushed through the corridor.

      Marie-Amélie didn’t answer. There wasn’t any time to do so. When they passed the hotel’s foyer, they saw the proprietress sleeping on the counter. She must have been glamored to invite Angelique in. At least the vampire hadn’t killed her. She must not have wanted to draw attention to herself.

      She could still hear Angelique screaming and knew she would be fast at their heels when she recovered. They had a head start, at least. It would take hours before Angelique had enough strength to recover from having holy water thrown directly in her visage.

      A man wearing black livery stood sentinel outside the hotel, a human Marie-Amélie recognized as one of Angelique’s pets. He must have been aboard the dirigible. “Horace?” she said, gut twisting. Quickly recovering, she fastened her gaze on his. He looked at her, rapt with attention. He’d always been so easily glamored. “Horace, go upstairs and stake Angelique,” she ordered.

      His reply was monotonous, devoid of emotion. “No, madam. I cannot stake my mistress.”

      Damn it, Angelique had already predicted such a tactic and used her hypnosis to prevent Horace from killing her. “Go to room eleven and wait with Angelique until she has recovered. She will not be ready to leave until tomorrow night.”

      “Yes, madam.” Horace obediently walked into the hotel. At least his presence would ensure that the other hotel guests weren’t slaughtered. He’d just bought Marie-Amélie and Michael some time.

      They hurried away from the hotel, Michael’s hand tightly clenched in Marie-Amélie’s. “Angelique has been badly burned. She’ll need a lot of blood to heal and at least a day’s rest. We have perhaps twenty-four hours to escape.”

      He finally spoke, voice shaking. “And then what? She’ll come after us again? And what in God’s name did you do to me back there?”

      She could feel his panic almost as keenly as her own. Was this how a blood bond was supposed to feel? Shame washed over her. She hadn’t wanted it to go that way. “I didn’t kill her and I could have,” she said. “Angelique will now view me as a threat. I’m not so certain she’ll come after us, especially since I claimed you.”

      “Yes, what does that mean? Why do I feel this way? I don’t know how to describe it.” Despite their need to get away as quickly as possible, Michael halted in his tracks. The dull yellow light pouring from the street lamps cast him in a menacing light, putting shadows under his eyes.

      “She was going to take you for herself. Probably drain you in front of me. I couldn’t let her do that,” Marie-Amélie replied.

      “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “We exchanged a blood bond.”

      Michael looked at her blankly, holding up his hands in confusion. Above them, a dirigible roared as it began its descent to the airfield.

      “I suppose I did it correctly, if both of us can feel it. It keeps us linked together forever. It’s a way for a vampire and mortal to be together forever, without turning the other. You won’t age, you won’t die as long as I’m alive.” She thought about making a quip about her not being truly alive, but refrained from it.

      Michael was silent. She didn’t know if he would walk away, blood bond be damned, or look for something wooden and pointy to stake her with. She took a tiny, cautious step toward him. “Michael?”

      “I can’t believe you did that.”

      She couldn’t read his tone. “It was either that or…”

      “Yes, I understand. I suppose I should thank you for saving my life.”

      A tiny flame of hope flared in her. Perhaps this meant he didn’t despise her.

      “What else does this mean?” he asked. “Do you control my emotions now, can you hypnotize me on command?”

      “None of those things. You’re still the same Michael you’ve always been. We’re mates, now.”

      “Not mates in the way I was with my friends,” he said wryly. She took that as another good sign.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t want Angelique to kill you or make you one of her pets. Everything happened so quickly.”

      “It’s all right, Marie-Amélie.” He took a step toward her, and she could see understanding in his eyes. “I’m not thrilled about how this happened and why, and it will take me some time to get used to this. I’d never thought I’d get married, let alone blood bonded to a vampire.”

      “You don’t hate me?”

      “No, not at all.” As if to illustrate his point, he closed the distance between them and kissed her with a passion that had her breath catching. When he pulled away, he added, “I’m glad you asked me to invite you in to that inn. If I have to be bound to someone, I’m happy it’s you.”

      She felt tears well in her eyes, and she brushed them away impatiently. “I knew you were special the moment I saw you.”

      The unmistakable sound of a dirigible being lifted into the air, its balloon rippling as it rose, rang out nearby, reminding Marie-Amélie that they had to keep moving. “I hate to break this moment, but we need to get to the airfield. Do you remember where you saw Angelique’s dirigible?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ll go there. I will glamor the pilot to sell the dirigible to the first person who offers, then we’ll take the money.”

      “And from there sail to Montreal?” he asked hopefully.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “It sounds perfect.” He wrapped an arm around her, and they resumed their walk to the airfield. “I’m certain it won’t go to plan.”

      She beamed at him. “Of course not. But at least we’ll be together.” They walked a few more paces before she said, “Do you believe in love at first sight, Michael?”

      He gave her a knowing look, eyes sparkling in the lamplight. “I think I do.”

      “Me, too.”

      Hand in hand, they walked back to the airfield.

    

  




  About the Author
  

  



  
    
      
        
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessica Marting is a sci-fi and paranormal romance author, art enthusiast (not quite an artist, despite all that time in art school), an avid reader, and makeup collector. She lives in Toronto.

      For updates about books, giveaways, and other fun stuff, subscribe to her newsletter: jessicamarting.com/newsletter

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: TikTok icon] TikTok

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

      

    

  




  Also by Jessica

  Copyright
  

  



  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Jessica Marting

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  

Book made for circheo@yahoo.com

OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/social-tiktok-screen.png





