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It was the same dream for the third night in a row. I waited in my bedroom
with the window open, the gauzy curtains lifting in a chilly breeze, and a candle
flickering the ledge. I lay there on my bed, dressed in luxurious lingerie I didn’t
own, and shivered. The candle went out as a shadow filled the window, blocking
out the twinkling stars behind. Darkness seeped up the walls and the shape of a
man took form at the foot of my bed. Even cloaked in the shadows, I could feel
him drinking me in. My heart pounded and something buried deeper within me
throbbed with need.

I didn’t need to see his face to know who he was.

Forrest Meydenbauer.

I had no business dreaming about him. Other than the fact that my waking
hours were focused on him too. But my subconscious was punishing me. When I
could have been dreaming about hot fudge sundaes or a solo excursion to the gulf,
it gave me Forrest. With his decorous manners and pretty words, his chiseled
features and flawless taste. And his utterly disgusting lifestyle.

It was my job to dig up the dirt and report the gossip on Boston’s up and
coming society. Among them, Forrest ruled as King on High. His record was
supposedly squeaky clean, suspiciously so. I saw through the ruse from day one,
because I’m a reporter, and my gut is never wrong. There was something to
Forrest no one else saw, something no one was supposed to see.

He was different in the dreams. Despite knowing a man I despised hovered
haunted my misty-dream boudoir, my skin burned for him. His features were
formless, fluid, as if made out of smoke and silver moonlight. Yet, unmistakable.
His hands caressed me, his body covered mine, and in my hazy euphoria I would
catch sight of his familiar smile. That sly, sparkling grin tinged with more malice
than goodwill. Except, there was something more to the smile in the dreams.
Fangs. In my fantasy — if that’s what you’d call it — Forrest Meydenbauer was a
vampire, and he sucked my blood. It doesn’t take a soothsayer to figure out the
symbolism there.

I rolled over in bed to see the clock on the nightstand: four-thirty. Beautiful.
One more way for his highness to ruin my day. I forced my eyes closed again and
tried to clear my head. It wasn’t happening, so I finally decided to get an early
start. The city never sleeps, they say. Neither does the news.
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It never fails: get in the shower, and the phone rings. Only people on the
planet have the nerve to call me at five A.M. — my mother and my boss. I was
betting on the latter as I stepped out of the bathroom half-wrapped in a towel and
grabbed for the receiver. I should have known better. Days that started off with
Forrest always turned out crappy.

“Kelly, I mean, uh . . . Miss Lincoln?” a fidgety voice croaked over the line.

“Arnie?” I asked, trying to catch most of the water from my dripping hair in
a cupped palm. Arnold Mason was my gopher. He worked even more than I did,
ferreting out headlines before they happened. It meant everything from digging
through trash to tailing well-to-dos, but he seemed suited to it. To sum him up in a
word, he was inconspicuous, which is a nice way of saying forgettable. “Jeez, it’s
a little early, isn’t it?”

“You told me I could call you any time if I had something about Mr.
Meydenbauer.” I could almost hear him doing his nervous-excited dance from foot
to foot.

“You’ve got something?” I asked, dropping all pretense of being bothered.
“Spit it out!”

“I,well1...uh...you might want to skip breakfast this morning.” He was
whispering, and I could hear other voices in the background.

“Huh?”

“I’'m at Claudette Sylvan’s apartment. She’s dead.”

I almost dropped the phone in my excited pilfer of my cluttered dressertop
for a pen and paper. “Give me the address. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

I hung up on Arnie mid-stutter and stared at my empty bed, at the sheets I
had rumpled in the throes of my dream. “I’ve got you now, you bastard.”

About bloody time.

Monique Sylvan was the latest in a string of escorts on Forrest’s dance card.
As the city’s favorite playboy, he got around. To my dismay, the public loved him
all the more for it. His tastes were eclectic, but his girlfriends all had three things
in common: they were supermodel gorgeous, they were nobodies when he met
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them, and when he was done with them, they disappeared. Unfortunately, no one
seemed to care about the last part. Except for me. Monique had worked in
accessories at Saks before she caught the eye of Boston’s most eligible bachelor.
By the time I reached her apartment, Arnie was waiting for me on the curb.

I pulled my Volvo over and waved my hand for him to hop in so we could
circle the block for parking. Arnie climbed in and gave me an apologetic look,
made even more pathetic by his sickly pallor and the heavy bags under his eyes.

“Jesus, Arnie, don’t you sleep?” I chastised as he buckled-in.

“I don’t know if I ever will again,” he sighed. “Have you ever seen a dead
body?”

“Well . . .yeah,” I shrugged. Rich people died, just like everyone else.
Someone had to report on it. I’d been to more funerals in the past two years since |
landed my column than I had in my entire life prior.

“It was creepy,” he said, dragging a thin hand through his ruddy curls. “I
heard it on the police scanner, and I was one of the first ones there. I would have
stayed longer if Captain Morris hadn’t shown up and recognized me. He kicked
me out.”

I nodded, and Arnie took a deep breath before continuing.

“She was just . . . lying there, like she had died in her sleep. She looked
almost . . . peaceful. But wrong. Definitely wrong.” He shuddered and reached
over to turn the heat up.

“Drug overdose?” I speculated.

“I don’t think so.” Arnie shook his head. “At least, the cops didn’t find
anything before I left.”

“Do they suspect foul play?” I raised my eyebrows. Arnie looked like he
was about to pass out, so I waved the question away. “Okay, you’re gonna go
home and get some rest. This afternoon, I want you to hang out at the morgue. 1
want to know as soon as we have a cause of death. Hmm . . . it’s Thursday, right?”

Arnie shrugged, probably because he truly didn’t know what day it was.

“Forrest has a museum dedication this morning. I think it’d be the perfect
time for an interview,” I grinned.

“You really have it out for that guy,” Arnie said. He leaned his head against
the window and closed his eyes.
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“He’s dirty. I’ve always known it.” Since the first time I laid eyes on him,
since he’d kissed my hand and laughed in my face when I asked about the first
mistress of his that had gone poof.

“It’s more than that,” Arnie yawned, talking almost to himself. “There are
lots of dirty folks in Boston, Kelly, and you don’t care this much about them.
Whatever it is, and I really don’t wanna know, it’s personal. Don’t try to fool me.
I see everything, remember?”

“You’re home, my all-seeing smartass,” I said as I stopped in front of
Arnie’s building. “Don’t oversleep. Be at the morgue by noon.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled, unbuckling and opening the door. “Remind me
never to get on your bad side.”

“Sweet dreams,” I smiled serenely as he shut the door.

The smartass was right, though. In a way it was personal. Forrest
Meydenbauer looked down his nose at the entire world, like he was better than
everyone. He looked down at me like he knew something [ didn’t. And he
traipsed through the papers, untouchable, infallible, adored. It made my stomach
churn.

As the only girl in an entire family of carpenters, I’d fought for everything I
had. I’d earned it. I’d also worked damn hard to rise above the blond-haired, big-
boobed stereotype most people wanted to attach to me. Normally, it was worth it
because people cared what I thought, especially the wealthy. I held their
reputations in my quick-typing fingertips. But Forrest thought he was above all of
that, above the law, above me, out of my reach. And I couldn’t wait to prove him
wrong.

22

After a quick trip home to dress and put on make-up, I headed to Forrest’s
museum dedication. It was just a routine charity event, so my press pass got me in
without any hang-ups. Lucky, because I wanted to be the first one out of the gate.
I stood in the front row, making high-noon standoff eyes at Forrest through most of
the curator’s speech. His Highness seemed nonplussed in his navy blue silk suit,
which cost more than two months rent on my apartment. I knew he saw me as his
steely grey eyes darted over the audience with cool calculation. But he ignored
me. All part of the game we played.
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When Forrest took the podium, the room grew even quieter, as if everyone
were holding their breath. He smiled, a serene coaxing of his wide, sculpted
mouth. Irolled my eyes and tapped my foot on the slick marble floor. A few
people nearby cast irritated glances in my direction, but I fumbled in my pocket for
my tape recorder, pretending not to notice.

Then he spoke. The words weren’t really important — something about the
value of knowledge and history, blah, blah. But he held the small crowd
entranced. Just like everything about him, his voice held an air of elegance and
breeding that couldn’t be faked. And they all soaked it up. Charm. Forrest
Meydenbauer wore it like a dazzling cloak. Only he didn’t fool me. I knew what
was behind his Cheshire mask: a cold-hearted user. Maybe even a murderer.

After the obligatory ribbon cutting, Forrest rubbed elbows with the Mayor
and the other less-generous museum patrons. No surprise, a new bleached-blond
doll dangled from his arm. I was guessing fresh from beauty school. I worked my
way over to them and cornered Forrest in the middle of a retelling of some Swiss
Alps ski adventure.

"Not much for grieving, huh?" I asked, clicking my tape recorder on.

He blinked as if he didn't understand. I had to admit, it was a good act.
"Miss Lincoln," he inclined his head with a small smirk. "How lovely to see you
again."

"Oh, I'm sure it is," I smiled blandly. "Tell me, Mr. Meydenbauer, do you
have any comment on Claudette Sylvan's sudden and unexplained death?"

The people around us shifted with discomfort, and then a quiet filled the
large hall as the pause before his answer stretched between us. I watched Forrest
carefully as he gazed down at the floor, hooding his eyes from me. He licked his
lips, then lifted his head. As I'd expected, his expression was impassable. "I'm
sorry. I wasn't aware—*

I cut him off and held the tape recorder closer. "Can you remember the last
time you saw Miss Sylvan . . . alive?"

His lips pressed into a thin line and tension sang through his already stiff
posture. My insides coiled with anticipation and I got the tingle in my nose that
meant I was hitting close to a story. "Do you have an official statement on why
you stopped seeing her? Or when?"
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I fixed a serene smile on my face and waited. So did everyone else. A look
of ire flickered through Forrest’s eyes, but I was certain it was meant only for me,
and I was the only one who'd caught it.

"I don't believe I'm prepared to make a statement on that. If you have any
questions regarding the museum—*

"No, just one more. What did you do with the other bodies?"

Forrest’s cheeks flushed with real anger then, and my heart was thumping in
my chest so loud I was sure everyone could hear it echoing off the high ceilings.

"That's quite enough," he said through gritted teeth. "If you'll excuse me,"
he nodded curtly, then led his wide-eyed companion away from me into the safety
net of the Boston elite.

I finally ran into the next Miss Mystery Disappearance in the ladies room.
Well, okay, I had been hiding out there waiting for her to show — for her own good.
I stepped up to the sink to wash my hands as she fussed with her already flawless
make-up. She huffed when she saw me, but I was surprised when she faced me
instead of walking away.

"I know what you're about," she accused, her pointy chin jutting out.

"Really?" I asked, drying my hands.

"He dumped you once, and you can't stand to see him with anyone else," she
said, crossing her arms. She jolted when I laughed, and the smug look melted off
her lacquered face.

"I wouldn't go near that man for a million dollars." I shook my head. "And
if you know what's good for you, you'll get away from him too. He doesn't have a
very good track record."

She dropped her hands, prepared to argue with me, but I touched her sleeve,
and gazed up at her. "I'm serious. His last mistress is in the city morgue as we
speak, and the three before her are still missing."

Her pretty brown doe-eyes blinked furiously as she searched my face. I
gave her an apologetic smile and reached into my pocket to hand her a card. "If
you know anything, anything at all, please call me. It could save your life."

I wasn't one to waste a good line like that. I left her staring after me.
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It only took Lyndsey Dougherty all of an hour to use the card I’d given her.
After a wake-up call to Arnie, I was on my way to meet her at Cho’s Bistro for
‘lunch.” My eager fingers were tingling with the sure knowledge that she was
going to spill — big.

When I arrived, she was already tucked into a booth in the back, her face
clean and eyes red-rimmed. She’d also changed into normal street clothes. I liked
her better when she looked like an average person. I ordered a cup of coffee and
slid my tape recorder to the middle of the table with an inquiring glance. Lyndsey
nodded minutely, then closed her eyes and sighed.

If there’s one thing I pride myself on, it’s instincts. I know how to read
people. I could push on Forrest, because that’s what he expected of me. Strength
was the only thing he respected, if he respected anything at all. By the same token,
I knew the fragile beauty before me required a different approach. It was my plea
that had reached her here, and only genuine concern would get her talking.

“I’'m glad you called me, Lyndsey. You’re doing the right thing,” I
reassured her, clicking on the recorder.

“I called it off. Told him I couldn’t see him anymore,” she sniffed, keeping
her eyes downcast.

“How long have you been seeing him?”

She glanced up at me briefly, then her brows creased. “Only about a week,
in person,” she mumbled.

I thanked the waitress for my coffee and added cream and sugar, trying to
hold my flood of questions in check.

“You knew him before that?” I asked, taking a sip. I tried my damnedest to
make it sound like we were just a couple of girls sharing sordid details. I needed
her relaxed, and I needed her to trust me.

“I met him a few weeks ago,” she confided. “He visits the spa where I
work.”

I lifted my eyebrows. I hadn’t been far off about the beauty school. Damn
I’'m good. “Mmm hmm?” I smiled — sweet as pie.

“Well, it was a few days after that when I started having . . . the dreams,”
she whispered.

I was jarred out of wondering if the recorder would pick her up with all the
noise in the restaurant as the last word resounded in my skull like a gong in an
empty warehouse.
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“Dreams?” I asked, then cleared my throat. A cold wash ran up one side of
me and down the other in quick succession and my knee started to bounce
anxiously.

Across from me, Lyndsey looked hot rather than cool. Her cheeks were
burning a fierce red to rival the red-checkered tablecloth.

“I thought they were just . . . you know.” Her voice grew lower with each
word and I found myself leaning over the table to hear her.

“Sexual fantasies,” she mouthed.

My brain went for another lap without me as I contemplated the
impossibility of what I was hearing. When I finally caught up, I realized Lyndsey
was staring at me.

“I'm sorry,” I said, forcing myself to relax and taking another sip of coffee.
“Go ahead.”

“Well, that’s what I thought they were. Until he showed up at the Spa to see
me. And he knew about them.”

I nearly choked on the scalding hot liquid I poured into my mouth, but
managed to only make my eyes bulge a little.

“He knew every detail, as if he’d actually been there. And not just that, he
knew everything about me. Everything I ever wanted. Secret things, things I'd
never told another living soul. Like he could just see inside of me.” Lyndsey’s
voice sped up and gained strength as she went on.

I ran into those moments sometimes in my business. People don’t like to
hold things in. The Catholics were really onto something with confession.
Sometimes, when you open the floodgates, the truth just comes pouring out,
whether you like it or not. “He knew my fantasies, and he was just like in the
dreams.” Her eyes glazed with a mixture of anxiety and wonder and her cheeks
flushed again. “Better.”

I swallowed hard and frowned into my cup. Impossible. That was the only
word that kept echoing through my mind. And I’m never short on words. But it
was ... impossible.

“Anyway, when you told me about the other girls . . .” she trailed off, then
shivered. “I don’t want to end up like that. I don’t care what he promised me.”
She hugged herself, trying to rub away the goosebumps on her arms.

“What did he promise you?” I asked, forgetting about my easy-going cover.
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“Everything,” she said, bowing her head to her chest. “Everything I’ve ever
wanted.”

I leaned back slowly, pinching the bridge of my nose, as if it could make my
brain work faster. “Lyndsey,” I started, then bit off my question, frowning. It was
ridiculous. Impossible. I sighed and met her trusting chocolate eyes. What the
hell? I thought. “In your dreams, did Forrest . . . did he . . . bite you?”

I shook my head at myself as soon as I got the words out. But my informant
sat stock still, staring at me with her pert little mouth hanging open.

“How did you know?”

I stayed at Cho’s a long while after I sent Lyndsey home. The recorder
hadn’t picked up all of our conversation, but a good amount of it. Even after
listening a second time, I wasn’t sure I believed it. I was convinced I was missing
something obvious.

I even pondered the possibility of Forrest having a good laugh at my
expense, sending me on a wild goose chase. Or trying to lead me into discrediting
myself. Accusing him publicly of being a vampire would certainly accomplish
that.

But I couldn’t explain the dreams. My dreams. No one knew about them.
How could they? Three more cups of coffee and four Aspirin later, I packed up
my things. There had to be an explanation, I just had to get to the bottom of it. I
was getting ready to dial Arnie as I hit the sidewalk, until I noticed a stretch
limousine parked across the street. Very subtle.

He’d come to taunt me already. I squared my shoulders and marched over, a
woman on a mission, despite my heart bungee-jumping into my stomach and
springing back into my throat repeatedly. I didn't even have to tap on the window.
The uniformed driver stood aside and opened the door for me as I approached. I
quirked my eyebrow at the novelty of that, then hefted my bag onto my shoulder
and leaned in the open door.

Forrest was reclined in the far seat, his arms stretched out along the backres,
his legs crossed. He looked . . . well, hell — he looked good. He always did. But
he also seemed pleased, and that irked me. "Wow, I should accuse you in public
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more often," I quipped, sliding in across from him. "That's all I had to do to get a
private interview?"

His placating smile didn't falter one bit as he answered, "Off the record,
Miss Lincoln."

I regarded him for a space of heartbeats, wanting to argue, wanting to get out
of the car. But my curiosity got the better of me. Occupational hazard. "I see. So,
this is the part where you tell me I should back off, or you'll ruin me. That I'm just
a bug to be squashed?"

The side of Forrest's mouth twitched, and he narrowed his eyes at me as he
tapped his fingers in an indifferent rhythm. I took note of every nuance, down to
the weave of his socks. And yet, I had no idea what he was thinking. No one
fuzzed up my sense so well, which just plain pissed me off.

Arnie's words from earlier came back to me as the appraising silence
stretched between us, punctuated by Forrests soft drumming on the leather seat.
Was it more personal than I wanted to admit? Was the conundrum that was Forrest
Meydenbauer and whatever he kept hidden behind his mask really what drove me
to pursue him so vehemently? Was that why I invented some sordid fantasy of him
being a creature of the night? More importantly, did he know more about me than
I did about him?

"I believe you owe me a date," Forrest said at last. His voice was so cool
and business-like, it took a moment for me to reconcile it with his words.

"Excuse me?"

"Miss Dougherty was to accompany me to the Opera this evening, but
you've frightened her off. It seems only fair you should take her place." He
actually sounded reasonable when he said this.

I laughed. It came out more nervous than I'd meant, but I shook my head
and smoothed my skirt over my lap. "I don't think so. Now, if you'd like to give
me a story, I'm listening."

I reached into my pocket and caressed my small recorder, like a touchstone
grounding me in reality. He was definitely up to something.

Forrest sighed and dropped his arms. He straightened, and with just a simple
change of posture, he seemed to take up more space. He moved with more grace
than should be allowed is such tight quarters, and eased into the seat beside me. 1
fluttered my lashes but resisted the urge to shift away as his Acqua di Parma
cologne permeated my palate.
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He had good taste — I would give him that. That, and a suspicious glare,
which only widened his irritating smirk.

"[ propose we make a deal." He spoke in soft tones that made the hair on the
back of my neck prickle. It was far too familiar for my comfort and I couldn't help
blushing at the shameful betrayal of my body in response to his closeness. The
outside packaging was ga-ga-gorgeous — no disputing it. Powerful, graceful,
cunning, confident. And a killer, I mentally chastised myself.

But my purely physical reaction emboldened him. He leaned closer with a
whisper of leather, the heat of his body seeping into the side of mine.

"Did you really think you could buy me off?" I asked in a raspy whisper,
then cleared my throat. "You don’t have any morals, do you?"

My outrage gave me the strength to force him back with just the coolness of
my stare.

Forrest eased off, but if anything, he looked amused. The smug bastard.
"You know, your cunning wit has always been refreshing. I very much enjoy your
column, though it seems a waste of your talent."

I felt the blood drain away from my face as he continued. I’d always felt the
same, though I’d never dare say it out loud. "I think it's your sharp tongue that
holds you back. A pity. There are so many more interesting activities to engage
that particular asset in besides mincing harsh words."

"Do lines like that actually work on those bimbos you date?" I scoffed and
crossed my arms over my chest, then changed positions when I noticed that made
other ‘assets’ far too evident. My blood heated with the thought of him looking,
and liking. But I twisted the rush of warmth into anger. Being pissed was much
safer territory. Forrest being nice to me was just . . . creepy. Throwing me off my
game, which of course was the point.

Forrest leaned close enough that he had to lower his voice to speak to me.
"A deal, Miss Lincoln. You be my guest at the Opera tonight, and I will answer
any one question you ask me with pure candor."

I wanted to laugh it off. The idea of going on a 'date' with him, whatever the
circumstances leading to it, was preposterous. But the truth, directly from
Forrest’s mouth, served the ultimate temptation. Even off the record. And he
knew it, damn him.

I bit my lower lip. Of course, he could just lie. But then, I could stand him
up. Somehow I knew if we made a deal, he would uphold his end. Not out of

11
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honor — I wasn’t that stupid. But I suspected that ultimately I Forrest didn't want to
lie to me — he wanted to outsmart me. He wanted to win. And Lord help me, if I
have one weakness, it's my competitive streak. "Deal," I agreed.

Forrest raised his eyebrows in mock surprise, then smiled and waited.

“Now?” I asked.

He nodded.

Crap! 1 searched the plush interior of the limo, stalling for time. I had to
choose my question wisely. So, what did I want to know most? What was I the
least sure of? What piece of information would get me ahead? I swallowed as the
suspicions I'd harbored for over a year congealed in my head. They were all riding
on one assumption, and if that proved wrong, I was sunk. Was Forrest a killer? It
didn’t get more direct than that. I shifted away and turned to look straight at him.
"Were you involved at all in Claudette Sylvan's death?"

Forrest steepled his fingers in front of him and seemed to considering every
word with care, searching for a loophole. There wasn’t one. Words are my trade,
and I know how to wield them to my best advantage. His eyes met mine, a smoky
grey, which cleared momentarily to reveal dangerous quicksilver that made my
breath catch. In one glance I could see being caught both thrilled and angered him.

I held my breath, awaiting confirmation of both my greatest hope and worst
fear. For the first time in a long while, I hoped I was wrong. 1 prayed I was
wrong, because if not, I was going on a date with a confessed killer.

"You know I did," Forrest answered simply, and without a shred of remorse.

Normally, I’'m not the squeamish type. But Forrest’s confession left me
chilled to the bone, and sick with the truth. I climbed out of his big fancy car, the
Opera ticket tucked into my purse, too numb to even ask any more questions.
Which didn’t matter, because he wouldn’t answer them, but still — I was
speechless. That doesn’t happen often. I did have the sense to refuse being picked
up for our ‘date’ and insisted on meeting him at the show. No way was I letting
him into my apartment.

I drove myself home on autopilot and sifted through facts in the back of my
mind, but I couldn’t focus. I was still reeling from the realization I was letting
myself walk into whatever trap an admitted murderer had set for me. Anyone with
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a speck of sense would have run screaming to the police. But why would they
believe me? I had no proof, except my word. And my words might have been
enough to determine who got invited to the annual Lindberg Christmas party, but
they certainly couldn’t dethrone the emperor of posh. Forrest knew that. He was
safe in telling me his secret.

After too long, it finally dawned on me that it had been his intention all
along. Every sociopath craves an audience. Serial killers want to be caught, or at
least chased. It’s a game to them. In my rush to ‘bring down the wicked,” I'd
become an unwitting counterpart in his sick gamble. The Clarice to his Hannibal.

“Brilliant,” I spat.

And then there were the dreams, and the nauseating fact that despite
everything I now knew for certain, an uncanny thread of desire kept reeling me
into his web. Me and Lord knew how many other girls. How was he doing it?
Some sort of drug? I hadn’t taken any food or drink. An inhalant, maybe?

“The cologne,” I answered myself, slapping my palm on the steering wheel.
Of course! The feeling got stronger when he was closer. That had to be it.

With one mystery solved, I was feeling less rattled. I couldn’t go to the
police — yet. I needed some proof. I needed to catch Forrest in the act. And if my
other hunch about him was correct, he was going to give me the opportunity. I just
had to seize it, and not get killed in the process. My chaotic thoughts started to
settle into some semblance of order. I was just starting to relax some when my
phone ringing from the passenger seat made me jump.

“Kelly Lincoln,” I answered, pulling on my headset as I merged onto a
quieter street.

“Kelly, it’s Arnie. I’m at the morgue.” He didn’t sound tired anymore. In
fact, his voice cracked with anxiety.

“What did you find out?” I asked, forcing a calm tone I didn’t feel at all.

“Um . .. we have a problem,” he answered in a half squeak.

“What? The autopsy was inconclusive?”

“No, that’s the problem. There was no autopsy. The body is gone.”

The parking on Washington, the heart of Boston's theater district, is always a
nightmare. The street was impossible, and the lots were full. 1 ended up paying
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through the nose for a valet at the Hyatt. As my feet ached and my pantyhose rode
up during the short walk down the busy sidewalk, the idea of being dropped off at
the VIP entrance by Forrest's limo sounded much more appealing.

It wasn't fear for my life that had kept me from accepting his offer. I knew
he wouldn't make a move in the open — not his style, and his reputation was too
important to him. But I also had a matter of pride to consider. I renounced Forrest
Meydenbauer and everything he stood for. I wasn't going to be seen arriving at a
public event with him, like one of his pretty, mindless Cupies.

Now, in addition to a confession that did me no good, I had the added bonus
of a missing body charade. News about Claudette Sylvan's disappearance would
surely be covered in the papers. And no doubt, Forrest's name would be well
hidden in the intrigue. After all, I'd played right into his hand. I was his alibi for
when the body went missing. So, I was back to square one. Without a body,
without a cause of death, and without any evidence aside from my own certain
knowledge.

The story was the only reason I was even still going to the damn Opera. |
had to let things play out. I had to take my chances, to gamble to get the big scoop.
I'm a reporter, and that's what I do.

It was a tricky business to stay on the fringe of the crowd when I entered the
opulent lobby. Most of my regular 'hot topics' were in attendance, and for once, I
had no wish to be seen. I skirted up the stairs, waving away the usher who tried to
take my coat. I crept down the plush carpeted hallway towards the Meydenbauer
box. I felt a familiar rush of excitement, like spiked-punch, as I kept my face
averted from the passers-by.

Truth be told, I lived for covert investigation. Scrambling through a crowd
of other reporters to get my recorder the closest in an outright yelling match was
not my gig. It paid the bills, but I longed for more. I wanted to tell an important
story, to dig up real news and air the dirty laundry of the city. A story like this one
could be the key to achieving that dream. And if I brought the likes of Mr.
Untouchable to justice in the process, well, yippee-skippy.

I glanced to my left and right one last time before slipping between the
heavy velvet drapes of Box 13. As soon as I turned around, I was standing nose to
chest with the man himself. Surprised, I fumbled backwards emitting a high-
pitched yip, and my feet tangled underneath me. I nearly tripped, but Forrest
caught me by the arm with a firm grip. I got a hold of myself and planted my feet,
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but he didn't let go. The old-fashioned gas lamps were turned down low, and the
outer drapes were closed. In the dimness, his steely eyes glinted like blades, ready
to cut to the quick.

"Good evening, Miss Lincoln," he spoke in a low, sultry tone, one side of his
mouth curving into a smile bordering on indecent. I gave an involuntary shudder,
both from the uncanny recognition my body had at his closeness, his scent, and
from my disgust at my body’s instant reaction to it.

"Let me go, please," I said coolly.

Forrest did as I asked and took a step back. My breath came easier, until he
picked up my hand and pressed it to his warm lips. A jolt of familiar desire sang
down my arm and sent my heart into overdrive. I jerked my hand away and glared
at him, but he only inclined his head, ever the perfect gentleman.

"Shall I take your coat?" he asked.

"No thanks, I got it," I answered, edging around him. He held his hands
behind his back and nodded, unfettered by my obvious effort to skip the niceties. |
noticed Forrest was in full regalia, a black tuxedo, complete with coattails, bow tie,
and gold cuff links. I took off my own coat and studied the small private box for
the first time. I'd seen up into it from below before, but I'd never been on the same
level, literally or figuratively. From inside, and in Forrest's unnerving presence, it
was far too small for my comfort.

A silk-covered loveseat and a low table were arranged atop a thick,
luxurious carpet laid over the parquet floor. How quaint. I ignored the coat rack
on the wall and laid mine down the center of the couch before sitting down.

"So, what time will this be over?" I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

"Do you have somewhere else to be?" Forrest countered, picking up my coat
and hanging it on the hook. I'll have to admit, I got a minor thrill at the idea of him
waiting on me. But it passed when he sat where my coat had been and stretched an
arm out behind me. Beyond the outer curtains, the orchestra began their warm-up.

"Anywhere is better than here," I answered under my breath.

He chuckled softly as he leaned forward to pour wine into two glasses on the
table. "I find it hard to believe you find my company quite as repugnant as you
claim." He swirled the burgundy liquid in the goblet, then handed it to me.

"And why is that?" I accepted the proffered glass and scowled.

"Suffice it to say that what goes unsaid between us intrigues me," he
answered after his first sip.
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I couldn't meet his eyes then, though I could feel the heat of his gaze on me.
I stared into my wine instead. I wouldn't dare take a sip. I didn't smell his heady
cologne, but that didn't mean he wouldn't find another way to dull my senses.
What the hell was I doing here? This was all a game to him — a sick, twisted,
game. And I was playing the role of the dumb-blond-reporter-bunny who follows
the carrot right into the jaws of the wolf. He'd as much as told me he murdered his
last mistress. And yet . . . I was wondering in the back of my mind what the
Cabernet would taste like on his lips. I frowned and edged away as he settled
beside me again.

"It's an intoxicating thing," he whispered, smoothing his knuckles down my
bare arm, "the mingling of such intense feelings. Fear and desire. Pain and
pleasure. Hatred and love."

I wanted to argue, to tell him to back off, to call him out on it all — especially
the last. What could Forrest Meydenbauer possibly know about love? He loved
himself, and that was all. But the words caught in my throat. The truth of what he
said struck a chord in me, truer than any played by the harp below us. That was
why I loved reporting, even in the society pages. I liked to walk a line, any line, as
long as it was hard-edged, like the line between fiction and truth that is the news.
Like the line between knowing a man is the worst thing for you, and wanting him
anyway.

Forrest took the goblet from my hand and set it aside as he slid his well-
manicured fingers into its place, and I let him. I sat there, watching it all take place
as if through a gauzy veil. It felt exactly like the dreams.

He took my hand. My breathing too unsteady and my mouth too dry to
protest.

Did he really know everything about me? Everything I’d ever wanted, like
Lyndsey had said? A fire started in my core, the flames reaching my cheeks.

"It's impossible," I whispered as Forrest's hands grew bolder, and his wide,
luscious mouth filled my vision. All the thoughts in my mind were crowded out by
his overwhelming presence. A mixture of what was happening and every secret,
forbidden thing I’d imagined clashed together, blurring the lines between fantasy
and reality.

"Nothing is impossible," he answered softly, his voice a hushed baritone
rumble that vibrated through my body and left me far too pliant.
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I started to answer, but his lips closed over mine, and all cognizant thought
left me like a wisp of smoke. The rich taste of him invaded my senses. Lyndsey
had been right. It was just like the dreams, only better — it was real. My traitorous
body responded to his advance, already knowing the steps to a dance I'd practiced
in my subconscious since long before the dreams of the past week.

Before I realized what was happening, my hands were wrapped around
Forrest’s neck, my fingers twining in his hair. It felt like living silk, softer than I'd
even imagined. And his hands and tongue knew every crook and junction of my
being in a way I never could have fathomed. It felt . . . utterly amazing. And that
was wrong.

I shoved him away and stood up as quickly as my languid limbs would let
me. I stared at him, breathing hard. My eyes narrowed in accusation, then flew
open wide in shock when he smiled, revealing two pointy fangs that hadn't been
there before. Except in my dreams.

"What the hell is going on?" I demanded, backing into the upholstered wall.
Forrest’s expression sobered, but his eyes were still shining like liquid
moonbeams. I wasn't so sure anymore if I could call it a trick of the light.

"No more than what you want, I assure you," he said.

I blinked once, twice, trying to mentally pinch myself and wake up. This
couldn’t be really happening. But he’d never spoken to me in the dreams.

"How would you know what I want?" I asked in a strained voice. I wanted
to get the hell out of there. I wanted to forget I'd just been making out with a serial
killer, and that I’d enjoyed it. God help me, but it had felt so good.

He pulled on a look of disappointment, thinly covered by a sanguine smile.
"I know everything about you, Kelly. I know all of your hopes and dreams, your
fears, and your most secret desires. I can give them all to you, along with
immortality."

I shook my head, and when I stopped, my vision was still swaying. I leaned
against the wall for support. "You can't. It's not possible."

Forrest clicked his tongue in disapproval. "Do you have another
explanation?"

"No," I said stubbornly. I hadn't a clue. That's why I was there, and he new
that. Whatever he was doing to me, it was the same wiles he'd used on his other
victims. I was there to solve the mystery. The music stopped, and a sudden
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stillness fell over the audience in the hall below us. I had forgotten all about the
Opera, wrapped in the bubble of Box 13, dangling between realities.

The murmur of the Opera house brought me back into the world I was
familiar with, the one where Forrest and I were rivals; where I, and only I knew
what I wanted.

"I want to know what happened to them," I stated, squaring my shoulders.
The demand fell between us like a gauntlet, a barrier to keep us apart, and I sighed
with relief.

Forrest didn't appear quite so pleased. His smile dropped away and he met
my defiant gaze with a look of irritation. He sniffed impatiently. "The others." he
said.

It wasn't a question, but I nodded.

"And what would you offer me in exchange for such a broach of discretion?"

I frowned. I hadn't planned on him wanting to negotiate. Well, okay, to be
honest, I hadn't planned farther than the lobby. But I was still surprised. "How
about a life sentence?" I said, raising one eyebrow.

He snorted. "For me that would be a very long time indeed. You really
believe I'm a murderer?" He chuckled to himself and reclined back onto the sofa.

I was not amused. "But you said—"

"I said I played a part in Miss Sylvan's death," he nodded. "Murder is
something else entirely." He stood up and I flattened myself to the wall, trying to
puzzle out his cryptic revelations and failing.

"I'm prepared to offer you proof that I did not murder the lovely Claudette,
despite the fact that it goes against my rules, and my better judgment. I'll ask you
for only one thing in return," he stated as he took my coat off the hook and held it
out to me. The Opera began on the other side of the velvet barrier, and I startled,
then rolled my eyes at myself.

"What do you want?" I asked, snatching my coat from his hand.

"The benefit of the doubt."

The lobby was empty as we left, since the Opera had already begun. I was
glad to be spared from having to explain myself to anyone who might see us
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together. And kicking myself mentally as we walked down the curving stairs,
trying to figure out what exactly I had missed.

Forrest seemed wholly convinced he was a vampire. He'd flashed me the
fangs and all. Just like my dream. I wasn't so ready to be duped. It had to be
some high budget parlor trick. He was deranged. A deranged killer. And I was an
idiot for trusting him even a tiny bit, and especially for leaving discreetly with him.
Alone. But I had to know what had happened to all of those girls. Not just for the
story now, but because I could possibly be one of them.

For his part, Forrest was unconcerned by my reluctance — something else
that threw up a red flag. He had a limitless amount of resources. Maybe he had
drugged me, or hypnotized me, or . ..something. But every explanation |
proposed to myself left me with a hollow feeling. My instincts, which I relied on
so heavily, told me I was wrong. But I just couldn't let myself believe it. Forrest
led us down a long hallway, to a lushly decorated chamber — the VIP room —
another first for me.

Familiar words echoed in my mind, 'Will you walk into my parlour,' said the
spider to the fly. 1 scoffed, and Forrest gave me an imperious look, then crossed
the room to another set of double doors. On the other side stretched a marble
hallway leading glass doors open to the street. The doorman stayed expressionless
as he opened them for us, and we exited into the chill night air. I took in a deep,
calming lungful of it and pulled my coat around me.

I froze when I recognized Forrest's driver standing beside the stretch limo at
the curb. "I'm not going anywhere with you," I protested to Forrest's back.

He ignored me and waved the driver away. The tall, lanky man gave a small
bow and retreated. I buried my clammy hands into my coat pockets. I was starting
to feel a little ridiculous and was counting my blessings that I hadn't come out with
my Meydenbauer exposé yet. I didn't have an ounce of proof, and any claims I
made would ruin my career before they would so much as smear his name. For
those few seconds as he opened the car door and leaned in, I could almost cry with
a mixture of frustration, confusion, and embarrassment. I’d been duped. How
could I let him kiss me?

And then Claudette Sylvan stepped out of Forrest's car. 1 would like to say I
handled it well, but in all honesty, I stood there like a buffoon, my mouth hanging
wide open. My eyes flicked from her concentrated frown to Forrest's haughty stare
and back, trying to reconcile the two. I closed the distance between us and stared
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up at the five-ten bombshell, scrutinizing. I'd only met her in person once, though
I'd seen her from a distance on several occasions. It was definitely Claudette.
That, or she had a twin sister no one knew about. For the second time in one day, |
was speechless. I licked my lips, fumbling for words.

"What the hell are you playing at?" I finally asked, focusing on Forrest.
Apparently, he wasn't only above the laws of man, but the laws of nature too?
"She's dead. My friend saw her. The police saw her. She was in the morgue for
God's sake!"

Forrest's eyes glittered with amusement as he told Monique to wait for him
in the car. With a final disapproving glance at me, she obliged. He shut the door
and leaned against it, crossing his arms. "Satisfied?" he asked.

"Oh, hardly!" I fumed. "Are you trying to tell me you can bring people back
from the dead?" I might not have had a clue what was going on, but I still had my
pride. I hated being made a fool of. At that moment, months of suspicions, weeks
of investigating and days of confusion culminated into raw fury. I wanted to slap
the self-righteous smirk right off of his perfect face. I lifted my hand to do it, and
he caught my wrist effortlessly. 1 yanked away, but he didn’t let go.

He pulled me forward and I stumbled into him. He caught me around the
waist. I struggled, but he locked me in his embrace until I stilled, glaring up at
him. "What do you want from me?"

"What I've been seeking for some time," he said, "a companion."

"It seems like you have enough playmates to keep you busy," I grumbled.

He sighed and looked down at me with disarming openness. "Perhaps I tire
of games."

"Then why are you toying with me?" I asked, searching his face for the
telltale signs of his usual charade. There were none.

"I'm not. I meant what I said. You can have everything you've ever wanted.
You want to be recognized, respected, a serious reporter. I can give you that, and
much more."

"At what cost? My life? My soul?" I scoffed. My sanity? My morals?

His arms tightened around me slightly, and he bent his head so that our
breath mingled between us.

"Think of what we could be together," he whispered, then kissed me before I
could stop him. And by the time our lips touched, I didn't want to. His offer was
tempting. With our mouths locked in a sultry tango that stole all thought, it was
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easy to imagine what we could be, what we could do. In fact, I already had. My
body wept for the feel of him, real and pressed so close. It would be so easy to
surrender to it.

And then he bif me. A sharp twinge followed by the taint of salty blood.

I backed away, startled, licking my lower lip.

He let me go, a mingling of pleasure and regret on his face that somehow
undermined the curse on the tip of my tongue. Instead, I wiped my mouth and
said, "Sorry, but I'm not for sale."

Forrest smiled ruefully. "I suspected as much. I knew you would be
different."

He took a step towards me again and I gave him a warning look. He only
smiled, with a hint of teasing, and drew a single long-stemmed rose from behind
his back. "That's twice you've charmed me into offering you more truth than I
should, Miss Lincoln. I find that very intriguing. Just remember, things are not
always as they first appear."

I took the rose and shook my head. That was the understatement of the
century. I still wasn't exactly sure what was real and what was smoke and mirrors
when it came to Forrest Meydenbauer, but my instincts had been right in part —
there was definitely more than met the eye.

"You'll consider my offer," he added, opening the car door.

I laughed. Did his confidence know no bounds? "In your dreams," I
quipped.

His wide lips curled up in a hungry grin. "No," he murmured, "in yours."

He left me standing there with my bleeding lip and crimson rose — both
reminders of a night I wouldn’t forget. I watched him drive away and wondered if
anything between us had been a dream, if my dreams were real, and whether I
could ever consider his invitation.

It was tempting. He might know my every desire, but there was one thing
about me Forrest Meydenbauer had neglected to consider. Maybe because, in a
way, we were quite a pair. In that one way, [ was too much like him. I didn't take
what was given to me, I went after what I wanted. And I wanted to figure him out
first.

I had digging to do.
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