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Rule Number One

Next Time, Don't Forget the Gag

"I hate you!" The little fury kicked so hard against Gaylord's seat that he accidentally hit the horn. The unpleasant sound startled a cyclist next to him so much that he jerked the handlebars and plowed straight into another biker daydreaming ahead of him. Riders and wheels crashed into each other, wedged together on the road. Gaylord switched to the right lane to avoid the chaos. First aid wasn't on his agenda.

"You just caused an accident," Gaylord informed the little beast in the back seat.

"You're the accident."

"You're behaving like a stubborn child."

In the rearview mirror, he saw the blood rush to Pauline's cheeks. What's more, her head began to glow increasingly red. A color that clashed with her lilac dress.

"Sorry," Pauline snapped. "Do kidnapping victims behave differently? I'm not exactly an expert on that. It's actually the first time a lunatic idiot has drugged me and handcuffed me to drive around Paris!"

"You should be glad you're not riding in the trunk."

Unfortunately. Because that's exactly where she belonged, but that had occurred to him much too late. Like so many other things. Pauline's hands were cuffed behind her back. A good start, but unfortunately, he had forgotten to tie her feet together and bundle her up into an immovable package. Instead of waiting silently and obediently for him to drive her to a secluded warehouse or his basement, Pauline squirmed in the back seat, attempting to free herself from the restraints with the acrobatic skill of an elderly giraffe.

As he observed the commotion in the rearview mirror, Gaylord congratulated himself on his foresight. He had indeed hesitated about whether to restrain her. But she had woken up from the chloroform earlier than anticipated and as furious as she was, she would have scratched his face without this precautionary measure.

A half-vampire might be able to bend ordinary handcuffs in her rage. But at least he had thought ahead here. The restraints were enchanted. No vampire could break them, let alone a human. And he hoped it applied to a woman who was the rare mix of both. The shackles seemed to hold. Pauline struggled, but she whimpered quietly as the metal cut into her skin.

"Stop kicking," Gaylord warned. But of course, Pauline had none of the necessary rationality. She managed to undo her seatbelt and kicked his seat again. Gaylord abruptly hit the brakes and then accelerated again in the next moment. His precious cargo crashed against the front seat and slid into the footwell.

Pauline screamed so loudly that Gaylord's eardrums groaned inward. Heaven, which sadistic god had gifted her with such a vocal organ? They needed to remove that deity from mythology.

Gaylord stopped at a red light and turned around.

Pauline cursed and kicked her legs in the air. "You could have at least cleaned up. There are condoms lying around here!"

"It's not my car. It's stolen."

"I swear to you, if you let me rot just because I'm stolen too, I'll skin you alive!"

"You're my captive, I'll treat you more gently than a car."

"Says the axe murderer."

"I don't have an axe."

"You're poorly prepared."

Silently, Gaylord looked down at her. Her snippy behavior couldn't hide the fact that she was afraid. The flush of anger had disappeared from Pauline's face by now. Instead, her skin was pale, she trembled and sheer panic reflected in her eyes. She lowered her head, and for the first time since waking up, she kept her mouth shut.

The light turned from red to green, but Gaylord didn't care. He unbuckled his seatbelt, leaned back, and grabbed Pauline's arm to guide her back to her seat. "Unless you happen to carry a bolt cutter in your panties, you have no chance of freeing yourself. Your father won't be able to save you either and with your kicking, you're just wasting both your energy and mine."

Gaylord turned back to the front and hit the gas as the light turned red again.

"Son of a bitch," came the defiant voice from behind him.

"Incidentally, insults are just as useless," Gaylord remarked.

Gaylord turned up the radio. Maybe it would help his captive calm down. And if not, at least it would somewhat drown out her nastiness.

The Parisian traffic moved sluggishly, but Gaylord wasn't in a hurry. While Pauline's father might be one of the most feared mobsters in the city and a vampire, Gaylord's lead was substantial enough. To maintain that lead, Gaylord droves conspicuously inconspicuously by Parisian standards. He didn't join the lively honking concert and didn't skim past other vehicles with millimeter precision, even though they would all meet again at the next traffic light anyway.

In just under three hours, they would reach his house. There, Jason Harris wouldn't find his daughter so easily. Gaylord had taken all necessary measures to prevent just that. She would stay with him as long as he deemed it appropriate. No matter how ghastly grimaces Pauline made at the occupants of passing vehicles, she only received cheerful waves in response.

"Idiots," she grumbled. "Where's the police when you need them?"

"They're still trying to figure out why your father's hotel exploded without warning."

"He'll skin you alive."

"I'm sure he'll try," Gaylord admitted frankly. He also admitted that he didn't fancy falling into the hands of an enraged father. But that wasn't his plan anyway.

His plan was simple and relatively safe for Pauline. She served her purpose, and he would let her go afterward out of pure kindness. Well, unless Pauline happened to experience his experiments beforehand.

Gaylord steered the car past an unsuspecting police patrol. "Don't you want to know why I kidnapped you?"

"Because you're a hypocritical bastard and a crazy stalker. I knew it from the beginning. I should have bought a gun and shot you dead."

"In case you've forgotten, up until two hours ago, I was protecting you from malicious warlocks, choleric vampire hunters, and power-hungry mobsters."

Pauline laughed bitterly, slid off the seat again in a turn, but that didn't stop her from complaining. "Protected? You were standing on my balcony and be a peeping Tom!"

"Sorry to disappoint you, but nothing I saw was enticing," Gaylord retorted.

Pauline snorted so forcefully that she had to sniff back the snot afterward. "Your luck. If I even get one more hand kiss from you, I'll jump off the next bridge!"

"I'll never trouble you again with my good manners," Gaylord mocked.

"I hope so too. It would be a shame if I had to puke in your stolen car."

Gaylord really wasn't a good kidnapper; he had forgotten the gag. Did all kidnapping victims curse like this? Despite his previous job, Gaylord's experience in this regard was limited. As an employee of Pauline's father, Gaylord had committed enough crimes: extortion, theft, disposing of another criminal if they dared to harm Gaylord's assigned protectees... Even as a vampire, Gaylord was forced to dispatch humans quickly and discreetly. But he had never kidnapped a woman before. And to his misfortune, he had caught the one with the biggest mouth.

In the days when he had watched over Pauline for Jason, he had only observed her from afar. Rarely close enough to understand the obscenities she spewed, but close enough to protect her life at any moment. Gaylord would have killed anyone who even looked at Pauline the wrong way. This assignment had suited Gaylord extraordinarily well; after all, no one was supposed to harm her before Gaylord had his chance. But her father hadn't expected Gaylord to ultimately become the enemy. Because Pauline was Gaylord's only hope. A very capricious hope. One who, with her pouting lips in the rearview mirror, looked so sweet that for a moment, he wished he didn't have to do any of this. But he had no choice. She was the key to the vampire curse.

Pauline pushed herself back up, slid around in her seat and stared at the passing scenery. She blinked and lightly shook her head when individual strands of her bangs fell into her eyes. The dress was hopelessly wrinkled. Because of the missing straps, it slid further and further down, revealing more and more of her ample cleavage. It was a shame that corsets were so unpopular in modern times. The fashion during his lifetime would flatter her more than this crumpled piece of fabric ever could. In short, when Pauline kept her mouth shut, she was quite pretty. But he wasn't interested in her face, full lips or her eyes; he was interested in entirely different parts of her anatomy.

Pauline pulled her feet up, propped them against his seat, and pressed her lips together. Inevitably, suspicion began to grow in him. What now? Had she run out of insults already?

She bounced her leg, causing his entire seat to vibrate. But before Gaylord could press a cloth soaked with chloroform to her face again, she managed to unlock the door. Heavens, why had he stolen such a piece of junk instead of one with child locks?

Gaylord hit the gas. She'd have to break her neck if she wanted out of here. But then a scooter driver cut in front of him and only Gaylord's bold press on the brake saved the idiot from being crushed between two cars.

Pauline screamed, first crashing against his seat, then against the door and finally onto the street. The other drivers honked, and Gaylord could swear they were just as shocked as he was. Pauline scrambled to her feet and ran, her hands tied behind her back, through the treacherous Parisian rush hour traffic!

Vehicles of all kinds jostled for space across four lanes in the roundabout and Pauline was right in the middle of it. Was she insane? What was she trying to accomplish? Did she want to give him gray hairs out of revenge?

Gaylord stopped, swung open the door and ignored the scooter, which screeched to a halt just inches in front of him.

"Are you crazy? Where did you learn to drive? You visually impaired tadpole!" yelled the scooter driver as he managed to wrestle his helmet off.

Damn, should he curse. Where the hell was Pauline?

Gaylord spun on his own axis and peered over the chaos of metal roofs, helmets and wheels. There. Pauline was running aimlessly between the cars. Again and again, she had to dodge and couldn't reach the sidewalk.

Damn this woman. He couldn't possibly have scared her so much that she'd rather get run over.

She froze like a deer in headlights in front of a convertible, and Gaylord could tell from her tense posture that she was expecting a collision.

Goddamn it, being dead didn't help him with this dame at all! To hell with keeping his powers secret! Gaylord leaped with unheard-of ease over the hood of his car and was at Pauline's side in the next moment, dragging her out of the path of the mad driver and onto the safe curb.

Pauline gasped and stomped on his big toe with her heel.

"Ow. Cut it out," Gaylord hissed.

"Help!" Pauline screamed in response.

He firmly wrapped his arm around her waist. She kicked and writhed, kicking him in the shin and trying earnestly to bite him.

She was lucky it was still too early to kill her. His plan had been so simple. Sedate Pauline, throw her in the car and then lock her up in his dilapidated house. But no one had told him that Pauline would recover from the chloroform so quickly and then wouldn't cower in fear on the back seat, but instead proved to be a stubborn beast.

Why hadn't he listened to his butler? Using his charm and courting Pauline until she helped him was a reasonable alternative. Unfortunately, it failed because Pauline had seen him on her balcony and disliked him from the first second. Well, few women liked men they felt were stalking them. Regardless of whether it was for their own good and protection. So, he had finally made himself thoroughly unpopular with her and kidnapped her. And this kidnapping wouldn't end here! Even if he couldn't just grab her and drive off like the wind with her. There were too many witnesses. Witnesses who were now stupidly staring at them.

"Help, kidnapping!" Pauline yelled. "Hey, you there, in the red jacket. Call the police."

Hah, was that all she had to offer? The passersby were no serious threat, let alone help. They reached for their phones. But not to call the police, but to record videos. He didn't mind. People wanted a spectacle, they got one.

"You wanted this whole kidnapping charade," thundered Gaylord. "I found this role-playing absurd. But fine, if my beloved wants an erotic kidnapping, then she'll get one with seduction afterwards. But if you suddenly don't feel like it anymore, then I can return the whips and all that fuss!"

He had to admit, Pauline's contorted facial expressions compensated him for the trouble. Speechless, she stared at him and opened and closed her mouth like a fish left stranded on land. But she flinched as he turned her around until she stood with her back to him.

Gaylord felt the trembling of her body under his fingers. What was it? Was she afraid he would punish her for attempting to escape? But he simply took the key out of his pocket and unlocked the handcuffs.

Pauline let out a sigh as soon as the metal was no longer around her wrists.

But before Pauline or any of her onlookers could recover from the surprise or actually resort to the annoying friends and helpers, he stroked Pauline's cheek and kissed her passionately, demanding and fervently. Pauline froze. She stiffened and let it happen. Excellent, he didn't want to have to kiss her for nothing.

Before her brain digested the shock and she could start hurling insults and cries for help again, he took Pauline's hand in a confidential gesture and pulled her along with him. As he passed by, he noticed the shaking heads, the delighted grins and partially even the envious longing of the spectators. None of them called the police anymore, and Pauline wouldn't be able to either. Because before she realized what was happening, he led her into the next side street.

Finally, he was no longer exposed to the stares and cellphone cameras of curious passersby. He threw Pauline over his shoulder and raced through the maze of streets in Paris at the speed of a doped-up express train. He avoided the busy streets, so nobody paid attention to Pauline's screams, which grew quieter and more gurgling with each passing minute.

He raced over fields and meadows, leaping over streams, always accompanied by Pauline's moans and retching. Twilight was already descending, making the barren landscape even gloomier. The wind blowing against them cooled Pauline down. The half-vampire was lucky that this February was unusually mild, otherwise Pauline would have long since hung over his shoulder as an icicle.

Only when his house appeared behind a small grove did Gaylord slow down, until he finally stopped on the compacted earth of his driveway. He bent down and set Pauline back on her own feet. At least he tried to. But the loud-mouthed woman surprisingly collapsed into herself quietly and clung to the sparse blades of grass.

Perhaps he should record this tranquility. Then he could listen to the recording over and over again. It certainly wasn't often that she was rendered speechless. And even less likely was the assumption that this effect would be permanent. He was fine with that. Maison de Lys was miles away from Paris and the nearest main road was two kilometers away. The closest neighbor lived beyond the forest. No one would hear Pauline's complaints. She could only cause the plaster to crumble, and for that a sneeze would suffice. Gaylord's home had been in his family's hands since ancient times and it looked the part.

Only a miracle kept up the facade. Half of the shingles were missing from the roof of the turret. The construction scaffolding barely prevented protruding decorative plasterwork or balconies from simply falling off, giving the house an apocalyptic charm that would scare off any woman.

The only one undeterred was Albert, his butler, who emerged from the front door as steady as ever. He shuffled toward them leisurely. The light from the flickering facade lamp reflected on the man's skull, where only a few hairs sprouted. Albert tended to the few with the same dedication as his manners.

Critically, Albert observed the kneeling Pauline. "Belle Mademoiselle, you don't need to sit on the ground. Let me bring you a chair."

"She doesn't need a chair," Gaylord interjected.

Albert extended his gloved hand to Pauline and lifted Gaylord's trembling captive to her feet. Both groaned, and it wasn't until Gaylord took hold that Pauline finally stood upright.

Having stared at him like a startled deer just moments ago, she suddenly resisted with a vehemence that strengthened Gaylord's grip. She was agile and even managed to hit him in the face. Completely by accident, of course.

"Ow," protested Pauline. She kicked him in the knee and staggered into Albert's arms.

"Oh, we haven't had such a lovely guest in ages," the butler announced. "Would Mademoiselle like some tea?"

Gaylord rubbed his nose. "Albert, please. She's our prisoner. Prisoners aren't offered tea."

"But she looks like she could use some tea," Albert argued.

"Do you happen to have a phone?" Pauline asked.

Albert furrowed his brow before giving a slight bow. "But of course, Mademoiselle. Admittedly, it's a bit old and the connection is poor, but..."

"You're not letting her near the phone," Gaylord thundered. "Either she calls the police or homeland security, or worse, her father!"

"But her father can certainly come to visit her. It's been far too long since a party was thrown here..."

"ALBERT!"

Only the devil knew how all of this might be affecting Pauline. She seemed to have absolutely no interest in running away anymore. Instead of looking for escape routes, she stared at Albert so fascinated that Gaylord became jealous of his aging butler. Heaven help him. Now he was completely losing it.

Albert wouldn't survive a woman like Pauline, and as kind-hearted as the old man was, he treated the spoiled woman like a princess instead of offering her bread and water as a dungeon meal.

In the end, Pauline might stay voluntarily. Pah, a ridiculous notion. She would never stay here of her own free will. Most people took abductions personally.

Gaylord grabbed Pauline by the arm and pulled her through the entrance door. The more she resisted, the tighter he held on.

"Your butler has better manners," Pauline scolded.

"He also doesn't commit kidnapping."

"That's not mutually exclusive. But you kidnappers always have to act like big shots instead of just asking if someone wants to come along voluntarily."

"I'm sorry I didn't take the risk to politely request your presence, your essence, your blood and basically your entire existence for experiments," he said. He looked at her, and in the next moment, he already regretted his harsh words. Pauline had turned pale. "Ex... Experiments?" she stuttered.

"Yes, you're something special," Gaylord said more gently. "You're half vampire and half human. Vampires don't usually impregnate human women. And if they do, those women don't survive. Half-vampires are a rarity. In all the years I've lived, I've only met one half-vampire, and that's you. With Jeremy's and Linett's brood, there are now two, but by God, anyone who messes with Linett must be insane. But you, with a bit of luck, you could be the solution to my problem."

Pauline clenched her lips together. "I don't give a damn about your problem."

Who would have thought? Gaylord pulled Pauline up the stairs to the second floor, pushed open a door and shoved her into the room. "The room has been made escape-proof by a witch. Do yourself a favor and leave the bed and all the furniture intact."

With that, he slammed the door shut and turned the key in the lock. He heard Pauline cursing, but let her be. Let her rant, curse or cry. Nothing would help her.

As he descended the stairs, he heard her calling out, "I still want a damn tea!"


Rule Number Two

Prisoners Shall Fill Out Crossword Puzzles in Their Minds

Pauline slapped the door with her palm. "Ow!"

What a stupid mess. There was a small wooden splinter stuck in her index finger. Seriously? What kind of dump was this? She hadn't seen much of the house, but if that unappetizing brown color was supposed to represent the grand front yard, then Gaylord should sue his gardener for damages. That was definitely not a successful garden design. And whoever had recommended a construction scaffold as decoration should be drowned in the filthy goldfish pond.

Pauline rattled the handle, but the lock was sturdier than it looked. The doorknob glowed red under her hand and she quickly pulled it back. Damn, the door was really enchanted. Well, she'd try her luck elsewhere then. Pauline turned around. There wasn't much she could inspect in her new abode. To put it bluntly: the interior was disgusting.

The wallpaper in this room was moss green. Or was it not wallpaper, but real moss? She cautiously ran her hand over it. No, it was wallpaper. It must have shimmered elegantly in the past, but now it just looked shabby. A few shreds hung down beside the window. It matched perfectly with the dark red, heavy curtains. How many moths lived in this dust collector?

The floorboards were dark and worn. The ceiling lamp looked like it had been soldered together by an artist with a preference for grimy and rusted junk.

Had the guy taken her on a time travel journey? She had landed in a museum and this monster of a landlord should really take a closer look at his butler's job description. Dusting obviously wasn't on it. As she passed by the bed, a few dust bunnies scattered from underneath it.

The only source of light was the lamp on the crooked nightstand. For a moment, Pauline thought the lamp was a candle, as the light flickered frantically. But as she approached, she realized it was just a loose connection.

Surely, spiders and beetles lurked in the leafless ivy outside the window, waiting for someone to open it. Which, by the way, she couldn't do because someone clever had unscrewed the handle. Well, she wouldn't be climbing down from the second floor like Rapunzel. Or was that Cinderella? Amélie would know. She knew every fairy tale by heart.

Carefully, Pauline pulled the splinter from her finger. Damn, that hurt. A small drop of blood emerged and she sucked on her finger.

No matter how hard she tried to understand, all she heard outside was indistinct murmur. Oh God, was the madman preparing his experiments? Tense, she bit down on her injured finger.

She wished Amélie were here. Or maybe not. Her best friend had already been through enough. Apparently, the horror wasn't over for Pauline yet.

Pauline took her finger out of her mouth and examined it. There was nothing left of the tiny wound. It just itched a little now, but didn't hurt anymore. Pauline sighed. Great. Fate didn't even grant her the privilege of complaining about her severely injured finger.

At least she didn't have to wonder anymore why her injuries always healed faster than others. For a few hours now, she knew the truth. Her father was a vampire. Was he looking for her? Or was he currently enjoying honeymoon bliss with Amélie while she was stuck here with this lunatic? And the butler? Who the hell even had a butler?

Indecisively, she approached the window. The frame was made of wood and the white paint was peeling off. It looked like it would crumble to dust at the slightest touch. But she wouldn't fall for that again.

She could throw an anvil against the glass; it wouldn't break anyway. Everything else would break, but not the window. He himself had said that the room was enchanted to be escape-proof.

There wasn't much to throw here anyway. Basically, just the bed, hefty and wide enough for five Paulines. But it looked just as decrepit as the butler. The blankets smelled of mothballs and the mirror above the dressing table was fogged up.

Great. Some motels were better equipped. Would this lunatic lock her in the basement if she asked him nicely? Maybe there was a modern heating system where he could chain her.

Pauline sat down on the bed and pulled her legs up. What had she done to deserve this punishment?

It all seemed like a bad dream. Yet it had started out so well.

Amélie had finally shot off her unsympathetic fiancé to the moon and encountered the childhood fairytale prince. Thankfully. Amélie's obsession with Jason had worried Pauline for years. What five-year-old girl knew which man she wanted to marry anyway? And what were the odds that this guy, twenty years later, wouldn't be ready for the nursing home and wheelchairs? But vampires remained forever young. At least outwardly. For Amélie, Pauline hoped that certain parts were not an exception.

And then Amélie and Jason's wedding had escalated. The groom was shot, Amélie and Pauline were kidnapped by a deranged Swede. As if that wasn't enough, a sorcerer appeared, proclaiming Pauline as some cursed messiah, revealing that Jason was none other than her biological father. That's why prophets and messiahs were always reviled; they always brought inconvenient truths.

At least Jason had the decency to rise from the dead once again and kill that guy. The subsequent celebration would have been a perfect opportunity to forget about Pauline and Amélie's previous abduction. But no, Linett just had to go into labor, and Jason's distraction was seized by the lunatic Gaylord to simply snatch Pauline like a damn necklace.

Could anyone stand this? Was she just a damn pawn that could be borrowed whenever someone felt like it? The helplessness was crushing her.

Pauline listened into the house, but she heard neither voices nor footsteps. What did that mean? That he was leaving her alone for the night? That he had to clean his scalpels first?

She pulled the blanket over herself, curled up under the heavy down comforter and sighed softly as warmth returned to her arms and legs. She nestled into the soft fabric and closed her eyes. Maybe this was all just a nightmare. Yes, exactly, she was lying in her bed at home, dreaming all of this.

And even the worst nightmare had to end eventually, right?

As she grew warmer, her eyelids grew heavier. The stuffy comfort under the blanket reminded her of the restless sleep of the past few days, and before she knew it, she fell asleep. She didn't know if she was dreaming. She only knew that at some point, she stuck her nose out from under the down comforter to avoid suffocating. When she finally pushed the blanket aside, it was much brighter outside. The sun was trapped behind gray fog. Great, as if Pauline wasn't already depressed enough. Pauline's hope of waking up at home shattered. This wasn't her home. Her apartment was small, cozy and she didn't already fail at the bedroom door there. A click sounded, and Pauline jumped out of bed. The doorknob turned, followed by a muffled thud.

"Sacre bleu," she heard the butler's lamenting voice. He knocked softly. "Psst. I'm bringing you tea."

Was he kidding her? He was actually bringing her tea?

She walked to the door. "The door is locked from the outside."

"The master used to have better manners," grumbled Albert. "It's because of that woman. That bride of Satan. I wanted to bring you tea yesterday. But Monsieur La Goutte forbade it. I had to help him prepare the lab. I wasn't even allowed to make you breakfast!"

Should she tell him she wasn't hungry? Especially not if a lab was involved!

There was a clatter. Oh no, he hadn't dropped her tea, had he?

Albert coughed. "I'll be right back."

"Okay," Pauline whispered. She felt her heart pounding and rocked on her tiptoes. Was Albert really going to get the key and open the door now?

Once again, Pauline pressed her ear against the wood. She listened to his steps shuffling down the stairs before he seemed to turn back and return.

She flinched as there was a terribly loud crunching sound next to her ear, but it was just the key being inserted into the lock.

He actually unlocked the door! In excitement, Pauline pushed against it and promptly slammed it back into the frame. Heavens, she was so dumb. She backed away as the door opened for a second time.

Albert held his nose. "Ouch!" With wide eyes, he stared at her and pointed to the tray on the sideboard next to him. "Your tea!"

"You're an angel," Pauline whispered, kissing the old man on the cheek before squeezing past him.

She had to get out of there as fast as possible. Ignoring Albert's protesting calls that this was clearly the wrong direction for the tea, she rushed down the stairs. On the last steps, she twisted her ankle and a sharp pain shot through her, but damn it, she really couldn't afford to take that into consideration.

Pauline limped toward the front door, but then a shadow darted past her, and out of nowhere, Gaylord stood between her and the damn door! She couldn't break in time. She crashed into him and the pin of his jabot pressed into her nose.

He firmly wrapped his arms around her and pressed her against him. Damn it! His scent filled her nose. An aroma of fresh grass and vanilla. Had he been rolling around on a vanilla plantation? On the other hand, he did smell really good. No, he didn't smell good at all! The last thing she needed was to fall in love with a vanilla blossom.

Pauline pressed her arms against Gaylord's chest and tried to wriggle out of his grip. But the bastard only held on tighter. And as if that wasn't enough violence, he placed his hand on the back of her head and pressed her face against his frilly chest. The fabric covered her mouth and nose. She tried to kick him in the foot, but either he kept dodging her or she simply missed. She couldn't see anything through the stupid fabric!

Her lungs were already screaming for air, and she felt dizzy.

"Albert..." the lunatic growled, finally having the kindness to let her go. She staggered back, gasping for air.

"So, my presence leaves you breathless," mocked the wretch.

"The chloroform yesterday was unnecessary; your body odor alone is enough to knock everything out. Even the bugs fall out of bed," Pauline snapped. Laughter erupted behind her. She turned around. "What's so funny?"

Albert choked on his inappropriate laughter and put on a nonchalant expression. At least he tried. His mouth corners kept twitching upwards.

Well, it was nice that at least someone was having fun.

"Which one of you is actually the butler?" Pauline needled. Okay, yes, it was a dumb question, but she just couldn't resist. Albert already looked ridiculous, with his black suit and bow tie, but Gaylord surpassed that by miles. Either the guy had escaped from a costume movie or he was stuck in the fashion of the 18th century. He was seriously wearing a gray frock coat, a jabot and holding a top hat in his hand.

None of Gaylord's black hairs dared to lie on the wrong side of his head, above his right ear. Everything about the guy was meticulously groomed. Well, almost everything.

"Your waistcoat is crooked," she sweetly informed him.

Too bad his gaze remained unaffected as he adjusted it. "I can see your right nipple."

What? Pauline stared down at herself, and sure enough, the darn dress was hanging way too low. She yanked it up until the cups were on her shoulders and crossed her arms over her chest.

"Now I can see a bit of your panties. Doesn't that chafe between your legs?" this despicable guy jeered.

"A bit," she retorted snippily.

"The dress looks exquisite on Mademoiselle," Albert praised, earning a nasty look from the master of the house.

"Give me the key," Gaylord demanded from the butler, reaching out his hand.

Albert shrugged and hesitantly placed the key into his employer's hand. Pauline backed away, one step, then another. Just one more step and she would reach the door, needing only to quickly yank it open to get to a damn street or a cursed neighbor. Maybe she would encounter one of those enthusiastic joggers?

But before Pauline could make the decisive move, Gaylord grabbed her by the scruff of her neck as if she were a naughty cat.

"I bet you didn't pull the hair out of the stolen car," Pauline grumbled.

"It wasn't trying to escape," Gaylord retorted.

"Sure, it must have been blind."

That cursed bastard dragged her up the stairs with an ease that made her hate him even more. Pauline reached for the stair railing and clung to it with all her might. He would have to tear the railing off if he wanted her to keep going. Or break her arms. Oh please, he wouldn't break her arms, would he?

She bit her lip and stared at him defiantly. He still had her by the scruff of her neck, but he stopped pulling. Instead, he tilted his head.

"I wonder..." he said, drawling. "...if you're ticklish."

Wait, what?

"You better..." Pauline threatened. He would be the first kidnapper to flinch at his victim's threat, but he was probably also the first kidnapper to tickle his captive off a staircase railing. He kept poking her side with his finger.

"Get away!" She tried to dodge him, stumbled down the steps, but he followed her unperturbed.

Pauline didn't know whether to laugh or cry. She chuckled as he found a particularly ticklish spot and pulled her arms protectively over her waist. But within a second, she found herself hanging over his shoulder. Oh no, no, damn it!

Her pleading gaze fell on Albert, who was discreetly wiping a tear from the corner of his eye and grinning at her. Great. He was enjoying the show, but she wasn't! This was deadly serious for her.

The psychopath carried Pauline up the stairs. If he locked her in the room again, she wouldn't be getting out anytime soon.

"I need to pee," she blurted out. She hadn't seen another door in the room, so there couldn't be a bathroom there. And when she thought about it more, her words weren't even a lie.

This lunatic stopped in the middle of the stairs. "Urgently?"

"Of course, urgently, you idiot," Pauline snapped before adding with a bit more restraint, "Your shoulder is pressing on my bladder. I'm about to burst. There's no toilet in the room."

"That's a good point. I hadn't thought of that."

"You're just a lousy kidnapper. You'd better let me go before you accidentally poison yourself with chloroform."

The idiot put his hand on her back and pushed her onto his shoulder. Great, thanks a lot. Now she really had to pee!

She punched him in the back, and he laughed. "If I were to poison myself with chloroform, at least I'd die with a pretty sight in front of me. I'm sure you'd smile like it's Christmas."

Oh, he was right. And she would smile. She would smile as she drove a knife into his heart. But wait, wasn't it supposed to be wood for killing vampires? She absolutely had to get to the kitchen or the shed! Unfortunately, she hadn't seen any rickety fences outside that she could repurpose, but there must be a wooden spoon in this house.

The guy reached the first floor and now carried her in a different direction. He pushed open the door to a tiled room that, like everything else here, including her captor, had seen better days.

The zinc bathtub gleamed, but he actually seemed to have a somewhat modern toilet. Not an outhouse.

He set Pauline down, pushed her toward the toilet and let her go. But he didn't leave.

She stared at him expectantly, but he just took a step back. Gaylord closed the door, leaned against the wood and crossed his arms over his chest.

"Go away," she demanded.

"No."

He wanted to watch her pee? Well, she could understand. The window was nice and big, the handle wasn't unscrewed, the sill was low and the ground wasn't too far away. As soon as he even blinked, she would jump out the window.

"Then I need a crossword puzzle."

For a moment, he looked at her bewildered. "What?"

"A crossword puzzle. I need to distract myself from the ugly face of the perverted creep who wants to watch me pee and then undoubtedly jerks off in his room."

"Jerks off…" the guy echoed.

"Masturbates!"

Was he actually blushing? Wow, she had never seen a man blush before. Was he angry now or was he just embarrassed?

"Either you go to the toilet now or I'll take you back to your room," he suddenly yelled. Okay, he was probably more angry than embarrassed and was clearly losing his patience. But damn it, that wasn't her problem.

"I can't pee with someone watching," she snapped back.

"Then don't."

He stepped toward her, but she backed away until she felt the tiles against her back.

Pauline pointed her finger at his misshapen nose. "If I can't pee, my bladder will get inflamed and then I'll get sick. You surely want me healthy for your stupid experiments, right?"

He stared at her motionless. Okay, so he didn't need her to be healthy?

"Besides, I'm sure you don't want me peeing on your valuable carpets," Pauline blurted out.

Ha, that got to him. Sighing, the guy ran his hand through his hair and opened the door. He flinched at Albert, who was grinning in front of it. "Please bring a crossword puzzle…"

"And a pencil," Pauline called out.

"And a pencil…"

Why did he suddenly look so tired? Hey, she was the captive here, deserving of pity!

She tried to catch a glimpse of Albert as he returned. But he just handed something to his master and then left again.

Gaylord turned to her, handing her an open magazine and a pencil. Ha, what an idiot! The first vampire to perish by a pencil.

Pauline pressed the pencil and magazine to her chest as if they were a bouquet of flowers.

"Thank you," she whispered. With wide eyes, she looked up at Gaylord, who took a surprised step back. Oh, not with her! He wouldn't get away from her. If he could kiss her against her will on the street, she could also bother him with her closeness!

She stepped forward and simply wrapped her arms around his neck. He stiffened in her embrace.

"You're not as cruel of a kidnapper as I thought," Pauline whispered into his ear, pressing her forehead against his cheek.

He flinched, but he didn't push her away. Gently, she loosened her grip around his neck, let the magazine fall and ran her hand over his chest. Okay, where was that darn heart again? On the left side and more toward the middle, but where exactly? Damn it, why had she always slept in biology class? Yeah, why? Because it had always been the first two periods on Mondays. Absolutely nobody paid attention in the first two periods on Monday!

This jerk didn't have a heartbeat she could use as a guide either. He was breathing, quite rapidly in fact, but she didn't feel the pulsing under her fingers. He was just as odd as her father. Vampires, and her best friend had been one for a few days now. At least Pauline knew how to hurt vampires. She gripped the pencil tightly and thrust it into Gaylord's chest.

The guy groaned, stumbled against the edge of the tub, and Pauline gave him one final push. He crashed into the tub and stared in disbelief at the pencil sticking out of his chest. Just like her. Damn, she had really done it! The thing was halfway in, but he was still alive. Damn it, why was he still alive? He raised his gaze, and Pauline recoiled. His bright eyes were glowing scarlet. Shit.

Pauline backed away. Inch by inch at first, but when he pulled the pencil out of his chest, there was no stopping her. She spun around, yanked the door open and ran out of the room. This time, the path to the stairs was longer, but there was no one standing in her way.

She stumbled down the steps and rushed to the door. Still no one.

Pauline swung the door open, just one tiny step to freedom. She cast a quick glance back and rushed outside. But then she collided with a woman. Suddenly, Pauline's field of vision was filled with blonde hair. It seemed to be everywhere.

Pauline grabbed the blonde woman's neck in search of support. They went crashing to the ground, screaming. Sharp stones dug into Pauline's palms. Her elbow throbbed, and beside her a female voice groaned.

"Sorry," mumbled Pauline.

Pauline pulled her knees up and pushed herself up. In the next moment, she felt herself being grabbed around the waist and hoisted up. Gaylord loomed over her, his mouth twitching. But he had no trouble hiding his laughter; he seemed more than eager to bare his teeth. Only his eyes were no longer red. They were gray.

He dug his fingers into Pauline's hair and balled his fist. Damn it, if she didn't want to scalp herself, she had no choice but to comply. He could have at least died from that stupid pencil!

The blonde woman got up, brushing the strands out of her face. Her gaze wandered confusedly from Pauline to Gaylord. That idiot clenched his fist even tighter. Fuck, did he want to rip her hair out?

Pauline groaned and went to her knees. Ouch, that hurt. Gaylord didn't give her the time to writhe in pain on the ground.

Relentlessly, he yanked her back up by the hair. "How convenient that you two have already met."


Rule Number Three

You Can't Choose Your Fake Family Either

Gaylord found it hard to stay calm. He was on the verge of losing it, damn it! He would rather bash his forehead against the wall. No, better yet, he would use Pauline's forehead for that! But then he would only risk bringing down the ruin that passed for his house, and where would he then lock up Pauline? This woman was driving him crazy. What was so difficult about behaving like a frightened kidnapping victim? Then he could reassure her. It would only send Pauline into more panic, as psychopaths liked to act nice, but it would also spare him the constant chases through his house.

However, everything had its price and he was willing to pay it. He would give up everything for it. His house, his butler, Pauline, only not his life. Because he wanted that back. To be with the woman he loved above all else, and under whose hem a thin trickle of blood was running down her leg. And he wondered what the hell she was doing here.

But let's take it one step at a time. A good start was not to strangle Pauline, even though it was very hard to resist that temptation. Pauline whimpered under his firm grip in her hair, but for heaven's sake, she should be grateful he wasn't holding her throat. Pauline could drive even the most patient person up the wall.

As Pauline drove her claws into his wrist, he extended his hand to Louanne. Louanne had barely grasped it when something remarkable happened to him. A single touch from Louanne, a single glance was enough to set his world back on track a little, from where it had veered off in the last few hours. God help him, how he loved her.

Despite the cool temperatures, Louanne wore her usual skirt and blouse. Her fine stockings were torn and her blonde curls fell messily across her face. When the light hit them just right, they glowed like a halo.

Gaylord leaned down slightly to plant a delicate kiss on Louanne's hand. An exaggerated gagging sound came from beside him. He ignored it. Next to Louanne, every other woman faded into the background, especially someone like Pauline. Who had spoiled her so badly?

Louanne's shy smile, on the other hand, made his heart skip, and there was hardly anything more beautiful in this world than returning it. Louanne gently stroked his fingers and tiptoed to kiss him on the cheek. Her scent enveloped him. She smelled like fresh bread. No wonder, she was a baker after all.

He truly regretted not being able to visit Louanne's shop every day. But she would only force him to eat there, and he had experienced firsthand how solid food affected vampires. That one time was more than enough. He had never felt so nauseous in life or death. It was like suffering from a dozen stomach bugs at once. Only the devil knew why vampires drank like bottomless barrels but couldn't consume solid food. Perhaps the creator of vampires was a diet fanatic and an alcoholic.

But he digressed. With a woman like her, he enjoyed waiting for her to finish work so he could court her. And Louanne was one of the few women who were still capable of accepting a man's courtship.

Louanne didn't mask her uncertainty with foolish remarks. On the contrary. There was hardly a more flattering sight for a man than when a woman lowered her gaze, only to steal a glance from the side.

How long had he known her now? It must have been nearly a year by now. Wonderful months during which he had spent as many afternoons with her as possible. They had walked and talked for miles through Paris, with ...

"Could you two stop ogling each other, perhaps?" Pauline interjected, ruining the moment. Why the hell had he forgotten that damn gag?

Louanne's gaze darted uncertainly and confusedly between Gaylord, Pauline, Albert and the entrance to his home.

"Am I interrupting?" Louanne asked tentatively.

Yes! But he could hardly tell her that. Louanne would be horrified if she knew he was forcibly holding Pauline here. But she would also be horrified if she knew what kind of monster she loved.

Which brought him back to the question of why she chose to show up at his house right now.

"Just a surprise," Gaylord admitted.

"I don't think she's unwelcome," Pauline grumbled.

Louanne lowered her eyelids and bowed her head. "I don't want to disturb. I'll go back. I just thought we could spend a few days together." Heavens, her voice was as warm and gentle as a spring breeze. A voice that soothed him, as if he could find redemption with her, and she said exactly what he had wished for since their first meetings. She came to his house to stay. First for a few days, eventually forever. But she had chosen a bad time for it. But what could he do? If he sent her home again, she might never want to see him again. He would rather drown himself in holy water than offend her and break her heart.

Gaylord cleared his throat. "Louanne, may I introduce you to my sister?"

"Sister?" echoed his captive. "I'm definitely not related to this lunatic!"

Louanne raised her eyebrows, and Gaylord hurried to add, "My half-sister. Paternally. Unfortunately, she's also inherited our father's feeble mind."

"FEEBLE MIND? I'll give you a feeble mind, you bastard. First you drugged me, then you kidnapped me and now I have the feeble mind?"

Gaylord released Pauline's hair and placed his hand over her mouth. The little fury fought back, and Louanne stepped back.

"Louanne, I'm sorry you have to witness this," Gaylord said, trying to drown out Pauline's protesting squeals. "She suffers from schizophrenia and delusional disorder. Sometimes she believes she's being abducted by aliens at night and brought back every morning."

He growled as Pauline bit his hand and loosened his grip. Seizing the opportunity, this fury shouted loudly across the meadow, "You're not an alien, you're a damn vampire! Wait until I find a stake."

"Merde." This little beast was unabashedly shouting his secret. But Louanne didn't panic and retreat from him; she simply stared at Pauline in shock. Wonderful, his lie was working.

"Albert, please take care of Louanne," Gaylord said, throwing Pauline over his shoulder and marching straight up the stairs.

Pauline struggled, but he only tightened his grip. Her voice was filled with rage. "Let me go, you bastard! I'll ram that stake so deep into your ass..."

Gaylord pushed open the door to her room and let Pauline fall onto the bed. She groaned, but probably nothing could stop her from finishing her sentence. She gasped for air and squeezed out the words, "...that it'll come out through your palate!"

Gaylord leaned over her, grabbed Pauline's wrists and pushed them far apart onto the mattress. She gasped, and as she began to kick at him, he slid his leg over hers. But her helplessness didn't make her struggle any less. He could feel her trying to push him away with all her might. The walls of the house might be in danger of collapsing, but he certainly wasn't.

Gaylord pinned her to the bed and leaned in even closer, until he felt her frantic breath against his cheek and the pounding of her heart echoed in his ears. With every passing second, it sped up. What's this? Was the defiant thing suddenly scared? Was she developing respect for his superiority, or did she fear he might bite her?

Oh, he wouldn't do that. He just wanted to avoid the possibility of Louanne understanding his words.

"I wish for you," Gaylord growled, "...that one day a man will love you as much as I love Louanne. I would die for her. But she would never accept that I am a vampire, or understand that I am forced to kill to survive. The devil takes me if I allow myself to lose her because of it. So you will make me human again."

Pauline furrowed her eyebrows, and her irises suddenly gleamed brighter than before. If he had previously believed he'd never seen bluer eyes than Louanne's, he was now proven wrong. Pauline's eyes shone like the blue of an arctic glacier. Pure, centuries-old, and not yet defiled by human hands.

A stark contrast to the rest of Pauline's demeanor. He could have sworn she already had a snarky comment on her lips, but to his surprise, she merely pursed them together.

"And how am I supposed to do that?" she pressed out through clenched teeth.

"I'll figure something out, and until then, you're my guest. If you comply, I'll give you some freedom. If you resist, I won't even let you use the bathroom. Albert will bring you a lovely little chamber pot instead."

She snorted, but she seemed to be considering his proposal. There were visibly some gears turning behind her forehead. Her gaze pierced through him, and it wouldn't surprise him if she was already plotting her next escape attempt. She didn't need to fancy herself smarter than him. Louanne was an unexpected variable, and he readily admitted that her presence complicated everything. But she was here, reminding him why he subjected himself and Pauline to all of this.

Pauline wrinkled her nose and grimaced as she sought a more comfortable position. He loosened his grip a bit. He didn't want to know how much she'd complain with a twisted arm.

She lifted her head. Confused, he allowed her to press her cheek against his. What was she up to now?

"I think..." Pauline whispered softly. "...your Louanne would do well to despise you. Because you're the biggest jerk of all time."

What did this woman think she was? Yes, he was a jerk for holding Pauline captive, but he did it because he loved Louanne. It was a crappy excuse, but it was one.

His fingers clenched angrily around her wrists and she groaned under his tight grip. She arched her head back, trying to put more strength into her struggles. Her hair spread out like a fan over the pillows, and he could see the life pulsating in her veins at her neck.

"You're not worthy of being loved," she hissed.

Maybe she was right. Perhaps he wasn't. He was a murderer. He killed to preserve his own worthless life. If it served his purpose, he would kill Pauline just as well. What would stop him? Certainly not her charming personality. On the contrary. For the first time in his life, he didn't just want to bite a human to satisfy his hunger. The thought didn't disgust him as it usually did. He wanted to sink his teeth into her neck, where the lifeblood flowed through her vein. He could take every drop of that delicious blood and absorb her life energy into himself. But could he extract the secret of her lineage that way?

Pauline reared up and tossed her head around. Her bare neck bent toward him. Before he knew it himself, Gaylord pressed his lips to the spot on her neck where the scent of her blood was strongest. She froze. Her heart pumped the blood faster through her body. Her scent intensified. It enveloped him, giving him a taste of the ecstasy that awaited him.

His teeth effortlessly pierced Pauline's soft skin. He heard, he smelled, he tasted her. Her aroma enveloped his senses, threatening to pull him into the whirlpool of utter abandon. He wanted more, more of her taste, but he still needed her. He couldn't kill her.

Gaylord pulled away from her and licked away the last drop of blood that oozed from the two tiny wounds. A final trace of her deliciousness.

She lay petrified under him, not moving even as he released her.

"Consider it a warning," he said sternly, turning away. He slammed the door behind him and locked it before leaning his forehead against the wood.

What had possessed him? For centuries, he had fed reluctantly. He knew that some vampires liked to casually bite during sex. Not every bite had to mean death. He had never understood it. Until now. Pauline's blood was heavy and delicious. She was not just a meal. She was a delicacy. She was addictive. As if he didn't have enough problems already.

Downstairs, he heard Albert soothing Louanne's confused questions. Louanne had never been spontaneous. Dropping by to take her on a nice evening out usually ended with her insisting on helping at the church bazaar. And now she showed up unannounced at his place of all times?

"I can assure you that Mademoiselle Pauline's mind is exceptionally sharp and intelligent," Albert's voice echoed through the entrance hall. Gaylord inwardly groaned. Of all people, Albert was now also betraying him.

Gaylord hurried down the stairs. Albert held a leather suitcase with pointed fingers, while Louanne twirled a lock of hair between her fingers.

"I don't understand any of this," Louanne confessed softly as Gaylord approached.

"If I had known you were coming, I would have explained it to you beforehand." Damn, if he had foreseen this, he would have arranged a nice little cottage deep in the woods for Pauline, far away from Louanne.

Louanne lowered her gaze. "I'm sorry. I just wanted to get to know you better. Spend more time with you."

"No need to apologize. I'm glad you're here," he lied, but having a captive in the house didn't count as a normal situation. Because normally, he would be glad. Gaylord stroked Louanne's cheek and she leaned into his touch. "So, can I stay for a few days?"

"If you don't mind staying in a dilapidated house," Gaylord replied with a forced smile. Well, it did bother him. Then again, it didn't. Oh, to hell with it.

Louanne wrapped her arms around him and pressed herself against his chest. "No. It's wonderful. I love old houses. If they're drafty, it's an excuse for cozy blankets and cocoa."

Gaylord sighed and hugged Louanne tightly. He loved her for that optimistic modesty. Once he was human again, he would marry her.

Gaylord glanced at his butler, who was glaring resentfully at Louanne. Was the old man having one of his days again? "Albert, bring the suitcase upstairs."

"May I remind you that there are only three rooms in a habitable condition, and those are yours, Mademoiselle Pauline's and my own," Albert's voice escalated. He better not panic about having to sleep in the basement. After all, that was Gaylord's plan B for Pauline.

"Then bring it to my room," ordered Gaylord.

Albert grinned suggestively, Gaylord growled at him fiercely, but neither of them expected Louanne's response. She threw her arms around Gaylord's neck and kissed him on the cheek. "That's so kind of you to offer me your room."

Uh, what? He was giving Louanne his room? Oh, how much Gaylord wanted to strangle his butler right now. His grin turned into pure schadenfreude. Gaylord's hand clenched around Louanne's waist, and he bared his sharp teeth. But he quickly hid them again as Louanne lifted her head to look at him.

"But where will you sleep then?" she asked.

"There's no more room for me," Albert interjected hastily. "Only with Mademoiselle Pauline."

"Oh," Louanne exclaimed. "That will be amusing for you two, sleeping together in the same bed."

But then she widened her eyes and lowered her gaze in embarrassment. "I'm sorry. I momentarily forgot that your sister..."

"... is a lovely, exceptionally well-mannered Mademoiselle?" Albert added, showing no sign of flinching under Gaylord's murderous gaze.

"We'll figure something out," muttered Gaylord. He would make sure of it.

^

Pauline remained sprawled on the bed, limbs stretched out in all directions. She stared at the ceiling, tracing the contours of the ugly, rusted lamp with her eyes. The small spot on her neck ached. Not strongly, just a little. She couldn't believe it. Gaylord had bitten her. On the neck. Just like that. Or had she just dreamed it?

Pauline struggled out of bed and staggered to the mirror. It was a bit fogged up, but she could clearly see two small red dots. Were they fading? She leaned over the vanity. Now they were barely visible. She ran her fingers over the spot, which in the mirror now appeared as pristine as ever. Her own touch reminded her of the feeling of his lips. So unexpectedly warm and soft.

Damn! This guy was crazy and dangerous, and to top it all off, she was going crazy too. Not only had he bitten her, but it had also felt good. Good! That had to sink in for a moment. How could something like that feel good? He had sunk his teeth into her. That had to hurt! Okay, at first, it had felt like someone was drilling thick needles into her neck, but then a pleasurable shiver had chased another. Shivers that went all the way to between her thighs...

"Seriously? Do I have to ovulate now?"

Good Lord, she only got this horny when her fertile days were coming. Shaking her head, she turned away from the mirror and crept to the door. Would Albert dare to come to her again? He couldn't leave her here to thirst and starve to death.

Footsteps stomped up the stairs and she heard voices. "Don't worry, Louanne. She's a bit crazy, but she won't hurt anyone. Pauline won't bother you for the next few days. She'll stay in her room." That was Gaylord's voice. Oh, how she hated that guy.

"You can't just lock her up!"

Ha, that was that blonde female friend of the lunatic, getting all worked up. Pauline unwittingly warmed up to her. The guy had bad manners and locked up his supposed sister! She couldn't understand Gaylord's response, but an idea came to her. She had to support his girlfriend's nagging. If she couldn't handle vampires, she certainly wouldn't handle kidnappers.

Pauline ran to the mirror, tore it from its mounting and hurled it against the door. It crashed terribly, followed by the splintering of glass. That brought seven years of bad luck, but it was either that or not survive the next seven years. As if the guy would dutifully bring her back after his experiments. She knew such experiments from movies; the experimental subjects never survived.

Pauline listened. The voices had stopped, but it seemed like nobody was rushing to her rescue either. Damn, were the two of them making out, and Blondie only had one brain cell left for the fondling?

Was else could Pauline destroy? The bed? No, darn it, she still needed that. Comfort took precedence after all.

Pauline stomped her foot. Wait, that was a good idea. She jumped forcefully, making the whole room shake. Heaven, should she hope that the floor was also enchanted? What good were locked doors and windows if Pauline crashed into his coffee cup one morning from the room below, just because this ramshackle place had given up on holding itself together out of love?

She stopped abruptly, startled as a board creaked suspiciously. Breaking through the floor with a leg could hurt. Oh, what good was it?

She was just about to lift her foot again when the door burst open. Gaylord stepped in and slammed it shut behind him. "What do you think you're doing?"

"I wanted to see you," Pauline replied sweetly. "Unfortunately, Albert forgot to give me the bell I can ring to call you."

"God forbid the day you get your hands on a bell. Beating you up wouldn't sit well with my good upbringing."

Pauline snorted. "That's self-defense."

Gaylord raised an eyebrow. "Are you trying to justify my misdeeds?"

Pauline rolled her eyes. "If you can't do it yourself." A malicious smile crossed her lips. "Anyway, your future sister-in-law must surely want to meet me."

Now it was Gaylord's turn to snort. "You can scream, yell and smash the bed all you want. But I'm not letting you out!"

"Your beloved won't appreciate it. No woman can have undisturbed sex when her sister-in-law next door is screaming."

Fascinated, she watched as his cheeks darkened slightly. Could it be? Did he always blush when she said that word?

"Sex," she said.

"What?" His cheeks did indeed darken.

"Sex!" she exclaimed.

He blinked, looking puzzled, and ha, he got even darker.

"Sex, sex, sex."

That was fun. However, now his pupils were turning red too. Oops.

"Pauline," he said, struggling to maintain composure. "Perhaps my mother's words will give you pause: The more a woman says the word 'sex,' the less of it she's having. Because if she were, she wouldn't constantly talk about it but would enjoy it instead."

Now it was her turn to feel the warmth in her cheeks. "Don't worry," Pauline hissed. "I'll take care of my fun. Your butler is cute. You learn to sail on old ships."

Gaylord grinned. "Albert isn't even close to being as old as I am."

Ew. If he wanted to turn her off, he was on the right track. It was enough that Amélie was messing around with an old geezer.

Pauline darted past Gaylord, so abruptly that he stood there in astonishment and only followed her when she was already halfway out the door. But Pauline recoiled before that. Again, that blonde chick!

"What's your job? Bouncer?" Pauline asked snippily.

Gaylord's chick widened her eyes and nervously twisted a blonde strand between her fingers. "I'm sorry. I'm just so curious about Gaylord's sister."

As she did, she actually lowered her eyes. Goodness. No wonder Gaylord loves her. That one definitely wouldn't insult him. Where did he even meet her? At the thrift store? He got his outdated clothes there and Louanne bought potato sacks?

Louanne wore a brown skirt and a beige blouse. Both were at least two sizes too big. What young woman willingly wore beige? Was she disguising herself as a sand dune?

Timidly, Blondie raised her gaze again and smilingly extended her hand to Pauline. "I'm Louanne."

And Pauline was almost out of there. But Gaylord was currently gripping her arm. Pauline tried to wrench her arm out of his grasp. In vain. So she dutifully extended her hand to Louanne. "Pauline."

"Pleased to meet you, Pauline," Louanne smiled shyly at her and her grip was as strong as a dead fish. Pauline grimaced as Louanne leaned closer to her and kissed both cheeks. Her kisses were wet. Ew, and that's what this nutcase liked? Could Louanne even raise her voice? Or strike someone down? No wonder Gaylord feared Louanne might faint if someone mentioned vampires. She looked as young and innocent as one of those awful country girls who have never signed up for a porn site.

Pauline turned to Gaylord. "How old is she? Fifteen? Are you also a pedophile?"

"I'm twenty-eight!" Louanne protested.

"Then your breasts must be starting to sag," Pauline retorted.

Gaylord gripped her arm so tightly that Pauline yelped. "Louanne, would you please leave me alone with my charming sister again?"

Louanne nodded, looking distressed. "But you'll join us for dinner, right?"

"As if I would miss out on that pleasure," Pauline said amiably before Gaylord slammed the door shut.

"She's just..." Pauline began.

Gaylord grabbed her by the throat and squeezed. His eyes glowed scarlet. Damn, she had gone too far. What had pushed him over the edge? The comment about the breasts? Okay, men didn't want to hear that their women were starting to decay. It reminded them that they, too, would eventually rot. But that was no reason to strangle her. But before she had to seriously worry, he let her go.

Pauline stumbled back. Mon Dieu. Her throat felt like a truck had run over it.

Gaylord leaned against the wall and pressed his fingers against his eyes. Pauline cautiously took a few steps back toward the door.

"Stay put, or I swear by everything sacred to me that I'll keep you gagged, bound and sedated in the basement for the rest of the time you're here!"

"What are you gonna tell your sweetheart?" Pauline asked.

"That I've sent you back to the psych ward!" Gaylord retorted.

Darn. He had too good excuses. Louanne wouldn't find that suspicious. How could she? Not even Pauline would suspect anything.

Pauline intertwined her fingers. "And if I promise to behave and not disturb Louanne any further?"

Gaylord snorted. "Disturbing everyone around you is just part of your nature."

"That's because of the people I'm surrounded by now. Ask Amélie. Before you all showed up, I was shy and reserved!"

Gaylord let out a joyless laugh. "Some people rise to their challenges, others turn into unbearable nags."

Pauline narrowed her eyes. "Still probably better than the tantrums you coward will face from your delicate little blonde flower when she finds out you're a bloodthirsty, deceitful murderer and kidnapper."

"She wouldn't believe you anyway."

"I know," Pauline admitted frankly.

Gaylord raised his eyebrows. He shouldn't act as if he didn't think she was capable of reaching that conclusion. No one believed the vampire story the first time around. Not without evidence. Not even Pauline believed it, and as a child, Amélie constantly rambled on about vampires.

It wasn't until Amélie dragged them through the streets of Paris at breakneck speed that Pauline slowly began to believe and see vampires not just as an exciting legend.

"But she'll think you're a bad person if you pee your sister in a glass," Pauline added sweetly.

Gaylord rolled his eyes and reached into his pocket. "Then I'm lucky I'm prepared for everything."

Wait! What was he up to? In his hand, he held a syringe that was way too large for Pauline's liking. She hated needles. She'd rather be shot.

She ran toward the door, but in the next moment, Gaylord was standing in front of her again. She tried to brake, but she still crashed into him. Damn. He was harder than a wall. Dazed, she let herself be dragged onto the bed. He turned her onto her stomach and pulled her left arm behind her back.

She tried to wriggle away, but all she managed to do was get him to straddle her. Seriously?

"Can't we talk about this? I'm sure Louanne will never have saggy breasts, and if she does, there are doctors who can fix the problem," she pleaded.

"Hold still."

Stay still? The guy must be out of his mind! She struggled, but couldn't shake off his weight. She only snorted like a horse that had completely exhausted itself, and whimpered as he placed the tip just below her elbow. "Does it always have to be the biggest one? You're compensating for something, aren't you?"

"For someone with a big mouth, you're surprisingly whiny," Gaylord retorted.

Gaylord pulled the stupid thing out of her arm, and for a moment, he gently stroked the bruised spot. Why was he doing that?

Gaylord swung himself off her, and she sat up to examine her arm. Confused, she looked at the small bump that was forming under the skin.

Gaylord dismantled the syringe and pocketed the pieces. "This is a chip and a transmitter. You can move freely within the house. But once you're too far from my receiver, sedatives will be released. So, you won't get far."

"Chip? Transmitter? Receiver?" Pauline shrieked. A damn transmitter? What was it, Iron Man?

"I'm the one who puts the tech together for Jason," Gaylord grinned smugly. "Bad luck for his daughter."


Rule Number Four

Collars Can Be Lost, Chips Cannot

"That's unfair," whimpered the little wildcat. "You've chipped me like a stray cat!"

Her venomous glare was surely meant to strike fear into Gaylord, but the truth was, she looked more cute than threatening. She puckered her lips and gingerly touched the bump with pointed fingers. Admittedly, it didn't look nice, but she wouldn't perish from it or suffer any disadvantage. Which couldn't be said for him.

While Gaylord had passed off Pauline as his sister, he certainly couldn't count on blood being thicker than water in this case. Heaven, just the thought of her blood got his pumping. The way she tossed her long, brown hair over her shoulder stirred in him the desire to trace the path of her shoulder with his lips. Ever so gently, until she shuddered under his touch, arched toward him moaning, and then begged for release. With a bite, of course!

Pauline was on the right track. She managed to drive her captor completely insane. Within a day, heck, within a few hours. But what had he expected? From Jason's genes, only a curse for this world could emerge, even if the other half came from a saint.

"You won't tell Louanne anything, absolutely nothing about vampires, blood, hunters or vervain," Gaylord admonished Pauline.

But she wasn't listening at all. She kept touching the spot where the chip was located. Gaylord leaned over Pauline and reached for her hand. "Stop playing with it. You'll end up causing inflammation."

"I couldn't care less," snapped Pauline, trying to wrench her wrist out of his grip.

"Do you want blood poisoning?"

"Can I even get that?"

Gaylord grinned. "Exactly the kind of thing I want to find out with your help."

"Pfft," scoffed Pauline. She flopped back onto the bed as she yanked her arm again, and Gaylord surprisingly let go. Hurriedly and with the grace of an elderly rhinoceros, she crawled across the bed, tumbled off the other side and rushed to the door. She put her hand on the handle, but before Gaylord, a spell or the lock could prevent her from opening the door, Pauline froze in her movement. She turned around, fixing him with a horrified gaze. What was going on in her head now? She should be glad he wasn't a brain surgeon. How much he'd love to crack open her skull and peek inside to see if there was a monkey sitting in there, banging two cymbals together.

"If I run screaming outside now, will I just collapse?" Pauline shrilled.

"Yes."

"That's unfair!"

"Am I still poorly prepared?" Gaylord mocked.

Pauline leaned against the door. She slid down the wood until she plopped onto the floor. For the first time, he saw a completely new emotion on her face. He was already familiar with her schadenfreude, fear and anger. But now she looked resigned and sad. Now she was behaving like a kidnapping victim. Pauline protectively wrapped her arms around herself and stared at the scratched floor. "What does Barbie have to do with this?"

Barbie? Did she mean Louanne? Louanne wasn't a Barbie. Sure, she was petite, blond and blessed with blue eyes. But she detested pink.

"Louanne isn't a Barbie." Heaven, did he sound defiant just now?

Pauline shrugged. "Fine, she's not a Barbie."

Slowly, Pauline was starting to scare him. She wasn't arguing with him just to be right?

Gaylord sat down next to her. She kept her head lowered, and so quiet and sad, she managed to stir pity in him. He was truly a lousy kidnapper.

"Louanne has nothing to do with it. She's taking a few days off and wants to spend them with me."

"Hard to believe," needled Pauline. Very good, she was perking up again.

"It depends on the level of intelligence," Gaylord countered. But the brief moment of her ignited contentiousness seemed to be over already. She didn't take the bait of his provocation. She merely bit the inside of her cheek, forming a dimple there and stared at him thoughtfully. Only heaven knew what was going on in that pretty head, but it certainly wasn't anything that worked to his advantage.

"I'll tell you once again," he warned her. "You won't tell Louanne anything."

Gaylord couldn't do anything about it. When Pauline actually nodded obediently, he didn't just think he was experiencing a hallucination; a sense of unease spread within him. But what could he do? Contrary to his claim, he couldn't lock Pauline up here all day. How was he going to explain this to Louanne? He had forgotten to declare Pauline as dangerous. Idiotic as he was, he had also asserted that Pauline was crazy but completely harmless. Never before had love for a woman had such devastating effects on his intelligence.

"Come on," he urged Pauline, getting up and holding the door open for her. Pauline slipped past him, hesitated for a moment in the hallway and suddenly a radiant smile spread across her face. "Oh, I'm going to play the best sister of all time for her. Barbie will never forget her vacation here."

Before Gaylord could react or even tie her to the bed, Pauline marched down the stairs, straight toward the direction where Albert's and Louanne's voices were coming from.

He was screwed. This could only go wrong. At least Pauline couldn't run away. That contained at least one risk. Now he just had to subtly sew her mouth shut.

Gaylord hurried after Pauline and stumbled into the living room, which Albert referred to as the salon.

With a fake smile, Pauline wrapped her arms around Louanne's neck. "Welcome to the family," the little brat cooed.

What was this supposed to be? Was Pauline trying to strangle her? But Louanne beamed like a sun and returned Pauline's embrace. Inevitably, Gaylord felt warmth in his heart. Pauline's warmth was silly, almost unbelievable, but it made Louanne happy. Louanne was truly too good for this world. Either she didn't notice Pauline's insincerity, or she didn't show it. Gaylord's life had lasted a long time already, much too long for his taste, but never had he encountered a woman like Louanne. She was pure, even though the sight of her Bible, which she constantly carried in her handbag, gave him a headache every time.

Pauline released her grip on Louanne and stood beside Gaylord. "Well, brother dear, am I doing great?"

Louanne rummaged in her bag and pulled out a smartphone. Since when did she have one? Until now, she had always claimed she didn't have a phone.

Louanne waved the device. "Let's take a photo."

"Yeah!" Pauline clapped her hands, and as Louanne tried to secure her phone into the holder of a long pole, Pauline hooked her arm through Gaylord's and grinned at him so widely that she exposed her gums.

Gaylord shook his head. "It's unfair to scare the kidnapper," he said quietly.

Pauline raised an eyebrow in surprise, but she also lowered her voice. "Why are you scared?"

"Someone might actually mistake you for my crazy sister."

Pauline ran her hand along his arm. "But dearest brother, I just want to help you make your beloved feel at home in your family. Wouldn't want her to get the idea she's screwing a monster," she hissed.

Gaylord quickly shot a glance at Louanne, who was still pressing her phone into the holder of the selfie stick with a strained expression. Pauline's grin widened and became more malicious. Had he mentioned that he hated this woman? He pursed his lips into a joyless smile, baring his sharp canines, but Pauline just stuck her tongue out at him.

Finally, Louanne's phone clicked into place with a soft snap, and Louanne brushed her hair from her forehead. Her smile seemed as persistently cheerful to Gaylord as Pauline's, but unlike the vulgar half-vampire, Louanne knew no falsehood.

She squeezed herself between Gaylord and Pauline, wrapping an arm around his supposed sister and resting her head very close to hers.

Why the hell was she cuddling with Pauline rather than him? Nevertheless, he forced a smile for this stupid photo. Louanne's happiness was worth it all. She squealed contentedly as the flash went off and the mechanical whir sounded.

Albert shuffled in and cleared his throat. "The tea is served."

"I'm starving to death!" Pauline prophesied.

"That would be too good," Gaylord sighed.

"Hey," Pauline snapped at him. "Who's gonna help you then?"

Louanne looked up from her phone, looking puzzled. Damn it all. Pauline managed to drive Louanne out of his house on the first evening without saying a word about vampires.

Why was it that Pauline, of all people, the half-vampire who might possibly solve his problem? Linett's and Jeremy's child would have been much preferred, but kidnapping a newborn was even too much for him.

So he trudged along like the biggest idiot on the planet behind Pauline and Louanne. Straight into the kitchen, a minefield for vampires. When had Pauline wrested control of this story from him? When had he become a laughingstock? Oh yeah, the moment Louanne showed up on his doorstep. For every man, there was a woman he would risk his life for and completely embarrass himself.

The poor guy who would one day humiliate himself in front of Pauline felt sorry for him already. Because Pauline would comment derisively on every mishap.

Now she sat surprisingly quietly at the table. What? Was the sight of food enough to shut her big mouth?

The table was hopelessly cluttered with teapot, cups and plates. The worn spots on the wood were not visible, because technically there wasn't a single free spot on the table.

On a plate, cucumber sandwiches were piled high. When Pauline accidentally bumped the table with her knee, the sandwich tower swayed threateningly, but it didn't topple over. Instead, macarons bounced across the table. Blue, red, yellow and green.

When had Albert bought those? And why? Those things were damn expensive. He couldn't afford that, damn it. The salary at Jason's had been generous, but it barely covered the property tax on his estates and the repairs that kept them from collapsing over his head one by one. He could be grateful that neither he nor Albert needed much money. They had maintained their fashion style for decades, along with their clothing. Fortunately, the suits were supposed to last longer than a machine wash back then. Their only expenses were regularly replenishing the Scotch supply, and even there they opted for the cheapest brands. It was unthinkable if one of them had to consume solid food. Then Gaylord would have long since had to send Albert out into the world alone. Not that he hadn't tried often enough. But Albert neither wanted to leave nor had Gaylord been ungrateful for his company. Until today, until this moment. What the hell had Albert been thinking with this purchase?

Pauline didn't need macarons! The bill for the pastry shop would have to be paid by Gaylord in the company of a bottle of absinthe. Before he risked bursting into tears at the sight of his bank balance.

Damn it, the next time he kidnapped a woman, he would shop beforehand.

Gaylord adjusted Louanne's chair and glared sourly at the lavish spread of food.

It looked tempting, but the only thing Gaylord could think about in terms of food was Pauline's blood. He felt like he could still taste it on his tongue. And he longed for more.

The sight of sandwiches and sweets, on the other hand, left him completely indifferent. For the duration of Louanne's stay, Gaylord would have to come down with a stomach upset, whether he liked it or not. That was the only way he could justify not eating for days.

He had taken Louanne to the movies, to the theater, but never out to eat. So far, Louanne had never questioned his lack of appetite. But Gaylord's lack of interest in the food now starkly contrasted with Pauline's hunger.

Pauline was just stuffing the second cucumber sandwich into her mouth, rolling her eyes in blissful delight.

Albert grinned delightedly and poured tea for Pauline. Louanne also helped herself, but with proper table manners. She didn't cram the sandwiches one after the other into her mouth, only to top it off with a macaron.

Meanwhile, Gaylord clung to his teacup. How he wished he could retreat to his lab right now and finally start implementing his plan. But he needed Pauline for that, and he couldn't possibly drag her by the hair onto an examination chair in front of Louanne.

Nor could he leave Pauline behind here. In the end, Pauline might spill everything about vampires to Louanne. That was the last thing he needed. Catholics and vampires had never gotten along. There were no vampire Catholics. Vampires got migraines in churches, holy water burned them like acid and a golden cross around the neck made every bloodsucker recoil. Even if it didn't exactly send them fleeing.

Incidentally, all of this applied to other religious denominations as well. Each and every one of them condemned what didn't suit their whimsical supernatural powers in a conservative interpretation of the texts.

But Louanne was a masterpiece created by those very powers.

"Would Mademoiselle like some tea?" Albert asked.

"Yes, please," smiled Louanne, holding out her cup to him. Dreamily, Albert gazed at Pauline as he poured the tea directly onto Louanne's skirt. Louanne blushed, screamed and tears welled up in her eyes. She hastily slid her chair back and pressed her hand against the scalded spot.

"Albert," cursed Gaylord, jumping up and knocking the teapot out of his butler's hand.

"Oops," he muttered.

Gaylord grabbed one of the napkins, knelt down in front of Louanne and pressed it against her soaked skirt. "Are you alright?"

"It was just hot," she whispered, taking the napkin from his fingers to pat herself dry.

"I'm sorry, I was distracted by the lovely sight," Albert apologized in a tone that suggested anything but regret. His gaze lingered on Pauline, who was currently stacking eight macarons into a pyramid on her plate. Albert wasn't exactly smitten with Pauline, was he?

"If you don't want to use your eyes for essential things, I can gladly rip them out of their sockets for you," growled Gaylord.

"It was just an accident," interjected Louanne, placing her hand on Gaylord's arm. "Why are you so malicious?"

"Malicious?" Gaylord echoed, astonished. He was malicious?

"Yes," Louanne explained accusingly. "You handle your sister roughly and threaten your butler."

Pauline's hand froze over the macarons and she shot Louanne an irritated glance. But Gaylord's relief that she didn't have any comment on this matter that would further ruin his situation didn't last long. Because it was Albert who stabbed him in the back.

He sighed theatrically. "You have no idea what we have to endure all day long."

Even Pauline's jaw dropped.

"Albert," growled Gaylord warningly, but his butler seemed to care very little about his master's budding homicidal tendencies. Albert kneaded the white cloth between his fingers, rolled his eyes heavenward, and sighed once more. "It's always 'Albert, clean the kitchen' or 'Albert, the garden is overgrown, why haven't you removed the weeds?'"

"That's your job," thundered Gaylord.

"And when I once broke a plate, he deducted it from my already meager wages," complained Albert, unperturbed.

"Hey, who's getting my last penny?" snapped Gaylord.

Albert visibly slumped into a chair. "You see, Mademoiselle, my old legs aren't as swift as they used to be, but woe betide me if I fail to be at the door within five seconds."

That was the last straw. But what was Gaylord supposed to say to that? That Albert was a damn vampire and suffered from no ailment other than chronic laziness?

"But the way he treats Mademoiselle Pauline..." Albert continued his indictment. Gaylord groaned and leaned his head against the back of Louanne's chair. What else was coming now?

"He's never forgiven Mademoiselle Pauline for his father leaving the family because of her mother," Albert babbled. "Sure, Mademoiselle Pauline is a wild one, but she's not crazy. He keeps dragging her from one corner to another or locking her in her room. He won't even let me bring her tea anymore."

Gaylord rubbed his forehead. He didn't know whether to laugh or to strangle Albert. He truly didn't. He also didn't know what he had done to deserve this and yet he couldn't claim to be angry. On the contrary, Albert's completely exaggerated performance caused Pauline to press her hand against her mouth. Tears welled up in her eyes and her shoulders shook. At first glance, it looked like she was crying, but he knew better. She was suppressing laughter, and her amused expression alone made him grin.

"I don't know how you can smile when your sister is on the verge of tears," exclaimed Louanne, full of indignation.

If Louanne only knew. Gaylord pressed his hand against his own lips to suppress the hysterical laughter. It had to be hysteria. Why else would he find such absurdities funny?

"Je suis désolé," Gaylord managed to force out an apology, struggling to ignore the laughter that was welling up in his throat.

"Oh, it should be," Louanne exclaimed angrily. "And here I thought you were a gentle, patient person who treats everyone around him with respect!"

"He has his good sides too," surprisingly Pauline chimed in. What was coming now? Another mean remark?

Pauline gave her tower of sweets a nudge. "If he deems it necessary, he can take good care of someone."

Oh yeah? Where was the punchline? He waited in vain for it. Pauline simply pushed the macarons across her plate in silence.

Albert snorted, wiping his nose under Gaylord's murderous gaze. "Just an old cold."

Albert always gets spontaneous illnesses when it comes to covering up inappropriate reactions.

Gaylord reached out his hand to Louanne. "Let me see if you've burned yourself."

Louanne hesitantly stood up and followed him into his bedroom. "Do you really treat them so badly?"

Heaven, she really believed every word Albert had said? Apparently so. With wide eyes, she looked at him and bit her lower lip. Gaylord placed his thumb on it and pulled it out from between her teeth. "Albert and Pauline have their own sense of humor. They were just messing with you. Pauline's tears came from suppressed laughter, and Albert owns up to his laziness."

"They were messing with me?" Louanne asked bewildered. "Why?"

"They like you, and they just wanted to have a little fun," Gaylord replied. At least this statement was only half a lie. Albert didn't like Louanne. Heaven knows why that was the case. Gaylord didn't share his sentiment in the slightest. Louanne was a gentle soul; only a blind fool couldn't like her.

How much he wanted to touch more of her than just her face right now. But Gaylord turned obediently away as Louanne took off her skirt and sat on the bed.

"You can look now."

She had pulled the blanket over her lap, so he couldn't see more than her bare legs. A large red mark adorned her thigh. Gaylord knelt before her and gently stroked the injured area.

"Does it hurt?"

Louanne nodded and reached for her purse, which was on her suitcase beside the bed. She rummaged through the depths of the behemoth and pulled out a small tin, filled with a pillbox and an ointment. Gaylord took the tube from her hand. It was a simple healing ointment, suitable for any minor injury. Gaylord unscrewed the lid, squeezed some of the ointment onto his finger and spread it over Louanne's red mark. Louanne sighed softly, and he lifted his gaze to look into her eyes. Those blue, gentle eyes promised him the spring of his life. Gaylord gently stroked her cheek and leaned over her. Her full lips invited him to a small stolen kiss. He gently kissed her, sinking into the soft, gentle touch.

^

Pauline gazed after them thoughtfully as Gaylord dragged his beloved out of the room.

She couldn't figure this man out. On one hand, Gaylord kidnapped women, but heaven forbid someone spilled tea on his beloved's lap. Then he wanted to gouge the offender's eyeballs out. And when his own butler discredited him, he had to hold back laughter just like Pauline.

Pauline discreetly wiped a remaining tear of laughter from the corner of her eye and ran her hand over her forehead. This household was crazy, and the madness was already rubbing off on her. She had liked the amused sparkle in Gaylord's eyes. It hadn't been the usual arrogance, combined with mockery and disdain, but genuine enjoyment.

What was that supposed to tell her now? That even a nutcase like Gaylord had a sense of humor? And what did that get her? Even if she told him the joke of the century, he wouldn't let her go. So, she had no choice but to find a way to get rid of that stupid chip.

With a small sigh, Pauline pushed herself up from her chair. The teapot lay shattered on the floor, tea seeping into the old carpet and forming ugly brown stains on the worn fabric.

Albert picked up the sharp-edged half with the handle and grumbled something so indistinct into his beard that not even Pauline understood him. And she was only half a meter away from him.

"You don't like Louanne, do you?" Pauline cautiously prodded.

"She looks like an angel, but she's craftier than a witch," growled Albert, slamming the gathered shards onto the table. "I don't understand why he's trailing after her like a stray dog, begging for affection. He worships her like she's the Virgin Mary."

"Clear case of brain screwed out," Pauline commented.

Albert tossed his cloth onto the stain and pressed it with his shoe until the fabric absorbed the liquid. "If only it were that simple. Eventually, even men's brains regenerate. Depravity may not bring one down permanently, but virtue is the downfall of the male sex."

Never heard of that before, but Albert probably knows his crazy boss longer than she does.

"Virtue is probably going out the window up there," Pauline chuckled. "If they're already inspecting thighs closely, the bull at the gates certainly isn't staying obedient."

"She sleeps in his room but wants him to sleep elsewhere," Albert fumed. "What century are we living in? Not the 18th anymore. Today, people can sleep together in a bed without anyone getting lynched."

"Are you a vampire too?" Pauline asked curiously.

"For ninety-four years," Albert replied.

Mon Dieu. How old was this guy then?

Pauline cleared her throat awkwardly. "And how old is Gaylord?"

"Oh, much older. He must be around four hundred years," Albert answered.

What? The guy was four hundred years old? Heaven, he was born in medieval times. Well, that explained the strange clothing style. At some point, he probably just didn't feel like keeping up with the latest fashion, but four hundred years?

She was frozen in shock. She couldn't help but stare at Albert in disbelief.

He smiled gently and patted her back. "For ninety-four years, I've watched the master let the house and his heart wither away. But now it's over." Albert tugged at his bow tie. "I already know who can fix at least one of those."

Pauline stared at the butler, bewildered. Did he want to personally rebuild the mansion, or what was he talking about? And why was he staring at her like that? She certainly wasn't here to paint!


Rule Number Five

The First to Bite Isn't Always the Victor

Louanne ended the kiss much too quickly for Gaylord's taste. But then again, his opinion wasn't the best gauge. If it were up to him, the kiss wouldn't end until dawn.

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and moved away from him slightly. If he didn't know better, he'd say she was deliberately playing hard to get. And what could he say? Whether intentional or not, that move drew him in irresistibly. Louanne's calmness, that quiet reserve, fascinated him. Who could resist her kindness, her sweet nature?

"I should unpack now," she said, gesturing to her suitcase that Albert had placed at the foot of the bed.

"Should I help you?"

"No, no," Louanne shook her head, her blonde curls bouncing. "You better take care of your sister."

Ah yes, his sister. It was easy to forget about Pauline. And above all, it was refreshing to escape her stubborn demeanor for a few minutes. That's when you truly appreciate a vacation.

He returned to the kitchen, and the first thing he laid eyes on was Pauline's behind, stretching up from the floor directly toward him. Whether she was aware he could see her underwear, and what the hell was she up to again?

Next to Pauline knelt Albert. The snow-white gloves lay beside him as he frantically gathered the shards. Whenever Pauline reached for one, he snatched it away. "Mademoiselle, let me collect the shards. You'll hurt yourself."

Gaylord leaned against the doorframe, unnoticed, observing the chaos. Pauline scraped together the last few tiny fragments with her finger, while Albert tossed his loot into the trash and returned to kneel beside Pauline with a rag. Together, they dabbed at the tea. It was charming. Cinderella's gentle prince didn't wear a crown but held a cleaning rag.

Bah, he should be pleased with this love affair. Thanks to Albert's manners, Pauline could only improve.

Pauline attempted to rise, but Albert held her back. "Wait. Let me check if you have any splinters on your hands." When Albert reached for Pauline's hand and examined her fingers, it was too much kitsch. All that was missing was the Disney music.

Gaylord cleared his throat and approached. "What's this? No attempt to escape?"

Pauline lifted her head and regarded him critically. "Didn't she let you lose?"

"Not every woman is pursued by lustful men."

"No wonder. A lustful man wouldn't chase after her either."

"No one would chase after you either."

Pauline's eyes flashed with anger. Interestingly, while her eyes didn't change color to scarlet, Gaylord still thought he could discern the predisposition of vampires in them. A slight reddish hue, mixing with her bright blue to form an interesting violet.

"I never claimed they were lustful," Pauline snapped.

Gaylord grinned. "I've read your police record. How were the sessions with the psychologist for paranoia?"

"I stopped going. He fell in love with me," Pauline retorted snappily.

A dried-up psychologist falling for Pauline? Once he recovered from Pauline's obscene insults, it was quite possible. Who could blame him? Pauline's dark hair, bright eyes and pouty lips alone were the epitome of sin.

"With all due respect, sir. It's not good manners to mock a prisoner," Albert interjected.

Pauline blew him a kiss. "Unbalanced men just love to quarrel like old washerwomen."

Albert scratched his head. "I believe he's never done laundry in his whole life…"

"Quiet now," thundered Gaylord. It was charming that Albert and Pauline found a common enemy and Cupid planted his chubby behind in this house, but Gaylord hadn't brought Pauline here to help Albert find love.

Albert cast a concerned glance at him, but Pauline had enough respect to step back from Gaylord as he approached.

"I'm sure you don't want to prolong your stay here anymore than necessary, so we'll start our little experiment now," growled Gaylord.

Pauline paled, and for a moment, his guilty conscience actually called him an unbalanced idiot. But for heaven's sake, strong nerves were reserved for Jason Harris, not for him. He grabbed Pauline around the waist and simply carried her away. Though the little fury resisted, who would have expected anything else? Let her struggle, as long as she didn't scream Louanne out of her room.

Gaylord dragged Pauline into the only room in the house where nearly everything was brand new. Even the walls weren't yellowed but white. Bright cabinets lined the walls, providing ample space for countless bottles and apparatus. Microscopes of various sizes, a freezer for samples, beakers, cylinders, trays and crucibles were neatly arranged there.

In the center of the room sat a table that made Pauline mutter a quiet "Oh shit" upon seeing it.

Gaylord couldn't help but smirk. Pauline was usually so tough, yet here she was, turning into a wimp at the sight of a harmless table? Perhaps he should show her the old torture chamber with its rusty pliers and chains? No, on second thought, better not. It wouldn't be surprising if Pauline, in her panic, screamed the whole house down and summoned Louanne. Shame. The world was unfair; it denied him even the smallest satisfaction.

As Gaylord carried Pauline closer to the table, she squirmed more and more in his iron grip.

"Albert, help me," she pleaded over his shoulder.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Gaylord taunted. "I've put the straps away."

"Straps?" Pauline squeaked.

Gaylord let her go, and promptly Pauline tried to slip past him. But luck wasn't on her side. He kept blocking her path.

"I have some urgent errands to run. I need to buy a pony. And I have to visit the hairdresser," Pauline babbled, retreating from him. Perhaps he didn't need to show her the torture chamber after all. Admittedly, the game was childish, but Pauline's unease was a delightful satisfaction. He guided her toward the table, and Pauline knew it. He could see it in her panicked glances darting back and forth between him and the table.

As she seriously tried to crawl under the table, Gaylord simply lifted her up. She screamed, struggled, but in the end, he still managed to set her down on the table. "Shut up, or I'll make sure you won't utter a word."

Pauline closed her mouth, pressed her lips together and the anxious expression in her eyes transformed into pure murderous intent. A fascinating reaction. There were only a few women who would recoil fearfully from their captor one moment and then want to rip his guts out with a wrong word the next.

Albert tiptoed into the room, nervously tugging at his shirt sleeves. "There's no need for…"

"Get out," thundered Gaylord.

The last thing he needed now was a butler criticizing Gaylord's manners toward his kidnapping victim. So, what if he was poorly brought up? Big deal. The longer they argued, the longer they all lingered together. And the more time Pauline had to mess up his plan with Louanne. And she would, Gaylord bet his miserable undead life on it.

Albert grumbled as he left, but not before giving Pauline an encouraging smile. Why the hell did that bother Gaylord so much?

"You really make his dried-up heart bloom," Gaylord jeered. Pauline was currently trying desperately to climb down the other side of the table unnoticed, but Gaylord pulled her back.

"At least he's polite," Pauline protested.

"All courtesies are wasted on you," Gaylord retorted.

"Oh, am I not devoted enough to you?" Pauline snapped. "Gaylord, am I interrupting?" she mocked Louanne's gentle tone.

"Don't push it," growled Gaylord. Pauline yanked at her arm, but only succeeded in making him tighten his grip.

"You're just not used to being contradicted!"

"And you have no manners."

"Sorry I never learned to submit to a man."

This woman was surely crafted by hell itself. Her anger elevated her pulse, intensified the scent of her blood, and stirred within him an insatiable desire to bite her.

"She doesn't submit," Gaylord snapped.

"Oh, really? I forgot," Pauline sneered. "She has such a hold over you that you can't even tell her you're a vampire."

He mercilessly pulled her closer, baring his sharp fangs. He knew his eyes had taken on a reddish hue by now. He felt his rage and saw it reflected in the budding panic in her gaze. Fear he never wanted to see in Louanne. That's why Pauline was here and that's why he didn't kill her out of sheer frustration. To avoid instilling that fear in Louanne, he controlled himself now.

He released Pauline's arm, and she rubbed the bruised spot. Yes, she would have bruises. Shame on him. His mother would turn in her grave, but damn it, not even his mother could endure Pauline.

Pauline crossed her arms over her chest and sat rigid on the table. Perhaps he should consider that progress. He didn't have to tie her down, and she kept quiet.

"Take off your dress."

While Pauline had just stubbornly stared at the white wall, she now turned her head to glare at him furiously. "I knew it. You're a perverted creep!"

"I've seen many women naked. Rest assured, your sight won't shock, traumatize or arouse me in any way."

"Did you kidnap all of them?"

"No, most came willingly. I've been a doctor and scientist for centuries."

"And a lackey for a mafioso." Pauline pursed her lips contemptuously.

"Yes, I knew he would eventually lead me to what I desire. He may use many as pawns, but in the end, he's just one himself."

Rumors about Jason Harris' daughter had always existed. Since her birth, many would have given their right arm to get their hands on Jason's daughter. Every father retracted his vampiric fangs when their own offspring was in danger. That Pauline was a mix of vampire and human woman didn't even interest most people. But it fascinated Gaylord all the more. She embodied the life and curse of vampires.

Pauline snorted. "He'll torch your ass, and believe me, I won't hesitate to personally wield the flamethrower."

"But first, take off your dress," Gaylord retorted sharply before a mocking smile curled his lips. "Or do you want me to do it for you?"

"Go ahead."

He certainly didn't need to be told twice. Pauline slid off the table, and in the next moment, her fist shot forward, aiming straight for his nose. He had experienced this from her friend before. He grabbed Pauline's wrist and ruthlessly pulled the little fury toward him.

He felt the pulsing of her heartbeat against his chest. For a confusing moment, it felt like it was his own heart, pumping blood through a body with such excitement. At least she had a healthy heart. Once again, her enticing scent filled his nostrils. His throat began to burn. An unmistakable sign of his thirst for blood. But no, he wouldn't bite her again.

Pauline pushed against his chest, turned around and tried to slide down between his arms, but he held her even tighter.

He lifted her up until her feet dangled in the air, his lips close to her ear.

"You and Amélie took the same self-defense course. Your teacher was bad," he whispered.

"As far as I know, she landed one on you," Pauline hissed and jabbed her elbow into his stomach. He groaned. Maybe their teacher wasn't so bad after all. But he didn't do her the favor of letting go. On the contrary. While pressing her against him with one hand, he slid the other under her dress. She flinched at his touch, but undeterred, his hand glided over her soft skin and pushed the fabric upwards. With both hands, he simply pulled her dress over her head.

She tore herself away from him and stumbled back, making a sound as if she were about to throw up. Gaylord rolled his eyes. Yes, yes, he disgusted her. As if he wasn't aware of that. It was regrettable that Jason had only started taking care of his daughter since the day before yesterday. He could have at least taught her a bit of style.

Pauline's tangled hair fell across her face and draped over her naked skin. And she confirmed the stereotype that women also liked to wear old underwear. Her panties were frayed at the seams, and the color was anything but fresh. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him challengingly.

Being able to examine a specimen of her kind was a privilege granted to few. Hardly anyone knew much about half-vampires. The mother rarely survived until birth. Why was that, actually? Did they drain their mothers of strength? Or were they stronger than their human peers? Did they injure their mothers' insides when they moved? No one knew exactly what abilities they possessed.

Pauline appeared more human than vampire. She had a heartbeat, evidently needed to use the bathroom (or she was just fooling him), and exhibited a huge appetite when it came to Albert's cooking.

But aside from her voracious appetite, she had no noticeable features. Her stature was average, and it was probably a compliment to him that she sucked in her stomach under his scrutiny.

"You can start breathing again. Even if you suck in your gut, it's obvious you hardly exercise," Gaylord taunted.

Red spots formed on Pauline's cheeks, and the exhaled "bastard" sounded a bit breathless.

"Have you ever had a craving for blood?" Gaylord asked.

"Do I look like a psychopath?"

So, that would be a no then. He didn't need to measure her blood pressure; he could hear her heartbeat perfectly. It was elevated, but that could safely be attributed to the anger with which she stared at him. Too bad for her that the legend of vampires was true, but lethal gazes didn't affect him.

But she finally gave up her childish resistance. While she flinched when he touched her, she endured his examinations. He checked her from head to toe, but she showed no differences from a human.

Was she ultimately just a human and had inherited nothing from her undead father? Did the curse not pass on? But darn it, it had to be passed on. If two vampires mated, a vampire came out. If two humans mated, a human came out. So, the cross between a vampire and a human had to be a special blend. Or did the genes of life prevail in vampires, and she had only inherited her father's big mouth? But not even with that was she currently annoying him.

She sat quietly; her eyelids squeezed shut. She enjoyed excellent physical health, but he couldn't decipher her current state. Gently, he touched her cheek. "Are you okay?"

Pauline's eyes flew open. They gleamed in bright blue, and before Gaylord knew it, she jumped up and let her hand smack down on his cheek.

"You ask me if I'm okay? I'm being groped by a totally idiotic creep the whole time!"

Mon Dieu, his cheek burned, but even more painful was her shrill voice. So it was pure self-defense when he put his hand over her mouth and pulled her close. It only delivered the next blow to her humiliated ego, but his eardrums thanked him with a high-pitched whine.

But he had forgotten one thing in his calculation: Pauline's much too scantily clad body inevitably pressed against him. The harder she tried to wriggle out of his grip, the stronger he held her.

"Stay still," Gaylord whispered softly. "If you're not quiet, I'll sew your mouth shut. And believe me, I'll come up with something to explain to Louanne. Do you understand me?"

Pauline nodded hesitantly, and Gaylord lowered his hand.

"Bend forward," he commanded.

"Screw you!" She angrily bared her teeth. As if he didn't know that she didn't have any abnormally pointed fangs.

"Just admit it, you like it when I lend a hand," Gaylord whispered. He turned her around, grabbed her by the neck and pushed her down.

The vertebrae of her back were clearly visible under her skin. "You have an exceptionally straight back," he observed thoughtfully. Most people had a curved spine. If it wasn't the backpacks finishing them off, it was the constant sitting.

He stroked her back, and she shifted her weight until suddenly her hand felt his crotch. What the hell? Before he could pull away, she unabashedly grabbed him in the groin. And yes, it hurt when he recoiled.

"Let me go," she hissed.

"Do you realize I could break your neck?"

"But dead, I won't be of any use to you."

One had to give it to Pauline. She knew her worth, and like her father, she negotiated even when she had nothing. Although 'nothing' was just not any less than his family jewels at the moment.

Gaylord released his grip, just as Pauline did. She spun around to face him. Her eyes sparkled, her chest rose and fell with her rapid breaths, and a strand of hair clung to the corner of her mouth.

In her eyes, there might have been plain distrust, but the curl of her lips betrayed the small triumph she must have been feeling. She wanted power games? She could have them.

He grabbed her by the throat, not tightly, but firmly enough to make Pauline gasp in shock. She clasped his wrist, but she wouldn't limit herself to just that for long. However, this time he was prepared. The mere thought of Louanne's soft lips, her delicate skin and the curves that molded into his hands was enough. Wait. Louanne and curves? Clearly, it was Pauline's curves he had under his hands at the moment, but even though it was only Pauline standing in front of him, he could distinctly feel his pants tightening.

And Pauline? She wanted to see if her trick would work a second time.

He felt Pauline reaching for his step, and even more distinctly, he felt her stiffen in his arms.

Gaylord removed his hand from her throat and crossed his arms over his chest. But Pauline made no move to let go of his pants. She was completely frozen.

"I wonder how you like it," Gaylord purred. "If you squeeze slowly or once quickly and forcefully and the fun is over pretty soon."

Heavenly, he had rendered her speechless. He really should consider recording this silence.

"Alright, let's behave like adults again," Gaylord said, reaching for Pauline's hand and removing it from his crotch. Otherwise, there might really be a happy ending for him. Would that finally disturb Pauline?

He lifted her onto the couch and turned away. He heard her grumble, but hey, he was being nice. He gave her a breather to find her defiance.

Gaylord went to the cabinets, tore open a pack with a needle, and put it on a syringe.

"Oh, no, forget about it," Pauline grumbled from the couch.

"I'm just taking some blood from you," Gaylord replied. And that was certainly not up for discussion. Her bravado might quickly regenerate, but as he pushed against her shoulders to get her to lie down on the couch, she whimpered.

"Why are you so afraid of it?" Gaylord asked.

She eyed the syringe in his hand suspiciously. "Why are you scared of holy water?"

"Because it causes us pain."

"There's your answer."

Gaylord strapped the tourniquet around her arm and snorted with amusement. She thought a needle so thin caused pain? That was laughable. Nothing more than a little prick. She shamelessly confronted her captors and then complained about a needle?

"What's so funny?" Pauline snapped.

His mouth twitched upwards a little more. "It surprises me that you're afraid of injections. You seemed to enjoy my bite quite a bit."

Pauline went pale at first, then blood rushed back into her cheeks. Gaylord swiftly grabbed her arm and gently inserted the needle into the protruding vein.

"You...you...you," Pauline hissed, gasping for air.

"And did that hurt?"

"What?"

Pauline stared at the needle in her arm and paled once more.

"You're not going to faint now, are you?" Gaylord taunted. She was a half-vampire. She could hardly feel queasy at the sight of blood. Or could she?

"So you can grope me while I'm out? Never," snapped Pauline. But she averted her gaze from the syringe and stared at her other hand, which was stroking the fabric of the couch. Gaylord refrained from any mockery. The fear of needles might be ridiculous, but it was not uncommon. Secretly, he resolved to always carry a syringe with him. For self-defense. That would command almost as much respect from Pauline as an impromptu erection.

Pauline sighed softly as the vials were filled and he tended to the small wound.

"Can I get dressed now?" Pauline grumbled.

Gaylord stepped back and nodded. She hastily pulled the dress over her head and stared longingly at the door. Through it, she could escape in ten seconds and throw herself into Albert's protective arms.

Gaylord turned on the screen opposite her. Countless characters appeared in four rows. With each row, the characters became smaller.

"Tell me, what's the third character in the bottom row?"

Pauline glanced at it and rolled her eyes. "A bra."

Gaylord sighed. "Luckily, I'm not a psychologist. Who recognizes the infinity sign as a bra anyway?"

Pauline shrugged, and Gaylord set even smaller characters. For a human, these would be impossible to discern from a distance.

"And what character is it now?"

"A dick," Pauline replied.

"You're vulgar."

"And you're an idiot!" Pauline snapped.

Gaylord turned off the screen. "No wonder you're still unmarried."

"I'm only twenty-four."

"In my time, you'd have been a mother of three by that age."

Pauline snorted. "What went wrong with you, old man, that you haven't gotten any yet?"

"I'm the creepy stalker, remember?" Gaylord sat on the couch next to her, and promptly, Pauline shifted away from him.

He held out his index finger to her. "Try to break it."

She stared at him in disbelief. She must have thought he was crazy, and perhaps he was. But he missed the quirks of a vampire in her. Sure, her eye color changed when she got angry. But he wasn't a fool. He knew what selective perception meant. People were too eager to imagine seeing something when they desperately wanted to see it.

Maybe her blood gave him clues, but he didn't want to believe she lacked supernatural abilities.

"I want to know how strong you are," Gaylord explained. "So break it for me."

"This is a trap. In the end, you'll just rip my panties off out of revenge!" Pauline scooted to the far end of the couch, but she didn't seem to trust herself to get off it.

"It's not a trap."

The strength of humans wasn't particularly high. Although Pauline had already proven she was capable of driving a pencil into his chest, how much of that strength had come from the courage of desperation?

She hesitantly reached for his hand. A touch so gentle, it didn't seem to match her usually loose tongue. In fact, it seemed to have rendered her speechless. She avoided his gaze, but she seemed to lack the courage for the necessary push.

"You usually have no qualms about fighting back against me," Gaylord remarked.

"That's different," Pauline grumbled. "It's no fun when I have permission."

"You mean you get scared when the adrenaline isn't pumping," Gaylord concluded.

Before she could protest, Gaylord placed his hand on her thigh. Very good, her grip on his finger was already getting stronger.

She stared at him suspiciously, and again, he heard her heartbeat quicken. The higher his hand climbed, the tighter she held on. But he only seemed to shock her; there was no indication she was considering how best to inflict pain on him.

"Perhaps I should live up to my reputation as a lustful stalker," Gaylord whispered, leaning over her. But before he could plant a kiss on her, there was a crack. Sharp pain shot through his finger into his hand and arm. He gasped for air. She still held his hand, but she trembled as much as he did. The shock would be over for him soon. It was an ugly feeling when bones fused back together, but it was quick. The throbbing pain in his finger subsided, and he looked as he did before.

Pauline looked up, and only now did he realize how close he still was to her. She smelled truly tempting. Too tempting. Perhaps she was right in her assessment. Perhaps he was indeed a lustful stalker.

But he didn't crave her body; he craved her blood.


Rule Number Six:

Outings Always Go Wrong

Could she exchange her kidnapper? Pauline would gladly take two others who were dumber. But please, not him anymore. Her heart was pounding so hard against her chest that she wouldn't be surprised if it just stopped and she dropped dead.

She could even understand it, and she would welcome it. Pauline wouldn't mind kicking the bucket right now. But she didn't drop dead. She just stared into his eyes. The slight reddish tint made him more intriguing than repulsive. And that's exactly what she didn't need right now.

Breaking his finger had been only half as fun as she expected. Gaylord humiliated her, he groped her at every turn, and not even his girlfriend in the room above stopped him from getting a boner around Pauline. Which he only used to freeze her brain with shock. When she had the chance to pay back a fraction of that, everything in her resisted. She had just flinched in shock, and his finger had already snapped.

And now? Did the nutjob want to stare at her until Pauline put her hand on his forehead and spoke to him in bliss, uh, humanely?

Or was he conducting telepathic experiments right now? That's all she needed, if he could read her thoughts too. Although... there wasn't much to read there. She could hardly think clearly herself. How could it be that his presence made her stomach flutter? It was more than just fear and nervousness.

Was she proving that mental illnesses were contagious? Was his madness rubbing off on her? Were his experiments over now? Or did he want more from her? An organ perhaps? He wouldn't get her heart! At least not through transplantation. She could spare a kidney; she had two anyway. Oh hell, which organ of a half-vampire made bloodsuckers turn back into humans? Hopefully, it was just the blood. Then Gaylord would only need to bite her once more.

The thought sent a slight shiver down her spine. Would his teeth in her neck evoke that strange tingling sensation again? But what nonsense was she thinking? His bite had felt terrible. Exactly! How else would it feel? It had felt horrible when a stupid lunatic rammed his sharp teeth into necks.

Heaven. She got a headache. She just wanted to get away. If she had to, even to her musty smelling bed. Then she could pull the blanket over her head.

"Can I go now?" Pauline asked as snippily as possible. She pressed her fingers to her temples. "I'm getting a headache, and then I tend to become unbearable."

Gaylord flinched as if she had struck him and straightened up. Carefully, she glanced at his finger, but there was no sign of the fracture anymore. It looked as it did before. There was no bump indicating a misaligned bone. Gaylord also didn't whine about inhuman pain. Maybe his balls grew back if you castrated him.

"Let Albert give you cold compresses, they help with headaches," Gaylord said. "Or do you need pills?"

Exactly these mood swings were the cause of her headaches! Nobody could handle that in their head. They argued, he threatened her, then she insulted him, then he stared at her like a lunatic, and now he was being caring.

"No. Sex is the only thing that helps with my headaches. I won't even stop for a vampire," Pauline retorted more vehemently than planned. Oh heaven, could someone please hit her on the head? Did she really just say that? Why? What was going on in her head?

Gaylord raised his eyebrows in surprise. "I believe Albert would be more than happy to assist you."

Uh-oh, did the guy just reject her? Gaylord turned his back to her, labeling the vials containing her blood, scratching his chin thoughtfully. Pauline slid off the examination table and took a few steps toward the door. This time, he didn't grab her to roughly pull her back. On the contrary, Gaylord didn't even react when she placed her hand on the door handle. Was he so convinced by his transmitter? The bump itched, but she knew it was just her imagination. Uncertainly, Pauline looked at the door. Did he only keep her in with his permission, and she would just drop dead if she left the room?

After all, she didn't know where the receiver was. Was it the starting point? Or her room? And what was the range?

She pressed down the door handle and the hinge creaked as the door swung open. He would grab her and scold her any moment now. But nothing of the sort happened. Her kidnapper dripped some of her blood onto a slide and slid it under a microscope.

Pauline cleared her throat, but Gaylord didn't react in the slightest. She could barely understand herself, but Gaylord's disregard bothered her.

Furthermore, what was Gaylord even looking for? Darn it. Her curiosity would be the death of her, but she wanted to know what he was doing with her bodily fluids.

So she tiptoed closer. "Found anything yet?"

He lifted his head and looked at her in surprise. "No, not yet. You don't show any abnormalities compared to a human."

Great, was that a compliment or an insult?

"But your genetic material will surely uncover some interesting facts," Gaylord added.

Indecisively, she stood next to him. She would rather set all of this on fire. These were darn well her things! The General Data Protection Regulation ensured that you couldn't even photograph the Eiffel Tower without violating its personality rights, and here Gaylord wanted to decode her genetic material.

Gaylord glanced at her again. "Go to Albert, he'll take care of you." Pfft, and now he was sending her away like a child. But she couldn't come up with a witty retort. Let him despair over his paperwork. Pauline would look for a way to get rid of that damn transmitter. She had to get out of here. Once she got rid of that thing, she could run to the street.

But first, Pauline needed a knife.

No one met her in the hallway, and Albert wasn't standing by the door with a glass pressed to it. But what was she thinking? He didn't need a glass to eavesdrop. As a vampire, he probably even heard the bugs in her bed during dirty talk.

Pauline sneaked into the kitchen and randomly pulled open a drawer. There, neatly arranged, were cookie cutters. Christmas trees, moons, even hearts. Seriously? Cookie cutters in a vampire household?

"Are you looking for something specific?"

Gaylord's voice made her whirl around. She bumped into the drawer, and the shapes clattered over the wood. Oops, there was nothing left of the meticulous order now. But whatever. Did he want to scare her to death?

She pressed her hand against her chest. "I thought you wanted to kill me later." Heavens, her heart.

Gaylord crossed his arms over his chest. "One can also have fun with corpses."

That was disgusting. Pauline gestured to the cookie cutters. "Who among you enjoys baking?"

"How much would it shatter your worldview if I were the one?" Gaylord replied.

"Not at all," Pauline retorted. It would fit the strange impression she already had of him anyway. Gaylord wasn't quite right in the head, so why wouldn't he bake cookies from the body parts of his victims?

Gaylord grinned. "Then it's no fun. Albert is the secret baker. He always waits for Girl Scouts."

"To suck them dry?"

"To stuff them with cookies."

She had never heard of vampires fattening up their victims, but everyone had a hobby, right? Except her. Unless being kidnapped counted as "creative leisure activities." Surprisingly, she felt rather unthreatened right now. Gaylord didn't grab her to drag her into his cave like a Neanderthal. On the contrary, he kept a respectful distance from her. His gaze wasn't harsh, mocking, or angry. It was soft, and for a moment, it even deceived her into forgetting that Gaylord was a ruthless and self-satisfied kidnapper.

With a sigh, Pauline adjusted her dress. She felt uncomfortable. When was the last time she brushed her teeth? It was amazing that Gaylord hadn't collapsed from her bad breath yet.

"Can I take a shower?"

"I thought you never ask," Gaylord's lips twisted into a mocking smile.

Pauline narrowed her eyes. "Sorry I'm not the sweet-smelling damsel who only gets abducted with perfectly shaved legs."

"You're poorly prepared."

"Next time you abduct me, I want to be warned three days in advance," Pauline retorted.

Gaylord chuckled and led her up the stairs. Pausing in front of the bathroom, he called for Albert. "Watch over Pauline," he instructed the approaching butler.

Pauline shrugged, slipped off her dress, and Albert's eyes widened.

"Uh..."

"I just want to shower," Pauline grinned, pulling Albert into the bathroom and closing the door behind him. With Albert as a spectator, she could live with it better than with Gaylord. With him, she only felt the urge to throw the showerhead at him.

Albert covered his eyes while Pauline removed her panties. She pulled the shower curtain closed and turned on the water.

"Holy shit," she screamed. Damn, was it cold! Frantically, Pauline twisted the temperature knob. The rush of icy water subsided, and her frozen limbs tingled under the warmer water.

"Tss," Albert interjected. "Recently, such curses are not welcome in this house."

"Why?" Pauline asked, feigning innocence.

"Mademoiselle Louanne's talk of godliness completely confuses the master. He has always struggled with his existence, but since that hypocritical woman tightens his leash, he acts like the first vampire. Being a vampire is a curse, not a blessing for him. To feed is to sin against God's creation."

"I see," Pauline said, not particularly intelligently.

"He was on the verge of his own priesthood when a vampire killed and turned him."

No wonder he was into that ultra-Catholic, boring blonde.

"So, he wants to become human again to serve God himself, while Louanne becomes his personal nun?" Pauline asked.

"No, he wants to make her his wife and live a normal life," Albert replied.

"What's the difference?"

Albert laughed. "None. They wouldn't have sex anyway."

Pauline drew back the shower curtain, and Albert froze. Who would have thought Albert was still shy at his age?

Pauline grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her dripping body. She marched past Albert, leaving wet footprints behind. That was good for the floor; it probably hadn't seen water in a while.

Pauline left the bathroom, entered the hallway, and approached the voices of Gaylord and Louanne. Gaylord leaned against a door frame, and Louanne? She stared at Pauline in disbelief as Pauline let her towel drop.

"You don't mind if I borrow some clothes from you, do you?"

She slipped past Louanne. The room looked hardly better than her own. Judging by the suitcase next to the wardrobe, Louanne had made herself at home here. Pauline opened the closet door. She loved it when she was right. Neatly hung there were pants, shirts, and dresses side by side.

Louanne was much more petite than Pauline, but her penchant for loose clothing suited the half-vampire just fine. Pauline left Louanne's bras untouched (those tiny cups would only give her shortness of breath), grabbed a fresh pair of panties, picked out a sweater that must have made Louanne look like a starving rabbit but emphasized every curve on Pauline, and finally, a pair of jeans.

"Nice boots," Pauline commented as she slipped into the black boots. She turned around and grinned. All three of them looked as if they had been struck by lightning. Albert hid his grin behind his hand over his mouth. Louanne seemed to have forgotten how to speak, and Gaylord? He smiled dreamily.

If Pauline ever decided she wanted Gaylord for herself, she already knew how she would go about it. What did one do when a man was driven to madness by a frigid woman? You showed him what he was missing.

"Okay, what are we doing now?" Pauline asked, maliciously. "Do you have another crossword puzzle?"

"I have one more," Louanne handed her a magazine. A magazine about weddings, to be precise. Louanne blushed; Gaylord noticeably paled. Pauline couldn't help but smirk.

"Oh, look," she cooed. "Wedding dresses, table decorations, bridal jewelry, makeup, churches."

Just three of those words made a man cry, but damn it, Gaylord held his own. While he didn't seem eager to skip through the garden in excitement, he also didn't collapse, begging Pauline on his knees for mercy and help. It wasn't fun teasing someone if they didn't realize they were heading straight for the port of marriage and the dreary end of their lives.

"Yes, Gaylord and I are getting married," Louanne announced joyfully. "Will you be my bridesmaid?"

"Of course," Pauline smiled sweetly. She would gladly throw flowers at Gaylord's head. In a terracotta pot! "Are you getting married in a church?"

Louanne nodded excitedly. "At the Saint-Aubin Church in Ajou."

Where the hell was that? Ajou? Never heard of it.

Pauline forced a smile. "I've never been there."

"It's beautiful," Louanne gushed. "Not far from here. Gaylord, let's go there."

"Uh," he groaned.

"Yeah, let's go right away. I have nothing better to do anyway," Pauline interjected. No wonder Gaylord loved this woman. Pauline felt the same way. That infatuated little thing was her ticket out of here. The guy would have to remove that stupid transmitter from her then. It would be bad to explain why his "sister" collapsed in the driveway and started snoring loudly. Unless he killed her first, because judging by his look, he was already mentally digging her grave.

"That's not a good idea," he replied, rejecting the suggestion.

Louanne stroked his arm and leaned her head against his shoulder. "A little outing would be nice."

Louanne's voice sounded gentle and soothing. She had her eyes wide open and was gazing at him from a height difference of twenty centimeters. Pauline blinked irritably. Okay, she corrected herself. Barbie wasn't lovable. This woman was dreadful. Pauline would rather shower herself with hydrochloric acid than try to assert her will with fluttering eyelashes and a fluted "pleeeeease". And honestly? Did Gaylord really fall for that act? But he looked like a lovestruck student who had just submitted his application for a macramé course.

Albert rolled his eyes and tapped his forehead. But this disrespect had absolutely no effect on his master. He stared at Louanne as if the Holy Mother of God had appeared to him.

"It would make me very happy," Louanne breathed. Oh please! Where was her pride? If the guy didn't realize that the trip to the church made her happy, then he was either dumb or drunk.

"Um," Gaylord groaned, his gaze sliding desperately to Albert, who was extraordinarily focused on polishing the doorknob. Louanne fluttered her eyelashes once more. The misery was unbearable to watch. Louanne wanted out. Pauline wanted out. What was there left to discuss?

"You do want to make her happy, don't you?" Pauline inquired sardonically. Gaylord's gaze turned to her, and she could clearly see the red tinge in his eyes. But the schadenfreude didn't quite kick in. However, Pauline's pity for Gaylord was short-lived. Anyone who abducted women could handle clingy chicks.

"Of course, I do," Gaylord replied calmly, clenching his fists.

Where the hell it came from—Pauline felt a pang in her heart that only jealousy could summon. But jealousy? Pah, what nonsense. Should she be jealous of this blonde's poor choice? She'd rather marry a rocking chair. It swayed just as excellently when you moved on it.

"An outing will surely delight the ladies," Albert chimed in, and unlike Pauline, he grinned openly with his schadenfreude. "I'll prepare dinner in the meantime."

Louanne squealed with delight and planted a smooch on Gaylord's cheek. Ugh, couldn't she kiss properly?

Blondie spun around and beamed at Pauline. "The wedding will be beautiful."

"For years, I've taken good care of you, Albert, and now you're stabbing me in the back," Gaylord hissed under his breath.

"Venison is an excellent choice for tonight's supper," his butler replied. "I'll get to work on it right away."

Albert winked cheerfully at Pauline. Wow, he must not have had this much entertainment in decades.

Gaylord muttered something about "car keys." Louanne hung onto his arm, and Pauline barely managed to bite back any unqualified comments. She was the dear, albeit stupid sister. The family you couldn't choose, and Barbie would now lead her to freedom. Pauline didn't exactly know how yet, but she'd come up with something.

While Albert hummed, counting the items in his pantry, Pauline went to the entrance hall. So, now what? Wait or go outside? The outing sounded too good to be true. Ugh, it was just too stupid. The outing came too unexpectedly. She couldn't write a note for help anymore and then hide it in one of the hymnals. But it would be a shame if she couldn't manage to send Jason a message. Didn't the slogan always say, "Call upon the Lord and you shall be heard"? She'd shout Jason's and Amélie's names and phone number loudly.

But what if Gaylord actually allowed her to collapse unconscious in the driveway? Then he'd be rid of her for a few hours and could happily screw his girlfriend into seventh heaven.

"The door isn't the enemy," Gaylord suddenly mocked behind her. Louanne stood beside him, looking at her bewildered.

"Going outside is always a challenge for her," Gaylord said to Louanne, gesturing at Pauline. "Sometimes she's difficult."

"But she's so pretty," Louanne whispered, giving Pauline a pitying look.

Say what now? She'd get him back for this!

Gaylord pushed the door open and offered his arm to Louanne with a grin. Pauline stepped into the doorway and watched as he led his fiancée to the car and held the door open for her.

Gaylord turned around and waved her over. "Come on now. We're just using Louanne's car. It won't bite. I'm still the one holding the leash, after all."

Why hadn't she thought of that herself? He was wearing the transmitter. Oh, she would take that damn thing off him. Then she'd drive to Jason's, and then she'd wish for a damn herd of ponies to trample over Gaylord for seven straight days.

Pauline stepped over the gravel stones toward the car. She waited for a feeling of dizziness, a prickling in her arm, but nothing happened. The closer she got to the car, the more clearly she saw Gaylord's smug grin. With great effort, she resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him.

He opened the door for her, and she flopped onto the backseat. Very well, she was still conscious. So, he must really be carrying this transmitter with him, or he was fooling her and there was no transmitter at all. But did she want to find out? Better not. She liked her consciousness. Who knows if the guy would wake her up again.

The tires crunched as Gaylord steered the car over the path. He reached for the gearstick, and Louanne clasped his hand. Gaylord, in turn, gently interlocked his fingers with hers. As if Pauline wasn't already feeling bad enough. This forcedly perfect, lovey-dovey world made her want to vomit, even though she hadn't eaten dinner yet.

She couldn't decide who she disliked more. Gaylord, who would probably dispose of his wife if she annoyed him enough. Or Louanne, who acted so innocent that it bordered on hypocrisy.

Oh, let them do what they wanted. A crazy Ken and a dumb Barbie. It was discriminatory against blondes, but in this case, it fit perfectly.

Pauline leaned her forehead against the window and looked out. The bumpy forest path ended at a road, but even the road signs didn't give her any clues. She had always been terrible at geography. How far were they from Paris? A hundred kilometers? Or more?

After a while, Gaylord turned off, and they rattled along an uneven gravel road. He drove into a small village that seemed much too empty and uninhabited for their liking. Then they trundled up a hill where, next to an old cemetery, stood a church.

A totally ordinary church. But Louanne let out an excited squeal. Pauline rolled her eyes. How she would have liked to exchange an annoyed look with Albert right now. But that didn't work with Gaylord. He briefly grinned idiotically, then suddenly switched to noticeable discomfort.

Louanne flung open the door and jumped out of the car. "Let's go in and pray!"

Um, no! Why the hell should Pauline pray? And why? That someone would happen to come this way and help her escape? She hadn't seen anyone on the way here. The only people here were dead. And Pauline certainly didn't have the luck for zombies to rise from their graves at this very moment. That would be too perfect.

With a sigh, Pauline got out of the car and joined Louanne. She folded her hands in front of her chest and beamed happily.

To Pauline's surprise, Gaylord didn't reach for Louanne's hand, but hers. "Just go pray. We'll see what's around here."

Was the wedding worrying him, or why was he so pale? Pauline looked up at the tall structure. No, he didn't have cold feet. He was a vampire! A damned creature. One that didn't deserve God's blessing!

Today it was called discrimination, but God certainly didn't care about that. Did vampires crumble to dust when they entered a church?

Pauline smirked. "Oh, I'd love to see the inside of the church."

And maybe she was lucky, and inside the church her knight in shining armor was praying and choking Gaylord with his rosary. Louanne reached for Pauline's free hand and pulled her up the steps.

However, Gaylord still held Pauline's other hand, and he gripped it so tightly for a moment that she groaned in pain.

"Rascal," growled Gaylord. He loosened his grip, but he didn't let go of her.

Pauline didn't want him to let go either. Heaven, why not? Not because it felt so good (it didn't). She wanted to see how vampires reacted to churches.

All her knowledge about vampires came from Amélie, and she hadn't been the most reliable source. Some of her stories had been too absurd to be believable.

Pauline kept her eyes on Gaylord as they crossed the threshold of the church. Once again, pain shot through her fingers as Gaylord squeezed too tightly.

"Ow," she cursed.

"Sorry," Gaylord muttered.

He looked sick. His skin had become even paler and resembled old parchment. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead, and he trembled slightly. Only Louanne seemed not to notice. She let go of Pauline and walked down the aisle to the altar, turning back there.

"Come. We can pray together."

"No way in hell," groaned Gaylord.

"Punishment for the cursed monsters," needled Pauline. She tugged at his hand, but he didn't budge an inch. "Oh, come on. A little prayer for a God who loves all his sheep."

"Maybe. Just not me," Gaylord groaned. He ran shaky fingers over his forehead.

Louanne returned, eyeing Gaylord with concern. "Is something wrong? Are you sick?"

"No."

"Then what's the matter?"

Was she blind or something? Gaylord looked like he was incubating a full-blown flu, and she was asking what was wrong?

"You pray, we'll look around," Gaylord snapped hastily. Louanne shrunk under his brusque tone, but she didn't argue either.

She turned away and returned to the altar. Before crossing herself and kneeling down, she just glanced over her shoulder.

"Must be nice to have such a good little wife," Pauline hissed.

Gaylord leaned against one of the pillars. "Who wants a fury like you? You're loud and obscene."

"And particularly pissed off right now."

"Rebellious too."

"But I'm not about to pass out just because Missy wants to pray to her God."

"Let her. If it makes her happy."

"Does she call out your name or the Almighty's during sex?"

Gaylord's already tense expression completely fell apart. Pauline grinned. "Ah, the chaste virgin doesn't want to allow a test run."

She gasped as Gaylord whirled her around and pressed her against the pillar.

"Do yourself a favor and shut up," Gaylord commanded.

His hand rested on her throat, and she swallowed. His fingers trailed over the spot of her carotid artery, and he hissed in her ear: "You know what churches trigger in vampires? Migraines! You know what helps vampires with migraines? Blood. And your blood is the most delicious I've ever tasted. Don't tempt me to throw all my plans overboard to indulge in the tastiest headache remedy I can imagine."

Oh fuck. That wasn't her plan. She tried to wriggle out of his grip, but he only squeezed harder. Pauline tried to scream, but only a hoarse groan escaped her mouth. Louanne crouched with her head bowed in front of the altar, probably not even noticing if the church tower fell on her head.

Pauline didn't like the scarlet tone in Gaylord's eyes. He was breathing shallowly now and with an ugly grin, bared his fangs. Shit. This was going to hurt!

Pauline frantically felt along the cold stone, but there was nothing. Gaylord gave up his hesitation and pulled her closer. He tilted her head to the side, and she felt his breath on her neck. No! Never! Her fingers struck against cool metal. Pauline grabbed hold of the basin of holy water, ripped it from its moorings to her own surprise, and swung it. But she missed Gaylord's head. He recoiled nonetheless, growling. Gasping for air, Pauline struggled. She pressed herself against the pillar, ready to strike again with the water basin.

Gaylord shook off the water. Ugly blisters formed where it had touched his skin. It smelled awful, and she could see the pain on his face. Oops. Looks like she had gone too far.

Rapid footsteps echoed over the stone floor. "What happened?" Louanne shrieked, staring at Gaylord in disbelief. He lowered his gaze, and Pauline knew why. He wanted to hide his red eyes.

"Gaylord, what happened? Why is your skin burned?" Louanne's voice grew increasingly hysterical. Gaylord flinched away from her touch, but he also didn't answer. For a moment, he glanced at Pauline, silently pleading for help, of all people.

This was her chance. She could tell Louanne about vampires and their fear of holy water. About the headaches it caused Gaylord to be here. She could tell Louanne that this bastard held her because he imagined Pauline could give him back his human life. But not a word of it made it past her lips. She remained silent, watching as Louanne touched Gaylord's hand, causing him to flinch in pain. He tucked the injured hand under his arm and leaned haltingly against a pillar.

Could he stop Pauline in this state from searching him for the transmitter and escaping? Okay, he would probably still swat her hands away with a stake in his chest.

"How could this happen?" Louanne lamented.

Protectively, Pauline positioned herself between Gaylord and Louanne, who was incessantly touching him. "Someone must have replaced the holy water with acid," Pauline babbled, lips twisting into a silly smile.

Louanne covered her mouth with her hands. "That's terrible. Gaylord, we need to get you to a doctor immediately."

Pauline was curious about the doctor's reaction.

"No doctor," Gaylord groaned. "Albert can bandage it. It's not as bad as it looks."

Louanne tried to peer past Pauline, but Pauline stood on tiptoes.

"Why don't you go ahead, Louanne," Pauline coaxed, giving her a firm shove. Barbie stared at her wide-eyed, and Pauline imagined hearing the breeze in the empty brain, but she started moving and went outside.

Pauline turned around. "That was not intentional."

Gaylord snorted disdainfully. "Don't lie."

"It really wasn't." Pauline crossed her arms. "Besides, you attacked me."

"You're the reason I had to enter that damn church in the first place."

"Why don't you just break off the engagement, then you'll never have to enter a church again," Pauline snapped.

"That would suit you just fine," Gaylord snapped back. "What should I do then? Gnaw on you? Would you prefer that?"

"Hey, don't act like I kidnapped you. You're not even my type! I wouldn't even lock you up in my cellar."

"And here I thought I had potential. After all, I stalked and pursued you."

"I hate you," Pauline spat.

"How lovely that we can agree on at least one thing."


Rule Number Seven

Never Forget the Sedative in the Meals

The devil should take this woman. Not Louanne, of course, Pauline! Yes, he had attacked her, and it was good that she had fought back. The thought of her blood was driving Gaylord nearly insane. Never had the blood of a human tempted him so much. He loved Louanne, he liked her scent, but he had never been on the verge of losing control and sinking his teeth into her neck.

But with Pauline, everything was different. Louanne was his salvation; Pauline was pure sin. In her presence, not only did his hands itch to strangle her, but his literal fangs as well. But why? Pauline didn't even have a special blood type. A positive.

It must all be because of those cursed headaches. His brain seemed to be pounding against his skull with every step he staggered back to the car. Like a cuckoo stuck in its clock. The burned patches of his skin hurt as if he had plunged his hand into a box of acupuncture needles.

But that wasn't the worst of it. Gaylord was hungry. And he had just fed on a human two days ago. His record was a week. But in that week, he hadn't been injured either. Vampire healing may be fast, but it also increased blood thirst. Everything in nature had its price. He felt the burning in his throat intensify, in the same measure that his headaches diminished. By the time he started the car, they were barely more than a throb behind his forehead.

Gaylord pulled his sleeves over his hands as best he could. The sores had stopped festering. No matter how concerned Louanne looked, she wouldn't be pleased about his spontaneous healing. They needed to get back as soon as possible so he could hide his skin under bandages.

Gaylord hit the gas and zoomed past the few houses of Ajous.

Louanne sat silently beside him while Pauline looked out the window. She better not dare to jump out of the car again. That cursed little pest already caused him enough trouble. There were dozens of women who, when kidnapped, would just squeal in fear and not say another word. But he had to go and kidnap Satan's niece. It would have been too good if the mother's genes prevailed instead of Jason's.

Gaylord tried to ignore the burning in his throat and the pressure weighing on his teeth. No wisdom tooth in the world could compare to the feeling when the fangs seemed to swell to three times their size. Fortunately, it was only a sensation. He couldn't bear it if Louanne recoiled from him in fear. Already, she was quiet and withdrawn. Louanne was someone who quickly retreated into herself. It hurt Gaylord in his heart that she was doing it now, of all times, in front of him.

Gaylord reached for her hand and squeezed it gently. She smiled at him, without reproach or sorrow. Heavens, what a pure creature.

The complete opposite of Louanne was currently sneezing heartily in the backseat. But perhaps he should be glad that Pauline hadn't managed to fill up on holy water and take it with her.

Just a short while later, they reached Gaylord's house. Albert shot out of the entrance door and flung open Pauline's door, offering her a gallant bow to help her out.

Gaylord couldn't blame Pauline for staring at Albert speechlessly for a moment before taking his hand. She probably never learned good manners, let alone experienced them.

Louanne also got out of the car and tugged at his butler's sleeve. "Albert, you need to take care of Gaylord. He's injured."

Albert first looked concerned, then surprised. Gaylord hid his hands behind his back and turned away. So far, Louanne hadn't been able to see the side of his face that had also been hit by the water. It should stay that way.

"He got some water on him," Pauline explained, sounding anything but remorseful.

Albert dramatically clasped his hands over his head. "I'll call an ambulance."

"Glad to see you're all in agreement," Gaylord grumbled. He grabbed his butler by the collar and pulled him along. Behind him, he heard Pauline's stomping footsteps. Ah, so she preferred his company over being knocked out after all. Excellent. She already had some respect for the possibility of fainting. Heaven knew if that would ever be of any use to him.

Gaylord dragged Albert into his lab and slammed the door behind them. Technically, he slammed it in front of Pauline's face, and it brought him deep satisfaction. Or was it a mistake to leave her alone with Louanne? Then again, she hadn't ratted him out in the church either. Damn it, this woman was driving him to an early grave.

Albert scratched his head. "Who poured holy water on you, Sir?"

"Pauline," Gaylord replied, opening a drawer and taking out a first aid kit.

"Why?"

"She thought I needed a shower. I don't see what's so funny about that."

Albert took one of the bandages and wrapped it generously around Gaylord's hand. "She's a pretty little Mademoiselle."

"Who? Pauline?"

Albert nodded and kept rolling the bandages around Gaylord's hand repeatedly before moving on to the other one.

"I'm sure you'll manage to charm her with your charms," Gaylord retorted sarcastically. The two of them... It was like a match made in hell. As far as he was concerned, Albert could keep the loud-mouthed little miss. Once all this was over, he'd tie Pauline up with a big bow around her neck and place her in Albert's bed.

But now Albert shook his head. "The little Mademoiselle is meant for someone else."

"Albert..." Gaylord growled, trying to keep calm. "Why are you tying me up?"

Albert had wrapped two rolls of bandages around Gaylord's hands. Not only did Gaylord's hands now resemble more like balls, but Albert had also tied Gaylord's hands together. Now a big white bow adorned his bound wrists.

"Miss Pauline would surely like that," Albert commented.

Of course, the little fury would like it, but it wouldn't do her any good! Gaylord tore the fabric strips, and Albert taped the torn ends with plasters.

Only heaven knew how he would handle Pauline like this if she tried to escape, but it would leave a good impression on Louanne.

Albert stuck a few more plasters on his face. If that wasn't enough for a pity party, he didn't know what was.

"How's the hunger, Sir?" Albert asked.

"It's manageable," Gaylord replied gruffly.

His servant wordlessly rolled up his sleeve and presented his wrist to Gaylord's nose. "I assume you won't be leaving the house again tonight. And before you attack innocent women in a hunger frenzy..."

Even though Gaylord wanted to punch Albert in the face for the unmistakable accusation, he had to admit that he was right. Albert's blood would get him through another night, but tomorrow he would have to feed. However, he could think of better things than nibbling on his butler. The "Mhm" that Albert always made didn't sit well with Gaylord. It sounded far too indulgent.

He would rather go on the hated hunt. It made no difference to him whether he killed or just took a small portion of blood. Every bite was torture for him. A torment that had haunted him for centuries.

^

What had gone wrong in her life? She sat in a rundown kitchen, staring at the drawer where she suspected the knives were. But Louanne kept talking incessantly. As long as that woman was here, she couldn't cut out the damn tracker. The moment she even looked at a knife funny, Blondie would start screaming, summoning her oh-so-great lover to the scene.

She was currently swooning over him as if she was dizzy. Either Gaylord had a split personality and showed a different side to every woman, or Louanne had previously met a much nicer clone of this lunatic.

"His manners are enchanting. You'd think he was raised in a different century," Louanne prattled on.

Pauline hadn't noticed any exceptional courtesy from Gaylord, except in a creepy sense. Who gives a hand kiss to a woman he's just threatening? Amélie hadn't liked him, and her friend had much better insight into people. Or was it vampire knowledge?

In the oven, the promised venison roast was simmering, and the smell made Pauline's mouth water. Despite being a kidnapping victim, she couldn't complain at the moment. Her biggest worry was the food and her stomach was growling like there was no tomorrow. Others had it worse. Except for this endlessly talking chatterbox. What did Gaylord see in her?

Yes, Louanne was pretty, but that love-struck twinkle in her eyes must eventually get on any man's nerves.

"I'm really glad that God brought us together," Louanne gushed.

So Louanne was God's punishment for Gaylord? Damn, now Pauline felt sorry for her.

But that feeling didn't last long. Gaylord burst through the kitchen door, and Pauline covered her mouth with her hands. His hands were so heavily wrapped that he could barely move his fingers. His face was adorned with countless band-aids. Huffing, Pauline tried to suppress the snickers. But she couldn't. She just giggled even louder.

"Not funny. He seriously injured himself," Louanne interjected indignantly.

Pauline tried, but she couldn't control herself. And even Gaylord's murderous gaze couldn't stop tears of laughter from welling up in her eyes as she finally laid her head on the table, laughing.

Except for Louanne, everyone seemed to be amused. Pauline fought in vain for her self-control. Whenever she looked at Gaylord, her laughter became higher and more intrusive. She was starting to annoy herself, but she couldn't stop. Even her grumpy kidnapper, who constantly found fault with her, was grinning.

As Gaylord finally realized Louanne's bewildered expression, he stroked her arm. "Excuse me, I'll eat in the lab. I still have something to finish."

Snap. The funny moment vanished as if it had never existed. Although Albert did bash his head against the oven controls as he pulled it out, not even his swearing could bring back the smile on Pauline's lips. She knew what Gaylord wanted in the lab. To stare at her blood and figure out a way to share his life with this snippy woman. Because apparently, she fainted like Snow White whenever someone mentioned vampires to her. Why, though? Pauline didn't know many people who knew about vampires, but those who did didn't hesitate to provoke vampires whenever possible. They certainly didn't have much respect.

Gaylord was about to leave the room when Louanne stepped in his way. "You're eating with us. You can't work like this!" She pointed at his bandaged hands. How Gaylord was supposed to eat with them was also a mystery to Pauline. However, a desire grew in her to expose Gaylord. Louanne's hypocrisy was getting on her nerves. What did he see in her? Was he into ultra-good girls? Wasn't Gaylord used to temperament?

Pauline pursed her lips and smiled maliciously. "Those who are injured need to eat well."

If Louanne didn't notice that something was wrong with her fiancé now, then she was beyond help. And no, Pauline didn't have the decency to become humble and obedient under Gaylord's murderous gaze. On the contrary. He wanted to endure Louanne for the rest of his days? Maybe God had sent Pauline to rescue him.

Pauline jumped up, took a bowl of potatoes from Albert, and hooked her arm with Gaylord's free hand. "Come on, brother dear, I'll escort you to the dining room."

"If you were really my sister, I would have put you in a washing machine as a baby," Gaylord growled so softly that even Pauline had trouble understanding him.

"That would mean Jason was your father."

"That might save my neck if he catches me ahead of schedule."

He really had to have a good plan on how to escape the Mafia as a human. But still, there hadn't been any mafia squad storming in here. Unfortunately! That gang was even more unreliable than the police. Was Jason even looking for her? Or was he just not bothered, his stoned brain telling him something else?

Gaylord slipped out of Pauline's grip and adjusted Louanne's chair. Hah, very nice. And Pauline was playing the Cinderella who got to set the table. Since when were hostage’s household staff?

Pauline stormed back into the kitchen. "I hate this woman."

Albert handed her a knife with a smile. "Welcome to my world of feelings. Should we kill her now or later, when he least expects it?"

Too bad Albert wasn't serious. Pauline grabbed the knife and the bottle of wine. In her mind, she plunged the knife into Louanne's innocent face, and then she filled Gaylord with wine until ... yeah, until what? The kidnapping was starting to get to her brain. And yet, there grew within her the desire to drive Louanne out of the house. Of course, purely out of vindictiveness. Not out of jealousy. Something was definitely off with her. Why would Pauline be jealous? Whoever preferred delicate fairies, let them have delicate fairies because of her. But what good was a pure being if it couldn't handle pressure?

Grumbling, Pauline returned to the dining room. Gaylord had gotten so close to Louanne that he was practically sitting in her lap. And Louanne? She sat primly with her hands folded in her lap. Had they just been making out wildly, or why did they look so overly chummy?

Pauline slammed the knife on the table.

Gaylord raised an eyebrow. "Is Albert still alive?"

"Of course," Pauline snapped. "Not all of us are as bloodthirsty as you."

"Bloodthirsty?" Louanne repeated, perplexed.

"She's a vegetarian," Gaylord hastily explained.

Say what? Pauline and a vegetarian? Never! She loved meat too much. Well, she could do without roasts, but not without raw ham.

Oh, it would be such a delight if Louanne finally drew the right conclusions in her drafty brain. Pauline held the potatoes under Gaylord's nose.

"Why don't you try them? Albert says they're delicious."

"I can try them later," Gaylord grumbled.

Pauline leaned forward across the table, smiling sweetly. "He really wants to hear your opinion before serving the venison."

"Then you might as well starve," Gaylord retorted.

"But I'm a vegetarian," Pauline sang.

"Then just try it, Gaylord," Louanne chimed in, flinching under Gaylord's furious glare. One should stay out of family disputes until one had a ring on their finger. But Pauline refrained from the smug grin. She even suppressed it when Gaylord awkwardly speared one of the potatoes with his bound fingers.

Pauline couldn't help but hold her breath as Gaylord examined the potato. She knew that vampires shouldn't consume solid food, but she didn't know the torment that eating vampires endured. The little devil in her was gleefully anticipating seeing her lovesick captor suffer. Out of the corner of her eye, Pauline noticed Louanne staring at Gaylord with equal fascination. A slight mocking smile played on her lips. Why? But before Pauline could ponder that, screams echoed from the kitchen.

"Help, fire!"

Albert!

Gaylord dropped the fork, the potato bouncing across the table and rolling into a wine glass. She had never seen Gaylord run so fast. He dashed into the kitchen, leaving Pauline behind with Louanne. She looked so weary, as if she had been washing pig intestines for twelve straight hours.

Louanne grumpily tossed the napkin onto the table. "I'm going to lie down."

"The concern for your fiancé is truly touching," Pauline scoffed. "Aren't you afraid he'll die in the fire?"

For the first time, Louanne's perpetually radiant expression darkened. "I doubt there's a fire, and even if there is, it won't kill him. Do I want to ponder why you're all putting on a show for me? No. What interests me more is why my future sister-in-law is looking at her brother like a lovesick calf."

With those words, she simply left Pauline standing there. She hurried out of the room, and Pauline heard her ascending the stairs. Speechless, Pauline stared at the door and shook her head in disbelief.

Pauline and a lovesick calf? Not in a million years. Pauline sat down and reached for Gaylord's fork, stuffing potato after potato into her mouth. The venison roast was out of the question. Gaylord would never have the guts to come back with food.

Pauline's gaze fell on the sharp carving knife. She could cut out the tracker now. Carefully, Pauline reached for the knife and hesitated. She pressed the blade against the bump and then against her skin. "Ouch!" Oh no, she'd better not. She knew herself; she was a wimp. She'd curse and whine if she cut out the tracker. Just the thought made sweat bead on her forehead.

Should she pocket the knife? Damn, no, Gaylord would surely think he was clever and count it later. She had to wait for another opportunity. Gaylord would definitely try to reclaim his place in his own bed. That would be Pauline's chance.

Pauline stuffed the remaining potatoes into her mouth and listened. She could hear voices in the kitchen, but thankfully, no one seemed keen on keeping her company. Fine by her! Pauline stomped loudly up the stairs, but no crazed vampire followed her, dragging her in another direction by her hair. Damn, she should have taken the knife with her.

Unmolested, she reached the door to her room. She tore a piece of fabric from her sleeve and stuffed it into the latch. If it didn't close properly, in her estimation, the spell meant to keep her in her room wouldn't work.

Hopefully, no one looked too closely.

Exhausted, Pauline collapsed onto the musty bed. She barely managed to remember that she wanted to wake up at two in the morning before she fell asleep.

^

Pauline's stomping was certainly unmistakable. For a moment, he feared she would break her neck with her heavy steps on the rickety stairs.

How was he going to explain that to Jason? "Sorry, your daughter broke her neck on my staircase because no one taught her not to stomp like an elephant?"

Sure, he might then hope for a quick death because he'd finally pushed Jason over the edge, but even a swift death could be painful.

"The coast is clear. No one else to eat," Albert sighed, sadly eyeing his venison roast. Pauline went to bed without eating? Voluntarily?

He wasn't surprised about Louanne. She was far too slender for her size. He could bet she skipped meals more often. Was she alright? The events of the day must have convinced her that everyone in this house was a bit off. Including him.

Gaylord gently knocked on his own bedroom door and listened. He heard Louanne shuffling, and she opened the door. Her hair hung loosely over her shoulders, and she looked up at him.

"Can I come in?" Gaylord asked with a smile.

Louanne hesitated, but then stepped aside. He slipped through the crack and looked at her calmly. She wore a large robe, revealing her bare legs underneath.

"Can I help you?" Louanne asked.

Seriously? No woman who had ever slept in his bed had said that to him. Especially not one who claimed to love him and reciprocate those feelings. Just the question itself was a slap in the face. Was she really so ignorant and innocent, or was that her polite way of telling him he was behaving inappropriately?

Gaylord forced himself to smile. "I just wanted to be with you a little while longer."

Louanne smiled and stroked his cheek. "You know I'd like to wait until the wedding."

Damn it... "I didn't want to rip your clothes off. I just want to be close to you."

"When man and woman are alone at night, sin enters," Louanne said.

If only! A virtuous woman was sometimes a curse. Gaylord kissed her on the forehead.

"Sin can also enter during the day here, but my doorbell is broken anyway."

Louanne stared at him incredulously. Pauline would have definitely understood that joke, he'd bet on it.

"I'm looking forward to our wedding night," Louanne sighed softly, leaning against him. Her fingers trailed over his chest. "It will be the most beautiful night of our lives. But we still need a little patience."

Heavens above, Louanne was doing this on purpose, wasn't she? First, she drew closer, only to push him back verbally.

"I swear to God, I can sleep next to you without pouncing on you!"

Louanne placed a finger on his lips. "You shouldn't misuse the Lord's name!"

It was better not to interpret His laws at will to enforce one's own will, but Gaylord refrained just in time. In such discussions, one could only lose, and what was he, after all? A man cursed with the most unchristian curse imaginable. He was a murderer, a (former) employee of a mobster, a kidnapper, and worst of all: he was fiercely addicted to the blood of his prey.

The thought of biting Louanne never crossed his mind. With Pauline, that desire came over him every time. He wanted to taste Pauline. That was disgusting and, above all, off-putting. Just like the big mouth of this woman.

Louanne stroked his cheek once more before stepping away from him. "I look forward to seeing you again tomorrow morning, my dearest."

Well, great, that was the perfect dismissal. But it was the fitting conclusion for this day. He needed a vacation urgently. And something to drink. Drinking was known to help against the bloodthirst.

He left his own bedroom and was greeted by a grinning Albert, who held out a glass and a bottle of Scotch, about to open his mouth.

"Say a word and you're fired on the spot," growled Gaylord as he stormed past his butler.

He passed by Pauline's room and listened. He could clearly hear her regular breathing, and even more clearly, he could smell her scent. He shook his head at himself. The sooner he unraveled Pauline's secret, the better it would be for both of them.

Quietly, so as not to wake her, he descended the creaky stairs to his lab.

The Scotch would curb his bloodlust, even if it didn't grant him oblivion. Pauline was surely in her room. So far, he had only ever locked it to keep Albert away from that room. He wouldn't put it past the old man to actually visit Pauline tonight, but only to shower her with compliments or watch her sleep.

If Albert did that, perhaps it would distract him from his inexplicable hatred for Louanne.

Gaylord sat on the small stool and poured a glass of Scotch to take a sip. It wasn't enjoyable. It was cheap, but it served its purpose. The burning sensation in Gaylord's throat subsided, and his fangs no longer felt like they were about to burst.

Gaylord turned his attention to Pauline's blood sample. Her blood showed hardly any anomalies. The only remarkable thing was the high number of red blood cells. But a doctor would only find that odd. Pure vampire blood, on the other hand, would drive any medic up the wall. Their blood didn't live any more than they did, even though it became quite active when they were wounded.

Human biology was logical; vampire biology not in the slightest. Order and chaos. Two natural enemies. One consumed the other, and thus it once again corresponded to the relationship between humans and vampires.

The examination of Pauline's DNA surprised him as well. It was completely different from what he had expected. Jason Harris had been a turned vampire. He had been a human, and so had her mother. And yet, Pauline's genetic code showed striking differences from that of a human.

If he wasn't just seeing things, she might be immune to every disease in the world. In the worst case, her DNA could be a panacea. If human DNA could be altered to match hers, no one would die of cancer or Ebola again.

Heaven helps them if that ever happened. Today's medicine was already highly advanced. A progress that could go even further if people found out about vampires with healing blood. Then every little ache could be healed with a blood donation from a vampire. Vampires would end up as living blood banks, and especially half-vampires would no longer be mere guinea pigs, while humans could grow older and older and, above all, more numerous.

For a moment, he considered that he saw Pauline as nothing more than a test subject as well. But he pushed the thought far away. The more he thought about Pauline, the more she confused him. It was easier to think about how deciphering Pauline's DNA could affect the world today.

Nature regulated itself, they said. But a population explosion of humans by several magnitudes, not even nature could make up for that.

But if Pauline could represent the cure for humans, how could she be his? She carried both the magic of life and death within her. How could he take away the one of life from her?

The gentle creaking of the floorboards interrupted his thoughts. It wasn't Albert making his way down the stairs with the grace of a clumsy baby monkey. It was a woman. Louanne or Pauline.

Still, Gaylord listened to the sounds echoing in the hallway. Bare soles padded across the wooden floor, and the wanderer headed toward the kitchen.

Carefully, Gaylord pushed open his door and crept into the hallway. Darkness was no issue for him, but it posed a challenge for the nocturnal wanderer. She cursed softly as she bumped into something. That gave her away. It was Pauline.

The scraping of wood suggested a drawer being pulled open, and judging by the faint clinking, it was the cutlery drawer.

Quietly, Gaylord traversed the short distance to the kitchen and glimpsed a blade glinting in the light streaming in from outside through the windows. Gaylord lunged forward and grabbed hold of the wrist.
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"Oh, damn," groaned Pauline.

"I'm sorry, I can't allow you to slit your wrists to escape the pain of your captivity," Gaylord stated firmly.

"Pfft," Pauline scoffed. "As if I'd do you that favor. You're not that bad."

Wait, did she really just say that? Heavens above, this guy was driving her completely crazy. He kept popping out of nowhere. How was one supposed to self-harm sensibly in these conditions?

"Can I have the knife back?" she asked.

"Only to make you a pâté sandwich," Gaylord replied, grabbing a basket filled with petit pains.

That was a good idea, she was actually hungry again. But it didn't align with her original plan.

"Okay," she said anyway, and Gaylord released her wrist. He reached for a basket and held it out to her. Conveniently, it contained petit pains.

Pauline took one. She had never slaughtered a roll with a carving knife before, but there was a first time for everything. Promptly, she pricked her finger with the tip.

"Damn it!"

She sucked on her finger. Ouch, that hurt. Since when was that stupid chip under her skin glowing? And why were Gaylord's eyes suddenly glowing red?

Gaylord snatched the knife from her hand and slammed it onto the kitchen counter. Inevitably, she backed away from him. He was hungry. Definitely.

"I'll make you a pâté sandwich too," she said frantically. "Really. You don't have to bite me."

And suddenly, Gaylord turned away from her. She heard him inhale deeply. Had her comment already scared him off, or was he weighing the pros and cons of her demise against her medical genetics? Hopefully, genetics would win. She didn't want to be bitten again!

She edged toward the knife, but his inhuman growl made her pause. In the dim light, he stood in the middle of the room. Like a werewolf on the verge of transformation. As if he were about to pounce on her, baring his teeth.

But suddenly, he spun around and marched to the fridge. He yanked the door open. Damn, it was bright! She squinted against the glare until he slammed the door shut again. He thrust a can of liver pâté and the bread basket into her hands.

Huh?

Before she could articulate her brilliantly intelligent thoughts, he was already grabbing her by the waist and carrying her away.

"Hey," she protested softly, but he growled once more.

"You're hurting me!"

Being carried was a nice form of transportation, but he pressed his arm so tightly against her waist that her ribs felt claustrophobic.

"Oh, when I cause you pain, you whine. But when you plan to cut your own arm, that's perfectly fine," he taunted.

Oops. Caught. But somehow, she had to get rid of that stupid chip.

Gaylord carried her to her room and threw her onto the bed. The frame creaked, but at least it was decent enough not to collapse immediately. The liver pâté slid off her, and the rolls tumbled out of the basket onto the bedspread. Great, now she was treating the bugs to a midnight feast.

"Are you really mad because I'm trying to get away from here?" Pauline asked. Was it logical that she didn't just wait around like a good little hostage for him to kill her or eventually drop her off in the woods so the big bad wolf could take her home?

"No," his voice was rough in her ear, and she flinched at the sudden proximity.

"When man and woman are alone at night, sin creeps in, did you know that?" Gaylord whispered.

Pauline snorted. "And during the day, it stays behind the garden fence, right?"

She couldn't see his face, but at least he wasn't baring his teeth. That was something, wasn't it? But what came next caught her off guard. He gently stroked her cheek. A delicate touch that made her heart rate skyrocket and only elicited a surprised groan from her alarm bells.

"I think you're developing Stockholm syndrome," his hand suddenly disappeared from her cheek, leaving her with nothing but a lingering tingle that momentarily drowned out his words. But only for a moment.

"Impossible with a bastard like you," she snapped back. She scooted to the side, but Gaylord reached for her wrist again. If he tried to kiss her hand now, she'd shove the pâté in his face, he could bet on that!

But it wasn't his lips she felt now, but something cold. A metal ring that closed around her wrist, chaining her to the bed frame.

"Really?" Pauline hissed. "Don't think I'll fall for you just because you know how to use handcuffs. If you come at me with a stick or a rope or anything remotely resembling a whip, I'll tan your hide!"

She pulled at the restraint, but nothing. Neither could she dismantle the bed, nor the thing itself. Pfft, everything in this house was cheap or shoddy. The food, the booze, the furnishings, but suddenly, when it came to sex toys, he wasn't being stingy anymore.

"I can surely get you a vibrator if just a pair of handcuffs makes you so venomous. Anything to keep you from performing DIY surgeries," Gaylord retorted.

He slammed the door behind him, and for a moment, she could see the reddish glow enveloping the door. Great. Now even the scrap of fabric in the lock wasn't doing her any good.


Rule Number Eight

The Chandelier Makes an Excellent Hiding Spot

What a stupid mess! Pauline tugged at the tether, but it would have been too good to be true if it just came loose. The ring around the bed rail only wobbled between the two crossbars, giving her a margin of ten centimeters. If she managed to escape with this setup, she truly was her father's daughter. But how was she going to pull it off? She couldn't reach the window, let alone the door. Cutting off her arm was a bit too extreme, and besides, what would she use to do it? Gaylord left her the liver pâté and the rolls, but not the knife.

It was time for a plan, but she was very attached to her arm. Literally, at that. Gaylord had placed it at a highly impractical height. She couldn't lean on it or prop it up with pillows. When Pauline lay flat, she had to hold her arm halfway bent up. That was unfair. How was she supposed to sleep like that?

No matter how she turned, she couldn't find a comfortable position. On the contrary, numbness spread through her outstretched limb. Hopefully, Gaylord would release her in the morning, or else she was in trouble.

Ha, Gaylord had to set her free, or else his dear Louanne would ask stupid questions. Or was he convincing his beloved that Pauline had returned to the loony bin? She would do it. But she was the vulgar and obscene one, and he was the poor hero who did everything to be with his beloved. When the hell did Pauline become the beast in this tale?

Anyway... This between Louanne and Gaylord should be love? Shouldn't you love someone, regardless of what kind of monster they were? Gaylord couldn't help his nature. He was a vampire. Amélie was one too, and she didn't choose it either. Pauline didn't choose her lineage after careful analysis either. Or the fact that she didn't meet her father until she was twenty-four, and he warmed up for their father-daughter date by first fighting with a mobster and then a sorcerer, only to marry her best friend afterward. With such a family history, kidnapping was just a misdemeanor. Gaylord couldn't help his nature any more than she could. He deserved to be loved too. With some paint and insulation material, you could even build a cozy love nest out of this construction site.

But why was she even interested in Gaylord's relationship with Louanne? It must be because of the handcuff slowly cutting off the blood to her arm. It was affecting her brain. That was the only way she could explain her strange thoughts. She needed to concentrate again. Escape. But how? Biting through the metal was impossible. In the end, she'd only lose her teeth, and there certainly wasn't a dentist in this godforsaken place. Except Gaylord, but she'd only accept him as a gynecologist at most. She'd sit obediently on the chair, and if he bent down to examine certain areas closely, she'd break his nose with a kick.

Oh yes, that idea instantly lifted her mood. But then another thought occurred to her. What if he touched her down there? Heaven forbids, no. She still remembered the unfortunate bite all too well. Her body responded with a pleasurable shiver and an eager tingle just at the thought. If Gaylord had infected her with some disease through the bite, may his beloved God have mercy on him.

Pauline had no idea how Louanne put up with him, but presumably, amidst the constant Ave Marias, there was simply no room for impure thoughts or murder plans.

Anyway, that woman was strange. She sang his praises to high heaven, but she never touched him. Only Gaylord touched her, but the other way around? That was a peculiar kind of love, and it wouldn't end well.
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Gaylord sighed as he stretched out on the couch in the dining room. Pauline's sweet scent still lingered in his nose, clouding his senses, and Gaylord bit into his own hand to momentarily escape the torment of his bloodlust. If Gaylord survived this, he would inevitably succumb to madness sooner or later. Perhaps he should pray for Jason to find him first.

The pain shot through him as his teeth sank into the metacarpal bone, but it was better than thinking about Pauline. Dammit, there she was again. How could it be that a woman like her dominated his thoughts? Why did her blood, of all things, make him addicted?

"Gaylord?"

Louanne's gentle voice made him flinch. He sat up and hid his battered hand behind his back. In the darkness, the white of her shirt glowed, making her silhouette appear even slimmer. She approached hesitantly and stopped in front of the sofa.

Gaylord reached for her hand and gently stroked her palm with his thumb. "Can I help you?"

Louanne intertwined her fingers with his and sat down beside him. "I'm sorry for being brusque with you."

"No, you weren't." Technically, she had been quite polite. Louanne leaned her head against his shoulder. Her hair tickled him. They were soft, well-groomed, and smelled like honey. Louanne gently stroked his shirt, and before Gaylord knew it, she wrapped her arms around his neck. But as if that wasn't enough, it got even thicker. She knelt on the sofa, leaned over Gaylord, and kissed him. Not gently and lovingly as usual, but with unabashed passion. It was hardly surprising that his brain could only groan in confusion. Or was it?

Completely perplexed, he felt the touch of her lips. She ran her hands over his back and sighed as Gaylord pulled her closer into his embrace. He buried his hand in her soft hair. Just in case she changed her mind. He didn't want to let her go so quickly. But she didn't recoil. She didn't try to escape him. Teasingly, she bit his lower lip.

"Oh Gaylord," Louanne sighed. "I truly am sorry..."

Yes, yes, Louanne had already apologized for her excessively good manners. Apology accepted. If she always apologized like this, she could be insufferably polite. He kissed her again, tasting the sweetness of her lips, and yet... he didn't sink deep enough into her kisses not to startle.

Gaylord had lived in this house since birth. He knew every nook, every sound, every creaky floorboard. And he knew which animals roamed around the house at night. Yes, he even knew that Albert began snoring exactly eighty minutes after falling asleep. But now something was different. Gaylord couldn't say what.

He reached for Louanne's hands and pulled them away from his neck. He listened intently.

Louanne clenched her fists and stared at him questioningly. "What is it?"

"Be quiet," Gaylord tilted his head.

He heard Louanne's heart beating, as well as Pauline's, but the other pounding grew louder and louder. They were no longer alone. Had Jason found them? But why would he send humans then? Vampires could sneak much better.

Louanne pulled at his grip, and he let her go. Maybe he was mistaken. Perhaps he was already hearing mosquitoes. The longer he listened, the less he heard. The pounding mingled with the heartbeats of the two women. Damn. Selective perception had never been practical. Had he heard a dog or cats, perhaps?

"Gaylord, what's wrong?" Louanne placed her hand on his cheek to get his attention. She took his face in both hands and kissed him again.

Stop! He didn't like the cracking outside. But heaven, how was he supposed to concentrate when Louanne's lips glided so seductively over his? Good Lord, why did she get clingy at the most inconvenient moments? Gaylord wanted to get up, but Louanne clung to his neck like a monkey.

"Louanne!"

Mon Dieu. Burning passion was all well and good, but if they didn't watch out, it would be their first and last hot night.

Dry grass rustled, he heard the scuffing of soles over gravel, dirt, and stones, the whole house was surrounded by it.

Gaylord shot up, grabbed Louanne by the arm, and dragged her with him. "Albert!"

"Gaylord, you're hurting me," protested Louanne, but damn it, he couldn't take that into consideration right now.

His butler rushed down the stairs. His shirt was open, just like his pants, but Jason would rip their throats out even if they were completely naked.

Albert scratched his chin. "Sir, I'm afraid we're surrounded."

"What are you talking about?" Louanne interjected. "Is this another one of those tricks to sabotage being together with Gaylord?"

Judging by Albert's bewildered expression, he didn't know what Louanne was talking about either. But damn, if Jason was really surrounding the house, they'd have much deadlier problems in about ten minutes.

"You stay here. I'll get Pauline," snarled Gaylord. He gave Louanne a light shove, propelling her into Albert's safe arms.

It was truly regrettable. Pauline was securely tethered to her bed by a handcuff. Louanne was indulging in the temptations of sin, and of all times, Jason had to show up with his rescue squad.

Gaylord had only taken two steps forward when a piercing scream echoed from Pauline's room, followed by the sound of shattering glass. So, they were already inside the house.

Gaylord raced up the stairs, gripping the railing to make the turn in time, and stopped just in front of Pauline's door, as unmistakable commotion erupted downstairs.

Doors slammed against wall. The clatter of countless feet echoed through the house. Louanne screamed, or was it Albert? It screamed again, and this time it was definitely Louanne's voice. Heavens, no, they couldn't harm her. But on the other side of the door, he heard Pauline's voice. Damn it, what good were vampires being fast, strong, and bloodthirsty if they couldn't split in two at crucial moments?

He should grab Louanne and Albert and run. But then Pauline would be lost to him forever.

Pauline's door swung open, and Gaylord leaped upward. Hopefully, nobody happened to look up at the chandelier. He was already swaying precariously. Hopefully, the ceiling hook held. Knowing his luck, there wouldn't be a single hunter beneath the chandelier if it crashed down.

But the hook only creaked. Half a dozen heavily armed men rushed out of Pauline's room. They carried firearms ready for action. Crap, crap, crap. They were damn well-equipped. But they weren't vampires. They moved much too slowly, and he could clearly hear the thumping of their hearts. Stakes, axes hung from their belts, and seriously? One even carried a crossbow!

Those weren't Jason's people. While Jason could assemble such an army in no time, he preferred vampires as his associates. He would never send a human army against a vampire, not when it concerned his daughter.

So, there was only one possibility left. Below him, vampire hunters were trampling into the lower floor. Hopefully, Albert had managed to escape in time.

From his vantage point, Gaylord could spy into Pauline's room. Not all men had stormed out of her room. There were still five of them around her bed, weapons ready.

"You guys are too creepy to be a rescue team," Pauline's voice trembled. She pressed against the bed frame and widened her eyes as she caught sight of Gaylord.

Gaylord put his finger to his lips, and Pauline looked away. Good girl.

A hunter with cropped hair leaned over Pauline. "Are you the half-vampire?"

"No, I'm Sleeping Beauty's sassy cousin."

Damn it, damn it! What should Gaylord do now? Up here, he was sitting duck, yet he had no way to help Pauline. He had to resort to his tech. That could incapacitate and distract the hunters. But did he even have enough time?

The biggest of the guys pulled a stake from his belt. Pauline went pale and pointed her hand. Her index finger pointed directly at Gaylord. "There's a real vampire."

Thanks a lot, Pauline. That's exactly what he needed. Gaylord leaped from the chandelier, rolled down the stairs, and dodged the group that was currently rummaging through his lab and now burst out of it.

Gaylord grabbed the black box next to the wardrobe and slid along the corridor toward the basement. The gunshot was muffled, yet it drowned out the stomping of the hunters. They kept aiming and shooting at him. Bullets hit the walls, the wood of the stairs, and the door.

Gaylord slammed into the cellar door, pushed down the handle and squeezed through the gap. The bolt was made of heavy wood and crashed onto the metal hook. Unfortunately, it wouldn't stop them forever, but it temporarily kept them off his back with their guns loaded with vervain.

Gaylord hurried through the cellar, stumbled over a hysterical rat, which apparently didn't like visitors, and got lost in the endless passages of the cellar vaults.

There were five exits. Three of them were clearly visible from the outside and were probably already besieged by the hunters. Where the hell had they suddenly come from?

Pauline couldn't have called them. Jason? Had he struck a deal with the hunters? They were allowed to kill Gaylord but had to get Pauline out alive? But not even Jason could be so stupid as to get involved with hunters. There was hardly any more deceitful scum. Half-vampire or not, they wouldn't let Pauline go for long. And they wouldn't miss the chance to kill Jason Harris. Jason was too much of a thorn in the hunters' side for them to let him live.

Gaylord set the suitcase at his feet and listened. The thick walls swallowed the sounds, yet he could faintly hear the murmur of countless voices from afar. Where was Albert? What about Pauline? And was Louanne okay? None of these questions could be answered at the moment.

Gaylord ripped the annoying fake bandages off his hands and the plaster from his forehead. He couldn't concentrate with a plaster constantly dangling in front of his eyes. He dropped the bandages carelessly to the ground and hastily pulled out the two drones from the suitcase. The gadgets were originally intended for Jason, including the stun grenades. Some of them contained not only vervain but also a strong narcotic that incapacitated humans. With a bit of luck, that would save their asses tonight.

Gaylord switched on the drones and connected them to his phone. The connection was good; he had even installed Wi-Fi boosters down here.

Gaylord left the suitcase and lifted the two delicate flying objects. Alert, he maneuvered through the corridors to one of the hidden doors. It was stuck, but a friendly kick encouraged it to cooperate. Well, almost. Technically, it just fell out of the frame. Hopefully, it wasn't a load-bearing part of his house; otherwise, the hunters would be buried under rubble faster than Gaylord would like. Because then Pauline would be lost too, and he couldn't and wouldn't allow that.

He sent the two drones soaring into the sky. Their buzzing was drowned out by the crunching of wheels and the sound of a car horn. Heaven, was a whole damn army coming, or what was with all the honking?

Gaylord typed a series of commands on his phone. The drones could recognize targets autonomously and drop the grenades that didn't contain vervain. This would also affect Louanne, but if Albert was nearby, he could carry her out.

Humming, his babies took off, and Gaylord climbed up the facade. The stone scraped under his fingers. You'd think vampires could climb facades insanely fast. He didn't know how other vampires managed it, but he had never been a good troubadour, and scaling sheer stone was damn hard!

Especially when you still held the phone in your hand, watching on the split screen how the drones zoomed over the surprised hunters and enveloped them in fine mist. All that remained were staggering bodies, bending over coughing and eventually falling to the ground.

The remaining hunters started shooting at his drones. As Gaylord made it halfway, half of his screen went black. Cursing, he activated the evasion mode on the remaining drone with his thumb. The phone slipped from his hand, and it was only thanks to the quick reflexes of his cursed nature that he caught it again in time.

Climbing walls with one hand required skill and composure. He possessed neither at the moment. He worried about Pauline. Had her distraction maneuver worked, or had they killed her anyway? Heaven, he couldn't think about it.

"And you've got all the muscles for killing vampires?"

Thank heaven, that was Pauline's voice coming from the room. But something was off. She didn't sound scared. Rather interested. What the hell was she up to now?

"That's a really big gun."

Were the hunters still threatening her? Playing with her and her fear? He'd rip their throats out. Gaylord pushed himself up the last few meters and grabbed the window ledge. Carefully, he pulled himself up and peeked into the room.

The door was closed, and besides Pauline, there was only one hunter in the room. His menacing nature was open to interpretation. He had set aside the gun, as well as his shirt, and in fact, his pants too.

"I need to check again if you're really human," grumbled the guy. The metal on his boots clinked as he took heavy steps closer to the bed. He sat down, and the bed frame creaked under his weight. Thankfully, because the sound drowned out Gaylord's growl. The guy actually grabbed Pauline's breasts. Was he out of his mind? That's not how you check for a heartbeat!

"If you can kiss as firmly as you grip, the evening might still turn out perfect," purred Pauline. Was she serious? He, Albert, and Louanne were running for their lives, and Pauline was starting a quickie with a vampire hunter?

The hunter leaned over Pauline and pressed his lips to hers. Gaylord pulled himself up onto the windowsill, leaped into the room, grabbed the guy by the collar, and hurled him around with all his strength. Gaylord heard the cracking of his bones, which had no chance against the wall. Groaning, the hunter slid down. Blood gushed from his nose, staining Gaylord's ancient carpet. And yet, Gaylord couldn't resist the urge to give the man even more nosebleeds. The kick to his face not only definitively broke his jaw but also sent him into dreamland.

Gaylord whirled around. "How the hell did you get him to take off his pants?"

Pauline shrugged. "He's into power games, and since he couldn't tell a poodle from a rooster, he bought my story that I'm a human abducted by a vampire."

"Should I take it as an insult that you never tried to flirt your way out with me?"

"Flirting only makes sense if the other person already finds you sexy," Pauline snapped back. "But you only have your Louanne on your mind. Louanne here, Louanne there, the wonderful Louanne. So nice, pretty, and obedient. And absolutely not obscene or loud."

"If I didn't need you, I'd leave you here," thundered Gaylord.

Pauline flinched and put her finger to her lips. "Shut up, you'll attract them all!"

Gaylord pulled out his phone and glanced at the display. "The house is practically cleared out. They're not following any plan anymore unless it involves snoring."

"Oh, good." A broad smile flickered across Pauline's lips. "Are you going to untie me now before I have to offer myself like a whore to the first hunter who wakes up?"

Damn this woman. Why was he even getting worked up? It should be none of his concern who Pauline peddled her fickle affections to.

He undid the shackle, and Pauline slipped out of bed. Hesitantly, she approached the hunter and tilted her head.

"Do you want to take him with us? Where we're going, there's a basement where you can have some fun. Can't have anyone say I don't provide entertainment for my captives," Gaylord sneered. He'd rather slap himself. Why didn't he just shut up? The truth was plain and simple: he was bothered by the pity with which Pauline regarded this useless guy.

A lot of mean remarks were on the tip of his tongue, but they all melted away into oblivion when Pauline turned around. She looked sad, but there was something else in her gaze. He couldn't name it, but it left him speechless anyway. Pauline wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly. She buried her face in the fabric of his jabot, and from the muffled murmurs, he only understood, "that you didn't let it go too far."

A tremor ran through her body. He held her tightly, stroked her hair, and rested his chin on the top of her head.

Pauline never ceased to surprise him. She was tough, she was loud, seemingly unshakable, and yet there were moments when her barriers broke down.

Her fear and panic were just discharging in his arms. And even though he feared that some of the hunters might have recovered from the daze of the sedatives by now, he wouldn't dare rush Pauline.

He waited until Pauline's body stopped tensing up and she eventually pulled away from him. She discreetly wiped her eyes and avoided his gaze.

"Should I carry you?" he quietly offered, but she shook her head. She stepped over the hunter and quietly opened the door. Unnatural silence filled the house. He knew this silence. It reigned on battlefields when the fighting ebbed, the wounded and survivors withdrew, and the dead spoke of human cruelty.

Unfortunately, the hunter in Pauline's room would likely need only the help of a plastic surgeon to reconstruct his face, but he was far from dead.

But what about Louanne and Albert? He didn't dare to call out. It was entirely possible that some hunters were still prowling through the house.

But no hunter burst out from a corner, shooting wildly. Gaylord heard the buzzing of his drone while the second one lay shattered in the foyer.

The traces of the sedative had a bitter smell, and Pauline started coughing. She pressed the sleeve of her sweater against her mouth, and together they stumbled out of the front door.

If it was too quiet in the house, it was much too loud outside. Two cars raced past them. Albert was behind the wheel of Louanne's red Mazda, circling around the house round after round. He hopped over the dried flower beds, squeezed past the conservatory, and used the fallen fence of the compost heap as a ramp to gain some advantage. The hunters' Audi was scratched and dented, but they weren't giving up.

Albert slammed on the brakes in the driveway. Gaylord flung the door open to shove Pauline inside and threw himself onto the backseat.

"Get down!" He pulled Pauline into the footwell. Louanne's head rested on the passenger seat. Her eyes were closed, and her head bobbed with every turn.

Albert veered onto the gravel path leading to the road and hit the gas. "She inhaled too much of the sedative."

The metal of their car screeched as bullets grazed over it. It trembled under the impacts, and Albert reached back to shove a gun under Gaylord's nose. "Do me a favor and don't miss five times before hitting something."

The next hail of bullets sent by the hunters shattered the rear window of Louanne's car.

Say what you would about hunters, but when they gave Gaylord a target, they weren't all that bad. He braced himself on the backseat and aimed for the tires. The first three shots missed, but the fourth one hit. The driver hit the brakes, the car swerved, and skidded into a narrow ditch.

Gaylord sank back and leaned his head against the seat. "Excellent." He sighed, running a hand through his hair. "Are you guys okay?"

Albert grunted in affirmation, Pauline hiccupped, only Louanne remained silent. No wonder, she was still unconscious next to Albert.

"You can be sure she didn't flirt with any hunter," Pauline quipped beside him.


Rule Number Nine

When the Captive Falls in Love, She Remains Willingly

Bon Dieu. What a night. Pauline's scalp tingled, and she was grateful when Gaylord brushed his cheek against hers and pulled her close. His scent gave her a sense of something she wanted to get used to. A feeling of security. But it was deceptive.

Gaylord reached out for the sleeping Louanne. The way he played with her curls for a moment didn't sit well with Pauline. It stung, but she was too tired to be snippy. She didn't want to argue with Gaylord; she wanted to enjoy the closeness he offered. Who knew when he would remember that you don't cuddle with prisoners?

The surroundings swayed past them, darkness enveloping them, occasionally illuminated by the passing cars' lights.

Pauline didn't know how long they drove. She didn't know if she had dozed off in between, but she lifted her head as Gaylord pulled away from her and clumsily climbed out of the car.

His posture was tense, and he listened. Was he expecting more hunters here? Hopefully not. Pauline just wanted to go to bed. Sleep and forget. Gaylord headed toward the house. "You guys take care of Louanne. I'll check the house."

Pauline stumbled out of the car and was caught by Albert, who helped her to her feet with a gentle smile. "Are you okay, Mademoiselle?"

"Yes," she said softly.

The estate was smaller than Gaylord's first house. It had small turrets on the sides, their roofs covered with tarps. The windows were boarded up, and the low wall that bordered the property was half collapsed.

"We're really upgrading," Pauline sighed.

"He doesn't want to part with any of them. And the upkeep costs are horrendous," Albert whispered.

Pauline opened the passenger door. Louanne would definitely have back pain tomorrow. She was half on the seat and completely wedged into the footwell. Albert leaned into the car and pulled her out, carelessly dropping her onto the barren lawn. He only held onto one arm and trudged off, dragging Louanne behind him.

"Albert," Pauline protested. "She's his fiancée."

"Pah," snorted the butler.

Pauline wrapped her arm around Louanne's waist and lifted her up. Geez, did this woman even eat? She was as light as a feather. Grumbling, Albert let go of Louanne's hand, trailing behind Pauline.

The steps of the entrance staircase were so crumbling that a piece of it crumbled under Pauline's foot. She stumbled, screamed, and fell to the ground along with Louanne.

"What a stupid mess!" Like a beetle flipped over by a bee, she lay on her back, while Louanne's hair fell into Pauline's face, stealing her breath. That's what she got for being helpful. When Pauline opened her mouth to curse, Louanne's mane blocked her throat. Damn it, Louanne was lucky Pauline didn't have scissors on her. Angry, she swiped the hair away, and yeah, she couldn't resist pulling on the locks. Who knew when she'd get the chance again.

Louanne's weight dwindled. Above her stood Gaylord, carrying Louanne in the truest sense of the word. Great. He carried her, but Pauline could walk just fine!

Gaylord reached out his hand to her. "Are you okay?"

Pauline got up and dusted herself off. "Sort of. Why are all your houses on the verge of collapse?"

Gaylord's response was to turn around and stick his butt out at her. Well, that didn't explain the condition of the houses, but the sight was a small compensation.

Gaylord straightened up again and twirled an elongated object between his fingers. "Can you tell me why a syringe of vervain fell out of your pocket?"

Pauline stared at the needle in disbelief. "That's not mine!"

Why would she willingly carry around a syringe? Was she crazy? That thing was sharp. And what was she supposed to do with it? Oh, right, she could use it to incapacitate a vampire. Gaylord apparently reached this conclusion much faster. The crimson glint in his eyes was all too familiar. Either he wanted to bite her or strangle her. Or both.

"That's not my syringe. Where would I have gotten it from?"

"From your flirty hunter?"

Damn, that was a good argument. And above all, it was a brilliant plan. She asked a hunter for vervain to free herself from her captor. Why didn't she ever think of such things?

"I didn't come up with that idea," she admitted frankly. She even threw in an innocent blink, but she could probably call upon every saint and highest god as witnesses, Gaylord didn't believe a word. His dark gaze wished her into the depths of hell, yet there was something else in his look. For a moment, she fancied he looked disappointed.

Slowly, Gaylord slid the syringe into his jacket pocket. His gaze still rested on her with full fury.

Admittedly, she stared longingly at the thing. So what? It was her right to think about escape. And yet the syringe wasn't hers. Maybe she should ask Gaylord to examine the syringe for fingerprints. She had a feeling that Louanne had dropped the syringe from her pocket. But she could hardly tell Gaylord that. He would rather shower Pauline with scorn and ridicule than consider that his lovely fiancée could be a piece of work.

"Come on," Gaylord growled, turning around with his precious cargo in his arms.

"I don't dare," Pauline snapped. "Your mood is terrible."

"You'd be just as angry if you indulge in the brainless illusion that the woman you kidnapped could..."

He paused. Hey, pique her curiosity and then stop talking?

"... could what?" Pauline prodded, but Gaylord shook his head.

"Forget it."

"No!"

Gaylord rolled his eyes. "Just come now."

"Why don't you come and get me?" Pauline snapped back. Yes, she was acting completely childish. She knew that herself. But what was she supposed to do? Meekly trail behind Gaylord? Watch him tuck his Sleeping Beauty into bed and desperately try to wake her up with kisses? Because sleeping was the only state in which Louanne would let him near her? Always with the thought in the back of her mind that Louanne wasn't as ignorant as she pretended? No, thank you. Pauline didn't get off on others' self-degradation.

Gaylord handed Louanne over to Albert. "Take her to bed."

A tiny spark of schadenfreude ignited in Pauline. Albert would probably drop Louanne again and drag her behind him. Pauline felt a twinge of shame for the disappointment that spread within her as Albert stoically carried Louanne into the house.

Gaylord crossed his arms over his chest. "What do you think will happen now? Do you want to play tag for another five minutes before I drag you in by the hair? Or should I just drag you along right away?"

"You solve every one of your problems with violence," Pauline remarked snippily.

"I don't have the patience to tame a woman like you any other way."

"You're a wimp!" Was she so terribly difficult? Never. He was always bickering with her! "Maybe just saying 'please' would help. Not every woman likes being bossed around like a dog."

With Louanne, he was as submissive as a stray dog hoping to be adopted. But with Pauline... He was argumentative, dominant, and he confused her completely. With his proximity and the memory of the bite.

"Fine," Gaylord replied. "Could you please come into the house now?"

"If you sound less annoyed, I'll consider it," Pauline snapped back.

Gaylord approached her, but Pauline suspiciously took a step back. What was he up to?

"Would you please stop driving me crazy?" His voice sounded gentle and soothing.

Pauline narrowed her eyes. "Maybe."

She stood still as he approached again. She fully expected him to grab her arm and drag her behind him like a stubborn mule. But he didn't. He just leaned in a little closer to her.

"Would you please stop dominating my thoughts?"

Pauline dominated please what? She stared at him in astonishment. Speechless, she let him get even closer. His breath moved the hair on her bangs and brushed against her cheek. She held her breath.

"Could you please stop clouding my senses? Tempting me with your scent until all I want is to taste you? To bite you, touch you, kiss you?"

Was he pulling her leg? He couldn't possibly be serious. Gaylord loved that iron maiden. It had to be. He was making fun of her. He knew how much she longed for the touch of his lips. Especially as he got closer to her face. She just needed to stand on her tiptoes a little, then she could kiss him.

"And could you please stop..." he murmured softly. "... devising sneaky escape plans."

She knew it. Gaylord straightened up again and grinned at her smugly. Jerk!

"It wasn't my syringe," she spat out.

"Pah," Gaylord snorted. "It's in your nature of defiance to secure every opportunity to escape. I don't even want to know which of Jason's annoying traits he inherited from you."

"But... I can't leave anyway without the recipient."

"It's not exactly rocket science to take it from a drugged man's pocket."

Oops, he was right.

"Fine, then it was mine," Pauline snapped. That's what he wanted to hear, right? There you go! If it made him happy. Then she was just as clever as he thought. The truth would only disappoint him anyway. But she couldn't care less.

Pauline trudged past him in silence, and this time she didn't fall backward down the stairs. She entered a musty-smelling foyer that didn't even have light. Gaylord placed a hand on her back and directed her into a room that smelled of old furniture, wood, and stale air.

He opened one of the windows, and Pauline involuntarily breathed in the fresh air wafting through the curtains and wooden boards. Gaylord flipped the light switch, and a dusty lamp above them flickered to life. The furniture was covered with white sheets, and when Gaylord pulled one aside, a bed appeared underneath.

"Get some sleep," his voice was stern, but hopefully that didn't apply to the bed. Yet another thought crossed her mind. The room wasn't enchanted, so he had to stay with her, maybe even sleep with her in the same bed.

Gaylord pulled away another sheet and settled into the armchair. He propped his feet up on the bed. Really? She was supposed to sleep while he stared at her? The worst part was that she was actually so tired that it worked. She lacked the strength to resist. She pushed the blanket aside and then pulled it over her head.

Gaylord turned off the light, but he couldn't erase her thoughts. She pressed her wrist against her forehead. Why did she feel like she was losing her mind? He was sitting here with her, and it was terribly uncomfortable. Not because she hated him, but because he was angry with her. Unjustly so. She had really wished out there that he would kiss her. That was the proof: The stress was driving her crazy. It wasn't just robbing her of her sanity, but also causing her heart to ache. It clenched, and Pauline drew her legs up. She curled up like a baby, all she wanted was one thing - to feel a comforting embrace.

She sniffed as quietly as possible. He shouldn't think she was crying. Half-vampire girls didn't cry. Not even when they were kidnapped for the second time and threatened by half a dozen hunters with guns drawn. A rustling made Pauline pause. She tilted to the side a bit as something pressed into the mattress. Suddenly, she felt embraced along with the blanket. Gaylord held her close and pulled the fabric away from her face.

"I'm sorry you had to experience that today. I swear to you, I won't let anyone harm you. Nothing will happen to you. Not from me or anyone else."

"Okay," she said softly.

"I mean it. You have nothing to fear from me. I'd rather remain a vampire than sacrifice a single hair of yours."

"Okay."

"And now sleep."

"Okay."

"You have to close your eyes for that."

"Okay."

"Can you say anything else?"

Pauline briefly thought. "Okay?"

Gaylord wrapped her tighter in the blanket until it cocooned around her. "You're really like your father," he chuckled by her ear. She wanted to think more about how it felt to be held by him. But fatigue overwhelmed her, and her last thought was: He can read thoughts, can't he?


Rule Number Ten

Hypoglycemia Spells Death for Any Kidnapper

The early crows the next morning pulled Pauline from her restful twilight. The relaxation vanished with the hysterical cawing, and she pressed the musty pillow against her ears.

Heaven above. This was exactly why she never wanted to move to the countryside, preferring to live in the city. Nature's noises, pah. These birds were legally harassing late risers.

Pauline couldn't care less whether they were building their nest, mating or returning drunk from a bachelor party. She just wanted to sleep!

Pauline wanted to turn over, get up, throw open the window, and shout the bird away. But something held her back. Gaylord hadn't chained her up again, had he? Pauline lifted her head, but it wasn't a handcuff holding her arm. It was Gaylord himself.

He gripped her wrist, but if he wasn't a very good actor, then he was asleep. He breathed deeply and steadily.

Only a single beam of light made it through the wooden boards in front of the window. Whenever a draft played with the curtains, it widened or narrowed or disappeared altogether.

A stronger draft brushed against Pauline's cheek, pushing the curtains aside and clearing the path for the beam of light. This time it reached all the way to Gaylord's bed. His dark hair shimmered in the light, but suddenly, a strange smell reached Pauline's nose. It smelled like burnt flesh. Gaylord growled and slid down a bit, away from the beam of light. A narrow dark line appeared on his forehead. Heavens, the sun was burning his skin, but Gaylord just kept sleeping.

Pauline pulled his head closer and covered him with the blanket until the fabric completely shielded him from the sun.

As she watched the sunbeam, her hand instinctively stroked through Gaylord's hair. It was just as soft as it looked, and to her surprise, Pauline found that she enjoyed playing with it.

Gaylord still held her arm, but his grip loosened, and he recoiled, straight back toward the beam of light. Pauline put her arm around his head and pushed him back.

"Pauline," Gaylord groaned muffled. "Why are you pressing my face into your chest?"

Oops. She loosened her hold a bit, and Gaylord pushed himself up. He was so close that their noses touched.

Pauline swallowed. "There was a sunbeam, it burned you." She gestured to the troublemaker, and Gaylord turned his head to follow her pointing finger.

"Very touching, your concern." The sarcasm in his voice stung her. "I thought you might have forgotten that you can't suffocate vampires."

He sat up and pulled out a slender vial of golden liquid from his shirt pocket. He downed the stuff and corked the vial again.

As he stood up, walked to the window, and stepped into the sunlight, the burnt smell didn't return. The sun seemed not to bother him anymore. He tugged at one of the boards until the nails gave way, flooding the room with light.

Pauline squinted. Okay, she might not disintegrate in the sun, but damn, it was bright. "Why aren't you bursting into flames? Is there any vampire cliché that's true?"

"Was the holy water not enough for you?"

Ach, she had almost forgotten. Gaylord stood before her, arms crossed over his chest, ensuring that the sun no longer dazzled her. Even though he seemed offended at the moment, she couldn't help but like him for it. But only now did she notice how poorly he looked. Had he aged twenty years overnight? His skin was paler than usual, dark shadows lingered under his eyes, and despite the red tint, his eyes seemed dull. He looked sick and overworked.

Should she ask him about it?

"Can I use the bathroom?" Oops, did her mouth just run off again?

"Go ahead," Gaylord replied. Had his voice always sounded so tired? He turned away, but Pauline jumped up and grabbed his shirt sleeve.

"Wait!"

Gaylord stopped, and he recoiled as Pauline tiptoed closer to examine him.

Pauline narrowed her eyes. "Are you sick?"

"Is this going to be another one of your clumsy insinuations that I'm mentally ill?"

"It's going to be a direct question: Are you sick? Cold? Overworked? Malnourished? You look like you're about to drop dead into a coffin."

"Thanks, you look enchanting today too." If that was sarcasm, he might want to skip the yawn.

Pauline reached for his hand. "We're going on an outing now."

"An outing," Gaylord repeated dully. "Weren't you just about to use the bathroom?"

Damn, did he always have to have such good arguments?

"Okay, I'll go to the bathroom first, and then we'll go on an outing." She spun around and dashed out of the room. Of course, only so he couldn't object. Not because she really, really had to use the bathroom.

^

Gaylord must have missed something crucial. Since when did the abducted get to decide when they went on an outing? He heard Pauline stomping through the house in search of the bathroom, and he also heard Albert's voice guiding Pauline. Then Pauline sneezed before the unmistakable sound of splashing reached his ears. Normally, he didn't listen to his housemates, but Gaylord was tired and overwrought. Being so close to her when she woke up had given him an adrenaline shock. She made his stomach flutter, and he was steadily losing energy.

His thirst wasn't driving him crazy yet; that usually came after the fatigue.

He should have accepted Albert's offer to drink from him. Then he wouldn't be shuffling after Pauline like a traumatized zombie as she stormed back into the room, grabbed his hand and dragged him along.

Vaguely, something occurred to him. Shouldn't he be taking care of Louanne?

He resisted Pauline's pull and stopped. "Is Louanne awake yet?"

Pauline pursed her lips disdainfully, but the question was directed at Albert, who had just entered the bedroom. How did Albert manage to keep his suit spotless, let alone free from dirt, blood, or dust? Her butler handed Pauline a sandwich, which the half-vampire eagerly bit into. Where did he get the ingredients from? Gaylord rubbed his forehead. He couldn't think about too many things at once. He had already forgotten his own question.

"Mademoiselle Louanne is still sleeping. She got quite a blow yesterday," Albert explained.

Ah, yes, Louanne. She would wake up with barbaric headaches. He felt sorry for her, but he was also relieved that she couldn't pester him with concerned questions right now.

Pauline set off again. In one hand, she held the sandwich, and with the other, she pulled him toward the door. She was incomparable. She fled while dragging her yawning captor behind her.

However, she could wrap him in foil and bury him in front of his own door, and his resistance would be half-hearted.

He didn't know how he managed it, but suddenly they were standing in front of Louanne's car, and Pauline opened the driver's door. Gaylord reached out and slammed the door shut. "What's this all about?"

"You're hungry. We're getting you something to eat."

Gaylord stared at Pauline incredulously. Uh, what?

Pauline impatiently tapped her toes and snapped her fingers in front of his nose. "Your brain cells desperately need new blood. You look pretty backward."

"You can't get me something to eat. There's no McDonald's for vampires."

"I wasn't planning on inviting you to a romantic dinner," snapped Pauline. "But if you don't drink, you might end up attacking me, and I don't want you at my neck more than necessary."

She tried to open the dented car door, but Gaylord still pushed against it. "Why do you want to come along?"

"Because I'll collapse unconscious if I'm too far away from the receiver. It's bad enough that I have to explain this to you. Ever heard of blood transfusions?"

"I'm allergic to cold blood."

Now Pauline stared at him, astonished. "Seriously? An allergy to blood?"

"Something like that."

A wide grin spread across Pauline's lips, and she giggled. "A vampire allergic to blood. That's ironic."

Yeah, that's it. Vampires who constantly fed on cold blood might weaken, but at least he could stretch out the time until the next kill. But not even that option was granted to him. If he drank cold blood, he'd throw up not two minutes later. He could only drink fresh, warm, living blood. And he hated it. Did he mention that already?

To his dismay, he had to admit that both Albert and Pauline were right. The longer he hesitated, the more unpredictable he became. In the end, he might even attack Louanne, and he would never forgive himself for that.

"Then come on," he urged Pauline, turning away. Pauline hesitated, but in the next moment, he heard her steps behind him.

Gaylord led her to the trees, where a path led first across a meadow and then into a forest.

"What happens if you drink blood packs?" Pauline asked.

"I vomit," Gaylord replied.

Pauline was already huffing, and Gaylord slowed his pace. The prospect of blood made every vampire move faster, no matter how repulsive it was to him.

He reached for her hand as she stumbled over a rock. Her fingers gripped his tightly, and her expression was momentarily as startled as if he had gotten too close to her with his teeth again.

It was reasonable for her to be afraid of him, and yet it felt wrong to him. She had been through enough, and her crying last night showed that even a Pauline had limits.

The path narrowed. Clumps of grass and rocks made it rougher. Only because of this did he still hold Pauline's hand, and only because of this had she not pushed him away yet.

They ventured deeper into the forest, and the noise of the roads eventually became so faint that even his vampire hearing no longer picked up the hum of engines.

"Do you think there's a human wandering around here?" Pauline asked.

"No human. But definitely deer," Gaylord replied.

Pauline stopped so abruptly that he dragged her along for a moment by the hand. Gaylord paused, bewildered. "What's wrong?"

"You want to kill Bambi?" Pauline exclaimed.

"Bambi is a white-tailed deer, not a fawn."

For a moment, Pauline seemed confused, but then she shook her head and jabbed her finger against his chest.

"You don't want to kill humans, but animals are okay?"

"Actually not. Animal blood makes me sick. It keeps vampires alive, but they feel nauseous and weaker, like with food poisoning. But until I become human, it's enough," Gaylord replied.

"That's not what I mean, you idiot," Pauline snapped. "Killing an animal is less bad for you than killing a human?"

Gaylord blinked in confusion. What was she getting at?

"Better an animal than a human, right?"

"Animals are not worth less than humans," the little fury snapped. Gone was any trace of her fear of him; instead, she faced him with a contempt that surprised him.

"If I recall correctly, you would have stuffed the venison into you with the greatest pleasure and without a shred of guilt."

"Yeah, so what? Humans kill animals to eat them. That's just how it is. But I own up to it, while you're a coward."

Did his jaw just drop to the floor? That was entirely possible. Because what on earth was she talking about? Gaylord was a coward because he didn't want to kill humans and preferred to feed on an animal instead?

"You're calling me a coward?"

Pauline narrowed her eyes. "You are! Cowardly and weak. You whine about being a vampire. Like it has no advantages. Like never getting sick, for example, or having eternal life. No, you whine about having the wrong place in the food chain. I bet you were one of those guys they threw a rock at first just to shut him up."

"I hate killing humans," Gaylord growled. "Humans who have nothing but bad luck when they encounter me. It may be hypocritical, but it tears at my soul to kill a man who might have been on his way to his wife."

"Oh, and the deer is probably single?"

Her words hit him like a slap in the face. Consistency had never been one of his strengths. He hated his life as a vampire, but he didn't end it. He kidnapped a woman, but she acted like the most spoiled prisoner the world had ever seen. And he allowed it.

He loved Louanne, but he didn't trust her enough to reveal his nature to her and hope she understood.

"Besides, there are hardly any evil animals. Evil humans, on the other hand, plenty of those." Pauline flashed him a sly look, but Gaylord shook his head.

"Don't start with the notion that only criminals should die. I'm not God. I don't judge people."

Pauline shrugged. "Still better than random chance."

"If that were the case, your father would have been dead long ago."

"Well, he's lucky he's a vampire too."

Shaking his head, Gaylord turned away. Her worldview was naive, and she divided her world so narrowly into good and evil that she hardly differed from Louanne.

But in one thing she was right: Even if he killed an animal now, he would only postpone the inevitable. There was no guarantee that he would succeed in becoming human with Pauline's help.

"Hey, I know a good spot where a bunch of rapists hang out around this time."

He doubted she could show him anything new, but sighing, he relented. "Alright then. Where to?"

Pauline's triumphant grin intensified his headache, but what choice did he have? As much as he wished otherwise, Pauline was right.

"To Paris!" Pauline exclaimed and froze as he wrapped his arm around her and lifted her up.

"Close your eyes," he advised before setting off.

Gaylord stomped through the trees until he reached an open field. It was broad daylight. There was no darkness to shield them from curious eyes. But as the vampire reached his full speed, he was merely a blur to the human eye.

He felt Pauline's breath on his neck. She tensed in his arms. Being carried by a vampire was an adjustment for most. Linett turned green just at the mention of vampire speed. Pauline was much braver. She didn't scream or whimper. She didn't even retch when he finally stopped and gently set her on her feet.

"Alright?" he asked.

Pauline nodded and staggered against a building wall for support. "You run like Amélie drives. Why is everyone always in such a hurry?"

"The helicopter was unfortunately broken," Gaylord replied.

Pauline took another deep breath before looking around. "Where are we?"

"Barbès-Rochechouart. One of the worst places in Paris. You wanted to judge the humans, didn't you?"

Across the street, a metro train thundered over the tracks. In the underpass, teenagers, homeless people, drug addicts of both the harmless and the vilest kinds loitered. Coming here at night was a risk, especially for a woman, but even during the day, enough crimes happened right under the noses of ignorant passersby. Drug dealing, extortion, prostitution, rape. The station and the underpasses provided plenty of corners to indulge in their dark vices.

In short, it was the perfect place for a vampire.

Pauline smiled. "It's always nice to come home. But it used to look even more run-down."

Gaylord furrowed his brow in confusion. "You mean to tell me you're from one of the worst neighborhoods in Paris?"

Pauline hugged herself and watched the passersby. "Originally, no. But when I was eight, my mother moved us here because her then-guy ripped her off, and she couldn't afford the rent anymore. We lived here for seven years."

"How did she manage to get back on her feet?"

"She kicked the guy out."

"And that took her seven years?" Gaylord asked perplexed.

"Love can not only blinds you, it likes to freeze your brain too." Pauline shrugged before giving him a meaningful look. "Living examples practically cross your path every day."

Did he feel targeted? Better not. That would mean having to defend himself against this outrageous accusation, and he lacked the energy for that discussion. Not only was it hard to follow her erratic arguments, in the end, she'd still be right. And he simply didn't have the energy for that realization.

He followed Pauline as she crossed the street and passed by the homeless and beggars as if she were strolling along the Tuileries Gardens.

It smelled awful. Exhaust fumes, alcohol, sweat, excrement. He wished for the olfactory abilities of a human with a sinus infection. They didn't know how good they had it.

"Did you two get lost?" suddenly purred a woman's voice with a strong Eastern European accent behind him. She reeked of way too much cheap perfume, but before Gaylord could recover from the scent shock, Pauline jumped in. "He's already with me. He's just a beginner, he gets scared if you handle him too roughly."

With that, Pauline grabbed his hand and dragged him along. What? Huh? A beginner?

"I'm not a beginner," protested Gaylord.

"Then you've been with a hooker before?"

"What? No!"

"So, you are a beginner," Pauline grinned.

Damn it.

"I hope your mother never had to sink that low," he said quietly, though.

Pauline's grip on his hand tightened before she sighed softly. "No, luckily not. She got money every month. Probably from Jason. It just wasn't enough to support her guy and still pay the rent for a decent apartment."

"Jason would have surely paid her more," protested Gaylord. You could accuse her father of many things, but stinginess wasn't one of them.

"I think she was too proud to ask him for more," Pauline said. She stopped and nodded toward a couple. The woman's high heels clacked on the asphalt. Her companion held her arm tightly, and he seemed to be in a hurry. They turned into the entrance of the station.

Pauline quickened her pace, Gaylord following, and they just managed to catch a glimpse of the two before they disappeared behind the heavy door of a men's restroom. There wasn't much silver left on the door; it was black, dirty, and worn out. The colorful spray paints couldn't change the rundown state. How could people have sex in such a place? Just the sight of the handle made nausea rise in him.

Pauline tugged at Gaylord's sleeve. "I think something's about to go down. More than negotiated."

"And I'm supposed to save them now?" sighed Gaylord.

"That would be a good deed, and meanwhile, your hunger gets taken care of," Pauline said.

"Don't you want to invite me to a candle-lit dinner instead?" Yes, he was whiny and picky. So what? Who would willingly want to have lunch in a pee-soaked little room? It was repulsive and disgusting.

"Come on already. The sooner you're done, the sooner I get something to eat too," Pauline said, striding past him and placing her bare hand on the door handle. Wasn't she afraid of catching something? He didn't want to imagine how the much younger Pauline had spent her afternoons in this rundown area. How many times had she had to defend herself against such idiots who would have eagerly disappeared into this toilet with her?

The vampire held the door firmly before it closed behind Pauline and also pushed himself into the room. A small, bony man stood at the urinal, fruitlessly searching for the contents of his pants. He kept turning his head toward the furthest toilet cubicle.

Gaylord grabbed the peeper by the collar. His pants fell down to his ankles, and he screamed like a girl as Gaylord threw him out the door. But the couple in the only locked cubicle didn't let the scream bother them. Gaylord smelled the sweat and adrenaline in the air. If the overly lascivious cooing of the woman had made him hesitate, that would quickly change. There was a crash, the woman moaned, and the man said in a rough voice, "Shut up, or I'll shut you up. If I wanted regular sex, I'd do it with my old lady."

Gaylord grabbed the doorknob and yanked on it. The plastic crunched, the screws gave way, and the door crashed to the ground. The prostitute leaned over the filthy toilet, the tips of her artificial hair dipping into the foul water of the bowl. Dark spots marked her arms and cheek. Those bruises were old; they would soon fade. But the memory of how the guy pressed his penis against her backside wouldn't soon be forgotten. His pants lay carelessly next to the toilet, but that didn't stop the man from confronting Gaylord. He raised his fist, aimed haphazardly at Gaylord's nose, and wheezed as the vampire grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off his feet.

Sweat dripped from the bald skull over his forehead, and the scent of his body mingled with the enticing smell of A-negative blood type.

"Get lost," growled Gaylord, taking a step back with his prey. The prostitute pulled herself up. A little blood seeped from under her hair. She staggered, clutching her head, but she gathered herself and rushed past Gaylord and Pauline. Despite her fallen state, she hadn't lost her wits.

"Hey, man, what the hell?" the bald man squawked, wriggling in Gaylord's grip.

"You don't hit women," snarled the vampire. He bared his teeth, and his victim recoiled. Gaylord focused on the delicate scent of his blood. Not as seductive as Pauline's, but it called to him. Gaylord's throat burned like fire, yet he couldn't bring himself to bite. His hunger wasn't strong enough yet. Everything in him resisted.

"Go ahead and bite already," urged Pauline.

Gaylord growled. "That won't help me at all."

"Does he have the wrong blood type?"

No, damn it, he didn't. There was no wrong blood type. There were only those that drove one more insane than others. Even now, Pauline's blood tempted him more than this man's.

What did that tell him? That he had to bite this man quickly before the bloodlust took hold and he attacked Pauline. Gaylord inhaled and drew the guy closer. He pressed his hand over the man's mouth, and his teeth pierced the skin on his neck.

The moment the blood touched his mouth, all doubts vanished. They always did. For a moment, the world stood still, time froze, and Gaylord's body was nothing but pure contentment.

A brief moment of bliss, fading with the man's life. Lifeless, his victim collapsed.

Finally, he felt stronger, less tormented, and only half as weak. Damn, did he have to thank Pauline now?

Gaylord turned around, but the spot where Pauline had stood was empty.


Rule Number Eleven

Anyone Who Falls for Rule Number Nine Should Become a Hairstylist

Men were so easy to manipulate. Especially when they were hungry and lovelorn. Gaylord was the most gullible criminal she had ever encountered.

How had he managed to survive for so long? Did he play dumb while secretly being a dangerous killer, or did vampire hunters just couldn't bring themselves to stake him through the heart because of Gaylord's puppy-dog eyes?

Pauline stumbled onto the street. Hopefully, the signal radius of the sensor was enough. She waited for a dizzy spell, but nothing happened. She landed unharmed on both feet in the midst of the crowd of pedestrians. Searching, she looked around and ran a bit, then disappeared under an archway of the underpass.

Heaven, Pauline hadn't been here in ages. She had to find Florence. She was the only prostitute Pauline would trust her life with. This used to be her territory.

Pauline threw herself back into the throng, stood on tiptoes, and peered over the heads of the passersby, always searching for the long mane of hair that Florence mercilessly bleached until it shimmered silver. But Pauline didn't see her. She only saw other hookers. In high heels and short skirts with long, fake eyelashes. Beggars squatted on the ground, and the drug dealers were already eyeing Pauline suspiciously.

Damn, did Florence have her day off today of all days? But wait. Pauline saw another figure. A male one. He hid in the shadow of a building, and Pauline could only make out his silhouette, but he seemed familiar.

Pauline waved, but the man didn't move. Was he blind, or was she just mistaken?

Pauline squeezed between two parked cars, ready to take advantage of a gap in traffic to cross the street.

"If you're trying to run away, you should run faster," Gaylord's voice made her whirl around. Internally, she groaned. She had hoped to have more time to seek help. "I didn't want to run away. I just didn't want to watch you kill people," Pauline replied.

Gaylord recoiled. Seriously? Did he really suffer from having to kill people? He was a man and a vampire. Why was he acting like a spoiled plant? Then again, priests probably didn't enjoy killing either. Gaylord and priests. That was like suede and mud bath. He enjoyed fondling and biting them too much for someone who once intended to live in celibacy. Ha, he was fooling them. Her kidnapper, of all people, was supposed to be the only vampire with heightened moral standards? Laughable.

Gaylord shook his head and rubbed his forehead. "It's hard for me to believe you."

Pauline crossed her arms over her chest and glanced at the figure on the opposite side of the street, so painfully familiar to her. "Are you feeling better?"

"Do you have such a hurry to get back to my cozy home?" Gaylord retorted.

"I miss Albert."

Gaylord raised his eyebrows. "Really?"

Damn, the silhouette of the man moved. But she couldn't see his face, and damn it, he just walked away. Hadn't he seen her? Or was she mistaken, and she didn't even know him?

Pauline pressed her lips together and focused on Gaylord. His mood seemed to be heading more and more toward a low point. He furrowed his eyebrows as she finally answered him, "I like him." That wasn't even a lie. She actually liked Albert. "He has manners."

"Then you're not a good match," Gaylord retorted.

"Why?" Damn it, where was that guy? Where was Florence? Pauline was standing here on the open street with her kidnapper, and no one was helping her.

"Because you don't have any," Gaylord replied with a smirk.

Uh, what? Pauline's gaze inevitably turned back to Gaylord, who was grinning mockingly at her.

"Opposites attract," Pauline countered. "Just look at you and the blonde hussy."

"She's not a hussy," Gaylord snapped.

Pauline laughed. "Oh really, she just doesn't let you get close."

Gaylord's growl might have been a warning to her. But she ignored it. Let him growl. What could he do anyway? Kidnap her? Bite her? If so, it would be pretty boring. Because she had already experienced all of that with him.

Just as she was about to hurl a sharp retort at him, there was a terrible bang. Gaylord was pulled aside, and there was another bang. Oh no, those were shots. The people around them screamed and started to run. Someone bumped into Pauline in their haste, but she felt herself grabbed around the waist and lifted up.

She screamed and landed on a shoulder. That wasn't Gaylord's jacket. He had worn a gray coat. The fabric brushing against her nose was black. And seriously? Her face was pressed against the butt of a strange man. She struggled, but the guy put his arm over her legs and pinned Pauline in her undignified position.

Whoever this was, whether a savior or a new bumbling kidnapper, she would kill him for this!

Pauline pushed her arms against the stranger's back. Where was Gaylord? She couldn't see him. Instead, the surroundings blurred. The buildings, the street lamps, the people, even the cars passed by her, and her stomach lurched upward. She twisted, but she couldn't make out who was carrying her. Who was this? If this was another kidnapper, she was done for. In more ways than one. Because he was dragging her right out of the receiver's area. She didn't want to faint. Why didn't he just throw Gaylord over his other shoulder right away?

"Stop!" Pauline screamed. But before she could hurl an insult, a heavy fatigue washed over her, and the world around her plunged into darkness.

^

The screams of the people rang in Gaylord's ears. Their bodies formed a shield around the fallen vampire. The first bullet had pierced Gaylord's shoulder, but in the chaos, his attacker would have only harmed innocents with further shots.

Gaylord spun around and got back on his feet. In the middle of the street, between cars, bicycles and motorcyclists, a vampire was running away. Pauline's brown hair waved like a flag behind him.

Damn it all! He had underestimated Pauline. What an idiot he was. Gaylord had taken care of Pauline. He had really thought he had her under control in the middle of Paris.

In the two unobserved minutes, she had obviously managed to get help. Help that didn't give a damn that people might be disturbed by a vampire overtaking even the Parisian motorcyclists with his breakneck speed.

Gaylord dashed in the same direction, leaping over cars and summoning all his strength to catch up with the fleeing couple.

The surroundings zoomed past him in a blur. He only caught glimpses of people stumbling in confusion as the vampires ran past them. Tomorrow's headlines would read like conspiracy theories. He could already see it.

"French military testing secret propulsion technology. Incredible speeds achievable."

One day, people would catch on to them because of such reckless actions. Hopefully, they would chalk this up to spontaneous hallucinations or, better yet, filming for a Hollywood movie.

Gaylord leaped over a stroller, dodged a bus and spotted the running figure of the vampire between two front yards. Pauline lay unconscious over his shoulder, her arms hanging limply. No wonder, the vampire had carried her out of the sensor area, and he had almost escaped him.

Gaylord ran faster, turned into a street to cut a corner and appeared in front of the fleeing vampire.

Gunshots rang out again across the street, and Gaylord dove behind parked cars for cover.

Another vampire leaped over a Polo and pounced on Gaylord. He grabbed Gaylord by the throat, spun him around, and together they crashed into an electrical distribution box. The plastic crunched, just like Gaylord's nose bone when his opponent's fist landed on it. Pain shot through his forehead, making him groan. To top it off, his rival's long dark hair was dangling in Gaylord's face.

How was he supposed to give the guy a decent hit when his nose was hidden behind a curtain of greasy hair?

In his peripheral vision, Gaylord noticed the hurried movement as the other vampire shot past them with his burden.

Damn it, he couldn't lose sight of Pauline.

Gaylord raised his arm to shield himself from his opponent's blows and punched him in the gut. The guy groaned and backed away. Gaylord grabbed his hair and jerked his head to the side with a swift motion. The vampire's neck cracked and he collapsed. Gaylord threw him onto the pitiful remains of the distribution box before spinning around and resuming the chase.

But damn, how quickly had Jason's guys gathered? Another vampire stood between Gaylord and the fleeing vampire. The bulky figure was unmistakable. It was none other than Jeremy. Oh, what had he done wrong? Yes, he had kidnapped Pauline, but only to avoid having to kill anymore. Was that so reprehensible that God or Jason - one of them was surely to blame - sent Jeremy after him? He could least afford him. As a born vampire, Jeremy possessed a physical strength that even vampires of Gaylord's age could only dream of.

Gaylord tried to dodge him, but Jeremy blocked his path. Jeremy charged at him and reached out his arm. Gaylord couldn't duck in time. Jeremy's arm crashed into his throat, and the impact brought Gaylord down.

Jeremy grabbed him by the collar and dragged Gaylord along at a furious pace. The rough asphalt shredded the fabric of his suit. Where the fabric gave way, the ground tore at Gaylord's skin.

Burning pain shot through Gaylord's nerve endings. He writhed until he got hold of Jeremy's hand and pulled on it.

The jerk threw Jeremy off balance, but before Gaylord knew it, Jeremy hurled him against a lamppost. The metal creaked. Gaylord heard the cracking of his own bones. But Jeremy wasn't so merciful as to give him a breather. He spun him around again, and this time, Gaylord's flight ended with his face slamming into a house wall.

The idea of sinking to the ground and lying there until the inevitable pain followed, as wood pierced his heart, sounded truly tempting at the moment. But not even that was granted by Jeremy. He pressed Gaylord's face against the wall, pulled his arms behind his back, and despite the searing pain, Gaylord distinctly felt a metal ring around his wrist.

Jeremy didn't want to kill him. He only wanted to restrain him and bring him alive to Jason. God help him if Jason got his hands on him. Gaylord didn't want to die such a death. It would be agonizing and drawn-out. Gaylord tore his still free arm from Jeremy's grip and elbowed the vampire in the ribs. A furious growl was Jeremy's response to his blow.

Gaylord grabbed Jeremy by the throat and threw himself to the ground with him. Jeremy's head slammed onto the asphalt, dark blood staining the pavement.

"How did you find her so quickly?" growled Gaylord.

Jeremy twisted his lips into an ugly smile. "That doesn't matter. Simon has already taken her away."

Damn it. Why did the guy always have to be right? Jeremy grabbed Gaylord's wrist and twisted it until the bone snapped. Groaning, Gaylord loosened his grip. Bon Dieu. Even though the bones healed quickly, it damn well hurt in the first moment!

Gaylord jumped up and chased in the direction the vampire with Pauline had run.

Finally, they left the city houses behind, and Gaylord spotted the fleeing figure of the vampire across the open field. Pauline still hung over his shoulder.

Gaylord chased after the fugitive as Jeremy appeared next to him again. He swerved out and bumped into Gaylord. Gaylord's response was as simple as it was straightforward. He punched Jeremy in the face, but that didn't slow Jeremy down. On the contrary. Now he even pulled out a gun. Gaylord gave him a shove, sending him stumbling before a low wall, and the bloodsucker crashed over the stone structure.

Meanwhile, the other vampire disappeared with Pauline between the trees of a forest, and once again, Jeremy hung onto Gaylord's heels. Gaylord heard Jeremy cursing distinctly. But before Jeremy could manage to shoot him a few bullets, Gaylord reached the edge of the forest.

Wood cracked, and only when Gaylord heard nothing but his own footsteps did he slow down until he stopped.

Silence descended over the grove. Only the wind shook the leafless branches. No wood cracked; no stone scraped under the steps of the others.

His opponents thought themselves incredibly clever. They, like him, stood between the trees, listening and not moving. Not even their breath was audible, but something else broke the silence much louder: Pauline's pulse.

In all his years among the vampires, Gaylord may not have learned much, and if he did, it was only reluctantly, but he had perfected one skill: silent stalking. Gaylord brushed over the soft forest floor and approached the loud thumping through small detours. Behind a large willow, he clearly heard the beating of Pauline's heart. Only the vampire he could not see.

Gaylord burst out of the thicket, right to the spot where the faint beating of the heart came from. He collided with a massive body and blindly punched with his fist. The groan told him he had hit. He grabbed his opponent by the hair and pulled his head back. This was one of Jason's employees, who was now smiling at him with bared teeth, but damn it, where was Pauline?

"To hell, where is she?"

He could clearly hear the pounding of her pulse. This guy didn't have a pulse anymore. He was a vampire, dead, and yet the thumping emanated from him. Gaylord let him go, and the guy pulled out his phone. The phone that emitted the cursed sound.

"The blessings of modern technology, and now it's your turn to die," he sneered.

Gaylord certainly wouldn't stand still. He didn't value a confrontation, whirled around, and quickly put as many trees as possible between himself and Jason's employee.

Damn it, how could he have been so stupid? As if Pauline cared about him. Straining his self-healing had been her plan from the start. First the pencil in his chest, then the holy water. Maybe Albert had even rubbed his feeding problems in her face. That was the only way Gaylord could explain how she could talk him into an outing. He had lost his mind. To hunger, and because her seductive scent nearly drove him insane. And in the end, the blessings of technology had outsmarted him. But not with him. When it came to technology, he was still better equipped than the damn KGB.

Gaylord pulled out his own phone and opened the app connected to Pauline's transmitter.

He bit his hand in impatience until he tasted his own blood, cursing the slow connection setup.

Stupid technology. When you didn't need it, it charged lightning fast, but heaven forbid you were in a hurry. Then all the electrons suddenly went on vacation or got sick.

Eventually, a small glowing dot appeared on the satellite image. Hopefully, they hadn't removed Pauline's transmitter yet.

Gaylord ran as if the devil were after him. Across fields, meadows, past residential areas. The dot on his phone was moving, but Gaylord was steadily getting closer. Who was carrying her? Jeremy? Gaylord could only hope to catch up with them before they reached Jason's home.

Near the Seine, he finally saw Jeremy's figure ahead, with Pauline hanging over his shoulder!

Gaylord summoned his last strength to gain even more speed. The surroundings rushed past him, and breathing heavily, he stopped in front of Jeremy.

Jeremy flinched while still running, but he couldn't stop in time and collided with Gaylord. He snatched Pauline from his grasp, but before he could turn around and run away, Jeremy grabbed his ankle and yanked his leg.

Gaylord lost his balance and crashed onto the hard ground. Pauline rolled to the side. Fuck, hopefully, she hadn't hurt herself.

Struggling, Gaylord got to his feet, only to be grabbed by Jeremy the next moment. Jeremy drove his knee into Gaylord's face. The already dim lighting of the surroundings grew even darker, and even the stars in front of his eyes didn't help him see more. Pain shot through his nerve pathways, and before Gaylord knew it, Jeremy pushed him down onto the ground.

Vampires no longer needed to breathe, yet Gaylord instinctively struggled for air as Jeremy squeezed his throat. Gaylord saw the blow to his temple coming, but he couldn't dodge it. An explosion of sheer pain shot through his forehead, and for a moment, the world around him turned black.

Waking up again was the biggest mistake Gaylord could make. He lay on his stomach and accidentally breathed in dirt. But as he coughed, Jeremy pressed his face even harder into the ground.

Jeremy straddled him, and it clicked as the second shackle closed around Gaylord's wrist irrevocably. Gaylord struggled, but he knew how futile his resistance was. He had nothing to oppose the strength of a born vampire, whether bound or free. A transformed vampire could be a thousand years old, and he would still be inferior even to a newborn born vampire. Nature was the pioneer of discrimination.

^

Merde. What had just happened? Her head felt like her brain wasn't soft and mushy, but a heavy boulder. Was that a squirrel in her mouth or her tongue? She felt cold, and even her back hurt a bit. No wonder. She felt with her fingers and realized she was lying on the bare ground. Small stones pressed into her side. Dazed, she lifted her head. It was dark, but in the distance, she could see the outlines of Paris. A crash made her flinch, and she looked in the other direction.

Two dark figures faced each other. One of them staggered, the other swung to hit. Was it already happening? Were the kidnappers fighting over her? But wait! One of them was Gaylord!

He held his arms behind his back, and his opponent struck him in the neck, causing the vampire to groan as he fell to his knees.

"He actually wanted to take over, but now he has to live with it," growled the guy.

Hmm, his voice sounded familiar to Pauline. But before she could waste her time with useless considerations, the stranger pulled out a stake. Did he want to build a fence? Oh no, stakes were for vampires. Heavens above, why was her thinking so sluggish?

And suddenly the realization hit her. Stakes, wood, vampires. He wanted to kill Gaylord!

What? No!

She didn't know why, but Pauline got up and staggered toward the branch. She lifted it and swung it at the head of the guy who was about to stab Gaylord with the stake between his ribs.

A dull thud followed by a groan. Had she hit him? For safety, Pauline struck again. This time the branch broke, and the guy collapsed.

Gaylord squatted on his knees; his face smeared with blood. How did he even look? His clothes were completely torn. Had he gotten caught under a combine harvester? Could he do anything on his own?

"I have to watch over you like a Tamagotchi," scolded Pauline.

The surroundings swayed a little, but Pauline strained her eyes to focus on Gaylord. Ha, that looked much better! Why was he staring at her like that?

"Why are you smiling?" Gaylord asked suspiciously.

Pauline leaned down to him, but only to crash onto her knees the next moment. Ouch. With a pained expression, she rubbed her legs.

"I think I'm drunk."

"That's the aftereffect of the sedative. It'll pass soon."

"Too bad," murmured Pauline. She didn't mind a little buzz. Even the headache had subsided a bit. Such states were sometimes great. Especially when the world seemed to stand still for a moment, and all problems dissolved. They just weren't important right now.

She much preferred looking into Gaylord's eyes. The feeling of dense, soft cotton gave way a bit in her head, but a stomach upset with nervous tingling set in lower. It rose up her esophagus and seemed to press on her throat. She could hardly swallow.

Pauline leaned forward and gently pressed her lips to his. At first hesitantly, and then more boldly. Wonderful. A kiss that literally made your senses fade.


Rule Number Twelve

Unconscious Kisses Do Count!

Did Gaylord kiss well? Or incredibly badly? Whatever the reason, Pauline sighed deeply and toppled to the side. To make matters worse, she started snoring.

Gaylord slumped a little. When had his life begun to defy all logic?

He had just dodged death once again, thanks solely to Pauline. Drugged, she had knocked out her own savior. Did God love or hate him? Maybe He didn't like Gaylord, but equally disliked Pauline, and so he attributed Gaylord's luck more to chance than to wit.

Gaylord stared at the unconscious Jeremy. If Pauline hadn't messed up her own rescue, she could be in her father's and her best friend's arms in just ten minutes. By tomorrow, she would surely regret her stupidity thoroughly. Or not?

He still felt as if he could sense Pauline's lips on his. If he had previously thought that she couldn't drive him any crazier, he now had to admit he was wrong. But now she wasn't tormenting him with cheeky remarks, but non-verbally. Unfortunately, the brief touch of her lips hadn't melted his brain. That would have been too nice, because it would have meant he could spare himself from thinking. But now his thoughts were racing in circles, biting their own tails, and causing Gaylord to hypnotically avert his gaze from Jeremy and onto the sleeping Pauline. Only with great difficulty could he tear himself away from the sight, which only proved how much Pauline was confusing him. If he didn't get moving soon, Jeremy would wake up. And then there would be no Pauline to save Gaylord's sorry life.

Gaylord crawled over to the unconscious Jeremy and searched his pockets for the key to the handcuffs. He held his breath as he lost his balance and landed straddling the fallen vampire. Jeremy groaned softly, but he didn't wake up.

Gaylord felt around in his jacket pocket for the small key and almost broke his wrist trying to insert the cursed thing into the tiny lock. Maybe he should pray that Jason arrived at this very moment. Perhaps the undignified sight of Gaylord lying face down in the dirt and wrenching his arms would soften him a bit, and he would mete out a more merciful death.

Finally, there was a quiet click behind his back, and the first cuff came loose. Gaylord shrugged his tense shoulders and hoisted himself to his feet.

Time was of the essence. Jeremy began to cough, and Gaylord didn't hesitate any longer. He scooped up Pauline and raced away with her.

Uninterrupted, they returned to Albert and Louanne in Grand Est. Gaylord was about to push the door open, but Albert was quicker. He flung it open so frantically that it crashed against the wall.

"Thundering crosses!" his butler cursed fervently. "I was sick with worry."

"I'm fine," Gaylord replied.

Albert looked at him bewilderedly, then pressed his lips together. "Of course, my concern always lies with you first, Monsieur." He gestured toward Pauline. "But why does Mademoiselle Pauline get to benefit from your good manners?"

Great. His own butler was more interested in the whereabouts and well-being of the heiress than the benefactor himself, but ultimately, it was just a perfect summary of Albert's way of working. He kept the houses in a decent condition and his master as well. Yet, the facade was on the verge of collapse.

Gaylord carried Pauline into the room where she had slept the previous night and laid her on the bed. The tracker was glowing weakly. The serum was empty; more was in his laboratory. At Maison de Lys. However, Gaylord had to admit that he didn't want to refill the serum. Not even if he could.

If it had been Pauline's plan to evoke feelings in him to increase his scruples, she could congratulate herself. She had succeeded. In terms of calculation, she truly was her father's daughter. But Gaylord didn't want to believe it. Pauline was direct, abrasive, and she showed her dislike as openly as her affection.

She made him feel cheap. Whatever had been going on in Pauline's clouded mind had been enough to save his life. Unconscious actions said much more about a being's character than planned ones. The subconscious went its own way. It decided on sympathy, on dreams, and on whom one fell in love with.

He gently brushed a strand of hair from Pauline's forehead and pulled the blanket over her. There was currently no sign of the furrow that appeared between her eyebrows when she was angry or pouting. She didn't detract from her aristocratic nose, which was only the pointer and invitation to look at her full lips. And perhaps a little more.

The more would make a man very happy one day. But not him. A woman who fell in love with her captor suffered from Stockholm syndrome and should be in psychiatric treatment. It was an illness, and the last thing he wanted was for Pauline to get sick because of him. He didn't even know if he still wanted to extract her secret from her. At the beginning of his plan, it had been clear to him that Pauline would hardly emerge unscathed from the situation. They would both have to sacrifice something to reverse the course of nature. There was always a price. But when it came to Pauline, he was increasingly unwilling to pay it. Not even for Louanne.

Gaylord turned to leave, leaving the door open this time. Although she didn't know that the serum in her tracker was empty, and if she wanted to leave, he wouldn't stop her, he still hoped she wouldn't. Otherwise, he would have left her with Jeremy. The truth was much more complicated. He wanted her to stay voluntarily.

^

Pauline jolted awake. Her fist shot forward, but it hit nothing. Who knew what had just crossed her mind. No intruder groaned under her blow, not even Gaylord. The room was empty. Only one thing was different from usual: the door was open, but Gaylord wasn't lying next to her, clutching her arm.

Pauline blinked, confused. Had Gaylord forgotten to barricade the door? Was it a trap? Or a test?

She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and pushed herself out of bed. She still felt a bit dizzy and staggered, stubbing her toe on the bedpost. Damn it!

But as much as she cursed the cursed bed at the moment, the pain raised her adrenaline and anger. The dizziness dissipated, and Pauline stumbled to the door.

She peeked outside, the hallway was empty. She couldn't hear anything either. All the residents seemed to be in bed or not in the house.

She cautiously squeezed through the crack. Nothing stopped her from leaving the room. Neither a spell Gaylord could have bought on eBay while she was unconscious, nor a snarling vampire who wanted to know why she hadn't climbed out the window yet.

Heaven, would Gaylord ask her questions? Like: "I don't want to be ungrateful, but why did you save me? And kiss me?"

Or would he mock her? Damn it. None of these options brought cheer.

In the sunlight, dust particles danced and tickled her nose. Pauline pinched her nose to suppress a sneeze. But it was in vain. A soft "atchoo" escaped her, surely immediately alerting Gaylord.

She waited and listened. But nothing happened. Had Gaylord been overpowered by Jeremy again, and someone else had brought her here? Did that make sense? Not quite.

She could try to escape. But there was still the bluish glow under her skin. Perhaps the sedative hadn't completely worn off, and there were multiple chambers? She didn't want to take another nap on the hard floor.

The paint on the staircase railing was peeling off, and as Pauline set her foot on the first step, it creaked terribly. The wood gave way a bit, and she quickly pulled her foot back. She wasn't climbing up those stairs. She didn't want to break her neck.

Alright, she would look around downstairs. That was easier said than done. From Gaylord's first house, she had only seen the lab, the kitchen and her room. Here, she couldn't even find the bathroom, let alone a kitchen. She wandered through rooms, all the furniture covered with white sheets. The wallpapers were similarly colorful and worn out as in the other house. The floor creaked under her feet everywhere. More than once, she stopped and sucked in her stomach, as if that would prevent the floorboards from breaking and plunging her into the basement.

As she opened the next door, she expected to find the same boring stuff as in the other rooms. But she was wrong. The late afternoon sun shone through a wide window front into the room. The mirrors on the walls reflected the rays, bathing the room in an almost ethereal light. Wow. Pauline stepped in, her gaze glued to the windows, which overlooked the wild, wildly overgrown garden. It was unkempt, but it was really pretty.

In the corner of her eye, she noticed the outlines of a sofa, but she couldn't tear her gaze away from the play of sunlight. Slowly but surely, the rays turned red. Completely mesmerized, Pauline wanted to sit down. She groped for the spot where she suspected the sofa to be and stepped back until her calf bumped against the cushion.

Something tugged at her legs, and before she could take a look at the sticky, she lost her footing. With a scream, she fell backward and landed on something that felt both hard and soft at the same time. But the blanket was in the way. Pauline couldn't stretch her arms out, turn around, and see who the arms belonged to.

All she saw was the damn ceiling. It wasn't until her arms gave her a push that she managed to turn around.

She saw black hair, right in front of her a smooth chin and a black suit. Was that Gaylord? But his clothes had been torn. It wasn't another lunatic, was it? She tried to push herself up on the man's chest, but he pushed her back down. Damn it, what was this all about?

"Is it you?" Pauline blurted out.

"No, it's Robber Hotzenplotz," came the sarcastic reply.

"Very funny. Very mature," Pauline snorted.

She squirmed and resisted his grip, but when he ran his other hand through her hair, she stopped. Confused, she blinked. It felt frighteningly beautiful to be touched by him.

The more he stroked her hair, the more she relaxed until she nuzzled her nose against his neck.

"Why are you lying here on the couch?" she asked softly.

"The other rooms are even more in need of renovation than yours. You can't trust the floorboards. If I'm going to experience a breakthrough, it might as well be in research."

"Yeah, but why aren't you with Louanne?"

"Louanne still hasn't recovered from the sedative I unleashed on the hunters. She must have caught a whole cloud of it. But whether unconscious or not, she'd rather not have her virginity in a bed near me."

"A wise decision," Pauline quipped.

"Do you think so? You can accuse me of many things, but not of raping a woman."

Oops, he did sound angry.

"Then maybe she's worried she might pounce on you," Pauline teased in the other direction.

Gaylord snorted and shifted under her. She couldn't imagine that thing being comfortable.

"How old is this sofa?"

"About three hundred years."

"And does your even older back like it?"

"Vampires have self-healing powers. My discs regenerate within minutes."

"So it's comfortable," Pauline pressed.

"Better than sleeping on the floor."

"But you could also lie in a bed."

Gaylord laughed. "I don't trust Albert. I would never lie in bed with him."

"Why don't you lie in mine? Like yesterday?"

Gaylord hesitated. What, was he suddenly shy? Why was he acting like a damn priest? Oh right, because he almost became one.

"Maybe I wanted to respect your privacy," Gaylord replied slowly.

Pauline snorted. "Says the man who wanted to watch me pee."

"Touché." Gaylord leaned his cheek against her forehead. He seemed to have nothing more to say. He fell silent, and his fingers continued to stroke through her hair. If every kidnapper did this, she'd let herself be kidnapped more often. If he kept it up, she'd start purring.

Pauline leaned on his chest to look him in the face. "I thought you were desperately looking for a solution on how to become human through me."

Gaylord sighed. "The problem is, I don't know what to look for. Anatomically, you're no different from a human. But genetically, you carry a cure for many diseases within you."

"What?" Pauline sat up straight.

"For example, your DNA ensures that cancer cells self-destruct as soon as they form."

She stared at him in disbelief. And he told her this as casually as talking about the weather? "But then I can..."

"... save many lives? A beautiful thought that you should never make a reality. People wouldn't appreciate your effort. You and every half-vampire would only be guinea pigs and research subjects. Hardly freer than the mice they implant microchips into their brains."

"Okay." Pauline sank back onto his chest. No, she didn't want to be a guinea pig. It was bad enough that she was his. At least at the beginning, but now... Now she wasn't sure anymore what to think. She was lying on him, she willingly invited him into her bed and she wasn't the least bit disappointed that he hadn't found anything yet. Because that meant she had to stay with him longer.

"Cloning me is hardly going to be the solution. Or altering my own DNA. It will be your blood that solves the puzzle. With vampires, it's always the blood. The juice of life, the object of our perpetual desire." Gaylord laughed bitterly, and the bitterness unsettled Pauline. Could it really be that simple? Her blood?

"Do you want to bite me again?" she asked tentatively, looking up, but all she saw was his chin moving left and right as he shook his head.

"No. I've already bitten you. Even though I..."

Gaylord sat up, causing her to slide onto his lap. His thumb traced her cheek to her lips. "I would love to bite you. Not just once, but over and over again. I want to taste your sweet blood, enjoy the intoxication that you can give. When I bite you, I feel no disgust toward myself. Tasting your blood is a gift."

Speechless, she stared at him. Now it was official. The guy was a bloodthirsty psychopath who turned off his scruples only with her. Why? Because she allegedly tasted so good. Did cannibals say that to their victims?

She swallowed hard and slid back. She avoided his touch, and for a moment, she thought she saw disappointment in his eyes. Yes, disappointment because she didn't offer him her neck.

"I won't harm you," he said softly.

Pauline gripped the armrest of the sofa. "I had nothing to do with vampires until a few days ago. Sure, Amélie always talked about it. But she's been doing that since childhood. I thought she was just crazy. And suddenly Jason shows up. He's a vampire, and then Amélie is one too. Then I get kidnapped by one, and he tells me he wants to chew on me!" No, she didn't sound hysterical! She was just stating the facts. Facts that came to her mind much too late. That's what happened when you finally calmed down. As soon as the arguments with Gaylord stopped, Pauline began to think about everything. She could pat herself on the back for not going crazy over all the madness. The worst part was something else: A perverse corner of her being wished for Gaylord to bite her. Pauline even imagined that the spot where Gaylord last sank his teeth itched.

Gaylord sighed softly. "I'm sorry, Pauline."

"For what?"

"For everything."

A wildly concrete statement.

Pauline absentmindedly tugged at Gaylord's sleeve. He had really exchanged the tattered clothes for new ones. Or well, somewhat new. They must have come from the closets here because they smelled slightly musty. But that didn't bother her. The smell of old suited him. He was like one of those incredibly cheesy fairy tale princes, gentlemen, for her even a Highlander, who landed in today's world due to a mistake in the space-time continuum and hopelessly turned the head of the girl they first fell into the lap of. It felt beautiful when he played with her hair, and his gentle gaze made the butterflies in her stomach party with sangria and disco balls.

She was on the verge of falling for him. The realization tightened her stomach. She had rarely had shittier ideas. Falling in love with her kidnapper was sick. Falling in love with Gaylord was hopeless because he loved his virtuous Louanne.

^

It saddened him to see her like this. Pauline kept her gaze lowered, staring at his shirt sleeve. What was wrong with her? But before he could ask, she lifted her head.

"Did you really want to become a priest?" Gaylord raised his eyebrows in surprise. How did she know that again?

"Albert told me," she added hesitantly. Someday he would pluck the last hair from that old gossip's head!

"Yes, I did," Gaylord replied.

"Why?"

"I was the fourth of six sons. The first one inherits, maybe the second as well. If there had been a daughter, she would have inherited something too. But for me, there was nothing left. Such surplus sons were usually made priests back then. Then they had a secure livelihood. Besides, priests had an easier time getting accepted at universities to study medicine."

"So you didn't actually want to become a priest?"

Gaylord frowned. Why did she sound so hopeful? "Yes, I did. It's a beautiful task to spread God's love among people."

Pauline's cheeks turned rosy, and she pressed her hand to her mouth to stifle a cough. Or was it laughter?

"What's so funny?"

"Spreading God's love... with personal, physical effort?" Pauline giggled. "Under those circumstances, I would have had a lot of fun."

Gaylord rolled his eyes, but he couldn't help it, his lips twitched. "From that perspective, I would have had a lot of fun too."

Pauline cleared her throat and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

"And your family is...?"

"All dead. That's why I own the houses."

Pauline looked around. "But they didn't leave you the necessary cash."

"No," Gaylord shook his head. "They spent the available money faster than it came in through the tenants of the lands. Two of my brothers had children, they could still live well from the family fortune. But they died childless and therefore saw no need to save. So I inherited the houses and only a little money. I managed to maintain them with the income as a doctor. I was never as skilled at making good deals as your father."

Pauline swung down from him. A slight disappointment spread within him as her weight disappeared from him and with it, her warmth. He sat up as Pauline walked to the mirror.

She carefully touched the gold-embossed narrow frames. "I've seen something like this in Versailles before."

"The building was built in 1715. Also modeled after Versailles."

"So, were there dances here?"

"Yes."

Pauline spun around. "That must have been wonderful."

Gaylord swung his legs over the edge of the sofa, pushed aside the blanket, and stood up as well. Pauline spun around again, her hair swirling around her, and an 'Oops' escaped her as she stumbled against him.

He wrapped his arms around her, and her rising blood pressure pumped the blood stronger through her body, enveloping her in a delicious, seductive aroma. It wasn't a lie when he claimed to want to bite her again and again, but Gaylord had only revealed half the truth. He didn't just want to bite her. With each moment he held her in his arms, the desire to kiss her grew.

But that was a bad idea.

"Would you like to dance?"

Surprised, she opened her eyes wide before nodding. Gaylord took out his phone from his jacket pocket and scrolled through his playlist. One might think he was definitely prepared. The truth, however, was simply that he saved every song he heard and liked on it.

The sounds of a classical waltz echoed through the room. Pauline's eyes widened and they grew even larger when Gaylord placed a hand on her waist and took hers with the other.

He stepped toward her, she recoiled, and in the next moment, stepped on his foot.

Her cheeks turned beet red. "I'm sorry," she mumbled. However, this realization was of little use to them. On the contrary.

With every second step, she stepped on his foot, and no matter how close he pulled her to him, she kept stumbling over his and her own feet. When she stepped on her own toes, Gaylord paused.

"You're the only woman who can't dance a waltz properly despite excellent guidance from me," he remarked.

"I never learned it properly. It's also complicated. Forward, backward, to the side," Pauline lamented.

"You should let yourself be led and not constantly resist me," Gaylord retorted, pulling her close again. "Close your eyes and let yourself go."

She squeezed her eyes shut, and inevitably, a smile flickered across Gaylord's features. She wrinkled her nose, and despite her smile, her posture became more and more tense. For him, it was like pushing a rusty submarine through the room. And that submarine kept dropping a torpedo on his foot.

"Merde," he growled as she hit his left big toe for the eighth time.

"Désolé," she muttered for the umpteenth time? Her cheeks glowed red, and she had bitten her lip so hard that blood emerged.

He quickly turned away from her and focused on his phone. "Well, then a little history lesson. This music was danced to back in the days of Louis the Sun King."

Countless violins joined their tones into a lively melody.

Gaylord bowed, extended his arm, and offered her his hand. "You have to curtsey."

"You're teasing me," Pauline pouted. "I hop up and down, and you're laughing your head off."

Gaylord sighed softly. Perhaps the courtly protocol was a bit too complicated for Pauline. She could place her feet however she wanted, as long as she stayed somewhat in rhythm, but he had a hunch that she had no sense of rhythm or timing whatsoever. Yet she was beautiful enough that even a Sun King would have forgiven her any offense. Worse still, the notorious ladies' man would have personally taken it upon himself to teach Pauline every rule, especially when it came to respectful behavior toward the king. In short, what it meant to let him kiss her without grimacing in disgust at his bad breath.

"Have you ever danced the Charleston?" Gaylord inquired. Pauline twisted her mouth into an uncertain grin. Well, that meant no.

"Swing?" Heaven, he could practically dance anything. Well, except ballet. How was it that Pauline had never learned a single standard dance? Pauline shook her head and lowered her gaze. She clasped her hands together and retreated to the sofa. Was she just going to give up so easily?

Gaylord reached for her hand. "I know something." He selected a new song on his phone and pulled Pauline close.

"We're just going back and forth now."

Pauline raised her eyebrows skeptically. "Is that a real dance, or are you just doing that because you're afraid for your feet?"

"That's the Viennese Waltz."

"Didn't we just dance that?" Pauline asked, puzzled.

"No, that was the classical waltz. With the Viennese, there's no complicated basic step. You can just sway back and forth." And catch a good moment to whirl the mademoiselle around a bit without bringing her within reach of sensitive joints.

They stepped to the side, swayed, and finally, Gaylord mustered the courage to spin them both around a little. With each step, Pauline relaxed. She felt secure with this simple step sequence. But he'd be damned if he let the finale of the melody go to waste. The tempo of the song picked up, became faster, and engulfed the dancers in the rush of its melody.

Pauline screamed in shock as he pulled her into the fast turns. She stumbled after him, but he spun her around so quickly that she automatically placed her steps somewhat correctly. Pauline's hand tightened around his. But they hadn't reached the end of the hall when Pauline relaxed again. She stumbled less and followed his lead, and even when the song ended, Gaylord didn't stop. Because Pauline clearly enjoyed the dance. Her eyes sparkled, her hair fell softly over her face and brushed against her flushed cheeks. Her slightly parted lips presented an invitation that he could barely resist. Although, did he even want to?

Many centuries ago, there had been a woman in his life who, like Pauline, had managed to shake his life to its foundations.

She had encountered him at the feast his parents had given to bid him farewell into his life as a priest. She was beautiful, noble, and brimming with unabashed passion. She tempted him, but she wouldn't settle for just one night. She demanded nothing less than his ordination as a priest, offering him a life by her side in return.

Back then, it was his loyalty to God that had been in jeopardy. This time, it was his loyalty to Louanne.

He had long since erased the woman from his memory. She had been a temptation, but one he had resisted. Surely, he could resist Pauline too, no matter how much her blood tempted him.

Her blood, which only reminded him of the curse that burdened him and whom he owed this curse to.

The abbot of the monastery Gaylord had entered. Gaylord had intentionally chosen this monastery. It had been open to everyone and full of healers. But what he hadn't known was that Bernard Perrin performed his miraculous healings with vampire blood.

For so long, Gaylord hadn't remembered. It had been the beginning of a life he despised.

Bernard hadn't understood Gaylord's horror when he uncovered the truth behind Bernard's miraculous healings. He had laughed even louder at the threat to report his blasphemous activities to the bishop.

Idiocy had always been one of Gaylord's most outstanding qualities. Instead of disappearing quickly, he had written a letter to the bishop. Bernard intercepted it and decided not to end his own misdeeds but Gaylord's life instead. He locked him up with one of the vampires he kept for their healing blood.

But the vampire didn't kill Gaylord. He cursed him and turned him into one of his kind. And like today, Gaylord heard Bernard's mocking laughter. The chalky voice of the man echoed in Gaylord's mind, overpowering even the music that resumed.

"You wanted to heal, then heal. You now have enough time to acquire all the knowledge that a human cannot gain in one lifetime. But your healing is far in the future. Blood holds power. But what do you know? You only know the facts. But the solution lies in the illogical."

Gaylord stopped in mid-motion. The solution lay in the illogical? The archenemy of science was faith. And magic.

"What's wrong?" Pauline asked.

With great effort, Gaylord managed to return to reality. Did Bernard really know the solution? It made a certain sense. Vampires were created with a spell and blood. That's what the legend claimed. Why shouldn't the reversal be the same? "It takes more than your blood. It needs a spell," Gaylord blurted out, and if he wasn't mistaken, Bernard even knew the incantation.


Rule Number Thirteen

Rule Number One Also Applies to Your Own Fiancée

Pauline stared at him, bemused, and Gaylord wouldn't swear an oath that his expression spoke of any more intelligence.

Pauline blinked and lowered her gaze. "Then I'll just call Cinderella's fairy godmother."

Her voice sounded not only mocking but also sad. He felt sorry that she saw herself only as a guinea pig. But what could he say to her? That he didn't even want to let her go after a successful transformation? Then what about Louanne? His heart belonged to her. At least, he had been sure of that until a few days ago. Now he was mostly confused, but that could also be because he was a failure as the abductor of innocent maidens.

A sigh reached his ears. It wasn't Pauline who made that sound. It came from the upper floor, more precisely from the room where Louanne lay.

Was she finally waking up? Heavens, what kind of dose had she received that she slept almost two days straight? Well, the anesthetic had expired a few months ago, but rarely did something go bad in chemistry.

Louanne's bed creaked, and she groaned again.

Gaylord released Pauline and hurried past her. He could imagine how confused Louanne must be. Damn it, he had had so much time, but only now did it occur to him that he had to explain everything to Louanne first. What should he tell her?

"Sorry, a few punks armed with machine guns and stakes tried to break into my safe with the five-euro note."

Extremely convincing.

He heard the creaking of the floorboards behind him as Pauline followed him up the stairs. Far ahead of her, he reached Louanne's room. The furniture, like everywhere else in the house, was covered with white sheets except for the bed. In the middle, a solitary light bulb swayed in the wind that blew through the cracks, chilling the room.

It was cold here, but Albert had provided Louanne with every blanket he could find. Under the pile, Louanne's blonde hair peeked out. A hand pushed through the blankets, pushing the weight aside until Louanne sat up and buried her head in her hands, groaning.

"Are you okay?" Gaylord asked, sitting next to her on the bed.

Louanne recoiled and pressed her wrist against her forehead. "What happened?"

Merde. Did that have to be the first question she asked? Gaylord took her hand back and looked her in the eyes. They were glazed, Louanne wasn't quite herself yet, but the longer she looked at him, the clearer her gaze became.

"What happened?" she asked again, this time much sharper.

"Louanne…" Gaylord began. Damn it, he still didn't have a good excuse. Maybe because he didn't want to lie to her. But she couldn't handle the truth either.

Pauline cleared her throat and darted from the doorframe to Louanne's other side. Louanne pressed against the pillows, but she didn't pull her hand away in time when Pauline reached for it.

"You got hit by a roof tile. That's why we moved here. The storm tore half the house apart," Pauline chattered, her lips twisting into an overly cheerful smile.

"Which storm?" Louanne asked. Gaylord would like to know that too. If he knew one thing, it was that when lying, one should stick as close to the truth as possible.

"Pauline," Gaylord interjected, but it was Louanne who cut him off.

She yanked her hand from Pauline's grip and slid between them to the foot of the bed. "Where's my phone?"

Gaylord blinked in confusion. "I don't know."

Louanne paled. She freed herself from the blankets and stumbled out of bed. "I've had enough of you both!"

Gone was the calm, reserved personality. Her hair hung in her face, and her eyes were bloodshot and rimmed with red.

"I can't believe it," Louanne hissed.

"What exactly?" Gaylord asked, bewildered.

"You liar! This girl isn't your sister!"

"Oops," murmured Pauline, and Gaylord stared at her, dumbfounded.

"Did you tell her?" Gaylord snapped. Damn this woman, and he was such a colossal idiot that he seriously wondered if he had fallen in love with Pauline. Direct and blunt, that's how he had assessed Pauline. What a fool he was. She was treacherous.

Pauline stared at him with wide eyes, but it was Louanne who burst into laughter.

"She didn't have to say anything. Just watching the way she looks at you was enough."

Heaven, you could say he had been caught.

"Louanne." Gaylord approached her, but she backed away from him. "Let me explain. Yes, I lied to you. She's not my sister. She's…"

"I know who she is. I sent the photo of us to my father. He checked both of you out. You're not related," Louanne snapped.

Damn it, who was Louanne's father? The French president? Only intelligence agencies and the mafia had the necessary means to find out everything about a person through facial recognition.

There wasn't much to find with him. Even his houses weren't under Gaylord La Goutte's name, but under names he had made up at some point. In a time when you could still easily forge documents. But she knew his full name, and in history, that name didn't occur very often.

"I know how old you are," Louanne hissed. Her hand trembled as she ran it through her hair. "You never eat anything. You get splashed with water and that's supposed to be acid. You have secrets from me. There's never a drop of blood seeping through your bandages. You're not human, and neither is she."

Louanne pointed at Pauline, who had pulled one of the blankets around herself and stared at Louanne with wide eyes.

"I don't know what she is," Louanne yelled. "But she's just as much of a monster as you."

"She's not a monster," Gaylord growled. "And neither am I. She's a half-vampire. I'm a full one. It's doubtful whether I'll ever be able to change anything about that existence. You can be sure that I hate this existence just as much as you do."

He didn't know what Louanne had expected, but with every word he spoke, she grew a little paler. She swayed. Concerned, he approached her and wrapped his arms around her. But Louanne just screamed, broke free from his embrace, and backed away from him.

"Louanne, please listen," he begged her. "Being a vampire doesn't necessarily make you a bad person. Who knows how many you've encountered without even realizing it."

Louanne shook her head, her hand trembling as she brushed her hair away from her forehead. "So you're the kind of vampires who don't kill?"

"I am," Gaylord replied softly. "Pauline doesn't drink blood. She eats normally."

Tears filled Louanne's eyes. Her sorrowful expression tore at his heart.

"How could I be so stupid?" she asked, her voice trembling. "He warned me, but I really thought he was wrong."

"Who?" Gaylord asked, confused. What was she talking about? Did she know any of the hunters? Was she related to one? Heavens, was her father one? But in the next moment, he wanted to slap himself. If she knew or was related to a hunter, they wouldn't have just attacked him yesterday. He had known Louanne for a whole year, and in that time, there had been plenty of opportunities for them to kill him.

Louanne grabbed her chest. She wasn't having a heart attack, was she?

"I loved a vampire," she muttered.

"Louanne, that doesn't change who I am," he said.

Did he sound pleading? Probably. But a man's dignity regularly disappeared when a woman decided to find out the truth about him. She looked as though she had seen a ghost. One that disgusted her. The confusion in her tear-filled eyes gave way to disgust. But there was something else, something that shattered his soul into a thousand pieces. As he approached her again, Louanne jumped back as if stung by a tarantula. She was afraid. Afraid of him.

He would protect her. Above all. From humans, from diseases, from himself, and if necessary, even from the devil himself.

Louanne had been so close to him so many times, and now suddenly she was afraid of him.

"Louanne," he pleaded softly. "Let's talk about this calmly."

But his beloved just shook her head frantically. "No. I don't want to. I never want to see you again!"

Louanne turned and rushed past Albert, who was just entering the room.

"So Mademoiselle Louanne won't be staying for breakfast?" he asked mockingly, but flinched under Gaylord's murderous gaze.

Damn this guy. Damn Pauline too. Gaylord felt her staring at him, and as outspoken as she could be sometimes, at the moment she was wise enough to keep her mouth shut.

Gaylord rushed past Albert as well. Louanne stomped down the rickety stairs.

He could block her path. While she was still on the stairs, he could block the front door. But what would that achieve?

If he blocked Louanne's path, she would become even more afraid of him. Now she finally saw the monster that he also was. He had never deserved her, but the time with her had been a beautiful illusion.

One that should never have ended. Just a few more days, a little luck, and with Pauline, the reversal would have succeeded. Then he could have married Louanne and started a family with her. No more separate beds, no more fleeting touches that promised so much and yet tested patience so bitterly.

If only Gaylord had been quicker. He had wasted too much time. Instead of literally breaking Pauline down into her individual components, he had only longed for her blood and let himself be confused by her.

Louanne yanked open the door and ran outside. He followed, but much slower. There was no point in stopping her. She didn't want to listen. If he was lucky, Louanne just needed to think about it and understand that his existence as a vampire didn't change his personality. But would she see it? He understood if it repelled her. It repelled him too.

Leaning against the doorframe, Gaylord watched as Louanne jumped into her car. Had she noticed in her haste that the car was riddled with bullet holes? But it was still running. She stalled it several times, the car stuttered and groaned, but eventually she managed to start the damn thing.

Without looking back, she turned the car around and drove away with screeching tires. He had often dreamed of this moment. Whenever the despair over his own nature plagued him so much that he could only toss and turn restlessly. And yet it felt different than expected. It tore at his heart, but it didn't kill him, as in his dreams.


Rule Number Fourteen

The Attack Lurks Behind Every Corner

Gaylord turned around and recoiled the next moment. Just inches away from him stood Pauline. Heaven, was she now competing with him in sneaking around?

Her nose wrinkled. She opened her mouth and then closed it again before shrugging.

"She's nuts," she said.

"She's not nuts," Gaylord countered. "Is her reaction so incomprehensible to you?" What could one expect from a woman who had just found out that he had been lying to her through and through? Would Pauline react differently?

"You're a vampire, not an alien with five penises," Pauline rolled her eyes.

"I kill people."

"And people kill cows, pigs, sheep, and whatnot. We deforest the rainforest, exterminate indigenous peoples, pollute the earth and develop ever new dumb allergies. Humans are a great evolutionary spectacle. And oh, how terrible, we're not at the top of the food chain. Down with all vampires so we can worry-freely fight and kill each other again."

Pauline snorted contemptuously. Albert raised his hands and clapped them together. Multiple times.

"Stop that," Gaylord growled.

"But she's right."

Of course, she was right. Somehow. In a strange, twisted way. There were enough humans. But pigs and cattle would surely like to exterminate them as much as humans fought any danger. And it didn't change the fact that he had lied to Louanne.

"You wouldn't shake hands with me in the same spot either," Gaylord added.

"I'd rip your balls off and sell them to Albert as breakfast eggs," Pauline dryly explained.

His butler coughed in shock, but Gaylord was little surprised by this response. Before Pauline suffered, she made others suffer.

Gaylord shook his head. "Violence is not the solution."

"But just imagining it already relieves a lot of stress."

If she said so. Perhaps he was lucky, and her father relieved enough stress just by imagining how he ripped Gaylord's guts out, surpassing the executioners of the Middle Ages in terms of brutal torture methods.

Sighing, Gaylord tried to walk past Pauline, but she grabbed his hand.

"Do you already know something about the spell?"

"Not exactly. I still need to look into it."

And what good was that knowledge now? Louanne was gone. There was no reason to keep Pauline here anymore. It was time to let her return to her own life while he endured the everyday life of a vampire with Albert until he ran into a vampire hunter. Or Pauline's father. But before he could express his thoughts, Pauline had a completely different suggestion: "Then let's look into it together."

"You just want to run away again," Gaylord said lamely. Because to research, they would have to go to Paris, and heaven forbid if Jeremy and his cronies were waiting for him there. He was surprised that Jason wasn't here yet. Unlike the Maison de Lys, this one was completely unprotected. There were no spells to protect the house from the curious eyes of strangers and to block any locating spells. In Jason's entourage was a talented witch. By now, it was surely easy for her to locate Pauline with a locating spell.

Pauline nudged Gaylord on the arm, snapping his absent-minded, fixed gaze from the ground back to her.

"I don't want to run away," she explained, emphasizing each of her words by shaking his arm. "Not this time. I want to know too. And..." She hesitated, releasing his arm. "I want you to become human. Or at least try."

"Why?"

"Because I'm naturally curious. And I don't want to see you so unhappy anymore. I don't want to be afraid that you'll stake yourself in the next quarter hour. Who'll clean up the mess then?"

He still didn't get it. Why was it so important to Pauline whether he was human or a vampire? What concern was his happiness to Pauline? Pure schadenfreude should rage in her, seeing him unhappy. Anyone could understand that. Even he.

Pauline tugged at his sleeve again, this time so vigorously that his entire suit shifted. "I'm not running away. I give you my word."

If her word was worth as much as her father's, then the worst part of the day was yet to come. But her gaze overshadowed any deer, all puppies, and his own will.

"Fine," he sighed, giving in. "But I'll have to carry you. It's too far to walk to Paris at a normal pace."

Louanne had used the car for her escape. He had run out of vehicles.

Pauline nodded hesitantly and stepped outside with him. Before Gaylord knew it, Pauline wrapped her arms around his neck and nestled trustingly against him.

He lifted her up and started moving. At first, he walked slowly, barely faster than a running human. Nausea wasn't as strong when the carried gradually adjusted to the speed. With each meter, he increased his pace until he raced over fields and meadows.

He felt her breath on his neck. She leaned her head against his cheek. Her warmth flowed through him, momentarily throwing him off balance. A stumble, which Pauline commented on with a startled gasp. Her grip around his neck tightened before relaxing again.

As he ran, the sun set behind the horizon, and perhaps an hour had passed when Pauline began to retch. Gaylord didn't stop far from a village and set Pauline down. She was trembling, and he wrapped his arms around her before she collapsed completely to the ground.

"Breathe," he said softly. "Then your stomach will calm down again."

Pauline tried to breathe deeply and exhale. Her chest tightened under the deep breaths, and the dry retching subsided. "Aren't you afraid I'll puke on your shirt?"

"That would just give today the right touch."

Pauline smiled weakly and pulled away from him. She brushed the tangled hair from her face and looked around. "And now?"

"Hopefully, you won't feel sick in a stolen car," Gaylord replied with a sly smile.

"We're stealing a car?" Pure adventure flashed in Pauline's eyes, making them appear even bluer. "I've never stolen a car before!"

It was good to see that at least Pauline still had fun. As he seemed to be moving too slowly for her taste to head toward the village, she grabbed his hand and simply pulled him along behind her.

She greeted the cows in the pasture with a "Hey, cutie," but didn't stop to flirt.

They ended up on a gravel road leading to a farm. The farmer was apparently already in his well-deserved sleep. Nothing stirred on the premises. Only a cat ran across the roof of the barn.

"Can't we steal a tractor?" Pauline asked longingly, wandering around the huge vehicle.

"Next time," Gaylord reassured her and approached the dark blue Peugeot.

"Can I break the door?"

Pauline rushed past him and ruffled her hair.

"What are you doing?" Gaylord asked, puzzled.

Pauline screamed triumphantly. "Ha!" In her hand, she held a tiny hairpin, which she squatted in front of the driver's door with.

Pauline may have possessed robber enthusiasm, but she had probably never successfully picked a lock before. She poked it around randomly. "It looked easier on YouTube."

"Let me."

Pauline stepped aside and held out the hairpin to him. Pah, he certainly wouldn't bother with such nonsense. He pulled at the door, and with a crack, the lock gave way under the raw force of the vampire.

"You're cheating," protested Pauline. "Can I at least hotwire it?"

"No!"

Heaven forbid Pauline got anywhere near electrical wires with that hairpin. He leaned into the car, pushed open the door on the passenger side and bent down into the footwell.

Old cars had the advantage that you could actually hotwire them. Pauline had barely settled in before the engine roared to life.

She met his triumphant look with a tired smile. Her shifting moods worried him. First, she was hyper, and now she seemed completely withdrawn. As he drove the car, she gazed at the surroundings.

She must be hatching a new escape plan. If so, he wouldn't stop her this time. He felt too tired to chase after her, and she had earned her freedom fair and square.

However, her sigh sounded more sad than hopeful. But why would she be sad? She had witnessed his spectacular failure. And yet, she hadn't uttered a word of mockery so far.

"What's wrong with you?" asked Gaylord.

"Don't you know? From ecstatic joy to utter despair?" replied Pauline softly. So, Pauline was on her period?

"On the way back, we can get you some chocolate," Gaylord offered, but Pauline's horrified look made him refrain from further suggestions. Simply buying the chocolate was always the best strategy with menstruating women.

No one followed them as Gaylord drove the car to Paris and merged into the sparse evening traffic. He parked close to the entrance of the Bibliothèque nationale de France. The angular, sharp-edged building housed countless treasures of literature not only for humans. Deep within the building, there was a section reserved solely for vampires, witches, and other supernatural beings.

He offered his arm to Pauline and led her to the entrance of the library. He scrutinized the people crowding into the library halls with them.

The library was open for about two more hours. They wouldn't stand out in the crowd of people. But if Jason tracked him down here, he practically served Gaylord on a silver platter. A closed building, humans around whom he couldn't fully unleash his powers, and a crowd where he could quickly lose Pauline as soon as he took his eyes off her.

And yet, Gaylord couldn't help but enjoy stepping into the immense reading hall. It was like entering another world. The cool, glassy, and angular facade of the building was nothing but a facade designed by the architect to contrast with the baroque, opulent interior. For the interior design, inspiration was drawn from the greatest libraries in the world. Light streamed through the glass panes of the dome. Towering columns supported the roof, under which countless tables were occupied with reading and writing.

They traversed the grand hall and passed through various sections until they reached a door so inconspicuous it could be mistaken for a utility closet. Gaylord bit his finger and dripped blood onto a scanner beside the door. The lamp glowed red before the door clicked open.

"A passcode would have been too easy, I suppose?" mocked Pauline.

"It wouldn't be practical. Every being should be able to access the library sections. Passcodes can be leaked to humans, and freshly turned vampires rarely receive a list of passwords," explained Gaylord.

Pauline pursed her lips into a small smile. "Okay, so it's not inconvenient then."

A large, circular room revealed itself before them. There were no windows. Old, flickering light bulbs illuminated the space. Above the solitary desk hung the portrait of an old, gray-haired man.

Two dozen rows of shelves occupied the rest of the room. The wooden floors sagged under the weight of numerous books. Old, new, gray, colorful, torn, charred and pristine. Each housed a secret. Written by humans, vampires, witches and werewolves, they contained personal experiences, spells, knowledge and history of the beings' lives.

Gaylord turned into an aisle, his gaze darting from number to number.

He knew exactly where to look. After all, he was the one who had left the book here. Gaylord's eyes scanned the inventory numbers on the spines of the books. 3495, 3497, 3566. There it was. Gaylord carefully pulled out the book. Two hand lengths tall, it could safely be called unwieldy. But above all, it was very old. Six hundred years ago, witches gathered spells here, passed down through generations, along with the secrets of vampires. There was sparse knowledge about dhampirs here as well. But Gaylord knew this book all too well. The last owner had been Bernard. The abbot had been primarily interested in dark magic spells. Anything that helped maintain his reputation as a miracle worker, so that the sick and needy flocked to his monastery in the hope of healing. Most received it, but they knew nothing of the suffering of the vampires Bernard kept trapped in his monastery. With magical chains and curses, he imprisoned them and gave them just enough blood to keep them alive, but never enough to satisfy them or regain their strength. The suffering and desperation of the sick filled Bernard's coffers, increasing his wealth until, in his mid-fifties, he decided to become a vampire himself.

Some of the pages had been filled by Bernard himself. His handwriting was ornate and beautiful. Far too beautiful for a man of such cruelty.

"What is this?" asked Pauline.

"The Grand Grimoire."

The pages were brittle. The edges crumbled to dust as soon as they were touched. It seemed to have been forgotten in the masses of books for a long time until a former student remembered it. A student who had dreamed of a godly life and had been burdened with the curse of eternal life. Gaylord fervently hoped that Bernard was now roasting in hell.

Gaylord closed the book and took Pauline's hand. "We'll examine it more closely at home."

Pauline raised her eyebrows in surprise. "Are you stealing a book?"

"I'm borrowing it," Gaylord replied gently. He would return it. Eventually. Pauline led the way, still holding his hand, and they slowly walked back along the row of shelves.

"Well, I'm curious about the late fee. You won't be allowed back in here if you're a..." Pauline stopped abruptly and froze. Her heartbeat skyrocketed, and Gaylord stepped out from behind her in the aisle.

At first, he couldn't spot anything unusual, but as he turned his gaze toward the door, a figure emerged from the shadows of the alcove.

"Don't think I'm going to fall into your arms just because you finally show up," snapped Pauline before Gaylord could run away, scream like a girl or simply duck his head.

"How fast should I have been to enjoy that privilege?" asked Jason.

Pauline tilted her head. "You exceeded the limit by ten minutes."

As Jason approached, Gaylord backed away. Only Pauline remained where she was. She hesitated, took a step toward Jason, took one back, before murmuring, "Oh, well." Jason looked as surprised as Gaylord felt when Pauline wrapped her arms around Jason and rested her head on his chest.

There was no smile on Jason's face as he returned the embrace. On the contrary, his gaze rested calmly and coldly on Gaylord.

Now was a good time to remember all the prayers Gaylord had fervently spoken earlier. But his brain refused to pray. It feverishly considered how to squeeze past Jason, along with his owner, and the possibilities became increasingly precarious. A ventilation shaft through which he could wriggle would be very handy for Gaylord right now.

Jason stroked his daughter's hair and finally began surreptitiously checking her for injuries.

"Stop it!" Pauline exclaimed, pushing his hand away. "You just want to grope me!"

"You're my daughter. That would be weird even for me," Jason replied.

Pauline grumbled something so quietly that it was probably better that no one understood, and then nodded. "Fine, then you're not that pervy after all."

Jason nudged Pauline toward the door. "Go out, Jeremy is waiting for you there."

Pauline hesitated, taking a step toward the door, but then stopped.

"How did you know we were here?" she asked.

"I'll explain later," Jason grunted.

Pauline shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. "What are you planning?"

Did she really need to ask? Gaylord could think of plenty, and none of it made his undead heart leap for joy. On the contrary, a shock paralysis was slowly but surely spreading through him, as if his body were already preparing for impending death and his mind wanted to spare him the worst.

Jason crossed his arms over his chest. "We're going to have a chat."

"So you're not going to kill him?" Pauline asked.

"No, not yet," Jason replied with a smile that overly emphasized his canine teeth. Before Pauline could protest, he grabbed his daughter by the waist, set her back in front of the door and then slammed it shut in her face.

The automatic door opener that Jason pulled out belied his words, but Gaylord hadn't expected anything different. Even the devil told fewer lies than a Jason Harris. Only those who were tired of life believed him. Conversations with Jason were nothing but a series of quips that made the journey into death even more distasteful.

And Gaylord was caught in a trap. The room had no other exits. At least none that he knew of.

Jason lunged at him, grabbed Gaylord and pressed the muzzle against his waist.

First, a loud bang tore his eardrum, then a roaring pain ripped through his entrails.

Blinded by agony, Gaylord grabbed Jason by the collar and charged toward the door with him. The wood shattered under the force of the two men, and Jason groaned as he slammed backward into a pillar, serving as Gaylord's cushion. The stone crumbled, and Gaylord staggered to his feet. His stomach still ached, but his self-healing was working overtime. A human would now be bleeding to death miserably. Gaylord inwardly lamented more about his bones, which creaked from the impact with the door.

However, Jason's spine must be in much worse shape. Cursing and groaning, he writhed on the ground.

A moment Gaylord used to look around. But there was no sign of Pauline.

Instead, an angry Jeremy appeared. Gaylord rushed down the hallway, which led in the opposite direction and turned into another corridor. He followed the maze of corridors leading to the wing where the grand reading room was. It was only when he reached it that he stopped. Damn it. He had lost Pauline. He still held the Grand Grimoire pressed against his chest. Inside was the spell that could turn him back into a human, and ironically, his most important ingredient was just taken home by her father.

In the center of the reading room, numerous tables were set up. The overhead lighting was dim, but each table had a single lamp providing enough light for the readers.

On the balconies running along the sides of the room, there were countless shelves with books. No one had heard the gunshot or the crashing door. People sat silently over their books, yet the library hummed like a beehive. Amidst the buzzing of pulses, he couldn't filter out Pauline's.

Gaylord let the book drop and held it over the huge bloodstain on his side. He slid past the tables as inconspicuously as possible, always expecting Jason or Jeremy to appear. He preferred not to harbor any illusions. The entire building was under surveillance, and he knew how quickly Jason could tap into cameras. He also knew that cameras could set off alarms if they recognized a specific face. He had set up the access for Jason himself. That's how Jason must have found him here.

There was a terrible crash next to him. A shelf collapsed, Jeremy rolled down and leapt over the balcony railing to pounce on him. Gaylord dodged as Jeremy reached for him and raced to the balconies on the other side. He groaned as he swung himself up. The dull ache in his side didn't stop him from climbing the next shelf and running along it. His position was already compromised, but at least he had a good view from here. Whenever Jeremy got too close, he jumped to the next shelf.

People rose from their seats or ran from other aisles to find out the cause of the commotion and watch the strange spectacle.

The presence of these people was both a curse and a blessing. A murder in this crowd was too risky for Jeremy and Jason. Some were already pulling out their phones and filming them. Evidence that not even a mafia boss could easily dispose of.

So, Gaylord couldn't use his powers to rush out of the door to safety with the speed of a vampire who still clung to his life.

Gaylord jumped off the shelf and suddenly found himself facing a group of students. Confused, they didn't budge an inch as Gaylord tried to push past them. Swearing, he turned around and ran randomly toward one of the doors leading out of the reading room.

"Gaylord!"

He whirled around and faced a breathless Pauline.

"Come with me." She grabbed his hand and pulled him back to the door through which he had entered the reading room.

"Jason's not waiting for me behind that, is he?" he asked.

"Are you crazy? Of course not!" Pauline disagreed.

Indeed, there was no angry Jason waiting for him. He followed Pauline's lead through the corridors, and no one attacked him as Pauline pushed open another door. Before them stretched a dark corridor with stone walls illuminated by a few ceiling lights, leading undoubtedly to the delivery entrance. And to freedom.

"Why are you doing this?" he asked.

"Because I'm crazy. Your words."

How nice of her to throw back at him that he thought she was crazy. If she wanted to prove something, he should probably be grateful. But heaven help him, none of this made any sense!

She helped her captor disappear. Before he abducted another woman, he should take a course. How to deal with abduction victims who behaved oddly?

Could he marry them?

Heaven, she was already driving him nuts to the point where he was thinking of marrying her? Gratitude sometimes took strange forms.

Through the small windows in the door, sparse light filtered in, and Gaylord dared to take a look outside.

"Damn it," he cursed fervently.

"What's wrong?" Pauline stood on tiptoe. To reach the window, she put her hands on his shoulders and pushed herself up a bit. Her hair tickled his cheek, and the sight of her slightly parted lips aroused desires in him that were not suitable for a man who had just been dumped by his hysterical girlfriend this morning, and certainly not for a man whose greatest concern should be to get out of this building unscathed. With Pauline.

But that was increasingly up in the air. A black SUV was waiting in front of the entrance. Most of Jason's employees drove such cars. Except Jason himself. He insisted on his Smart for four.

Through the windows, Gaylord could make out the outlines of two men. That alone was enough to suppress the desire to try his luck at this door. Jason had the building surrounded, and Gaylord would bet his houses on it that there were snipers on the roof, bored and scratching their butts.

"How do we get out of here now?" the half-vampire asked.

"With chaos," Gaylord replied. He pulled Pauline back down the corridor. He had seen a small box there, the manual fire alarm. With a single blow, Gaylord smashed the small glass window and pressed the button. The siren blared from the speakers, nearly tearing his eardrums apart. A fire alarm was never pleasant for a vampire, but at least Jason and Jeremy were now equally incapacitated. Even Pauline covered her ears, but she didn't hesitate to follow him as he ran down the corridor. He pushed open the door, and together they ran back into the reading room. Most of the people were there. They could hide in the anonymous crowd.

Deafening noise greeted them in the room. A crowd had formed in front of the emergency exit. Visitors pushed and shoved each other forward.

Gaylord put his arm around Pauline and pulled her close. They hurriedly crossed the room and squeezed among the people. With heads down, only Gaylord risked occasional glances to look for Jason and Jeremy.

As the crowd pushed them into the entrance hall, he saw the two vampires standing on a balcony. Gaylord lowered his gaze again. Pauline must have seen them too. She squeezed his hand so tightly that his bones cracked, but he wasn't about to let go of her.

Quickly, he pulled Pauline behind a giant man, whose wild, black curly hair concealed them from the vampires' view.

"It's working," Pauline whispered.

They allowed themselves to be pushed out by the crowd, and once outside, they ran to the car. Pauline threw herself into the passenger seat and breathed deeply as Gaylord started the car and drove onto the street.

"You've messed up your own rescue again," Gaylord said.

But Pauline just shrugged. "Maybe the two of them will have better luck next time."


Rule Number Fifteen

Whoever Saves the Kidnapper Gets to Kiss Him

Pah, she would never allow anyone to kill Gaylord. Nobody was allowed to kill him. She would still do it herself if necessary!

But it was questionable whether Jason cared. Who successfully argued with a vampire anyway? Amélie had tried, and now she was a vampire herself. So, the only option left was the cumbersome way - escape. And what an escape it was. Pauline gripped the seatbelt and planted her feet in the footwell. Heavens, why hadn't Gaylord just scooped her up in his arms and sped away? That would have been less taxing on her stomach than the hair-raising maneuvers he called driving.

Gaylord drove so distractedly that it stood out even in the chaotic Parisian traffic. They narrowly avoided some collisions only because he slammed on the brakes.

He gripped the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles turned white. Well, hopefully, he knew what he was doing. If he broke the steering wheel, they could only steal someone's bike.

Pauline felt the pounding of her own heart. It raced and pumped adrenaline through her veins. She was completely insane. Why hadn't she gone with Jeremy? If Gaylord didn't kill her in a car accident, then what?

Eventually, her curiosity would cost Pauline her life, but she wanted to know how Gaylord could regain his humanity.

It was like a horror movie. She feared the ending, yet she couldn't look away. Maybe she was naive. That had always been her biggest flaw.

Gaylord left the streets of central Paris behind, heading onto the highway and finally he relaxed. He started breathing again, although it sounded more like pneumonia than breathing. Why was his breathing so rattling?

"Why are you panting like a fifty-year-old washing machine?" Pauline asked.

"I've got a bullet in my stomach," Gaylord gasped. "Sorry to sound whiny, but it hurts!"

Pauline pulled away the Grimoire that was wedged between his waist and the seatbelt and her eyes widened. Heavens, the bloodstain was huge. Pauline unbuckled her seatbelt and moved closer.

"Buckle up again," Gaylord ordered.

"Why?"

"I don't want you flying through the windshield."

"Then drive properly."

Gaylord's hands gripped the steering wheel again, and he gasped under Pauline's touches. She unbuttoned his vest and pushed the shirt aside. Gaylord was definitely a wimp because his skin was blood-stained but flawless. Underneath, his muscles tensed, and he definitely didn't sigh in pain as Pauline's fingers carefully traced his skin, then along his side. Were all vampires so well-trained? Were you not allowed to be a vampire without a six-pack? Or had the guy who turned Gaylord wanted to nibble on those muscles? Heavens, Pauline couldn't blame him. Touching him only awakened a desire in her: to touch him even longer. Everywhere.

She stroked his stomach again, and Gaylord sighed fervently. "Pauline..."

"There's nothing there."

Gaylord cursed subdued as Pauline pressed firmly on the bloodstained spot. "The wound has healed and trapped the bullet inside."

"You're carrying a bullet in your organs?" Pauline asked horrified.

"I don't think it's in an organ. If it were, I wouldn't be craving more of your touches, I'd be crying like a girl."

"That's sexist."

"What?"

"To think that only girls cry."

"Then like a toddler," Gaylord exclaimed.

Pauline honestly didn't know what disturbed her more. The image of Gaylord breaking down in tears from pain. Or that he longed for her touches. She withdrew her hand and sat up straight in her seat. Did he really say that? He longed for her touches? Not Louanne's? Or was he just grateful that someone was touching him at all?

But before she could even ask any of those questions, Gaylord pulled out his phone and held it to his ear.

"Albert. We'll meet in two hours at Maison de Lys. Make sure you get away from Grand Est. I wouldn't be surprised if Jason shows up there."

Maison de Lys? Was that his first house? Or even a third one? Gaylord tucked the phone back into his pocket.

"Maison de Lys?" she asked softly.

"Yes, that's the first house we were in. In the spring, the garden is covered with lilies, that's why it's called that," Gaylord explained.

Gaylord overtook a truck and zoomed past it instead of crawling like a turtle along the country road.

"My lab is in Maison de Lys," Gaylord explained. "There I can remove the bullet and..."

"And what?" Pauline asked.

"We could find out if I'm right and you can actually turn me back into a human."

"And if the hunters are waiting for us?"

"I don't think they'll be waiting for us at Maison de Lys."

What made him so sure? What made him so incredibly confident anyway? Despite the bullet in his stomach, he seemed to be in great spirits. He fiddled with the radio until it emitted a tinny melody, and even hummed along!

"What does the Grimoire say?" Pauline asked.

"The magical words that need to be spoken while your blood mixes with mine."

"But can't only a witch do that?"

"Or a warlock," Gaylord agreed.

Pauline ran her fingers through her hair. Where the hell were they going to find a warlock now? "Are they like hookers on every street corner offering their services?"

"No. But we don't need anyone. I should be sufficient."

Pauline raised her eyebrows in surprise. "Why is that?"

"I come from a lineage of witches."

"You're the son of a witch?" Pauline repeated. Heavens, did she really sound so dumb?

"Despite the transformation into a vampire, I still retained minimal magical powers."

"Well, what a coincidence," Pauline groaned. "Every problem solves itself. Not quite..." Gaylord contradicted. "We need your blood, a little witchcraft, but the spell requires something else."

"Don't tell me we have to sacrifice a goat for that."

Gaylord shook his head. "The poor goat."

Pauline knelt on her seat. "So, what else does it need?"

"Sit properly," scolded Gaylord.

She stuck her tongue out at him and buckled her seatbelt. "So, what else do we need?"

She saw Gaylord's hesitation. Oh no, the spell wasn't going to demand Pauline's liver now, was it?

"L..." Gaylord started.

"Oh no, not my liver!" Pauline shrieked.

"Love, not liver."

Love? That didn't make any sense at all. Love couldn't be surgically removed and transplanted into someone else. Who knew that better than her? Because then she would know what she stuffed into Gaylord's hole when he operated it out.

Gaylord slowed down, changed lanes and pulled in behind a slow-moving truck. He turned to the side, and she couldn't help it. She stared mesmerized into his dark eyes. Suddenly, they bore an expression she had never seen on him before. Not even when Louanne left. Vulnerable.

"What do you feel for me?" He spoke those words softly, yet her pulse quickened as if he had shouted them in her ear.

She swallowed. Heavens, what was she supposed to say now? She didn't even know herself properly. Gaylord's gaze kept shifting between her and the truck. Because of her, he didn't need to pay attention to not crashing into the back of the truck. A collision, preferably fatal, would be incredibly convenient for Pauline right now.

She didn't even want to admit it to herself. Let alone tell him. But cowards gained nothing. That had always been her motto, and yet she just swallowed dryly.

"Have you fallen in love with me?" His voice sounded so gentle. Would he crash into the truck if she said 'yes' or if she denied everything?

"Yes," Pauline croaked hoarsely. "Yes, I've fallen in love with you. I don't know why, but I have."

A faint smile appeared on Gaylord's lips. "I feel honored."

His words were devoid of mockery, but what the heck? He felt honored? He could feel honored if the Queen knighted him and dubbed him Sir Poodle, but certainly not when Pauline confessed to being in love with him!

She waited in vain for more. Gaylord passed the truck and stepped on the gas again.

Pauline pursed her lips. "So, the one who gives the blood has to do it out of love? That's pretty cheesy."

Gaylord smiled dreamily. "I know."

Hey, wait, why was he grinning like that? "You're pulling my leg."

Gaylord shrugged, and how she wished she could cut that grin off his face with a scalpel. "Caught. Love isn't a prerequisite for magic. I just wanted to confirm my suspicion."

"I hate you," Pauline spat.

"As much as I enjoy teasing you, I needed to know if you trust me." He reached for her hand, but she slapped it away.

"Not anymore."

"Pauline," he said seriously. "I won't harm you. Ever."

Yeah, right. That was what she got for her emotional nonsense. He played with her and delighted in her stuttered confession of love. And what was the thanks for that? A dumbly grinning Gaylord and the feeling of being betrayed.

"I like you a lot, Pauline." His words were quiet, yet they made her feel like she had been doused with ice water. He liked her, but she didn't know if she should be thrilled about it. She didn't want to just be liked by him.

She crossed her arms over her chest and stared out at the road. "But you like Louanne more." She hated herself for her emotionless tone, but even more, she hated Gaylord for not disagreeing with her.

He just sighed softly and said nothing more. She could barely suppress the tears of anger and disappointment. Why was she so stupid to let herself be fooled? Why did she believe for even a moment that he could just forget about Louanne? Or realize that this woman was as useless as a herd of giraffes in the Arctic?

Ultimately, however, they reached his house without any further incidents. She neither killed him nor slammed his head against the steering wheel until he confessed to being in love with her as well. The latter especially required a lot of self-control.

Gaylord parked within sight of the house. Albert shot out from between the trees and, as soon as Gaylord brought the car to a stop, opened Pauline's door to offer her his hand.

"Mademoiselle, welcome back. Would you like some tea?"

"I think he could use some. With a large teaspoon of arsenic," Pauline grumbled, nodding toward Gaylord.

But even he looked unnaturally pale, even for a vampire. He clutched the stolen book to his chest as if it were a speaking bible.

His restless gaze flicked over to Albert. "Have you been wrestling with thorn bushes?"

Only now did Pauline notice Albert's torn clothing. Blood stained his shirt collar and sleeves. Yet he waved it off. "Just a few complications. Nothing worth mentioning."

Gaylord cautiously approached the house, tilting his head, but whatever he heard didn't seem to concern him. Pauline hesitantly followed him into the lab. It was completely devastated. The glassware was shattered, the examination table slashed, and some of the cabinet doors hung on by a single screw.

In the lab, Gaylord carefully placed the book on the table. Curiously, Pauline sidled up next to him, only to grimace in disappointment.

It wasn't a printed book. It had been handwritten, and if you asked her, it was done with handwriting that should have been forbidden.

"Who wrote this?"

"The abbot of the monastery where I underwent my priest training."

"He never heard of calligraphy, did he?"

Gaylord gave her a sideways glance. "The script from that time is different from ours. He did have a very ornate handwriting, but it's readable."

Well, if he said so. If he really had been a doctor, then reading scribbles must have been part of the basic training. Couldn't have patients deciphering that mess.

Gaylord unbuttoned his shirt and gingerly probed his stomach, his face contorting with pain.

"He has a bullet in his belly," Pauline whispered to Albert. He nodded solemnly. "Was it you, Mademoiselle?"

"What? No!"

"Oh, what a shame," muttered Albert. He grabbed a silver bowl and a small flashlight, aiming the beam at the spot on Gaylord's stomach where he was about to make an incision with a scalpel. Pauline covered her mouth with her hand. It was so disgusting. Blood flowed from the wound into the bowl.

"To the left," commanded Albert, and Gaylord cut in the indicated direction. Did they do this sort of thing often?

Gaylord leaned against the shattered cabinets, stifling a groan. His hand trembled as he drove the blade deeper into his flesh at Albert's nod. The bowl was almost full, and Pauline rushed to one of the cabinets, grabbed another bowl, and held it next to Albert's. He set Gaylord's blood aside as if it were soup.

Pauline could hardly bear to look. The wound was jagged, completely torn by Gaylord's poking.

"Should I?" she ventured boldly, but Gaylord's relieved moan sounded before she could finish. The bullet clattered into Pauline's bowl, which Albert took from her trembling hands. The bleeding slowed, only a few drops trickled from the hole and seeped into Gaylord's waistband. She watched as the flesh regenerated, the hole closed, and the skin above it turned pink again, looking as untouched as before.

"Wow," Pauline breathed. She looked up and stared into Gaylord's reddish-shimmering eyes. Uh-oh.

Albert nudged Pauline in the back. "Your blood could help."

What? Oh, no, no! Gaylord vigorously shook his head. "If this works, I'll never need blood again."

Albert snorted and wiped his nose. "That's true. However, neither Mademoiselle Pauline nor you would ever enjoy a bite again. Mademoiselle Pauline seems to have cherished the bite very much."

Pauline felt her cheeks flush. Her whole head seemed to be on fire. "How do you figure that?"

"You've been rubbing that spot on your neck repeatedly these past few days," Albert tapped exactly where Gaylord had sunk his teeth. "With what I would call, a longing smile. And Monsieur, you do enjoy her taste, don't you?"

Gaylord rubbed his nose bridge. "I don't want to know how you came up with that."

Pauline hesitantly looked at Gaylord. He liked her blood, and he needed some right now. It might be the last chance. Involuntarily, her hand went to the spot where Albert had touched her before.

"A farewell bite?" she said softly, and Gaylord raised his head. "One that ensures you won't get internal bleeding after a transformation into a human?"

"So, you just want to ensure my well-being?" Gaylord asked. Yes, that was an excellent idea.

"Who else will leave me in the woods for Jason to pick me up?"

Pauline stepped closer to Gaylord. "Besides, I want to know if I can trust you," she said. It was a lousy excuse, but apparently, they both needed every excuse they could think of to do what they both wanted. He wanted to snack again, and she... she wanted to feel that incredible sensation once more.

Gaylord lowered his head and his lips brushed against her neck. She gripped his shirt and rose on her tiptoes, pressing herself against his lips. Now, as she stood on the brink, she longed for that bite more than ever.

"Pauline, this is..." Gaylord began, but she pressed herself against him even more.

"Just do it already." Her tone was sharp and impatient. Heavens, if he kept hesitating like this, he'd bring her closer to a heart attack. And suddenly, a brief, sweet pain shot through her shoulder. It turned into a pull, a tingling sensation that traveled through her entire body. Gaylord held her tighter, she tilted her head to the side, baring her neck even further, and a moan escaped her throat. She felt like she was on the verge of an explosion. She wanted to tear his clothes off, straddle him, ride him until the ecstasy overwhelmed her.

But suddenly, the feeling ended. His grip loosened, he lifted his head, and all that remained for Pauline was a longing feeling and disappointment.

Gaylord stepped back, his eyes as gray as ever.

Pauline swallowed. "And now what?"

"You'll donate your blood to me. Your blood and this spell will wash away the curse in my veins until it disappears completely."

Gaylord produced syringes and a tube.

"Wait a minute!" Pauline backed away. Not syringes again!

"Pauline," Gaylord said so gently that the hairs on her arms stood up. Damn, he knew exactly what tone to strike with her. "Nothing will happen to you. It's no more than a blood donation. I would bite you too. But I can't bite you and cast the spell at the same time."

He reached under the cot and pulled it out until it provided space for two people. What was this? A playground?

Heavens, when would her brain stop offering her such associations? He didn't want to sleep with her. He wanted his mortality back. Not her love.

"Lie down," he said.

Pauline shook her head and backed away even further. This was all wrong. Suddenly, she didn't want to know if she could turn him into a human. She didn't know why, but she wanted to turn around and run away. But before she could do that, Gaylord stood before her. He stroked her cheek so gently that the feeling almost brought her to her knees.

Why? He didn't love her after all, he just liked her. That thought hammered in her brain over and over again, looping endlessly in her mind. Had she really harbored such hopes? Apparently. Well, she had never been very realistic. But it was new to her that rejection could hurt so much.

"Pauline," he said softly. "The moment you're even remotely in danger, we'll stop. You're the reason Louanne didn't leave me as a broken man. I'd rather kill myself than let anything happen to you."

Pauline swallowed. "You're just fooling me again."

"No, Pauline." His thumb brushed over the corner of her mouth. "I'm not lying to you to get your help."

"Because love isn't a requirement for it."

"But it's a nice bonus. A gift."

He moved even closer, and she held her breath. Her stupid heart grinned just as stupidly as Albert, who loitered behind Gaylord. Both should be ashamed of themselves, and yet Pauline pressed closer to Gaylord. Her traitorous body sought his proximity, yearned for his touch, and shuddered as his fingers traced over her back.

She nuzzled her face against his hand and involuntarily held her breath as his lips touched hers. A tender kiss. The gentle feeling of soft skin, full of tenderness.

"Do you really want to become human again?" she asked hesitantly as she pulled away from him. "Being a vampire has its advantages. You could bite me as often as you want."

Gaylord's gaze darkened, and he lowered his lids. "One day, I'd have to watch you die. Like many others before you."

Damn, he had good arguments. The thought made her uneasy. He had outlived every member of his family. Even his brothers' children. She had barely gotten over her mother's death. She didn't want to imagine what he had gone through. What was a tiny syringe against that? A joke.

Pauline broke away from him and went to the cot. Her fingers slid over the protruding padding before she pushed her bottom onto it. "Then let's do it."

Her heart began to beat nervously, and to her shame, she had to admit that she was trembling as Gaylord pushed her sleeve up and tightened a band around her upper arm.

Albert crept closer, positioned himself at the head of Pauline and stared so distrustfully at his master that Pauline became even more nervous. If Albert didn't trust him, how could she?

She tensed for a moment as the needle pierced her skin. A brief pain that she quickly forgot under Gaylord's caress. Yes, that's right. He was caressing her. Again and again, he stroked her palm and pressed her fist when she dug her nails into her flesh.

The small tube filled with dark blood, but a stopper prevented it from leaking out the other end.

Gaylord rolled up his own sleeve, exposing a muscular forearm. He tied off his own blood with a strap, inserted a needle and finally pulled up a chair. He supported his arm next to her on the cot, then removed the stopper from Pauline's tube and attached the end to his needle. Only a few drops of blood fell beside it. Did it drive a vampire crazy to sit next to spilled blood? But Gaylord didn't seem to mind.

He balanced the book on his knees and reached for her hand. A casual touch that made her breath catch. But maybe it was also the strange words he uttered.

"Spiritibus de sanguine qui est ad me hodie, cum vindictam. Ut praeterita et futura tempora oblivione cuncta quae pura et purgare."

What the hell did that mean? She stared at Albert for help. He stood next to her and whispered softly:

"Spirits of the bloody people, stand by me today with all your might. Let the past be forgotten, and the future be bright and pure."

Gaylord shifted in his seat, casting a scrutinizing glance at Pauline before continuing.

"Et sanguis non participatur, uno eodemque metallo sunt sanguine, et cor meum, et semen vitae."

"We have shared the blood, blood and heart are one, the seed of life thrives," Albert whispered almost simultaneously. A shiver ran through Pauline; the words gave her goosebumps.

Gaylord exhaled heavily. "Qui recipit auferetur quæramus, et revertamur ad carmina cantare corda nostra."

"He retreats and returns, to sing the songs of our hearts," Albert said quickly.

"Thank you, Albert," Gaylord said with a forced smile.

The blood in the tube changed color. It first glowed brighter, then shifted to green.

"Is that good?" Pauline asked, puzzled.

Gaylord frowned. "I don't know. How do you feel?"

How did she feel? She wanted to scream and run out of the house. Only the paralysis in her limbs kept her here. The fact that her blood was now turning blue and then orange didn't help calm her down. Her blood was changing color like a coked-up chameleon!

It was only Gaylord's touch on her cheek that made her look away from the stuff. She swallowed.

"I'm fine," she croaked. That was a lie. She wasn't fine at all. The setup of his lab had been more stable before. Overall, she felt like she was stuck on a damned ship, waiting for the next storm surge. Her head ached, her tongue seemed numb, and the more she breathed, the harder it seemed to get oxygen.

"Pauline?"

She only faintly heard Gaylord's voice. She could see his eyes clearly, but the rest of him swayed so much that her stomach belched in irritation. Or was it her?

^

Pauline's head slumped to the side. He lifted her eyelids, but there was no response in her gaze. No, damn it, cursed! How was he supposed to know that such a small amount of blood would drain the life out of her veins?

Gaylord removed the needle from her arm and applied pressure to the small wound until the bleeding stopped. He could hear her heartbeat, once weakened, now faltering.

Cursing, he positioned her in a way that allowed better blood circulation. He didn't need an EKG to hear that her heart could no longer withstand the strain.

"Come on, Pauline. You can't die on me!" he exclaimed. "Albert, call Jason!"

"What?"

"He has healing blood."

He lifted Pauline from the table and laid her on the floor. Albert stumbled to the phone, and Gaylord could hear him cursing that the damn buttons used to be bigger.

Gently, he lifted Pauline's head to overextend her neck and pushed up the fabric of her shirt. Heaven help him. Hopefully, this would give Jason's blood a chance to heal his daughter.

Damn it. Why hadn't he anticipated the danger for Pauline? He had every medication there. But nothing could help against a magical curse.

At least her heart didn't stop under his chest compressions, and he pressed his lips to hers to blow oxygen into her lungs.

"I think he's on his way," Albert reported. "He growled and hung up."

His voice trembled. Gaylord couldn't blame him.

"Get out of here. If he's angry, I don't want you to suffer because of it."

That Albert was innocent wouldn't stop Jason from committing a murder that would calm his nerves. Would a dead man be enough to calm him down so he could deal extensively with Gaylord? But Gaylord's life was not even remotely as valuable as Pauline's.

Once again, he breathed air into her mouth. He heard her heartbeat normalize. Her breathing resumed, and she took deep breaths. Pauline's eyelids fluttered again, but this time they revealed her bright eyes. Gaylord leaned over her and looked at her critically.

"How are you feeling?"

"If I always get woken up like this, temporary kicking the bucket might not be so bad after all," her voice was hoarse, but she smiled tentatively. Before Gaylord could understand what was happening, she wrapped her arms around his neck. Bewildered, he allowed himself to be pulled down, and there they were again. Her soft, full lips.

Thank goodness, if she could approach men improperly again, she was okay. Gaylord wrapped his arms around her and held her close.

He was still a vampire. He still didn't have a heartbeat, but Pauline's beat strong and joyously enough for two hearts. Maybe even for his.


Rule Number Sixteen

Rescue Always Comes at the Most Inopportune Moment

There were worse ways to wake up from a coma. Okay, she was exaggerating. She hadn't been in a coma. At least she hoped not. But every girl dreamed of being awakened with a kiss. Being woken up by a fairy tale prince would make any grown-up miss wet their panties.

Louanne had always been suspicious to Pauline. But now Pauline had proof that Louanne was an idiot. She despised this wonderful man. And all because it was in the Bible. In a book! If only it had been an erotic guidebook. But Pauline was even grateful to Louanne. Because now those lips belonged only to her.

Pauline's heart raced as if it wanted to make up for the missing beats. His lips were so soft and silky. She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck and enjoyed the feeling. A kiss that should never end, if it were up to her. She was just enjoying how he abandoned his hesitation and kissed her passionately when Gaylord was suddenly torn from her arms. There was a terrible crash.

Pauline shot up, but so fast that she felt dizzy for a moment. In the debris of a cabinet, Gaylord writhed. Blood ran from the wound on his forehead and from his nose. Jason glared down at him aggressively, like a starving terrier. His eyes glowed red, and even Pauline felt fear at the sight. But not fear that he might do something to her. Fear for Gaylord.

"Let him go!" Pauline got up, and once again, blackness clouded her vision.

"Pauline!" She knew that voice! Pauline blinked away the darkness and recognized her best friend. She looked pale, but that was normal for vampires, right?

"Are you okay?" Pauline asked, concerned.

Amélie widened her eyes and pulled Pauline into her arms. "You're asking me if I'm okay? How are you?"

"Until thirty seconds ago, I couldn't complain."

Why did the cavalry always arrive at the most inappropriate moment? This sucked. First, they took forever to come, and then, when she gave in to her Stockholm syndrome and her drooling hormones, everyone stood there like governesses at the door.

She still felt Gaylord's lips on hers. But nope. Her father didn't show up for years, and now he was beating up her uh abductor.

Jason grabbed Gaylord by the throat and forced him to his knees. Gaylord's arm still dangled the tube, and the drops of blood falling to the floor seemed to enrage Jason even more.

"Do it..." 'Don't' Pauline wanted to scream. But at that moment, Jason pressed his gun to Gaylord's forehead and pulled the trigger. The shot rang in Pauline's ears, and she stared in disbelief at the mixture of blood, brain, and skull fragments clinging to the broken cabinet. Gaylord wavered for a moment before toppling to the side. That damned bastard of a sire had shot him in the forehead!

Amélie gagged before wrapping her arms so tightly around Pauline that she heard her own bones creak.

Why could vampires die from a headshot? Why did they always want to stake them then? That didn't make any sense at all!

But Gaylord's blank stare left no questions unanswered. Blood seeped from the gaping, black hole in his forehead. He was dead. As dead as a vampire could be.

Tears filled Pauline's eyes. But the obscured vision didn't stop her from breaking free. She rushed at Jason and pounded her fists against his chest. But damn it, she might as well be hitting a concrete wall. The bastard tensed his muscles instead of collapsing whimpering under her blows.

"Get her out of here," Jason growled, and again Pauline felt the embrace of Amélie. It was gentle yet firm. Pauline squirmed, but despite her efforts, Amélie managed to drag her into the hallway.

"Let me kill him," Pauline roared, only to choke on her own tears afterward. Before the lab door slammed shut, Pauline caught a glimpse of Albert. The vampire slumped on a stool, resignedly staring down the barrel of a gun held by Jeremy.

"Albert!" But Amélie was already pushing her through the main entrance and out of the house.

"Let me go!" Pauline demanded.

"Pauline, what's gotten into you?"

"What's gotten into me? You storm in here and kill everyone!"

"But..."

"No excuses! Are you colonists and this house Africa? If he even harms a hair on Albert...!"

Amélie could stick her sympathetic gaze where the sun didn't shine!

"What's going on?" Another female voice made Pauline spin around.

Linett held a baby in her arms and pursed her lips critically. "For someone who's been rescued, you're pretty hysterical."

"What are you doing here?"

"Do you think I'd miss the fun? I waited at a safe distance, and I wasn't alone either." Linett gestured to several men who looked visibly bored as they scanned the surroundings and leaned against Gaylord's stolen car.

"Albert hasn't done anything! He helped me. Jason shouldn't kill him!" Did she sound a bit whiny? Heaven, yes! But what else could she do? Amélie hung on her like a sack of cement, digging her heels into the ground whenever Pauline attempted to rush back into the house.

"I'll get your prince charming out," Linett promised, handing Pauline her baby. Shock set in for Pauline. She had never held a baby before! But the little creature didn't suddenly turn into a dragon or develop epilepsy. It just cooed briefly, farted, closed its eyes, and blissfully fell asleep. God, how jealous she was.

Linett marched straight into the house. Muffled voices reached them. While Amélie grimaced, Pauline couldn't make out a single word. "What's she saying?"

"She's yelling at Jason."

"Encourage her!"

"She's human. She can't hear me from out here."

Damn it.

Pauline nervously tapped her toes. Prayer was never her thing, but she did it now. After all, Albert had done nothing but be loyal to his stupid master, who had now had the audacity to die. Was kissing her a reason to be killed without a fight?

Pauline pressed her hand against her mouth, fighting back the tears. What was the point of Gaylord being a vampire if he could be killed so easily like a human? It made no sense, yet she couldn't forget Gaylord's blank, dead stare. It was her fault. If she hadn't kissed him, he would have heard Jason coming in time.

"It'll be okay," Amélie said softly.

"No, it won't be." You couldn't revive even dead vampires. Or could you? If so, she didn't know how.

She sobbed, and a large tear rolled down her cheek, landing right on the baby's face.

It opened its eyes and eventually screamed indignantly, scolding the absent neighborhood.

"Shhh," Pauline said, trying to calm it.

"He's not a cat!" Linett exclaimed indignantly, dragging a resisting man behind her. His bow tie hung crookedly under his chin.

"Albert!" Pauline exclaimed with relief. Oh, thank the Lord. At least Jason hadn't harmed Albert as well.

He kept his hands behind his back, but Pauline couldn't spot any blood or injuries on him.

"Jason said you can take him, but the handcuffs stay on," Linett said, taking Pauline's baby from her and scrutinizing Albert critically. "Well, I know I'm throwing stones in a glass house here, after all, the father of my child is older than my grandfather, but I was expecting a younger prince charming to rescue. You don't have a sugar daddy complex, do you?"

"Let's just get going," Amélie interjected.

She pushed Pauline toward the car, but she clung to Albert and pulled him along. She felt sorry that Albert had to wear handcuffs, but it was still better than being shot in the head.

Amélie got behind the wheel, and tears welled up in Pauline's eyes again as she glanced back at the dilapidated building.

Albert shifted slightly on the backseat. "Please don't cry, Mademoiselle Pauline. The plan was doomed from the start, and he knew it."

Yeah, great, that was supposed to comfort her now?

"Maybe in my shirt pocket... there's a tissue."

Sniffling, Pauline pulled the piece of cloth from his pocket and dabbed away her tears. "Thank you."

"You are much more of a true Mademoiselle than that Louanne," Albert said softly.

Pauline leaned against Albert and sniffled quietly.

She couldn't decipher Amélie's looks, but for the first time, she didn't care what her friend thought. Her life had turned completely upside down in just five minutes. The butterflies in her stomach during the kiss had been more than just indigestion. And just at that moment, the rescue team arrived.

She had always had terrible timing.

Pauline didn't pay attention to where they were going. And if they drove by car to China, she wouldn't care at all. She felt numb and empty and terribly confused.

The world passed by in blurry contours, and when the car stopped, Albert had to gently nudge her to move at all.

They stood in front of a country house, which was not even a third as big as Gaylord's estate. But it also didn't look like it would collapse at the slightest sneeze.

Amélie helped Pauline out of the car and guided her inside the house and into the living room. She gently stroked her cheek and forehead. "Do you have any injuries?"

Pauline shook her head and recoiled as Linett held a glass under her nose. The sharp aroma made her eyes tear up. Again. Her eyes were already so sore, as if they had been washed with sand. Yet she had never been one for crying much. You looked like you had bathed in vodka and couldn't breathe.

She still held Albert's handkerchief in her clenched fingers. No matter how hard Linett and Amélie tried, Pauline was lost in her own world. The past few hours felt like a terrible yet beautiful dream. A dream that had sent her on an emotional rollercoaster, leaving her feeling nauseous. For a fleeting moment, everything had been as it should be. Gaylord loved her, he kissed her, and as the spell claimed, her blood and heart were one. A brief moment that had made the sorrow of the past days worthwhile, and now it had vanished so quickly and irreversibly.

Whenever Pauline saw Albert's sad and worried look, the tears flowed a little faster down her cheeks.

"Mademoiselle Pauline, he wouldn't want you to cry for him," Albert said softly as she pressed against him. It didn't comfort her in the slightest. Pauline wasn't glad to be saved. It felt terrible. Like something had been stolen from her. And what was missing now weighed more than a little freedom and the challenge of driving her own captor to madness.


Rule Number Seventeen

Fathers-in-law Don't Ask Questions, They Fetch the Shovel

What was time to someone who was more or less dead?

At first, Gaylord felt nothing. Except that he was conscious again. But that tiny moment faded far too quickly. The sweet numbness gave way to all-encompassing pain. Gaylord's head pounded as if someone had smashed his skull. Piercing pain shot through him, and it felt like someone was pressing against his eyeballs.

Why did he have to wake up? He could have done without it. Every one of his senses focused on the dull ache in his head and the rising nausea in his stomach. It crept up slowly, but it didn't reach his throat. Because it was tightly constricted. Gaylord had been through a lot in his life, but never had someone shot a bullet through his head. Self-healing healed the bones, even the brain, and brought consciousness back sooner or later, but no one had told him that the aftermath would be the worst migraine of all time.

Where was he anyway? Something still pressed on his throat. But what?

Gaylord reluctantly lifted his eyelids, just enough to see something. His vision was blurry, but the picture was becoming clearer. The surroundings seemed familiar.

It looked like his garden. His garden, where no one ever bothered to mow the lawn, weed the garden, or contain the nettles. In a few more months, the lilies would find their way to the surface.

He didn't know what he had expected, but probably not that he was hovering at least a meter above his garden. It was pitch dark, yet he recognized the abandoned pond and the ivy clinging to the house wall and climbing upward. Gaylord tried to move, but the movements were stopped by restraints. His arms were tightly bound together, forcing him into a cramped position, with the center of gravity conveniently at his throat. Gaylord hung from a rope with all his weight. The rough fibers pressed his throat together. Excellent. They had hung him from his own tree. But why?

You couldn't hang a vampire. The interrupted airflow didn't even make Gaylord faint. Unfortunately. The migraine was almost splitting his skull. It felt like Gaylord had stumbled drunkenly into a church and fallen asleep on the altar.

Gaylord cautiously wriggled in the restraints. The chain connecting his ankles rattled softly. But every movement was one too many. His muscles cramped, the throbbing in his head increased. The best solution was to just hang there.

But with every minute that Gaylord's brain fought its way back into consciousness, the pain increased. He felt the gentle caress of the wind on his skin. The wind moved the hairs on his body, carrying every breeze to his nerves, momentarily masking the pain and giving him time for a frightening realization. He was naked. Except for his underwear, they had taken away the rest of his dignity. Gaylord groaned inwardly.

The pounding in his head grew stronger. Only occasionally did it alleviate a stabbing pain in his head when Gaylord made the mistake of moving even a millimeter. He also became increasingly aware of the nausea. Until he could no longer ignore it.

Perhaps Gaylord should be grateful for the noose around his neck. It not only prevented air from entering Gaylord's lungs but also made sure that his stomach contents stayed where they were supposed to.

Jason could be proud of himself. There wasn't the slightest chance for Gaylord to escape. The restraints allowed him only a few inches of movement, and Gaylord had no doubt they were enchanted. No vampire could break them. Suspended by his hands, Gaylord could try to pull himself up on the rope, but even that possibility had been taken from him by Jason. Damn, why did Jason have to have so much experience as a criminal?

"Ah, our fairy tale prince is awake," Gaylord couldn't see Jason, but he seemed to be sitting on the branch Gaylord was hanging from. Giving a reply was simply impossible. Not only would any movement rip Gaylord's brain apart, but also nothing but a gurgle came from his throat. Trying to force out a response wasn't worth the effort anyway. If Jason wanted to talk, it would only be to mock Gaylord and make his death as unpleasant as possible.

Next to Gaylord, Jason's shoes and pant legs appeared in the air.

"A beautiful place to wait for sunrise, isn't it?" The softness in Jason's voice was nothing more than a facade. One that filled Gaylord with pure horror. With that flippant remark, Jason revealed his plan and the way he intended to kill Gaylord. Jason was going to leave him hanging here until the sun rose. Until the rays reached Gaylord's garden and its owner.

The witches' potion had long lost its effect. It had been more than twenty-four hours since Gaylord had last drank it.

Once the sun's rays reached him, they would burn him. But they wouldn't grant him the favor of turning to dust upon the first touch. Gaylord was far too old for that. His self-healing was strong; it would resist the effects of the sun until weakness took over.

So, as the sun traversed the sky and its rays stretched over Gaylord's garden, his life would end in a painful way.

Slowly burning was a death one wished only upon their worst enemy. Gaylord had earned that status with Jason with all honors.

^

The steady ticking of the clock woke Pauline. Her left arm was numb and began to tingle as she sat up. Amélie lay next to her on the couch. Her breath caught briefly as Pauline moved, but then Amélie turned onto her side and continued sleeping.

Blinking, Pauline looked around. It was dark, with only the small lights of electrical devices providing some illumination.

Was this Jason's living room? The couch was huge. An attribute that could also be applied to the television. Was Jason compensating for something? In the shelves, Pauline could make out the outlines of books, records, and smaller boxes. But nowhere did she see picture frames that could contain family photos. Above the sofa hung only a large picture of a motorcycle.

Pauline sat up and brushed her hair out of her face. Next to the sofa was an armchair, and for a moment her heart skipped a beat as a shadow moved in the chair. A head rose from the curve of the backrest, and a small sigh, followed by a suppressed curse, sounded. It was Albert's silhouette outlined against the window. His few hairs stood up wildly from his head, he leaned forward, and shifted back and forth on the chair. Obviously, Amélie had lacked the courage and backbone to simply ignore Jason's instructions. Or she didn't want to risk anything. Albert kept his arms behind his back. So, he was still wearing the handcuffs.

Albert turned his head as Pauline cautiously crawled along the sofa in his direction.

"I didn't just dream that, did I?" Pauline asked softly.

Albert shook his head.

"Where are the others?"

"The child and its parents are sleeping upstairs. A strange child. Only a few days old, and it seems to already sleep through the night."

Presumably, the fact that a human and a vampire had been crossed had its advantages. Had Pauline been a model baby too?

"Do you know where the keys are?" Pauline whispered. "Then I can set you free."

But Albert just shook his head again. "And then? We spent so many years together. As a vampire, I wasn't a day without him. Where could I flee to?"

Speechless, Pauline stared at him. Uh, what? Albert almost sounded like...

"Were you a couple?" she blurted out and then slapped herself mentally. Amélie stirred grumpily, but her friend just turned slightly, cursed softly about the couch, and continued snoring.

Albert chuckled softly. "We were not a couple. Never were. For a man so devoted, burdened by his own existence, the sinfulness of homosexuality would be the final blow."

"So, you never told him?"

"He noticed once how I glanced furtively at his butt. He was deeply shocked. I thought he'd call an exorcist."

"What stopped him?" Pauline asked curiously.

"I claimed he had a stain on his pants. It's so easy to get an vain man to take his pants off."

Pauline put her hand over her mouth to suppress the laughter. If the exorcist had also been handsome, there would have been entertainment in the ramshackle building. The dilapidated walls would never have withstood it.

But that moment of levity vanished as quickly as it had come.

"But what now?" Pauline asked.

Albert shrugged. "I don't know," he admitted. "Your father said he wants to hang him in the sun. As soon as it rises, it will kill him."

Um, what? Pauline's head jerked up. "Kill? But he's already dead!"

Her voice was a tad too loud. But damn it, she didn't understand any of this. Gaylord had died from a gunshot to the head. The sun couldn't kill him again. Even as a vampire, one couldn't die indefinitely. Gaylord wasn't a cat, after all.

"He's not dead yet," Albert whispered.

"But... but..." Pauline stuttered. "He shot him in the forehead."

"And thereby injured Monsieur La Goutte's skull and brain, causing him to lose consciousness. But that doesn't kill a vampire. Both the brain and the bones regenerate. The wound heals. The result is a terrible migraine, but it doesn't kill you. Even though you might wish for it when you wake up."

Pauline leaned closer to the vampire to better hear Albert's whispered words. "So, can we still save him?"

"I doubt, Mademoiselle Pauline, that anything can save him from your father," sighed Albert. "He was very angry. No wonder, he's also your father."

Pauline rubbed her forehead. She struggled to understand everything. Just a moment ago, Gaylord had been dead, and now Jason wanted to kill him. Again. Without her permission! Oh, she would stop Jason, even if it was the last thing she did. And yet... Gaylord had only suffered burns from the sun that one morning. But when he took the potion, it no longer harmed him.

"Does the stuff he drank protect him?" Pauline whispered.

"Only for a few hours, depending on the composition, sometimes longer, sometimes shorter. Then the sun burns a vampire alive. A young vampire dies fairly quickly, older vampires take longer. I once heard of one, who was at Monsieur La Goutte's age, and it took him half an hour to die."

"When does the potion lose its effect?" Pauline asked.

"He took the last one yesterday morning. I don't know if they work precisely for twenty-four hours. It's possible that it's already lost its effect, but it's still dark."

"So, at sunrise...?"

"He's dead, yes. It's very pathetic that it's at sunrise. On the other hand, there are worse times to die. Like noon, for example. It's notoriously the warmest time, you're usually hungry, or if you're not hungry anymore, you've eaten too much..."

Heaven, Albert's rambling was driving her insane. What time was it? She absolutely had to talk to Jason! Pauline shook her sleeping friend until she grumbled and sat up.

"What's wrong?" Amélie mumbled.

"We have to save Gaylord," Pauline yelled, shaking Amélie by the shoulders.

"But what? How? Why?" Amélie ran her hands through her tousled hair and felt for the table lamp switch. The light flared up, bathing the room in warm light.

Pauline squinted, blinded by the light. "Because Jason is going to kill him!"

"And that's not right?"

God, was this girl blessed with little intelligence today!

"Are you insane? Of course, it's not right!"

Pauline grabbed Amélie by the collar of her shirt. "Call your criminal husband immediately and tell him that if he harms a hair on Gaylord's head, I'll make sure he can only fulfill his marital duties with the help of a dildo!"

Ha, that got Amélie moving. She stumbled into the hallway, grabbed her phone, and dialed a number. Even Albert shuffled after them. With bated breath, they listened to the steady ringing of the dial tone.

At the same moment, the house rang out with the melody of "Highway to Hell."

"Don't tell me he left his phone here," Pauline groaned.

Amélie let the phone drop. "Well, he left in quite a hurry. After all, he had to save his daughter from a lunatic!"

"No reason to yell at me. How is it my fault that he's overreacting?"

"Overreacting? He hasn't slept for a single hour in the past few days!"

"And that's my fault now?"

Amélie sighed, running her hands through her hair and massaging her head. "No, but it will be hard to dissuade a sleep-deprived man from his murder plan."

"Distract him with sex," Pauline retorted snippily.

^

"Ever heard of death by a thousand cuts?" Jason's mocking voice echoed. "I think it'll be a lovely prelude to sunrise."

Resignedly, Gaylord closed his eyes. Not a word, not a movement could dissuade Jason from his intention. Even if Jason gave him the chance to speak, it would be futile. Nothing Gaylord had to say could calm an angry father.

Gaylord had kidnapped Pauline, bitten her, humiliated her and abused her for his own purposes. If Gaylord were to admit that he had feelings for Pauline, whose origin he couldn't explain, Jason would completely lose it and let Gaylord swing to his death as a burning eunuch.

Jason jumped down from the tree. The moonlight glinted off the blade he drew. Bon Dieu, why couldn't he just let Gaylord take a nap until sunrise? A last one? Or let him contemplate his ending life? Gaylord didn't even insist on a last meal from the hangman!

Jason grabbed the bonds at Gaylord's ankles, pressed the blade against his calf, and slowly drew it down to Gaylord's ankle. The rope choked off any moans in his throat, and Gaylord squeezed his eyes shut in pain.

Jason treated Gaylord's other leg the same way. Since when did Jason have a penchant for symmetry?

Gaylord writhed, trying to pull his legs out of Jason's reach, but Jason held him firmly in place by the bonds.

The next cut crossed Gaylord's abdomen. They were only shallow cuts that Jason inflicted. Cuts that healed quickly. Nevertheless, they were painful. Gaylord felt his own blood running over his hands as Jason cut his fingers. Sensitive areas and nerve endings. And each nerve conveyed its blunt impression of the situation to him.

Gaylord suppressed a gasp. Jason no longer restrained him. He circled around Gaylord and made one cut after another at random. If Gaylord squirmed too much, he commented with a mocking, "Sensitive today, huh?"

^

Pauline stormed out of the house, straight to the car. Who on earth drove a Smart car? She yanked open the door, started the engine, and glanced at the fuel gauge. "Bon Dieu. The tank is almost empty."

What was this? Was someone punishing her? Did Murphy's law have to prove itself right now, whenever there was a twisted vampire to be saved from certain doom? This never happened in any movie. They never refueled, but they always ran out of gas to increase the tension. It usually happened on a busy road, where you could still flag down another car with a hip sway or a gun.

"Can you carry me?" Pauline snapped at her best friend.

"I still haven't mastered running fast," she confessed meekly.

"Pah, only sixteen-year-old boys use that excuse. Then, open Albert's shackles."

Albert knew where Gaylord's house was, and he was fast enough. Well, if they finally unlocked his shackles.

Amélie wrung her hands. "I don't have the key."

"You're useless as a rescuer," Pauline snarled.

"I couldn't have known you'd want to rescue your kidnapper so desperately."

"Read more books. It's always like that in them."

Had Jason even anticipated this? Had he once again sent Amélie off with an almost empty tank so Pauline wouldn't have a chance to arrive in time for the rescue? She would kill Jason!

But what should she do now? If Amélie carried her, they would crash into every available tree. Albert was hardly safer with bound hands. They wouldn't get far enough with the car. But maybe to the nearest gas station.

Pauline buckled up, and Amélie held the door open for Albert to squeeze onto the backseat before hurrying to take her place in the passenger seat.

Because Pauline was already flooring the gas pedal, Amélie had barely put one foot in the car.

"Help!" Amélie screamed, clinging to the door.

"Sit down, damn it," Pauline snapped. She leaned to the side, grabbed Amélie's arm, and pulled her into the car. Just in time, she jerked the steering wheel and scraped along the fence. In the rearview mirror, she saw the bulky figure of Jeremy emerge. He stared after them, but thank heavens, he didn't chase them.

"You can't rush like this if you want to save gas," Amélie called out. Damn, she was right. But it was already seven o'clock. They didn't have much time left. The sun would rise in half an hour.

Pauline gripped the steering wheel until she thought she heard the plastic creaking. "How long have we been driving?"

"About an hour."

Damn, they would never make it!

The car bumped along the uneven road, hopefully leading them to the main road. The fuel gauge needle teetered dangerously toward the red line. But it didn't sputter. It didn't stall.

With trembling fingers, Pauline activated the navigation system.

"I need the address," Pauline yelled to the back.

Albert grimaced. "I hear you just fine, Mademoiselle Pauline. I'm bound, not deaf."

Then he finally had the decency to stop spouting wise cracks and gave the address instead.

It was pitch black, the headlights bouncing around like rabbits on speed, providing just enough light for Pauline to see if there was a stretch of road ahead.

"Forty-eight minutes until destination," announced a deep, smoky female voice.

"We don't have that much time," Pauline snapped.

"The journey is the destination," the female voice chimed in again.

"Your destination is about to be a trash container," Pauline retorted.

"The nearest recycling center is approximately five kilometers away."

Pauline took a deep breath. Who programmed this piece of junk?

"I want to go to Gaylord's. So shut up," she snapped. Unbelievable, she was arguing with a navigation system. If she thought she could have the last word, she was sorely mistaken.

The nav system crackled before the voice spoke again. "The route that's only ten minutes longer offers a scenic drive. Here, you can see the typical, gently rolling meadows…"

"I want the shortest route. Don't you dare waste even a second," Pauline snapped.

Amélie coughed. "It's pointless to argue with this thing. Jason had all his stupid jokes programmed into it."

"She can do that with Jason. But not with me!"

They bumped along a narrow gravel road, the stones crunching under the wheels. Pauline dared hardly look away from the fuel gauge.

"Jason," the navigation system roared with the voice of a phone sex operator. "You sound tense. The nearest brothel is only fourteen minutes away."

"I can't believe this," Pauline groaned. "How can you let him get away with this?"

Amélie shrugged. "He had a male voice programmed for me."

"Turn right to the brothel," the nav system whispered.

"No," Pauline exclaimed. "I want to go to Gaylord's."

"The next nightclub with call boys is twenty kilometers away."

"Switch it," Pauline pleaded. "I want a man. They have better sense of direction anyway."

Before this crazy navigation system could utter another word, Amélie pressed on it, and now the deep voice definitely belonged to a man.

"Thirty-five minutes until destination."

Heaven, even Pauline felt warmer with that voice. She felt her pulse calming down. The display showed the direct route to Gaylord's again.

"That's much better," Pauline sighed and pressed on the gas a little more.

"Please tell me your name," the electronic man said.

"Pauline," she replied hesitantly. He wouldn't try to pawn her off to a brothel, would he?

"Pauline," said that heavenly voice softly. "You sound tense. Let me help you."

"I don't want to go to a brothel," Pauline yelled. What was wrong with this damn technology? Why did it think she was tense? And why did it think sex would solve her problem?

"Close your eyes," commanded the electronic voice.

"I have to drive," protested Pauline.

"Set the autonomous driving mode," commanded the phone stripper. She would be damned if she did.

Amélie sighed softly, and Pauline watched in disbelief as she closed her eyes. Just once, Amélie lifted her lids again to nudge Pauline. "Look at the road, damn it."

"Imagine my fingers slowly stroking your neck, gently at first, then firmer. They knead your muscles…"

From the backseat came a sound that sounded like a blissful 'Mhm'. Albert definitely liked this voice. With great effort, Pauline resisted the temptation to slam her head hard on the horn to drown out this pseudo-erotic babble.

"You won't touch anything else with me," Pauline explained as calmly as possible, resisting the urge to sink her teeth into the steering wheel. "You'll just give me directions. Otherwise, I'll visit you next time with an axe."

"In a fifty-kilometer radius, there are eighteen psychotherapy practices," the guy announced, far from impressed. But at least he didn't announce what he wanted to touch next. Albert sighed disappointedly, as did Amélie.

The navigation system had them speed down the country road for ten minutes until, with an unbearably snobbish tone, it suggested they turn now.

"Now? This is in the middle of nowhere!" protested Pauline, but it insisted.

Pauline steered the car left and prayed that the small hill wouldn't be the death sentence for her almost empty tank.

But the car purred on as if it were sufficiently fueled by love and prayers.

"Explain that to me," sighed Amélie. "You love this lunatic?"

"Yes."

Pauline couldn't say more. She was glad that in her hysteria, she didn't jerk the steering wheel and drive the car into the ditch. The road led mostly straight and over a river. Then they had to drive along the highway for a kilometer and turn again. After that, there were only a few curves drawn, and they would arrive at Gaylord's Maison de Lys.

"And are you sure you love him?" doubted Amélie. "I mean, many kidnapping victims think they like their kidnapper."

"How many five-year-old girls know the man standing in front of them will be the one they'll marry later?" replied Pauline.

Amélie rubbed her forehead and bounced up on her seat at a pothole. "I think that was a joke from the universe?"

"Then it was surely also a joke from the universe that it turned a priest just before his ordination into a vampire so that he has enough time to wallow in self-pity for centuries, to find a way to become human again, just so that his remedy falls in love with him," Pauline retorted.

"Uh," Albert muttered.

"I think he could have just let himself be ridden by his remedy right away, then we would have been spared some sleepless nights," snapped Amélie.

"He's not particularly bright," Pauline replied.

Ahead, a bridge should appear, and indeed, the gravel gave way to a wooden walkway.

Hm, hopefully, the wood could bear the weight of the car. Was this perhaps a bridge meant only for sheep?

Just to be safe, Pauline pressed a little harder on the gas. The main thing was to make it over the wobbly thing.

It bumped, and the next moment, Pauline saw a strange glitter in the headlights.

Wait! Where was the damn bridge?

The car sank, and Pauline's stomach rose upward.

A loud splash followed by water lapping around her feet.

"Whew," said Albert, shivering. "I never thought I'd get cold feet."

"You've sunk us," cried Amélie.

Oh, no! Really? The engine stuttered, choked, until it finally died altogether.

"Come on, do it already. In Harry Potter, you guys can fly," Pauline pleaded with the car, but nothing. It remained silent. Pauline pounded on the steering wheel, resulting in a loud honk.

The water kept rising, splashing over the hood and her legs. Claustrophobic fear rose in Pauline. Amélie seriously pulled up her legs and stared disgustedly at the icy water. Amélie and Albert couldn't drown, but what about half-vampires? Pauline really didn't want to find out. They had to get out of here.

"Open the door," Pauline shouted and shoved Amélie against the car door.

"No," Albert shouted from behind. "Then the car will tip, and you won't easily get out."

Oh, crap, crap. She had never been on a sinking ship, let alone in a sinking car. But what had she learned? You had to wait until the car had fully sunk, otherwise, you wouldn't get the damn door open.

The water was literally up to her neck. She unbuckled her seatbelt and held her breath.

Panicked, she felt her own heartbeat in her throat as she tugged at the latch until the door finally gave way.

Even more icy water surrounded her, and Pauline kicked upwards. She broke through the water's surface and gasped for air. A few meters away, she saw Amélie's head bobbing in the water.

"Do you have Albert?" gasped Pauline.

Amélie rolled her eyes and pulled up a sparsely-haired head. Albert!

On the horizon, Pauline already saw the shimmering red of the rising sun. Damn it. Pauline swam toward the shore and stumbled out of the water. Her shoes squeaked as she ran up the hill. There was the main road. Thank heavens, at least something.

Pauline ran toward the passing lights.

"Wait for us," echoed Amélie's voice behind them.

Pauline vigorously waved her arms and boldly jumped in front of a motorcyclist. His tires screeched, he swerved, leaving a black skid mark as he collided with the guardrail. Groaning, the driver picked himself up and rubbed his left knee. "What the hell, are you completely crazy?"

"I'm close to it," admitted Pauline. "Can you help me? I need to save someone."

"Should I take you to the loony bin?"

"No, to the man I love."

"Do they happen to have the same address?"

God, why was this guy talking so much? Pauline grabbed him by the arm, and he stumbled with a surprised cry toward his bike as she pushed him in that direction. Oops.

Pauline swung herself onto the back of his bike. Was it a good sign that this guy's knees were still suspiciously trembling? Pauline didn't care. The main thing was that he drove.

He started the motorcycle and roared off.

"Go faster!" she urged him. "I'm in a hurry!"

In the sky, the sunbeams cautiously explored the sky. Damn it. The weather had been so crappy in recent days, and now, of all times, it was the clearest day in ages. That was unfair!

She'd stretch the weather god's legs if she lost Gaylord because of this idiot.

"Is he about to get married?" asked her driver curiously.

That would be nice. If she only had to rescue him from marrying an unbearable Louanne, she'd take a detour through the Maldives and indulge in a few pool boys.

"No, it's a matter of life and death," snapped Pauline.

Her driver laughed. "Women. Always exaggerating."

The guy was lucky he was sitting in front and she still needed him. She would have loved to give him a good smack on the head. Now she had no choice but to gather the last shreds of her patience and give him the address.

As the wind rushed past her ears, she stared intently at the morning red, spreading more radiant across the sky. They could make it. It wasn't far now. They might even arrive before the sun fully breached the horizon.

But suddenly, the biker slowed down. "Where do we go?" he asked.

What? The guy didn't know where this damn house was?

"Don't you have GPS?" she called ahead.

"Nah, not even a phone!"

Damn it all. How were they supposed to find the address?

"The church. The village was called Ajou," Pauline shouted out.

Maybe from there, she could find the way to his house.

Her driver turned around and sped into the damn village with the church where she had doused Gaylord with holy water.

"Stay here," she commanded her driver and got off the bike. Pauline pushed open the church door and stepped inside.

At the holy water basin, she and Gaylord had argued. Then Louanne had shown up, and then, yes, damn it, what had they done then?

He had dragged her out, back to the car, but she had been too preoccupied to pay attention to the way. They had driven straight ahead and then turned left. That might be enough.

Pauline stormed outside, but there she only saw the taillights of the departing motorcycle.

"You bastard," she screamed after the driver. Tears of anger and despair welled up in her eyes.

How was she supposed to find Gaylord in time now?

She would never make it. The sun had already crossed halfway over the horizon. If he was already in the sun, then she had at most half an hour.

A desperate sob rose in her throat.

"Can I help you?" A cheerful, sonorous voice sounded behind her. She turned around, and there stood none other than the priest of this church. What did that guy do all day anyway? Bless the sheep?

"If you don't happen to know where the lunatic with the fancy suit lives, then no," replied Pauline dejectedly.

The priest tilted his head. "You don't happen to mean a man who prefers top hats, vests and walking sticks, and likes to sit on the steps over there?"

Pauline followed his finger, which pointed to the steps of the opposite rectory. The clothing description matched, and an arch-Catholic, pardon, vampire, surely liked to be close to a church.

"Yes," Pauline cried out. "He was here a few days ago!"

"I don't know about that, I was unfortunately sick then."

"Shouldn't God protect you from that?" burst out Pauline.

The priest smiled indulgently. "I believe he has better things to do than to pay attention to my digestion. My eating habits would give him gray hairs."

"Do you know where he lives?" Pauline pressed. "I absolutely must find him!"

"God lives in each of us," the priest replied gently.

"Heavens, no. The man with the tophat," Pauline clarified.

"About ten minutes by car from here. May I ask why you're in such a hurry?"

"I'll explain on the way! Do you have a car?"

"Um, something similar, over there."

Pauline grabbed the priest by the arm and dragged him behind the church. "It's a tandem bike!"

"Better than walking, isn't it?"

The priest mounted the front seat and gave her an encouraging nod.

Oh, Heavens, hopefully it would help if she didn't just murder the priest. That had to earn some karma points.

Pauline climbed onto the rear seat and started pedaling. The priest jumped in surprise, but he steered the vehicle in a direction that Pauline hoped was the right one.

She glanced worriedly at the sky. The sun was now a hazy disc perched on the horizon, only partially obscured by a few thin wisps of clouds.

^

"The sun is rising," Jason's voice tore Gaylord out of the whirlpool of pain, resignation and the hope for a swift end. Yet he couldn't claim to be pleased by the news. On the contrary.

He had always been a fool, and hope always stuck faithfully to the biggest idiots. Only to leave them bitterly disappointed in the end.

Jason stepped out from behind him, the blade once again aimed at Gaylord. Specifically, at his midsection. Whether at his thigh or even higher, Gaylord couldn't discern, but it didn't matter. Jason's anger might be justified, but inhuman torture had never solved any problem. And even a mutilated prisoner who would experience his final torment in the sun still possessed a last shred of dignity. And he would defend it, even if it meant enduring even greater pain.

As Jason approached closer and thrust the blade forward, Gaylord summoned his last strength, pulled his legs up, and kicked at Jason. His blood-soaked legs left a mark on Jason's shirt. Pauline's father stumbled back and drove the blade into Gaylord's sole.

Bon Dieu. Gaylord recoiled, the rope pressing even tighter against his neck, tearing at the skin there. Gaylord felt like his nerve cells were running hysterically. They didn't know which pain to report first, yet none of them dared to refuse to work.

Jason pulled the blade out of Gaylord's foot and plunged the knife into his knee hollow.

The sky grew brighter. The shadows of the house and the low shed still protected Gaylord from the sun's rays. But the bright glow was spreading. Unrelenting.

The water of the pond began to glisten in the sunlight. A bright, shimmering surface, reflecting the joy of this clear winter morning.

The fence surrounding the overgrown beds emerged from the darkness into the morning light. The sun's rays crept over the wild grass, inexorably approaching the tree.

Gaylord closed his eyes. It would be the final torment he would have to endure, then it would finally be over.

^

Pauline had no idea how much time had passed since the first rays of sun and whether he had already been hit by them. She didn't want to imagine how the sun burned him. Piercing his skin and roasting his flesh.

The more the image crowded her mind's eye, the more her insides seemed to burst, the harder she pedaled.

The priest gasped, trying to keep up with her pace.

"Keep your feet up and just steer," Pauline commanded. He hesitated, but complied. His knees stuck out on both sides, but he steered the vehicle safely onto a rocky path, while Pauline pedaled so hard that sweat dripped down her back.

She had to get there before it was too late. She would never forgive herself, nor Jason, if she was too late.

Her lungs were already wheezing as they reached a wooded area and the air cooled slightly.

"How much further?" she gasped.

"Just a few hundred meters."

Well, hopefully. If all this was for nothing, she would kill her father. It was only fair. He was responsible for this! Couldn't he get a normal job? Gas station attendant, pizza delivery guy, waiter? But no, that wasn't exciting enough! He had to go after criminals of the century. Couldn't he take on political and economic adversaries? For years, he hadn't cared about her, and suddenly he started killing her captors!

The low sun blinded Pauline as they emerged from the forest, and indeed, there was the Maison de Lys. Pauline pedaled harder, braked so abruptly with the backpedal that the priest was thrown over the handlebars, and leaped off the bike.

She heard Jason's voice, but what cut her heart much more were the hoarse, pain-filled screams.

Pauline rushed against the garden gate, which flew off its hinges and crashed to the ground. But that didn't stop Pauline. She stumbled, but kept running.

Jason stood, arms crossed, under a tree, facing the sun. But where were the screams coming from?

Something hung next to Jason from the tree. It moved, and as Pauline looked up, her breath caught. While Jason remained completely unaffected and unharmed by the sun, Gaylord writhed in pain. Ugly blisters formed on his skin, sizzling and exposing raw flesh.

"What the hell are you doing here?" Jason snapped. He appeared so suddenly, just a hand's breadth away from her, that she stumbled back.

"Get him down!" Pauline demanded. She tried to push past Jason, but he held her firmly.

"I have no intention of doing so."

"But..."

"No one abducts my daughter without consequences."

"Consequences? He's already been through enough with me. Now get him down, damn it!"

Tears welled up in Pauline's eyes. She kicked Jason with all her might, but he didn't even flinch. His hands gripped her upper arms. No matter how much she squirmed and fought, he wouldn't let her go.

"You shouldn't have come," he said.

"Neither should you," she snapped back. "Get him down."

"No!"

The red gleam in Jason's eyes didn't scare her. But what shocked her was the sight of pure coldness. He wanted Gaylord to die. Again, Pauline struggled in his grip, but it was like fighting against a vice. He possessed the same superhuman strength as Gaylord.

"Please," Pauline pleaded. "I love him."

Jason froze. "You're kidding me, right?"

"I wish I were."

Finally, Jason loosened his grip. She ran forward, crying out as Jason grabbed her by the waist and pulled her back.

"How can you love him?" she heard Jason's growling voice behind her. How could she not? Jason tried to turn her around and get in her line of sight, but she clung to his neck and peered over his shoulder. She couldn't tear her gaze away from Gaylord. He twitched in the bright sunlight, his burnt skin oozing.

"Gaylord," she cried out in despair. "Jason, don't let him die."

But her father only held her tighter. She felt tears running down her cheeks as Gaylord went limp with one final twitch. His resistance had died down, yet a faint sound still reached her. "Pauline."

It was barely audible, but she imagined he was really calling her name. Maybe it was just an illusion, but as corny as it was, she wanted to remember it just like that. With Gaylord's body going slack, she also went limp in Jason's arms.

"You can't be serious," groaned Jason.

He let her go so abruptly that she fell to the ground. He pulled a gun from his jacket.

"No," cried Pauline, scrambling to her feet. He couldn't shoot him again, for God's sake! But before she could reach Jason, he fired twice. But he didn't hit Gaylord; he shot the rope instead.

With a dull thud, the lifeless body fell to the ground. Pauline wanted to rush to Gaylord, but Jason was faster. He grabbed him, hoisted him over his shoulder and carried him into the dark interior of the house.

Her knees were shaking as she stumbled after Jason, and she collapsed beside the sofa where Jason laid Gaylord.

The sight of Gaylord's battered body made her stomach churn. His skin hung in shreds, flesh exposed, blood everywhere.

With trembling fingers, Pauline undid the noose around his neck. "He's not breathing."

"That wouldn't surprise me," Jason leaned against the wall, arms crossed.

"Is he dead?" Pauline asked meekly.

"Not yet."

Pauline jumped up and grabbed Jason by the collar. "Then do something about it!"

"Why do you love him?"

Huh, what a stupid question? Why did anyone love someone? That question plagued the world, and Pauline was supposed to have an answer just like that?

"Because... because..." Pauline started.

"Pah," scoffed Jason. "You know it yourself..."

"Because he drives me completely crazy," Pauline burst out. "Whenever he's around, I want to be in his arms. I want to kiss him, I even want him to bite me. All my life, I've only had my mother and Amélie. They loved me just the way I am. I'm loud, I curse too much and I can insult people in ten different languages. Most people don't find that sexy. But Gaylord wanted a saint at first, and then... then he wanted me. He just wants to be loved too. He hates being a vampire because he loves God and thinks that God doesn't love him anymore."

"Nonsense," snorted Jason.

"Would you be happy if God stopped loving you?" Pauline snapped.

"I would swindle him."

"That's blasphemy."

"I'm going to hell anyway," grinned Jason.

"Amélie will have trouble following you to purgatory," snorted Pauline. "But as for me, I'll follow Gaylord wherever he goes. So if you don't want to turn me into a nun and make sure I get to heaven, you save him!"

"You won't manage that. I know your way of life. You always find a new man," was Jason's sober opinion on that.

"I don't want a new one," Pauline exclaimed frustratedly. "Fine, then I'll just ruin your life in hell and make the devil banish you to no man's land. No alcohol, no drugs, plenty of women, but it'll be so cold that anything you could stick into the babes will retract inward!"

Lucky for Jason, he didn't grin. He ran his hand through his hair, sighed and pulled Pauline close to his chest. She hesitantly leaned her cheek against him and savored the comfort of his touch.

"Are you sure it's not just a temporary infatuation because of some hormones?" Jason asked.

"My hormones will eat you for breakfast if you don't finally help him!"

His expression softened. Okay, what was he planning? "You really have a lot of your mother in you."

Pauline narrowed her eyes. "Is that a veiled insult?"

Gaylord's groan made her turn her head, and she let go of Jason's shirt to lean over Gaylord. Another faint groan escaped his throat.

Pauline gently stroked Gaylord's forehead, where his hair had provided some protection from the sun. There was no trace of the gunshot wound, just the blood. Gaylord flinched as Jason untied the restraints from his hands.

Relieved, Pauline let out a breath. "He's not dead!"

"Told you," Jason said. He pushed her aside and knelt beside Gaylord. Fascinated and repelled, Pauline watched as Jason bared his teeth and used the tip of his canine to tear open his own wrist.

"How can you do that?"

"I'm not just a little bit crazy, I also have special blood."

"Doesn't that hurt?"

"You get used to it," he replied calmly and pressed his bleeding wrist to Gaylord's mouth. At first, not much happened, but then Pauline watched as the skin began to heal. The shreds of skin fell away, and Jason pressed his bleeding wrist against Gaylord's teeth. His Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed, and Pauline flinched as Gaylord jerked with a start. He grabbed Jason's wrist and held it firmly.

It was a bit repulsive, but who was she to complain about the sight? Gaylord continued to heal until he finally opened his eyes, his pupils shimmering as red as rubies.


Rule Number Eighteen

Showering Soaks the Cat in the Bag

The intoxicating rush of blood confused Gaylord's senses. Where was he? How many was he? And if so, was there one of him who had no pain?

Not even when he opened his eyes could he quite make out his surroundings. They seemed vaguely familiar, but the metallic taste of blood drowned everything out.

He growled as they ruthlessly deprived him of this source of intoxication.

"Pull yourself together!"

Bon Dieu, he knew that voice. Gaylord's vision cleared, as did his thoughts. He was lying on the sofa in the living room, and hovering above him was Jason's face of all faces. Many women claimed Jason was attractive. But to Gaylord, he evoked disgust, fear, and rejection, as if he had four heads with decaying eyeballs and snakes for hair.

Gaylord cautiously glanced over Jason. He didn't hold a knife in his hand, nor any other noose. Even his hands Gaylord could move freely, only his feet were still bound. That couldn't possibly be to his advantage.

"Did I pass out too quickly? Are you healing me to start the game all over again?" Gaylord croaked hoarsely.

Jason bared his teeth. "Nice idea. I wouldn't rule it out yet."

"Then I'll shove the pony you still owe me all the way up your backside!"

That sounded like Pauline! Gaylord turned his head and sure enough, Pauline was kneeling on the floor. Her eyes flashed with anger, and her damp hair curled wildly around her head.

"I didn't know you had curls," Gaylord remarked, astonished.

"You've already secured the prize for the most unnecessary observations of the day," Jason grumbled.

"What are you doing here?" Gaylord asked Pauline.

Jason snorted. "I'd like to know that too."

"Could you stop interrupting?" Gaylord requested.

Jason's gaze became more murderous, but it was Pauline who ended the conversation before they completely departed from the level of sane thinking. "Could you compare your penises another time? I can cut them off for you, then everyone will have the same amount."

"Um, excuse me?"

Gaylord's wavering gaze settled on a tall, gaunt man. His eyes, wide open and deep in their sockets, radiated not only confusion but also unmistakable kindness and warmth.

"Abbé Durand," Gaylord wheezed. The priest was the last thing he needed right now. Hopefully, he wasn't here to administer the last rites to Gaylord. Only the devil knew what pain that held for vampires. But the clergyman only dared to approach with small steps. Branches stuck out from the priest's black clothes. He looked rather worn-out and weary overall.

"Does anyone still need my help?"

"No," Pauline replied. The priest nodded and took two steps back. But before he could leave the room, Jason jumped up and grabbed him by the collar.

Jason was half a head shorter than the priest, but with the superhuman strength of a vampire, he lifted him into the air until the clergyman's legs sought in vain for support.

"What did you see?" Jason growled.

"Not enough to disappear quietly into a pit in the woods," the priest choked, yet surprisingly calmly.

"Do you need another reason? I'm happy to help." Jason's sugary tone was unsettling, but Abbé Durand turned chalk-white only when Jason bared his teeth.

"The Lord seems to have been very kind to you."

"Mistake. He thought, since the world is already plagued, why not make one immortal plague," Jason snarled.

"God gives and takes according to His plan," the clergyman stuttered.

Gaylord recoiled as Jason's gaze fell on him. "You should feed, and it's necessary to eliminate an unwanted witness. That's called sensible recycling."

"I won't kill him," Gaylord objected.

"You have no choice."

Jason set Abbé Durand back on his feet and dragged him by the collar in Gaylord's direction. The devil could take him if he remembered to kill a clergyman. But his retreat was not successful.

He wanted to swing off the sofa to increase the distance between him and Jason even more, but something abruptly stopped the movement of his legs, and Gaylord crashed to the hard floor.

"Merde," Gaylord groaned. He had forgotten that he couldn't use his feet. Jason tossed a key to his daughter, and just a moment later, Gaylord felt Pauline's fingers on his feet. A gentle touch that stirred desire in him to pull Pauline into his arms. The lock clicked, and the restraints loosened.

Gaylord scrambled to his feet, and Jason literally shoved the clergyman in his face.

The smell of his fear wafted into Gaylord's nose, mixed with a metallic, sweet scent.

Gaylord stepped back. "And if you torture me again, I won't bite him."

"Does he always act like this?" Jason turned to his daughter.

"How should I know? You've known him longer," Pauline retorted.

"I don't go around with a cafeteria trolley studying my employees' eating habits."

"I won't kill anymore. Never," Gaylord declared, and finally, the tiresome discussion between the two came to an end. He didn't care that Jason measured him with contempt. Jason killed when necessary, and he also killed for fun. While Gaylord would never call him completely devoid of feelings, Jason knew no scruples. That was fine for Jason, but Gaylord wasn't cut from the same cloth. He wanted to help people and not kill them.

For some reason, Jason's sudden decision to spare his life didn't do Gaylord any favors. Gaylord had spent centuries on this earth. He had watched his friends and family die, and even with Pauline by his side, the suffering wouldn't end. Pauline, too, would die one day. Perhaps she would age slower than a normal human, but she was only a half-vampire. Her existence was not meant to be eternal. For someone who had experienced centuries, years and decades passed like the blink of an eye. In his perception, Pauline would reach middle age tomorrow, retirement the day after, and then ... if all went well, she would die a natural, gentle death.

Something he would no longer be granted. He wouldn't be able to experience a peaceful death as a human, so all that remained for him was a brutal exit.

Becoming human would cost Pauline her life, and he would never pay that price. She was better off without him anyway. She should return to her life, to the sheltering hands of Jason.

Pauline cleared her throat. "What do you mean? You'll never kill again?"

"Means I won't feed again," Gaylord clarified.

Pauline shook her head. "But you have to." Her gaze shifted questioningly to her father.

He rolled his eyes extensively. "Your prince didn't like being saved; he'd rather be dead. And if I understood correctly, he wants to kill himself."

"What?" Pauline's outraged scream made not only Jason but also Gaylord flinch. "I didn't sink Amélie, Albert and myself into the river and raced here like a maniac just so you can play voluntary suicide now!"

"Voluntary and suicide are the gl…"

"Shut up!" Pauline snapped in Jason's direction. He backed away until he stood next to the priest. "She gets that from her mother."

"Everyone claims that," Abbé Durand whispered.

"What's so bad about being different? There are plenty of you aliens. There must be support groups," Pauline lamented.

"Okay, that she gets from me," Jason chimed in amusedly.

Abbé Durand sneezed discreetly. "Poor girl. But God loves all his sheep."

Pauline, who moments ago looked like she wanted to drive Gaylord unsharpened into the ground, now pointed at Abbé Durand. "Did you hear that? God loves all the sheep! Even ones like you!"

Gaylord raised his hands. "Pauline. I know you don't understand this. You have your whole life ahead of you. I've lived several dozen lives already. I'm tired of life and the price I have to pay for it."

He watched in dismay as tears shot into Pauline's eyes. Not even during their time here had he seen her cry. And there had been plenty of occasions. But this woman, as strong and unbending as her father, preferred to insult everything threatening rather than cry.

"Pauline," Gaylord said weakly.

"Couldn't you add a few more years? Until I'm eighty or so?" Pauline pleaded.

"What would that change?"

"A lot for me."

"Why did you kidnap Pauline if you're going to off yourself anyway?" Jason interjected.

"Because she can heal his greatest sorrow," a female voice trilled. In the doorway appeared the witch who had regularly driven Jason to madness before his encounter with Amélie. None of his employees had been crazy enough to accept the million he would have paid if they rid him of the clairvoyant femme fatale. Especially since the offer had only been one of Jason's bad jokes. Her chin-length hair bobbed with the lively steps she took into the room. With a mischievous grin, she wrapped her arms around Jason's neck. "Pauline is the solution to all his problems."

"Cecile," Jason sighed. "You're just what we needed."

Cecile let go of Jason and clapped her hands. "I knew it. My crystal ball told me. That's why I came."

Gaylord uncertainly crossed his arms over his chest. He was still naked, but that confused him much less than the words the witch was uttering. Pauline couldn't be the solution to his problems. Even though she was staring at him right now, as if imagining what it was like to personally kill him, he would never harm her. Yet that's exactly what Gaylord had done with the spell. He had nearly killed her.

"Pauline," Gaylord began, but he was distracted by another movement at the door. The entrance was slightly ajar, and through it peeked Amélie and Albert into the house. Pure relief flooded him. Albert was alive. He would never forgive himself if Jason had treated him as roughly as he had treated Gaylord.

"Oh, so now you're all here, is that it?" Pauline complained.

His butler staggered toward him laboriously. His hands were behind his back, and as he pushed the entrance door closed with his foot, Gaylord noticed the handcuffs restraining his hands. He looked just as wet and soaked as Pauline, and even Amélie. There were even algae in her hair.

"Flowers in your hair suit you," Pauline's creator slimed up to her best friend.

Gaylord ran his hand through his hair. A party was brewing in his house, and as he glanced down at himself, he realized he was as bloodied as if he had witnessed his own slaughter. He felt uncomfortable. Albert stared at him, and Gaylord hoped that his gaze held only disapproval.

"Are you going to throw yourself in front of a train right away, or are you going to dress for it?" Pauline's grumpy question made him flinch. Heavens. With that tone, she could force an entire army to retreat.

"A pair of pants would be nice."

"How unfortunate that my hands are tied. I would be happy to serve you," Albert's words dripped with irony.

"I'll get something," Pauline rushed up the stairs under Albert's guidance.

"And I'm going to take a shower," Gaylord sighed. He could only hope that the old water pipes still worked; otherwise, he would have to make do with the muddied pond outside.

Gaylord ascended the stairs, and even on the upper floor, he could still hear the hubbub from the hallway.

In the bathroom, he closed the door behind him and rubbed his forehead. He had lived over four hundred years, but he had never experienced anything like this. The past few days hadn't passed like gray, meaningless hours. It could be argued that he had experienced the adventure of his life. But what had it brought them? He had broken Pauline's heart, and worst-case scenario, she would develop post-traumatic stress disorder.

Gaylord took off his underwear and stepped into the corner of the room where the tiles looked newer than the others. In every house, he had at least ensured there were showers. He turned the dial until water dripped from the showerhead. While it was rusty and brown at first, the stream soon turned into clear water. It was icy, but he didn't care. It washed away the blood and kept his thoughts focused solely on the cold, rather than his life or even Pauline.

He stood with his face to the wall, playing with the dial in hopes of getting some warm water, when suddenly a hand stroked over his back. Like fire, its warmth spread over his skin, and as he turned around, he saw Pauline's eyes. She had undressed and slipped into the shower with him.

"You'll catch a cold," Gaylord warned her softly.

"I don't want to lose you."

"Pauline..." Gaylord sighed. "What should I do? I don't want to bite people."

"Just me..." Pauline lowered her head, and Gaylord turned off the water. The droplets dripped in her hair, soaking it until it became even darker.

"That's different. I love you."

These words slipped out of him faster than he'd have liked. He didn't know them until he heard them himself, yet in this moment, he knew they were true. He loved Pauline, perhaps not from the first minute, but certainly from the first attempt to escape.

Gently, he placed a finger under Pauline's chin and tilted it up until she had to look at him. The disbelief in her eyes hurt him. He wasn't lying to her, nor was he playing with her.

"It's true," he said softly. "I love you."

"More than Louanne?"

"Much more than Louanne."

A faint smile curved her lips, she rose on her tiptoes and kissed him. The sweetness of her lips, the moisture of the water, it all enchanted him so much that he forgot where he was, why, or even what his plan was supposed to be. For the first time in his life, he forgot he was a vampire. There was no fear that she might notice his absent heartbeat. It didn't matter. Pauline knew what he was, and she didn't care. It was an unfamiliar feeling, so beautiful and exhilarating that he pulled Pauline close to him. He felt her warmth, her heartbeat, her soft skin under his hands. She ran her fingers through his hair, pressed herself against him, and he gasped as she touched what was already pressing hard against her abdomen.

"You're shameless," Gaylord chuckled amusedly against her lips.

"It's not the first time I've noticed how big you are," teased Pauline. But this time, she didn't grab him as forcefully, as if she wanted to tear off his not-so-small friend, but she sighed and rubbed against him until he felt like bursting.

"Pauline," groaned Gaylord. He kissed the corner of her mouth, her cheek, down to her neck, and sighing, Pauline arched toward him. He pressed her against the wall, grabbed her thighs and with a squeal, she held onto his shoulders. She wrapped her legs around him, tangled her fingers in his hair and kissed him so hard and passionately that he almost fell to his knees with pleasure. He growled as he finally sank into her. Her tightness, the intoxicating sensation, made him dizzy. He wanted her. He wanted more. He wanted everything. She arched toward him, heightening his desire immeasurably. An almost unbearable tension took hold of his body, screaming for release, for the fulfillment of his desires. The temptation was too great. Gently and cautiously, his sharp teeth pierced the skin on her neck. The rough taste of her blood, smooth and light as a young wine, swept him into a whirlwind of emotions, driving him toward an incredible climax that seemed intent on killing him. She shuddered, screamed, and clutched onto him. Like a steamroller, lust rolled over him, catapulting him to the highest point, and Pauline's moans as well as the feeling of her fingernails in his neck prompted him to abandon all self-control and crown the worship of her body with a true fireworks display of emotions.

Growling and groaning, Gaylord came so forcefully that he almost toppled over, and only slowly did the feeling of relief set in afterwards.

The world slowly spun quieter again, and the ringing in the vampire's ears subsided. Nevertheless, he felt as if he had collided with a truck. Except that it wouldn't have given him that indescribable climax. He'd rather collide with Pauline. He felt more than he saw that Pauline was seeking the ground under her feet, and without letting go of her, he sank to the ground with her. Standing was completely unthinkable at the moment.

"Now... I can... confess... with a clear conscience that I love you too," gasped Pauline. "Now only?"

Pauline brushed away a water droplet that had dripped onto her forehead from the shower head. "I'm not buying a pig in a poke."

Breathless laughter escaped his throat and he pulled Pauline closer to him. She nestled against his chest and sighed contentedly. Gently, he stroked her wet hair, caressed her back, and she pressed closer to him, as if she wanted to crawl into him. Her sighing did honor to a cat's purring, and he couldn't deny that he was disappointed when she pulled away from him a little.

"Take some more time for yourself,"

Gaylord raised his eyebrows in surprise. "For what?"

Pauline reached for his hand and intertwined her fingers with his. "For me. I'll even get you the most gruesome criminals."

"Pauline..."

Bare anger and despair flashed in her eyes. "You're not only cowardly, but also stubborn, unyielding and blind. Why won't you accept any opinion other than your own?"

He had to admit, he truly had no response to that. Was he stubborn? Well, maybe he was. He knew what he didn't want, and he wouldn't be swayed from that. That was probably the definition of "stubborn".

"Let's talk to Jason about it. He always has an answer to everything," pleaded Pauline.

"Jason can't help me." And even if he could, Gaylord doubted that Jason would lift a finger to make Gaylord's life easier. He had kidnapped his daughter. You don't forgive something like that in a quarter of an hour.

Gaylord lifted Pauline up, picked himself up with her and put her on both feet. They shared the only towel, before Pauline pointed to the clothes next to hers on the floor. She had picked out a complete outfit for him.

"Happy is the one to whom you once show favor," Gaylord praised relieved.

"Hmpf," Pauline grunted and dressed, as he stepped into his pants, a shirt, a vest and a jacket. And of course, his shoes.

Pauline cleared her throat and held out a top hat to him. Her cheeks turned red. As red as her father's eyes when they finally returned to the hallway.

"So, kids," Cecile called out. "Are we going to do the experiment now or not?"

Gaylord raised his head in surprise. "What experiment?"

"Your humanity. That's why you kidnapped Pauline. By the way, thanks for the warning. If you had warned us, the hospital wouldn't have to be renovated now." The witch shot Jason a reproachful look, which he answered with a grin and a baring of his teeth.

"It doesn't work," Gaylord shook his head. "It drains Pauline's life force. It puts her in danger."

Cecile smiled even wider and put her arms around him and Pauline. He could sympathize with their skeptical looks, because he felt the same.

"The price for your humanity is Pauline's life. If she dies, she will become a vampire. The spark of human life will then transfer from her to you," Cecile lectured.

Oh no. He certainly wouldn't allow that. Resolutely, he shook his head again. "Another reason to let it go. I would never burden Pauline with this curse."

"But if it means that you'll want to keep on living..." Pauline's words were soft. So soft that even Gaylord's vampiric hearing struggled to understand them.

"Life is precious. You shouldn't give it up lightly," Gaylord insisted.

"Yes, great. And what do I get from a human life if you're not there? "Pauline tilted her head. Her sad gaze tore at his heart. "I don't mind being a vampire. It doesn't bother me. The others will have the problem, not me." Before he could object, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. It wasn't just a rumor. Kisses could indeed make you forget everything. He forgot his retorts, even what discussion they were having, but only for a moment. Barely did he pull away from her lips, he no longer knew what to think. Pauline was ready to give him her life.

"I can't accept it." Determinedly, he withdrew from her as she tried to kiss him again. She knew exactly what her kisses triggered in him, but the devil would take him if he allowed that.


Rule Number Nineteen

Being Kidnapped Yourself Broadens the Horizon

Pauline spun around. "Albert, can you help me?"

While Gaylord's butler still blinked in confusion, Cecile clapped her hands. "Of course, we'll help you."

You truly didn't need enemies when you had friends. How she loved Amélie, Albert and Cecile. While Jason exchanged confused looks with Gaylord at that moment, Amélie already eagerly threw herself at the surprised Gaylord. Although she mostly knocked over the side table next to the couch, she managed to grab Gaylord's arm and pull him to the ground. Albert was next, finally freed from his bonds, and he pounced on his master, pressing him down to the floor.

Pauline couldn't help but squeal with delight as Cecile, with a wide grin on her face, raised her hands. Ropes twisted from her fingertips, winding around the squirming Gaylord.

"Thank you, thank you," Pauline cried out. Her heart danced excitedly, fueled by the hope that Cecile's words had given her. She hadn't lied; she didn't care whether she was human or a vampire. Her father was a vampire, her best friend too, so why shouldn't she be one? Gaylord would regain his humanity, the life he longed for. She wouldn't allow him to let this opportunity slip away just because of his stubbornness. She loved him, and if it meant dying herself so she could be with him, then she would do it.

"For heaven's sake, what is this nonsense?" Gaylord exclaimed.

Albert lifted his bound master and carried him into the lab. Pauline could hear Albert's response muffled. "It's for your own good, Monsieur. I'm not enjoying this in the slightest."

"I still don't like him, but I find his question pretty good," Jason chimed in. "So, what the hell is going on?"

"I'm becoming a vampire and he's becoming human," Pauline helped her clueless creator catch up. Intelligence must have skipped a generation with her mother. Did Pauline always look this dumbfounded when her mouth hung open?

"Are you out of your mind?" Jason shouted.

"I've thought it through," Pauline snapped.

"Maybe for five minutes," Jason snorted. "I won't allow you to kill yourself."

He stepped toward Pauline, but Amélie stepped in his way. "She's an adult. She can do what she wants without your permission. And who sold us all out to a crazy mafioso to carry out his own plans?"

"How long are you going to hold that against me?" Jason growled.

"As long as necessary. I like happy endings, and I would really love to experience one here. Unless you still need to catch up on the authoritarian stuff you've been avoiding for twenty years. But then do it outside!"

They witnessed a sight rarely seen. Jason stared speechless at his wife.

"Oh, love," Abbé Durand dreamily contributed. Pauline had completely forgotten about him. He flinched under Jason's gaze before making the sign of the cross. "Too bad. I thought a struck cross caused spontaneous combustion in vampires."

"It doesn't," Jason destroyed his hope mockingly.

"So, how does this work now?" Pauline asked.

Cecile smiled. "Quite simply. He bites you, I say the spell, and you die. In exchange, he becomes human." Her gaze shifted to Jason, who clenched his fists and struggled to control himself. "Jason. She will only become a vampire," the witch said gently. "Then she'll be even better protected from everything, compared to just being a half-vampire. If she even remotely takes after you, we'll have our hands full."

"Great," Jason replied insanely enthusiastic. "I've stayed away from Pauline for years to not lead a completely crazy warlock to her, and then she throws her life away for a useless idiot who has been too cowardly to drown himself in the nearest holy water basin!"

Jason's anger seemed to dissipate; instead, he resignedly ran his hands through his hair. Pauline approached her father, wrapped her arms around Jason, and hugged him. She might not have had a father for many years, but she knew how to manipulate one.

"I love him," she said softly.

Jason's response started with a sigh. "You also know what you have to do."

Cecile chuckled. "Daughters always know that. No matter how old they are or how old their fathers are."

Pauline let go of her father and reached for his hand. "I want you to be there. Then nothing can happen to me."

"Are you sure?" Jason sighed. "I'd love to kill him."

"I'm sure you can control yourself," Pauline grinned. Euphoria truly gave her wings. She was about to die. But that thought didn't quite register with her, nor was she afraid of it. She wanted to try, and she couldn't shake the feeling that it could work. Maybe she was naive, maybe she was so deeply in love that her brain had switched off thinking. But whatever it was, she definitely wasn't going to back down now.

With Jason, Cecile, and Amélie at her back, she felt safe. Together, they entered the lab.

Albert pressed the squirming Gaylord onto the table and looked up. "Do you happen to have any more rope?"

Cecile chuckled, and once again, a thin rope shot out from her. How did she do that? Did she carry it around under her blouse?

The rope wound itself around Gaylord and the examination table, forming its ends into a neat bow.

"I told you, Mademoiselle Pauline enjoys it when you're tied up," Albert commented.

"Pauline, don't do this." Gaylord kept struggling against the ropes, but his movements only made the table tremble. "You'll have to kill people then."

Pauline slid next to Gaylord on the table and lay on her side. "I know. But I like the perks of being a vampire." She nestled against him. "And I only have two choices. Either you become human, or I have to keep you tied to this table for the rest of your life. Would you like that?"

Gaylord grumbled something incomprehensible to Pauline, while Albert spoke much louder.

"I think Monsieur La Goutte would be delighted to be at your service repeatedly on this table."

"Albert," Gaylord groaned, futilely struggling. "Pauline, you'll have to watch your friends die."

Now Pauline laughed. "I only have one friend, and she's a vampire. And my best friend is one too." She grinned in Albert's direction, whose head promptly turned into a tomato.

"Anyone who still has objections, speak now or forever hold your peace," Cecile called out.

Pauline tucked an arm under her head and glanced at the others. Albert stood next to Gaylord like a genie who would unceremoniously stuff his master into the tiny lamp if he didn't obey. Jason bit his hand until blood appeared, but he said nothing.

"Then all that's left is a priest," Cecile declared jubilantly.

"A priest?" Gaylord asked, confused.

Abbé Durand flinched. He was standing by the door, and now he took several steps back, but before he could run away, Jason grabbed him by the collar and dragged him back into the lab and onto the lopsided examination chair.

"I've always wanted to perform an open-skull surgery," Jason purred, and Abbé Durand went a little paler.

"Do you have medical training?"

"No..."

"Then I refuse treatment. Even as a public patient, I have rights," protested the priest.

"Not with me."

"Very well," Cecile said contentedly. "Does anyone happen to know the words I should say?"

"Um," Albert said, while Pauline's gaze shifted to Gaylord. He shook his head. "I certainly won't tell you."

Pauline sat up and stared at the chaos that passed for a lab. "The book must be here somewhere."

Jason coughed. "You don't happen to mean that old, blood-stained tome?"

"Yes," Pauline exclaimed.

"I burned it."

"What?" Pauline ran her hands through her hair and tugged at it. "How could you do that?"

Jason shrugged. "I was angry, and he was still unconscious. So, I couldn't take it out on him."

Pauline buried her face in her hands. This couldn't be true. There was already a witch present who could have told them what they did wrong, and now there was no spell. Heavens, how did the first spell happen? Gaylord had muttered something in Latin while Albert translated it.

"Spirits of the bloody people," Pauline murmured. He had said something like that.

"Stand by me today with all your might?" Cecile asked.

"Yes," Pauline exclaimed. "And then something about forgetting and the future."

"Let the past be forgotten, the future will be bright and pure," Albert prompted. Yes, that was it.

"We have shared the blood," Pauline said, but then she hesitated. She felt a strange sensation inside her. As if nervousness was getting on her nerves. It tingled within her, and she scooted closer to Gaylord. But damn it, how did it continue? She looked at Albert for help, but he scratched his head and seemed to struggle with his memory.

"Blood and heart are one, the seed of life thrives," Gaylord began hesitantly. She leaned over him and kissed him.

She pushed her hair aside and pressed her neck against his mouth.

"... to sing the songs of our hearts," she said softly as his teeth pierced her skin. She felt the hurried sucking at her neck and the weakness that seized her. She wanted to pull away, but it was Jason of all people who pressed her head down, preventing them from prematurely ending the bite.

Her heart stumbled, pounding against her ribs and suddenly it stopped. An infinite emptiness filled her chest. She waited for another beat, but it didn't come. It felt like the air was being squeezed out of her lungs. The surroundings blurred before Pauline's eyes, giving way to impenetrable darkness.

^

"Did we really need a priest?" Jason asked softly.

"No," Cecile whispered back. "But sometimes the dumbest things are the most comforting."

Jason pulled Pauline away from Gaylord and laid the two lifeless bodies side by side. Cecile untied the ropes, and for some reason, Jason turned Gaylord around and placed his heavy arm over Pauline. If she was sacrificing her life for Gaylord, she should at least wake up in his arms.

Both hearts were no longer beating, but magic took time. They were capricious little things that needed to be celebrated before they did their job.

Amélie nervously chewed on her fingernail. "This will be alright, won't it?"

Cecile stroked her arm. "Of course, it will be fine. It will be as it should be."

"Why do those words make me suspicious?" Jason growled.

Cecile nudged him in the side. "Because you know me and the fickleness of fate."

"Don't always blame fate."

Cecile smiled sweetly. "Your daughter will be an outstanding vampire, and Gaylord will be a splendid human. Any more questions?"

"A whole lot. How did you know where we are if you constantly mess up the localization spell?"

Cecile lowered her gaze and bit her lower lip. "Damn it, I knew I overlooked something."

"You witch," Jason muttered. "I should drown you along with the priest in the nearest river."

As disrespectful as Cecile was, she started giggling. "Isn't that a bit too cliché for a mafioso?"

"Old methods work well, why change them?"

"But then who would help you with your plans? Now just admit you had Gaylord's best interest in mind for Pauline?" Cecile needled. "You didn't assign him to her protection for nothing."

"For her protection. Not to abduct her!"

"Oh, is it a bit uncomfortable when someone doesn't follow your magnificent plans for once?" Amélie innocently chimed in.

"Hah," Jason snorted. "He could have at least filed for vacation."


Rule Number Twenty

Experiment Successful, Patient Dead. Otherwise, Something's Amiss.

Pauline felt like her entire body was on fire. Her skin itched, and her throat ached. But there was something else. Soft breath brushing against her cheek, and a scent that enveloped her completely. The smell of something past, something masculine, so familiar that she felt as safe as she did under a soft blanket with a warm cocoa in hand during a thunderstorm.

But she couldn't enjoy the peace. Something bothered her, intensifying her inner turmoil. The voices in the background seemed unbearably loud, and something pounded in her ears. Like multiple fists hammering against a door.

Pauline opened her eyes. Gaylord lay close to her, but the ropes were gone. His eyes were closed and his features seemed sunken, almost pallid. His dark hair formed a stark contrast against the pale skin. Add a few red lips, and he could be the most masculine Snow White ever.

He breathed deeply. Pauline tentatively reached for his chest and jerked back a bit. There was something! Under her fingers, she could distinctly feel the beat of his heart. It pulsed, and now she also understood what the noise in her ears was. It wasn't a hallucination; it was his heart!

Gaylord was alive. He was no longer undead; he was alive. His heart beat strongly against his chest, radiating a heat that dispelled the cold from her limbs.

Gently, Pauline stroked Gaylord's cheek, his forehead, and down to his neck. She could hardly believe it. There, under her fingers, she felt the slight pulsation again. His heart pumped blood vigorously through Gaylord's body. But what about hers?

Pauline pressed her hand against her own chest and listened inward. There was nothing. Just silence and the pounding in her ears. Why didn't vampires have a heartbeat anymore? Was their blood just a stale soup? And whose heartbeat was the other one?

Pauline sat up, and the blanket slipped off her. Gaylord still didn't move an inch. Albert slouched on the examination chair, hands folded across his stomach, softly snoring. Leaning against a cupboard was the pastor, eyeing the witch, who kept winking at him and blowing kisses. The heartbeats came from them. The pastor kept sliding away whenever Cecile got too close, looking like he urgently needed the bathroom. He clenched his legs together, just like his lips. His gaze flickered anxiously over the attendees. Why was he even still here? Pauline turned her head and caught a glimpse of her father.

Jason sat on a chair, and on his lap was Amélie. She had her head against his neck, asleep. How long had they been waiting here?

"Jason?" she asked softly, and the addressed lifted his head. He looked tired. Not even a hint of his usual grin played on his lips, but a few wrinkles around his eyes betrayed some of his old age.

Jason gently grabbed Amélie, pulled her onto his lap into a more comfortable position, and scrutinized Pauline. "How are you feeling?"

"Like I have a fever," she admitted.

"That's normal. The aftermath of the transformation."

"Am I... am I really a vampire?"

Jason nodded. "Are you hungry?"

Hungry? Vampires couldn't eat anything anymore, right? A good steak wouldn't be bad right now. Although the thought made her feel a bit queasy.

"I mean, is your throat burning?" Jason added.

Oh, that... "Yes," she confessed. "Do I have to kill someone now?"

"You won't have a choice."

His gaze, just like Pauline's, fell on Abbé Durand. He jolted awake, but Pauline shook her head.

"I think Gaylord would take offense to that."

Jason rolled his eyes. "I hate these overly moral bastards."

"He's not a bastard" Pauline snorted and stroked Gaylord's cheek. She still couldn't believe it. This spell had actually worked. Gaylord was human!

"When it comes to sex, you should resist the urge to bite him," Jason said.

Pauline's eyes widened. "What?"

"As a newly transformed vampire, you only have limited control over whether you kill someone with your bite or not. If you lose control, you'll drain them to the last drop."

Heaven, what could be worse than talking to parents about sex? Pauline's sex education was over ten years ago, and the memory of it still traumatized her. The only thing her mother had omitted was a documentary illustrating the horrors she conjured up to deter Pauline from unprotected sex or any kind of intercourse whatsoever. Needless to say, it was all in vain.

Pauline vigorously nodded at Jason's words and preferred to look down at Gaylord. Hopefully, Jason wouldn't come up with more on the subject.

Gaylord twitched and opened his eyes. His gaze swept over the attendees. Over Jason, over Amélie, over the pastor, Cecile, Albert, and finally over Pauline.

He pushed himself up and clutched his chest.

"I... I... my heart..." he stammered.

"It's beating, yes, impossible to ignore," Jason interjected sharply.

"It worked," Pauline triumphantly announced. Just in case the human Gaylord's system was slower to respond than the vampire's.

"It worked!" Gaylord smiled, slid off the bed and pulled her with him. He wrapped his arms around her waist and spun her around in a dance.

Whoa. As a vampire, one would get sick even faster from this carousel.

"I'm hungry," Pauline burst out.

Gaylord lifted his head and looked at Abbé Durand. The poor guy rolled his eyes and sighed resignedly. "I've never been threatened with death as often as in the last twelve hours."

Pauline ran her hand over Gaylord's arm. "Don't worry, I can barely control myself right now. I'll save him for later."

Just as the pastor had just breathed a sigh of relief, he now pursed his lips discontentedly. "Thank you. I feel honored. Could I leave now with my bike?"

"For my sake," growled Jason. "And God help you if you even utter a word about what happened here today."

"Not even the bishop would believe me," muttered Abbé Durand, making his way toward the door.

But he stopped in the doorway and looked around once more. "By the way, God's house is open to anyone who needs advice, help and protection."

"If only he knew," grumbled Jason.

The priest stumbled out, and Pauline flinched as the lab door slammed shut. Heaven, was that loud! How did vampires tolerate this noise? And why couldn't a human just close the door behind them instead of slamming it? Were they at the Highland Games? Instead of tossing logs, they threw doors. Whoever threw them out of the frame first won?

Pauline pressed against Gaylord. "And how are you?"

Gaylord still looked tired, but his smile was wide and sincere, warming her heart. "I'm still not sure if I'm dreaming."

She nestled against his hand as he placed it on her cheek and enjoyed the feeling of his lips on hers. Wow, she could really smell his blood. It smelled better than any Sunday roast. She quickly pulled her head back. Could she resist the urge if she stayed too close to him for too long?

With a hesitant smile, she looked away. But Gaylord soothingly stroked her back, and inevitably, she leaned back into him.

Jason brushed Amélie's hair away from her face, took one of the strands between his fingers, and tickled his companion's nose with it until she responded with a loud, snorting sneeze, jerked upright, and aimed a fist at Jason's nose. But he caught her hand in mid-air.

"Why do you always have to wake me up like that?" Amélie complained.

"Because I can, and because it's funny," grinned Jason. "If you ever hit my nose, I'll stop."

Amélie muttered something that sounded like "idiot" and pushed herself off Jason's lap. Rubbing the back of her hand over her nose, she turned to Pauline and Gaylord and widened her eyes. "It worked! It worked! You're alive. Both of you!"

Amélie jumped at Pauline and pulled her into her arms. "You're okay."

"Except for the fact that she died and woke up as a vampire again," Jason interjected from the background, totally inappropriate. As if any of the participants needed an update.

"You could be a werewolf, and I'd still love you," declared Amélie, tightening her grip around Pauline to celebrate this revelation. Dark blond hair swirled around Pauline, and involuntarily, she was glad to be dead. Then Amélie couldn't accidentally strangle her.

"Very well," groaned Pauline. "We all love each other, but not enough for a group orgy."

Finally, Amélie let go of her.

"Let's go grab some food," Jason suggested now, and Pauline snorted. She used to associate that with a huge plate of chicken, noodles, and sesame. Today, she didn't feel like solid food at all, and she became even more aware of how good Gaylord smelled.

She stepped closer to him and sniffed. He smelled... metallic, but also masculine. A rugged scent that she savored in her nostrils.

"Pauline..." his voice sounded warning, but the pounding in her ears took on an almost seductive tone. It intensified, just like the smell. She would love to feel more of him. She ran her fingers over his chest, and his pulse literally jumped. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately. But before her lips could perhaps sneakily wander along his cheek to his neck, she was pulled back.

"Hey!" She squirmed, but Jason only tightened his grip.

"I know this game. Amélie once kissed me into unconsciousness," growled Jason.

"That was an accident. How many times are you going to throw that in my face?" grumbled Amélie.

"You wanted to bite me," Gaylord observed.

Pauline bit her lip, caught. "You smelled so good."

"That's because of hunger. It gets better. With every day, every month and every year that passes, it'll be easier to control the hunger," Gaylord promised.

"Could you resist if I attacked you?" Pauline asked anxiously.

"At most with vervain, and you'll resent me for that someday."

Pauline recoiled. His smell magically drew her in, tempted her, his blood practically calling out to her. It was incredibly difficult for her not to cling to Gaylord and sink her teeth into his neck. She swallowed hard. How quickly would she get the hunger under control? She couldn't risk attacking Gaylord. He seemed to guess her thoughts and reached for her hand. "Don't worry. Right now, you may find it hard to control yourself, but once you've fed, it'll be easier."

She nodded hesitantly. "So, shall we go eat?"

"Yes, let's go eat," Gaylord replied gently.

"Will you help me with that?"

"We'll all help you," Amélie chimed in. She took Jason's hand, and even Albert, startled by the sudden commotion from his sleep, rubbed his eyes, stared at Pauline and Gaylord, and nodded contentedly. Yawning, they all trooped out of the lab door, and the herd trotted to the front entrance. But there was only one car parked in the driveway.

"Where's my car?" Jason asked.

Amélie suddenly started tugging very conscientiously at Albert, who also began searching for invisible lint. Cecile grinned, and Pauline cleared her throat. "In the river."

"In the river?"

"He thought he was a duck."

"You sunk my car?"

Pauline bit her lip. "It wasn't a big car..."

"And that's enough of a reason to sink my car?"

"The GPS is to blame."

"Blame everything on technology!" grumbled Jason.

"It led me into the river. There wasn't any gas left anyway."

"You can't fill gas with water, didn't your driving instructor teach you that?" teased Jason.

"Hmpf," grumbled Pauline.

Jason snatched the keys of Cecile's car from her fingers.

"Hey!" protested the witch. "That's my car."

"You can have mine as a replacement," needled Jason, pressing the button to unlock the car. Gaylord held the door open for Pauline and followed her into the back seat. Pauline discreetly reached for his hand, and her dead heart sighed blissfully as his thumb stroked over the back of her hand.

"Do not go into the guest room at the end of the hallway. The boards aren't in the best shape anymore," Albert warned Cecile, squeezing himself onto the backseat as well.

Amélie took the passenger seat, and Jason started the car.

"Now would be a really good time for a GPS," he sighed.

"You know how many brothels there are within a hundred-mile radius even without the GPS," Amélie teased.

"Says the woman who made me program phone sex into the GPS," Jason followed the road leading closer to the city center.

"Why are we going into town to eat?" Pauline asked.

"Do you want to stand by a tree in the middle of nowhere and wait for someone to come?" Jason replied.

"We could break into a place?"

"That leaves traces. Leave it to the professionals," Amélie grinned.

"He leaves traces too when he breaks in somewhere,"

"But on purpose!"

"They all say that," Amélie and Jason bickered unabashedly, while Pauline couldn't bring herself to let go of Gaylord's hand. She sighed gratefully as he pulled her into his arms, resting her head against his neck. It wasn't very smart, as she would once again smell his blood, but surprisingly, she didn't want to bite him now. She just wanted to close her eyes, lose herself in his arms, and forget about her hunger.

Within the next hour, she would kill a human. The burning in her throat was driving her insane and was only intensified by her nervousness.

Had she risked too much with her big mouth? Could she really manage to kill someone?

If not, she was in real trouble. Then she would end up in self-pity and self-loathing like Gaylord, and eventually, Gaylord died peacefully in old age, and she stayed behind. Madame Dracula, who had to rob a blood bank every day to keep from drooling over the strippers on the street. Not because they were incredibly sexy, but because they were delicious.

"I don't know how to thank you, Pauline," Gaylord whispered in her ear, sending a gentle shiver down her spine. "You took my curse upon yourself."

"I think in the eyes of the world, I'll be the curse,"

Sometimes Pauline really wished she were as confident as her loose tongue. She was scared. She was afraid of messing up. She had to like biting people, otherwise, all of this was just a very stupid idea.

"Are you nervous?" Gaylord asked.

As energetically as possible, Pauline shook her head and forced herself to smile as Gaylord placed a finger under her chin and lifted it.

"The bloodlust will dispel all your doubts," Gaylord said softly, lips twisting into a crooked smile. "And as you said: It's hardly any different from shoveling into yourself that poor, dead deer, leaving behind a horde of heirs and an unfinished will."

"Were you a vegetarian before?"

Gaylord laughed. "As a priest or a seminarian, you didn't need to be a vegetarian. You rarely got meat."

"So were the priests all skinny back then?"

"No," Gaylord shook his head, dark strands falling into his forehead. "Some had their ways to get hearty food."

Pauline wrinkled her nose. "Did you ever rat them out?"

"The only time I wanted to rat someone out, I paid with my life."

"Good," Jason grumbled from the front. "Who needs moral preachers anyway?"

Jason turned into a street and parked in an area that reeked persistently of garbage. Ew, really? Was she supposed to have her first vampire dinner here? Where were the suite, the candlelight, and the bed where she could devour Gaylord as dessert?

"You can save the businessmen in the hotels until you're more practiced in the hunt," Jason suggested, noticing her gaze in the rearview mirror. He got out and opened the door to help Amélie out, while Gaylord offered Pauline his hand. Only Albert had to get out alone.

Pauline looked uncertainly at Gaylord. If she messed this up, she was really in trouble, and then Gaylord would probably just mumble 'I told you so.'

"You've got this," Gaylord said, smiling. "No one is safe from you."

Ah yes. Now she felt a lot better. Wouldn't that be nice?

"Are you all watching me?" Pauline asked horrified, as the group didn't disperse to complete their little murderous task, leaving only Gaylord behind to watch her.

"Is that a problem?" Jason grinned.

"I can't do it with someone watching,"

"That's known," Gaylord replied. She shot him a biting look, which he innocently returned. Oh, was he slowly getting used to being human again and becoming cheeky?

"I'll go with Albert and Gaylord, and Jason goes with Pauline," Amélie suggested. At least someone who not only grinned but also thought.

"Don't you dare transfer your quirks to Amélie," Jason warned Gaylord.

He raised his hands defensively. "I wouldn't wish those scruples on anyone."

Jason offered his arm to Pauline and led her into the maze of alleys. There seemed to be hammering everywhere, but only very quietly. If a window was open somewhere, it was a little more intense.

Seeking shelter, Pauline pressed closer to Jason.

"Could you please stop stepping on my toes?" he grumbled into her ear, annoyed. "I'm already scraping along the wall."

Oops. Pauline stopped, no longer pressing Jason against the wall in uncertainty and stepping on his feet. Instead, she noticed a new sound. The scraping of shoes on asphalt. Very close by.

"What is that?" she whispered.

"What do you think? Your dinner,"

Pauline swallowed. Could she reconsider? "I have something urgent to do."

She turned around, wanting to slip away discreetly, but Jason pushed her in the other direction. She stumbled against a house wall, and just then, a man turned the corner, who had probably been planned as two people originally. Heaven, he was tall. He towered over her by at least three head lengths. Did giants exist in Paris alongside vampires?

Speechless, she stared at the guy who stomped past her and then stopped.

"Do you need help?" his voice boomed. He couldn't possibly be human. And yet she heard his heartbeat. It drummed in her ears. The man smelled a little of alcohol, but mostly of cigarette smoke and blood. His blood. His delicious, delightful blood.

Carefully, Pauline edged closer, and with each step, that incredible scent intensified. God, it smelled heavenly. She used to get lost in the scent of a fresh, marinated steak like this before.

"Do you. Need. Help?"

His tone sounded a bit slow for her liking. Did stupid people taste better? He stared at her, and she stared back. The pounding of his heart increasingly sounded like music to her ears. His scent seduced her. She felt like she had been wandering through the desert for weeks, surviving on scorpions. But now she was back in civilization, and in front of her stood a perfect steak, glaring at her. She felt the desire for it growing stronger. Her shyness faded away, barely registering what she was actually doing. Pauline leaped up and clung to his neck. He froze, recoiled, but before he could resist, Pauline's fingers delved into his hair, she wrapped her legs around his waist, and tilted his head to the side. She sighed fervently and sank her teeth into his neck. She didn't know if she moaned, grunted, or was having an orgasm. It didn't matter to her at all. For a brief moment, the world seemed to consist only of colors and the highest pleasure.

She blinked only when she hit the ground and was buried under about 260 pounds of lifeless weight. But even now, she didn't want to let go of the feeling. With her arms and legs stretched out, she stared into the dead face of her dinner and licked her fangs repeatedly, hoping to find another drop of his delicious blood.

The weight lifted from her, and Pauline rolled over. "That was amazing!"

Jason held the man in his arms, as if he wanted to dance with a doll. A very unmotivated doll, and then it dawned on Pauline: It wasn't all that great.

"I killed him!" she exclaimed. Please, please, could Jason tell her he wasn't dead? That she had just given him a little nibble and then dropped him, completely intoxicated?

But Jason did nothing of the sort. On the contrary, he praised her: "And you did very well."

Shit. It was true. She had killed someone. If her knees weren't shaking so much, she'd have a strong urge to hysterically run in circles.

Groaning, Pauline leaned against the house wall. The coolness of the stone calmed her a bit, yet her senses were buzzing. She heard a scraping noise, but she didn't want to open her eyes. In the end, she did, when Jason lifted her chin and looked at her with concern.

"How was it for you back then?" she asked softly.

"No different than for you. You get used to it. Sometimes it's easier, sometimes harder. If you can kill someone you have a personal problem with, it's better than sex."

"How does Amélie handle it?"

Jason grinned. "She makes a big fuss every time. Nature had something in mind when it decided that newly turned vampires have a hard time controlling themselves. It makes it easier to overcome scruples."

At least once, nature had thought ahead. Should she be awarded a prize for it now?

Pauline's knees were still trembling as she took Jason's offered arm.

A loud, piercing scream made her jump.

"Amélie!" Jason started running, and Pauline struggled to keep up. Good Lord, was she suddenly fast!


Rule Number Twenty-One

It's Okay to Be Carried on Hands Sometimes

Horrified, Gaylord stared at the five men pushing their way through the alley, heading straight for them. Their hands gripped their weapons. Two of them aimed directly at them, while the other three held their weapons halfway ready. Perhaps it was good that they were only gradually pushing the vampires and Gaylord back. If these hunters just wanted to slaughter them, they would have started long ago.

But they couldn't back away from the hunters much longer. They only had a few meters left to the wall that turned the alley into a dead end.

"We're trapped!" Amélie screamed, clutching onto Gaylord.

"You're going to break my arm," he groaned and stumbled sideways, right over a corpse. The dead woman's neck was smeared with blood. Blood that also clung to Amélie's lips. It was too late to claim they weren't vampires who just happened to witness a murder.

"Just get out of here, you bastards!" Amélie hissed.

It was astonishing that Jason hadn't completely lost it with this fury. When it came to biting the woman, she acted as if Gaylord were threatening her with a gun. But now she unabashedly mouthed off to their opponents.

Unfortunately, these men didn't throw insults back at them; now two more hunters aimed their weapons. The fifth leaned over the corpse. "She's dead."

"Oh, really?" Albert muttered. His eyes glowed red with hunger, but that didn't deter the men. They formed a semicircle that bordered on suicide to penetrate.

High walls surrounded them. Only a few narrow windows faced the alley. Windows that might belong to bathrooms. Reaching them was no trouble for a vampire. Usually. But the hunters wouldn't hesitate to shoot them off the walls if they tried. For Gaylord, escape was hopeless anyway. He had been lousy at climbing even as a vampire; as a human, he would only end up twisting his back at best.

"At least let him go," Amélie said, pointing at Gaylord. "He's human."

A skinny youth, maybe twenty years old, edged toward Gaylord. With one hand firmly on the stake in his belt, he aimed his weapon right at Gaylord's forehead. Crap, damn it. Even as a vampire, a headshot was anything but pleasant. But if the guy got even a little nervous, Gaylord's new life would end faster than he'd like.

The bloodthirsty hunter licked his lips. "He's in cahoots with vampires."

Amélie snorted. "Who says he's not the dessert?"

"You haven't even touched him."

"For once, I keep my hands off a man, and it's still wrong," Amélie complained. Her words were cheeky, but they poorly concealed her concern. Her gaze darted around the surroundings. She was looking for a way out. A vain effort. There was none. Fighting against half a dozen hunters was as hopeless as an ice bear searching for an ice floe in the Sahara. They had to wait and see what the men wanted to do. Kill or talk. If they wanted to chat first and then kill, maybe they still had a chance.

"Hunters don't kill human," Gaylord interjected.

"If they're in cahoots with vampires, they do," the small hunter snarled.

"I'm a human. So I'm also subject to human jurisdiction," Gaylord insisted. A ridiculous thought. Most hunters didn't care about justice. Their goal was to kill as many vampires as possible. They protected humans from vampires, ensured that humans remained unaware of the existence of vampires, werewolves, and witches, and they weren't too proud to eliminate human witnesses for that. They called it acceptable losses. The Inquisition had been one big collateral damage caused by hunters.

"We'll have a separate chat with you," grinned the sleazy hunter. While the other hunters had only peered suspiciously from behind their weapons so far, there was now movement in the group. They stepped aside, making way for a man who towered over Gaylord by a good head. His hair was cropped short and shimmered silver like his beard. What his head lacked in length, the bush on his face made up for. He tucked his thumbs between his belt and his waistband and froze.

"Albert!"

"Oops," Albert said, raising his hand with an embarrassed smile. "Good evening, Bruno."

"You know each other?" Amélie asked, bewildered.

Albert blushed, and the leader of the hunters turned pale. "You're a vampire?"

"He knows you and didn't realize?" Gaylord asked, astonished.

Albert coughed. "Maybe because we were busy with other things."

Oh, heaven, did he really want to know? Better not. Before Pauline's abduction, Albert used to drive to Paris every week on his 'day off' (as if Gaylord cared if Albert was absent one or two days a week). Behind Albert's broad grin, Gaylord had suspected a woman. Gaylord was almost grateful for the distraction when the leader of the hunters drew the stake from his belt.

"As tall as ever," Albert praised, surely not just flushing Bruno's face with the red of anger.

Bruno clenched his fists. "Take care of the sharp-tongued jester; I'll bury the other two."

"That was supposed to be a compliment," Albert protested, stepping back. Just like Amélie and Gaylord. They didn't get far. With their backs against the wall, the hunters closed in on them. Amélie bit her lip so hard out of panic that she bled and clung to Gaylord's arm as he stood between her and the dwarfish hunter.

It was a futile gesture. Gaylord wanted to protect Amélie, but his humanity left him no possibility. He was too weak. As a vampire, he could just grab her and run away. Now that could be Amélie's task, but she was too inexperienced. Amélie had only been a vampire for a few days, and you had to train running if you didn't want to constantly crash into walls. And Albert had never been particularly athletic. Gaylord couldn't recall ever seeing his butler run. Except maybe when there were bargains at the men's outfitter.

How unlucky could one get? There was Gaylord, finally glad to be human and barely missing his vampire powers an hour later. Then he could knock the ugly grin off this guy's face. But with the strength of a normal human, he couldn't compete against guns and trained hunters.

Gaylord could only hope that Jason had heard Amélie's scream and was intelligent enough not to bring Pauline into the danger zone.

^

Pressed against Jason, Pauline stood in the shadow of the chimney stack, staring down at the scene below. To her, the guys looked like modern-day pirates. They flaunted their weapons openly, and as if that wasn't mockery enough, "Police" was written on the back of their bulletproof vests.

These weren't cops. Pauline couldn't imagine normal police officers roaming the streets of Paris and randomly attacking vampires. Despite the height and distance, Pauline could perceive surprisingly many details. Above all, she could still smell the bastards from here. The keen senses of vampires didn't always have advantages. One of the guys smelled so much like flowers that she felt nauseous. Or maybe the pungent smell was coming from one of the windows. The city's soup kitchen, made up of smells, noises, and engine vibrations, was driving her completely insane. But now wasn't a good time to lose it.

"You go back to the car," Jason ordered.

"I'm not going to. Gaylord and Amélie are down there. And Albert!"

"And half a dozen vampire hunters."

"Sooner or later, I'll have to greet them with my new fangs."

"That was only scheduled for week two of your vampire retraining," Jason protested. "And believe me, the hunter wouldn't have even been able to gargle, I'd have tied him up so tight."

"You can make up for it now. Do you happen to have some ropes?"

"There are some in my trunk, but my car is now at the bottom of a river."

"Oops."

Pauline covered her mouth as one of the hunters aimed at Gaylord. He raised his hands defensively. A shot rang out through the night, and Pauline's dead heart skipped a beat in shock. But to her relief, Gaylord didn't collapse from being hit. He was pulled aside, wriggling in Amélie's hands, and Pauline could hear his protesting babble as Amélie pushed him behind her.

"That's what he gets for not being a vampire anymore. He has to be protected by my wife," Jason stared, arms crossed over his chest, looking down.

"Why aren't you doing anything?" Pauline whispered.

"I still have a moment to think. They want to play."

Bon Dieu, how could he be so calm? His wife was being threatened with a much too large piece of wood down there. That wasn't a decorative item!

Pauline ran trembling hands through her hair. "You do have a plan, right?"

"No."

No? What did that mean? He couldn't just stand here and watch. By now, Pauline was biting so hard on her fingers that they bled. "Can't you call your people?"

"By the time the army gets here, it'll all be over."

Great, and he remained so calm? She nervously shifted from one foot to the other. She'd love to rush down with a loud scream and knock them all over like bowling pins. But they would shoot first, and Pauline wasn't even sure if she would elegantly and accurately reach the hunters, or if she would just land face down in the alley with a scream, and the hunters would be distracted from their murderous concentration only by a fit of laughter.

Jason reached under his jacket and handed her a pistol. "Remember, whoever's dead first can't shoot anymore."

Reluctantly, Pauline's fingers closed around the cold metal. "That's the dumbest advice one could get."

"But the most practical."

Jason jumped down a bit, landed on a windowsill and then bounced a bit higher until he reached one of the wooden beams supporting the roof. He grabbed onto it, and Pauline heard the rotten wood creak, as did the vampires below. They raised their heads, betraying to the hunters that something was up. But before the hunters could decide who to shoot first, Jason ripped the wood from its moorings and hurled the beam onto the street.

The roof ridge gave way with a crunch. Shingles lost their grip, slid down, and slammed onto the street. A hunter screamed in pain.

Now there was no holding back for the rest of the roof. Initially, only a few roof tiles had come loose, but now they rushed down like an avalanche. Pauline swayed on a wooden beam and swung down to reach the windowsill below her.

The surroundings rushed past her. Merde. How do you put on the brakes here? She crashed into the windowsill, found no footing, and lost her grip. The free fall pushed her stomach up, but in the next moment, it was already over. She crashed onto the ground with a crash. Ouch, damn it.

The chimney stack came loose, and the crumbling structure slid toward the edge of the still-standing house wall.

Heaven, that thing was heading straight for Amélie and Gaylord! Pauline scrambled to her feet. "Watch out!"

But the two didn't react. Gaylord probably didn't hear her, and Amélie was currently fending off a hunter by clinging to his back and repeatedly punching him in the temple with her fist. Meanwhile, Gaylord dodged a much smaller hunter swinging a crowbar at him.

The chimney creaked and stopped. Thank goodness. But before Pauline could exhale, the darn chimney slid further. It rattled toward the edge of the collapsing roof, teetered on the edge of the wall, and lingered there for a moment until gravity won.

In slow motion, she watched the chimney hurtling toward Gaylord. Pauline charged forward, toppled a hunter and slammed into Gaylord with full force. He groaned as his back hit the wall, but at least the chimney shattered beside them and not into Gaylord's face. She didn't want to drag her fairy tale prince to the plastic surgeon.

Gaylord coughed and curled up. "I think I just had my first herniated disc."

Carefully, she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him to his feet. Groaning, he arched his back and reached for her hand. But when he looked up, he froze. His face darkened. "Which one of those idiots laid a finger on you?"

Uh, what? "None," Pauline replied, taken aback. She brushed her hair from her forehead and winced at the sudden pain. Astonished, she looked at her fingers, coated in red blood. "Oh."

Gaylord cupped her face in both hands and examined her forehead closely. Heaven, could one envy a part of their own body? When he looked at her like that, Pauline's knees went weak. "It's just a cut," Gaylord said, gently stroking her cheek.

"Do I look bad?"

"Like someone tried to bash you in."

Pauline tentatively smiled at him. What was going on in her stomach, anyway? Did her stomach twist because she still had traces of normal food in it, and now the organ decided it would rather expel them? The nervous tingling was getting to her. It was as if she had drunk four bottles of Prosecco on an empty stomach.

The commotion around them died down, and when Gaylord tore his gaze away from her, she also looked around. The hunters were mostly on the ground. One hung over a trash can, another was halfway through a window. Albert leaned over one of the men and tugged gently at his silver beard. The man lifted his head laboriously, rolled his eyes and let it sink back to the asphalt with a dull thud.

"Let's go. Where there are, there are more of these rats," Jason said, grabbing Pauline around the waist, while Albert, without warning, lifted Gaylord and hoisted him over his shoulder.

"What the hell?" Gaylord protested.

"It's for your own good, Monsieur. You don't want to be left behind with these dubious gentlemen, do you?"

"If only I had remained a vampire," grumbled Gaylord.

Pauline clung to Jason as he took a step forward, and suddenly the surroundings whizzed past them at alarming speed.

Walls, streets, even two gardens. Pauline didn't know how far they were getting. A cry made her look to the side. Amélie, the only vampire without a burden, scraped along a wall. The stones tore her skin, and the blood stuck to the walls.

Jason reached out, grabbed her arm and pulled her closer to him. "Focus. You drive a car, don't you?"

"Yeah, but not this fast," squeaked Amélie.

"Albert, do you have your hands on my butt?" Gaylord groaned, leaning on Albert's back.

Sirens wailed through the streets, and in the distance, Pauline could see flashing blue lights.

"Maybe it's the police," she called hopefully. They could protect them from these lunatics.

"The police aren't our friends and helpers. Hunters also like to ride with sirens," Jason dashed this hope. Another group of heavily armed idiots appeared before them.

Jason dug his heels into the ground, as did Albert. They skidded to a stop, pivoted and rushed to the left, into a wider street.

A motorcyclist braked in shock, way too fast, and crashed to the side. But none of them bothered with an apology; they raced off in another direction. Pauline had completely lost her bearings; she didn't know this neighborhood. Together, they jumped over a wall, and Albert cursed as he stumbled over a tombstone.

Oh, great. They had landed in a cemetery. At least they didn't have far to go if the guys caught up with them.

Jason, Albert and Amélie slowed down. The risk of crashing into a tombstone and knocking themselves out was too great.

Breathless, Pauline stopped and pressed herself into Gaylord's arms, seeking protection. Although the race had hardly strained her physically, her breath came quickly and unevenly. Normally, she would feel her heart pounding against her ribs now, but there was nothing. Instead, it was Gaylord's heart she felt against her chest.

"How did they find us?" Pauline asked softly.

"I'd like to know that too," sighed Gaylord. "Nobody can have such bad luck."

Pauline rubbed her forehead, her hand trembling and she was even a little relieved that she wasn't the only one feeling scared. Amélie had her arms wrapped around herself and nervously shifted from one foot to the other, while Albert soothingly stroked her back.

Jason pulled his watch from his wrist and turned the knob, before Amélie grabbed his arm. So tightly that he growled. "Stop pinching me."

"Do you want your watch to be accurate when you kick the bucket?" Amélie snapped.

"Of course," Jason retorted. "But this watch can get us help."

"There!" Amélie pointed to the wall surrounding the cemetery. Every few meters, tall, well-built figures appeared.

"Holy crap," said Jason. "I've never seen such a rush. Hopefully, they all want to attend a funeral."

"I think they want to attend our funeral," Gaylord interjected. "Who have you pissed off now?"

"I can't be to blame. I've either killed all my enemies or scared them so badly they became nursing cases," Jason replied.

"Then who else could have alerted them?"

"I have a suspicion," Albert interjected. But before he could announce his suspicion, ear-splitting thunder shook the air. The banging noise of dozens of shots echoed over the cemetery. Surely, that would alert the real police. Why weren't they coming?

The noise seemed to tear at Pauline's eardrums, and she felt seized and pulled downward.

"What was that?" she groaned.

"Shots," Jason's voice came through the ringing in her ear.

"They're shooting at us?"

"It'll make pretty headlines tomorrow."

"I've always wanted to be in the newspaper," Pauline lamented. "But not like this."

She flinched as a bullet ricocheted off the gravestone beside her and hit a tree.

"Run to the church."

"To the church?" Pauline cried in horror.

"I'd rather have a migraine than a stake in my chest. And God's house is open to all who need help."

Hope God appreciated sarcasm. Jason pulled Pauline to her feet and dragged her forward, straight toward the tall, stone building.

Albert urged Amélie forward, while Gaylord ran bent over between the tombstones toward the church entrance. But he was much slower than the others. Pauline broke free from Jason and ran toward Gaylord. She caught him by his jacket and pulled him to the ground. A burning sting shot across her shoulder.

"Just a graze," Gaylord murmured reassuringly in her ear, pulling her behind a tree. "Run to the church."

"But only with you," Pauline protested. "I can carry you."

"That's so undignified," Gaylord sighed, but he didn't resist as Pauline put her arm around him. To her surprise, she effortlessly lifted him up. She aimed for the church door and was about to take off when Gaylord's voice made her pause. "Wait! Not yet." He pointed to the old tombstones housing the family graves from ancient times. Behind a large stone cross, a hunter crouched, staring in their direction. He had his rifle aimed, would he hit them if they ran now?

"Jason didn't happen to give you a weapon, did he?" Hesitantly, Pauline reached for the pistol she had tucked into her back pocket and handed it to Gaylord. He regarded the firearm horrified. "You carry a loaded weapon around in your backside?"

"Hey, there was no time for a safety briefing," Pauline grumbled. She saw Amélie disappearing into the church. Albert followed on her heels, but before he could cross the threshold, he staggered and fell to the ground. Blood seeped from a wound on his back. Jason rushed over, leaped over him into the church, and grabbed the lifeless body to pull him inside.

In that moment, another deafening bang tore through Pauline's eardrums. Gaylord fired once, twice, three times until he finally lowered the weapon. "Now."

Pauline didn't need to be told twice. She grabbed Gaylord and shot straight for the entrance, or at least she tried. She focused on the double door that Jason held open, but she hit the protrusion of the wall beside it. The impact was harsh and damn it hurt. Pauline crashed to the ground on her butt, with Gaylord beside her.

"We need to practice that," he muttered, groaning in pain, and finally grabbed her sweater to drag her to the entrance.

As soon as they entered the church, Jason slammed the door shut. The wood shook under the impact of the bullets. Amélie dragged benches over, stacking them in front of the door.

"That should hold for a while," Jason declared satisfactorily.

Amélie retched and already glanced at the holy water basin, and Pauline felt a painful stab behind her forehead. Maybe this idea wasn't so good after all. One of the many hunters outside would come up with something to storm the church, and then they would be easy prey. Instead of fighting back, they would beg for mercy to escape the headaches.

"Are you feeling sick too?" Amélie groaned. Pauline groaned as she nodded, feeling like her brain was banging against her skull.

"Louanne!" Gaylord's astonished exclamation made Pauline whirl around. At first, she only saw Gaylord's back, but as he stepped aside, Louanne came into view. Of all people, Louanne. What the hell was this snooty girl doing here? There were hundreds of churches in Paris, and they happened to flee into the one where Louanne was polishing her halo?

Louanne stood motionless in front of the altar, staring wide-eyed past Gaylord to Pauline, then to Jason and Amélie, and finally to the unconscious Albert.

"Strange coincidence," Jason muttered.

Should it reassure Pauline that Jason found Louanne's presence just as strange? She couldn't say it made her feel any better. She didn't like the softness in Gaylord's gaze. Why was she feeling jealous? Gaylord had told her he loved her. Even more than Louanne. Yet she couldn't shake the growing desire to smash Louanne's pretty face.

Gaylord stepped closer to Louanne. "What are you doing here?"

Though Louanne flinched at Gaylord's proximity, she didn't leap behind the altar to put as much distance between herself and Gaylord as possible. She lowered her gaze. "Praying," she said softly. "I'm praying for your damned soul."

Gaylord tensed. "I'm not a vampire anymore. I'm human."

"Not a vampire anymore?" Louanne repeated incredulously.

"No," said Gaylord, taking her hand and placing it on his chest. "My heart beats."

Great, it still beat for Louanne. That realization hit Pauline like a punch to the gut. The pain in her head paled in comparison to the stab in her heart. How could she have ever thought, even for a moment, that Gaylord could truly love her more than the perfect, pious, and virtuous Louanne?

^

The stench in this church wasn't just incense, it was cunning. In Paris there were two hundred churches, and they stumbled upon Louanne in this one? This church wasn't even in the neighborhood where Louanne lived and worked. But no one could claim they succumbed too quickly to their paranoia. He was happy to be proven wrong, Louanne was getting her last chance. Gaylord's gaze fell on Jason, who had his arms crossed and was eyeing Louanne like a hungry wolf. And Louanne? She just kept widening her eyes. Her face showed unease, but no fear. She must have heard the shots outside, even now there were repeated bangs at the door as someone tried to break in against their better judgment. That would send any normal person into a panic.

Louanne stared at her hand, which he still held against his chest. "How is this possible?" she breathed, pulling her hand from his grasp and brushing it over his chest. "How can an undead become a living being?"

"You mean: How can a creature hated by God become normal again?" He couldn't help the edge in his tone. He loved his God, he never stopped believing in Him, and yet the magic of Christianity was against vampires. But magic wasn't controlled by God. Witches and wizards used it at their discretion, just as he had done. Just as Cecile did every day. That had nothing to do with religion or faith. It was solely the work of individuals that had managed to make countless people believe in it. It imposed a framework on God's love that shouldn't exist.

"Magic was necessary," he finally answered Louanne's question when she made no move to respond to his.

"Magic," she repeated softly.

"And Pauline's life."

Louanne's gaze wandered to Pauline, who stared back at her darkly. "But she's here."

"What bad luck for you," Jason jeered. "I'm sure she'd love to have you for breakfast."

"She became a vampire to turn me into a human," Gaylord added.

Louanne broke away from Gaylord, walked up to Pauline and before she could recoil, Louanne grabbed her hand. "Oh, Pauline, God's blessings at all times. You sacrificed your life for Him?"

Pauline pulled her hand from Louanne's grasp. "I'm a vampire now, and by default, God can't stand me anymore. Unless He hides headache tablets in the communion wafers."

He couldn't read Louanne's expression. Clearly overwhelmed, her gaze wandered from the present company to the door and back again. Gaylord couldn't deny it, he was eagerly awaiting Louanne's reaction. He could see she was trying to process the information, but he wanted to know what she intended to do with it. Good Lord, he had loved Louanne from the depths of his soul until he had been given a love that, while not simpler, was honest. If Louanne had only used him, he wanted to know, and he wanted to hear it from her. But Louanne didn't stutter out a confession. She beamed at him, closed her eyes, and in the next moment, she wrapped her arms around his neck.

"Oh, Gaylord. I'm so happy. You're human again. Praise the Lord."

Ha, as if He had anything to do with it. And if He did, He hid His involvement remarkably well. God helped those who helped themselves. It was only logical. After all, one power couldn't possibly attend to millions of sheep without suffering from burnout and depression.

Pauline turned away and discreetly wiped her cheek. Gaylord felt sorry for subjecting her to this scene. But if there was a chance to put Louanne's holiness to the test, it was now. And if Louanne's lips, slowly approaching his, still stirred something in him, then he deserved neither Pauline nor life as a human.


Rule Number Twenty-Two

Never Lose the Weapon

"Um," Amélie sounded audibly perplexed, drawing Pauline's attention back to Gaylord and Louanne. The pain in Pauline's head intensified, eating away at her from the inside. Bitter disappointment washed over her. Louanne pressed herself against Gaylord, running her fingers through his thick hair until he sighed.

Pauline wanted to scream, to rip this woman's hair out, but all she could do was stand there, frozen, watching. Pauline bit her lip until the pain provided a slight distraction.

Jason lunged forward, and for a moment, Pauline thought he was going for Gaylord. It was a strange feeling—worry that Jason might harm him mixed with a sense of satisfaction that her father was standing up for her. But Jason didn't go for Gaylord. He grabbed Louanne's wrist, wrenching it away from Gaylord's neck and twisting it until Louanne cried out in pain.

There was a metallic clatter. Amélie jumped forward, putting her foot on the small dagger sliding across the floor.

"Thanks, Jason," Gaylord said, rubbing his neck.

"Be glad I'm not ripping your guts out," Jason growled. "Don't you dare touch another woman as my daughter."

Could someone please hit the pause button? Pauline couldn't keep up anymore! What was going on? Gaylord was making out with Louanne, and she had a knife in her hand? Gaylord stuffed his hands in his pockets, showing no signs of shock or confusion, unlike Pauline, who felt completely lost. Was she the only one not getting what was happening here?

She didn't even know what to think when Gaylord touched her hand and looked into her eyes. His touch, his gaze, made the butterflies in her stomach flutter against her ribs, yet she felt nothing but pure disappointment. The image of Louanne kissing Gaylord still danced in her mind. Even Jason shaking Louanne and grinning maliciously couldn't shake her out of her reverie.

"I just want to see if the warrior of God has a hand grenade in her bra," Jason quipped.

It wasn't just the headache; she couldn't come up with a biting retort to push Gaylord away. It felt like someone had stomped on her heart and was hopping around on it with one foot.

Gaylord cupped her face with both hands, stroking her cheeks with his thumbs.

"Pauline, I love you. I hope you know that," he said.

Did she know that? His words made her breath catch, further confusing her. She believed him, yet it all felt like a dream. Maybe she'd wake up in half an hour, in his house, with his and Louanne's lovey-dovey whispers in her ears. Maybe she'd passed out, and this was all just a drug-induced fantasy.

"Pauline. I love you."

"I heard you."

"Should I prove it to you by doing it on the altar?"

She stared at him in disbelief. "Do you think that's funny?" she snapped. "You're letting Louanne kiss you, I have a raging headache, and you want to do it on the altar of your beloved deity?"

"I admit, it was a stupid idea," Gaylord sighed.

"You can argue later," Jason interjected. Excellent idea. Pauline pulled away from Gaylord and sat down next to Albert on the floor. No one else seemed to care, but at least his chest rose and fell rhythmically. He looked like he was sleeping.

She knew Gaylord was looking at her, but she ignored him pointedly. Maybe she was being oversensitive, but who did he think he was? And what the hell was Amélie up to anyway? She was kneeling in front of the altar, sticking her finger into a narrow gap and grunting as she pulled the panel aside. Inside the altar were assault rifles.

"Hallelujah," Jason murmured.

"Louanne," Gaylord warned. "You'd better come up with a good explanation."

"It'd be a shame to test the firearms with you as the target," Jason taunted.

Louanne swallowed. "Alright."

Finally, Jason let her go, and with trembling knees, she sat down on the steps in front of the altar. "One of our best hunters was turned into a vampire, and it's simply unacceptable to kill him. He's done too much for us. We've given ourselves a year. If we can turn him back into a human within that time, we'll do it. If it doesn't work, we'll release him from his suffering." Louanne's voice faltered, and she ran her trembling hands over her forehead.

"He's my fiancé. I've been searching like crazy for clues, and eventually stumbled upon rumors. Rumors that a vampire was interested in a reversal and was collecting any information about it. It wasn't hard to find out that Gaylord was the vampire. I made contact with him, flirted my way into his heart and laughed at his stupid jokes. When I wasn't with him, I had him watched. I was just about ready to give up; the year with him was a complete waste. I didn't want to endure him for another second. But then we heard he had abducted a woman. So, I claimed I wanted to spend my vacation with him. In the lab, I found all his documents and planned to arrest him and the half-vampire, so the experiment could take place under our supervision with my fiancé."

She nervously rubbed her scraped knees. "When I woke up alone with Gaylord, Albert and Pauline in that strange house, I thought it best to get out of harm's way. Above all, I hoped Gaylord's lovesickness would intensify his efforts. We saw everything on the cameras in his lab, from the first failed attempt to the second successful one. Not stopping the second attempt was a mistake," Louanne choked out. "Half-vampires apparently can't be used multiple times."

Pauline stared at Louanne, dumbfounded. She had defiantly crossed her arms over her chest. There was nothing of the emphasized gentleness and kindness in her gaze anymore. It was hard and filled with hatred toward Pauline. "You should have kept your life. Was it worth sacrificing it for him?" Louanne exclaimed. But before Pauline could even pull a hair out for that, Louanne jumped up and pointed at Gaylord. "Your life is worth nothing. You're a miserable creature, whether as a human or a vampire. Just like her. Her life should belong to my fiancé! Then they would stake her, not him."

Gaylord went pale. At first, Pauline thought Louanne's words hurt him, but his face twisted in anger the next moment. He grabbed Louanne by the throat, and even as a human, he seemed to have enough strength to press down on her. "Never speak of the woman I love like that again. Never speak of my wife like that."

"Your wife?" Amélie exclaimed in surprise.

"Hey," Jason thundered at the same time. "I didn't approve that."

And Pauline could hardly believe her ears. Why was Gaylord referring to her as his wife? Had she missed something? They hadn't gotten married under the shower, had they?

Gaylord let go of Louanne. She stumbled to the ground, clutching her throat and gasping for air. Gaylord put his hands in his pockets and shrugged. "I just wanted to know what it sounded like to call Pauline my wife."

"And?" Amélie asked cautiously, and Gaylord curled his lips into a crooked smile. "I like it." His gaze fell on Pauline, and the smile faded as a sadness crept into his eyes, prompting her desire to hug him.

"But I guess you don't want to be Madame La Goutte," he said softly.

"It depends," Pauline teased. God, why? She just wanted to throw herself into his arms, and yet something held her back. Probably just curiosity.

Gaylord stepped in front of her, and his gaze nearly knocked her shoes off. "I'd never kiss another woman again."

Pauline rolled her eyes. "Great, and until then, you'll be kissing everything that doesn't make it back to the balcony by three?"

"I'm just trying to give you reasons to carry my not-so-beautiful name," Gaylord retorted.

"Pauline La Goutte," she said thoughtfully. "I think it sounds beautiful. I want more reasons."

"We could do it in the shower anytime. Or in the garden. Or on the examination chair in the lab," Gaylord whispered. In the background, Jason growled.

"You're trying to stop me from nibbling on people," Pauline added.

Gaylord shook his head. "I don't care what you are. Even as a werewolf, I'd love you."

Pauline tilted her head. "Really? Despite all the hair?"

"Even then."

She couldn't help it. As Gaylord grinned at her, her own lips lifted in response. Even the pain in her head eased a little. Especially when she nestled into his arms and rested her forehead against his neck.

She savored the feeling, his scent and even for a moment forgot about the danger lurking outside the gates of the house of God. They were trapped, they couldn't stay here forever, the migraine would eventually reach epic proportions. But wait. With each passing second, the pain seemed to diminish. Or was she just getting used to it?

Pauline lifted her head. "Is your headache easing up too?"

Amélie rubbed her forehead, looking puzzled, and Jason tilted his head. "You're right."

Pauline grinned. "Maybe the Christian God does like us after all."

"No, he doesn't," snarled Louanne. "Vampires are cursed creatures. Scum, disgusting creatures, born to kill and destroy God's work."

"And where do you know the woman from?" Jason asked.

Gaylord sighed. "I don't know if she was a good actress, or if she really loved me."

"Loved?" Louanne shrieked. "Oh, and how I loved you. After every one of your kisses, I wanted to rinse my mouth with bleach. Every touch made me want to tear my skin off. Do you know what it's like to be touched by a vampire when you're used to the intoxicating touch of a skilled hunter? I thanked God that you lacked the spine to demand my favor in bed."

"You should be grateful..." growled Gaylord. "...that my good upbringing prevents me from beating you."

"I'll do it," Pauline cried out. She lunged forward and slapped Louanne across the face with all her might. Louanne's head snapped to the side, she staggered and crashed to the ground.

"Pauline," sighed Jason. "While that's a nice gesture, that's not how you torture someone. Have you learned nothing from me?"

"Even if you kill me, you won't be able to escape," Louanne hissed, sliding across the floor to put some distance between them. "They're just waiting for your headaches to become strong enough to stake you. They will come, and there will be many."

She had barely finished speaking when the church windows burst. Shards of glass rained down on them. Gaylord grabbed Pauline and pulled her behind a pillar. Pauline cautiously peeked through her hands, which she had held up to her face.

Men swung into the church on ropes. Their boots thudded on the stone floor. They darted into the cover of the pews, sought refuge behind pillars, and quickly spread out throughout the church.

She saw Jason grab Amélie and pull her along.

A booming voice echoed through the church, filling the entire space.


"Any man of the house of Israel or of the strangers who sojourn among them who eats any blood, I will set my face against that person who eats blood and will cut him off from among his people. For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it for you on the altar to make atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement by the life. Therefore I have said to the people of Israel, No person among you shall eat blood, neither shall any stranger who sojourns among you eat blood. Any one also of the people of Israel, or of the strangers who sojourn among them, who takes in hunting any beast or bird that may be eaten shall pour out its blood and cover it with earth. For the life of every creature is its blood: its blood is its life. Therefore I have said to the people of Israel, You shall not eat the blood of any creature, for the life of every creature is its blood. Whoever eats it shall be cut off."1

Suddenly, unbearable pain shot through her head, through her entire body. It roared in her ears, as if she could hear her own blood, mixing with the dull groans of Jason and Amélie. Every single hair follicle seemed to ache. It was a migraine sent straight from hell.


Rule Number Twenty-Three

Easy Come, Easy Go

Heaven help us. Jason, Amélie and Pauline writhed under the biblical words. They held their heads, squinting their eyes and gasping in pain. But the thundering words seemed to have no effect on him. The curse of the vampires, amplified by the hatred in those words, no longer affected him.

Gaylord pulled Pauline down, into the shelter of the pews, and gave the staggering Jason a shove, sending him crashing to the ground. He dragged Amélie with him. The magic of the holy scripture rendered the vampires helpless. The hunters only needed to raise their weapons and slaughter them. Was this in God's will? Certainly not. And not in Gaylord's either. He rummaged through Jason's pockets for a magazine for Pauline's gun. Fuck, Jason usually carried them around.

A cry behind him sounded, and Gaylord leaped to the side, over the fourth row of pews just in time to avoid a large, solid gold candelabrum smashing his skull.

Louanne's hair hung wildly in her face. Pure murderous rage flashed in her eyes as she once again lunged at Gaylord. She climbed after him relentlessly as the first bullets were fired at him.

They struck the wood of the pews, whizzing past his head and one grazed his leg as Gaylord crashed over the first row and rushed toward the altar.

For a moment, he considered pulling out one of the rifles, but too many bullets were flying around him. He'd be riddled with holes before he could even get one properly in hand. So, Gaylord dove behind the altar. Breathing heavily, he leaned against the cold stone. It wasn't the best hiding spot, but maybe it bought him the seconds he needed to assess the situation. Rolling around onto his knees, he froze. Just a few meters away, hidden in the shadow of a pillar, a hunter crouched and took aim right at him. The hunter aimed, Gaylord rolled to the side and darted toward the small space behind the altar.

He still had the pistol in his hand, but as if he had time to aim and fire. The shots echoed in his ears, straining his eardrums. A bullet struck the gun, ripping it from his hand before he could slide into the room and out of immediate danger.

It was only a reprieve from the inevitable. He was trapped. He could only escape through one of the windows, and then what? Even if he got away, he couldn't help Pauline, her father, or her best friend.

How could one face this overwhelming force? The booming voice of the scripture continued incessantly, condemning the vampires for their actions. Jason, Amélie, and Pauline would only recover from the migraine once a stake was driven through their hearts.

And him? He had managed to lose his weapon. If he survived this, he'd be taking fighting lessons from Jason. But for now, it was too late for that. If he didn't come up with something quickly, he wouldn't need to worry about it anymore.

The hunter's footsteps drew closer. He tried to be quiet, but his soles kept pounding hard on the floor. This man was too heavy and too unskilled to sneak.

Gaylord looked around hastily. Didn't they say God always provided a way out? On the much smaller altar stood slender brass candlesticks. Great. Defend himself with a candlestick?

Gaylord reached for it, whirled around and tried to position himself next to the door, but the hunter was already standing in the only exit of the room.

"You're my first human kill," growled the hunter. Should Gaylord feel honored now or could he hope that the hunter remembered his purpose and felt remorse? The hunter raised the rifle until the butt rested against his shoulder.

Gaylord raised the candlestick and hurled it at the hunter. At the same moment, Gaylord turned to the side. A muffled bang sounded. The hunter staggered back, groaning, blood running down his nose, but before Gaylord could pounce on him, there was a solid thud. The hunter froze, his eyes rolled back and he fell face-first to the ground. Behind him appeared a petite brunette.

"You like being human?" she said, holding a baby wrapped in a cloth against her chest and wielding a frying pan in her hand.

"Linett," Gaylord exclaimed, astonished. "Are you completely insane?"

"What was I supposed to do?" Linett shrugged. "Jeremy and his buddies were planning to storm the church after the hunters, but then some idiot started reciting prayers, and these wimpy Rambo types dropped to their knees, still banging their heads against the gravestones. So, I had to go in alone to find this guy who was praying so loud even a mullah would be jealous."

"But still," protested Gaylord. "You're crazy."

She couldn't put her baby in danger. Although, the little one seemed oblivious. His face was nestled against his mother's chest, his eyes closed and he murmured softly in his sleep.

"Hey," Linett snapped. "If it weren't for me, you'd be Swiss cheese right now. And who'd have to listen to Pauline's whining then? Definitely not you."

She turned around and brandished her frying pan. "We need to find the idiot reciting poems and cut out his tongue."

Wouldn't another hunter just grab the megaphone then? But Linett's suggestion was better than any other idea Gaylord had.

Gaylord grabbed the three candlesticks and followed Linett along the side aisle of the church. He wanted to exchange them for a firearm in front of the altar, but he couldn't shake the feeling that God really hated him. The hollow space in the altar was empty. There was only a magazine of bullets left. Gaylord pocketed it, but what good was it to him without a weapon? Hidden behind a pillar, Gaylord peeked over the rows of benches. Where the hell was Pauline? And the rest? Hopefully, no hunter had yet realized that Albert wasn't dead, just unconscious.

"Do you see the guy with the mic?" Linett whispered behind Gaylord. Damn it. No. The voice seemed to be coming from above but also from the side, and now Gaylord also saw the small speakers. Damn it, the speaker could be anywhere.

Meanwhile, the hunters combed through the rows of benches, and finally, he saw Jason too, crawling from one row to another, dragging his wife and child behind him. A hiding game they wouldn't hold up for long. The hunters were losing patience. One, whose brain seemed to be soaked in ink, blindly shot into the rows until one of his comrades groaned in pain.

Another untied the rope around his waist, threw it over a ledge, and tried to climb up the pillar. Gaylord grabbed one of the candlesticks, stepped out of his hiding spot and hurled the candlestick at the hunter, then quickly disappeared between the pillars again. A howl told him he had hit his mark. In the corner of his eye, he saw movement on the high pulpit, and finally, enlightenment came to him.

"He's using the microphone on the pulpit," Gaylord whispered. Above the railing, the tips of brown, spiky hair moved. The staircase to the pulpit was between two columns on the opposite side of the church.

"Well, great," Linett whispered. "We just have to cross the church once. It's simple, right?"
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"For it seemed good to the Holy Ghost, and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things; That ye abstain from meats offered to idols, and from blood, and from things strangled, and from fornication: from which if ye keep yourselves, ye shall do well. Fare ye well"2, thundered the voice unbearably loud.

Pauline was once again shoved aside and her hip groaned as it made contact with the hard ground. She struggled to open her eyes. The world seemed to spin around her. Crawling across the hard floor toward one of the small side rooms, her entire body trembling, she felt nauseous, and blackness danced before her eyes. She was on the verge of losing consciousness, but she couldn't afford to. She just needed to rest for a tiny moment. Sliding under the wooden candle stand, she curled up. Hopefully, no one would find her here. She didn't have the strength to lift her head and check if she could be seen from the nave.

Weakly, she rested her head on the ground, relishing the coolness seeping through her skin, alleviating her headache a little and clearing her vision a bit. Above her hung a picture of Mary. Heaven, if the Almighty had no sympathy for her, at least the mother of Jesus did.

She didn't know what compelled her, but for the first time in her life, Pauline prayed. That at least the Mother of God would have a heart for vampires. Okay, the many curses were probably not helpful, but they helped Pauline put even more pleading into her plea.

The pain grew stronger, Pauline retched until finally ... the pain subsided? As if someone had flipped a switch, the thick fog in her head dissipated, the world stopped spinning, and Pauline caught a glimpse of Gaylord, striking down a hunter from behind with a candle stand.

The hunter groaned, dropped his rifle and raised his hands defensively. But it was to no avail. Gaylord spun the stand through the air like a sword and slammed it against the hunter's hard forehead. The guy collapsed to the ground, and Gaylord hid behind a pillar, cautiously moving along the aisles, followed by a brunette with ... a frying pan and a baby?

Wow. So the migraine not only produced headaches but also hallucinations. Or did it?

Pauline placed her hand on her forehead and rubbed it firmly. No, there was no pain anymore. Pauline sat up, bumping into the wooden bench. A handful of candles fell down. Oops. Those were probably holy offerings, and she had destroyed them. Hopefully, Mary wouldn't get angry.

"Désolé," Pauline mumbled. She could hear the loud, thunderous words of the Bible again. But the pain didn't return. Could it really be true? Had the prayer helped? Heaven, she needed to find Jason.

Carefully, Pauline crawled back onto the aisle, pressed herself into the shadow of a protrusion as a hunter rushed past, and finally darted back across the aisle between the pews. She absolutely had to find Jason and Amélie. And Albert. Oh God, where were the three of them? And where the hell was Gaylord?

A hunter appeared over the bench next to her. Startled, Pauline jerked upwards and punched him in the face. He toppled back into the other row, and she quickly crawled on. Ha, there she saw Jason's behind. As fast as she could, she crawled behind them, slipped over the narrow aisle, and grabbed Jason's trouser leg. The already wobbly vampire toppled to the side. He looked pale and haggard and groaned as Pauline crawled over him. "You have to pray," Pauline whispered.

"I'll be damned if I do," growled Jason.

"Then let the migraine subside!"

"I can't pray," whimpered Amélie. She turned awkwardly in the narrowness of the passage. "Can I pray to die?"

"Just pray for help and for it to ease. Best to the Virgin Mary. That's what helped me," whispered Pauline.

"I'm supposed to pray to a woman who claims to have gotten pregnant through wind pollination?" groaned Jason.

"Do you prefer getting staked by a hunter?" snapped Pauline.

"Alright," grumbled Jason. He rested his head on the stone floor and muttered something under his breath that bordered more on insult and blasphemy than a prayer.

Pauline punched him in the chest. "Be nicer!"

"Should I ask her if I can bash a hunter's skull in with the portrayal of her son's suffering?" groaned Jason, pressing the back of his hand against his forehead.

Reaching backward, he caught hold of Amélie's hair. Pauline's best friend nestled her forehead against Jason's until her long hair enveloped him. Finally, there was peace between them. Lost in each other's embrace, and goodness, the love between them was enviable.

Amélie was the first to stir. She jerked upright and promptly bumped her head on a bench. "It's working," she whispered.

"Amazing," replied Jason. He struggled to his knees and dared to peek over the benches.

Pauline glanced beside him over the wood as well. The indistinct sounds finally received a picture. Armed hunters darted through the aisles, along the benches, shouting orders at each other.

"How could they overlook us for so long?" Pauline whispered in shock.

"We were constantly on the move, they're poorly trained, and Gaylord watched out for us," Jason explained.

Jason gestured upward. A hunter swung a rope to one of the cast-iron lamps attached to the pillars and began to climb. At least he tried. Because halfway up, when the hunter paused and looked down, a candlestick came flying and hit him on the head. The hunter slumped unconscious.

"We were lucky Gaylord didn't run out of candlesticks earlier," Jason grumbled. Another hunter was in the same situation, hanging unconscious from a pillar, swaying with the rope tied around his waist above the chaos. Gaylord was now unarmed. A hunter lunged at him, but Linett shot out and slammed the frying pan against the opponent's head.

"What the hell..." Pauline started, but Jason beside her had disappeared. He emerged a few rows ahead of them between the pews and swung over, also pouncing on a hunter. With visible pleasure, he grabbed the hunter's head and twisted it to the side with a jerk, causing the hunter to collapse lifelessly.

"And what do we do?" asked Pauline. They could hardly wait here and hope not to be discovered.

Amélie attempted a reassuring grin, which widened a bit in the next moment. "We're vampires. We're stronger, we're faster, and we're women."

What was Amélie talking about? But before Pauline could ask this incredibly intelligent question, Amélie continued babbling. "And I'm all for showing these guys what women can do. If they want to stick to the Old Testament, let them. And if they want to hate vampires and women, let them do that too. But damn it, we'll give them a reason to hate us."

Pauline scrutinized Amélie. "Are you on your period or something?"

^

"We haven't gotten far," sighed Linett, nudging the unconscious hunter in front of her. Her baby startled, looking around with wide eyes before sucking on its hand and closing its lids again.

Gaylord stared fascinated at the little creature. The trust in its mother must be boundless.

"Hey." Linett nudged him again. "Were you listening to me?"

"I find your child remarkable," Gaylord confessed.

"You can adore it later. I'm happy to hand it over to you like five to seven times a week in the evenings so I can procreate with Jeremy, but right now I'd like to bash that quack on the pulpit with my pan."

Linett grabbed Gaylord's arm, and they ran down the aisle. They ducked repeatedly behind wall protrusions, behind the pillars and benches to avoid the hunters' gaze. But they hesitated in front of one of the prayer rooms, reserved for individual saints. That was Albert standing there. Gaylord and Linett pressed themselves against the wall to the left and right of the entrance and peeked around the corner.

Albert stood swaying, barely upright, evidently still dazed from the vervain, and clung to the tiny altar. Before him stood the silver-bearded hunter they had encountered in the alley, clutching a stake. Fortunately, not the one in his pants.

"You're a vampire, cursed bastard. Do you think I can let you go?" thundered the hunter.

"Don't s-sh-say that, we didn't have a nice time, Bruno," Albert struggled to say.

"For that alone, I have to kill you," growled Bruno. "They'll kill me when they find out I had an affair with a vampire."

"An affair?" Albert exclaimed indignantly. "You schaid you loved me. Did I give you any reaschon to change that?"

"You're a vampire, damned hell," Bruno growled. "And I'm the leader of the hunters. Not that anyone asked me, but someone has to do the job since Enzo doesn't remember why vampires should be staked anymore."

Albert raised his arm, and if Bruno hadn't grabbed him in time, he would have toppled over. "Thisch Enzo ischn't so stupid," Albert mumbled. "Doeschn't matter if vampire or candlestick."

"No, it does matter," the hunter insisted, sighing deeply as Albert sank against him and gazed at him with wide eyes.

"Kissch me."

"Albert..."

Gaylord's butler gathered his strength, grabbed Bruno by the collar and tugged on it while pursing his lips.

"How sweet," Linett murmured quietly. Gaylord shot her a warning glance, but luckily the hunter was too busy kissing Albert to pay attention to the voices in the background. But suddenly he grabbed Albert by the shoulders and pushed him back. "I'm sorry," he announced, tucking the stake into his belt and pulling out a pistol. "They're not bullets, but wooden bolts. It'll be quick."

Albert stared at the weapon pressed against his chest, bewildered.

Of all times, the baby woke up, cooing and yawning happily as it extended its tiny fists. For a moment, it hesitated before opening its little mouth and emitting a surprisingly loud roar. The hunter jerked his head around, startled. "A child?"

"Do you think I'm a bad mother too?" Linett snapped.

"Um..." The eloquent vampire killer was literally at a loss for words. Albert seized the tiny moment when the hunter lowered his gun, awkwardly knocked it out of his hand, but then hesitated. Seriously? Now Albert was getting a conscience about defending himself against his potential murderer?

Gaylord leaped forward, kicked the man in the knee and ducked just in time. The hunter's fist whizzed past his cheek, as did Linett's pan. One could get used to the dull "klonk" sound. Paired with the hunter's groan, it made for an interesting melody. Gaylord struck again, his fist landing on the giant's neck, causing him to finally collapse unconscious.

"Sorry," Albert mumbled, nudging the hunter apologetically with his foot.

"Four against one. Life can be tough for a vampire hunter," Linett snickered gleefully.

"Can I keep him anyway?" Albert asked.

^

Pauline hadn't read the Bible, unlike the hunters. But apparently, nobody in the Bible had noted that it wasn't a good idea to mess with menstruating vampires. In fact, Pauline wasn't even sure if vampires could have their periods, but even if not, the murderous mood wasn't spared. Either that, or Amélie had learned how to outdo Rambo.

With a loud cry, she pounced on a hunter who dared to try to wipe the stupid grin off Jason's face. She tore off half of his ear and broke his nose with her other hand. As the hunter groaned and fell to his knees, she kicked him so hard in the groin that he could forget about family planning.

Jason jumped back in shock, but still managed to pull his companion to the side just in time as another hunter emptied his entire magazine in their direction.

There, finally, she saw Gaylord. He ran between two rows of pews to the other side of the church, disappeared behind a pillar, only to reappear on the steps of the pulpit.

Pauline ducked and crawled along the row of benches, landed between the pillars and reached the steps of the pulpit just as the prayers ceased. The microphone emitted an ear-piercing squeal, and Pauline pressed her hands to her ears. In that moment, Gaylord, locked in a struggle with a hunter, crashed down the stairs. Even in the fall, the two men wrestled with each other. The hunter ended up beneath Gaylord. He lifted his head, stared up at Pauline, and smiled for a moment. "Thank goodness, I was getting worried."

He grabbed the hunter by the ears and slammed his head repeatedly onto the stone tiles until his eyes rolled back and he went limp.

"Is he dead?" Pauline asked horrified.

"Better him than one of us."

"I thought you didn't want to kill anyone!" Pauline exclaimed. Gaylord pulled himself up, ran his hand through his hair, and stared at her perplexed before straightening up completely. "Apparently, I'm too attached to my own and your life to just let myself be killed."

This realization seemed to surprise him as well. But they didn't have time to dwell on it.

The yelling and clamor increased, reaching an almost unbearable volume. Even more figures stormed through the broken windows. But they didn't attack Linett or the vampires; they attacked the hunters.

"Where are they all coming from?" Pauline asked, bewildered.

"When Jason calls for help, everyone nearby comes," Gaylord replied.

Gaylord dodged an opponent wielding a huge machete and ducked under the swinging blows. Just as Pauline was about to grab the guy, someone suddenly jumped on her back. Nails scratched across her face. What the hell?

Pauline shook herself, trying to shake off the clinging monkey, and blonde hair flew into her face. Louanne! She had completely forgotten about her. Pauline grabbed her hand and turned her around. The bone cracked, and she groaned as a sharp pain shot through her side. The knife!

But wasn't that supposed to heal quickly? Why wasn't the pain stopping? Worse yet, she suddenly felt sick.

Pauline gasped in pain and staggered back. Louanne's pretty face was twisted with hatred.

Louanne aimed a gun at her. "Ciao, hellspawn," the woman whispered with an ugly smile and pulled the trigger.

Pauline would like to claim that in moments like this time stood still. But that would be a lie. You didn't see the bullet, or rather, the wooden bolt, slowly flying toward you. It would be too nice if you had enough time to dodge it.

Just as Pauline was bracing for the pain, someone suddenly grabbed her shoulders and spun her around. Gaylord!

The momentum threw her off balance, and she staggered away from him. Gaylord swayed; his gaze fixed in the distance. A large red spot formed on his chest. Louanne had shot Gaylord in the back!

"No," Pauline screamed. Before she knew what was happening, she lunged at Louanne. She wrapped her legs around her hips. Louanne wobbled under her weight and screamed as Pauline pushed her head to the side.

Pauline wanted to bite her, she wanted to kill her for what she had done to Gaylord.

"Don't bite. She took vervain," Jason's words slowly seeped into Pauline's memory. Louanne's bitter smell kept her from sinking her teeth deep into her neck. But that wouldn't stop her! Pauline sank her teeth into Louanne's neck, digging them deep into Louanne's flesh, defiling her flawlessness with a deep gash. The blood didn't flow into Pauline's mouth but along Louanne's neck, into her shirt, and dripping onto the floor. Louanne gurgled, collapsed beneath her, and together they hit the ground. The dark blood flowed over the light tiles, but Pauline didn't waste a glance at the twitching Louanne.

Pauline fought against the dizziness that engulfed her and crawled toward Gaylord. Blood oozed from his mouth. He coughed and convulsed.

"I'm sorry, Pauline," Gaylord croaked.

He groaned as Pauline inevitably pulled him tighter into her arms.

"What are you sorry for?" Pauline whispered.

"That you won't bear my name anymore." His breath rattled, and his eyelids drooped. "Pauline La Goutte," he wheezed. "It sounds ... really pretty."

He closed his eyes, his body tensed with coughing. He coughed up blood, and it mixed with the blood flowing from his wound. It drained from his body, just as life fled from his body. Trembling, she stroked his cheek.

"Please don't die," she pleaded softly. She wanted to bear his name. "Jason, do something. Heal him!"

"I can't," she heard her father's voice softly behind her. "His heart has already stopped beating. Not even my blood can perform miracles. Only a swift transformation can bring him back, there's still a chance it might work."

No, damn it, it couldn't be true and yet she couldn't deny something: she couldn't hear Gaylord's heartbeat anymore. The bastard was leaving without her. She wanted to love him, no matter what happened. She would never leave him. She wanted to kiss him, hold him in her arms, she even wanted to bite him. Damn it, didn't she have any other problems? It was pathetic. Even now, his blood still tempted her. Wait a minute! What had Jason said? Transformation? That was the solution. He didn't have to die!

He still had a chance, and she couldn't let that opportunity pass by unused!

Jason knelt down beside Pauline and stroked her hair. "I know what you're thinking. But he hated his life as a vampire."

"Is it selfish of me to want to bear his name?" Pauline whispered. Was it selfish of her not to be ready to let him go? She wanted to spend her life with him, not without him. She didn't want to just talk to his gravestone. A few days ago, she would have given her left hand to be able to dance on his grave. But now, all she wished for was to dance with him. She didn't want to let him go to God. He should stay with her, and God would still love him as a vampire. At least, the mother of Jesus did, otherwise her prayers wouldn't have worked.

Amélie crouched down on her other side. "Yes, it's selfish."

"Would you just let Jason die like this?" Pauline asked, blinking away tears.

Amélie smiled and brushed a strand of hair from her face. "No, I wouldn't. Love is a selfish asshole. And we both know what you have to do."

Pauline's insides tensed at Amélie's words. And if Gaylord hated her for it afterward, that was easier to bear than his death.

She pulled Gaylord close and leaned over him. Her mouth touched his neck, where the carotid artery ran. She heard his faltering pulse, grabbed him tighter, and closed her eyes. With a jerk, her teeth pierced his skin. His blood filled her mouth, driving away the dizziness and weakness from her limbs. But her clear mind was no blessing. The more the numbing effect of the vervain wore off, the greater the fear of losing Gaylord became.


Rule Number Twenty-Four

It Always Comes as It Must, But Never as Expected.

Slowly, it was getting on his nerves to wake up and be surrounded by people staring at him, especially Albert. Why the hell was he grinning like that? But one pair of eyes stirred a warm feeling inside him – Pauline's. But she avoided his gaze, lowered hers, and clenched her fingers together.

Gaylord struggled to sit up, and his gaze fell on the red spot on his chest. Where did that come from? Memories slowly started to come back to him.

Louanne had shot at Pauline and hit him. With a clean shot through his lung. Gaylord felt over his chest. Where there should have been a hole and infinite pain, there was nothing. He wiped his chin and saw the blood clinging to his fingers. He would like to believe in one of God's spontaneous healings. But he knew the fever heating up his body unpleasantly well. The last time he had been exposed to this fever was on the day of his death. When every cell in his body focused on turning him into what he apparently should be – a vampire. His heart no longer beat. He only noticed when Pauline started biting not only her fingernails but also her fingertips. She probably thought it was inconspicuous as she shifted to the side, obviously wanting to disappear. But Jason grabbed her and pulled her back to the spot next to Gaylord.

"You turned me," Gaylord stated. "Why?"

Jason opened his mouth, probably to say something nonsensical, but Amélie elbowed him in the side.

Admittedly, his question was stupid. Why had Pauline sacrificed her life for him to become human? She didn't want to let him go. Not even when he was already at death's door.

He reached for Pauline's hands and pulled them away from her mouth. She sniffled. "I can't let you go. I want you to be with me. You can drink my blood. Or I'll always bring you the most malicious people. And God loves vampires. At least the mother of Jesus, her name is Mary, you probably know her. We prayed, and the words of the Bible couldn't touch us," Pauline rattled off without pause. She stared at the ground, at her fingers, at Albert, who nodded encouragingly and still looked a bit dazed, but she never looked at Gaylord.

"Please don't be mad at me," Pauline whispered. "I know I'm selfish. But I didn't know what else to do. I love you."

She wrapped her arms around herself and stared at the blood puddles on the floor. Gaylord sighed softly. For decades, there had only been one goal in his life – to become human again. He had achieved it. For a few hours. And what had he learned in those hours? That he attracted calculating huntresses, had to be carried around by vampires and needed to be protected by frying pans just to have a fighting chance at survival. He had learned that he could hardly protect Pauline as a human. She was Jason Harris's daughter. She couldn't lead an undisturbed life; sooner or later, a criminal would always come after her to get to Jason. She could defend herself, and yet he didn't want to stand by and rely on her abilities. And he had learned that he loved Pauline more than his life, that he envied Linett for her baby, and as if he weren't already eccentric enough, at this moment the image of Pauline holding a baby popped into his mind.

But another thought raced through his overwhelmed brain. He grabbed his head. "I should have a headache."

Jason rolled his eyes. "Listen up when someone explains something to you. God doesn't hate us. At least not when we persistently nest in one of his houses and wear it out." With that, Jason gestured to the destroyed furnishings. Even the steps of the pulpit were smashed.

"Do you hate me now?" Pauline asked plaintively. Her gaze sent a gentle shiver through his body. He couldn't claim that the realization of being a vampire again was killing him. There were enough malicious people in this world. He could still hold onto them, and higher powers had to live with him taking over the judgment. Because he wanted to see Pauline happy, and more than the desire for human life, the desire to spend years by Pauline's side weighed on him.

"You do realize that you can't leave me for the rest of your life, considering I only live for you now?" Gaylord teased Pauline.

Pauline's eyes widened, Jason coughed discreetly and Albert applauded while Amélie chuckled softly.

"W... What?" Pauline stuttered.

"Isn't it the woman's part to say something like that?" Jason asked, and Amélie punched him in the side.

"Stop being so sexist."

"Oh, but you like the sexist male voice from the GPS," Jason retorted.

Amélie smiled wistfully. "He knows where to touch a woman."

Pauline smiled wryly as Gaylord stroked her cheek. "Then you'll have to endure me for the rest of your life," she said softly. "Even if I'm moody, obscene, and loud."

"That's when I love you the most," Gaylord whispered and stole a kiss.


Rule Number Twenty-Five

Corpse Disposal Must Be Factored into the Ransom

Gaylord was reluctant to let go of Pauline, even as there was a loud knock on the church door. Jason got up to push the benches aside and open the door. Through the crack slipped the pale figure of Abbé Durand. His features contorted as he spotted the chaos in the church. Broken benches, pillars with occasional missing chunks of plaster, the altar cleared, the pulpit hanging askew in its fixture, candle wax spread on the stone floor, mingling with blood. Bound, unconscious, if not dead, vampire hunters lay amidst the wreckage. Amélie had discreetly shoved Louanne's corpse under the pulpit when Pauline suggested they couldn't possibly waste her blonde hair and could sell it to a wig maker.

"Heavens, what happened here?" asked Abbé Durand.

"A minor disagreement about who is more of a thorn in the Almighty's side," replied Jason with a grin.

The priest nodded approvingly. "Indeed, those who need God's help find it in His house."

"And for those whom that's not enough, they can repurpose the furnishings." Jason attempted to upright one of the fallen benches, but the wood creaked and the structure collapsed. Pauline coughed to suppress her laughter, and Gaylord smiled as he brushed a stray strand of hair from her face. As unrealistic as it had felt to be human again, it felt equally real to be a vampire once more. Perhaps he hadn't had enough time to adjust to his new life as a human, but here and now, holding Pauline in his arms, Gaylord even considered whether God had a plan for every soul, and perhaps that plan did indeed involve Gaylord finding happiness as a vampire.

"I believe God enjoys a bit of action. And priests appreciate a donation to help with the church's reconstruction," Abbé Durand announced as he stepped over an unconscious (or dead?) hunter.

"Yeah, yeah, okay," grumbled Jason. "I'll send you a check."

Gaylord helped Pauline to her feet, and she wrapped her arm around him.

The priest smiled gently. "I do hope I'll be allowed to officiate the wedding. We have a lovely garden next to the rectory in Ajou. I'm sure God will forgive us if we remove all the crosses for it."

"That sounds wonderful," Gaylord replied with a smile, pulling Pauline a little closer. "But we can also try it in the church."

Abbé Durand raised his eyebrows in surprise. "You don't have a headache?"

"No," Jason replied lazily. "How do you even know about that?"

"Internet."

Jason rolled his eyes. "This internet will expose us all someday."

"And what about holy water?" Abbé Durand asked with interest.

"We might try that later," Gaylord deflected. He was already satisfied with the blessing of being able to enter a church. There was no need to overdo it just yet.

"What do we do with him?" Jeremy called from the other side of the church nave. Jeremy had found the defeated leader of the hunters in the side chapel and was dragging him by the collar. Bruno struggled in vain to resist or even to stand up. Jeremy dragged him mercilessly over the broken benches and his fallen comrades, and stood him somewhat upright in front of Jason. Well, at least he tried to make the hunter stand up; the man's legs seemed to be too short, not reaching the ground. Jeremy pushed him upward, paying no mind to the fact that the man's own shirt was slowly cutting off his air supply, causing him to turn blue.

"Don't kill him!" Albert shouted. "I'll take care of him." He still swayed a bit from the effects of the vervain, but his grin was so lecherous that Gaylord couldn't help but feel some sympathy for the leader of the hunters.

Jeremy grinned maliciously, pulled a zip tie from his pocket, and bound the hunter's hands behind his back.

"That looks excellent," Albert praised, scratching behind his ear. "I'm just afraid a church isn't the appropriate place for it."

"I'll provide you with the location and throw in some handcuffs and a few surprises," Jason laughed.

Pauline giggled and nestled against Gaylord. Her hair softly brushed against his neck, and a sweet fluttering sensation stirred in his stomach. He kissed her gently and pulled her into his arms. She snuggled in as if no one else had ever belonged there.


Rule Number Twenty-Six

Even the Blindest Kidnapper Finds True Love

It was a glorious feeling to be freshly showered.

With his arm around Pauline, Gaylord stood in Jason's hallway, barely able to tear his gaze away from her. Jason's dog raced up and down the hallway like a rocket. Each time he stopped two steps in front of them, sliding on the wooden floor for the last bit until he was level with them, then jumped up at the pants legs of the people present before continuing his sprint. A white furball wagging its tail so hysterically it seemed like he might have a heart attack any moment.

Amélie lured him into the kitchen with promises of fresh meat, and Peppi happily chased after her with a joyful bark.

Gaylord wished Jason could be even remotely as relaxed and cheerful as Peppi. He didn't mind if Jason tried to hump his leg; he just wished he'd stop talking and let Pauline go out with Gaylord.

"She'll stay here until she knows everything necessary about vampire life," Jason lectured. "If you can't help yourself, go ahead and court her. But better stay out of my way when I'm cleaning my gun."

Gaylord nodded as Pauline stared at her father incredulously. Given their age difference, this speech was simply ridiculous, but Gaylord knew how painful it could be to contradict Jason, so he nodded like a stoned bobblehead. As long as Jason didn't get the idea to lock Pauline in a harem, he could talk all he wanted.

"Excuse me," Pauline interjected. "I'm an adult. I haven't lived at home for years!"

"I don't care," Jason replied good-naturedly.

"I can live wherever I want," Pauline shot back.

Jason vehemently shook his head. "No, you can't."

"Who says?"

"Your father."

"I'm still waiting for my pony," Pauline grumbled.

"You didn't want one."

"I never said that!"

"Yes, when you..."

"Oh, forget it," Pauline waved it off.

"In my day, it was customary to court a woman for a certain time before proposing marriage. It added to the allure," Gaylord said gently, a soft blush coloring Pauline's cheeks at his last word.

"Until you have my permission, you won't lay a finger on her," Jason growled in between.

"Too late. We were showering," Pauline stuck her tongue out at her progenitor. Before Jason could spout any more nonsense, she linked her arm with Gaylord's and pulled him out the door.

"He's nuts," she apologized.

Gaylord smiled and gently stroked her cheek. "I'm glad he passed down that trait to you."

A light breeze played around them, causing Pauline's hair to sway as they stepped outside. On Jason's lawn, the first green shoots of spring flowers were reaching for the sun.

Gaylord held the car door open for Pauline just as Jason appeared in the doorway again. "And woe betide you if you're not home by midnight!"

The End


Afterword

The stories of Jason, Gaylord, Pauline, Jeremy, Linett and the other characters would never have come to fruition in this form if it weren't for a few dear friends.

Discovered through a Harry Potter RPG, we eventually spun our own thing in terms of RPG, vampires, werewolves, witches, and hunters. This laid the groundwork for the traits of the vampires in this book (for example: the aversion to vervain; the ways to generate an undead entourage), which you'll find in this book.

Many characters from the forum will surely experience their own great adventures in books, and no matter which of these authors they come from, they will addict you just as much as they did me. So, if you find the framework for the traits of vampires and witches familiar in the characters Harper Johnson and Holly McLane, now you know why.

For this, I thank everyone who supported me in this book. My dear beta readers (especially the wonderful Elvira), my editor, and my husband, who even calculates the times of day (because I never manage to).

But the greatest thanks goes to you readers. Because without your reviews, your praise, your feedback and your encouragement, I would have set fire to some of my stories but never published them. I truly hope you liked Pauline and Gaylord as much as I did. I could hardly bear to part with them, but Helen is waving to me right now. What do you think about the next story in this series being about her?
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Acts 15:28-29 (KJV)
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