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Interview With the Vampire

Clutching the teddy bear to her chest, Amélie pressed her face between the banister's spindles to get a closer look at the unfamiliar man down in the hallway. The soft light seeping in from the kitchen wasn't sufficient to make out his features. She only discerned that the visitor was tall and slender.

She tiptoed down the stairs, holding her teddy bear tightly in a stranglehold, its soft legs trailing behind her over the steps.

The figure moved.

"Are you a vampire?" She was only five years old, but she found her question exceptionally clever. Who else would come in through the back door in the dark? Only vampires did that. Her daddy had said so!

Daddy was a great policeman. That's what Mamam always said. And his boss, when he visited and slyly slipped her some sweets, said that her daddy had a very good nose for things. Whatever that meant.

Daddy's nose was big and straight, a typical daddy nose. But why he always managed to put his "snout" (his boss's words, not hers) in the right places to stir up sleeping dogs properly was a mystery to her. She had never heard a dog bark in the neighborhood at night. Sometimes the dog across the street, Chipie, would howl.

She had just reached the last step when the man turned to her. "How did you come up with that?" he asked.

Amélie wasn't bothered that she only reached up to his hip. She tilted her head back to see better, although there wasn't much to see. It was too dark. But she found his voice lovely.

"My daddy told me. I ate garlic. Are you going to get a rash from it now?"

"No, I won't," replied the nighttime visitor.

Amélie held her teddy up. "Knautschi is a vampire too!"

"Yes, he has very sharp teeth," praised her conversation partner, crouching down to be at her eye level. "Aren't you scared?"

Scared? Of what? She furrowed her brow and wrinkled her nose thoughtfully. "No, Papa says vampires are mean. But I think he's wrong. You're nice."

The faint light filtering through the kitchen door's window reflected in his eyes, which looked like pretty stones. Just like the stones in her mother's necklace that she only wore at Christmas.

Amélie followed her instincts and wrapped her arms around his neck. Was she wrong? Of course not. Knautschi liked this vampire right away, just like she did.

The vampire tilted back a bit (really, she wasn't that heavy!) and Knautschi dangled on his back. She didn't think anything of it as the man lifted her up and carried her into the kitchen.

She only knew one thing: This man with the green eyes was kind! And heaven help anyone who said otherwise.
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Now, after twenty years, Amélie looked into those eyes once more. The extraordinary green, reminiscent of Mother's emerald jewelry, sparkled just like it did back then. They emitted the same warmth she had yearned for so much since the day he had disappeared. A gaze that promised everything. Security and yet, with a mischievous glint, swore not only to protect her but also to propel her from one adventure to the next.

His dark blond hair fell disheveled across his forehead, where a wound, about the length of a finger, gaped. A small drop of blood trickled down, catching in his eyebrows. Why did she have to see him like this, in an interrogation room and bound in chains? He was her hero, someone no one could ever harm.

She had loved him from their first meeting. His proximity exuded so much calmness. His charming grin, for which she had wanted to marry him even as a toothless girl.

Several times a week he would drink Scotch with her parents and play with her. Until her seventh birthday.

He hadn't shown up then and never appeared again afterward. It had shattered her childish heart.

Today, her heart hammered against her rib cage as if she were running an untrained marathon, dragging her lungs behind her.

He seemed to disregard the room's sparse furnishings, the chains around his limbs and the men ensuring additional restraints that not even Hulk could escape from, and stared at her undeterred. His mouth twitched slightly upward.

It had to be him! Her vampire had always grinned.

Heavy footsteps sounded behind her, jolting her from the trance. With a slight limp, Enzo Brubier, the leader of the Parisian vampire hunters, approached. His nose, swollen from the blow he had received before his victim was subdued by vervain and fell to his knees, sported a corner of a red-soaked handkerchief protruding from it. However, not even the bloodied tip of the handkerchief hindered his authority.

Enzo and Amélie had been a couple for four years, but even Amélie recoiled from the coldness in his expression. Enzo was a thirty-five-year-old man who could appear as though he had been a ruthless killer for fifty years. Standing just under two meters tall, he towered over Amélie by two head lengths. His figure was lean but sinewy and powerful. With his hands on his hips, he looked down at Amélies living embodiment of her childhood memories.

"Ah, how delightful, Jason Harris. The hunt has finally come to an end," said Enzo.

"Do we know each other?" asked the vampire, intrigued, but his gaze wasn't on Enzo; it was on her.

His voice was a gentle, calm bass, reminiscent of a cozy down comforter.

Amélie smiled. She couldn't possibly be so mistaken. It was him. Her hero. Her protector. Her vampire. She would never forget that voice, never that laughter. Although she didn't hear much of it at the moment. Not many people laugh while bound and on their knees. Especially not when surrounded by five men with machine guns.

Truly an undignified position and uncomfortably so, yet Jason didn't appear frightened. On the contrary. He looked at Amélie as if he were casually standing at a club's bar with a drink in hand.

"It's enough that I know you," retorted Enzo gruffly, redirecting Jason's gaze toward himself.

"It's impolite not to introduce oneself. I like to call things by their names. Since I don't know yours, I'll call you Eduard."

Amélie gasped. Enzo wasn't someone who understood jokes. His response was swift. Or in Jason's case, straight to the nose. There was an ugly crunch as Enzo forcefully planted his fist in the prisoner's face, eliciting a groan of pain. It painfully tightened Amélie's heart.

"Just say if you don't like the name," retorted the struck man, far from remorseful, but rather more nasal due to the hit.

He coughed choked, as one of Enzo's men pulled a chain so tightly around his neck that blood welled up from small cuts. Even though vampires didn't rely on air to breathe, Amélie couldn't imagine that being pleasant.

"Is this really necessary?" Amélie asked softly.

"These are dangerous creatures," snorted Enzo. "Tomorrow, we'll take him to prison. Until then, you can interrogate him with questions. Take care of yourself and hurry. The sooner we put him to sleep with vervain again, the better."

An interview with a mortal, just before being taken to a prison explicitly built for criminal vampires, with no chance of escape ... It might indeed be unusual even for a vampire.

Jason, observing her with unmistakable interest, made her nervous, so she avoided his gaze.

Enzo stroked her cheek. "Don't worry, little mouse. The guy is so tightly bound, he can't cause any mischief."

"Alright then," Amélie replied, forcing a tight smile. Little Mouse! How could one compare the woman sharing a bed with them to a rodent?

Did that vampire behind her chuckle? It sounded like it. But one thing she believed without a doubt: Jason couldn't escape. The restraints around his wrists were so tight that his skin began to turn blue. The ends of the chains were secured to ceiling hooks, taut and unyielding. There was no escape for him.

Clasping her fingers tightly she watched her boyfriend leave the room with his men and closing the door behind them. Now she was alone with Jason.

Sitting on the wooden chair, the only piece of furniture in the room, was a relief for her trembling knees. Nervously, she tried to swallow the lump in her throat. Okay, this was her chance to solve the mystery of her newly acquired stomach ulcer.

"My name is Amélie Denaux," she said. Thank goodness she didn't stutter. Did her name sound familiar to him?

"How nice, that saves me the trouble of coming up with a name," Jason quipped sarcastically.

"I'm a journalist and I write about Enzo Brubier and his fight against vampires. I want the world to know that these beings exist not just in the realm of myths. And that we can ensure safety by imprisoning criminal vampires," explained Amélie as she rummaged through her bag for a small notebook and a pen. Darn it. Where had she left it again?

"All vampires are criminals," retorted Jason. "You left the notebook in the car."

Feeling uncertain Amélie glanced down at him. He had blissfully snored in the car under the influence of vervain. Snored! The only vampire who could snore while under sedation. Or was he just pretending? How did he know where her notebook was?

"How—" she began to ask the question on the tip of her tongue, but Jason rolled his eyes.

"So, what do you want? I'm never opposed to the proximity of a beautiful woman, but I'd like to concentrate undisturbed on my liberation," he stated.

Hold on! His compliment, while flattering, was nevertheless predictable and clichéd. But liberation ...? What was he dreaming of?

"That's impossible," she burst out, but Jason smiled at her with sheer condescension.

"Leave it to me," he said.

Oh, she would. Let's see if he remained so haughty when he spent the rest of his undead life crouching in a dark cell, chained to a wall. When blood would only come from cans and on ration.

But hey, maybe he had a convincing idea of how he could repay her if she helped him escape. She couldn't let her childhood friend rot in prison! She would teach him to refrain from killing people. There was a solution to every problem.

"Stop that, it's creepy," Jason interrupted her thoughts.

She was startled, causing her pen to slip from her hand. "Stop? Stop what?" she asked.

"Do you know the Grinch?" Jason inquired.

She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. "Yes, why?"

"You just smiled like him," he remarked.

While she had been preoccupied with finding a comfortable sitting position to prevent her right leg from falling asleep, her brain was now slightly numb. Had she misheard?

"Just a moment ago, you called me 'beautiful'."

"Yeah, before you smiled," he replied.

She grimaced in displeasure. Great. As a journalist she was used to various things—flirting, explicit advances, pathetic begging, snide remarks about her knees—but no one had ever compared her to the Grinch.

Taking a deep breath. You couldn't hit a restrained person. That was unfair. It was only a regular interview. Why had she once again agreed to Enzo's offer to get exclusive rights to this story, if not to bother him but his captured vampires with questions? She couldn't resist the charm of his plan. Everyone needed to know that vampires existed. And that they were more than just the romanticized depictions in modern literature.

Amélie adjusted her blouse and ignored his self-satisfied grin. "What's it like to have killed hundreds of people to drink their blood?" she asked.

The chains rattled as Jason shifted his weight. "What's it like to have eaten over a hundred pork schnitzels?" came his mocking response.

"I don't eat ..." she began.

"Then veal," he interrupted.

"I don't eat ..." she tried again.

"Frog legs!" he interjected.

"I'm a vegetarian!" she exclaimed.

Jason snorted. "Of course, you are." In the next moment, he coughed, choking. Well, one shouldn't laugh when one was half-strangled.

"Unfortunately, vampires can't be vegetarians. It's either we drink blood like humans drink water, or we die. And it's said that dying of hunger is even more painful for a vampire than for a human," Jason explained.

"There are blood banks," Amélie crossed her arms in front of her chest. "No one needs to kill today to obtain blood. You just enjoy killing people."

In truth, Amélie was past the age where she cared deeply about others' opinions. But she felt utterly dismissed, and that angered her immensely. Especially since Jason was looking at her as if she had lost her mind.

"Blood banks hardly have enough supplies for hospitals. How could there possibly be enough for all vampires?" Jason leaned back and explained, "Besides, cold blood isn't sufficient. Those who sustain themselves on it permanently become weaker, just like those who feed on animal blood. It's not natural. People don't get healthier by eating processed cheese substitutes. They consume animals, just as vampires feed on humans. It's called the food chain. You've surely learned about it in biology class."

Jason's arguments were logical and understandable, if one was willing to admit it. She had known he was a vampire back then. As a child it hadn't bothered her, probably because she hadn't understood what it meant to be a vampire. They were death on two legs. Always. Just to sustain their own meager lives. So he was right in insisting that all vampires were criminals, at least those who killed humans to maintain their full strength. That was selfish and against nature! Every human life was sacrosanct!

The rattling of the chains made her lift her gaze once more. A small shiver ran through her core as she looked straight into his green eyes.

"Would you do me a favor?" Jason asked in a soothing, gentle tone.

"It depends," she replied hesitantly.

"I've got an itch on my back."

She stared at Jason in disbelief. Aside from the fact that she wasn't sure if a vampire could even feel an itch, one might think that would be the least of his concerns!

"If you do me this favor, I'll answer two more of your questions," she heard Jason's tempting tone.

"As if you have a choice," retorted Amélie.

"One always has a choice," mused Jason, his gaze increasingly distant.

"So, you're saying even as a vampire, you always have a choice? Whether to kill or not? Or as a mafia boss?" Amélie asked skeptically. Whatever Jason was getting at, it was nonsense!

"Of course, one does. Instead of getting involved in the mafia, I could have become a policeman," Jason replied, and involuntarily, Amélie held her breath.

Was it a coincidence that Jason chose this profession as his example, or was he addressing it knowing that her father had been a policeman?

"Instead of feeding, a vampire could simply starve or drown in the nearest holy water basin," he continued. "Or one could combine the useful by feeding on people who would otherwise be killed by someone else."

What kind of bad movie script was he reciting?

"That's the most self-righteous explanation I've ever heard!" burst out Amélie.

"Perhaps, but that's just how it is. So, what now? It's really itching terribly. For a particularly moral Christian like you, it's surely the holiest duty to fulfill the last wish of a man soon to be murdered," Jason appealed.

"Soon to be murdered? You?" Amélie scratched her ticklish nose. "You'll fare better than any of your victims!"

Well, in prison, there were some bewitched chains to prevent vampires from wrecking the place, but that was still better than being dead.

"Then just say you're afraid I might bite you," Jason retorted mockingly.

The subsequent snort from Amélie had lost all disbelief. It was thoroughly disdainful. In her veins circulated vervain, which tasted to vampires like over-salted espresso. With the nice effect that not only did it make him feel nauseous, but it also numbed him just as if it were injected. But fine, if he wanted to try, she would grant him this absurd wish.

Consciously straightening her shoulders, Amélie rose from her seat and stared at him challengingly.

Jason looked so innocent and detached that it set off all the alarm bells in her. But for heaven's sake! What could possibly happen? These chains were enchanted by a witch. No one could break them.

She took a deep breath and leaned over him. The clinking of the chains should have been a warning. It was. Unfortunately, her instincts and abilities as a city dweller were far too underdeveloped to match the reaction time of a vampire.

"Ouch!" A vial fell on her foot. Where did that suddenly come from?

A bestial stench hit her nostrils. Her eyes watered, and her lungs burned. Her coughing was more of a gagging sensation. If he intended to kill her, he was on the right track.

With an earsplitting clatter fell a part of the chains to the ground.

"What is this stuff?" groaned Amélie. It was remarkable how her brain was more interested in answering this question than in making an escape. A mistake that hit her like a bolt of lightning when she felt Jason's grip. His fingers hooked into her belt, pulling her toward him onto the ground.

Instinctively she resisted him until the familiar scent of her childhood filled her nose. His scent. Images flashed before her mind's eye—the garden of her parents, the old swing seat, and herself sitting next to a man who patiently explained the constellations to her.

"I know women often like to cuddle with me. But it's a bit unusual when it's the same woman I just forced to help me remove the remaining restraints," she heard Jason's voice by her ear, making her involuntarily flinch.

His free hand rested lightly on her waist. A gentle touch to which she responded as she did to the rest of his body. She nestled into his arms.

Could it get any more embarrassing? She twitched, trying to jump back, but Jason tightened his grip. Well, if verbal resistance was all she could do, then she would resist verbally.

"Maybe it's the hashish cloud surrounding you," she remarked.

"I knew my drug problem would eventually save me," Jason chuckled. "Come on now. I might just take you out for a meal."

Seriously? Going out to eat with a vampire was an invitation to be taken cautiously. After all, that phrasing never indicated anyone other than the vampire would be eating.

Rarely had she been as relieved as in these moments that she took the vervain. Unfortunately, the vampire sedative only reduced by one the ways Jason could still end her life. It wouldn't stop him from breaking her neck or strangling her. And the way his hand ominously wrapped around her neck suggested an action that seemed to require so much concentration that he forgot to smile.

She felt her own heartbeat under his fingers as she first removed the chains from around his neck and then from his other wrist.

"Thank you," Jason said, this time without any hint of mockery.

However, the good manners ended there.

He neither had the kindness to remove his hand from her neck nor paid attention to her resistance as he pulled her toward the window.

"How many trigger-happy folks are on the roof?" Jason asked, pressing his cheek against hers. His beard tickled her slightly. This stupid guy was making fun of her, and she fell for it.

Her hand, which she had placed on his arm to push him away, tensed under the shiver running through her. If she started giggling now, she'd end up killing herself.

"You're amazing," Jason observed. "Most people would be screaming hysterically."

Amélie's eyes widened for a moment, and she stopped resisting. "What am I doing?"

"You're smiling."

She promptly pulled her mouth corners down again. She had smiled? Darn it. Whatever Jason had smoked, just the cloud of that scent was making her completely dazed!

"Two," she said much less friendly, as he lightly pressed her throat, fully capturing her attention.

"And how many of them would be ready to shoot at you?"

"None, of course!" Amélie retorted indignantly. "They are not as poorly raised as you!" Which, she now realized, was a sensitive disadvantage.

"If I ever feel like going out with a self-righteous lunatic, I'll make it up to you."

Just as Amélie was about to hurl a snappy response at this rude spawn of the devil (or, lacking such a reply, simply kick his shin), he swiftly smashed the window with a quick strike.

Before she knew it, she was floating in the air. Not just floating in the air with only twenty centimeters until the ground. No! She was hanging in Jason's arms, and he, in turn, was hanging on a cursed house wall, approximately ten meters above the street! Why did Enzo always quarter his captives on the top floor? Was he afraid they would escape more quickly on the ground floor?

She only vaguely registered the crash of the door behind them and the frantic voices. For Amélie, the only things that mattered were the dancing abyss beneath her feet and the fact that only Jason's arm separated her from certain death on the pavement.

"Ouch," protested Jason as Amélie clung to him frantically. The lights of the passing cars below blurred before her eyes. Blood rushed in her ears and her sole intention was solely focused on holding onto him. She didn't care if she was digging her nails into his flesh.

Please, dear God, if he dropped her, she would deck him first and then Saint Peter. She wasn't even thirty yet! She wanted a bit more from life. A bit more than a short flight onto a car!

With every movement he made, she tensed even more. She couldn't suppress the whimpering. But eventually, her perspective changed. She was no longer staring into the flickering abyss but at gray concrete. The roof!

"Very good. You scared her to death," remarked Jason. For a moment, she imagined that he sounded like he was having fun.

"Even though you could stop trying to strangle me."

Oh, she hadn't noticed that she had not only clung to his arm but also to his neck, including his shirt collar. The fabric was torn. Oh man... If Jason hadn't been holding her ...

She moaned softly. The image of plummeting toward the asphalt would certainly haunt her dreams today.

Gradually she began regaining feeling in her body. Which was a very bad idea. Her knees trembled uncontrollably. She leaned against Jason, seeking support. But he wasn't holding her firmly ... No. He was doing something else entirely!

"You're not really putting your hands in your pockets, are you?" asked Amélie in a hoarse voice.

"You've logically concluded that I'm ill-mannered. But fine, if you want to cuddle," replied Jason.

In the next moment, Amélie felt his arms embracing her strongly. This would be a good moment to die. Partly out of embarrassment. Partly out of enjoyment.

Finally, her gaze fell upon Enzo's men, who were watching the spectacle between Amélie and Jason with open mouths and rifles at the ready.

Oh, they wouldn't shoot. No one wanted to risk having to explain to Enzo why his girlfriend would be in a bad mood for the next few days due to a gunshot wound.

"Could you please tell them to put their weapons down before I have to break something on you? Not that it would be a problem, but my mother would be turning in her grave knowing I'm threatening a fair maiden," Jason spoke loudly enough for not only Amélie but also Enzo's men to hear his words.

"Fair maiden? What century do you come from, kid?" asked the taller of the guards. He raised his hands as Amélie cried out in pain.

Had Jason just pinched her? She tried to wriggle out of his grasp, but the more she struggled, the tighter he pinched. That cursed bastard! She'd have a bruised waist from his pinching tomorrow!

"Alright, alright. We'll put our weapons down. See?"

The rifles slid across the ground. Amélie watched as the two men scrutinized her more closely, probably searching for a bleeding wound.

Amélie pressed her lips together. Yes, she was sensitive, so what? It was entirely legitimate to complain when a vampire dug their fingers into your waist, pressing on a (of course non-existent!) bulge. He didn't need a knife at all!

But before she could even say a word in her defense, she was lifted up. The surroundings blurred and raced past them at dizzying speed. Her stomach lurched upwards, tickling the back of her throat. It would serve her right if she puked on his shoulder.

She searched for something to hold onto in the rushing tunnel and looked down. Big mistake. She saw a brightly lit main road beneath them, then a piece of solid ground, followed by a gaping black abyss. Pressing her face into her captor's neck, she squeezed her eyes shut. Heaven help her. Hopefully, he didn't want to climb the Eiffel Tower with her.


The Vampire on the Flat Roof

"Let's go see your father."

Amélie didn't mind introducing her unexpected nighttime visitor to her dad, as long as she didn't have to let him go. Wrapped around his neck, her cheek pressed against his, she let herself be carried into the kitchen.

"Put her down!" Papa bellowed, leaping up.

Why was he acting like he'd seen a ghost? She found this man rather sweet. And her teddy seemed to agree with that sentiment.

"Let. Go. Of. My. Daughter!" her father demanded again.

She looked at her dad pleadingly. She didn't want to be put down! And if Mom were here, she would admonish him not to be so unfriendly to guests!

It crashed horribly as her dad flung the chair aside and reached for the gun. Startled, Amélie flinched and clutched her arms tightly around her vampire.

"You're choking me," he wheezed.

"You can't strangle a vampire," she argued. And shooting also wouldn't work, by the way. Her father seemed to understand that too and put the weapon down.

With his hands clenched into fists, he glared so fiercely at Amélie and her new friend that even she felt uncomfortable. Her little heart raced faster and she lifted her head to look at the man holding her.

His eyes had changed color. Just like that. Instead of green, they now shone in a rich, deep red. Maybe she should be scared now. But she wasn't. Red looked great. Almost as beautiful as the green.

"How do you do that?" she asked, interested, touching his eyelashes. But he shook his head unwillingly.

"I assume you know why I'm here," the vampire said to her father.

Oh, had Dad invited him? But then why was he so angry? She dared to loosen her grip a bit and pulled the teddy bear over the vampire's shoulder toward herself, hugging it close.

"Dad?" she spoke to him tentatively because he looked incredibly pale. As pale as Mom's raw croissant dough. His gaze briefly flickered toward her, reflecting a concern that weighed heavily on Amélie's heart.

"It wouldn't help to kill us. The evidence is still there. The arrest warrant can be obtained by someone else."

"Ah, it would accomplish something. The satisfaction of personal vengeance, for example. But you're lucky, Denaux, to have such a charming daughter. Thanks to her, you get a second chance. Let your investigations fade away, so I won't be tempted to harm your wife, your daughter or even yourself. Surely, there are a thousand things you can attend to."

Her father slumped. "Alright... I'll destroy anything that could be incriminating."

Rarely had she heard her father speak in such a flat tone. She wanted to walk over to him and embrace him, but then her vampire might escape if she let him go. Dad always said you had to secure vampires. Or was it arrest them?

She glanced at the vampire, and even though she felt somewhat threatened by intuition, her mouth involuntarily curled into a slight smile. Her vampire returned the smile, revealing two particularly peculiar fangs.

She gently pressed her thumb against the tip of his tooth. It pricked a bit and a small drop of red appeared. She put her finger in her mouth to suck on it.

"Do vampires accidentally bite their tongues with those?" she blurted out the question in her head without hesitation.

He smiled in a way that concealed his teeth. "No ... Well, rather rarely."
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It really wasn't the right moment for childhood memories. Or did one's life truly flash before their eyes when death approached? Hopefully not! She would hold it against Jason if he ended her life. As a ghost, she'd haunt him. That was precisely what she intended to tell him when she lifted her head and then looked back down. Oh... darn!

"Could you please stop screaming like that? It's unbearable," Jason abruptly stopped, making her feel dizzy, and let her go.

Not only did her jaw ache as she shut it, but her trembling knees also had no defense against the overpowering pull of gravity. Without Jason's support, she fell hard on her backside.

"More bruises," she groaned in pain.

"You should kiss the ground. That's what the Pope always does."

To her shame, Amélie admitted that she did press her hands onto the flat roof and was relieved to find solid ground. If it weren't utterly pathetic, she might even lay down and kiss it. But who knew if Jason wouldn't interpret that as an invitation to lie on top of her and check if she was really unharmed.

"I'm not Catholic," Amélie replied, barely restraining herself from adding, "You should know that." Her family wasn't Catholic. Why should she suddenly be one now?

She sat up and looked across the rooftop, where the city lights reflected off the tiles. In the distance, the Eiffel Tower glowed brightly.

Jason stood with a smug grin, legs apart, looking down at her. "Too cheap to pay church taxes, huh?"

"No, then pride and vengeance would be deadly sins." With all her might and as quickly as possible, she swung her outstretched leg around. Vampires also had sensitive kneecaps. However, she misjudged the angle. While she did manage to knock Jason's feet from under him, he came crashing down with all his weight on her. Their synchronized groans were probably audible from the street below.

"Bon sang."

"Holy shit."

"I'm thrilled that our people get along so well," Amélie retorted, tears in her eyes. "Could you please remove your elbow from my ribs?"

Why had she never learned to better calculate the consequences of her actions? It was clear that with her luck, everyone always fell on top of her.

Amélie sighed in relief as Jason lifted himself a bit, no longer a boulder pressing on her chest. What a feeling, being able to breathe freely again and feeling his fingers on her stomach. Hold on a second! What?

"No touching!" She angrily swatted his hand away.

"It's okay, you humorless nun-in-training. I just wanted to know if you'd broken something."

"Nun-in-training!" she exclaimed. Had she misheard? "It's actually novice."

"I stand corrected: humorless, know-it-all novice," Jason retorted, not particularly impressed, and slid off her.

"You forgot 'curious'. Moreover, you still owe me the answers to two questions."

"You actually asked me three questions before," Jason replied, trying to get up. Yet she clung to the lapel of his already battered jacket.

"Absolutely not true!" Okay, that came out a bit more childish than intended.

"Yes, it is!"

"I didn't let anyone fool me at the age of five and I certainly won't start now," snarled Amélie. And no, she didn't let go. What had worked before would surely work today too.

Jason got himself (and her) on their feet. "May I quote you? So, as a vampire one always has a choice? Whether to kill or not? Or as a mob boss?" he mocked her in a squeaky voice.

"Speak again in that tone and I'll help you get even higher with a kick!"

"Those were three questions, young lady."

"Call me 'young lady' one more time and this young lady will amputate your tiny, ancient scoundrel!"

Not even his beard could hide it. Jason's mouth twitched and eventually he burst into a hearty laughter. Pah.

Insults weren't fun when the other person laughed about them. Amélie narrowed her eyes. "So, about my two questions..."

"One question. And for considering your previous three questions as one, you could at least show me your breasts ... though ... there's not much there anyway."

She didn't know which outrage to address first. She was so angry. "Yet you've held me remarkably often," she retorted snippily.

"Not having breasts doesn't mean you're ugly. Quite the opposite. If you didn't creep me out, I'd date you."

Her brain was still crafting a witty comeback to this mix of a compliment and insult when Jason released her fingers.

Damn it, she hadn't paid attention! She reached for him again, but he dodged. If that rascal thought he could get away that easily, he was mistaken!

"I won't let you go until I get my answer." If she ever got around to asking her damn question!

"Be glad you're still alive. Besides, we don't have enough time anyway. Your friends will be here soon. Thanks to the siren calling itself your voice, it'll be easy for them to track us."

If only she had packed in the teaser! Then she could have sent a nice jolt of electricity through this impertinent vampire.

Once again, she tried to reach for him, but she stumbled. Her ankle hurt under the strain and she still felt dizzy. Yet it was something entirely different that elicited a frustrated sigh from her. The spot where Jason had just been standing was empty. So was the rest of the roof.

Hobbling, Amélie walked to the edge of the building. She thought she saw a shadow on the street, hurrying away. Now he was gone. Great. Well done, Amélie.

"Don't think you'll get away from me that easily!" she shouted after him and stumbled backward in the next moment.

Looking directly into the abyss was not a good idea.

Great. And how was she supposed to get off this stupid roof now? The door to the building's stairwell turned out to be locked. She'd rather starve up here than attempt to climb down the facade.

She sat down on the floor and looked up at the sky. Above her, the evening star sparkled. God, how she had loved it when Jason used to drive her along the country road to a small grove. Far away from the city lights and the bed she should have been in at that time, he had told her wild stories about the stars and planets.

What should she do?

Jason was untraceable under any address in Paris. Enzo finding him was close to a miracle. Nobody wanted to rat out Jason. Not even his worst enemies. That criminal gang stuck together like glue anyway.

Enzo only caught him because he found out that Jason was planning to kidnap a mobster's wife that night. This wife was much easier to monitor than Jason himself.

Enzo had been trying to catch him for over a year. A small article in an unknown science fiction magazine rambled about vampires living incognito among humans and mentioned Jason's name. Most people thought it was a crazy conspiracy theory.

Hardly anyone had read the article, let alone taken it seriously, except for Enzo. And since then, he had been obsessed with finding Jason and exposing him as a vampire.

Admittedly, his usual catches were so unknown that revelations about vampires would be dismissed as nonsense by everyone. However, if a celebrity or a well-known criminal turned out to be a vampire, newspapers would fly off the stands, radio and television volume knobs would be turned to the max, and Enzo would be the celebrated hero. And she would be the acclaimed journalist.

Well, maybe not. Because she certainly wouldn't watch Enzo throw Jason behind bars before she had clarified one or two detailed questions with him. First, she had to find him again.

Amélie lay on her back, feeling the coolness of the ground seep into her limbs. She had to come up with something really good. Could the shooting star help her with this wish?

Krashing the door open, which had previously stymied Amélie, Fabrice hopped around cursing on one foot.

"This damn door!" he groaned.

Enzo pushed past his whimpering colleague, and Amélie joyfully ran toward him. Ha, Enzo could be relied upon! He had responded to her plea (not shriek) for help!

However, Enzo's first question was by no means to inquire about how she was doing; instead, he wanted to know in which direction the supposedly dim-witted vampire had fled. Amélie shrugged. If she knew that, she would have chased after him already.

"Damn it, how could this happen?" he roared so loudly that the TV antenna trembled dangerously.

"He's unfortunately not as dumb as you claim. He's long gone," Fabrice chimed in, scratching the bald spot on his head.

"No wonder with that noise," added another employee. "He's probably the first deaf vampire on this planet now."

"Surely, you would have quietly whimpered over several meters of depth and, due to the soaked pants and the accompanying stench, he would have dropped you," snapped Amélie, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

"Quiet now!" interjected Enzo before the conversation could plummet further. "So, how did it happen?" he turned to Amélie again.

"I'm doing splendid, thanks for asking," replied Amélie sharply. "Just my ribs and my ankle are a bit sore."

Enzo's eyebrows furrowed, forming a thick black line, giving his distinctive features a dark and menacing appearance.

"Did he hurt you?" his voice growled, unmistakably filled with anger. He actually growled when he got angry. Like a storm before the apocalypse.

"Accidentally," replied Amélie. She wasn't one to constantly seek pampering. But a little bit of protective instinct from her own boyfriend wasn't too much to ask for. Even Jason had immediately started checking to ensure her safety.

"What do you mean?" snapped Enzo.

"It means he fell on top of me," explained Amélie patiently, shooting Fabrice a reprimanding look. His braying laughter was entirely inappropriate.

Enzo rubbed his eyes vigorously several times. Amélie knew the gesture well. Usually, it would be followed by comments about how she or someone else would be the death of him or that he had a headache. For someone with the strength of a heavyweight boxer, he was quite sensitive about his health.

"HOW DID HE ESCAPE?" Enzo roared.

Not only did Amélie startle in shock, but Fabrice and the remaining men instinctively cowered.

"No further comments that don't contribute to the issue. Either you tell me now, or I'll shake the answer out of you!"

Before Amélie could recommend that he buzz off, he grabbed her. Amélie tried to pry open his fingers, which clutched her upper arms so tightly that she was on the verge of biting him to make him let go.

"He had a vial in his hand. Don't ask me what was inside, but it dissolved the metal of the restraints, allowing him to free himself and grab me," snarled Amélie. As hard as she could, she stomped on his big toe.

Judging by his expression, he wished her dead, but at least he let her go.

What kind of behavior was that? A vampire kidnapped her and her own boyfriend had nothing better to do than yell at her.

"Are you driving me home?" she asked brusquely, turning to Fabrice.

He slapped his hand to his forehead in a mock salute, then performed a rather incomplete bow. "At your service, Madame Chief."

They were completely insane. Amélie tugged at her blouse until it looked somewhat decent and stuffed her troublesome hair back into her collar. Only for Enzo to pull it back out in the next few seconds and smooth it down on her back.

"You won't be riding with Fabrice," he said, placing his hands on Amélie's waist and gently pulling her close. "I've booked us a table at Le Meurice. The penguins will be frosty if we're late."

Amélie gestured to the dark stain on Enzo's shirt. "If we show up there in torn clothes and blood stains, the penguins will think we stole the gluten-free duck from the kitchen."

"We should change. It won't take long."

Really? She didn't even want to look in the mirror. The mirror didn't need to speak to deliver a crushing verdict. The escape in the arms of King Kong, uh, Jason, surely hadn't done her complexion any favors. Her knees still felt as if they'd been left behind in that room.

Her heart raced nonetheless. Enzo loathed posh places. And Le Meurice didn't skimp on the fancy. It wasn't the food that enticed Amélie, but rather the interior. She had a weakness for venerable halls. It was Enzo's way of showing his love for her by reserving a table there.

"You'll like it," she promised him. By the way, she had been a better liar in the past.


Wooden Stakes Make Bad Piercings

It could have been so simple.

Whether Denaux was alive or not was irrelevant. Both scenarios were equally good, as long as it kept the prosecutor's office off his back. With the extensive workload at the moment, he couldn't afford nosy and intrusive snoops. If Marc Denaux were alive, he could thank his daughter for that. The charming leverage not only secured her father's life but also guaranteed that he would redirect his focus to other criminals in the future.

Mission accomplished – time to leave.

At least, that's what one would think. However, he hadn't counted on Amélie. The negotiations were over and to show his goodwill, he placed the girl back on the ground. But before he could leave the house (or even move a muscle), the little one hugged his leg.

Uh ... that meant he was supposed to stay. Probably better not. She could manage to lock him in the basement. She was amusing, no doubt. But a bit possessive for his taste.

It was close to a miracle that she had even let go of his neck. Because right now, she was displaying impressive strength. And she adored him with large, childlike eyes. Oh, damn It ... When a woman looked at him like that, he meticulously avoided her and congratulated himself for never having taken her home. But even that didn't help him. He wasn't at home. He was at her home. And since she didn't let go, he was reluctantly forced to stay here. Unless he valued dragging her behind him all the way to his place. However ... when you had to flee, being petty wasn't an option, so he indeed dragged her into the hallway. There he gave up and responded to her father's sardonic grin by baring his fangs.

"Do you want to do something about it?"

"Come on, Amélie, say goodbye. You have to go back to bed," coaxed Denaux.

Motivation sounded different. Especially as that was an incredibly sensible argument. What child willingly went to bed? No wonder the tiny, stubborn creature didn't care about her father's words. She preferred to latch onto his belt, almost tearing his pants off, making it abundantly clear that he needed to lower himself to her eye level. Did he have any other choice? Taking Amélie with him would also add kidnapping to the list of his sins. And there were things that just didn't belong there. Once again, Amélie tugged at his belt. Good grief, did she always pull down the pants of men she barely knew?

To exert more force, Amélie even dropped her teddy bear. Alright. He crouched down to her level and placed the teddy bear back in her arms. Once more, he felt Amélie's surprisingly strong grip around his neck. Why hadn't he run when he had the chance?

"Amélie, let the nice man go. He surely has other things to attend to," attempted the most incompetent father of all time to try his luck once again.

"Only if he promises to come to my birthday on Sunday. You're coming, right?" Amélie shouted in his ear.

"Not so loud," he groaned. Bloody hell. Who gave a kid such a voice? Were his ears already bleeding? He subtly glanced at the mirror next to the coat rack.

"Can you hear mice too?"

"Only when I'm not deaf," he replied. Hopefully, he didn't sound too pitiful. What kind of impression did that give off, for heaven's sake?

Unfortunately, Amélie's attention span was greater than other kids her age. She didn't forget her initial request.

"Are you coming?" she persisted, emphasizing the seriousness of her wish by strangling his windpipe.

Imagine a vampire with a girl dangling from his neck, who, in turn, was half pressing a teddy bear into his face. Who was scared here, really?

Even Denaux forgot his distress and couldn't resist the ludicrousness of this situation. His mouth twitched with amusement, and eventually, he grabbed onto his coat rack and burst out laughing. Clearly lingering effects of the shock—there couldn't be any other explanation for it.

"Oh God," gasped the policeman. "I know what kind of record you have, and probably, it just amounts to about thirty percent of your list of sins, but anyone Amélie adores so much can't be all that bad."

Hopefully, the vampire looked as annoyed as he felt.

"Thanks," he grunted, mentally adding "jerk." For educational purposes, he kept that insult to himself. Amélie might ask what a jerk was and then insult her teachers tomorrow.

With a sigh, he opened the front door, but that didn't faze Amélie in the slightest. She ignored the hint given by the front door. Undeterred, she hung onto his neck. As an experiment, he moved toward the garden gate. Denaux followed, but Amélie carried on, launching into an interrogation, completely unfazed.

"Do you have kids?"

"No," he replied grumpily, failing miserably to pry her off his neck. The only way would be to break her arms.

"Why not? Are you inso-pent?"

"Inso-what?"

"Saw it on TV, they can't make kids," Amélie cheerfully shouted across the entire street.

"No idea what you're watching on TV, but it's definitely not that!"

The kid was driving him nuts. Heaven knows where she inherited her persistence from. Maybe she was adopted because there was no way she got it from her parents. Or she was the devil's very own spawn.

Meanwhile, Denaux seemed utterly overwhelmed at the thought of taking his kid away. Or maybe the so-called honorable policeman was the sadist in the group.

By the way, his daughter's getting back to the core of the conversation.

"Sunday? Pleeeeease!"

Thundering hell! The whine in his ear escalated to a higher pitch, mutating into a full-blown air raid siren.

"Okay, okay, I'll come," he groaned in surrender. Oh man, who gets blackmailed with a hearing loss? But the fear for his hearing was greater than his reluctance.

"Yaaay!"

He visibly faltered. "God help us if you ever develop an interest in men," he gritted his teeth, rubbing his battered ear.

Amélie pressed her head against his cheek. "But I don't want an insopent."

Once she secured her victim's promise for Sunday, the girl appeared as defiant as a houseplant and innocently spooky enough to give you the creeps. Whoever had such a daughter at home definitely didn't need a guard dog. Or a service weapon. That little one could end entire wars.

Without any resistance, she allowed him to return her to her father. A moment of freedom he immediately used to leave.

"See you Sunday," Amélie yelled after him.
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Jason opened the door to his office and was greeted in the usual affectionate manner by his assistant, "About time! You were supposed to be in the office two hours ago! I have a personal life too, you know, but no, I have to constantly wait for you."

"Thanks, Helen, for calling in the cavalry to rescue me. I see you were almost fainting with worry," he said, bending down to pet his dog, which was wagging its tail so vigorously that it almost tipped over.

"Jeremy wanted to ask the French President for his people, but Cecile said we didn't need to worry. She mentioned that you'd only face danger from jealous men of your bedfellows. And dodging baseball bats, you're quite accustomed to that by now. By the way, your shirt is ruined," Helen replied.

She stepped forward, swiftly undoing Jason's shirt with an unexpected ease, a gesture one might associate with a different profession. Her gaze skimmed nonchalantly over Jason's exposed chest, an act that seemed almost insulting.

Unfortunately, Helen seemed to conform to just two stereotypes often associated with assistants: blonde and an domestic dragon. If she had been a spirited individual twenty years ago, she was now, in her forties, a blend of the sternest matron and an uncompromising force of nature.

"Simply prettier. Time had been kind to her, and her regular boxing sessions (which she only pursued to blow off steam, of course, because of him) hadn't hurt either. If he didn't know what hell awaited him, he might have done a few things to get a little more out of the working relationship.

She handed him a shirt in cheerful black and smiled at him. "But I'm still relieved that you managed to escape."

Oh, damn it ... Helen only smiles at me so warmly when she wants a vacation or more money. Or when Jason's misfortune is rolling in.

Jason cautiously inquired, "Cecile is on her way?" If there was a God, please, no. Well, what could he say? God didn't like him. Or was simply to be described as pleasure-seeking pack.

"Don't pull that face," Cecile's voice sounded from behind him. "You know you can't escape me. Although I might need to renew the love spell again. It seems to be losing its effect a bit."

"I thought you only played with crystal balls and watched episodes of 'The Big Bang Theory' before they were even filmed?"

"You're just jealous."

This woman was both pest and cholera. He hadn't been a child of lonely nights until today. He loved women of all kinds. Others referred to it as indiscriminate, but in his opinion, every woman possessed something special.

However, Cecile had driven him to white heat during their first encounter, instilling in him the desire either to strangle her or to sleep with her. Because he didn't like an audience for either scenario and Linett had been particularly grumpy that day, he paid her another visit a week later. It wasn't difficult to discern which option he had chosen. However, the one-night stand had developed a bit differently than planned. If the quality was right, the Mademoiselle could become quite clingy.

Jason buried his hands in his pockets. He felt the warmth of her fingers on his bare skin and just managed to suppress a contented sigh. Maybe her clinginess wasn't that bad after all.

From the kitchen came giggles, though suspiciously it sounded like his second assistant. Leading with her protruding belly Linett emerged from the kitchen, behind her stand Jeremy. Her clothes were loose-fitting, yet practically everything seemed to overflow beneath and above them. It was almost a miracle to Jason that she could stand with such an obviously excessive weight.

"What are you doing here?" he asked.

She supported her arms under her substantial belly. "Checking if I'll still have a boss tomorrow, or if fifty percent of my child's godparents have departed this world. You don't happen to have any chocolate, do you?"

"In the storeroom, behind the headphones," Jason revealed, his mouth twitching with amusement.

She narrowed her eyebrows suspiciously. "Why do you hide chocolate there?"

"So that I have some at the right moment and you don't devour me."

With a satisfied smile Linett shifted her baby bump toward the exit and trudged out. She was only one, at most two weeks away from delivery, but she still displayed the voracious appetite of a sugar-addicted caterpillar.

"It's good that you escaped," Jeremy finally chimed in.

Jeremy was actually one of his employees. The term "actually" befitted Jeremy because, since Linett's progressing pregnancy, he was hardly of any use for assignments. If Jason had believed, that he seen everything in his over two hundred years of life, he was thoroughly proven wrong one day. Witnessing a (normally) cold-blooded hitman kneel before Linett, placing his ear against her baby bump with a goofy grin, was as peculiar as it was fascinating.

However, whether Jeremy was unbelievably relieved because his best friend hadn’t died or because Jason gave him a ten-minute reprieve until Linett finished off the chocolate and her next binge, he didn’t say. And that was probably for the best for their friendship.

"Thanks, I would've really missed you guys if I had died and gone to hell," Jason quipped as he struggled to button his shirt, because Cecile kept pushing the fabric apart repeatedly, to let her fingers glide indulgently over its surface. She tilted her head and licked her lips. Her hair brushed pleasantly against his skin as she leaned against him. Her whisper sent a pleasant tingle across his skin.

"We're all delighted. What would we do without you? Without pay? And then I'd have to find a new man."

"You could do that anyway."

He certainly wouldn't be an obstacle. On the contrary, he would assist Cecile in her search for the right or wrong one, as long as he could just get rid of her.

Playfully, Cecile hooked her fingers into the waistband of his pants. "Apparently, the vervain they gave you still seems to cloud your judgment."

She earnestly attempted to silence his retort with a kiss. Unsuccessfully, by the way. If she knew him better, she'd realize that one would have to sew his mouth shut to stop him from talking.

"I was clouded when I visited your shop a second time. The first time ..." Jason countered, promptly losing his train of thought. As always, when his blood eagerly flowed to deeper regions. The same regions Cecile was currently gently massaging through the fabric of his pants.

"The kitchen table is still available," Helen casually interrupted this stimulating part of the conversation. "We'll wait until you're finished because we still want to know who the guys were that kidnapped you."

Linett returned just in time from her outing to hear Helen's words. "Oh yes, I'm interefted in hearing the whole ftory."

"You have chocolate on your chin," Jason replied.

Helen tossed a pack of tissues to Linett before crossing her arms over her chest and lifting her chin. Add a cane, and she could pass for the strictest teacher of all time.

"Don't deflect from the topic. And you, Cecile, keep your hands off him for five minutes, as long as there's hope his brain cells aren't in a porn-induced coma."

To ensure Cecile followed her instruction, Helen pushed the witch aside with an office chair. Of course, she only rolled it across the room so the heavily pregnant Linett could sit without having to walk two steps to her desk. Helen's concern was touching, especially when she could use it to assert her will.

Jason ran his hand over the stubble on his face, ignoring Cecile's longing smile. "Alright, do you guys remember Joseph Bériault and Dominic Landry?"

"How could we forget?" scoffed Jeremy.

"Really bad guys," Linett said with a piece of chocolate in her mouth, tearing open the wrapper of the last chocolate bar.

"You knew those two?" Jeremy asked his companion, looking puzzled.

"No, but everyone in the Mafia is rotten," Linett replied, looking sadly at the empty wrappers in her lap.

"Thanks a lot," Jason responded with a grin. "They gained sad notoriety because they were found dead within a week, each with a stake in their chest."

"Oh yes!" exclaimed Linett, raising her finger like a student. "That was in the newspaper. Thanks to the vivid descriptions by that journalist, I still feel sick. I wonder if she saw the crime scene to write so vividly?"

"It wouldn't surprise me," Jason replied. "Maybe she was even there when these two esteemed men of the Parisian Mafia—"

"Nonsense," scoffed Helen.

"... got their heart piercings," Jason continued louder, trying to drown out further unnecessary interruptions.

Helen was right. Neither Bériault nor Landry had been impressive figures in the criminal underworld of the City of Love, despite their vampiric nature.

Linett licked her finger to wipe the last chocolate crumbs from the wrappers. "How do you know that?"

"Because she asked me some idiotic questions earlier," Jason replied.

Cecile chuckled and playfully tugged at a corner of his shirt. "Ah, I see. She insulted your superior intelligence with them and kept you from escaping. Don't look so grim. You have to admit, no one is going to call the rescue squad just because you wanted to have some fun and got yourself kidnapped. Especially not if, when they arrive, you're happily sitting there, enjoying yourself, on the corpses of your kidnappers, puffing away on some weed."

"That's in the past!" protested Jason, pulling the shirt out of her grasp. By the way, that's a good point. It was getting chilly on his uncovered stomach.

"Twice in the last three weeks," Helen corrected. "Not to mention countless times before. You yourself say it's a good method to get into a place uncomplicatedly."

"But I'll let you know beforehand next time!"

"How many are dead this time?" Jeremy asked.

"None."

"Rough day, huh?" Jeremy handed him a glass of Scotch in the same breath, ensuring that Linett's relationship status didn't change from 'taken and pregnant' to 'single parent due to unfortunate demise of partner' within a few seconds.

"These people are vampire hunters, not unknowing mortals," Jason interjected. He fastened the bottom button of his shirt, but as he went for the second, Cecile was already undoing the first one again.

Linett shook her chocolate wrapper one last time and tossed it into the trash. "Don't tell me vampire hunters are too much for you."

"Of course not!"

"Are they like that Van Helsing guy?" Helen asked curiously.

"No, more like... on speed," he replied. "They knew exactly what my plan for tonight was. It's very likely someone snitched on me."

Jeremy shrugged nonchalantly. "Shouldn't be too hard to find out their names and addresses. The rest can be taken care of with a scope."

"Do you know any names?" Linett asked curiously. Her gaze wandered longingly around the room and eventually settled on Jeremy. He became visibly nervous under the expectant look of the expectant mother.

"I only know the name of the female journalist," Jason said, taking a seat in one of the visitor chairs, perhaps hoping Cecile would finally stop fiddling around.

"Well, that's easy then. Charm her and don't forget to ask for the names in between," Jeremy suggested with an innocent grin, under Linett's hungry gaze.

Hey, not a bad strategy. But why should he volunteer to extract information from this little fury?

"I just realized: As the boss, I can delegate too. I'm delegating this task to you. You're going to do it!" Jason cheerfully toasted Jeremy.

"No way," Linett interjected with gleaming eyes. "I might as well kill her before things get to that point," Jeremy replied, ignoring the murderous glances from his companion.

Jason grinned broadly. Sure, lately Jeremy had only been suitable for quick jobs lasting no longer than a day. But the relationship between him and Linett has advantages. It not only ensured Linett's unconditional loyalty but also provided a lot of fun.

"No one touches the girl for now," Jason interjected as casually as possible. A futile attempt. "And why not?" asked everyone present in unison.

Why didn't he know any better? None, absolutely none of those present here had the decency to take his instructions without questioning them.

"So, why not?" Cecile pressed on when he showed no signs of providing an answer.

"Do you really want to discuss that? Then I'd rather button up my shirt so you don't stare at my abs," Jason retorted snappishly.

Once again, the assumption held true: women were just as much slaves to their desires as men. Cecile's blissful, anticipatory gaze alone made everyone else flee. Linett insisted that subjecting her unborn child to such a sight was unthinkable. A trauma wouldn't be in the child's best interest. Jeremy seemed torn until Linett accidentally kicked his knee, followed by a highly unbelievable, "Oh, I'm so sorry!"

Helen calmly tidied up until Cecile threatened to cast a love spell on her, binding her to an ancient, long-deceased yet remarkably agile Egyptian pharaoh.

"Are there actually living mummies?" Jason asked with interest.

He didn't get an answer, but he found plenty of reasons to forget his question. His dog watched the scene disinterestedly for a while before yawning and falling asleep. Several hours later, Jason was on the verge of dozing off in Helen's office chair when Cecile, naked and visibly content, settled onto his lap. Fine lines formed around her eyes as she mischievously asked him the question he least wanted to hear: "So, what's the deal with Amélie Denaux?"

Had he mentioned that he despised far-sighted witches?


Of Stubborn Clams and Confused Stalkers

Finally, the day had arrived! Today was her sixth birthday. Yes, she was all grown up now. And more importantly: today her vampire was coming. He had promised.

Restlessly fidgeting in her chair, Amélie asked for the hundredth time, "When is he finally coming?"

"Don't be disappointed if something more important comes up for him," her mom replied, securing a hair clip and a bow in Amélie's hair.

"That's not possible. He's nice!"

Her mom sighed. "Not all men in this world are nice." She turned Amélie around to look her in the face. "Dad has been watching this man for a very long time because he's done many bad things."

"Was he mean to kids?" she asked in doubt. Mom had often spoken about that. About men who lured children with sweets and kindness, only to hurt them later. Her worldview would be severely shaken if that applied to the friendly visitor with the funny fangs. But she was sure he wouldn't do that.

"No," her mother admitted, prompting a triumphant gleam on Amélie's face.

"But he's done many other bad things," her mom added.

"I don't believe that," Amélie vehemently disagreed.

Her mother sighed again.

Why? Mom didn't have it that hard. Her vampire would come. And they would have fun. And they would drink tea with him and Teddy. Did vampires even like tea?

Amélie wrinkled her nose. "Why don't you like him? You haven't even seen him!"

"I just haven't heard anything good about him. He's not a good man," her mother explained gently, wiping away a defiant tear from her cheek.

"But you said we should make our own ..." Amélie chirped confidently before faltering. What was the right word again? "... expression!"

"You mean, make an impression. And yes, you're right, I did say that," her mother replied. She sighed deeply once more.

After all, it was Mom who always told her to be open with others. Sure, their front door was usually closed, but otherwise, it would always be drafty.

Many years later, Amélie would feel embarrassed about this discussion. Her mother truly had a tough job that day. She not only had to prepare Amélie for the likelihood that her eagerly anticipated birthday guest wouldn't come, but also had to explain that her naive idea of the professional criminal being a nice guy was mistaken. At that moment, her mother must have been very frustrated that she couldn't pin him down for pedophilia. Because Amélie wouldn't be convinced about anything else. Probably because she didn't understand what constituted abduction, extortion and assault. Not that she wanted to accuse her parents of lying back then; Amélie just held on to an opinion that no one could explain how she even formed in the first place.

[image: ]

A particularly gusty breeze billowed her skirt and tugged at her hair, but she didn't let that dampen her mood. On the contrary. It was windy, yes, but an unusually mild evening for February. Delicious scents wafted from the restaurants and her own stomach rumbled eagerly. Relaxed, she linked arms with Enzo and relished diving into the crowd, letting herself be infected by the zest for life of others.

Paris was incomparable. Especially hurried pedestrians jostled past the awestruck tourists. A small, scruffy bundle of fur sniffed at Amélie's shoe before yapping away and darting between the legs of a child who shrieked in surprise, then burst into laughter.

"It's a lovely evening," sighed Amélie contentedly.

"Hmm," grunted Enzo, running his finger along the collar of his white shirt. He seemed visibly uncomfortable in his suit, and Amélie's slow pace seemed to bother him. He kept tugging at her arm and huffed in annoyance whenever a tourist abruptly stopped to gawk somewhere.

"Can't we walk on the street?" he asked as they sidestepped a newly in love couple.

"No," replied Amélie with a mischievous smile.

Tourists didn't get everything wrong. They savored the sights of the streets, the architecture of the buildings, the old fountains and strolled along under the arcades of the buildings, occasionally stealing a furtive glance into the windows of outrageously expensive boutiques. The less fabric used, the more expensive the piece. But the Rue de Rivoli wasn't just a beautiful place for tourists. Amélie also loved this street with its historic flair.

And the Tuileries Garden! A green oasis amidst a loud, overcrowded city. Lovingly tended, cared for, and adorned with exotic plants. Although not as popular as the Versailles Gardens, it still attracted tourists wearing funny and completely unsuitable outfits, constantly taking photos of the same sights.

It was a pity that Enzo's level of cultural interest had probably reached its limit with dinner at Le Meurice. A stroll in the park would undoubtedly overtax his patience and sense of romance. Yet, Amélie seized every opportunity to visit the Tuileries Garden.

She had been there almost every day as a young child. She built snowmen in the winter. Sometimes she'd stick small twigs at the corners of their mouths to make them look like pointed teeth. In summer, she chased pigeons. Whenever she entered, she'd hear either her father cursing the tourists or Jason mocking the same people. That vampire again!

Amélie sighed softly. How could it be that a man she had only seen regularly for a year still occupied so much of her thoughts? And why hadn't she simply asked him if he remembered her? Perhaps he wasn't the vampire from her childhood after all.

Amélie nestled a bit closer to Enzo's arm. Enzo might be grumpy, but he was also an unwavering rock in the surf.

"Are you not feeling well?" Enzo asked, holding the door open to Le Meurice.

The sight in the restaurant compensated for any wasted thoughts on vampires bearing a striking and unfortunate resemblance to the childhood dream prince. It was like Versailles! Tall windows vied with huge golden chandeliers for the observer's attention. Elaborate plasterwork decorations beckoned to forget about the meal and just stare at the walls.

"No, no," Amélie contradicted absentmindedly, finding it hard to tear her gaze away. "I was just thinking that I never expected to fall in love with the boy next door ... You never noticed me," she added to dispel the suspicion from Enzo's gaze.

"When you were five, I was going through puberty," her friend dryly retorted. "And when you were in puberty, you were too much for me to handle."

Skeptically, Enzo regarded the liveried waiter, who, with a haughty look, flipped through the pages of the small book, appearing incredulous that an order was actually under the name Enzo Brubier.

With a carefully selected politeness that seemed to increasingly annoy Enzo, the waiter escorted them to the table, where he adjusted Amélie's chair, as her own companion clearly lacked the necessary manners, only observing with arms crossed.

"I am Patrice, your server for this evening," announced the headwaiter, smiling encouragingly as he handed them the wine list.

Enzo grumbled something. Presumably, it was better that no one understood. In the end, they might be kicked out before the aperitif. With an internal sigh, she observed her friend, who set aside the menu without a single glance.

"Do you remember the man who used to visit my father and me several times a week?" asked Amélie, blindly tapping a finger on the wine list to make a selection and show it to the waiter.

"Beer," Enzo dictated at the same moment, shooing the waiter away with a gesture. "You used to shout his name across the street regularly for a year."

"And do you also remember what he looked like?" Amélie asked curiously. A teenager should hopefully have a better memory than a five-year-old.

"No," Enzo replied far too quickly for Amélie's taste.

"Are you sure?" she asked softly. Did he genuinely not remember, or was he choosing not to?

"No," Enzo repeated, and now his tone matched his expression—cold and dismissive.

"He was a vampire too," Amélie tried again.

"Even better that he was killed before he could influence you any longer. He was probably just waiting for you to become a pretty young woman with delicious blood," Enzo retorted, his tone icy.

Amélie flinched at the impact of his words. "I don't believe that!" She had come to the same conclusion herself that her beloved vampire had stopped visiting her because he simply couldn't. Yet, deep down, she never gave up hope that he might still be alive. And with Jason, she had found a vampire who qualified as the prime suspect.

"What? That he's dead or that he only saw you as future food?" Enzo hissed, as if the waiter couldn't hear him anyway.

"The latter."

"Sure. He probably only fed on animals and blood packs," grumbled Enzo.

Amélie took the wine bottle from the persistent waiter.

"Don't you want to try it?" he asked, sounding offended.

"No!" She didn't want any witnesses when she smashed the bottle on Enzo's insensitive skull!

The waiter was well-mannered. He refrained from any protest and swiftly fled, only to return seconds later with Enzo's beer. Man, he seemed so concerned about not missing a word of their conversation.

Enzo took the glass from the waiter's hand and took a satisfying gulp before turning back to Amélie. His lips curled mockingly. "Why did he break into your house at night?"

"Because he wanted to talk to my father."

"At night? And for that, he breaks in through the back door?"

They were probably the only guests to receive their food so darn quickly. Patrice practically rushed back to their table with the plates, providing flying service. Half of the salad slid off her plate, which seemed perfectly convenient for Patrice. He awkwardly rearranged it back and stayed close by, just to be safe. Perhaps he feared the salad would crawl off the table otherwise.

"He didn't break through the back door," Amélie countered. Let the waiter listen if he wanted. She didn't care.

"Because of him, your father installed the most expensive alarm system he could find. The only thing missing was a self-shooting mechanism," Enzo sneered. "Damn it, is there no normal food here?"

The crab in lemon sauce that had just been served to him seemed far more interested in escaping than engaging in their conversation. Even though dead and dismembered, one of the pieces slipped quite vivaciously across the table as Enzo attacked it with his fork.

At least Enzo seemed to have remembered to mention Amélie's vegetarianism when making the reservation. Before her lay an excellent, albeit slightly disheveled selection of vegetables. Pros: No animals had died for her meal, unwillingly hopping over the tablecloth even in death.

Enzo stabbed his fork into a piece of crab, causing the metal to screech against the porcelain plate. "Finally accept it! He was no better than any other of those damned species. All that talk about the food chain. Humans stand at the top."

"And eats dead crabs," Amélie countered.

"Better than live ones," Enzo shot back.

"Or duck liver," she added after glancing at the menu. "He eats animals that were force-fed and kept in tiny cages beforehand. How does that make him any better?"

Patrice gasped in horror. "Excuse me, Madame, all the dishes served here are from animals that enjoyed all the comforts. Free-range, intensive care..."

"Oh, spare us!" Amélie and Enzo snapped at him simultaneously.

Immediately, the head waiter, with his apron fluttering, hurried over. His carefully groomed mustache quivered in indignation. "Is something not to your liking?"

"Could you please let us continue arguing undisturbed?" Amélie asked with a sour smile, making a face at the staring lady from the neighboring table.

"Could you finally serve the next course?" barked Enzo.

"Could you please lower your voices a bit?" hissed the head waiter, his initially friendly and patient expression fading away.

"Could you please call the police?" a delicate voice chimed in before Enzo, or rather Amélie, could start reproaching the lack of manners and the inappropriate, openly displayed curiosity of the other guests.

Four pairs of eyes turned toward the petite brunette with raised shoulders.

"Pauline! What are you doing here?" Amélie asked her best friend.

The head waiter rolled up his shirt sleeves, looking agitated. "Madam, I beg your pardon, what did you say?"

"Could you call the police? I'm being followed!" Pauline stated firmly, her voice becoming increasingly higher and hysterical.

"Again?" Enzo snorted disparagingly.

Pauline grabbed a whiskey that a waitress was carelessly carrying past her on a tray and gulped it down in one go.

"This time, for real!" she implored.

"I don't mean to be rude, but could you please refrain from bothering our other guests?" the head waiter interjected.

"You should be glad we're here. After all, we're currently the entertainment," retorted Amélie. "And could you please bring us another chair?"

What an affront! In a regular pub, it would have been easy to get a chair. However, in a hopelessly booked upscale restaurant, it was evidently too much to ask for. Perhaps it wasn't customary for guests to misbehave there.

"Should we call the police?" Patrice dared to ask, finally pushing a chair over to Pauline.

"Yes!" Pauline exclaimed.

"No," Enzo and the head waiter chorused.

Amélie remained silent.

"Another whiskey and a calming pill," she whispered to Patrice.

Patrice grinned mischievously. The young man seemed to be enjoying the disastrous yet entertaining guests.

"Who's following you this time?" Amélie handed Pauline a fork without any rush.

"You might think you don't take me and my fears seriously!" Pauline skewered the hopping crab from the middle of the table. Amélie kicked Enzo's shin hard just as he was about to open his mouth.

"Well, you've been wrong occasionally," Amélie attempted diplomatically.

That was an understatement. Pauline often felt stalked. Once by a salesman who wondered why she didn't appreciate him returning her lost phone in the store, along with a bouquet of flowers. Another time, a man mistakenly sat on her lap in a crowded tram. The last of Pauline's alleged stalkers was a man who even made Amélie initially ponder.

The man had frequently followed Pauline, who often worked late into the evening, on her short walk from the office to her apartment. However, it turned out that this man was not at all interested in Pauline in a psychopathic way (or in any way at all), but rather was the new head of accounting on the fifth floor who coincidentally lived in the same building. It was no surprise that the poor guy voluntarily moved out after narrowly avoiding being sued by Pauline for the costs of his relocation and the hearing damage she claimed to have suffered after their hysterical confrontation.

"I'm being followed by a man," declared Pauline.

"No kidding," grumbled Enzo.

"Actually, a rather handsome man," added Pauline, and Enzo rolled his eyes. All of Pauline's stalkers happened to be handsome.

"I reckon he's a bit shorter than Enzo and has black hair. A tad overdressed for my taste. He's in a suit, waistcoat, tie, even a top hat. He followed me up to here! I'm so glad you messaged me earlier about where you were heading," Pauline recounted eagerly, consciously avoiding Enzo's stern gaze before she got spooked. "Not even a minute longer would I have lasted on my own! I didn't want to go home!" Pauline chattered incessantly, grabbing a second whiskey from the waiter's hand before he could place it on the tablecloth.

"You'll have to go there eventually," Enzo remarked. The knuckles were whitening as he tightly grasped his fork.

"Can't I sleep at your place?" Pauline pleaded with Amélie, while Enzo's glance delivered a warning message.

"Sure, you can," Amélie replied. "I'm sorry, Enzo, but I won't leave my friend in the lurch. Let's have dinner together, and we'll postpone the rest of the evening to tomorrow," she suggested, running her hand over Enzo's, which only released the fork to reach for the beer.

"In that case, I might as well leave now," Enzo stated as he raised his glass to take a sip before getting up from his seat. "Have fun at your girls' night," he added in a tone that wished them everything but fun.

As he maneuvered through the other tables, he bumped into a kneeling man, causing him to miss placing the ring on his fiancée's finger and accidentally tossing it into her cleavage.

"I don't know what you see in him," Pauline remarked, waving at Patrice to order a white wine.

"He's never dull," Amélie retorted.

"Neither am I," Pauline dryly replied.

"But you're not a man!"

"You're not trying to discriminate against me now, are you? I have more balls than five men put together. Just in the ovary," Pauline said before turning to Patrice and taking the glass from him with a radiant smile.

He visibly struggled to maintain his professionalism. He grinned broadly and winked at Pauline in an exaggeratedly mischievous way. Great. Amélie had a sulking boyfriend and Pauline snagged a date for herself.

"That's outrageous," Amélie heard a woman whisper loudly in the background. "That they even let such people in here."

"Refrain from it," Amélie told Pauline, who was already opening her mouth.

The waiter brought the final course, a subtle hint that they were no longer welcome here.

"So, what do you find in Enzo?" Pauline returned to her original question.

"He's a nice guy," Amélie replied disinterestedly. She genuinely liked Enzo, even if it wasn't a grand love affair. Neither for her nor for him. And Pauline, who was also aware of this, felt it was her duty to shove relationship problems in Amélie's face as often as possible until Amélie took the only right step: to break up. Unfortunately, that would not only leave her without a man in her life but also without a top story about vampires. With evidence. Yes, she was selfish, but Enzo wouldn't perish from it.

"He's an idiot, arrogant, and good for nothing. At the beginning, he was kind of sweet, albeit too servile and clingy for my taste. You deserve someone better. You can meet great new guys on Tinder," lectured Pauline.

"Tinder?" Amélie asked, puzzled.

"Yeah, Tinder." Pauline fished her phone out of her handbag and tapped away on it eagerly. "You upload a photo of yourself, check out the guys and if you like each other, you can chat."

Ah-ha ... meat market on the couch with chips, cola, chocolate, and popcorn.

"Sorry, but I'm not interested in that," said Amélie.

Pauline tilted her head and peered at her through her bangs. "Well, tough luck, darling. I uploaded your picture a week ago and found a guy for you."

Her jaw dropped, almost literally falling off her face. "You did what?"

"I got you a guy," Pauline repeated, propping her chin up on her hand. "And he's cute. Look here."

Amélie recoiled just in time to avoid Pauline smashing the phone against her nose. On the display was a man who (damn it all) was indeed a handsome guy. He looked like one of those models on hundreds of book covers, differing only in the man's pose and the number of letters in the title. But who needed a model anyway?

Amélie shook her head. "No, thank you."

"Oh, why not?" pouted Pauline. "He's handsome."

"Then why don't you go out with him! I have a boyfriend."

"Enzo doesn't count."

"Of course, he does!" And there was also a certain vampire. Darn it.

"And I'm saying he doesn't count. He didn't pass my inspection. He doesn't like me, and I don't like him. And unfortunately, that rules out a wedding. Which brings me to the next point: You don't want to marry Enzo at all. Even though as a child, all you talked about was getting married. You've 'married' more times than Elizabeth Taylor," explained Pauline, sounding serious.

Sighing, Amélie endured her friend's lecture and couldn't prevent the image of Jason from flashing in her mind, especially at that last sentence. She had to find out if he and the childhood vampire were the same person, no matter what it took.

"And you're a jerk because you're not honest with him and you're rejecting him," Pauline finished her monologue.

Well, maybe Amélie had to eliminate her friend first, but then it was Jason's turn!


The Beautiful Women Just Abduct Themselves

He stepped out of the car and locked it. At the Denaux family's house, there were so many balloons attached that it seemed like it might take off any minute. Was this truly the best of his decisions?

Calculative motives led him to attend such a ludicrous event like a children's birthday party. Of course. What else could possibly make him ponder whether Amélie would appreciate a paint set? Sympathy for a child who wasn't his own? Utterly absurd.

Keeping an eye on Denaux couldn't hurt. The closer the vampire stayed to Denaux's daughter, the quicker he could make Amélie pay for her father's foolishness. It remained only to hope that no one realized he would never harm a hair on Amélie's head. Who wanted to tarnish their reputation by antagonizing a tyrannical yet sweet five-year-old (pardon, she was now six)? It matched his eccentric nature, but Amélie was clearly giving him competition. He had never encountered a child like her—persistent yet simultaneously sugary sweet.

He heard the stomping of a child and a shout from inside the house.

"Yeahhhh!"

"Oh no," he muttered quietly. Please, not this shouting again. His ear was still ringing from the last time.

Amélie dashed toward him in a floral dress. Her dark blonde, wavy hair billowed like a flag behind her, as did the poor teddy bear. Apparently, the little one was counting on her visitor to catch her, or she'd crash into him at full speed.

So, he crouched down, halfway to his knees (how easy it was to persuade him to such a gesture), allowing Amélie to leap into his arms. And she did, at full speed.

"Uff."

She wrapped her arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. He was experiencing a déjà vu. And not a pleasant one.

"I knew you'd come," crowed Amélie.

"Your optimism is alarming." After all, until yesterday, he himself wasn't entirely sure if he should come.

Her father emerged from the house, followed by Amélie's mother. Monsieur Denaux made no effort to hide his smug grin.

"I didn't believe you'd come," he confessed as a realist, while Amélie planted another audible smooch on the vampire's cheek and seemed to have decided never to descend from him again.

"But do come inside. Although our neighbors enjoy the sitcoms taking place in our garden, they're stingy with their compensation," Denaux added mockingly, gesturing invitingly toward the wide-open front door.

He could only hope that not all the present children mistook a vampire for a climbing tree. Otherwise, he might eventually have to eradicate this family. In self-defense, of course.

"Your teddy feels neglected," he said, hoping to shake off Amélie with that. The stuffed toy had fallen to the ground and lay there, looking lonely. Perhaps it was relieved to escape Amélie's chokehold for a few minutes.

"No! Look, it's happy you're here too," the little girl replied, smartly, without releasing her guest, pointing at the teddy, which from its perspective seemed more tortured than cheerful.

So he bent down to return the toy to Amélie. Unfortunately, there was no exchange; he only added one more captive. But who could be annoyed with her when she smiled like that?

"Amélie, if you want to open your gift, you should let go of him," her mother attempted to move the little clinging vine away from him, but she hadn't counted on her daughter's tenacity, who felt perfectly comfortable in her place.

"No way!" protested the girl, relenting only under her mother's stern gaze.

"Amélie, he's your guest, and he probably wants something to drink and eat. Behave now. He's not a Hollywood swing!" Madame Denaux scrutinized the unexpected (and unwanted) visit with skepticism. If she knew from her husband who this visitor was, she wouldn't be pleased to see her daughter in the arms of such a man. And if she didn't know, she'd surely wonder where Amélie had picked up this complete stranger.

The second option would be a good chance to get used to more years with Amélie. If Amélie still knew just as well who she wanted in ten to fifteen years, she wouldn't shy away from kidnappings either.

"You're not leaving right away, are you?" asked Amélie.

"No," he swore as convincingly as possible. Although... perhaps he should just make a run for it.

Amélie was set back on her own feet, but she immediately grabbed his hand, as if she didn't trust the situation. The little one knew how to keep a hold on men.
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Surrend pushed the garage door upward. Jason still had an unfinished task. He had thoroughly messed up yesterday's attempt. You hit the streets to abduct a woman and end up being captured yourself. There were days when getting out of bed wasn't worth it. Hopefully, today would be better.

Peppi, a white furball with brown ears, jumped into the car, barking, as Jason held the door open for him, and curled up contentedly in the footwell. Jason settled behind the wheel and drove toward the Marais district. Boutiques lined up one after another there, occasionally interrupted by a café or a restaurant. He knew that Lucia Fabris, the wife of Basìlio Fabris, a slightly irritable Sicilian Mafioso, loved to expand her wardrobe by several floors there. For that, she usually had the entire store closed and the shop windows covered.

One could never hit a Sicilian Mafioso better than by messing with his family. Family was sacred, and that included the wife—whether you were cheating on her regularly or not. The mother of his children was like Mother Teresa. A precious commodity, no matter how unbearable she was or how much her husband wanted to get rid of her.

Clearly, Lucia's husband had made too many enemies in France, and one of them wanted to coerce the Sicilian into quiet submission. Only until a deal was sealed, one that should proceed without Fabris' meddling. And since the business partners were a bunch of cowardly dogs (sorry, Peppi), none of them wanted to incur the wrath of Basìlio Fabris. That job was better left to Jason.

He had factored in a danger allowance, enough to justify his cheerful whistling occasionally accompanied by Peppi's unmelodious howling.

Jason parked his Smart among the luxury vehicles in the courtyard behind the store. "Don't let the car get stolen, " he warned his dog, receiving a yawn in response, which of course meant, "Yes, boss!" Then he stepped out, locked the car door, and Peppi rested his head on his paws to take a nap. What a dog's life.

Jason circled the building and crossed the street to observe the evening hustle of pedestrians and the shop's entrance from the shadow of a house niche. If one wasn't famous enough to be invited to a fashion show, all they needed to do was come here. In Marais, there were always individuals who believed the latest fashion creations would highlight them, when in fact, it was their ugliness that stood out. And among them were Jews who, depending on their denomination, also occasionally exhibited a peculiar clothing style.

Just then, a woman in a red dress and a transparent raincoat walked by. Although the sky was gray, a raincoat seemed excessive. The fabric of the dress lacked large portions around the hips, stomach and back.

Some called it fashion. He suspected the designer needed a few new pot holders and simply cut them out of this dress. Following this woman was a man wearing a kippah, and behind them...

Jason couldn't believe his eyes. Across the street stood that unspeakable journalist, checking her wristwatch. Restlessly tapping her feet, she scanned the street. So, she was waiting for someone. Hopefully not him.

Damn. He couldn't afford her presence right now. If she had figured out where he was tonight, he seriously needed to consider retiring. Since when had he become so easy to track down?

She glanced around once more before heading to a café to read the announcement. Incredibly inconspicuous. She might even be the bait for her boyfriend.

Damn it all, Jason truly had other problems than dealing with vampire hunters. But when you already had enough enemies on your tail, a few more usually tagged along.

For two decades, six men and one woman shared the city of Paris. One preferred dealing with drugs, another made money by exploiting African people. A peaceful organization. Until a few weeks ago. Not only did overzealous vampire hunters suddenly wreak havoc through Paris, but the seven bosses became deadly enemies.

Well, actually, the others became deadly enemies. Jason had never been fond of power plays. As long as nobody messed with him in terms of economic crime and art thefts, he was everyone's best friend. Yet, the power struggles that abruptly emerged to divide territories and spheres of influence were no longer a joke.

Although the situation was more civil than in some Hollywood flicks, and very few were shot dead in the open street, new bodies appeared daily for weeks. Informants, drug dealers, mostly small fish. Occasionally, someone with a little more influence. Corpses that didn't even elicit sympathy from the police; after all, why intervene when criminals were taking care of each other?

Developments that didn't exactly please Jason. While he was a vampire, he was not infallible, and he certainly didn't want to lose even a single one of his employees in these stupid power struggles. Just because everyone couldn't get enough.

A black limousine (he really didn't understand why nobody preferred a cute Smart) pulled up, diverting his attention from the waiting journalist. Out stepped Lucia. Wearing oversized sunglasses, evidently shielding her sensitive eyes from the glaring streetlights, she covered a grand total of three meters of sidewalk. Two men followed her, attentively surveying the surroundings and holding the door to the boutique open for her.

Now all he had to do was follow without immediately having that damned female journalist and her overzealous friend on his tail. And luck was on his side. The reporter was engaged in a heated conversation with a tall man, repeatedly shaking her head. Ha, she needed her full attention.

Jason hurriedly dashed across the street and into the store. The store bell jingled, and Lucia's bodyguards suddenly snapped out of their bored stupor. Visibly overwhelmed and with slumped shoulders, Jason turned to the salesperson and explained his dilemma: He was looking for a handbag for his girlfriend.

Thankfully, he wasn't really doing that. He didn't even need to fake his horror as he scrutinized over a dozen handbags. These things made even a small car seem like a bargain and, moreover, all looked the same.

The longer he doubtfully examined handbags, the more relaxed the bodyguards became. Initially resting their hands on the weapons under their jackets, the men now crossed their arms in front of their chests, grinning at Jason's dilemma. It seemed like no one cared anymore about his target fussing around in the fitting room.

Right now was the perfect moment. Jason rushed toward the two men, grabbed them by the back of their heads, and slammed their foreheads together. They groaned and sank to the ground. He could fit them into one of those oversized handbags, easily accommodating five of such guys. But Jason preferred to place a couple of those bags in front of the unconscious men so that Lucia wouldn't smell a rat before he incinerated them.

In that same moment, the bell rang again. None other than Amélie, followed by her date, stumbled into the store. Why was that? She couldn't possibly have seen him on the street!

When she recognized him, she froze. It was quite possible that he was sporting the same dumbfounded expression. She had talked to this guy as he sprinted across the street. What was she? A psychic witch? This couldn't be happening!

Her date, whom he'd love to smash in the face, planted his hands on his hips. "You can't just leave me hanging with my pants down! For days, you've been harassing me with messages about how horny and eager you are for me. You even forbid me from jerking off to relieve my frustration until we finally see each other. And now you're acting like a frigid virgin governess who hasn't progressed beyond holding hands."

"You forbade him from jerking off?" asked Jason. What an idiot, who actually follows something like that?

Amélie clenched her hands into fists and gritted her teeth so loudly that she'd probably need a dentist appointment soon. "I didn't forbid him," she said sharply.

"Yes, you did," the guy interjected.

"No, I didn't," Amélie snapped. "That wasn't me. That was... Oh, forget it. Do whatever you want. Go ahead, even in the store.

The fool clearly misunderstood the invitation. He ran his hand through his hair and caressed Amélie's cheek. "Just say that's what you want."

"W-what?" Amélie stuttered, taken aback, as the guy pressed himself against her.

Honestly, it was rude to exclude a conversation partner.

Jason gently tapped the horny pushy guy on the shoulder. But instead, he preferred to wrap his arms around Amélie and ignored her resistance. He should have just left it alone.

Jason grabbed him by the upper arm, spun him around, and yes, it was pure satisfaction as his horny nose broke under Jason's fist. The next blow landed on his chin, and now the wimp at least stopped whining.

"I was about to handle it myself," announced Amélie, pushing her hair out of her face, but her voice sounded shaky.

"Of course," Jason replied. Never take a woman's illusions away. "What the hell are you doing here?"

"Me? What are you doing here?" She walked past him and froze when she saw the two unconscious men. "Okay, different question." Amélie pointed behind him. "What about him?"

Pale as a sheet, the salesman stood behind his counter. His fingers clenched around the handle of a handbag. "I... I didn't see anything. R-really."

"That's very commendable," replied Jason, circling around the counter. The man smelled excellent, and Jason was hungry.

Basìlio would seek revenge on the salesman for the kidnapping of his wife anyway. He wouldn't just chop off his fingers, but quite different body parts. Simply because someone always had to pay. As a vampire's meal, death would be painful but at least quick.

Just as Jason was reaching out his hand toward the trembling salesman, that cursed woman actually kicked him in the back of the knee.

"You're not going to bite him!"

Ah, now she was getting feisty. Jason turned around. He knew that the hunger, the appetite for this man and the slight anger it stirred in him tinted his eyes scarlet red.

But Amélie couldn't care less. She stared at him unwaveringly. "You. Will. Not. Bite. Him." With each word, she jabbed her index finger into his chest.

"Yes, I will."

She pressed her lips together. "No!"

"What are you going to do about it?"

Ha, that question caught her off guard. Her gaze darted nervously around the shop. But before she could slam the cash register over his head, Lucia emerged from the back room.

The evening dress caressed the figure of this Sicilian beauty. As if by chance, she ran her hand over her waist and her gaze slid over the lifeless men.

Her reaction was far from horror. Surely, she was accustomed to a lot by her husband's side. She also showed nerves of steel as Jason squeezed the air out of the salesman until he slumped unconscious. She didn't flinch. She simply assessed the situation.

"I know you," said Lucia, pointing at Jason. "But who is she?"

"My apprentice. She's having her first day today," Jason replied.

Amélie rolled her eyes. "You wish. What could I possibly learn from you?"

"How to defend yourself against intrusive men," Jason retorted.

"Pah!" Amélie snorted in annoyance. "I was still considering my target. But you were too hasty. What's wrong? Are you jealous?"

Jealous? Him? What was she dreaming about at night?

"She's still poorly trained," Jason said to Lucia.

Lucia nodded and smoothed the thin strap of her dress. "And now you want to kill me?"

"No, I want to kidnap you." After all, a planned abduction wasn't a reason to be unfriendly. Especially not when she ran her fingertips over her décolletage, drawing his attention to it.

Lucia glanced briefly at Amélie, who still clasped her hands together as if imagining herself choking someone, then turned back to Jason.

Slowly, Lucia approached him, her gaze scanning his body. A favor he returned just as thoroughly. Yes, she was a beautiful woman. Especially in this dress. Especially in these shoes. And especially with those swaying hips.

"And why, may I ask?" she whispered.

"Because I'm getting paid for it," Jason replied.

"Well, I suppose there are worse things. What woman doesn't dream of being abducted by you, Jason Harris? I've heard that being abducted by you is less terrible and more satisfying," she said, her words accompanied by a coquettish flutter of her eyelashes.

Jason's grin widened noticeably, amused.

"May I change?" Lucia asked, to which Jason took in her enchanting figure.

"I think the dress suits you perfectly," he replied.

"Pah," Amélie scoffed unenthusiastically. But none of them paid any attention to her.

Lucia was a woman whom one would hesitate to say no to, especially when it came to seduction rather than abduction. She was also cunning, proud and not easily defeated.

Only the expression in her brown eyes gave her away. Briefly, a cunning gleam flickered in her gaze, and a moment later, Jason caught her delicate hand, which aimed a blade directly at his heart.

"How naughty," Jason taunted.

His grip tightened, and he heard Lucia's hand bones crack as she let out a soft groan and dropped the knife. A narrow red line traced across her fingers, where the sharp blade had dug into her skin.

"Do you have any more surprises like this?" Jason asked.

An icy silence was the reward for his question.

"Well, then I'll just have to see for myself."

He pulled Lucia closer, and his hand moved provocatively over her curves. Outraged curses accompanied his actions, becoming increasingly vulgar as he lifted the fabric and then slid his hand over her thighs.

"I thought as much." Jason smugly took the tiny revolver from her, which despite its size, could pack quite a punch.

Amélie grinned gleefully. But when she noticed he was watching her, she immediately turned her mouth downward.

"Don't tell me you have nothing to criticize about my behavior," Jason remarked.

Indifferently, Amélie shrugged. "I rely on karma."

Jason tucked the pistol away and released Lucia from his vice-like grip.

She quickly turned around and delivered a hearty slap to his face. Just as she was about to strike with her other hand, Jason dodged out of the way.

"Don't get greedy," he cautioned her.

"I told you: karma!" Amélie retorted mockingly.

Jason grabbed Lucia's arm and pulled her along behind him.

"I want to come with you," Amélie suddenly said.

He stopped abruptly, causing Lucia to stumble into him. "You want what?"

"To come with you."

"You want to be kidnapped too?"

"Of course not. Even though there are worse things for a woman than being kidnapped by Jason Harris. I've heard that being abducted by you is less terrible and more satisfying," Amélie mimicked Lucia. "What does that even mean? Do you sleep with every woman you kidnap so she doesn't bash the dungeon furniture over your head when you're not looking? Ever heard of restraints?"

Okay, that was a bit cheeky.

"Now you're jealous."

"Me? Never! I want to ask you a question. And I want an answer. And when I have the answer, you'll never see me again."

"It's unfair to promise something you have no intention of keeping."

"Oh, I'll keep it. Just try me. Or do you not want to get rid of me? Should I approach you like that too?" She exaggeratedly stroked her waist, then her neckline, and licked her lips. That wasn't enticing. That was creepy.

"Stop it!"

"Stop it!" she mimicked him.

"Cut it out. You sound like a parrot!"

"Screw you!"

"Like a naughty parrot."

"And you sound like an unsatisfied one. Haven't kidnapped anyone in a while, huh?"

It was astonishing. He was speechless. For the first time in his life, he couldn't come up with a dumber comment. The level had dropped so low that he risked becoming unemployed.

"You're not coming," Jason thundered. Goodness gracious. How was one supposed to decently kidnap someone like this? To top it all off, Lucia even stepped on his toe. But at least she respectfully flinched when he not only began to snort in anger but his eyes also glowed red again.

"What are you?" she asked in horror.

But before he could say anything, Amélie answered the question. "Someone who can't handle being contradicted."

"I can handle it just fine."

"No, you can't."

"When did you forget to grow up?"

"I could ask you the same thing!" Amélie snapped. "Which brings us to the point: I want to ask you questions. And either you take me with you or I'll call the police!"

"I have no desire to answer such meaningless questions. 'What is it like to have killed so many people?' Can't you figure out the answer for yourself? Sometimes it's fun, especially when you have an arrogant idiot in front of you, and sometimes it's like tearing out a piece of your soul and it haunts you for years, even in your dreams."

Wait, hold on, did he really say that?

Amélie stared at him in astonishment and, for a change, finally kept her mouth shut. Very good. Jason pulled Lucia along with him. Quickly, before the journalist snapped out of her daze.

Without addressing Lucia's vigorous resistance, Jason managed to get her outside. As she seemed about to scream, he placed his hand over her mouth and dragged her into the backyard. He shoved her into the car and slammed the door behind her. Barely turning around to walk to the driver's side, the damned woman tried to get out again.

"You'll ride in the trunk," he threatened her. Suspiciously, he turned around once more, but to his surprise, she stayed inside. Well, that meant the vampire wouldn't be getting into his car anymore because she had activated the locking mechanism. As soon as he unlocked the car with his key, she pressed the central locking button again.

Jason ripped the door open, causing the lock to give out, and settled into the car. His butt hadn't even hit the driver's seat cushion when his hand shot out to pull Lucia back, who was trying to get out again. However, the fact that his hand was around her throat made an impression.

"I have no problem killing you. So don't push it," Jason explained to her with a broad grin. Admittedly, not everyone understood threats when the one making them looked like they were about to burst into laughter. However, one could also kill while laughing.

"Then do it," the wildcat hissed back at him as she reached out to rake her nails across his face. Unsuccessfully, by the way.

Jason applied pressure. Lucia's eyes widened in horror as she gripped his wrist. She grew weaker in her attempts to break free from his grip. Only when she risked losing consciousness, or worse her life, did Jason let go.

Gasping for air, she struggled to breathe and held her throbbing throat, which would surely sport several bruises by tomorrow. Without sparing her another glance, Jason started the car.

His Smart had just rolled forward a bit when Amélie stood in his way. Good grief, what was this going to be now?

She circled around his car and knocked on the side window. "Open the door!"

In a moment of sheer lunacy (there was no other explanation), he pressed the button to release the central locking. Amélie yanked the door open and threw herself onto the back seat behind him.

Naturally, his dog wouldn't be outdone. Peppi growled, bared his teeth and abruptly fell silent when Amélie placed her fingers on his head and scratched him. Today's guard dogs weren't what they used to be.

"Get out!"

"No."

Fine, then she could come along. But only because he decided so. If she was crazy enough to drive to a secluded area with a vampire and a kidnapped woman, then so be it.

"But keep your trap shut."

"We both know I won't do you that favor," Amélie replied with saccharine sweetness.

"Buckle up," he instructed Lucia.

Amélie was pressed hard into her seat as Jason abruptly accelerated, shooting the car out of the backyard and into the sparse traffic. He saw in the rearview mirror as she clung to the seat and held Peppi protectively in her lap. The dog barked enthusiastically. Whenever Amélie tried to say something, Jason pressed harder on the gas pedal. Lucia shrank into her seat and clung to the door handle.

At this time of night, there were so few people on the road that he could speed around corners with screeching tires without a care in the world. Jason ran a red light at an intersection, which the other drivers understandably didn't appreciate. As a result, some swerved too late, forcing the vampire to swerve as well. Strangely, there was no sign of the police. A chase would have been nice. It was a shame they had to forego the pleasure, as the address was found rather quickly.

They reached the house, which Jason had prepared specifically for Lucia, in record time. Far from Paris, one wouldn't hear her scream, quite literally.

The gravel crunched under the wheels as he abruptly stopped in front of the house. Amélie threw herself against the door and tumbled head over heels out of the car.

"I feel sick," she groaned, leaning on his car to get back on her feet. Lucia got out so obediently and meekly that one had to worry. She didn't have a trauma, did she?

"Don't think you're getting away with this," Amélie groaned. Peppi rubbed against her leg invitingly but wisely kept his distance as Amélie gagged.

Jason escorted Lucia into the house before Amélie actually spread her dinner in front of them. Lucia had little reason to complain. Any other kidnapper would have thrown her into an uncomfortable dungeon and, depending on her resistance, tied her up so tightly she couldn't lift a finger. Instead, she was allowed to spend the next few days more or less voluntarily in a spacious room, complete with its own bathroom and basic hygiene items. There were worse fates than being kidnapped by Jason Harris. That is, if you ignored provoking him—as the red marks on her neck proved.

With a loud crash, Amélie also stormed into the house. Jason left it to Lucia to explore the room or search for a weapon she could use to sneak up on him and hit him over the head, and he wandered into the living room.

Trembling, with a heaving chest, Amélie confronted him. "You…" She gasped for air.

The ringing of his phone caught Jason's attention. While Amélie collapsed weakly onto the sofa, Jason answered the call.

"Hello, this is Jason Harris's automated refrigerator speaking. He's currently unavailable. A lovely American woman is currently practicing her French on him, and afterwards, he intends to enjoy a cigar. Please try again later or leave a message. Don't be alarmed, the whistling sound is coming from the kettle," Jason recited monotonously. For a wonderful moment, there was silence on the other end of the line.

"That's rather unlikely," Jason heard a male voice say. "Because the lovely lady is right here, practicing on me."

Jason couldn't help but laugh, and neither could his conversation partner. Héctor Berthier had a sense of humor that was compatible with Jason's in more than one way. Not even Amélie tapping her finger on her forehead could dampen the moment.

"You've been silent for far too long, old boy," said Héctor. "I desperately need your help."

"Should I go out with another one of your clingy girlfriends so they'll leave you rich guys for a rogue like me?"

"Don't flatter yourself. If you didn't have at least as much money as I do, your good looks wouldn't get you anywhere."

For the type of women Héctor chose, this statement was quite accurate. The least leggy beauties went out with Héctor because of his attractive overweight appearance while simultaneously ignoring the significant age difference of at least thirty years. His position as the owner of an international fashion chain overshadowed the age difference and his quirky sense of humor. Because with Héctor, you not only got money and the chance for a photo in the press, but also, at best, a modeling contract or at least a bunch of clothes.

"I need your help regarding my daughter," he continued. "And no, you're not supposed to seduce her! Although, in the worst case, I wouldn't even be opposed to that idea."

"Your daughter is only seventeen years old. You can accuse me of a lot, but not of preying on teenagers," Jason replied.

"Too bad we can't say the same about others," grumbled Héctor. "My Sophia has it in her head to use the party tomorrow night as an opportunity to run away with her boyfriend."

"Héctor…" Jason sighed deeply. "It's not usually within my job description to capture runaway teenagers. Send her on a vacation to Switzerland, and this teenage love will quickly dissipate."

"Don't think I haven't already considered that idea. But I know my daughter and her temperament. She'll find a way."

"Then let her run away. The girl will come back on her own," Jason said, exhaling air boredly. Teenagers were a topic unto themselves. Not an exciting one, though. Right now, he was more interested in Amélie. She was stretching out on the sofa, petting Peppi so thoroughly that he became envious.

"You don't know my daughter well. Jason, I'm begging you. A little scare will do her good. And who can do it better than you?" Héctor pleaded.

"I don't know if I should be offended by that comment," Jason chuckled. "But fine. I'll try to prevent her from running away and scare her to death in the process." An educational method he seemed to be able to forego with Lucia. Instead of plunging deeper into his disfavor with the next stupidity, the Sicilian beauty gathered points by stealthily circling the bar before finally handing Amélie and Jason a glass filled with Scotch.

"See you tomorrow," Héctor replied joyfully before hanging up.

Jason pocketed the phone and took a sip. Lucia still didn't say a word and even avoided his gaze. Her silence certainly wasn't due to shyness. He better not delude himself about that. Women only kept quiet if you'd previously squeezed their larynx sensitively. But apparently, that didn't stop them from doing stupid things. She had ruined his Scotch. The otherwise noble drink with its full-bodied aroma now tasted simply bitter.

He could already rule out vervain. If she had spiked his drink with it, he wouldn't be able to stand anymore. Whatever she had given him, it wasn't working. But hey, he was a gentleman, not a spoilsport. Lucia could have her last fling if she wanted. He could play along ...

Jason sat down next to Amélie on the sofa, who was also drinking the Scotch and grimacing. But apparently, she thought the bitterness was normal. Still looking green around the gills, she continued to pet Peppi, whose fur was sticking out in all directions. Jason felt her relax beside him.

"I still need to ask you questions," she murmured.

"Later," he promised, letting her rest her head on his shoulder.

He heard her heartbeat become steadier. Leaning his head back, he watched as Lucia selected a book from the shelf and began to read. He closed his eyes and rested his head against Amélie's. A pleasant warmth emanated from her. His chest rose and fell calmly, and a little later, he felt his eyes twitching slightly beneath closed lids.

He began to feel increasingly heavy. The delicate scent of Amélie's perfume wafted into his nose. Her proximity lulled him, and it was only a faint rustling that brought him back from the brink of drifting off into reality.

He should stop taking naps at every opportunity. In the end, he might find women successfully slipping away from him.

With his eyes still closed, he focused on his other senses to avoid falling asleep again. He smelled Lucia as she leaned over him. Her pinch indicated her thoroughness. Since he didn't react, she swiftly rummaged through his pockets for the car keys. Too bad, he was sitting on them. But she didn't know that. Lucia probably assumed he had left the keys in the car, so she ran out of the house.

Jason gave Lucia a bit of a head start before he got up and opened the door. She wasn't particularly skilled at sneaking away. The commotion would deeply offend the neighborhood if there were one.

His dog trotted eagerly behind him. "Quiet," Jason admonished him and followed Lucia on tiptoes. It took him just a second to appear behind Lucia. "How far do you think you'll get?" With this question, he startled Lucia to death. She screamed and stumbled back in front of him. Maybe Lucia wasn't as smart as he thought. Instead of reacting with reason, she reacted with fleeing.

Peppi found this absolutely brilliant. The little dog eagerly chased after Lucia, barking incessantly. His legs whirled in the air, trying to keep up with the supernatural speed of the vampire who appeared out of nowhere two meters in front of Lucia. She braked so abruptly in her run that she stumbled and fell to the ground.

"You're not normal," she gasped.

"Many people say that." Most thought he was crazy.

"No!"

Oh, she didn't think he was crazy. That, in turn, was a nice change.

"No human can run that fast!"

A dog couldn't either, for the record. Peppi lay down on the ground, panting heavily, but he didn't forget to wag his tail happily.

Jason grabbed Lucia and threw her over his shoulder. Cursing, she pounded her fists on his back. How pleasant, almost like a massage. Yet another reason not to hurry back to the house, but to enjoy strolling under the starry sky.

Upon arriving in her room, he let her fall onto her bed. The surprise on her face turned into rejection.

Don't worry, this way he never hurt a woman. Roughly, with a swift movement, he reached under her dress. A strong tug tore the thin fabric, and Lucia began to discuss his relationship with his mother and a goat.

"Don't be so dramatic, I just need a gift for your husband," Jason explained, releasing Lucia.

"My panties?" she asked, horrified.

"I just want it to remind me of your assets, not your nagging. Otherwise, it might tell me to keep you," he quipped.

He tucked the loot into his pocket and, after stepping out, locked the door as a precaution. She shouldn't think she could leave the room in the next few days. She had forfeited that privilege.

He returned to Amélie. Her hair obscured her face, moving gently with each breath. He hadn't anticipated sedatives in Lucia's panties, of course. But perhaps he should be thankful. In her conscious state, Amélie would ask questions. Questions he didn't want to answer. And she might touch on something within him that he couldn't afford.

Jason waited until his associate arrived, the one who would guard Lucia in the coming days. Then he lifted Amélie, carried her to his car and drove back to the city in a much more civilized manner. Amélie dozed off in the passenger seat, while Peppi warmed her feet.

He drove to the address of her best friend, lifted her out of the car, and rang the bell. Where else could he drop off Amélie? Leaving her alone in her apartment didn't sit well with him. Her boyfriend would be less concerned about her and more about killing him. So, Pauline it was.

Amélie, at best, interpreted Jason knowing about her and having her friend's address as a threat. One shouldn't mess with someone who quickly found out where her friend lived. But why was he getting his hopes up? It wouldn't deter her from chasing after him.

Jason heard footsteps inside the apartment, and eventually, Pauline cracked the door open a bit. A gray sweater hung loosely on her, and her brown hair formed a wild mane that suited her well. Amélie's friend had become a pretty young woman. Pauline shivered as the cold from the stairwell reached her bare feet. She glanced at Jason and Amélie before swinging the door wide open. "What happened?"

"She had too much to drink," Jason claimed.

Her friend leaned over Amélie and took a sniff. "She hardly smells like alcohol."

"It seems she doesn't handle it well," Jason replied, unfazed.

"Who are you anyway?"

"I met her at the bar. Her blind date didn't go very well, so she drowned her sorrows afterwards."

The friend's eyes widened, and she blinked in confusion. "Okay..." she said slowly, a slight blush creeping into her cheeks. She scrutinized Jason more closely and smiled. "Well, she certainly made a good choice in seeking comfort. Can you lay her down in bed?" Pauline stepped aside and directed him to her bedroom.

Jason laid Amélie down on the bed and gently stroked her cheek. Why though? She would wake up in a few hours anyway. At worst, she might feel nauseous. But nothing a headache pill couldn't fix. And she was in good hands here. No one she had to distrust. Her friend would surely take good care of her.

Pauline tucked Amélie in carefully. "Hey, do you have your number? You know, in case she wants to call you?"

"No," Jason replied, turning to leave. But at the door, he turned back briefly. "But I doubt that will stop her from finding me anyway."


Cinderella Would Be Jealous

As much as her mother tried to convince her, no, Amélie didn't want to play with the other children. She had seen them enough times at kindergarten. Besides, they were boring. She wanted to stay with her vampire. He had come for her, and it would surely be rude to leave him hanging for a few other kids. Ice cream could wait for another time. Vampires didn't eat ice cream. And probably couldn't sack race either. In any case, he stubbornly refused to hop around with her. She didn't understand. Normally, he was so easily persuaded with loud persistence. Even her father's coaxing, assuring him that it wouldn't damage his reputation to make a fool of himself and that the pictures wouldn't be sold to a newspaper, didn't help. But that didn't matter. She could live quite comfortably with his refusal. If he wasn't going to play sack race, then neither would she. Instead, she made herself comfortable on his lap.

"Scotch please," he replied to Mama's question about his drink preference. Amélie nestled against his chest. "Are you married, by the way?"

"No," he answered.

She rocked a little, as he shifted beneath her. "Why not? Can vampires not get married because they're not allowed in a church?"

That's what Dad had said. Vampires didn't like garlic (it also smelled awful) and they didn't like churches. But churches were boring anyway, she could understand that.

"Yes, they can get married. But vampires, like everyone else, only marry the right one. Or at least the one they think is right," he replied. His smile revealed his sharp fangs just a tiny bit.

"And do you have children?" she continued.

With a grateful nod, he accepted the glass of amber liquid from her dad. Amélie recognized the sharp smell.

"That's unhealthy!" she exclaimed indignantly. "It makes you insopent!"

Her vampire choked on the drink, laughing, and began to cough. "Don't worry about that," he wheezed laboriously.

She looked at him with concern. Was he getting sick? His chest was vibrating strangely. "And do you have children now?" Amélie still wanted to know, before something occurred to her: the solution to the question was simple. Before he could answer, she figured it out herself. "Oh no, you're not married."
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Great. Now that unspeakable vampire was haunting her dreams again. It had been years since she last dreamt of him. Yet this time, she only remembered two details: his voice and his eyes. Which oddly matched Jason's. Or her brain was playing tricks on her.

Groaning, she rolled onto her side. Her mouth felt dry, and there was a throbbing behind her forehead. What time was it anyway? She cracked her eyes open slightly and jolted upright. This wasn't her bed!

Her heart raced until she saw Pauline's mop of hair. Pauline? Amélie was just... Where had she been yesterday?

She vaguely remembered Pauline's call and her suggestion to meet at La Gauffrette. The waffles there were to die for. Unfortunately, the guy who showed up instead of Pauline was far from it. Pauline had tricked her and sent that clueless pretty boy from that blinker app (or whatever it was called)! And that woman called herself her best friend.

To shake off that persistent guy, she stumbled into a boutique. One that sold handbags and had unconscious men lying around.

Now it all finally fell into place. Jason. That Italian woman. A house. And then Amélie fell asleep. Why did she fall asleep?

Amélie sat up, feeling a bit dizzy. But she hadn't drunk anything. Just that Scotch. The Scotch. Oh... that bastard! He had drugged her!

"Pauline. Wake up!" she called, shaking her friend.

Startled, Pauline sat up straight in bed. "W-what's wrong? Burglary? Fire?"

"The atmosphere is about to catch fire in here. How did I get here?"

Pauline flopped back onto the mattress. "The guy from last night carried you here. You were totally out of it. Completely wasted. Honestly, the last time I saw you that drunk was at our freshman party when you were fooling around with the philosophy teacher on stage."

Did she really have to dredge up those old stories? She was still embarrassed about that today. "I wasn't drunk," Amélie protested.

"Yes, you were," Pauline countered. "The philosophy teacher wasn't a sight to behold. You threw up on him when you woke up the next day."

Amélie groaned and buried her head in the pillow. "I'm talking about last night! And anyway, what guy? Not that idiot from Blinker."

"Tinder."

"What does that even mean?"

Pauline shrugged. "No idea. But no, it wasn't him. He said you went to a bar after the date, picked him up and got wasted."

Oh, she would kill that bastard. As if she'd let herself get wasted in his presence. He had drugged her so she wouldn't ask questions! But why had he brought her to Pauline? He could have just left her somewhere. He could have left her in that house.

"I wasn't drunk," she insisted.

"But you were pretty out of it," Pauline countered.

Amélie pushed the covers aside and got out of bed. Or rather, she crashed onto the floor. Ouch, that hurt. Pauline's face appeared over the edge of the bed. "Seems to me you're still quite sober."

Amélie rubbed her back. She'd get back at him for this. She didn't know how or when, but she'd figure something out. "He drugged me. That bastard spiked my drink. I wasn't in a bar. I went along when he kidnapped a woman."

"Ah, yeah..." Pauline replied lazily.

Amélie turned her head and caught a glimpse of the clock. She grasped onto Pauline's nightstand and pulled herself to her feet. "It's afternoon! How can it be afternoon already?"

"Well, you see, first comes the morning. You completely slept through that. I had breakfast, then I lay back down with you, then I fell asleep again, and then I woke up because my best friend was yelling at me," Pauline explained.

"Yeah, yeah," Amélie said, struggling to straighten up. Her knees were still trembling a bit. But she could manage. And that was the most important thing.

The stabbing sensation behind her forehead mingled with a slight panic-induced numbness. She knew where she would find Jason today. The phone call. He had talked to Héctor. Seventeen-year-old daughter. It had to be Héctor Berthier. Granted, it was a very bold conclusion, but she didn't know any other Héctor with a seventeen-year-old and very rebellious daughter.

"Come on, get dressed," Amélie called out, grabbing Pauline's arm to pull her out of bed. "We're going to a party!"
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"Why didn't you tell me we were going to Disney's theme park?" Cecile asked.

Jason pushed open the taxi door and extended his hand to help the witch out. But she just stared incredulously at the building in front of them. He couldn't blame her. She probably had never been to such a party before. Well, no, it wasn't a party, but rather bore the antiquated term "ball."

Every second Saturday of the month, the party-loving Héctor Berthier invited celebrities, semi-celebrities and business associates to his estate. It was located halfway between Paris and the famous Château Louis XIV, the most expensive house in the world. Of course, the house and its accompanying garden were much smaller, yet they still flaunted their baroque flair unabashedly.

The attendees showcased clothing that cost as much as it would take to fight hunger in the Third World for ten years.

"This is a castle!" Cecile's mouth hung open.

For glitter, roses and jewelry, she usually had only mocking words. But even she couldn't resist the effect that occurred when a man whisked a woman away to a castle. No matter how fervently women insisted it wasn't money that made a man interesting, if he had a castle and a unicorn, he could take his pick of companions. Judging by her dreamy expression, she was currently envisioning life with her dream prince in this ostentatious mansion.

"Could you please give me your hand now? My arm is about to fall asleep," Jason snapped his fingers in front of her nose.

Cecile swatted his hand away and maneuvered herself out of the car in her form-fitting dress. She wobbled, but at least the fabric held up under the strain.

"My goodness, you know how to impress a girl!" Cecile exclaimed.

"That's why you should leave the sneakers at home," Jason retorted.

Sighing, Cecile looked down at her shoes. "I can't walk in these things. You bought them a size too small," the usually eloquent witch complained.

"Don't be so dramatic. They fit perfectly. You're just not used to them," Jason insisted.

"Yeah, I'm not your fashion doll!" She stumbled and grabbed onto his arm tightly.

Jason placed his hand on her cheek and his lips on hers. That always helped when she complained too loudly and for too long. Then the trick was to just talk faster than her.

"No, you're not. But you're just as beautiful. Plus, I need someone to keep watch and fend off any flirtations so I can focus on my job. There are more couples at Hector's parties than on any dating website," Jason explained.

Cecile snorted so vigorously that he felt the draft in his beard. "Hah, yeah right. Everyone swoons over your unpolished charm."

"But of course. Otherwise, I wouldn't need you," Jason replied with a smile.

Cecile opened her handbag and rummaged through it. "Let me see. I'm sure I have something to turn uncharming vampires into frogs. Or better yet, into buffaloes! Then at least you'll be useful for something. I love buffalo mozzarella."

"You already drain me enough, and if I push you any further, you won't be able to walk," Jason retorted.

Cecile muttered something unintelligible. Hopefully not Latin spells.

"Devilish woman," Jason muttered.

Cecile closed her handbag, and a pleased smile crossed her lips. "You really know how to give a woman the most beautiful compliments."

Carefully, she moved one foot forward, testing her balance, and then brought the other one along. Jason reached out just in time before Cecile crashed into the flowerbed. Maybe he should have splurged on an escort. Or taken Helen along. But she was busy researching how well ancient mummies burned. Burning passion, so to speak.

Jason's arm was securely around Cecile's waist, and they strolled toward the stairs leading to the ostentatious mansion. Judging by Cecile's triumphant grin, he was currently receiving a lesson in "Never try to change a woman." Next time, he would buy her a tuxedo instead of a dress.

A well-built man in a tailored three-piece suit approached them. "Jason! Finally!"

"Is your daughter still in her room?" Jason asked, and Hector nodded with each of his double chins.

Jason pushed back his sleeve and glanced at his watch. Its time display might not impress James Bond, but his watch could do much more. Well, it couldn't make coffee. His people were still working on that. But it connected to the camera Berthier had installed in his daughter's room (one should never mess with an overbearing father) and showed him the interior of the room.

or someone who could book and pay for all the cleaning services in Paris simultaneously, Berthier's daughter's room was a pigsty. But his daughter seemed extremely comfortable in the den of half-empty pizza boxes. She tapped away on her phone at a breathtaking speed that her brain could never match in thinking.

"The camera works," Jason noted satisfactorily.

Hector pulled out a tissue, as pristine and huge as an elephant's diaper, from his pocket and wiped his forehead.

Cecile frowned and shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. "You guys are lousy fathers, but even worse gentlemen. If I have to stand here any longer, I insist on being carried for the rest of the evening. Or different shoes! I'm never letting you give me shoes again. Not even slippers!"

"Of course, of course!" Hector exclaimed. "Come into my house. Enjoy the party, dance, drink, have fun, but beware, if my daughter slips through your fingers, there will be hell to pay!"
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Amélie nervously chewed on her thumbnail. If she was right, she would see Jason again in less than an hour.

Convincing Pauline of something that went completely against her preconceived notions was worse than trying to convince the former American president not to share every single one of his awful thoughts on Twitter. But she succeeded.

Amélie told her about Jason, about last night, and threatened to never speak to her again if she ever set her up on another blind date. Pauline hung on her every word, giggling, groaning and rolling her eyes at all the right moments.

Then Amélie called Hector Berthier and asked if they could also attend the party tonight. It wasn't her first visit to his events. His parties were always a rewarding backdrop for a scandal-hungry journalist. The articles practically wrote themselves! Hector knew this. In exchange for enough press coverage, he was happy to let Amélie feast on his buffet.

Amélie adjusted the neckline of her evening gown and looked out the window at the passing landscape.

"This will be the most beautiful evening of our lives!" Pauline predicted, giggling as she sipped on her champagne.

With every curve, Pauline behaved as if the drink would spill out of her glass. Amélie caught the driver rolling his eyes. She couldn't blame him. She should have declined Hector's offer to send a limousine. But what girl didn't dream of going to a ball in a limousine?

"And do you really think this vampire is the one who wanted to kill your father back then?" Pauline asked.

"He never wanted to do that."

"Yes, he did. He was planning to kill him. Only you stopped him."

"Then he couldn't have been very serious about it," Amélie retorted snappishly. Anyone who let themselves be deterred from murder by a little girl couldn't have been serious.

"Don't say that. You were quite tyrannical as a child, and empathy wasn't really your thing," Pauline countered.

"Cheeky," Amélie muttered.

"Don't take it personally. You used to applaud Scar in The Lion King when Simba's father died," Pauline said, wrapping her arms around Amélie and planting a smacking kiss on her cheek. "But I liked you even then. And I still like you today, even though you've become boring."

"Thanks a lot," Amélie retorted sarcastically, wiping off her friend's lipstick mark from her face with a tissue.

"Anyway, I'm glad Enzo isn't coming. That way, we can enjoy the ball without the old grump," Pauline chattered on.

Amélie should probably be offended that Pauline referred to her boyfriend as a grump. However, Enzo's absence came as a relief. How could she extract a confession from a vampire with an angry bull holding a stake nearby? No, that wouldn't work. She had to speak to him alone. She would ask him questions until he confessed voluntarily. This time without any distractions! They would shoot anyone who interfered. Surely Jason had a gun.

She opened her handbag and made sure the small button was still inside. She would slip a tracker on him before he could escape. If he didn't confess tonight, she would make his life hell until he did.

"Ladies, we have arrived," the driver announced with evident relief, and a liveried young man held the door open for them.

"Go ahead and get out first," Pauline whispered in a sudden bout of shyness, then gasped quietly as Amélie gave her a nudge that propelled her out of the car and into the waiting arms.

One conquest could already be assured for Pauline. The servant could hardly tear his gaze away from Pauline, but then another lady extended her hand from the car and drew attention to herself. Or tried to, rather. Outrageous. It took a solid five minutes before he finally helped Amélie out of the car. It was reassuring to know that even the beautiful (or in Hector's case, the rich) struggled with unreliable staff.

Hector approached them, beaming. "Ah, Amélie, how lovely to see you've come. You become more beautiful with each passing day!"

"I'm also delighted to see you. Your parties are always a sensation in themselves," Amélie replied as she kissed Hector on both cheeks.

"Oh, oh, is that actress over there?" Pauline exclaimed excitedly, bouncing on her toes. "That Marie! ... Marie? Oh, never mind! Marie anyway."

The said actress turned around, looked surprised and forced a smile.

Amélie grabbed the camera from her handbag. The best snapshots were always the unexpected ones.

Pauline stopped staring persistently at the actress and linked arms with Amélie. Together, they followed the other guests into the house. Yes, they giggled foolishly, but they were having fun. And even though Amélie was familiar with Berthier's estate, it was still an experience in itself.

The foyer alone was as large as a single-family house. Curved marble staircases led up on both sides. In the middle of the entrance hall, a cheerful fountain bubbled, ensuring that the bathrooms were always well-attended. The sound of the splashing water reminded Amélie of her own bladder, and she hadn't even had a drop of champagne yet. A chandelier the size of an SUV hung overhead, and as always, Amélie prayed it wouldn't come crashing down. To give the kitsch the finishing touch, statues from ancient times perched on pedestals in the niches.

A horde of waiters and waitresses navigated impressively through the crowd without mishap. One of them stopped in front of Amélie and Pauline and recited the menu list with boredom.

Pauline giggled. "Do you have Sex on the Beach?"

"I wouldn't recommend that. Unless you enjoy sand in your gears," the waiter deadpanned.

Amélie relieved the waiter of a glass of white wine and left the poor guy to the dubious pleasure of discussing suggestive cocktail names with Pauline.

She followed the flow of the crowd, heading toward the massive ballroom. Yes, Berthier did indeed own a ballroom. If the Sun King were still alive, he would bite his own hat in envy.

Amélie's gaze wandered over the crowd, searching. Jason was definitely here. She would bet everything on it. Even the best pictures of the evening. Jason had mentioned Hector and something about tomorrow night. She couldn't be wrong. Besides, such a party was the perfect opportunity for a playboy.

The orchestra took their place on the balcony, and just a few minutes later, classical music filled the room. So intense and moving that it even drowned out the many conversations. The guests crowded behind the pillars. None seemed willing to come too close to the dance floor.

Amélie didn't understand it. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the music's rhythm. It would be wonderful to dance with a man to this music. Unfortunately, if Enzo were by her side, he wouldn't be persuaded to join in. And with another man, it would be equally forbidden. Reluctantly, Amélie opened her eyes.

She was here to find Jason and pin him down. And of course, to work on the side. But the evening was still young, there was still too little alcohol involved, and everyone present was still behaving impeccably. That would change soon.

A few guests dared to step onto the dance floor, but most were busy drinking to reach the necessary level of intoxication before venturing onto the parquet.

Amélie settled into a seat on one of the window sills. Although it was a bit drafty, she had a clear view of the door to the hall from here. She drank her white wine much too quickly, but she couldn't help it. She needed something to distract her from the nervous fluttering in her stomach. And drinking was very effective at easing the awkward waiting. Not only in her stomach, but also in her head, the familiar warm feeling set in. Hopefully, she wasn't smiling as tensely as her mouth felt.
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Why bother going to a ball if you're too chicken to dance sober? He didn't understand those inhibitions. Dancing was always a good way to get in the mood, whether it was for flirting or scaring teenagers. The dance floor gleamed invitingly under the chandeliers. So why not? No Amélie pestering him with questions. Just a dutiful Berthier daughter, still holed up in her room waiting for her boyfriend. He could have a bit of fun in the meantime.

"I think we have time for a dance before Romeo and Juliet make their amateurish escape," Jason announced cheerfully.

Cecile promptly choked on her wine. "If you keep tormenting me like this, I'll turn you into a stone statue too," she coughed.

Jason gently patted her back. "I didn't know dead hearts turned to stone."

"Anyone who forces a woman to wear such a tight dress must have a boulder in their chest. I can't even sit down."

"I can't relate to your whining. You're radiating beauty, and all you can think about is complaining about your lost ability to move around."

Cecile placed her empty glass on the respectfully offered tray of a waiter and ignored Jason's hand as he reached out to lead her onto the dance floor. "I'd like to see you try walking in these shoes!"

His mouth twitched with amusement before he grinned widely, his sharp fangs allowing for only so much. "I can walk in these things."

"How many times have you done it?"

"Last time was two weeks ago, to sneak into an art gallery."

She stared gloomily at his hand, which he still held steadfastly in the air. Cecile always got nervous around protruding limbs.

"Come on, no one's going to hurt you," Jason coaxed his timid companion, who seemed to have forgotten that she was the witch and not the uptight princess. "You're not usually this scared."

"Don't talk to me about scared. Which one of us can't manage to break up with the other?" She adjusted one of the pins in her hair and haughtily strode onto the dance floor, where she turned around and planted her hands on her hips. "Are you coming now? I'll take pleasure in stepping on your toes with every step."

Jason followed Cecile onto the dance floor and pulled her close.

"This must look absolutely ridiculous," she grumbled as he coerced her to extend her arm and place her other hand on his shoulder.

"It's waltzing. Of course it's ridiculous."
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"There you are, I've been looking everywhere for you!"

Amélie flinched, and the glass almost slipped from her hand. She turned to Pauline with wide eyes. Her friend looked disapprovingly at how Amélie was sitting on the windowsill. "You're getting your dress dirty. No one ever cleans here. To keep this place dust-free, you'd need a whole army. And even they would prefer Afghanistan."

Pauline puckered her lips around her straw and fervently sucked on it. This ensured the attention of every man around her.

"Stop that!" Amélie snapped at her friend.

Pauline choked and hiccuped most unladylike. Three times in a row. "Stop what? The cocktail is good, you should try it too. Not always wine. You need something with a straw. You'll never find a man if you can't show him the vacuum cleaner qualities you can offer in bed."

"If you remember, I have a man!"

Pauline waved her off. "Enzo? If I were you, I'd exchange him. Look, he would suit you much better. Just from the outside. You both have dark blond hair, about the same height, he's not as bulky as Enzo. And his smile is really infectious. He would loosen you up a bit." Pauline furrowed her brow. "And come to think of it, he looks like the guy who dropped you off at my place completely hammered yesterday."

Amélie followed her friend's gaze, her eyes freezing. Pauline was pointing straight at Jason!

Amélie held her breath for far too long. Her heartbeat pounded in her head, and she felt a little nauseous. It felt like all the blood was draining from her legs, which, in essence, her entire body would gladly do. The floor wouldn't be comfortable, but it would be stable. And she wouldn't have to cling desperately to a pillar.

He was here. She had been right. Just don't hyperventilate. No man was a good reason to pass out or make a scene. Not even a man like Jason. She had to stay calm. Calm... composed... like an agent looking to lock up a criminal... Oh, who was she kidding? She was a journalist. Her best weapons were blackmail with embarrassing photos and discussions so lowbrow that she felt ashamed even while engaging in them.

Jason's dance partner paused, leaning on Jason and elegantly lifting her leg, like a deceased mosquito, to pull the train of her dress out of the clasp of her sandals.

Amélie raised her camera and pressed the shutter button.

Every report about a party required an unflattering picture of a woman.

"Amélie? Amélie!"

Only now did she notice that Pauline was shaking her hand, causing Amélie to wobble herself. "What's wrong?"

"You look like you've seen a ghost."

"Not a ghost. It's him."

"Who?"

God could have used less breast and more brain with Pauline.

"Jason Harris. The vampire from my childhood."

"Really? Then go for it! I know how to get him. Short plaid skirt, white knee-high socks, and Pippi Longstocking braids, and then you tell him you resent him for not coming to your first day of school."

Groaning, Amélie buried her face in her hands. The mere thought was enough to make her want to sink into the ground. It was only the persistent poking at her shoulder that made her look up.

"You don't mind if I go dance for a bit, do you?" Pauline asked. "I want to get a closer look at your competition."

Her competition? Her competition was now moving across the dance floor like a young swan in Jason's arms. Harmonious like an old married couple (just much more agile), the pair danced gracefully. There was no stumbling or clumsy bumping in sight. If they performed a lift now, Amélie would likely bite into the windowsill out of frustration.

How was Amélie supposed to separate Jason from his companion?

Stunning Jason and dragging him into a dark corner was unfortunately not a viable idea. Amélie was too weak to carry a man away unnoticed, and besides, she feared such an approach would severely limit his willingness to communicate.

"May I have the honor of this dance?"

Amélie turned her head toward the sonorous, cheerful voice and looked at a man whose appearance nearly caused her jaw to drop. Elegant attire, a tailored tuxedo, clean-shaven cheeks, striking features, a high forehead, and thick dark lashes that any woman would envy. Oh, he looked like the prince from "Three Wishes for Cinderella." Her brain searched in vain for an appropriate response that contained more than just a syllable.

"You can simply nod or shake your head," he said.

As if he had slapped her in the face, Amélie's mind stumbled back into reality. "Please excuse me," she said, embarrassed, fiddling with a button on her camera. "You look like a fairy tale prince."

Amélie wanted to slap herself on both cheeks and scream. Not only did she have a boyfriend and pursue another man she had wanted to marry as a child, she also made a complete fool of herself in front of a third man and referred to him as a fairy tale prince. What had been in that white wine? Fermented grapes couldn't cause temporary insanity, could they?

But the fairy tale prince just laughed. Well, at least she was amusing fodder. "I'll take that as a compliment," said the dream of all single women of today. "Even though I'm afraid I don't have a horse. Just an old, tired Citroën. But I have two healthy legs and would love to dance with you."

This time, Amélie nodded before her bloodless brain (all the blood seemed to be in her cheeks) could say something stupid. She stowed the camera in her bag and slung it over her shoulder before offering her hand to the unfortunate prince to be led onto the dance floor.

The gentle strains of the music enveloped them, as did the voice of her dance partner. "What's your name?" he asked.

"Amélie," she replied, smiling. She would have loved to close her eyes and surrender completely to the movements. However, she feared that the prince would then have healthy legs but squashed toes. It was embarrassing enough that she kept looking for Jason over his shoulder. Where was that darn guy again?

"And you?" she quickly asked before her fairy tale prince thought she was completely unhinged.

"Gaylord La Goutte."

Oh God, don't laugh!

"You must get some silly comments with that name, don't you?" Gaylord smiled charmingly and spun her around a little more forcefully in retaliation, causing her to lose her footing and collide with him. Everything sighed within her.

"Any name can be abbreviated to make it bearable again."

Gay? Lord? Lordie? Inevitably, Amélie's mouth twitched upwards, and she was glad that Gaylord had enough sense of humor not to be offended.

"You can just call me Prince Charming."

Now she laughed. A laugh that quickly stuck in her throat and was replaced by a puzzled "What is she doing?" On the edge of the dance floor stood Pauline, waving as if she were directing an airplane.

"Your friend?" Gaylord asked, risking a glance at the crazy one who had by now not only caught Amélie's attention but also that of the other dancers.

"Would you believe me if I said no?"

"No, but I would advise you to get your friend a drink."

Normally, those who weren't dancing stood at the edge of the dance floor, swaying slightly to the music, wistfully scanning the available men, or chatting. But by now, everyone was staring at Pauline, who was still waving her arms in the air. A waiter narrowly avoided her with a full tray. All that was missing was the band playing a fanfare and a spotlight shining on her.

"Let's go to her before she collapses," Gaylord's concern was touching and the complete opposite of Amélie's thoughts.

Oh, she would get Pauline a drink. To throw it in her friend's face. A little refreshment always helped with temporary absent-mindedness.

Your fairy tale prince politely took her hand and led her off the dance floor, straight toward Pauline. Her friend went pale as a sheet. She widened her eyes so much they bulged. With a jerk, Pauline turned away and plunged into the crowd.

"Pauline!"

This woman was the worst friend to have. Amélie gathered her dress to take long strides after the fleeing woman. "Stop!"

Pauline hurried into the ladies' room and leaned against the tiled wall.

"What's going on?" burst out Amélie, shutting the door behind her.

"That..." Pauline gasped, "is my stalker!"

"Your what?!"

"My stalker, are you deaf?"

Oh, suddenly she had her breath back?

"And why did he ask me to dance instead of you?"

Pauline shrugged helplessly. "Maybe he wants to get to know you. It's a popular method. Build trust first."

Her gaze passed Amélie and rested on the door. She trembled as if the devil himself might open it any moment. Amélie approached Pauline and wrapped her arms around her trembling friend.

"Maybe you're mistaking him. Or it's just a dumb coincidence. People cross paths all the time in a crowd like this."

"You don't understand. He's been on my balcony, just staring at me."

"He was on your balcony?!"

Pauline grimaced and covered her ears. "Please don't shout. You know I have sensitive ears."

"But why did you draw his attention to you then?"

"Are you crazy? I only recognized him when you got closer. I wanted to tell you that your vampire, the undercover Sexiest Men Alive, went out onto the terrace alone. Amélie, I don't know what to do!" Pauline grabbed Amélie's upper arms with a strength that made Amélie yelp.

"Let go, you're crushing my arms. Stop with this strength training!"

Where did she get those bear-like strengths from? Pauline didn't look like an undiscovered wrestler. Ten centimeters shorter and she'd pass for a garden gnome. Plus, Pauline was as slim as a young fir tree (if you ignored the contents of her cleavage), just as flexible (Amélie's back was still twisted from that yoga class), but blessed with a strength that could easily knock out any stalker without needing any tools.

"Stop whining," Pauline snapped. "Tell me what I should do!"

"Just give him a punch if he gets too close."

"But what if he has a weapon?"

"As long as he doesn't have a nuclear bomb, he doesn't stand a chance against you. Besides, the sooner you strike, the less time he has to arm himself."

Hmm, had she just given her friend the worst advice ever? But the other option was to go home. And that wasn't an option right now. She had to intercept Jason. Alone. Yeah, she was a bad friend.

"Do you think so?" Pauline asked softly, and Amélie hugged her tighter.

"I promise you, he's harmless. He won't hurt you. And if he does, he doesn't stand a chance against you. You're damn strong. Stronger than any woman I know. And not just mentally, but physically."

Pauline nodded hesitantly and straightened her back. "So, back to your vampire."

Amélie took a deep breath and let it out slowly. And again. "Are you sure he went to the terrace?" she asked doubtfully.

Pauline shrugged her delicate shoulders, which led to arms with impressive biceps that Amélie would kill for. No matter how much strength training she did, she always looked like she would collapse after the first push-up like a stoned sloth. But she digressed.

Both women flinched as the door was pushed open. Amélie's breath caught in her throat. That was Jason's companion!

"Good evening, I hope I'm not interrupting," she said, smiling kindly. "I was just looking for a bit of peace, but it seems we all had the same idea."

Sighing, Jason's companion (friend, acquaintance, cousin, escort?) settled onto a wooden bench. She kicked off her shoes, tilted her head back and let out a heartfelt sigh. "Whoever invented these torture devices?"

"Actually, men used to wear them," Pauline explained, casting a meaningful glance at Amélie. Her head jerked toward the door.

"Oh, yes, I remember," the woman smiled, rubbing her foot with her hand. "I think we could have left that to them. Masculinity is really just a matter of how tightly a woman closes her eyes."

Pauline giggled and, while Jason's companion continued to massage her feet, she nudged Amélie toward the door.

"I'll distract her," her best friend hissed. If it hadn't been so conspicuous, Amélie would have kissed her.


Worse Than the Sinking of the Titanic

"Please!"

"Over my dead body!"

Amélie sniffled. Tears blurred her vision as she sat (once again) on the man's lap.

"I'm not going to a school performance. That's your parents' job. I'll come by another time."

"Please," she said again, this time much softer. With wide eyes, she begged him. It was fortunate that her vampire was sitting down, as he turned quite pale. Was he getting sick after all? With the amount of alcohol he had consumed, it wouldn't be surprising. Her father always warned her about drunkards. Drunkards smelled bad and said strange things. The first tears rolled down her cheeks. They always claimed they would come back, but they never did.

"Filou said that too," she sniffed. He wouldn't come back either. She could feel it.

"Who's Filou?"

Accusingly, she pointed her finger at the picture of her beloved cat, who had one day strolled out the door and she had never seen him since.

"And grand-père also said he would come for Christmas, and then Grandma came alone!" she added sadly.

She didn't understand why Filou and her grandfather had gone to heaven when they had it so nice on Earth. She quietly cried into the cuddly fur of her teddy bear, pressing it tightly to her chest. Knautschi was faithful. Arms wrapped around her, and she snuggled into the chest of her favorite vampire.

She didn't want him to leave! He was great. She never wanted to have to miss him again. His hug felt so warm and secure.

"I'll come back," his gentle voice said. "I promise you."

She lifted her head and sniffled. "Really?" she asked doubtfully.

"Really," he said, smiling. "Wait, I'll get you a tissue." He set her down on the chair, but before he came back with a piece of white cloth in hand, she had already wiped her nose on the sleeve of her sweater.

"Don't need one anymore," she proudly announced to him.
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God, couldn't these damn memories resurface at another time? Hopefully, she wasn't imagining that his voice still sounded the same as it did back then. You didn't need to be a psychologist to see what was wrong with her. She was completely nuts. Okay, a psychologist would use more technical terms. But what other explanation could there be? With every passing hour, her heart longed more for the man from her childhood. It had been like this the whole time. And now, she wished for nothing more than for her secret hope to finally come to an end. Today, nothing would get in the way.

Amélie pushed her way through the crowd. She cursed the people engrossed in conversation, blindly wandering around and stopping abruptly—so that Amélie couldn't get past them. It was worse than a shopping mall full of seniors.

Finally making it onto the terrace, which led out onto the lawn and into the forest, it was empty. Damn it!

It would have been too good to be true. The dialogue at the foot of the stairs, blunt questions rewarded with a confession from Jason that he had loved and missed her for years. She knew how ridiculous this thought was. It would have worked in a movie.

But this wasn't a movie. It was her life. While her life wasn't a horror movie, it lacked spontaneous dance routines with uplifting songs while people in colorful glittering attire jumped around her. There was no one singing a love confession to her in the rain and wiping the drops from her face. Just the wind, rushing under her skirt and so cold that she shivered.

She was about to disappointingly retreat back to the warmth when she noticed movement at the edge of a grove of trees. Amélie squinted hard. Had she imagined it? But no, there was someone actually walking there. A tiny dot lit up like a firefly before fading out. A cigarette.

The shadow moved across the terrain, and if someone told her pigs could fly – the silhouette reminded her of Jason. Either she had excellent eyes or she was developing a mix of obsession and paranoia.

Determined, Amélie turned around and descended the stairs. She lost her footing on the smooth steps and grabbed onto the railing at the last moment. Her heart raced. Breaking her neck in a frenzy was not on her agenda, so she tackled the last steps much more cautiously.

The shadow had disappeared, but perhaps Jason had already walked quite a distance? Damn it, why hadn't she borrowed that device from Enzo, the one you could simply shoot into the target's backside to track them?

Her thin heels sank into the soft ground, making movement anything but easy. Amélie tiptoed across the meadow in the direction where she had last seen him. But there was no one there.

Shivering with cold, she wrapped her arms around her body. She was going to catch pneumonia. All because this man kept changing his location!
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Jason stubbed out his cigarette and tossed it to the ground, crushing it underfoot. That was the most amateurish escape he had ever seen. And he had seen many flee. Mostly from him, but even those had managed to do a much better job trembling with fear.

Berthier's daughter, however, had clearly watched too many movies. On the display of his watch, he watched as she pushed the pizza box off the bed. Sophia opened the closet and retrieved a rope, which she fastened under her window. She hid the rest of the rope behind a makeup case, which was enormous compared to her room.

Was Berthier's daughter not sweet seventeen years old, as commonly claimed, but rather a thirty-year-old woman who transformed into a teenager through daily outpatient facial surgeries?

Behind him, the bushes rustled. With one last glance to make sure Berthier's daughter was still engrossed in staring at her phone, Jason turned his attention to the source of the noise. The rustling drew nearer and then fell silent behind him.

But what the bushes didn't reveal, the person's heartbeat did. Hard and precise like clockwork, the organ beat each pulse. As fast as if the corresponding body had run a marathon.

A gust of wind carried a cloud of sweet perfume toward him. A playful scent of forest berries and vanilla. The woman smelled like a cake.

"Aren't you wondering why I'm watching you?" Another gust of wind pushed her words away from him, but thanks to his keen hearing, he still heard them. The voice sounded familiar.

Er turned his head slightly in her direction. "I'm used to being stared at because of my overwhelming good looks. By women with desire, by men with envy. Okay, sometimes even by men with passion."

The sound she made was a mixture of snorting and suppressed laughter. Very good, if she was laughing, then she wasn't here to shoot him.

Jason turned toward his visitor and stepped a little closer to her. And the closer he got, the more he recognized of her figure. A figure that was all too familiar to him. Oh no...

"What are you doing here again?" he asked with a sigh.

"You still owe me an answer!" She jutted her chin forward, presumably to demonstrate strength and determination. She looked like a sulking child.

"Quite possible," he admitted. "But I can live quite well without answering you."

"Journalists can be very persistent. After all, I found you again. Yet again."

Yes, yet again. That was exactly what worried him.

"Your friend didn't manage that," Jason confessed openly. "Or is he parking his fat ass in a cozy ambush?"

"Damn it, I just want the answer to a simple question. You haven't even heard the question yet. What's so incredibly difficult about letting me finish talking?"

Difficult? He already knew the question, but he didn't feel like answering. Why did he deeply resent just lying to her?

The clatter of a stone caught Jason's attention, drawing his gaze toward the house. "What's that?" Amélie whispered. Receiving no response, she nudged him. He returned the favor with a gentle push, causing her to promptly cling to the nearest tree to avoid falling over. "Ouch!" she groaned simultaneously with a male voice. The second cry of pain came from the direction of the house. The light of a smartphone illuminated the rat-faced Romeo of the evening.

Her boyfriend had a nose far too large, casting a huge shadow on the house wall. Meanwhile, Berthier's daughter was sliding down the rope.

"Hopefully this goes well," Romeo muttered into the phone, whispering so loudly it surely reached the reception hall.

"Quiet. This isn't my first rodeo," Sophia hissed, sliding her feet off the house wall.

A suppressed shriek was followed by the dull thud of her shoulder colliding with the wall and another cry of pain from her incompetent Romeo. Well, if you squinted, you could say he caught her.

"I think I broke something," groaned the young hero.

His princess got up and kicked him in the stomach in the process. "Not so loud," she snapped at her friend.

"That's just dreadful," Amélie murmured, visibly shocked.

No wonder, the incompetence of the two teenagers was hard to surpass. It wouldn't be surprising if Romeo ended up vomiting on his beloved's feet and then climbed back to her chamber in offense. It would, incidentally, be the more sensible decision.

Sophia's boyfriend eventually managed to get back on his feet. Though he needed the supportive stability of the wall, but hey, at least he wasn't lying useless in the dirt anymore.

"If this were the Titanic, the ship would have sunk ten minutes ago," Jason's verdict was devastating.

"I'm almost tempted to help him before the girl breaks her neck," Amélie added.

"I think she needs a leash," he continued. If she were his daughter, he'd lock her up in a girls' boarding school with barbed wire fences. Promptly, a branch whipped against his cheek. "Ouch!"

But Amélie bent the next branch back. "That would be every mother's reaction to your suggestion."

"I didn't plan on standing near a tree when I tell her mother. Do you have your camera with you?"

The sudden change of topic seemed to confuse Amélie. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and squinted suspiciously. "Why?"

"Take a photo of Sophia when I drag her back to her father by her hair. I can always use good reference pictures for my website."

"You have a website?"

"Of course. Don't you? I used to think all that modern stuff was utterly unnecessary, but ever since I set up the category for concerned fathers, I can hardly keep up with the orders. For the sake of simplicity, I offer different packages. There's the basic retrieval of spoiled brats, convincing their boyfriend to find another girlfriend, and ultimately, the definitive removal of the guy."

He could barely suppress the chuckle itching to burst out of his chest. Amélie stared at him with limp arms hanging by her sides, and he wouldn't be surprised if she regretted not having a tape recorder with her. This confession would earn her the Pulitzer Prize of gossip magazines.

Jason put his finger under her chin and lifted it back up. Her lips closed. She still looked a bit dim-witted, but considerably prettier. After all, you couldn't really kiss someone with their mouth wide open.

But if he was honest, her staring gaze was a bit off-putting. Maybe it was for the best. Although a brief fling was tempting, it would distract him from his mission. Plus, she definitely wouldn't keep quiet about it. And for those who needed more convincing: it would probably be an invitation for her to chase after him until he either married her or killed her. He wanted neither and couldn't say which possibility scared him more.

Berthier's daughter and her boyfriend made their way with the silence of a herd of camels adorned with silver tea sets.

"If you want to miss out on a scandal, just keep staring into thin air," he remarked.

She didn't respond. Perhaps she was broken?

He nudged her shoulder with his index finger. Her skin was icy cold. But since she finally moved her head, spontaneous death by hypothermia was probably ruled out.

With a sigh, Jason took off his jacket and draped it over Amélie's shoulders.

Jason plucked leaves from his hair and grabbed Amélie's arm, pulling her along through the bushes, which conveniently shielded them from the view of the teenagers. However, they probably wouldn't even notice if he drove a van at a snail's pace beside them. At most, the gardener might angrily threaten to skin him alive for ruining the carefully maintained lawn.

Berthier's daughter scolded her boyfriend, telling him not to be so terribly slow. Jason couldn't blame her. If you wanted to be inconspicuous, the right company was crucial. A simple rule he should also adhere to from time to time.

Amélie stumbled along behind him, cursing, and he wouldn't be surprised if she was dragging at least two torn bushes with the train of her dress. He could hear her teeth chattering. This was called being a journalist? How could she take secret photos like this? Each of her subjects would be warned two streets in advance.

"To the back of the property, there's a road there and their getaway car is waiting."

"Quite elaborate," muttered the Amazon, who clearly needed a bit of tutoring in inconspicuousness, sneaking, and keeping quiet.

"Seventeen-year-olds generally lack a sense of simple escapes."

"I mean you!"

"Me?" He turned around, baffled. "Why am I elaborate?"

"Why are you dragging me through all this cursed foliage when you know exactly where they're going? Why didn't you just wait by the car and slash their tires? Or scare them to death right away? In my world, that's called being elaborate."

He, elaborate? Never! He just enjoyed confusing his enemies. She was the elaborate one here! Amélie looked like she'd been wandering in the jungle for three days. Leaves clung to her hair, and his jacket had several tears, which was particularly annoying since he only had two left. Only her dress seemed unscathed. She clutched the hem of her dress so tightly that her knuckles turned white. It was fortunate for her that he was too well-mannered to comment on her disheveled appearance. Besides, he wouldn't have been able to get a word in edgewise anyway.

"You just want another one of your spectacular performances. Escape in chains over a roof..."

"You've taken that from me alr—"

"The kidnapping of Lucia...!"

"It worked. So stop nitpicking my approach."

"Did she give in to her oh-so-wonderful kidnapper before or after you brought me to Pauline?"

"She didn't give in to me at all."

Why was he even telling her this? And why did she look so smug?

"You drugged me!"

"I didn't."

That seemed to genuinely leave her speechless. She opened and closed her mouth several times before blurting out, "Not?"

"No," Jason replied. "Lucia drugged you. I had the same stuff in my glass. She was planning to escape."

"Oh." Amélie carefully picked the foliage from his jacket. "And what do you plan to do with Sophia? Are you going to throw her over your shoulder and march straight into the ballroom with her to drop her at Héctor's feet? Like, 'Look, I'm Jason Harris. Groupies, please line up on the left.'"

"Then you're standing on the wrong side. You're on my right..."

What was wrong with her? That was actually a good idea! Or was she jealous of the groupies? Well, he thought his argument was good. But typical Amélie – she ignored it and kept talking.

"Or do you also plan to kidnap her? I'm sure Héctor can do you a few favors."

Jason glanced worriedly at the two fleeing teenagers, but they were too engrossed in their own argument to notice that the next one was erupting just a few meters away from them.

"I really don't know what everyone sees in you. You're dishonorable, deceitful, a criminal, and not even particularly good-looking for a vampire! Hey, stop!"

He didn't know what others would do in his place (probably kill Amélie to make her shut up), but he preferred to ignore the insults. A man couldn't meet everyone's standards.

Besides... who cared what a disheveled, clumsy Amazon thought? And if you took the wind out of her sails, she wouldn't just shut up or apologize for her misjudgment. No, she would just find another topic to get worked up about.

Instead of staying behind, she stomped along relentlessly behind him. "And above all, I don't know why I loved you so much as a little child!"

Jason stopped abruptly.

"Oof," came the muffled sound from his shirt.

"You loved me?" Jason reached for Amélie's arm before she completely toppled over.

Her heel got caught in the roots and grass. Cursing, she hopped on one foot while clinging to his shirt. But the sudden increase in her heartbeat wasn't just due to the physical exertion. Her pulse raced, revealing what her stubborn demeanor hid so well. When he thought about it, her being beautiful wasn't a one-way street. She was into him too.

God help him. This was not good. On the other hand, he couldn't deny that he liked it. His thumb gently brushed over her cheek, and Amélie froze like a rabbit that had just suffered a heart attack. But that changed when he placed his hand on her waist and pulled her closer.

The half-dead rabbit turned into a femme fatale like he had rarely seen. While she clung confusedly to his shirt in one moment, she wrapped her arms around his neck in the next and kissed him so passionately that he forgot to breathe. She pressed her pelvis firmly against his.

Maybe a tryst in the woods wasn't such a bad idea after all. He could still drag Sophia to her father by her hair tomorrow. Or she might come back on her own.

He planted tender kisses on Amélie's mouth corners and eventually on her neck, which she offered him so willingly. She smelled heavenly, but also like vervain. A candy spoiled with vinegar. Amélie moaned softly and then screamed out loud. Why was she screaming like that?

Devil's curse, that wasn't Amélie roaring in his arms. Of course not. She had enough reasons to sigh and moan, but not to scream. That was Berthier's daughter.

He tore himself away from Amélie. Jason quickly pushed through the thicket and caught a glimpse of the two teenagers. Not only was he being chased by a lunatic because she had been in love with him as a child – someone was thwarting his mission!

A white panel van parked next to Sophia's getaway vehicle. The driver gripped the steering wheel, and the engine revved as he nervously played with the gas pedal despite pressing the brake. Two men shoved Sophia and her boyfriend toward the cargo area.

"Let me go!" the girl screamed, clutching onto the sliding door before one of the men gave her a strong shove. Barely landing inside the delivery van, along with her boyfriend, with a resounding thud, the two hulks jumped in after them and slammed the side door shut. This certainly wasn't part of the teenagers' escape plan.

"Hey! Stop!" Amélie shouted, running up behind him.

Yeah, incredibly helpful. Jason leaped forward and managed to grab hold of the rear door handle. Did he mention he loved his powers? He wasn't left in vain in the hail of splashing pebbles.

The tires screeched, the handle groaned as Jason dug his heels into the ground, holding the van in place even as it gained momentum. But before the handle gave way, Jason slid his fingers into the gap between the door and the frame, pulling one side of the rear door open. The lock creaked as it gave way.

"No way," he heard Amélie's incredulous mutter. One of the kidnappers muttered the same thing, but he had the audacity to try to close the door again.

Jason's response came promptly. With a precise blow, he smashed the man's overly wide nose and leaped into the van. Suddenly freed in his movement, the transporter surged forward, finally obeying the driver's wish. It raced away.

A single lamp illuminated the interior of the van. Sophia and her boyfriend were crouched on the floor. On it glistened dark blood, dripping from the nose of the beaten kidnapper. He groaned as he leaned against the partition, but the other one aimed a gun straight at Jason.

"Finish them off!" shouted a voice he knew all too well into his ear.

Oh no, please not! Couldn't he shake off this woman even during a chase? "You finish them off!" he retorted.

"It's your job!" Amélie replied indignantly.

"But it's no fun with you around. You're annoying," Jason countered. Plus, she was so incredibly skilled at tripping a man up.

But the little Amazon just clung tightly to his arm to avoid falling out of the van.

"Stop pinching," he complained.

"You both jump out of the van immediately!" shouted the kidnapper, pointing his gun at the open rear door.

"You must be crazy!" Amélie objected, shocked.

Jason could understand her objection. They were speeding at least a hundred kilometers per hour down the road.

"You jump out of the van, or I'll shoot the two of them," the man yelled even louder.

"Why don't you just shoot us instead?" Jason asked. It was a legitimate question.

His counterpart seemed to think so too. For a moment, he aimed at Amélie's forehead. In her panic, she dug her claws even tighter into Jason's arm.

"I'm certainly not jumping out of the van. I'd rather be shot," Amélie hissed.

Jason wrapped his arm around her and placed his hand on her cheek. Her eyes widened in surprise. The thick strands of hair fell messily across her forehead. She stared at him breathlessly, and he could hear her heart racing. She gasped in shock as Jason pressed her against him once more and claimed her lips in a gentle kiss.

Why not combine the useful with the enjoyable? Plus, she was still wearing an important part of his suit because she couldn't afford her own jacket, and therefore also his gun.

He retrieved the weapon from the inner pocket of his jacket and placed it in her hand. As she fumbled for the gun, she kissed so absentmindedly that it ceased to be enjoyable. This woman was clearly not capable of multitasking.

"Are you done?" asked an amusingly nasal voice.

Jason only glanced up briefly. The man still held his battered nose, but he gestured to his accomplice to finally pull the trigger.

"Do you want a turn too?" Jason shoved Amélie toward the two men.

She screamed before unleashing an unsavory insult, which certainly wasn't directed at him (his mother had been an honorable woman), but she finally proved useful. She clung to one of the men, pressed the gun against his hip and pulled the trigger.

Sophia and her boyfriend flinched and screamed at the gunshot. Jason grabbed the other guy and slammed his head against the wall of the van until the brute collapsed groaning. But he shouldn't think he could sleep here. Jason promptly threw him out and his whimpering friend followed just a minute later.

It wasn't lost on the driver that the situation had turned against him. The van swerved as it raced down a road in questionable condition. Jason pushed open the side door. Meadows, fields and fences rushed past them.

"Close the damn door," Amélie shouted. Sophia and her boyfriend cowered in a corner.

A pothole and a curve sent the occupants bouncing around the interior.

"Now what?" Amélie groaned, rubbing her head in confusion.

"Jump out," Jason replied dryly.

Amélie's eyes widened in horror. "You must be kidding!"

"You're welcome to keep riding," Jason retorted.

He reached out to the trembling Sophia and helped her to her feet. Meanwhile, he grabbed the boyfriend roughly by the collar.

"What about you? Want to hold onto me too?" Jason asked Amélie.

Nervously, her gaze darted between him and the rushing landscape. While Sophia wrapped her arms around Jason's neck and her boyfriend stared apathetically at the road below, Amélie clung to his waist. It felt like they were backpacking tourists.

"Can we jump now?" Sophia asked plaintively.

"Almost," Jason reassured her, surveying the surroundings. He knew this road. There was always an ideal jumping point on each trip, and the next one was approaching them - albeit at a completely excessive speed. But this way, they wouldn't waste any more time. The fields gave way to a deep abyss. Jason took the leap outside.
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What a lie! There was no life flashing before her eyes as she plummeted toward certain death.

That damned bastard! The wind whipped against her face, and her stomach lurched upward in free fall. The panic of the jump had given way to a paralyzing numbness as she clung to Jason. He was going to get them all killed.

But that thought vanished instantly as they hit the water with a painful impact. The icy water surged over her, crushing her chest and reigniting her fear.

Panicking, Amélie thrashed her arms against the shimmering surface. She saw dark shadows around her and felt herself being jerked upward. Her lungs filled with the cool night air, and she clung with all her might to the arm that held her.

"You're squeezing again," scolded Jason, but her grip only tightened.

Jason swam toward the shore. The cold seeped into her limbs, and she trembled like young aspen leaves as they finally climbed out of the water. Her knees shook as she felt the slippery ground beneath her feet.

"I'd say that was quite an adventurous escape. You'll have plenty to tell your friends at school," Jason said to Sophia, who was wringing out her hair and hopping from one foot to the other to stay warm.

"Better not," she grumbled.

"Th-th-that w-w-we're never doing again," Romeo chimed in, his teeth chattering as loudly as Amélie's.

She almost collapsed in gratitude as she felt Jason's arms around her. For a dead man, the vampire radiated an astonishing warmth. But that was no feat given her condition. Even an ice cube had a higher body temperature than hers. Slowly, she regained control over her uncontrollably shaking jaw.

"Are you completely insane?" Amélie screamed at her heater. Jason flinched away from her, but she didn't care. Unfazed, she pressed herself into his arms, seeking warmth.

"Why do you humans always have to be so unbelievably delicate? The risk was manageable," Jason retorted.

"How do you come up with the stupid idea to jump from a moving car off a bridge into a river?"

"I saw it in a movie."

He had seen it in a movie. Of course. "You're the best argument for why television should be banned," she snapped.

"It worked," Jason remarked.

Unfortunately, she couldn't deny that.

"Now, how do we get home?" Sophia asked, wrapping her arms around her soaked body.

Jason pointed to a car that had just turned off the road onto a dirt track, mowing down bushes as it went. With squealing tires and grinding gears, the car came to a stop in front of them.

Héctor squeezed his body out from behind the wheel and rushed toward his daughter. She wasn't exactly petite, but in his embrace, all that could be seen were her hair.

The rear door of the car swung open. Swearing as her dress stuck to her, Pauline hoisted herself out of her seat and staggered toward Amélie.

"Wet look, very imaginative," Pauline praised. "He's ogling your nipples."

Amélie lowered her gaze. Indeed, the cold had made its mark on the fabric, clearly outlining her state. Quickly, she crossed her arms over her chest and looked to Jason, who was regretfully staring at her arms.

"How did they find us so quickly?" she asked him, ignoring the warmth that had managed to reach her cheeks despite the cold.

"GPS and trackers," he replied.

Oh, Heavens, hopefully she wasn't grinning too broadly. Because if the tracker he willingly wore was working, then hopefully so was the one she had slipped under his belt buckle during their first kiss.

"Did you kiss him?" Pauline whispered behind her hand. "You're grinning so widely, it's like he bedded you in the bushes."

She should pay more attention to her facial expressions. "I'm looking forward to my bed, my electric blanket and a cup of cocoa," Amélie improvised.

"Don't worry, Granny, I'll drive you home," Jason interjected mockingly.

Amélie glared at him furiously. "The granny will jab her cane into your crown jewels if you come anywhere near my apartment!"

"But that would be very short-sighted of the old lady. She would be missing out on a lot of fun," Jason retorted.

"The old lady wants nothing to do with old fogies with wrinkled body parts," Amélie snapped back.

"The old lady seems quite uptight," Jason remarked.

"The old lady knows very well how to have fun with handsome young, and above all, alive men," Amélie countered.

"Just say you want something inexperienced. I can manage idiocy in bed as long as the granny takes her dentures out when she plays with certain things," Jason replied.

"Okay, now it's getting disgusting," Pauline groaned.

"Disgusting," Sophia agreed, pushing her father's hands away. "I'm seventeen; you don't need to cover my ears anymore when 'adults' talk utter nonsense!"

But she didn't resist as Héctor led her to the car.

"Pauline, Amélie, get in," he instructed, and the two gladly complied.

Héctor cranked the heater up to the highest setting, and Amélie blissfully leaned her face into the warm airflow.

"Isn't your friend coming with us?" Amélie asked Sophia, noticing her boyfriend still shivering outside with Jason.

"No idea," the young girl grumbled, completely uninterested, while her father chuckled mischievously.

"I booked the all-inclusive package," Héctor joked.

Meanwhile, Pauline threatened Amélie, "You have to tell me everything. Every word, every gesture, every action in those few seconds. Did he kiss you?"

Oh man, now she'd rather trade places with Romeo.
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Before anyone accused him of killing delusional teenagers with an overly vivid imagination – he certainly did not. That would be the flu and pneumonia's job, with a bit of luck. The little rascal might catch them. The brat benefited from global warming. It was February, and this morning, birds had chirped outside Jason's window. While it wasn't excessively warm, in a winter that deserved its name, the wannabe Romeo would have frozen into an ice block long ago.

Jason made him walk the path back soaking wet. So, the basic conditions were indeed met. But even if the boy survived the episode thanks to antibiotics and other unfair aids, he wouldn't think of running away so quickly again. Not only did Jason make him walk several kilometers in his squeaky sneakers, but he personally delivered him to his parents' doorstep.

His parents lived in an old farmhouse. Cows clattered in the barn, and on the side of the building was the entrance to a workshop. A battered Renault was parked in front of it.

Jason pressed the doorbell. More accurately, he kept his finger on the doorbell button until the irate householder angrily opened the door.

"Va au diable!" he yelled at him.

"Monsieur, I bring your son back," Jason informed the enraged man cheerfully.

He stared at his son in bewilderment.

"He fell into the water," Jason helpfully intervened. "When he tried to run away with Sophia. The flaming passion was extinguished immediately."

Was he the only one who liked that pun? Apparently so. The man grabbed his son, dragged him inside the house and slammed the door in Jason's face. Exceedingly rude.

Now he knew where the brat got his bad manners from. Jason fished a soggy joint out of his pocket. He flicked open his lighter, but he couldn't get the damp mess to ignite. Jason shrugged and tossed the crumpled bag into the barrel of waste oil.

It was very careless to leave something like that lying around out here. Just as it was absolutely stupid to treat a man who brought your son home like that. Hector had booked the middle package anyway. So, it was a pleasure for Jason to add a little oil to the flames of love.

Jason kicked the barrel. The oil sloshed and splattered across the yard, spreading against the house wall. It smelled a bit pungent. Jason turned to leave, and since he didn't have anything to smoke anyway, he tossed his open lighter into the puddle.

As the oil ignited with a crackling sound behind him, Jason picked up the pace and sprinted like a bullet train down the streets until he reached his house.

As soon as he opened the door, Peppi bounded toward him. With his favorite ball in his mouth, the dog bounced around Jason. He threw the ball for Peppi, who dashed off, caught it and brought it back.

In the evening sky, a distant glow of flickering light spread. The fireplace of the heavens. Even a vampire's heart could warm up to that. Though it was more because his thoughts wandered to a certain woman. Amélie...

He had truly never met a woman like her. Not only did she rival him in witty banter, but she was also ready for any mischief, whether it be kidnappings or rescue missions. She was remarkable. From the unusual child she had been, she had become an even more extraordinary and all the more beautiful woman. Touching her evoked something in him that he hadn't felt in decades: a longing for the genuine love of a woman.

Peppi sniffed at the ball that Jason held absentmindedly in his hand.

"How would you like Amélie as your mistress?" he asked.

Peppi barked, and the look in his loyal dog eyes probably meant only one thing: Give me the damn ball! Give! It! Back!

He wasn't wrong. Everyone just wanted their ball, and even more so, everyone wanted an even bigger ball, more power, and more money.

The newspapers reported on drug gangs making cripples of each other with targeted shots to instill fear. But at least they survived. However, when the seven godfathers of Paris started to argue, few survived.

At the moment, he would only put the woman he loved in danger if she were near him. He had proven how easy it was to abduct a woman himself. Lucia had nothing to fear from him; in fact, she was safer in his care than in her husband's. Whoever was currently brazenly murdering their way through the mafia wouldn't hesitate when it came to a woman, no matter how remarkable she may be.


Is the Tracker in the Underpants?

Never! Never again would anyone persuade him to do this! School performances! What devil had possessed the vampire to drive him here?

On the poorly assembled stage, which was a risk in itself, an artistically challenged selection of schoolchildren crowded together. The taller ones hunched their backs to avoid standing out too much among the smaller children. Clad in crumpled costumes, they clustered around a blonde girl who was supposed to portray the Swan Princess Odette. She attempted to impress the prince with her ethereal charm.

Could someone please shoot the vampire? This whining was unbearable. Not only did the allegedly graceful princess constantly stumble over her own feet while hopping across the stage as lightly as a rhinoceros, but her singing made the scratching of fingernails on a chalkboard sound like a musical masterpiece.

The princely brat seemed equally unimpressed. When the moonfish - pardon, Swan Princess - offered her lips for a kiss, he grimaced in disgust and turned away.

In fact, the vampire should rejoice at the revelation. He had discovered the worst torture in the world.

While the proud parents in attendance grinned proudly at their untalented offspring, it was surely just the hormones. If the bloodsucker ever had another man in his clutches who stubbornly refused to provide information, he would play the shaky video of a school performance for him. He'd play it until blood ran from his eyes and ears.

He watched as Amélie looked irritatedly at the Swan Princess, who had just crashed to the ground at her feet. Her lines broke off, and she stuttered only incoherent words.

After the prince hastily fled the stage to seek refuge in his mother's lap, Amélie was supposed to comfort the beautiful swan as a duck. After all, the princess longed for her beloved. However, at most, she sprained her ankle.

The loud whining surely delighted every producer, but for sensitive vampires, it only aroused the urge to poison themselves with vervain or dip their heads in holy water. But whoever was steering fate—had mercy on him.

The performance ended prematurely because the prince refused to come near the disgusting cow (the boy's words, not his). Girls always wanted to kiss so grossly. The replacement prince promptly fell off the stage and, with a bandage on his forehead, felt unable to continue playing.

Well, the whiny prince didn't get a chance to change his mind, because Amélie stormed off the stage with her plush duck. She raced past her parents and threw herself into his arms.

"Yes, you came!"

She nuzzled her head against his neck, and it certainly wasn't due to the warm and admiring looks of a single mother that he forgot how terrible school performances were.
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Art had always been a matter of taste, madness and money. He was primarily interested in the latter. No matter how ugly a painting was, as long as it could be forged and sold well, he stole it.

Jason pushed through the crowd of passersby basking in the sun. He caught himself repeatedly looking out for a certain journalist. It wouldn't surprise him if she tapped him on the shoulder now. And no! He didn't secretly wish she crossed his path again.

He simply developed a healthy paranoia. What should he do with her? Killing was out of the question. Seduction? Oh, he liked that possibility very much, but he was cowardly when it came to the consequences.

Leaving the city spontaneously for the next thirty years was also a very tempting option. But his business was doing too well at the moment. So well that he never had time to buy new suits. Why leave a pile of money lying around when it practically followed him? There were only one or two bloodthirsty ticks to get rid of. But that would resolve itself. It always did.

Incidentally, thefts were a very good distraction from thinking about impertinent journalists. Peppi roamed visibly delighted by the outing besides, behind or in front of him. He enjoyed every encounter with his fellow canines they met and practiced the threatening growl. For a brief moment, Jason lost sight of him, but when he reached the Drouot auction house, Peppi was already waiting at the entrance.

Jason bent down to pat his dog. "If you keep this up, you'll soon be stealing art on your own."

Peppi seemed to like the idea. He wagged his tail so vigorously that he lost his balance and eventually stumbled through the open door, Jason close on his heels.

Whoever had been responsible for the interior design suffered from a serious lack of taste. Every wall was painted in a bright red, causing an immediate headache just from the first glance. Display cases contained gold and silver jewelry, tarnished mirrors, even entire cutlery sets.

The red walls clashed with paintings of various landscapes, portraits and old advertising posters. In another corner, clothing racks stood with mannequins presenting collector's clothes. Each piece was labeled with a small tag and a number, so one could fall in love with the items and then gasp at the price upon seeing it.

But Jason wasn't here to expand his wardrobe; he was here to indulge in his favorite hobby, art theft.

For those who weren't swayed by the numerous posters highlighting the most famous exhibit and its value, the final hint came from the fully armed security guards positioned at all entrances. No one wanted to risk Les Maîtres de L'Affiche being stolen before their sale.

An unfriendly voice intruded into Jason's consciousness, and he turned his head. Standing next to him was a man in a dark blue shirt with the word "Security" prominently displayed.

The man pointed at Peppi, who had obediently settled down at Jason's feet. "Dogs are not allowed here."

"How lovely," Jason replied, unfazed and continued on his way undeterred. Peppi followed him.

"Hey!"

Jason heard the stomping footsteps, but why on earth stop now? It wasn't until the man placed his hand on Jason's shoulder that he turned around, but he was polite enough not to immediately punch him.

"I said, dogs are not allowed here!" the dog hater reiterated emphatically.

"No need to shout. I acknowledged that, didn't I?" Jason replied, bored.

"Then damn well leave your dog outside!"

"Who says it's my dog? You should really take better care of order in these premises. Any stray mutt or even a cat can come in here freely."

At least now the man removed his sweaty hand from Jason's shoulder. Very good, another ruined suit would ruin his day.

The clever little guy (the dog, of course) seemed to sense what was coming and took advantage of the distraction caused by Jason's words to make a hasty exit.

"Of course, the dog belongs to you. He came in with you!"

Jason put his hands in his pockets and boredly rocked back and forth on his toes. "And do you see him anywhere near me, as a dog should be?"

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Peppi. The dog cowered behind a dress. The bouncer spun in circles. Once, twice, three times. How he didn't get dizzy was beyond Jason. The man scratched his head in confusion.

"Well, I suppose we can end this tiresome conversation. Perhaps you could be so kind as to bother other visitors," Jason needled deliberately loud.

Disapproving glances from the onlookers were directed their way. It was a pleasant change that they weren't aimed at him, but rather at the hardworking security guy. Honest work was seldom appreciated. Especially not by him.

Jason left the poor guy standing there, and unhindered by further obstacles, he strolled through the rows of showcases.

A crowd of interested parties crowded around the showcase where Les Maîtres de L'Affiche were kept. The masterpieces were a collection of the best advertising posters from 1895 to 1900. Essentially, it was a collection of annoying ads. However, they were traded with a minimum bid of 35,000 euros. If you forged and sold them four times, you could make a handsome profit.

Jason continued to wander. Surveillance cameras hung from the ceiling, capturing most of the room. The display cases containing the exhibits were alarmed. He noted the positions for a later, nighttime visit.

Just as Jason was staring at a painting of a naked woman, who, while having advanced cellulite, was worth 10,000 euros, a soft voice sounded behind him.

"An honest portrait of a woman, drawn with a confident brushstroke and complete dedication."

"I would say he didn't like the woman," Jason quipped back, turning around. Oh no, not him, he could do without the guy.

"You can tell you have no sense of art," Tammo Ostenson explained with a voice reminiscent of a stuffy raccoon, which didn't fit his massive stature at all.

Jason? No sense of art? But him, really?

Well, he didn't want to be so harsh. Tammo Ostenson was, if you squinted both eyes, quite an artist. He couldn't create, but he could procure.

If you wanted a specific painting that wasn't for sale? No problem. He stole it. Or he had a deceptively real copy made and blew up the building with the real item and all the residents inside. In his spare time, he practiced killing people with a well-aimed golf ball strike.

"Your time is over. Your alliances are breaking apart. Even better, they're just dying off." Tammo twisted his lips into an ugly smile.

"Now, don't tell me, you little earthworm, that you want to become a member of our honorable Circle of Seven," Jason mocked. "Sorry, we're already full. You know it from Snow White. Seven mountains, seven dwarves. The eighth one is out of luck. But if you behave well, we'll all shake your hand. You just can't wash them afterward."

Tammo's smile widened. "Don't worry, it will remain seven."

He adjusted the collar of his shirt and turned back to the painting of the lady with the orange peel skin. "My client would be very disappointed if Les Maîtres de L'Affiche were to suddenly disappear. Let's say, due to a theft."

"And who's your client?" Jason asked curiously.

The bleached eyebrows of his counterpart raised. "Someone who will rip your guts out if you offer him the masterpieces."

"That would be rather short-sighted. Perhaps my price isn't as high as yours," Jason replied cheerfully. "After all, I have more orders to spread my overhead costs for my staff, my house and my daily joint..."

Before he could continue his financial analysis, Tammo grabbed him by the collar and attempted to strangle him. Some people always had to resort to violence when they were undercut.

"Stay out of my territory. Someone who accuses Picasso of having the drawing skills of a primary schooler shouldn't think they can push me out of my place," Tammo threatened.

Jason would have loved to argue about that, but the kid had an exceptionally strong bad breath. Tammo smelled like a fish market.

Before Jason risked being knocked out by his counterpart's breath, he cautiously freed himself. A white thread dangled from his opponent's fingers. What was it with everyone and his shirts? Maybe he should just give up on wearing them and walk around half-naked. Women seemed to like that much better anyway.

"We'll see," Jason remarked calmly. "Perhaps you'll have an accident soon, and we'll be spared further pointless discussions." With this blunt threat, Jason turned away from the fuming Scandinavian.

Peppi squeezed between a man's legs, joyfully barking as he shot past him. Jason turned into the aisle with the antiquities up for auction and frowned. He recognized that ponytail of dark blonde hair. It bobbed hurriedly through the crowd of visitors.

Seriously? She must have slipped a tracker on him. But when the hell had she done that? Her showing up at the boutique, where he'd never set foot otherwise, could be considered a coincidence. Her appearance at Héctor's ball could be chalked up to his own bad luck - but this was the ultimate cheekiness. Where were they headed if half-decent people were now slipping trackers to professional criminals? It had to be a tracker. Either that or she was clairvoyant... or he was just incompetent.
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Why wasn't discreetly tracking suspicious objects offered as a course in journalism school? She could really use some tutoring in that. She still couldn't believe she had managed to place the tracker on his belt.

Just don't think about it. Her knees weakened at the mere memory of how soft and sensual his lips were. And he could kiss, too. Much better than Enzo. His kisses were rough and more of a chore for sex.

The barking of a dog made her look down. Peppi. Sacrebleu, she hadn't counted on the dog. He joyfully jumped around her, apparently remembering well who had sent him to seventh heaven.

"Go away," she begged the little dog, but he only wagged his tail even more happily. Heavens, hopefully Jason hadn't seen her yet.

Amélie stumbled as she collided with a woman who could hardly tear her gaze away from her smartphone. Only the grip around her upper arm prevented Amélie from falling. She would prefer not to look up. But she had no choice. So she met the disapproving gaze of her stalking victim.

Her eyebrows shot up in feigned surprise. "You here too?"

"Yeah, me too." His voice sounded calm, but his lips didn't curl into the typical grin. On the contrary, if he pressed them any harder together, he wouldn't have any left.

"What a co—"

"Save it!"

Okay, admittedly, that was an exaggeration, but that was no reason for him to roughly drag her along! He headed toward one of the storage rooms. Hopefully, they were locked.

Luckily, they were, but before she could rejoice, Jason reached for the handle, pushed against the door and broke the latch.

As inconspicuously as possible, Amélie slipped her hand into her jacket pocket. She felt the small syringe and the ladies' revolver. Just a little insurance policy, in case he didn't want to talk again. She was no better than Enzo, but in this case, the answers were more important to her than her karma points.

Jason pulled her into the room and slammed the door shut with a loud bang. The reddish glow in his eyes didn't frighten her, even though her knees were trembling. It would be easier to claim that they were shaking with fear, but the truth was much crazier. His gaze turned her on. She stole a glance at his pursed lips. Maybe he would kiss her again?

His lips formed words. Only their meaning didn't register in her brain. She shook her head. She needed clear thoughts!

"What did you say?" she asked cautiously. This time she would listen to him. Especially since he was currently showing his teeth a little.

"Where is it?" he demanded.

"Where is what?" Her confusion wasn't even feigned; she genuinely didn't know what he was talking about.

"The tracker?"

"Oh."

"So?"

"Which tracker?"

If she provoked him enough to lose his composure and grab her, she could jab the vervain needle into his throat. She had no idea what to do with him afterward, but it sounded like a good first step.

"Do you really want me to strip down and search every inch?" she challenged.

"Isn't that a bit excessive?" he asked, sounding surprised.

After all, he was wearing different clothes than last night. She could hardly believe her luck that he wore the same belt today, making it so damn easy for her to track him. The temptation to break into his house had been strong. But then he might consider declaring Amélie a nuisance witness and getting rid of her.

"Don't tell me you don't know about trackers that can be injected under someone's skin. You wear one yourself."

Huh?! Amélie nearly ripped off her fingernail she was nervously playing with. "Me?" she squealed before clearing her throat. If she kept this up, she'd sound like one of those hysterical parrots.

At least Jason was smiling again. Had he really implanted a tracker under her skin? If so, when? She hadn't been unconscious. Just nervous. But maybe you didn't notice when you were so cold that your limbs went numb.

"It's enough to distract them so they barely notice the sting," Jason explained, stepping closer.

She didn't step back, not even as he drew nearer. How could she? Her knees felt like they no longer existed. It wouldn't surprise her if her heart stopped in shock. She couldn't blame it. Her hand clenched around the wolfsbane needle in her pocket. A little closer and...

"What do you want from me?" he asked.

As if he needed to ask? She wanted to kiss him, love him, knock him unconscious... okay, she was exaggerating. She wasn't that keen on him.

"You still owe me an answer!" she blurted out hastily.

Because he was about to speak. Certainly nothing sensible. Just something that would confuse her again.

"Don't you want to trade it instead? I'm in a good mood right now, so I'm offering two kisses in exchange for skipping the answer," he suggested with a grin.

Amélie swallowed. He wanted to kiss her? What a lousy distraction. "No!"

"Fine, then I'll just kiss you because I feel like it," he said.

And he did! For a dead man, his lips were wonderfully soft. Amélie grabbed the collar of his shirt before she lost the last shreds of her composure. If her dignity had shamelessly eloped with her pride, she at least didn't want to become a completely hormone-driven wreck.

It would have been the perfect moment to sedate him. But she only realized that after he pulled away from her. She lifted her gaze and met Jason's. He was so warm and soft and inviting that she wanted nothing more than to nestle against him. And to kiss him again. Did Casanova drive his women just as insane?

"Are you sure you don't want to reconsider?" Jason asked.

Amélie nervously brushed a few stray strands of hair from her face. "What?"

"About the answers and the kisses?"

"Huh?"

"Excellent, my strategy is working," he concluded.

"For that, you talk too much."

Regretfully, he lowered his gaze. "That has always been my biggest mistake."

These abrupt transitions from kissing seducer to puppy eyes to scolded schoolboy were unbearable. Who could keep up with that? This man indulged in every cliché that supposedly worked with women (unfortunately, rightly so).

The only thing missing was for him to shove his bank statement under her nose to prove that Croesus was a poor beggar compared to him, and then start talking about contracts and playrooms. And instead of going out to eat, they would visit a hardware store. Foreplay would then consist of installing the appropriate love swing on the ceiling. And of course, he wouldn't be an incompetent handyman who constantly hit his own thumb with the hammer.

"It seems like something fun is going on in your head," she remarked.

Oh, was she smiling? Amélie turned her mouth downward and lifted her gaze. "With the way you're constantly grinning, your head must have a whole circus going on non-stop."

"Not a circus, but a dancing penguin."

"How do you come up with a penguin?"

"I like penguins."

Amélie groaned. She would never get a straight answer from him. Either he kissed her or he spouted nonsense. How was anyone supposed to find anything out like this? Maybe she really should shoot him.
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The art of seduction was child's play compared to the art of confusing the opponent so much that they didn't even know their own name. And in both respects, Jason was winning. She opened her mouth and then closed it again, obviously at a loss. Dancing penguins easily transcended the horizon of an uncreative person who had probably been sober most of their life.

"What's so difficult about answering a question?" she finally asked.

"Is that then the answer I still owe you or just an interim question without judgment?" Jason inquired critically. Give Amélie an inch, and they'd take a mile.

Amélie took such a deep breath that the fabric of her blouse dangerously strained. Would she start shooting him with buttons if he continued to refuse to answer?

"Does the name Marc Denaux mean anything to you? You went in and out of his house for a year to visit his daughter. And then you, you bastard, stopped showing up!" she accused.

"Was she pretty?" Jason asked.

"Who?"

"The daughter?"

"I was six years old! Is there nothing else that interests you? Only appearance?"

"Well, you have to start somewhere to assess a person's usefulness. And beautiful women are usually useful."

Maybe he should've added that Amélie was quite pretty. But before he could come up with that saving grace, she pulled a tiny revolver from her jacket pocket. Was she serious?

"I think that's only good for shooting quails," he pointed out.

"The size of the eggs might be fitting," she retorted.

Why did she always have to get snarky when she didn't know what else to do? Would she actually pull the trigger? Her hand trembled as she avoided his gaze, instead searching for a point to aim at.

"You would never shoot me," he stated.

As he approached her this time, she flinched back. She also put her other hand on the weapon, but it might as well have been a baguette. Jason reached out to brush her hair aside, and she cocked the hammer. Maybe her gun was more dangerous than a pastry.

With a swift motion, he snatched the gun from her hands and threw it through the closed window. The glass shattered with a loud crash as the revolver sailed through. The shrill sound of the alarm system kicked in.

"That was a gift from my father," she scolded.

"I'm sure it would be in his spirit for you to shoot every one of your admirers, but you'd be missing out on a lot," he quipped.

"Such as?" she asked.

"Such as stealing a valuable item with me," he replied.

"What?"

Setting off the alarm system wasn't part of his original plan. Then again, Jason didn't really have a plan, at least not often. Should he be honest? Until just now, he hadn't intended to steal Les Maîtres de L'Affiche here and now. But before that pompous icicle-knocker got his hands on it, he'd rather do it himself. With a lot of attention around. Jason draped his arm around Amélie's waist and guided her out into the hallway.

"Give me the syringe," he whispered to Amélie, who promptly stumbled over her own feet.

"What syringe?"

"Either you give it to me willingly, or I search you. And I won't start with your pockets. I always have time to approach a lady improperly."

Her pale cheeks flushed red, and she handed him the vervain needle. Who would've thought? As if she'd go hunting for him without the devil's brew.

Jason crouched down to his dog, who sat up on his hind legs and looked at him attentively. "You're causing a bit of chaos too," Jason instructed the dog, ignoring Amélie's incredulous snort. Peppi barked briefly and dashed away.

Jason couldn't help it. When he heard the angry shout of the security guard, he grinned. And he nearly burst out laughing when movement stirred in the crowd. The man pushed his way through the visitors, shoving someone aside unceremoniously as Peppi darted between his legs.

But Jason still had work to do. While Amélie watched speechlessly as Peppi ran off, he pushed his way up a staircase through the fleeing guests. His gaze scanned the exhibition items searchingly. Most were behind glass, but the gallery was stingy when it came to investments. The equipment was old. Maybe it would work.

He hurled the syringe with all his might against the glass case containing the portrait of the naked lady with cellulite (that was actually the painting's designation). It lodged in the glass, but within seconds, fine cracks began to spread across the brittle glass, growing longer until the fine shards sprung out of their mounting. People nearby screamed and threw their hands over their heads to protect themselves from the splinters.

"Do you really want to steal the painting of that naked old woman?" Amélie asked incredulously at his side.

"No." Why did it please him that Amélie seemed to share the same contempt for art?

The few security guards all rushed toward the damaged showcase. Jason took advantage of the distraction, leaped over the railing of the stairs, and headed straight for Les Maîtres de L'Affiche.

A precise blow demolished this showcase too, and Jason pulled out the valuable contents. He pressed the bound collection of posters, now only protected by a thin film, into Amélie's hand and pulled her along by her belt. The alarm was still blaring. He dragged Amélie against the flow of the exiting crowd to the back entrance, pushing open the door. Cool fresh air greeted them.

"Why do I have to carry this?" grumbled the ungrateful creature.

"Because you stole it," Jason replied.

"What?"

Amused, Jason looked into her eyes, widened in horror. "There's a woman on the cameras carrying Les Maîtres de L'Affiche."

"But I was dragged out by you!"

"I was only trying to take your loot from you."

"No one's going to believe that."

"If you give them enough money, they will."

An open mouth joined the dismayed look.

"Close your mouth, you look like a stunned chameleon. By the way, thanks for your help," he said, attempting to take the valuable piece from her fingers. Or at least he tried, because she clung to it tightly.

"If I stole it, then it belongs to me," she snarled.

That was some strange logic, but then again, with this woman, it was nothing new.

"Then I'll steal it back from you now," Jason informed her. The jolt only threw her off balance, causing her to stumble against him, but she didn't let go.

"Kiss me, maybe then I'll give it to you willingly," she challenged him.

She was up to something after all! But before he could delve further into that, he caught movement in his peripheral vision. First by a trash bin, then also at the window of a house bordering the backyard. Jason couldn't make out the figure clearly, but they were leaning out of the window, aiming a rifle.

Jason grabbed Amélie and dove with her behind one of the parked cars. Before Amélie could even open her mouth (probably just to curse him), the muffled sounds of gunfire rang out. Plaster trickled down from the wall onto them as the car trembled under the steadily incoming bullets.

Amélie gasped in shock. He could hear her pulse racing, and feel the stiffness in her entire body. Like a startled rabbit, she clung to Les Maîtres de L’Affiche, causing it to crinkle.

Jason had to admit one thing. Tammo was very well-prepared. It could only be Tammo's people. No security service in the world hired sharpshooters to catch art thieves.

With his forehead pressed against the cool metal of the car, Jason listened to the sounds around them. The gunfire had ceased. Instead, he heard the scraping of shoes on stone.

Where were the guys? They surely wouldn't wait for them to venture out or calmly call for help. They would change their position, and in this open backyard, they had good opportunities.

"Please tell me you're not taking a nap here," Amélie pleaded softly.

He shook his head. His options were limited. He could easily escape alone. If a bullet hit him, his wound would heal quickly. But he couldn't leave Amélie behind, and she didn't handle bullets as well.

Either he climbed up the facade of the surrounding houses to the roof, which with a woman and a piece of art on his back would definitely result in Amélie's murder, or they fled over the six-foot-high wall separating the backyard from the street. Alternatively, she could also make a leap over the gate of the driveway, but to reach it, there was a lot of open space that would be a shooter's dream.

"We need to go back inside the building," whispered Amélie.

"Then they'll be waiting for us up front. Plus, we'll have a bullet in our backs if we take that route."

"Please tell me that it's true that vampires can turn into bats."

"Even if they could, what would that accomplish?" Jason asked, puzzled.

"Then you could fly away."

"And you'd stay here and serenade them?"

Amélie wrinkled her nose. "You turn me into a vampire, teach me to transform and we're out of here? I'm sure we can pull that off in ten seconds."

That innocent look in her eyes. As if she were five years old again, believing he could do anything he set his mind to. The Amélie of the past would have genuinely believed he could. And right now, he wasn't even sure if today's Amélie didn't think the same way.

The urge to kiss her was irresistible. He had never been very disciplined. That's the only way to explain why he pulled her closer and kissed her. He felt her soft lips. But he didn't forget the trap they were in. Someone was climbing over the roof high above them. But that wasn't a reason to let go. He savored every second, holding Amélie tighter and starting to run with her. He held her close, ready to take the bullets if need be. Once again, there was the sound of gunfire and shattering glass as bullets hit the wall or one of the cars. He felt a sharp pain in his calf and another in his shoulder, but he didn't pay attention. With a leap, he jumped over the garage door and raced down the street. He ducked into an alley and knocked over an innocent bystander. It was only Amélie's whimpering that made him stop. They were far enough away from those trigger-happy bastards, so he put her back on her feet. Or at least he tried to. Because Amélie screamed and promptly collapsed. She still held Les Maîtres de L'Affiche tightly to her chest.

The colorful lithograph bore a small hole, cleanly punched through. Damn it. Jason yanked the crumpled paper from her clenched fingers.

She trembled, her gaze blankly passing through him, and for a moment he feared the worst. Dark blood soaked her shirt. Amélie's body convulsed with coughing, blood streaming from her mouth. Oh no, no, no! Where was the damn hole?

He tore her shirt apart. The bullet had struck below her shoulder, and judging by Amélie's rasping cough, her lungs were injured.

This was exactly why she should have stayed away from him. Around him, everyone eventually caught a bullet. He didn't want to witness a bullet piercing her pretty head or heart. He never wanted to endure seeing her die.

Her panicked, pain-filled gaze stabbed at him. Gently, he stroked her cheek and sat down beside her on the ground.

Jason pulled her to his chest and rolled up his sleeve. "It'll be over soon," he promised her. With the tip of his fang, he tore open the vein on his wrist. Blood welled from the wound, and he pressed his bleeding wrist to Amélie's lips.


Until I Don't Want You Anymore

"In a thick tangle of blankets and with a warm scarf around her neck, she stared blankly at the yellow bear hopping across the flickering surface of the television. She really liked Winnie the Pooh, but right now, he was getting on her nerves.

For days, Amélie had been watching one video after another. Her throat was terribly scratchy, her ears hurt, she felt cold, while her skin seemed to be burning. Her father lay sick in the room next door, while her mom darted back and forth between them. She looked pretty sick and pale herself. Amélie had heard her coughing.

Watching TV all day... Normally, she'd be as happy as Little Roo when she got to do that. When it rained outside and she could sit with her parents, Knautschi, a cozy blanket and a cocoa in front of the big TV in the living room and watch movies. When her favorite vampire was there too, the world was perfect.

But now, all she wished for was to sleep. Yet in sleep, she only rolled around the bed and fell out multiple times. Every muscle cramped as she coughed, and a stabbing pain between her ribcages pulled her windpipe upwards. Ouch. She sniffled painfully. She didn't even look up when she heard someone enter the room.

"Hey," a soft, gentle voice sounded near her ear."

She timidly turned her head and saw her favorite vampire holding the biggest sheep she had ever seen. Its black button eyes stared kindly at her. Her vampire placed the sheep next to her on the bed, and Amélie happily nestled into its soft plush fur.

"Do you want to watch something else?" he asked, and she nodded. He went to the TV and inserted a different cassette into the thing where the movies came out.

The theme song played. Oh yes, "The Princess with the Golden Star"! The movie was great. The princess was so pretty, although Amélie still didn't understand what her problem was with the dresses. The prince was nice too. But not as nice as her vampire. He was muuuch nicer!

He sat beside her and pulled her close. With Knautschi and the cloud sheep, she hugged him tightly. Past the wool fibers of the sheep, she watched the screen and followed the beautiful princess as she spoke with her quirky dad. Suddenly, being sick wasn't so bad anymore.
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Even though the flu was currently her smallest problem, every painful stab still took her breath away, just like back then. Her arm felt numb, while her shoulder burned like hell. Dull pain that made bile rise in her throat. She wanted to stop breathing altogether. Every movement turned the dull ache into a raging inferno. She heard Jason's voice and vaguely sensed his presence, but she hated him for every movement he forced upon her. He pressed his wrist to her lips, and something dripped into her mouth. Slowly, the fog lifted, and to her surprise, the pain lessened a bit. Before it shot through her again as Jason fumbled with her wound.

"Stop poking at me," she hissed at him with all the strength she could muster.

"You were much easier to take care of when you were a kid."

Wait, what? Her head jerked up, and that was a bad move. Groaning, she recoiled under the stabbing pain.

"It'll be over soon."

Easy for him to say. He was a cursed vampire. As long as no one drove a stake through his chest, his wounds healed in seconds. She was actually jealous, but what came next was disgusting. Once again, he pressed his wrist against her lips, and an undefinable fluid dripped into her mouth. Or who was she kidding? That tasted like ... blood!

She gagged and struggled. She didn't want his blood! It was disgusting, vile and repulsive! But he pressed his wrist against her mouth for so long that she had to swallow reluctantly to avoid choking, and even then he didn't release her from his lap.

"You sick bastard!"

Her fist shot forward, but unfortunately, she missed his nose and instead hit his jaw. Oh, damn. Damn, that hurt!

But Jason didn't have the decency to look contrite. Or even hurt. With an expression she couldn't interpret in the slightest, he rubbed his chin. His white shirt sleeve had turned red in some spots. Where the blood had seeped in that she had rejected. She had drunk his blood. God, that was disgusting!

"Let me go right now or I'll puke on your shirt," she snarled, promptly slamming onto the hard cobblestones. Next time, she should probably be more precise with her instructions. First get up, then stand. Not the other way around.

"What did you mean when you said I was easier to take care of as a child?"

With a calmness she wished to drive out of him with a burning torch, Jason pulled out a rather large joint and lit it up. "You're ill-mannered. You could at least thank me for healing your shoulder before you interrogate me?"

Healed? Amélie reached for her shoulder. Right. No hole, no pain. Wait, was it the right shoulder? Had he enchanted her? Oh God, he hadn't turned her into a vampire, had he?

She snatched the joint from Jason's lips and brought it to her own. A deep drag. Damn, that felt good. At least she imagined so.

"You've got... I mean..." she stammered. Hopefully, it was because of the joint. "Am I a vampire now?" she blurted out.

"No, don't worry. We're not at that stage in our relationship where I'm inclined to turn you," Jason replied.

"Oh, I'm supposed to be happy about that now?" Amélie sniped. "I—"

"Some vampires' blood has healing powers. And if you ask me, you could be quite happy about that," Jason interrupted.

Okay, maybe she was a little ungrateful. She didn't even want to think about how she would have had to explain the injury to Enzo. Or how cumbersome daily life would have become in the coming weeks. But she had only been shot because of Jason! She should thank him? Never!

Amélie took another drag. The smoke scratched her throat, and she felt a bit lightheaded. That's exactly what she needed right now. A thick cloud to make her world a bit brighter. At least until Jason snatched the incense from her fingers and tossed it away.

"It's a lousy habit, taking away everything that's fun for me. First my revolver, then my vervain syringe and now the joint," she grumbled.

"It's not fun when I have to share it," Jason shrugged. "Besides, I have something else in mind."

Oh, what? That question was answered before she could even voice it. Was it the drug that made her thinking sluggish, or the look Jason gave her? So gentle and soothing.

Hold on! What was the bastard planning? With her mind slightly foggy and suspicious to the core, she allowed him to kiss her. Okay... fine, but what was he planning?

"What do you have in mind?" she asked, suspiciously.

"Nothing, I just want to make sure you're okay," Jason replied.

Wait a minute! He wasn't just kissing her, he was also holding her hand? Yes, it was true. The warm tingling spread from her hand, through her arm, to the rest of her body, and she felt dizzy. Her circulatory system had never been a fan of excitement.

"Where are we going?" she asked softly as he pulled her along.

"To your place," Jason replied.

Amélie stopped in her tracks. "To my place?"

"You wanted to ask me questions, right? I'll answer your questions. And you'll answer mine. The unbeatable advice from one of my employees was to sleep with you and, in the meantime, not forget to extract information from you."

"You want to sleep with me?" God, did she sound hysterical?

"Do you have a problem with that? I want to make sure you're uninjured in every way and in every respect."

Did she have a problem? She had a lot of problems! Starting with the fact that she actually had a boyfriend. Then there was the fact that her face, which she saw in the shop window, was absolutely not filled with erotic anticipation. Her tense posture suggested more of an impending escape. Her shirt looked like she had witnessed a slaughter. When was the last time she shaved her legs anyway? And where did the dog suddenly come from again? Was it enchanted?

The tail-wagging dog jumped around her legs. How did he find her? He must be enchanted. No dog could be so clever.

Wordlessly, she followed Jason, who set off again. He hailed a taxi, pushed her inside, and even sitting down, she still couldn't come up with a clever sentence. She wouldn't be able to talk anyway.

Just as Jason mentioned her address to the taxi driver (how the hell did he know her address?), he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Oh well, what did it matter?

She opened her lips to grant his tongue entry, and the heat surged through her. It felt like over fifty degrees Celsius in the taxi. She didn't care if Les Maîtres de L’Affiche was stuck between them, risking the valuable piece to be torn apart. She didn't care that Peppi was fervently licking her ankle. Amélie slid onto Jason's lap. Her fingers entwined in his hair, and she kissed him passionately.

Breathless, she pulled away from Jason's lips. "Tell me if you know Marc Denaux."

"Who said you could start the interrogation?" Jason replied.

"I helped you steal Les Maîtres de L’Affiche. And I got shot. Just because of you." She rubbed herself emphatically on Jason's lap.

His fingers clenched around her thigh, and he closed his eyes with a soft moan. "Fine, you win. Yes, I knew him."

"Can't you two take a room?" the taxi driver grumbled before Amélie could ask her next question.

"That's where we're heading. Drive faster, and you'll have less of it," Jason replied calmly.

His hands slid gently under Amélie's shirt. She couldn't help but smile.

"Tell me, where does Enzo get his information about vampires?" Jason whispered against her lips.

Suddenly, Amélie lost any reason to smile. She shifted uncomfortably on Jason, but he wasn't phased by her unease. He pulled her closer and kissed her again.

Jason's lips trailed along her neck as she spoke. "No, there's a prison specifically set up for them."

"Have you ever seen it?" Jason inquired.

"It's my turn to ask questions," she retorted indignantly.

"But not until we're upstairs," he insisted.

The unexpected jolt of the taxi threw her off Jason, but instead of landing in the crumb-filled footwell, she was pulled back against his chest. For a moment, Amélie closed her eyes. This was what she had wished for – his closeness. Yet it seemed he was only willing to give it to her as long as she answered his questions and when it suited him. Had she always been so easy to manipulate?

She gave the taxi driver an embarrassed look as they exited, Jason slipping him a few bills. While Jason scanned their surroundings attentively, Amélie cautiously inserted her key into the lock. She listened intently for any signs of intruders before scolding herself.

Why would Enzo be here? He had his own place and only came here if absolutely necessary. Amélie sighed and tossed her keys onto the sideboard in her hallway. She flinched as two strong arms wrapped around her from behind.

"Don't worry, I won't bite," Jason murmured softly in her ear, though his lips dangerously hovered close to her carotid artery.

"I took vervain," she warned him.

"You should stop," Jason chided softly. "Otherwise, you might miss out on the climax of your life."

Heaven help her, his hands were already promising her the sex of her life; she didn't need a climax that could potentially kill her.

Amélie's breath caught in her throat as Jason's touch trailed from her breasts, down her stomach, and then to her thighs. With a sigh, she writhed under his touch, each caress sending a delightful shiver through her body. Dying happy was nice and all, but it wasn't her goal. Who would annoy him if she weren't around anymore?

"Jason..." she began, gasping as he reached between her thighs and effortlessly lifted her onto his arms. Did she really want to know how he knew the way to her bedroom?

"Were you the vampire I once loved?" Instead of an answer, she found herself suddenly lying back on the bed.

"Damn it, Jason!" she snapped, scrambling out from under him and off the bed. If the bastard didn't want to talk, then he could damn well pleasure himself!

She cried out as Jason grabbed her upper arm and shoved her back onto the bed. Leaning over her, he kissed her neck gently. Damn, it felt good. No! It wasn't good.

"I won't sleep with you until you tell me what I want to know!" "Why not sleep with me to get me to talk?" he suggested.

Sure, men didn't talk in bed. They moaned, groaned, and then fell asleep. At least that was her experience with Enzo. "You're just trying to distract me."

"Kiss me," he urged.

With a sigh, she slid closer to him and kissed him. What was fluttering in her stomach? A swarm of moths?

"And now ask me," he said.

Seriously? He should just shut up and let her kiss him!

Amélie gathered herself and asked the question again, "Okay, are you my vampire from before?"

"I think you need to kiss me again, I don't feel threatened enough yet."

She didn't know what to do. It itched terribly in her hand to just give him a good punch. Then tear his clothes off and see if he still grinned when she got certain areas in a chokehold. Wait a minute! Why not?

Amélie pushed Jason onto the bed, undid his belt, and yanked down his pants and underwear with a swift motion. Her fingers tightened around what loomed so threateningly before her.

"Alright, I feel threatened," Jason conceded. "But if you squeeze any tighter, the fun will be over soon."

He wrapped his arms around her and rolled Amélie onto her back. Piece by piece, he peeled her out of her clothes, kissing every inch of skin he uncovered.

Now would probably be a good time to heed Pauline's advice. If you don't just want a man as a lover, be a challenge for him. Or screw his brains out. She doubted she was good enough to do the latter. Jason had been with too many women, even back then. That certainly hadn't changed until today.

With her lips pressed together, she suppressed any pleasurable moans and squeezed her legs together as Jason tried to wedge himself in.

"So, it was you?"

"Yes."

"I knew it." Amélie sat up so quickly that she bumped her head against Jason's.

He muttered a suppressed curse. "If I had known you were trying to knock me out, I would have told you afterwards."

"You should indeed, because I am more than satisfied now."

"I can increase that satisfaction."

"No, thank you."

And Jason? He had the audacity to laugh. "If you don't want me, then my name is Bunny."

Challenge. Be a challenge. Damn it! Amélie curved her lips into a sweet smile. "Au revoir, Bunny."

However, Amélie hadn't counted on Jason, who pulled her closer and kissed her again. Damn it. He knew exactly what to do to ignite a longing for more within her. Annoyed with herself, she bit his lip, but Jason only responded with a growl.

If she slept with him now, she would lose. She didn't want to be another trophy in his overcrowded closet. She wanted to be the one for whom he set that closet on fire because he never wanted to use it again.

She didn't know if it was the lingering effects of the joint or Jason's kisses that were making her head spin. It didn't matter, because her brain provided her with a brilliant idea for a change of topic.

"Do you remember the conversation we had once? About getting married?"

It was as if the needle had been abruptly lifted from the record. Jason stopped kissing her and buried his face in the crook of her neck.

"You were an insufferably know-it-all bitch even back then."

"Is that why you didn't show up again?"

"No."

"Then why?"

"Amélie ... Let it go."

One thing she had achieved, at least: his desire to sleep with her seemed to be approaching zero. He rolled off her and pulled his pants back up over his rear. That was certainly not what Pauline had meant with her advice. She wasn't a challenge; she only seemed to arouse in him the need to quickly find another fling.

"Jason," she said softly. The named one looked up from fastening his shirt buttons. "I'm sorry."

But Jason just snorted. "You don't really believe that."

Alright, he had caught her. She didn't feel sorry at all.

"From now on, stay away from me. A shot in the shoulder might be harmless, but it's not the least of your worries if you continue to venture near me."

"Are you breaking up with me?" she asked, surprised. And that too with a threat. Pah, men.

"We're not even together," Jason retorted.

Amélie took a deep breath and held her index finger under his nose. Oh, he recoiled, very good. What did she want to say?

"You won't get rid of me. And if I have to implant a tracker in your colon, I won't rest until you wear a wedding ring with my name engraved on it."

Whoops, did she really say that? Had Jason always had that stupid look on his face? Now he crossed his arms over his chest. Typical defensive posture.

"I'll give you credit for still being slightly drugged. But I'm not going to marry you."

"No one's asking you to," she shot back.

"Actually, someone is. As far as I know, the man is even asked first."

"I'll ruin every date you'll ever have in the future," she vowed.

"Maybe you should just send your vampire hunter friend over..."

"So he can drag you to the altar tied up? Excellent idea," Amélie cut in.

She hadn't even thought of that idea. It was unrealistic and completely crazy. But that was the kind of plan he'd like.

"As much as I'm into you, you'll have to find someone else to marry," Jason marched to the door, Peppi on his heels.

Sure, she'd like to convince herself that he was in a hurry to get to the courthouse, but not even she believed that. He bolted.

"Commitment-phobic coward!" she called after him, but he had already slammed the door behind him.

Pah. A supposedly cold-blooded mafioso running away from a woman willing to tie the knot. And that in minus 0.005 seconds after she even mentioned the word.

She pulled her shirt back over her head and sat down at her laptop. How could a journalist best get revenge? By writing an article. An article that would appear in the biggest newspaper in Paris tomorrow.


Stay Strong

It was a beautiful evening. The air was still warm from the sun of the day. The Denaux family's garden was an oasis of tranquility. One like he had rarely seen. By now, he loved being here.

Amélie should have been in bed long ago, but her father had resignedly noted that the next day was Saturday and she had the day off from school. Wrapped in a blanket, Amélie sat beside him on the porch swing. A few moths were drawn to the gentle light emanating from the kitchen, and the lilac bush beside them smelled beastly, but Amélie vehemently protested whenever he mentioned it ("It smells totally like summer!").

With a glass of Scotch in hand, he gazed at the stars with Amélie. He pointed upwards. "Do you see that W?"

Amélie tilted her head back and stared up before squeaking and wriggling around. She pointed her finger in the air. "There!"

"That's Cassiopeia."

Amélie snuggled closer to him. "Cas... Cass..."

"Cassiopeia. Do you know who she was?" he asked.

Amélie shook her head.

"Cassiopeia was a queen, the wife of King Cepheus. They had a beautiful daughter: Andromeda. She was so beautiful that everyone loved to look at her, and even the stars were jealous. Cassiopeia boasted that her daughter was more beautiful than any other being in the world, even more beautiful than the daughters of the sea god - and they were also very pretty. But afterwards, they were mainly very angry. The sea god sent a fire-breathing monster, and only by sacrificing their daughter Andromeda could they get rid of the beast. Luckily, Andromeda was rescued before the beast killed her, but Cassiopeia was then placed in the sky by Poseidon, but in a very uncomfortable position, upside down on a chair."

Amélie stared at him questioningly before looking back up at the sky and twisting her neck to find a different perspective.

"Oh yeah?" she asked skeptically. "And which star is her head?"

Uh... That was a very good question. "The left one," he claimed.

"Okay."

Oh, really? Amélie was satisfied with that answer? Apparently so, as she leaned back against him and adjusted the blanket around her teddy bear.

Phew, he had dodged a bullet with his dangerous half-knowledge. His mother had been a teacher, and she too had loved the stories of the constellations. She would have laughed until she cried if she had seen how he twisted the facts to suit his whims.

"Why aren't you married?" That's what his mother used to ask too. But she wasn't here! He looked down at Amélie in surprise. Holding onto her teddy bear as usual, she looked at him with a questioning gaze.

"Is it because you're an Alkuhilkar?"

"Alcoholic," he corrected. "And I'm not an alcoholic."

How on earth did she come up with such ideas? She was six years old, she shouldn't even know that word.

"What do you drink then?"

"Scotch."

"Can I have some too?" Amélie chirped, reaching for his glass.

"No way. That's not for girls your age. Maybe in ten years."

"So it is Alkuhol after all." Amélie's eyes sparkled mischievously.

The little devil knew she was right. She was clearly too clever for her age. Wouldn't surprise him if she terrorized everyone in her school class.

"Scotch and unsweetened alcohol suppress the blood thirst. All vampires are practically alcoholics," he explained to her.

Amélie tilted her head thoughtfully, and he could sense it—she was brewing up the next round of questions.

"But that makes you insopent," she observed.

"It does not."

"I saw it on TV. When women want to cuddle, men don't want to because otherwise the women get disappointed."

"I'm not impotent! What on earth does your mother let you watch?"

"Yes, you are!"

"No, I'm not."

Damn it, he was over two hundred years old, at least as many women could testify from their own experience that he was not the least bit "impotent," and yet here he was arguing with a little girl about whether he was capable of making love.

"And why aren't you married then?"

He hated this child.

"It's neither the alcohol nor my virility."

Just as he was about to explain to her that it also wasn't because no woman deemed him attractive enough (because he would expect that as her next argument), she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed herself tightly against him.

"When I'm old enough, I'll marry you," declared Amélie with fervent conviction.

Oi, now he really had a problem.
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The next morning came much too early after half a bottle of absinthe. However, he had to admit, to his shame, that he had needed every single drop of the green poison. Absinthe—the only alcohol that could grant oblivion even to vampires.

He had received his fair share of rejections in his life. You wouldn't believe it with his stunning charm and dazzling appearance, but there were women who turned him down. Most of them completely unjustly, of course. However, none had left him as perplexed as this one.

The woman made no sense whatsoever! Not to a human, not to a vampire! Not even a god, a clairvoyant sorcerer or any being with reason could understand this woman! First, she threw him out with his pants down, then she declared that she absolutely wanted to marry him. No one could handle that.

The absinthe had at least provided a little cushion, but unfortunately, that didn't apply to the next morning. With a slight headache and a dog who was already shamelessly wagging its tail, Jason showed up at his office the next day.

Helen jumped up from behind her desk and reached for a newspaper. She followed him into his room, grinning. Why was she smiling like that?

"Don't tell me Cecile is on her way again." Did he sound a bit pathetic? Perhaps, but he didn't care.

Helen sat down on a chair and watched as he rolled a joint. That would chase away his headache.

"Have you seen the headlines yet?" she asked. Why the hell were her lips twitching?

"Should I?"

Wordlessly, she handed him the opened newspaper. With a sigh, Jason sat down behind the desk. Was someone shot, drowned, or burned again?

No. On the open pages, he searched in vain for words like "death," "destruction," and "we're all going to die." Instead, headlines with "Stars," "Hollywood," and "wrinkle-free" jumped out at him. Why was she showing him this?

"These are gossip pages," Jason said.

Helen leaned forward and tapped on a specific column. "There, you blind bat."

Blind? He wished he were! Almost inconspicuously among the other articles, this headline not only packed a punch—it almost knocked him out when Jason took a look at the author. Suddenly, his brain felt completely numb.

Did he really want to read it? Probably not. And yet, it was like an accident. His gaze drifted from one word to the next.

How to break up with a Mafioso - in just five minutes?

When you've had enough of your current man, there's no getting rid of him fast enough. But what if your boyfriend happens to be packing heat? We'll show you how to end the relationship while making him believe he's the one breaking up with you.

I've personally tried this method. On whom? Jason Harris. He'll be familiar to most of our readers. According to him, this man had half of Paris in his bed, whether it was on the kitchen table, in the broom closet, in the car, or on a public flowerbed in the Tuileries Park. Since men tend to exaggerate, let's cut that statement in half again. That means every fourth of our readers should have already figured out where Jason Harris is all talk and no action (Hint: there are two spots).

To those of you who haven't figured it out yet, I urge you: don't bother. It's not worth it. To the rest: my sincere condolences.

Now, there's a small percentage who have actually managed to tie down a Mafioso and realized there are few worse decisions than "the last glass of champagne was bad." But what if the guy has fallen for you? And you fear being pushed into a limited selection of concrete shoes if you tell him he's just not cutting it?

Here's the solution: Greet your darling, whether he's a diamond, a tiger or whatever else he needs to feel like less of a dud, after a hard day's work on his part (since you don't have one) with a lovely smile and stretched-out cotton underwear.

Does his smile disappear? Then you're on the right track. But that's not all. Someone like Jason Harris will even yank down your grandma panties as long as you stay still long enough.

Get him in the mood. Unfortunately, you'll have to kiss him – you can't avoid that – and while his blood languishes uselessly in his lower regions, ask him if Thursday in two weeks works for a wedding date or if that's also too long for him. Give him a little time to realize what you've said (you know, his blood's currently in the non-thinking organ).

If he stutters out excuses, don't let him off the hook. Smile at him and agree that next Tuesday would be much better.

Don't stop him when he falls out of bed and reaches for his pants. You can subtly slide them over to him. If he keeps making excuses, react angrily and yell at him that you've made an appointment for him with a tattoo artist so he can get your name tattooed around his ring finger. After all, rings can get lost and are just a waste of resources. Your marriage should last for eternity, not just until he loses the ring down a hooker's cleavage.

Just to be safe, open the door for him so he doesn't dent the wood in his panic.

Advanced users can pull off this episode in three minutes. If you run into Jason Harris, just mention the word "wedding." That'll take less than ten seconds.

Yours truly, Amélie Denaux

P.S.: By the way, this advice can be applied to any man, whether he's a policeman, a mailman, a millionaire, a president, or a street sweeper. They're all the same anyway.

"I can't believe it." Jason slammed his head onto the desk. This couldn't be happening. She wrote an article about how she broke up with him. Even though he was the one who ended things. Even though they weren't even together!

"Why is he putting his head on the table?" he heard Linett ask.

"He read the newspaper article," Helen responded.

"I thought this Amélie had a hunter boyfriend. How could she break up with him?" Now it was Jeremy chiming in. Yeah, that was exactly what he was wondering!

Jason lifted his head and plucked a paperclip from his forehead. "How is it that all of you know about this article?"

"We're not such late risers like you," Helen teased. "You've got printer ink on your face."

If only that were the only problem. Jason sank back into his office chair and rubbed his forehead again.

"Cecile read it first. She called us," Linett added. Sighing, she settled into the chair in front of his desk and leaned back. Chuckling, she let out a breath. "I'm telling you, I'll be glad when this baby's out. It's so big, its butt's pressing on my lungs. Can't possibly be normal for it to be this huge. By the way, does anyone have chocolate?"

Jason opened his drawer and handed Linett a Maxi bar of milk chocolate.

"I don't understand how the journalist could break up with you," Linett sighed happily.

"She didn't break up with me!" Jason clarified emphatically.

Linett held the chocolate bar to her chest. "Alright, then she didn't break up with you. For the chocolate, I'll say whatever you want."

Jason rubbed his hands into his neck to relax his muscles.

This couldn't be happening. Not only was she making him the laughingstock of the town, now everyone knew that Amélie Denaux had some kind of relationship with him. One that was worth ending, even if just with a ridiculous newspaper article. Hopefully, the wives of the other mafiosi in Paris couldn't read and wouldn't tell their men about the article.

After trying to protect this woman for years, the moment he made the mistake of crossing paths with her, she chased after him and then wrote an article about it. Why didn't she just nail a marriage proposal to the Eiffel Tower?

Jason stood up abruptly. "I'm going to work," he announced. He didn't care that the three of them looked concerned as he left. They shouldn't think that this article bothered him. That was absolutely not the case! Oh, who was he kidding?

But he knew what he could do about it. If a woman was driving a man crazy, the best remedy was to have another woman literally blow the worries out of his mind.

He could visit Cecile. No, damn it, she wouldn't pass up the opportunity to ride on the article instead of him. Then he'd just go to a prostitute.

Jason let the door of the office close behind him. With Peppi close on his heels, he joined the crowd of pedestrians, who probably all had stress with their women too. Women. At least the whore he was going to see was pretty. He could relax first and then talk to her.

He had stood up Serena twice now. Although her claim that she could tell him many dirty details about Tammo Ostenson's life piqued his curiosity, she had so far demanded a ridiculously high sum for her information. The more he stood her up, the lower her demand became.

Her club was just a few streets from his block. The crumbling facade was trying to be beautified by the owner with a red canopy in front of the entrance.

The bouncers seemed vaguely familiar to him, and when one of them grabbed Jason by the collar (seriously, what did everyone have against his shirts?) and dragged him into the interior of the establishment, he knew why: These brutes belonged to Tammo Ostenson.

Today, Tammo's bun was particularly tight, pulling his eyebrows up. It was possible that this foolish expression of constant amazement deceived someone, but with a face like that, you wouldn't attract any women. No wonder he was a regular customer at Serena's and had a total of eight men surrounding her, conspicuously resting their hands on the weapons at their belts. Peppi seemed to find him equally unsympathetic, as the little barker growled as if there was a prize to be won.

"Interesting. Interesting. Wasn't it always said that a Jason Harris didn't need to visit a whore, with women flocking to him in droves?" the squeaky voice blurted out.

"That's correct," Jason forced a smile. He didn't need to show him that he would love to kill him. "But they like to be seduced, sometimes you want to save yourself the trouble."

He grabbed the hand that was still crumpling his shirt and forcefully twisted the wrist. Tears welled up in the brute's eyes, and groaning, he went down on his knees, pressing the broken hand against his bulky body. Wimp.

The hands of three more of Tammo's guards twitched under their jackets, which poorly concealed their weapons. But the raising of Tammo's hand halted the panicked knee-jerk reaction.

"Why so nervous?" Jason turned to the man closest to him. "Do you all get to have your own whore, or do you have to share?"

"Do you have any more of those jokes?" Tammo asked, boredom evident as he tugged at the single facial hair on his face.

"Well, with me, each of you would get one," Jason persisted. "I conduct interviews every Tuesday and Thursday. You just need to bring a resume and a list of references."

The looks exchanged among Tammo's men were priceless. Most were puzzled, but a few were actually interested. Poaching people was as easy as playing poker with marked cards. Everyone was eager to improve their lot.

"Quiet!" Tammo growled. "At my place, resignations are only accepted with a bullet in the forehead."

"Now, don't tell me you're solely responsible for the labor shortage. I find that rather irresponsible. The younger generation is hardly good for anything anyway, and any halfway decent employer grants a right to terminate employment."

Tammo swiftly reached for his gun and aimed it at Jason. As if shooting him would stop him from talking. But he still didn't fancy a bullet in his chest, his forehead, his leg or wherever this idiot was aiming.

Jason darted behind the protection of a particularly broad bouncer. A soft thud, and the poor guy collapsed with a groan.

"You treat your staff poorly," Jason remarked, looking down at the man on the ground. The red spot on his shirt was spreading rapidly, and the poor guy coughed up blood from his lungs with a wheeze.
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She cautiously glanced at her phone's display, but it was just Pauline, grinning at her. She let it ring. She loved her friend, but she didn't want to dissect every second of her encounter with Jason with her. The guilt had kept her up all night. Not even the wine had made it better. Of course, she didn't feel guilty toward Jason. That coward deserved every word!

But Enzo...

Enzo only read the sports section, but what did she know? What if someone had told him about her article? If her embarrassing episode with Jason had shown her anything, it was that she should break up with Enzo today. That would only be fair. In fact, she should have done it days ago. She didn't love him enough to want to be with him forever.

If Jason hadn't left, she would have willingly cheated on Enzo. He didn't deserve that. Nobody deserved a friend like her. Well, except Jason. She would be his torment, karma's revenge for all his sins. But she felt too sad to be a torment. She missed Jason.

She could drive to his house. Thanks to the tracking device, she knew its location. But what would she do there? Watch him climb out the window as soon as she knocked on the door?

Not even the pride of denying Jason her own climax made her feel better. Especially since she felt even more frustrated than if he had just kissed her. If she listened closely, she could still feel the longing throb.

Great. She probably hadn't accomplished anything with Jason except making him think she was frigid. And she herself was frustrated. This was truly the perfect starting point to break up with her cheated-on boyfriend.

Amélie reached for her handbag and slung it over her shoulder. A nervous flutter spread in her stomach. Enzo would explode. She could vividly imagine him questioning her decision, followed by some nasty comments. Comments she undoubtedly deserved.

Sighing, she locked her apartment door behind her and descended the stairs. As always, she practically needed a crowbar for the front door, and the cold air of this rainy day did nothing to encourage her desire to go out. Cursing, she heaved the door open. In moments like these, she would love to be a vampire. They never had problems with doors.

"Excuse me," someone spoke from the side. "Are you Amélie Denaux?"

Confused, she looked at the old man, whose white beard reminded her a bit of Santa Claus. "You're not my tax auditor, are you?"

At least her interlocutor smiled. But she didn't like the grin at all. "Don't worry, babydoll, I'm not interested in your money."

Babydoll? Did he seriously just call her babydoll?

However, derogatory terms were the least of her worries. The man lunged at her. Amélie recoiled from the calloused hand that came too close to her face. But before she could scream, the hand covered her mouth. A second man rushed in, and together they pressed Amélie against the house wall. The rough wall scraped her skin. Warm blood ran down her arm, which was painfully twisted. Her wrists were tied together. And unfortunately, it held.

She was being kidnapped by Santa Claus!

All her struggling was in vain. She stepped out, but missed her target and lost her balance. In the next moment, a light gray van braked in front of them. One of the guys grabbed her by the hair. Tears of pain welled up in her eyes, and she tried once again to kick against his knee.

"Knock her out," growled one of the guys.

"You knock her out," the other yelled back. A white piece of cloth appeared before her eyes, and a sharp smell rose into her nose. She coughed and gagged.

Damn it. She was Enzo's girlfriend and the latest plaything of Jason Harris. Both were dangerous men and mortal enemies. No matter who kidnapped her, it was about getting at one of them. She was at their mercy.

Amélie tried to hold her breath, but even that was futile. The stuff burned in her eyes, and she felt her senses slipping away.
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"Can we talk reasonably now?" Tammo asked.

"You're the one constantly losing control," Jason replied calmly, stepping over the dead body.

Tammo Ostenson clearly wasn't accustomed to conversations where he lost. Anyone who could be so easily rattled would never hold the top spot in the Mafia for long. And for Jason, it would be the highest pleasure to knock him off his high horse and then trample him underfoot.

Tammo's squeaky voice brought him out of his rather enjoyable daydream. "Have you ever heard of the 'Big Maple Leaf' coin?"

"Yes."

"It's worth nearly four million."

"3.74 million euros. I know."

"And still not stolen?"

"Too big, too bulky, too complicated to get rid of."

"Well, tough luck for you, you're going to steal it."

Now he truly had Jason's full attention. A smirk crept onto his lips. "Don't tell me you're too dumb for it."

Tammo's cheeks turned dark red, and the vein on his temple started pulsating. He breathed heavily as if he were in labor. His men wisely backed off a few meters. But the tantrum seemed to be successfully breathed away. His complexion normalized, and he crossed his arms over his chest. "You're going to steal the Big Maple Leaf. And it will give you inner joy."

"Of course it will give me inner joy. Especially to rub it in everyone's face that you need help," Jason retorted, grinning.

"Exactly what you won't do. It would be a shame if a beautiful young woman had to die because of it."

A beautiful young woman? As if he would stay still long enough to be killed by her.

Jason shrugged. "Serena is quite pretty, but the bruises she constantly gets from you make her unattractive."

Perhaps the grin on his counterpart's face should have given him pause. In fact, it did. But why should he care about the fate of a woman who was most likely already dead in the back room anyway?

"I'm not talking about Serena. I'm talking about Amélie Denaux."
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The blood was rushing in her ears, and her face felt numb. Someone had been pressing their hand over her mouth the whole time. That, coupled with the sack over her head, made breathing a challenge. But whenever panic and the fear of suffocating made her resistance too strong, someone else would tighten their grip around her throat. It was insane, but she thanked every god when the car finally stopped.

She was dragged out, stumbling more than walking. Her limbs ached, her heart raced, and she still had that repulsive smell in her nose.

Finally, someone ripped the sack off her head. Darkness hadn't been pleasant, but what she saw now was even worse.

"Well? You alright, babydoll?" The white-bearded man grinned.

But before Amélie even had the chance to reply, there was a loud crash behind her abductor. The Santa Claus wannabe rolled his eyes and turned around.

Amélie caught a glimpse of the source of the noise. A small, chubby man was passionately cursing the functionality of ladders, kicking at the said tool, and finally awkwardly setting it up again. Clearly annoyed, he straightened his shirt and reached for a rope.

"Why can't we just shoot her?" he grumbled, heaving his cumbersome body back onto the narrow metal steps. Once again, the ladder swayed dangerously, but this time he climbed it to the highest rung and threw the loop of the rope over.

"Because then it won't look like suicide when we bring her back to her apartment."

Suicide? Apartment? What the hell were these guys planning?

"I have no idea what's going on here. But I'm sure we can talk about it," Amélie panicked.

She tried to free herself from the white-bearded man's grip, but he grabbed her chin and twisted her neck, making her cough.

"Calm down, babydoll. Maybe it won't come to that. Maybe you're worth enough to Jason Harris that he'll do anything we tell him just to keep you from getting your neck snapped."

And she was supposed to stay calm? Jason would applaud if someone helped him get rid of the crazy woman who had told him to his face that she intended to marry him. Joint aftermath or not, no man would forget something like that.

A targeted kick to her kidnapper's knee caused him to loosen his grip enough for Amélie to sink her teeth into his hand. He smelled just as bad as he looked - repulsive. But her lunge forward was in vain. She was roughly pulled back by her bound hands and received a blow to the face that once again sent darkness swirling before her eyes.
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Yeah, he had to admit: Tammo managed to wipe the grin off his face. Internally, Jason groaned. Why on earth did she write that stupid article? She hadn't just humiliated him, she had exposed herself. She had shared her name with every newspaper reader, effectively every criminal in this city. Some might dismiss it as revenge for a promised but never received phone call, but not Tammo Ostenson. He was too sharp.

Jason would bet his whole business that it was Tammo's men who had been waiting for her in the backyard of the auction house. With that, he knew two of his secrets. He knew Jason was too fast for a human, and he knew he had enough vague feelings for Amélie to save her. Tammo was smart enough to figure out everything about vampires.

Clever opponents were a challenge you rarely found. He had missed having a worthy adversary for years. But this one came at a damn inconvenient time!

When was the last time he felt the need to beg for someone's life? For Amélie, he would do it. His blood protected her for only twenty-four hours. What then? Then she was at the mercy of that idiot. He had to get out of here. He had to find her, and then he would lock her in a damn cellar!

Jason buried his hands in his pockets to resist the temptation to not just break this guy's nose. "Congratulations, you went through the trouble of finding out the name of one of the three women I had in bed last week?"

Okay, there hadn't been three. Actually, just one. Amélie. He had at least satisfied her, even if only with a simple response.

Tammo stroked his chin with a smirk. "As long as you don't bring me the coin, I might as well take the trouble to get your two assistants. It's easier than stealing that lump. I like the blonde, but the brunette is not bad either. And it would be bitterly disappointing if she were to die along with her child so close to delivery."

The reasoning was a bit flawed. As soon as Jason turned his back on this idiot, Helen would get her personal vampire bodyguard, while Linett was already protected by a rabid Jeremy who tore anyone to pieces who even looked at his mate askew.

He would take care of Amélie personally. Then she would at least have reasons to write such articles. He would even give her a typewriter, but he wouldn't let her out of his sight for a second.

Just the sight of her gunshot wound had painfully squeezed his heart. There wasn't much left of the cheeky but dear girl, but her life was more valuable than silly power games. Unfortunately, those silly power games didn't care about the life of a single woman.

Even if Jason were to steal Michael Jackson's slippers and the mummy of Akhenaten, Tammo would still kill Amélie anyway. Why? Because he could. They all committed their crimes for one reason - they could do it. Or at least they thought they could.

Those who miscalculated were imprisoned or killed. Those who got it right earned money and respect. Tammo believed he could blackmail Jason with the deaths of all those close to him. A strategy that wasn't entirely wrong. Because he cared about more people than one might think at first glance.

"Your arguments have never been good, but this one is downright awful," he told his opponent with a mocking smile. If that guy could grin so stupidly, he could do it even better!

Tammo raised his arm and gestured invitingly toward a door. "Then I'd like to show you something."
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Paralyzing fear constricted her throat, even though the rope still hung loosely around her neck. The cable ties cut into her wrists. Such marks surely didn't speak for suicide anymore, but she doubted that this objection would do any good.

Dragged onto a low stool, she dared not to breathe even halfway deeply. The white-bearded man absentmindedly picked at his ear. Her knees trembled violently. The main thing was not to lose her balance already now, the thing beneath her was already wobbling.

Being healed after a shootout by Jason was one thing. But hoping that he had the kindness to exchange her for some promises and services was quite another. Surely, he wouldn't negotiate for a woman who pursued him against his will. Maybe he would be willing to talk if he hadn't read the article yet. Hope dies last.

It was the last thing she clung to. She didn't want to die! And especially not like this! A car accident - okay. Colliding with a bus - also fine. A heart attack - still acceptable… But not being strangled!

She was so desperate that not even tears wanted to come. Except for her trembling knees and her praying mind, everything had shut down.

"Well, speechless?" mocked the white-bearded man, inspecting what he had removed from his ear. Okay, that was disgusting.

"You're pretty medieval," Amélie retorted, but the white-bearded man just shrugged.

"What worked before will work today," the white-bearded man said.

Hopefully, he meant a successful blackmail. Please, let him mean a successful blackmail. Before she embarrassed herself by praying out loud, the door opened. A tall blond man entered, followed by several men and... Jason! Heavens, it was really him.

"And is the argument more interesting in this form?" the blond man asked.

Jason tilted his head. "It's at least worth considering."

"Worth considering?" Amélie squeaked, horrified. "Get me down from here, for heaven's sake... please."

He wouldn't leave a woman he had known for over twenty years behind, would he? Oh, what was she thinking? Jason was a selfish bastard, of course he would.

"Hey," she called out to the blond man. "I can tell you things about him that you probably didn't know."

Jason chuckled amusedly, and Amélie shot him a look that hopefully wished him a painful death despite the panic.

"She can only tell you my ring size," Jason interjected. "Besides, you would do me a favor, Tammo. I don't like being chased by registrars, wedding rings, and balloons."

"Oh, you... Wait until I catch you."

What was she even saying? If she kept it up, she would only drive him to suicide as a ghost.

"Let that be my concern," the blond man replied calmly. "Yes, I was planning to kill her to get to you. Well, who else should I kill? It would take too long to find someone else now. You have to take what you can get."

Amélie wasn't sure what it was. Perhaps it was because the stupid grin on the white-bearded man's face didn't disappointingly fade away. But the fact that the blond man had changed his mind didn't reassure her in the slightest. Instead, it sparked even more panic within her. While her anger toward Jason had momentarily receded into the background in the last moments, it now surged back even stronger. This Tammo wouldn't let her go. He probably wouldn't even let Jason go. Not even a vampire could stand against eight men armed to the teeth.

"Why don't you just kill him then?" Amélie blurted out.

The blond man laughed. "Because he still has something to do for me. And unfortunately, you'll have to serve that purpose so the rest of his friends won't meet the same fate. And as I see it, I'm doing Jason a favor with this."

What kind of twisted logic was that?

"You don't even know what you want, do you?" the vampire asked, noticing the lack of logic as well. Unfortunately, that wouldn't help her at all. "Inconsistency is not a commendable trait."

"Let that be my concern. A favor for you and a deterrent example of what might happen soon to those who are much closer to you."

If her frightened brain had any pleas, begging, or curses left, they were choked out now in her throat. She felt the jerk as the stool was kicked out from under her feet, and how the rope abruptly stopped her fall.

Panicked, she kicked with her feet, tugged at her restraints. If she could just be fierce enough, she could escape this. Her throat hurt, she heard the pounding of her own heart in her ears, and her lungs screamed for air. But all the gasping for breath was in vain.

She would have liked to claim that her last glance fell on the blond man, with one final curse in her mind, or on Jason, who damn well seemed to do nothing to help her. And yet, hope for his assistance was the last thing on her mind as her vision darkened and her consciousness faded away.


A Fabulous New Diet

He sat on a bench, watching the children playing on the jungle gym. Sand flew up as two boys ran past him, screaming. The smaller one stumbled and fell face-first into the soft sand. But judging by the ensuing screams, you'd think he had fallen nose-first into a cactus.

Why was he here again?

Oh right, he had a date with Amélie. Her parents trusted her independence enough to walk the five meters from her house to the playground alone. It wasn't particularly dangerous. The neighbors meticulously monitored the happenings on their street. No one could abduct a child here. And anyone foolish enough to try would have to deal with him.

If he had known how easy it was to pick up women with a child, he would have borrowed some decades ago. Amélie did enjoy drawing his attention to herself when he withheld it from her for too long, but with her, one could easily pick up single and extremely grateful mothers. Finding casual affairs was nowhere as easy as here. Few women became clingy. They hardly had time and were busy enough driving their kids to the playground, piano lessons, karate, ballet, creative crafting sessions, or child psychologists.

Perfect. He was just contemplating a woman with flaming red hair when Amélie's shrieks made him turn around.

Amélie shrieked often, much to the detriment of his ears, but now she sounded frightened, and the question of why was answered at the latest when the child came racing around the corner, flailing his arms.

Her little backpack danced on her back, narrowly escaping the teeth of a barking Giant Schnauzer. The dog dragged its hopelessly overwhelmed owner behind it. She futilely planted her pink wedge heels into the ground. She probably only feared losing one of the sparkling rhinestones anyway.

Amélie shot past him, and if he hadn't grabbed her in time, she would have plunged into the bushes in her fear. He heard her heart pounding fiercely, drowned out by her screams and pulled the trembling child close to him. Amélie kicked in sheer panic as the dog stopped in front of him and growled.

Well, he could growl too. Unfazed, he looked the dog in the eyes and emitted a growl that echoed loudly across the playground. Heavenly silence ensued. Amélie stopped screaming, as did the dog owner, who stared at him bewildered. Even the other children had forgotten that their basic trait was unbearable noise. The dog tucked its tail between its hind legs and whimpered.

This time, it followed as its owner dragged it along, scolding.

"Are you okay?" he asked Amélie, brushing the tears of fear from her cheek where they had left a shiny trail.

Amélie nodded hesitantly and pressed herself against him. "Thank you."

"Don't mention it, I'll look out for you, promise."
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He had failed. Completely. He had promised to protect her, and now she was dying one of the worst deaths imaginable.

Seven men aimed their weapons at him. With Tammo, it was eight. He would have loved to tear out each of their guts, but he knew how little that would achieve. Not even a vampire could stand against eight rapid-fire weapons.

A lump formed in his throat. He clenched his hands in his pockets and pressed his jaws so tightly together that the pain shot sharply into his head. Pain that he needed to keep from losing control. He couldn't lose it. If he did, shots would be fired, and that didn't even bode well for vampires.

The chair falling over caused a muffled thud.

Watching someone die was not something one had to experience. As a vampire, he killed whenever he had to satisfy his hunger, and with the bloodlust came the diminishing of guilt. He wasn't a sensitive vampire who could convince himself that vampires were nature's response to the humans' exorbitant expansion. He didn't.

Jason accepted his nature, and he killed even when it wasn't about his hunger. He couldn't remember the last time he regretted someone's death like this. He didn't allow himself to just look away. He burned it into his retina, into his memory, and into his soul.

He had promised to protect her. Twenty years ago, he had disappointed the two most important people in his life to keep that promise. It had worked for twenty years. Until today. Until he failed to ensure that Amélie didn't get too close to him. Each of his warnings seemed half-hearted to himself.

He should have made her understand. He should have packed her in a box and sent her to America. But he hadn't done anything because he enjoyed the games with her. How she defied him and always managed to stay on his heels.

And now she was dying.

The last stifled sound touched him on a level he didn't even know existed. He would have liked to take her in his arms, assure her that she didn't have to be afraid. Everything would be okay. But it was too late for that. She died in despair, and it was his fault. He would have liked to give her a more pleasant transformation into a vampire. One that she consented to because she wanted it herself. One that didn't happen by chance because she had drunk his blood the day before and died within twenty-four hours.

One of Tammo's men nudged the limp body inspectively. How much he would have loved to rip his head off for that. Or Tammo's.

"Remember, the next one could be your pregnant assistant," he heard the hoarse voice behind him.

He would love to see Tammo's stupid face if he tried to harm Linett. Linett's belly didn't stop her from bashing anyone who said a wrong word. Not to mention the frying pan in her oversized handbag.

"That would only decrease my willingness to help you unnecessarily," Jason retorted. He gestured to Amélie, whose corpse suddenly seemed to have become a stigma. None of Tammo's men dared to throw a glance at the lifeless female body.

"I'll take her," Tammo chuckled maliciously. "Don't tell me you had feelings for her. How sad."

"For her mother. And I owe it to her to bury her daughter," Jason lied undeterred.

Tammo shrugged. "Go ahead and get her."

Oh, Jason would have gladly left Tammo the honor of dealing with a freshly awakened and, above all, bad-tempered undead soon, but he preferred to carry that burden himself. He still needed Tammo.

That's why he hated plans. You had to resist the most delightful pranks. Peppi would soon feel that too.

The little dog was just lifting its leg to express its opinion to Tammo when Jason nudged it aside with his foot. He couldn't afford to deal with a dead dog now, too. It was enough that his heart was torn apart once.

Anyway, the audience with Tammo seemed to be over. His men were clearly in a hurry to leave the room. One even ran into the door frame in his haste. What kind of losers did Tammo surround himself with? With a bouncing bun, Tammo followed his men and left Jason alone with Amélie.

With a sigh, Jason loosened the rope so he could cradle the lifeless woman in his arms. He wasn't stopped as he left the brothel and laid Amélie on the back seats of his car. To prevent her from rolling off during the drive, he strapped her in. She had always liked the Tuileries Garden. A nice place to wake up as a vampire.
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Pain... She had never experienced such sore throat in her life. It felt as if her tonsils weren't just inflamed, but burst open, and the toxic pus would find its way down her windpipe.

Amélie tried to rub her tongue against the back of her palate. Maybe that would help. But her tongue was as numb as her other limbs. A ton-heavy weight seemed to rest on her head. But also on her arms, her legs, her stomach. Was she dead? She must be dead.

The rope had taken away all her breath, and the last thing she had seen was the face of that treacherous bastard. She remembered the desperate hope that he would still save her life. Hope that hadn't even faded when she lost consciousness and felt herself being drawn into the whirlpool of blissful numbness. He hadn't saved her.

She was dead and probably wouldn't even be given the opportunity to haunt him as a ghost. Did she go to heaven, anyway? She could certainly open her eyes to find out, but there was still that leaden fatigue.

Amélie tried to focus on her other senses. There was a rushing sound, and she imagined hearing birds chirping. How lovely. Regardless of heaven or hell, she seemed to have landed by the sea. A gentle breeze swept over her forehead. But wait a minute! That wasn't wind!

She laboriously opened her glued eyes. Above her rose a night sky. The first stars twinkled in the firmament. So, there was a sky in heaven (or in hell), too? That was somehow strange.

Amélie blinked and tried to turn her head. There it was again. The stroking on her forehead and something wet on her cheek. A dog's snout nudged her. Where did the dog come from now?

She turned a little more, and finally managed to catch a glimpse of the hand that was stroking her hair. And of the body that belonged to that hand.

Oh, God, she had landed in hell. And the ruler of hell was the exact likeness of Jason! That treacherous, hypocritical, and cowardly bastard!

"About time you woke up," he said.

Oh. The said bastard could even talk. But what did she expect? Fallen angels could talk, of course. Amélie swallowed, but maybe it was better that nothing but a hoarse croak came out of her mouth. She didn't have a suitable response anyway.

"By the way, you're not dead," he said. He slid his hands under her armpits and pulled her up. "Well, not directly."

Only now did she notice that he had wrapped her in his jacket. So she was indirectly dead. How did that work? Didn't she have enough karma points to go straight to paradise? Did she have to die again, this time permanently, because the afterlife was bursting at the seams?

Wordlessly, she stared at the ruler of hell, who was now placing his hand under her chin and looking into her eyes attentively. Slowly, it dawned on her. Satan could take on the form of any living being, and he had decided to torture her with the likeness of someone who had done nothing to save her life!

"Do you need someone to collect souls for you?" she croaked, trembling and placing her hand on her throat. "I know which one we can start with."

Satan's face twisted into a grin. The guy wasn't so unattractive after all. Amélie sighed frustratedly, he was only attractive because he looked like Jason. Could he also disguise himself as George Clooney? The term "devilishly hot" took on a whole different meaning.

"Which one?" asked the devil.

"With Jason Harris."

Oh, her offer seemed to hit home. The Lord of Hell grinned even wider. He really needed to stop that! She was itching to either kiss him or punch him with all her might. But Satan probably didn't like being raped or beaten. Especially not both.

"I think he's a bit too much for you," said Satan.

Amélie looked up indignantly. "Too much? Give me an axe and I'll take care of it. Or better yet, one of those burning whips," she cursed in a hoarse voice, clutching her throat again.

It burned like hell, and every swallow was agony. But what helped against the greatest pain? Exactly: feelings of revenge!

"Sorry, the burning whips are out," Satan said.

Hell was a real dump.

"Lightning bolts that you can hurl at someone?" she asked hopefully.

"You're mixing up mythologies," the devil scolded, lifting her slightly to position her more comfortably on his lap. "That was Zeus."

"So what? Well stolen is half won."

Now the Lord of Hell laughed. "I'm sure we can find a witch to fulfill your wish. Burning whips for you, flaming frying pans for Linett. That could be fun."

Linett? Who was Linett? Did she have to know her? Was that Satan's wife?

"Who is Linett?" she asked cautiously. She didn't want to make a faux pas on her first day in hell just because she was sitting on the Devil's lap five minutes after waking up, and his wife got jealous.

"My assistant."

"Does she collect souls?"

"No, she doesn't collect souls. She collects kitchen utensils, more specifically, pans. Just last week she got one made of titanium."

Hell was ruled by a completely crazy devil. No wonder the world was going crazy, and vampires like Jason were in high demand. If the people down here didn't have all the prongs on their tridents, what was happening on the opposite side?

Perhaps her hanging jaw softened the hard heart of the Lord of Hell, because his gaze became more caring. Damn, he was good; he could imitate Jason down to the smallest gesture. Unfortunately. He had the grin down pat, and even though she didn't have blood pressure anymore that he could send through the roof with it, he still managed to make her boil with anger.

"Do I have to go to purgatory now?" she asked snippier than intended.

"No."

Sie tried to slide off the Devil's lap, but he had crossed his hands behind her back. The more she squirmed, the tighter he wrapped his arms around her.

"Can I at least see my father? If I'm already dead, then I want to get something out of it. Or is he in heaven?"

She hoped he was in heaven. Even if he would have had his share of fun with this crazy Satan who babbled about pan-wielding assistants and apparently had fallen down more than once as a baby.

"Amélie," the Horned One (he hid them pretty well, by the way) said earnestly. "You're not in hell."

Surprised, she stopped squirming out of his embrace. "Then where? In limbo? In a spiritual halfway house? Please don't tell me there are reincarnations. I'm not up for that crap."

"None of that. You're still in the same world where you lived before. You're alive."

Stubbornly, Amélie shook her head. She wasn't alive. That cursed bastard had killed her! "I died."

"Yes, like almost every vampire – except those born directly as vampires. Either you die from a vampire's bite and are immediately transformed. Or, as in your case: If you drink the healing blood of a vampire and die within the next day, you become one yourself," the Lord of Hell rattled off as if afraid he wouldn't get a word in if he didn't hit her with the facts within two seconds.

Slowly, the individual words seeped into her consciousness. The transformation through the bite was apparently not the only way to produce a lovely cohort of undead. She stared at the man she had just taken for the devil himself, and her assumption wasn't entirely wrong. He might not rule hell, but in the category of "jerk," he was second to none.

"So, you knew I would become a vampire?" she asked in a toneless voice.

"Yes."

"That's why you didn't think it necessary to help me."

"If I had wanted to help you, they would have riddled me with bullets."

Amélie snorted contemptuously. "As if anything could stop the great Jason Harris. I'm glad you're a vampire now. That way, any random small-time crook can shoot you without much consequence. Unless you run straight into the arms of your friend. Maybe he can overcome his hatred for vampires to follow his love for you."

If he hadn't sounded mocking, his words might have actually been beautiful. However, she not only felt her blood rise to her head (surprisingly lively), but her eyes also felt like they were glowing.

Amélie swung and slapped Jason. She took satisfaction in realizing that her vampiric powers were sufficient to give the blow more force.

Jason loosened his grip, and as quickly as possible, Amélie jumped off him. It didn't bother her that she crashed to the ground. Peppi trotted beside her and pressed his dog snout into her face. No, she didn't have time to play now! She got back up and turned her back on the disappointment of her life.

Unfortunately, the said disappointment lacked the slightest bit of decency. Jason didn't allow her a nice dramatic exit where she could disappear into the darkness. He caught up to her and grabbed her hand. What was this? Was he afraid she might strike again?

"How's your throat?" he asked.

Suspiciously, she stared at him. The question was clearly a trap. "It burns like I have a tonsillitis, why?"

"I can show you what you can do about it."

The longer she thought about the burning in her throat, the stronger it got. Maybe she should listen to him for another ten minutes and then leave him standing. So Amélie nodded and cursed herself in the next moment for her complacency.

Jason pulled her into a bush, from which an unbearable stench emanated. Jason pointed at the homeless man who peacefully slumbered in the stench on a torn blanket. "Bite him."

"You're crazy!" She turned around, ready to burst out of the bush.

Bite an innocent man? Jason surely had lost his marbles. She needed to get away from this bastard!

But he stood in her way and held her firmly. She kicked him in the knee, but the bastard still didn't let go! She punched him in the stomach. He groaned, but she might as well have hit a bag of cement. That would have at least made a sound. Jason didn't budge an inch. On the contrary, he mercilessly pushed her toward the homeless man. He smelled of cheap booze, weeks of missed showers, but he seemed nice.

"I can't bite a homeless man!" She couldn't bite anyone at all. Whenever she saw blood, she fainted! That was a pretty bad habit for a vampire!

"It's better than biting a sober one. If you drink from him, you'll absorb the percentages from his blood. A little buzz will relax you."

"You think I'm overreacting?"

Jason rubbed his ear. "A little bit."

Her? Overreacting? Where did he get that from? Getting hanged to later wake up as a vampire was nothing to get worked up about!

"You killed me," she hissed angrily.

"Technically, that was..."

"Shut up! You let me down."

"You survived. Well, almost..."

She didn't want to hear his excuses. She didn't want to hear anything from him at all. So she kissed him, hard and filled with hatred and desire.

But apparently, he didn't notice. Or he didn't want to notice. A guy like him took whatever he could get, as long as it was willing. She bit down on his lip.

And suddenly, she tasted much more than Jason himself. Metallic, sweet, almost like dark fine wine. His blood. This would have been the perfect time to pass out or throw up in the nearest bush. But he tasted delicious, and she wanted more.

"Amélie..."

The more he tried to push her away, the tighter she held onto him. She even wrapped her legs around his hips. So tight that he groaned. He pressed his palms against her thighs, and he might have succeeded in breaking her grip and her bones, but he made a crucial mistake. He didn't protect his neck.

She ran her hand through his hair and tilted his head to the side. Amélie pressed her lips to the spot where vampires in movies followed the lure of sweet blood and sank their teeth into their victims' necks.

"Amélie, stop that!"

Her teeth pierced the firm skin, and what followed could never compare to a drug-induced high. It was as if she was engulfed in a wave of bliss, sweeping her away and spinning her in a whirlpool of ecstatic joy. She wanted more! More of him and this delicious taste. Greedily, she sucked on him. With each gulp, a new wave of pure happiness surged through her.

Only when they both landed on the ground together, and a sharp stone pierced Amélie's knee, did she finally return to reality. Ouch, that hurt!

Carefully, she shifted around to be able to bend her knee. It might sound selfish now, but her first glance actually went to her own injury. Which wasn't apparent at all, because although Amélie saw the tear in her pants and a little blood, there was no cut on her skin.

Sighing, she sat up and looked down at Jason. His eyes were closed, and his head tilted slightly to the side. Two dark holes adorned his neck, and Amélie felt her own teeth. Her canines were much sharper than usual. Shit, that had been her!

She jumped to her feet, accidentally stepping on Jason's thigh, stumbled and fell back to the ground. Her elbow screamed in protest, but maybe it was her, too.

Exhausted, Amélie rested her head on the cold ground and looked at Jason. He still didn't move. Not even his chest rose and fell. He wasn't breathing, but vampires didn't have to breathe. Ha, this coward was playing dead to avoid discussing things with her!

If this jerk thought she'd fall for his act, he was mistaken! She clenched her teeth and kicked Jason in the hip. Jason showed no reaction. Damn, he was good in his role.

Gritting her teeth, Amélie propped herself up on her arms and crawled closer to him. Two drops of blood glistened at the wounds she had inflicted on him. She licked her lips, before feeling sick in the same moment.

She had drunk blood! And as if that wasn't disgusting enough – his blood! That was the ultimate proof: She was losing it! Or he was messing with her! She hadn't been killed at all! Ha, there were plenty of ways to make someone look dead when they weren't! She wasn't a vampire. The canines had been inserted during her unconsciousness!

It was a pity she had always been bad at deluding herself. She just couldn't tear her gaze away from the round holes in his neck. Two tiny wounds that collapsed her argument.


And Hysteria Is a Solution After All

She loved going into town. That was awesome. So many shops. It wasn't quite as much fun with Dad. He always wanted to go home quickly, but he had a lot to do. Because he was such a good sleuth. Mom took more time.

She had been in town twice now with her vampire. And she had been to the playground many times. Even her mom liked him now. She even looked forward to it when he came. Her dad did too, even though he was sometimes grumpy. But he was just pretending. She could always tell by the kind sparkle in his eyes. He also said that she would be safer with her vampire than at Fort Kox. Or Nox. Or Fox?

But the strange women were sometimes annoying. They always talked to him, laughed so loudly and ignored Amélie. But she had found him first! He was her vampire.

He didn't seem to know many men, but maybe they were afraid of him. The women weren't. Then they would stand there for a long time and talk and talk. That was boring. But most of them turned away angrily when Amélie asked if the woman had many grandchildren already. Then her vampire would start laughing, and they would leave.

Amélie looked around curiously. It was quite crowded in town today, and everyone seemed to be in a hurry. But then she spotted a colorful display.

She pointed at it and tugged on his hand. "I want ice cream."

"You just had fries," he replied. "And an American. And a chocolate brownie."

She looked at him blankly. So what? American was delicious. Fries, too, and chocolate brownies as well. But none of that was ice cream.

"If you get too fat, I might have to turn you after all. Blood diet makes everyone slim."

"Ew!" Amélie grimaced and shook her head. Yuck, blood was gross. "I want ice cream."

He sighed. "Fine, if it makes you happy."

She skipped alongside him to the ice cream truck and pressed her hand against the window. But she was too short to see inside and recognize the flavors. She squealed as she was lifted up and pressed against him, laughing.

"Is that Smurf ice cream?" she asked, pointing to a blue blob.

"That's our Azur flavor," the man behind the ice cream explained. But he had strange spots on his face. Red ones like Tom from the end of the street. He was always called Pimple Face for that.

"I want Smurf ice cream!" Amélie's voice raised a notch.

"It's the same thing, it's just called Azur blue."

"Smurf ice cream!" There was no such thing as Azur blue. Smurf ice cream was blue because that's how the Smurfs made it. Not Azur.

"Okay, it's Smurf ice cream."

"You're lying! You Pimple Face!"

Her vampire chuckled into her ear, and Amélie giggled. His voice sounded deep as he said to the man with the spots on his face, "Get Smurf ice cream!"

Pimple Face (did he also go by Tom?) widened his eyes. He turned around and went into the restaurant behind him, only to return shortly with a bucket containing a blue mass.

"Smurf ice cream." Amélie grinned contentedly.
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Tripping, she got back on her feet. She needed to get away. But to whom? She could hardly go home and resume her normal life. To Pauline? No, too risky. What if Amélie was overwhelmed by her bloodlust? She couldn't and wouldn't take that risk.

That damned bastard had turned her into a vampire. Only to let her kill him afterward! Since when were vampires so stupid? Or did he not expect her to attack him? Maybe there was a code that the fledgling was not supposed to attack the master.

Amélie felt a bubbling laugh rise within her. He had turned her and seriously thought she would consider a code of conduct? She just managed to grab onto a tree before her knees gave way.

Okay, deep breaths. She couldn't hyperventilate now. She couldn't give in to her bloodlust. She hadn't drained that homeless man, she wouldn't drain any other innocent person. Never! Heaven, she wouldn't even be able to kill an animal. She had once watched her grandfather slaughter a chicken. That sight still haunted her dreams to this day.

Enzo! Enzo could help her. He could get blood supplies. After all, they brought bloodthirsty vampires onto a morally acceptable path. Ha! As if Enzo's work was all lies and deceit.

Once again, Amélie touched her neck. The burning had subsided for a brief moment, but it returned stronger. That cursed rope. Hopefully, she wouldn't have any marks left. She could never show up like this in front of Enzo. He would kill Jason.

Oh no, he couldn't do that, she had already taken care of that. Once again, hysterical laughter threatened to escape from her battered throat. With trembling hands, she searched her pockets for the bundle of banknotes she always carried with her since she lost her handbag twice in one week. She found a few crumpled euro bills. At least the bastards had left her that.

Amélie followed the loud engine noises from the main street. They pounded in her head as if she were standing on the middle lane of a Formula 1 race. Who invented such loud automobiles anyway? Where were those damned electric motors when you needed them? They would not only help the environment but also sensitive vampire ears. While they were at it, they could also install an air freshener filter on the exhaust pipe. This stench was unbearable.

Amélie didn't mind the couple she nearly knocked over. She was trying to avoid a fly and a step to the side turned into a displacement of about three meters. She felt dizzy from the sudden change and hastily took a deep breath. Yes, she was still breathing. She placed her hand on her chest, where she should feel a strong beat, but there was nothing. She slid her hand further down, further to the right. Her heart! It wasn't beating anymore. It was truly dead.

"Should I help you?" asked an older gentleman with blood type B, who probably misunderstood her fumbling at her own chest.

"Get lost," Amélie replied, not particularly friendly, and took another deep breath. And she hesitated.

"Stop," she called out and grabbed the man's arm.

Before he could resist, she pulled him close and took another deep breath. He smelled like shower gel, fear sweat (why that?) and something else putrid...

"I think you're sick. Go see a doctor." With these words, she patted his shoulder apologetically (ugh, she could hear his bones creak) and gagged. This man smelled like a pack of rotten eggs.

That was a very dumb design of nature. So vampires didn't bite people who were terminally ill and already doomed to die. Nature was a selfish asshole and seemed to have no regard for win-win situations.

Despite her vampire powers and the speed that should come with them, it felt like hours until she finally reached the bus stop. But at least she was lucky. Just as she reached the stop, the bus roared up. Blinded, she squinted her eyes. God, it was bright.

"Hey, are you getting on or continuing to stand there like a zombie?" the bus driver yelled at her.

Groaning, Amélie stumbled onto the bus and clung to the railing next to the driver's seat.

"We don't transport drunks and junkies," the bus driver continued.

How much she would love to sink her teeth into his neck right now and suck out his delicious O-negative blood. It smelled like heavy sweet brandy. The kind that gives you a quick hangover. And a stay in Enzo's prison if she didn't pull herself together.

"I'm just sick," she replied, handing him the money for the ticket with trembling fingers.

"Don't vomit in my bus," the bus driver warned. "Your eyes look terrible. But this flu that's going around is also vomit-inducing. I had it too, had a conjunctivitis for four weeks afterwards."

The glance in the driver's rearview mirror made her flinch. Her skin was gray, her eyes glowing scarlet. God, she looked like Satan himself.

Forcing a tight-lipped smile to avoid revealing her oversized fangs, she took the change and the ticket, and sank with a sigh into the seat behind the driver. Sitting had never felt so good.

She felt the jolting as the bus started moving and let her head sink back against the seat. With her eyes closed, she tried to ignore the drone of the engine and the crying of the child behind her, which sounded like someone scratching a nail over a chalkboard. How did vampires stand it?

Despite the noise, Amélie must have managed to fall asleep because it was only the sharp screech of the bus that jolted her awake. Sleepily, she looked around. It was pitch black outside, yet she could make out details as if it were the brightest day. Through the window, she heard the murmur of passengers who hadn't boarded yet and somewhere a cat meowed. Her head throbbed under the influences, as if she weren't sitting in the bus but lying directly under its wheels.

Tiredly, she looked at the display of the stops and grabbed onto the handrail to hoist herself up. She got off at the next stop. From here, it was only five minutes to Enzo's penthouse.

The few pedestrians she encountered promptly crossed the street. Yes, she knew she looked terrible. No alcohol in the world could bring you to this state, and no alcohol in the world could fix it either.

How would she ever explain this to anyone? The man she had loved for years had allowed her to be killed. Then he turned her into a vampire. Or was it before? No, before. She had drunk his blood.

Ah, his blood, so delicious. Damn, she was hungry again! For blood! Why couldn't vampires eat solid food? That didn't make sense. Drinking worked, so where did the liquid go? Did they sweat it out?

Damn, she should have studied vampires more. She knew alarmingly little about how they worked. They drank blood to not die, and alcohol. That appeased their bloodlust. Their wounds healed quickly as long as you didn't stake them through the heart. What happened with severed limbs? No, she never wanted to experience that firsthand.

What would she give for a crème brûlée? Never again endless sugar shocks. Never again the salty taste of greasy fries. Never again tarts, éclairs, and macarons. And never again smurf ice cream! That bastard! And now he was dead too. That was only fair.

She reached the flashy building where Enzo had his penthouse. She leaned against the door. It creaked horribly, and Amélie stumbled into the stairwell.

The elevator doors opened, and she pressed the button for the top floor. The elevator rattled as it went up. Heaven, with all that noise, it would never make it! Enzo really needed to have an electrician come tomorrow.

Her knees were trembling slightly as the doors opened again, and she stumbled outside. She staggered toward Enzo's door and rang the bell until the green light lit up, and she could hear Enzo's annoyed voice.

"What the hell?"

"Enzo, it's me. Let me in. Something terrible has happened."

Could vampires cry, anyway? A dry sob escaped her throat, and even that sounded like a hiccup. Her throat burned like fire, and she felt the pulsing in her fangs. If Enzo didn't have blood reserves, she was screwed. What did she know about where the nearest blood bank was? And how to rob one, for that matter?

Meanwhile, she pounded with both fists on the front door and promptly stopped when she saw the dents she left behind. She groaned. Heaven, none of this could be happening. The movement of the surveillance camera, focusing on her, buzzed so loudly that Amélie covered her ears. He could see it was her! Why was he dawdling?

"Finally," she exclaimed as a click sounded. Amélie pushed against the door and stumbled into the interior of the apartment.

Enzo came toward her. His upper body was naked, but over his open pants, he wore his weapon belt. "What‘s going on?"

"I killed him!" burst out Amélie.

"Who?"

"Jason Harris."

"Jason Harris..." Enzo repeated slowly. "Jason Harris?"

Oh God, had he finally figured it out?

"Yes, Jason Harris!" Amélie's voice rose. "I killed him."

"You?"

Maybe she was being sensitive, but his incredulous tone offended her. "Do you think I'm not capable of that?"

"Um..."

"He turned me into a vampire, and I killed him for it. Do you have a problem with that? Should I have chopped off his head and brought it to you? As evidence?"

"He turned you?" Enzo asked.

"What, you don't believe me either?"

Enzo raised his hands defensively. "As a vampire, you're undoubtedly capable of killing him."

"As a human, I would be too." She crossed her arms defiantly.

"Let's not argue," Enzo pleaded.

Amazed, Amélie stared at him. Enzo never missed an opportunity to argue. Was he worried about her? Amélie's heart melted a little, and a smile spread across her face. "Let's kiss instead," she suggested.

"Maybe I'll make you some tea first," Enzo replied hastily, before furrowing his eyebrows suspiciously. "Are you hungry, by the way?"

God, should she tell him she was hungry? Just when things were going well. She fled into the warmth of his living room and curled up on his couch as small as possible. Her gaze fell on Enzo's bar. Scotch! Scotch or better yet, high-proof alcohol, calmed the thirst, Jason often said.

"Can I trade the tea for that?" she asked, pointing to the bottles of golden liquid.

"Drink as much as you want. I just hope you don't mind sleeping on the couch tonight. I'd rather avoid the temptation of my blood, even with vervain."

Uncertain, Amélie wrapped her arms around her torso. The thought of spending the rest of the night alone gave her goosebumps. She would think of Jason. She would remember that she was no longer human. No hope of a natural death in old age, where the heart simply failed. She would only be able to die in a brutal way, and that thought scared her. She still vividly remembered the feeling as the noose tightened and the hope of rescue gave way to resignation. She didn't want to experience that again.

"Don't cry," Enzo said softly, and Amélie flinched as she suddenly felt his arms around her.

"I'm a vampire," she whispered. "I can't even cry properly."

Perhaps only her tear ducts were blocked, but she couldn't seem to produce any tears. She sobbed dryly, as if she had a sinus infection. That wasn't beautiful at all.

"Go to sleep for now. Things will look better in the morning."

"Don't you want to know why he turned me?" Amélie asked.

"Yes, but I think I can already guess."

"You can guess?" Amélie pulled a pillow to her chest.

"He wanted you for himself. And that's why he made you one of his kind. So you would be dependent on him."

Amélie furrowed her brow. That was supposed to be the explanation? Jealousy? Jason hadn't even wanted her. He had emphasized that she should stay away from him. Yes, if only she had listened to him, she wouldn't be a damned vampire now.

"That doesn't make sense," she replied tentatively.

"Yes, it does," Enzo retorted. "You were just too clever to fall for his trap."

Amélie couldn't bring herself to say it. She couldn't tell Enzo that she had left the house today to break up with him. She wasn't smarter than Jason. She was completely enamored with that bastard, and she was still furious with him! And now he was dead. It felt so unreal that the thought didn't quite register with her. Jason dead? Impossible. But she had seen him. Heaven, she was losing her mind.

"It's two o'clock in the morning. Sleep now. Let's talk tomorrow," Enzo murmured in her ear.

He gently stroked her hair. She snuggled against him, feeling so good. As if there could be a happy ending. He gently pushed her onto her back and even tucked a blanket over her. When was the last time he had shown such care toward her?

Exhausted, she nestled into the soft pillows. She heard Enzo go into the bathroom. Oh dear, she had never felt the need to watch him do certain things, let alone listen to him. When he spat out the toothpaste, it sounded so loud and disgusting in her ears that she gagged. At least this somewhat alleviated her hunger.

"Good night," she heard Enzo say softly on his way to his bedroom, and then the squeaking of his bed. About five minutes later, the familiar soft snoring began, the one that had been driving her crazy at night for years. Still, she managed to fall asleep.

However, a dreamless sleep coma was not granted to her. Her brain and subconscious had conspired against her. She saw Jason's lifeless body with two huge holes in his neck. Injuries she had inflicted on him. With blank, empty eyes, he stared at her and claimed it was all her fault.

Amélie sat up abruptly. Now Enzo was standing before her, but apparently it was a dream within a dream. Enzo held a stake over her, ready to strike. No!

With a loud scream, Amélie crashed to the floor, causing the lamps in the room to tremble. Shouldn't that wake her up? But Enzo was still there. And he held the largest stake in his hand she had ever seen. Three times as big as the one he usually carried around in his pants.

"I'm sorry, Amélie," said Enzo. Only his words absolutely did not match his expression. He didn't look like he regretted anything. On the contrary. He glanced first at the stake and then at her chest. Heavens.

Just in time, Amélie turned to the side. Enzo let out a sigh as the tip of the stake scratched his expensive parquet floor. Amélie scrambled to her feet and bumped her shoulder against the glass table.

With a crunch, a corner of the tabletop broke off, and Amélie groaned, holding her shoulder. What was the point of vampires being able to run through walls if they broke everything in the process? Nature clearly hadn't thought it through once again!

"Why are you doing this?" Amélie darted behind the sofa.

But Enzo chased after her. "You're a vampire!"

"So what?"

"Nothing!"

That was his reasoning? He was chasing her with a stake through his living room because she was a vampire?

"But I'm a good vampire. I stick to blood bags."

At least that was the plan, but Enzo didn't seem impressed. Amélie groaned as he reached for his weapon and aimed it at her.

"You have strange ideas of a loving relationship," Amélie screamed.

Amélie's mind raced as she tried to make sense of the chaos unfolding before her. It felt like a bizarre dream, yet the pain in her body was all too real. She staggered toward the exit, her vision blurred and her thoughts jumbled.

Then, she witnessed something that defied all logic. Was she about to wake up on Enzo's couch any moment now? It had to be the case, because what she was seeing made no sense at all. She was resurrecting the dead, after all. How else could she explain Enzo being beaten up by Jason?

The stake lay shattered amidst the splinters of the door. Enzo's jaw appeared completely dislocated, blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. Like a ragdoll, he slid down the wall and toppled to the side. A small furball darted over, sniffed the unconscious man, lifted its leg in contempt, and peed on Enzo.

Amélie's mind struggled to process the surreal scene before her. What was happening? Was this some twisted nightmare? She shook her head in disbelief, the throbbing pain in her body a grim reminder of the harsh reality she found herself in. She needed to get out of there, to escape the madness unfolding around her. But where could she go? And who could she trust?

Amélie stumbled backward as Jason turned toward her. It wasn't the scarlet pupils that frightened her, but the anger etched on his face. No grin, no visible joy in beating someone up, no stupid remarks about her condition, her foolishness or her choice of lovers. Just two pointed fangs bared in a snarl that would make even the big bad wolf cower.

She took a large step back. "You're dead."

"You wish!" Jason retorted.

No, she didn't wish that. Well, maybe a little, but... well, not really. Heavens, it was complicated.

"But I killed you," Amélie insisted stubbornly.

"That attempt was pretty amateurish," Jason scoffed.

Before Amélie could pout in response, Jason was already beside her. Oh, she needed a very good excuse. She wrung her hands. "Maybe it was because I didn't actually want to kill you. Just punish you."

"Punish me? Then I guess it's my turn to punish you now."

Oh dear... Uncertainly, Amélie stared at his fangs. This was going to hurt...

Enzo groaned, and she could hear the creaking of his bones as he moved. For a change, she thought it wiser not to protest as Jason pulled her along by the wrist.


Maybe This Vampire Life Ain't So Bad After All

Amélie ignored the other kids. They screamed and laughed, pushed each other aside, and threw dirt at each other. She preferred to sit by the sandbox, pressing the light brown crumbs into molds.

Her vampire settled beside her, and the first grains of sand settled on the flawless black of his pants. A group of boys was currently having a competition to see who could reach the top of the climbing spider first. Amélie leaned against the vampire, who wrapped an arm around her.

When he was around, she didn't like playing with the others. They were silly and cried about everything. Whether they fell down or didn't fall down, or when they were just bored. But sometimes she still felt a little lonely.

"Why don't you play with the others?" he asked. She loved his gentle voice.

"They think I'm weird. They laugh when I talk about vampires," said Amélie sadly, absentmindedly hacking at the highest tower of her castle with the shovel.

"That's because they don't know enough," he replied.

"But why don't they know anything about vampires? That's not so hard. There are vampires, they drink blood, they can run fast and they're nice."

"Because only a few exceptions know anything about vampires. Not many people are allowed to know that vampires even exist."

"Why not?" Amélie asked doubtfully.

"Because people are afraid of what's stronger than them. First, they would be afraid, then they would try to fight the danger. Because they assume that we're all inherently evil."

"But you're not evil," protested Amélie. Vampires weren't evil. They were different, but not evil. He would never do anything to hurt her, she knew that. What was evil about that, exactly?

He smiled at her and ran his hand through her hair. "You're special, just like your father. You know about vampires, but you don't judge them."
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Helplessly, she stumbled after Jason, who dragged her along as if the devil were chasing them. Why was he running like that? And why was he so alive (if one could say that about a vampire)?

"Why aren't you dead?" she shouted.

"Is that what bothers you the most?"

"The answer might unsettle you," Amélie dodged his question and the lamppost she almost crashed into.

He didn't even slow down when she stumbled and lost her balance, but kept pulling her along. She struggled to get back on her feet. Behind her, she could hear Peppi barking. The poor dog could barely keep up. Jason ran as if he feared Amélie might break free before he could lock her in a cellar. Or drag her into his cave.

Should she be glad he was a vampire and not a Neanderthal, thus avoiding a blow with a club? The look he gave her was far from amorous. Instead, he almost hurled her into a trash can as he rushed around a corner with her.

"I hope that was just a mistake," Amélie grumbled, pressing closer to Jason before he scraped her against a house wall.

"Dream on."

"I don't know what your problem is," snapped Amélie. Well, that was a lie. She had plenty of theories, but which one was correct? Jason proved that men were incredibly easy to manipulate.

He stopped and stared at her, as if considering whether to bite her neck and then her ass, or the other way around. Just to be safe, she pressed herself against the wall. Jason's voice vibrated, making him sound like a rabid dog. Except he definitely wouldn't hump her leg, but tear it off.

"Why are you, as a vampire, running to a vampire hunter?"

"In case you've forgotten, Enzo is my friend. He'd definitely marry me!"

"Oh, and the stake was a substitute for the ring because he didn't have one handy when you told him he had to marry you, right?"

Pah, Enzo would never respond to the topic of marriage with an attempted murder; he wasn't as cowardly as Jason! He just had a significant issue with vampires. But in this discussion, she could only lose at the moment.

She conceded a bit more conciliatorily. "I didn't expect that."

"It's also very unlikely for a vampire hunter to want to kill a vampire!"

"Stop shouting."

"I'M NOT SHOUTING!"

Amélie's ears rang from the echo alone. The barking dog promptly forgot its lines, and otherwise, the street seemed much quieter than before. Whining, Peppi pressed against Jason's leg, staring at her accusingly with his dark eyes. Hey, she wasn't responsible for his tinnitus!

"Where else was I supposed to go?" Amélie protested much quieter. "I thought you were dead."

"To Héctor, to Pauline, even to a homeless shelter, but definitely not to a vampire hunter."

He still seemed to be shouting by her standards. Wasn't he afraid someone might hear him?

"Do you think I want to see you die again?" Jason asked.

Wait! Was the persistent buzzing already causing hallucinations? Did he really just say that?

"Stop grinning like an idiot," Jason growled.

Amélie slapped her hands on her cheeks and pulled the corners of her mouth down, but they kept creeping back up. "So, does it bother you if I die, then?"

Shaking his head, Jason turned away and marched into the darkness. Peppi jumped after him, sniffing at the matchstick his owner dropped before sticking to his heels again. Amélie also followed the firefly, the end of the cigarette sticking between Jason's lips.

She couldn't help it; she was still grinning. So, she wasn't completely irrelevant to him after all. Her undead heart was currently singing "Can you feel the love tonight." Okay, love definitely looked different, Jason could surely do it better, but for now, she was just glad if no one tried to kill her.

Jason led her to a black Audi. He opened the car, and Amélie shared the passenger seat with the dog. During the drive, Jason didn't say a word, unless he was trying to communicate with her through smoke signals.

Half an hour later, they left the last houses of the city behind them, and after another half an hour, Jason turned off the highway to follow a dirt road. Eventually, they came to a stop in front of a small house.

It looked cozy, but with Jason, she would have expected more of a snow-white villa surrounded by a fence of beautiful women in bikinis, from which he always picked one to take to bed whenever he felt like it. Instead, nestled on the green meadow was a stone cottage with a slate-gray roof and blue shutters.

She stepped out and followed Jason into the small hallway, which eventually led to the living room. It looked cozy. Was this his house? Amélie wasn't sure. Apparently, she didn't know the owner well enough to say for certain.

There were no family pictures hanging or standing anywhere. Instead, she saw several shelves with books, along with a television. A sofa and two armchairs were the only seating options, and in her opinion, the sofa didn't look comfortable enough to sleep on. Please, let him have a guest room.

"I don't have a guest room. Either you sleep here or in my bedroom," he said.

The dog certainly looked smarter than she did at that moment.

"Don't worry. I wouldn't seduce a taken woman. Your friend's love was unmistakable. Why would I want to ruin that?" he added smugly.

Ha! He was jealous. Or still offended about the attempted murder she had committed against him.

"I would say…" Amélie began slowly, nervously intertwining her fingers. "That his attempt to kill me probably marks the end of the relationship."

"Most men are at least clever enough to wait until after the wedding to murder their wives, so they can inherit something," he retorted with a stupid remark, leaving her standing in the living room as he climbed the stairs. His dog dashed after him. Its paws scratched against the carpet that covered the steps, and if her vampiric hearing wasn't deceiving her, the dog was making itself comfortable in Jason's bed! Oh damn, she'd just do as the dog did.

Amélie ascended the narrow spiral staircase with uncertainty. The dog was indeed lying visibly content at the foot of the bed.

Jason emerged from another room, which Amélie presumed to be the bathroom, and peeled off his jacket, shirt, and, oh dear, his pants.

"Do you like what you see?" he asked.

If he wanted to flirt with her, he should change his tone. He still sounded like he wished the seven plagues upon her—all in one day.

"Where did the Jason Harris go, who is unshakable by anything or anyone?" Amélie snapped.

"You broke him," he replied.

"That would be truly regrettable. I have to deal with my own death, a broken relationship and another attempted murder. I thought I could count on you and that you would comfort me!"

She could live with him rolling his eyes, but she couldn't live with him calmly getting into bed, crossing his arms behind his head and closing his eyes. Oh yes, he turned off the light beforehand, leaving her in the dark. And as if everything pointed to the fact that he would never touch her again, the dog began to snore.

Why did he bed so many other women, kiss them at every opportunity and now act as if he were a priest? Amélie sat down on the empty half of the bed, feeling disgruntled. At least she could still see him perfectly well even without the light. His chest rose and fell with each breath, and the thin blanket cleverly emphasized what he was trying to hide. She liked his physique. It wasn't bulky, but rather slim and muscular. One where you wouldn't fear being squashed if you were underneath.

She was probably the only woman he left completely untouched, even though they shared the bed. The damn jerk didn't even offer her the opportunity to say no. That was frustrating. But it distracted her a bit from the unease settling in her stomach. Darkness promised sleep.

But in sleep, she would surely be haunted by wild dreams again. Images she didn't want to see. She didn't want to switch off. If she relaxed, she would have to process the memories. She shivered. Great, now she was frustrated and anxious at the same time.
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Frustrated? What was truly frustrating was trying to sleep while being stared at the whole time. Or no, what was actually frustrating was that he still wanted to throttle her with anger. Anger didn't suit him. At least not long-lasting anger. Usually, there were casualties when he got angry. The only casualty had been the homeless man in the park. But he didn't count.

Jason had fed on him to regain the strength that Amélie had taken from him in her frenzy. Now, he wasn't hungry anymore, but he was still unsatisfied. In more ways than one. That's why he was against marriage. They said: lots of fighting, problems you'd never have alone, and no sex. When it got to the point where Peppi had more sex with chair legs than he did in real life, you might as well drive a stake through his chest.

He heard the creaking of the bed as the weight on it significantly decreased. And he heard her footsteps.

"You're staying here," he growled warningly into the darkness.

"I want to sleep downstairs."

"You're staying here." Downstairs, she'd just run away. Maybe to her friend's, but that's where her vampire hunter would look first.

He heard her footsteps again, but this time they were getting closer. The bed dipped slightly as she settled onto it. Good girl. Or maybe not so good, because the next moment she swung herself over him. She stretched out on top of him and nestled her head into the crook of his neck.

Heaven help him. Did she know what she was doing? If she did, then she didn't care, because only a few moments later, her breaths became deeper and calmer. She had fallen asleep. Just like that, even though she aroused desire in him, exquisite desire, whenever she so much as moved in her sleep.

He hated this woman. She seriously made him pay for not letting her go downstairs. But what was he telling himself? He loved her. She gave him shock after shock, and he loved her for it. It would be very helpful, though, if she would stop constantly running into malicious men's arms. Including his own. He was the worst influence for her.

He drifted into a sleep, troubled by dreams that included both a dying and a naked, willing Amélie. One could choose which was more frustrating, yet he couldn't be angry with her. Her whimpering pained him deep inside as she tossed and turned in her bad dreams, waking him up. He stroked her back, held her in his arms, and whispered softly to her until she stopped kicking and he drifted off again.

The next morning didn't greet him with gentle birdsong but with sounds indicating that someone was rummaging through his drawers. The scraping of wood on wood made him roll over. Amélie was neither on nor beside him. Peppi was gone too. Jason could hear the tapping of his paws downstairs and the thud of a ball. That dog was more corruptible than some customs officers.

Jason rolled out of bed, slipped into his shirt and pants and tiptoed downstairs. At least she had tidied up in the meantime. The books on the dresser in the hallway were neatly arranged on the bookshelf and the shirts he had scattered around the kitchen and other rooms were in the laundry basket.

Amidst his living room sat Amélie. She was wearing one of his shirts and sorting his CDs alphabetically with nervous movements. She looked up, and her eyes shone in a deep red. Ah, she was hungry.

"Do you always tidy up when you're hungry?" Jason asked.

Amélie jumped to her feet and nervously chewed on her fingernail. "It's killing me. It's worse than needing to use the bathroom urgently. Except it hurts in the throat, not the bladder." She jerked her head up as the doorbell rang. "Blood! I smell blood!"

Peppi barked furiously behind the hungry Amélie. Both of them thundered against his front door before Amélie ripped it open. Poor mailman. How unfortunate. There was a terrible crash in the hallway. A cap slid across the floor, and moments later, Jason's faithful mail carrier was reduced to a pitiful gurgle.

Jason followed the pitiful noises. Amélie had the mailman by the throat and pressed him against the wall. The man's legs flailed helplessly in the air. "No!" Amélie screamed, releasing him. He slumped to the ground, whimpering in horror, while Amélie wrapped her arms around her trembling body.

"Come on, finish it," Jason urged.

Amidst the scattered letters, Amélie's victim turned around and tried to crawl away. He screamed as Jason grabbed him by the collar and held his throat under Amélie's nose. "If you don't kill him, I will, and then his death will have been in vain," Jason said sternly.

"No! And you won't touch him!" Amélie protested, and in the next moment, she threw herself against him with all her might.

Jason didn't budge an inch, nor did he release the poor guy from his grip. The man whimpered as Jason turned to him, baring his teeth in an overly friendly smile. "You won't tell anyone what happened here, do you understand?" Jason warned. "You surely want to witness the birth of your child; and if I find out you're gossiping, you'll be a half-orphan before the baby even gets to see the world."

Stammering and nodding, the distraught mailman swore everything Jason demanded of him, stumbled outside, and in his panic, fell into the bushes twice with his bike.

"And you," the vampire turned to Amélie, who promptly flinched. "...tell me now how you intend to satisfy your hunger."

If only he hadn't asked. Until now, he had considered Peppi the king of the perfected puppy dog eyes, or himself when he flirted. Being the victim of that look for a change was unusual.

"Do you happen to have blood reserves?" Amélie asked.

Jason tilted his head back. The only vampire he had ever turned, and she was acting like a calf that didn't know how to suckle. "Yes, I do," he replied with a deep sigh.

"Oh, Jason, I love you," Amélie exclaimed, wrapping her arms around him.

"That's my greatest fear," Jason muttered. And the reason for all his problems. Because he couldn't contend with a woman who was not only in love with him but also completely crazy. And he thought Cecile was a nuisance.

Jason broke free from the embrace and marched into the kitchen. Amélie tiptoed after him. Jason opened the refrigerator, in which several blood reserves were neatly stacked. Amélie gagged, and Jason rubbed his nose bridge.

"Take one, or else I'll bring the mailman back," Jason said.

He was surprised that Amélie didn't protest at all and instead delicately pulled out a blood bag with her fingertips.

"I thought you don't feed on blood reserves?" she asked.

"I do, sometimes. When I don't feel like killing anyone and don't feel like hunting. Then I rely on blood reserves."

Amélie lifted the blood bag to her nose and sniffed it before grimacing. But cold blood from a plastic bag was still better than biting a human. "Why can't I just feed on that?"

"Because vampires are meant to drink fresh human blood. If you drink cold or even animal blood, you'll weaken, and eventually, you won't be able to control your hunger and you'll attack people on the street."

Amélie sighed. "But in books, it works that way too. Vampires don't have to kill humans."

"Yes, because otherwise readers would start crying and their romantic notions of cuddly fangs would collapse."

"I won't bite anyone," Amélie snorted. Defiantly, she pouted before biting her lip. "Ouch," she whimpered and wiped away the drop of blood that had formed there.

With visible reluctance, she pushed the plastic bag partially into her mouth and tentatively bit on it. Long enough for her fangs to pierce through the transparent material. She startled, eyes wide, and stiffened.

But before she could spit out the stuff and mess up his kitchen, Jason was there, covering her mouth and nose. With a jerk, he pulled her close, ignoring her resistance. Vampires didn't need air to breathe, but the reflex never stopped. And so it was with Amélie. She quickly swallowed, and when he released her, she gasped for air frantically. She grimaced in disgust.

"So disgusting?" Jason asked.

"No, so unbelievably intoxicating. That's scary."

"That's normal."

Amélie shook her head so vigorously that any normal person would have suffered whiplash. "No! It's scary. I never liked blood, and now I love it. And it's all because of you. And now, damn it, hold me in your arms, you owe me that much!"

Uh... what? Perplexed, Jason did as he was told and wrapped his arms around Amélie. She pressed herself tightly against him and closed her eyes.

"You smell so good."

Oh dear, he hadn't even showered today.

"You smell my blood," Jason grumbled.

"Kiss me," she pleaded. Normally, he wouldn't be able to resist such a request. Kiss, routine undressing and a few enjoyable hours in bed. But with this woman, it was conceivable that she would just send him away again with his pants half-off. From his own house.

"You're telling me you've done all this to me and don't even want to kiss me."

Before Jason could come up with some arguments that simultaneously refuted and supported this claim, she moved closer to his face. Yes, he wanted to kiss her, but this woman would then slap an engagement ring on his finger in the same breath. That would scare off even professional killers.

Gently and feather-light, he felt her lips on his. She tasted like blood, but above all, like the beautiful young woman she was.

"I just remembered that I still have a punishment for you," Jason growled softly.

"Oh, thank goodness, I thought I had broken you," Amélie sighed, wrapping her arms around his neck. "Or that you didn't find me attractive."

Did she have all her marbles? How did she come up with such nonsense? She might not have been the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, but she was the woman who stirred a desire in him that went beyond sex. Although sex would be a very good start. May the gods help him. With just one kiss, she managed to throw all his fears overboard.

"Who sent me off with a 'Au revoir, bunny?" Jason asked, gently kissing her neck.

"I wasn't a vampire then," Amélie replied dreamily. "Now I am one, so I can screw my way through history."

With a jerk, Jason ended his kissing and looked into her eyes. "Excuse me?"

"Isn't that part of being a vampire?" Amélie asked. Her hands slipped under his shirt, sending shivers down his spine.

"Not really," he replied, trying to concentrate. "I thought you wanted to get married?"

Could some higher power curse this woman, please? Now he was the one bringing up this topic.

"Yes, but you don't want to. And Enzo would rather kill me. So I can adopt the lifestyle you lead. You look happy with it. So first I'll sleep with you, then maybe with the fairy prince from Hector's ball... and then we'll see who else crosses my path," Amélie replied, kissing his neck in return.

He couldn't keep up anymore. Really couldn't. Yesterday she wanted to get married. Today she wanted to embrace free love. It wasn't just her hand in his pants that made him lose track. Had the lack of oxygen from dying damaged her permanently? Oh, damn it, who cared? She was massaging things on him that clearly weren't meant for thinking, no matter how much blood was pooling there.

Jason preferred to kiss her again, fueled by the desire she ignited in him. He had wanted her since she bombarded him with those quirky questions. Her hair had been tousled, her pulse nervously racing, her hands scraped, and she had worn clunky sneakers. In short: the complete opposite of his usual type.

He had wanted her at that moment, then at the ball, and now he wanted her even more. He wanted more of the gentle touches of her fingers, stroking the shirt off his shoulders, and he wanted to kiss every inch of skin he exposed as he pulled her shirt over her head. Jason grabbed her buttocks and lifted her up to carry her into his bedroom.
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Wow, if that was the reward for draining a blood bag, followed by a bit of whining and grumbling, then she would plunder the next blood bank to the last drop. Amélie wrapped her legs around Jason's hips. She had no idea how he managed to find the way to the stairs while kissing with closed eyes. But they only bumped into a doorframe once. She kissed him repeatedly, and her fingers wandered down, brushing over the bulge in his pants. The growl he emitted only intensified the tingling between her legs.

She had never complained about lack of arousal, but she would have preferred to mount him on the stairs. On the first step, she wriggled until he had to let go of her and grabbed his hand.

"This way it's faster," she said, pulling Jason up the stairs in a sprint. She pushed the door open, which slammed against the wall behind it, but at least she didn't crash through it.

Amélie grabbed Jason by the belt to pull him after her and jumped onto the bed. She let out a soft gasp as Jason leaned over her and trailed his lips along her neck. Along with the passion came the uncontrollable desire for him to bite her. But no matter how much she pressed against him, he obediently kissed her shoulder.

She sighed frustratedly and enjoyed at the same time his hands peeling her out of her pants. With every touch, he sent a shiver through her nerve endings. Vampire sex on high voltage, she could get used to that.

Greedy, she touched him everywhere she could reach. With a push, she rolled Jason onto his side and went for his pants. Away with that thing! Just as his underwear followed suit, he had his fingers in her panties. Before she could reciprocate in the same way, he moved away from her and pulled her toward him so that she sat with her back to him.

"What about the punishment?" he asked softly in her ear. With his arm around her, he held her firmly against him as he slipped a finger inside her.

She moaned with pleasure and pressed herself against him. "Come on, you have more," she begged, and she definitely didn't mean his fingers. "Let me suffer more."

"What's the magic word?" Jason chuckled.

The scoundrel was teasing her! And stroking her most sensitive spot undeterred.

"Please!" she moaned.

"Wrong."

Why wrong? "Please" was always the magic word!

"Open sesame?" she asked, pressing herself even closer to him. Maybe if she pushed him off the bed, she could take him on the floor...

"Also wrong."

"You're a divine lover, you spoil me for all other men, and I worship the ground you walk on?"

This answer was apparently also not the right one. Jason pushed her onto the bed and parted her thighs to passionately kiss her there. He sucked, kissed, and licked, eliciting more than one cry from her.

"Why only the ground?" he asked after a while.

"What?!"

"Why do you only worship the ground?"

"Okay, then it's you!" she moaned.

This man drove her absolutely crazy. With all her might, she threw herself at him. The blanket slipped, as did Jason and Amélie. With a dull thud, he landed on the floor and she on top of him. Finally!

With a satisfied grin on her face, Amélie settled herself on the fallen Jason and enjoyed his firm embrace as he sat up and wrapped his arms around her. Gently, she began to move until they found a rhythm together that ignited an incredible fire within her.

Sex with a man you loved eclipsed everything. Not only did Jason constantly tantalize her, but his growls sounded like music to her ears. She dug her nails into his back, his hair, and screamed loudly as finally, what she had longed for the most happened.

A small, stinging pain spread across her neck, pulling her into a world that consisted only of feeling. Jason's strong arms, his teeth piercing her skin and causing that insane sensation, and ultimately, the eager passion that gave her the finest high.

Perhaps the vampire life wasn't so bad after all.


Would You Like to Be My Wedded Lunatic?

Perched on her stool, Amélie balanced herself by the window. She looked out at the green garden and the street in front of her entrance gate. Her favorite vampire (well, she only knew one) had just stepped out of a black pickup truck with a long open bed. Perfect for fitting a pony. He was on his way to the house when something caught his attention, causing him to turn away. Hey, where was he going? He was supposed to come to her, and she was here. In the kitchen.

She briefly considered. She could follow him. Maybe he just wanted to visit someone briefly. But her mom had said she couldn't go out alone without telling anyone. But her mother was in the garden. Telling her would take too long. So that was out of the question. She would be back soon anyway. She just wanted to know what he was doing.

She held Knautschi tightly in her arms so he wouldn't be left behind and quietly crept to the front door. It creaked a little as Amélie opened it, but she was already outside and walking along the gravel path to the garden gate. That also squeaked, and Amélie looked around, but her mom didn't call after her.

She pushed through the gate. Her vampire turned at the end of the street, and Amélie ran as fast as she could after him. She lacked the breath to shout, but she wanted to follow him. You didn't shout in such situations. She had seen it on TV.

She stopped at the entrance of a narrow passage. The walls of the houses here were smeared with colorful paint, and in general, this alley was not very clean. It smelled a bit today too. She didn't like this alley. It was usually a bit dark, and her mom had also said she should avoid such places. But he had gone in there. So it couldn't be that bad, could it?

She couldn't see anything, but the growling and crashing intimidated her. That's how he had growled when that dog had chased her. Was there a dog again?

There was another crash, and she recoiled. Now she heard a scraping sound that sent a shiver down her spine. It was like in one of the movies her dad always watched secretly when she was in bed.

But she wanted to be with her vampire! She held her teddy bear tightly against her, her heart pounding in her throat. Step by step, she ventured closer and smiled with relief when she spotted him. Ha, she had known it, he was here.

Another man lay on the ground while the vampire leaned over him. "What are you doing there?" Amélie asked curiously.

He turned around. "What the hell are you doing here?"

Involuntarily, she took a step back and widened her eyes. His voice never sounded so sharp when he talked to her. And what was he hiding behind his back?

"I saw you and followed you," she announced uncertainly. "Is he sleeping?" With these words, she pointed to the other man lying on the ground. Wasn't that terribly uncomfortable?

"Amélie..."

She allowed him to lift her up and took the opportunity to cling to him. Just to be safe.

"Never do that again. Never follow me again."

"Why not?" Amélie asked.

"Because I do things that you don't understand right now and that you will judge me for someday."

"No, I don't believe that," protested Amélie seriously. Well, she didn't even know how judging exactly worked, but never, never, ever would she do that. "I love you."
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Satisfied, she nestled her head into his neck. They were still lying on the floor, but Amélie was perfectly fine with that. Jason made for a remarkably comfortable mattress.

"Now I know why I'm not so into six-packs. A belly you can lie on is much more comfortable," she sighed softly.

"And here I was, contemplating how to break it to you that you look like you're pregnant," Jason replied dryly, laughing as Amélie playfully punched his shoulder.

She promptly lost her balance and rolled off him. Ouch, damn it! Her head made painful contact with the bed frame, and her gaze fell on the boxes Jason hid under his bed.

"Uh, are there bizarre sex toys in there?" she asked.

"No."

"Old photos?"

"No."

Curiously, she lifted the lid of one box and promptly dropped it when Jason pinched her side.

"Ow!" she protested.

"Stop snooping!"

"I'm a journalist. Snooping makes up eighty percent of my work time and happens to be a hobby of mine."

"To hell with this woman, I need a drink," her tormented lover groaned as he got to his feet.

Hey, what was there to complain about? At least she snooped in his presence! Other women secretly searched through their lovers' bathroom cabinets. She was entitled to dig under his bed. Bathroom cabinets were boring anyway.

Amélie heard Jason descending the stairs to the kitchen. His footsteps thundered in her ears as if he were a subway train rattling down a stone staircase. How did vampires stand this noise?

Tucking her head under the bed dampened the noise of the glass being placed on the table harder than necessary, and eventually filled with a quantity that clearly exceeded the norm. He wasn't the first man she'd tempted to drink. If Jason thought the devil had sent her, he wasn't entirely wrong. Someone had to be responsible for the alcoholics in the world.

Amélie slid open the lid of a box and found... bedsheets. Ouch, how boring. In the second box, old cassette tapes were gathering dust. Bands she could only vaguely remember. She yawned and promptly sneezed.

But not even the spider spinning its web between the second and third boxes deterred Amélie from her task. Carefully, she scooped up the creature and placed it on the windowsill. At least it had a nice view there.

Once again, Amélie slid under the bed and curiously lifted the lid of the last box. What she saw literally knocked her shoes off. She jolted upright and hit her head on the bed. Groaning, she held the back of her head, and it was surely only the dull pain that caused tears to fill her eyes.

Jason had actually kept her old music box. The music box he had given her a few weeks before he disappeared. The music box she had thrown into the river full of anger, disappointment, and hatred after the funeral. Because the only vampire she trusted had one day stopped showing up. He had promised to always be there for her. And he had broken that promise.

When she longed for him, he wasn't there. She had searched the streets for him in vain. She had run away from home to find him and then cried in her parents' arms. When her mother fell ill, she wished nothing more than to hear the quiet, gentle voice of her vampire, which had been more like home to her than her parents' house. And when her mother received the news that she had survived the illness, she would have loved to share that joy with him. She had prayed, written wish lists, promised to read the Bible if only God would send him back to her.

But nothing happened. When she startled again at the sight of a dog, it was a stranger who protected her. When her father died, it was her mother and Pauline who supported her at his grave. And when her mother fell ill again and followed her father to heaven, only Pauline remained.

Jason had promised to protect her and her family. You couldn't protect anyone from cancer, but he hadn't been there either when her father was shot in the back.

She sniffled and then turned the music box around. Carefully, she turned the screw and finally let go. First, the music box crackled, then the tinny sound of "Once Upon a December" filled the room.

A song she had remembered so often. She had stood on the feet of her father and Jason alternately as they tried to teach her to waltz. Her mother had held her stomach laughing. The song had always accompanied her. In her dreams, in moments of deepest sadness, when she just wished for someone to hold her. Like now.

Amélie started as she suddenly felt a hand on her shoulder. Jason, who had crawled under the bed to her. He pulled her into his arms and growled softly as he too bumped his head on the bed.

"Why did you leave?" Amélie asked softly.

"To protect you all."

How ridiculous was that? Amélie pushed against his embrace to look at him. "A crappy plan."

Jason sighed softly. "Even before I met you, I got back involved in the Mafia's business after a long break. Inevitably, the structures began to shift. I owned casinos, hotels, and apart from some contract killings and a little art fraud, I was even relatively honest. Although the police would certainly claim otherwise. But I didn't take any crap."

He pulled her back into his arms before continuing. "Rule Ménard owned the largest district in Paris when it came to drugs. The main distribution points were in his territory. He practically bought or blackmailed almost all the police officers. The only thing he didn't do was hold press conferences. Otherwise, he hardly bothered to hide his activities. In addition to drugs, he also ran human trafficking. Do you know what that is? Someone with a lot of money picks out someone they'd like to have and orders them?"

"Like the Eastern European wives?" Amélie asked, puzzled.

His lips brushed her temple, sending a pleasant shiver down her spine. "No. Whoever was ordered was torn from their life and kidnapped, not to lead a marriage in a pretty house, but to belong body and soul to the person who ordered them."

"Okay.« She swallowed hard. She'd rather not think about what happened to those people. How many missing persons might not have been murdered by a stranger, but locked up in their basement instead.

"But what...?" she began.

"You were ordered," Jason interjected.

"What?! I was just a child!"

"Pedophilia. Your youth was one of the reasons."

A cold lump formed in her stomach. Someone wanted a six-year-old girl?

"Who?"

"Don't worry, he's dead." She stared at him breathlessly. Had Jason killed the guy? "Did you...?"

"Yes. And since I was already losing control when I heard about it, I broke every damn bone in Rule Ménard's body and took care of his family planning or his ability to ever have sex again."

Shaken, Amélie held her breath. "Why didn't you kill him?"

"Because he's a warlock, and when you kill warlocks, they not only leave this world with a bang but also leave a curse for the one who kills them. I didn't feel like dealing with that. I preferred to make his life an unsatisfying curse. And in doing so, I revealed one of my biggest weaknesses, and that happens to be Amélie Denaux. I asked a witch to ensure that he could never find or recognize you, even if you were standing right in front of him. But that also meant that I couldn't get close to you anymore, to avoid accidentally leading him to you."

"But why didn't you protect me yourself?"

"Amélie..." Jason said softly. "A vampire can't stand against a warlock. At least, I couldn't stand against him. Every attempt to have him killed remotely by someone else went wrong. Eventually, he skipped town. The best protection for you was to be untraceable."

"And now?" Amélie whispered. "Am I still your greatest weakness?"

"You're the nail in my coffin."

Frustrated, Amélie punched him in the side.

"Okay, okay, then you're the final adrenaline rush on the way to madness."

"Go away," Amélie grumbled.

"You're the woman I love the most."

Just as she was about to punch him again or perhaps pinch him or bite him out of frustration, she paused.

"Are you high?"

"I wish I were."

She eyed him suspiciously. He wasn't grinning, which was unusual because he always did, especially when teasing her. So, did he mean it?

"You're messing with me, aren't you?"

"What would I gain from that? We've already had sex."

"More sex?"

"You're not that good."

She aimed the music box at his face, but Jason was faster. He snatched the toy from her hand and placed it on the floor. Due to the jolt, or maybe the music box was just surprised, it played "Once Upon a December" again.

"With what woman do you fight under a bed?" Jason asked.

"With a completely insane one?"

"Correct."

Great. While it was nice not to constantly be told she had a great butt, that was the creepiest compliment ever.

"And what term fits me?" Jason continued his questioning.

"Arrogant, misogynistic, perpetually high, devoid of any brain cell, completely insane."

"Getting angry slowly..."

"Stubborn."

"Suffering."

Pfft, suffering. Anyone who grinned like that wasn't suffering. "...completely insane. Oh damn!"

She couldn't help it. Jason's laughter was contagious. Even as she tried to hide her twitching mouth behind her hand, it became completely unnecessary as laughter burst out of her loudly. Naked, surrounded by dust and dust bunnies, she rolled around on the floor, giggling.

"You only give me such compliments because you don't want me to adopt the same lifestyle as you," she said between laughs.

She brushed a stray strand of hair from her face and giggled as Jason leaned over her. His lips planted small kisses on her forehead, her cheeks, tickling her until she squealed.

"But I'll do it anyway," she declared thoughtfully. "First a day or two with you, then maybe I'll look for that fairy tale prince..." As if she would do that, but one could dream, right?

"Marry me," Jason murmured.

She choked on a dust bunny and started coughing. "You should vacuum."

Even a vampire could get a dust lung down here.

"Is that a no?" Jason inquired. His fingers trailed over her stomach, and despite the limited height down here, he somehow managed to maneuver over her.

"What was the question again?"

His thick lashes obscured his gaze as he lowered his lids. He sighed theatrically. "That wasn't a question, it was a demand. Unfortunately, I don't have time to tattoo it on an elephant and park it in my driveway."

She stared at him speechless. She hadn't misheard, had she? He wanted to marry her just because she didn't seriously consider being like him?

"Marry me," he repeated. No elephant this time, but with a seriousness in his voice that made any African wild animal redundant.

His gaze rendered her speechless. As gentle as the fingers playing with one of her strands of hair, and as the lips that traveled over her shoulder. Sighing, she arched toward him.

"I would say yes anyway," she whispered, gasping as his other hand stroked the inside of her thighs. She felt his joy (of course it was joy and not just lust) pressing against her hip.

"That means no sex until the wedding night," she demanded now.

"Nice try," Jason laughed and kissed her. So deeply and desirous. A kiss that ignited the fire in her and the longing for his touch.

"Okay, then lots of sex until the wedding night," she corrected herself.

Anything else would only result in her pinning him down in front of the registrar and even during the vows.
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Actually, he should deduct his maid's wages, Jason realized some time later. He had already had sex in the most impossible positions and in the most absurd places, but amidst a horde of dust bunnies, that was new. But at least they weren't as clingy as sand. There was nothing worse than waking up from the passion with a sandcastle in your butt.

He'd rather make the mattress frame squeak from below. Or Amélie. Other women moaned for the sake of the pornographic atmosphere, Amélie squealed her climax genuinely excitedly and was offended when he missed his due to laughing too hard.

"I owe you one," she murmured sleepily in his arm.

"The interest will be to your liking," Jason replied, nudging her to finally squeeze out from under the bed.

As nice as it was down here, he preferred lying on his mattress rather than under it. He grabbed Amélie and placed her on the bed, where she wriggled happily, snatched his blanket and closed her eyes contentedly purring. That's why he never got a cat. They sniffed around, requisitioned cozy furnishings without asking and then fell asleep in such a way that there was definitely no room left in bed.

Gently, he brushed a strand of hair from her face. Her chest rose and fell calmly and evenly with each breath. He kissed her on the forehead, prompting her to grumble as she turned to the other side.

He could hardly believe what he had done himself. He had asked her to marry him. But it got even worse: while waiting for her answer, he was as nervous as he had been before his first hunt as a vampire. Completely helpless to influence the situation in his favor, and with the fear of failing. As if her rejection could destroy him and break his heart.

But when she agreed, it was the greatest happiness for him. It was as if he were human again. A man with a limited number of years to live, not compelled to kill, not plagued by loneliness, no matter how beautiful the woman next to him was. As if he were once again a man in his mid-twenties, who flirted but knew that he would one day marry a woman and have children with her. Children who would brighten his days when love might have become a bit rusty.

Peppi followed him on silent paws as he descended the stairs and fetched a bottle of green liquid from his kitchen. He sat down on the step in front of his door and placed the bottle beside him. He would do nothing more than get drunk shamelessly on absinthe, and yet the thought disgusted him. Peppi rested his head on his knee and closed his eyes as Jason scratched him.

He'd asked her to marry him, and it was the biggest mistake of his life. Marriage didn't suit him. Not his character, not his job, not the risk he exposed everyone around him to. He wouldn't just disappoint her, he'd put her in danger. She had already been kidnapped and killed once. It was only fate that had saved her.

It had been a mistake. He couldn't marry her. He wasn't a decent husband. Sure, he was the best friend you could have (if he really liked you), but that didn't change the fact that he was a criminal. Any woman with sense would hate him.

But she didn't even hate him for being responsible for her death and transformation. He had no idea by what standards Amélie divided her enchanting world into good and bad. She was amazing in every way. She had been before, and she still was today. Even more so today, because today her mind was no longer clouded by childish naivety. Or was it? Did she want to marry him just because it was what she wanted as a child?

He sighed softly. If that was the case, then he couldn't marry her even more. Not because his ego couldn't handle it, but because then he would have to protect her not only from others, but from himself.

Tammo Ostenson wouldn't hesitate to take everything from him if he got the chance, and everyone else would applaud him for it. And if she didn't fall into Tammo's hands, then into someone else's. Just seeing how others in his industry struggled to protect their wives and children was enough to know that it often failed.

Jason leaned his head against the wall and felt the coldness of the stone. Maybe that was the solution to the problem. Tammo wanted everything? Then he should get everything and choke on it.

Jason got up, which Peppi commented on with an offended bark. But Jason reached for his phone and dialed Jeremy's number.

"I forgot to ask for the names, but I have a plan to get rid of Tammo Ostenson and Enzo Brubier's vampire hunters at the same time," he said to Jeremy before the latter could even say a word.

"You have a plan?" Jeremy repeated dryly. A little more enthusiasm wouldn't hurt.

"Yes."

"Is it good?"

"It's mostly audacious and relies on the stupidity of our opponents."

"Well, then I can stop worrying," Jeremy replied sarcastically. "What's your plan?"

"I'm going to get married."

Jeremy coughed so horribly at the end of the line that even a pulmonologist would shudder. "You want to what?"

"Get married!"

"That will surely catch Ostenson and Brubier so off guard that they'll forget they actually want to kill you."

Jason rolled his eyes. "Save the mockery. I'm going to get married, but I'm going to die during the ceremony."

"I know you're not into marriage, but dying during it seems a bit excessive. Or does your bride not like you?"

If Amélie hated him, everything would be much easier. Then she wouldn't be in danger at all. Jason absentmindedly scratched Peppi's belly. "I think she likes me. That's the problem!"

"I don't understand..."

"Because you're not listening!"

Jeremy snorted disdainfully. "Who's your bride?"

"Amélie Denaux."

"I thought she dumped you."

Jason groaned. "We weren't even together! But now she's a vampire. And we had sex..."

"That explains everything, of course."

"I had a certain reaction during it."

"That's to be expected. Otherwise, she'd be writing an article about your lack of stamina next."

"I told her she should marry me!"

One would expect a bit more composure from a vampire and a long-time employee. Judging by the crash and the subsequent suppressed swearing, Jeremy had just dropped the phone.

"So, in your lust, you proposed to a woman and your brilliant idea to avoid marriage is to die?"

When others said it, it sounded even more pathetic than it already felt. But his plan was so good that he didn't want to give it up easily. He liked stupid plans. "More or less."

"You could break up with her."

"Then she'd just chase after me, and with her luck, straight into Tammo's arms."

"How heroic of you to kill yourself over it," Jeremy mocked.

"Get yourself a suit and Linett a pretty dress. You'll be my witnesses."

"But..." Jeremy groaned before clearing his throat. "And when is this shindig supposed to happen?"

"The day after tomorrow."

"The day after tomorrow?!"

Heaven, why did Jeremy have to yell so loudly?

"We're running out of time. The meeting of the Parisian bosses is in three days. In that time, Amélie needs to become a widow so Tammo can present her at the meeting."

"Do you really think he could take your place with that?" Jeremy asked.

"Maybe, but at least half of those idiots despise me even more!" Jason retorted.

"Because you constantly misbehave."

Misbehave? Him? What could he do if the other six bosses were mostly a bunch of humorless jerks who envied each other's every deal? Sure, he shouldn't have told them his opinion to their faces, but sometimes it just got to him.

"You've had many stupid plans, but this tops them all. Why are you doing this to her?" Jeremy asked, exasperated.

"Because she means everything to me, and because I'm afraid Tammo knows that. And because with this, I can kill two birds with one stone," Jason explained.

"You're an ass. You're going to lose her," Jeremy remarked.

Jason sighed. "Her hating me is the best thing for her. I'm not a good husband."

"If you'd just make a little effort, you could be," Jeremy argued.

"What should I do? Be honest? So no one gets the dumb idea to seek revenge on me through my wife? I'm certainly not going to start growing pansies," Jason retorted.

"She's already a vampire. Show her how to handle a gun, and she'll outshine even Rambo. If she breaks you, she'll take anyone else out too," Jeremy suggested.

Jason sighed again. "Just do as I say," he instructed his friend.

Jeremy grumbled softly. "Fine. It's your misery."

With that, Jeremy hung up, and Jason set the phone aside. It was his most brilliant and crappiest plan yet. If everything went as he imagined, Amélie would hate him. He would lose her, but he would win the petty war currently raging for the top spot of the Parisian Mafia.

He had to win. If he lost, no one would hold back anymore, not even those who had been loyal to him so far. Linett, Helen, Cecile, Jeremy, every single one of his employees... they would all be in danger.

Besides, the thought of being married was pure horror for him. What would he say? Even vampires, who were thought to be sweet by little children, could be the biggest idiots on this planet.


Whoa, This Is Where I Strip!

"Come on, I want to introduce you to someone," he said.

Wrapping her arms tightly around her vampire's neck, she reluctantly pulled away from him just enough to look at him.

"Who?" Amélie asked skeptically.

"Someone you'll surely like," her vampire promised.

Pondering, Amélie pressed her lips together and nodded hesitantly. He had never introduced anyone to her before. Of course, she was curious because lately her vampire rarely visited. He had too much to do. She understood that.

Her dad also often had a lot to do, and then there was no time left to play. Just like with her favorite vampire. That's why she preferred spending time alone with him.

Amélie let herself be stood on her feet and took his hand. Her mother smiled at them as they crossed the kitchen and left the house. They headed to the playground. Clutching her teddy bear to her chest, she looked around curiously.

Her vampire lifted her onto a bench and looked at her intently. "Sit nicely," he said.

"Are you going to give me a pony?" Amélie asked on a whim, but her vampire shook his head with a laugh.

"No pony."

Oh, too bad. She liked ponies. Her dad didn't allow her to have one, and she once (of course, accidentally) overheard her father threatening to lock him up if he gave her a pony, a pet pig or even just a hamster. She had no idea what "lock him up" exactly meant, but it seemed to have worked. Despite repeated pleas, he never gave her one of those cute little piggies from the zoo.

Amélie let her legs dangle and swung her teddy bear in the warm afternoon air. Besides her, there were only two other children here, and no matter how much she twisted her neck, she couldn't see where he had gone because of the bushes.

It didn't take long before he emerged from around the hedge. Leading a girl by the hand, maybe two or three years younger than herself. The most noticeable thing about her were her wide-open, bright blue eyes, which looked at her questioningly. The girl allowed herself to be lifted onto the bench next to Amélie, and her vampire crouched down in front of her.

"Amélie, this is Pauline. Pauline, this is Amélie."

Skeptically, Amélie regarded the girl. Brown hair stuck out from her head in two braids. Freckles covered her button nose, and Pauline nervously kneaded the hem of her dress.

"Do you want to play?" Amélie asked, and Pauline nodded eagerly.
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It wasn't his kisses or gentle touches that woke her. She wouldn't have minded those at all. But what pulled her from her muddled dreams was the scent of apple tea and cinnamon. It smelled like Christmas, while the sun shone behind the shutters.

She opened her heavy eyelids and looked around. She couldn't see Jason or Peppi anywhere. Since the dog surely couldn't make tea, it must have been Jason responsible for this unexpected scent.

On the nightstand, she saw a small vial and a note. "Drink this. It will protect you from the sun."

Amélie examined the golden liquid with scrutiny. Sun and vampires. Right, why had she never thought about that before? She removed the small stopper from the bottle and sniffed it.

Hmm, it didn't smell like anything. She brought it to her lips and drank. Okay, it also tasted like nothing.

Amélie rolled out of bed and tiptoed into the bathroom. Why bother, though? Vampires didn't need to pee. The toilet was just a decorative item for them, but as she saw, vampires still maintained a certain level of hygiene. On the sink was Jason's toothbrush in a cup, and in the shower she found shampoo and shower gel. Jason's shower gel.

She undressed and stepped into the shower, then sniffed the bottle. If Jason were to claim now that he knew nothing about his marriage wishes, she could still marry this shower gel. At least she would have his scent.

She turned on the water and enjoyed the sound of it cascading over her skin. Did Jason really still remember? Or had she just dreamed it?

She jumped when suddenly two hands landed on her waist.

"Did you sleep well?" she heard Jason's gentle voice by her ear.

Uh, there he stood. Completely naked, and water droplets cascaded over his skin and caught in her hair. If she was dreaming this too, then she never wanted to wake up. Never. They would bash anyone who woke them up with the bedside lamp.

Amélie snuggled against him. "And do you still want to marry me?"

He flinched, but he didn't run away. Was that a good sign?

"Do you think I've changed my mind?"

"I'm actually counting on it," she honestly replied.

"You just want to write a new article," he said, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close.

She would love to write an article about that, but in the end, it would only attract more women to him. No way, he was hers.

"We're getting married tomorrow."

"Uh, excuse me? Tomorrow?" she exclaimed, trying to ignore his fingers gently tracing circles over her skin, dancing in harmony with the warm water.

"Why do you want to get married so quickly?" she asked, the question burning in her dead heart. Because normally, it would be racing with excitement. Instead, she just felt a slight chill.

"You're not just anyone. And I'm not just anyone," Jason said softly. "In my line of work, people like to play dirty. My name can protect you. As my wife, you can expect help from those I collaborate with at any time."

"But I don't even know who you collaborate with," she countered.

"The most important thing is for them to know you. You'll get to know them."

He definitely wasn't deterred by the subject. But neither was she. His lips on her neck were rendering her brain helpless anyway.

"Okay," she sighed softly.

"Do you not want to get married? Or do you want to wait?" he asked.

Why was he still talking? He was just getting back at her for diverting him from sex with this topic.

"Well, technically, it doesn't matter if it's tomorrow or next year," Amélie replied hesitantly.

"Less time for cold feet."

"Not me," Amélie retorted mischievously.

"I'm talking about me."

Oh...

"I can warm them up for you," Amélie offered.

Jason laughed. " I'm bribing all the officials to skip the usual processing times and satisfy your impatient nature."

"Hey," protested Amélie. Impatient? Never!

"Okay, technically, it's tyrannical."

"Can I exchange you?" Amélie grumbled.

Jason laughed even louder. "No, you can't. You should have thought about that before. If you want, I can arrange a stripper for you and Pauline. Then tonight would be your bachelorette party."

While that sounded excellent, she still couldn't get past the date.

"So, tomorrow..." she repeated, perplexed. Her record clearly had a scratch.

"Don't tell me the tattoo artist is unavailable tomorrow."

"Tattoo artist? What are you talking about?"

"You mentioned in your article that rings are outdated and instead, people get each other's names tattooed on their fingers."

"A ring will do," she quickly interjected. Tattoos. Please, no. She hated needles and anything related to pain.

Jason grinned. Ha, he was just teasing her.

Tomorrow. As if he would actually get married tomorrow, and willingly at that. Ridiculous. What wasn't ridiculous, however, was the fire he ignited within her. Greedily, she kissed him and surrendered to his touch.

Heaven, she felt like she could still feel his fingers everywhere even as he dropped her off in front of Pauline's house, and even more so when Pauline threw herself into her arms with a shriek.

"I'm getting married tomorrow," Amélie blurted out.

"Sacrebleu, what?!"

"Oh God, not so loud," Amélie whimpered. Her eardrums were practically collapsing inward.

"I was sick with worry," Pauline exclaimed again, still holding Amélie tightly.

Amélie almost collapsed to her knees. Why so loud? She could hear a pin drop. Pauline might as well have been shouting into a megaphone at the top of her lungs.

"He wants to marry you? Tomorrow?"

Amélie nodded determinedly. She could clearly see Pauline wavering between skepticism and excitement. She couldn't blame her. Just half an hour ago, she herself had still thought it was a joke. But then Jason had driven her to Pauline's, handed her a card from a bridal shop and advised her not to inspect the stripper too closely or else he'd have to kill him.

Now she stood in Pauline's kitchen, trying to explain to her friend what she herself didn't quite understand. Jason wanted to get married. The same man she had hopelessly scared off with the topic just the day before yesterday. She didn't know whether to pinch herself or shoot someone.

"Are you pregnant?" Pauline asked, finally releasing her and turning away to hand her a cup of tea.

Amélie indignantly crossed her arms over her stomach. "No!"

"Then I don't understand it."

Pauline shook her head and sighed. "But why the heck is he in such a hurry?"

Amélie shrugged helplessly. "I don't know."

"Is he about to die in two days?"

"No," she hoped at least.

"His visa is expiring?"

Amélie slammed her tea cup on the table with a loud clatter. "No!"

"Then why?"

"How the hell should I know?"

Pauline pushed Amélie toward the window and inspected her with a knowing look. "He's your fiancé. Did you ask him? By the way, I'd recommend an A-line dress for you."

Amélie interlocked her fingers uncertainly. "Of course I asked him. He rambled on about how his name would protect me."

"What's his name again?"

"Harris."

"That doesn't sound particularly impressive. Schwarzenegger or Van Damme would sound more convincing. What else did he say?"

"The rest of the answer was sex."

"Sex?"

"Yeah, sex. S. E. X."

"S. E. X? Is that a secret abbreviation? For a sect where you have to marry the women you've slept with within the next forty-eight hours?"

"God, no, then I'd be wife number three hundred."

"Do we know that? Does he actually count?"

"No, listen! I thought he was joking, and then he kissed me..."

Pauline tilted her head curiously. "And then?"

"It only dawned on me that he wasn't joking when he dropped me off at your door and handed me this card."

Amélie took the small card out of her pocket and looked at it thoughtfully. On the back, Jason had written down the appointment at the registry office. It looked like a dentist's appointment reminder.

Pauline shook her head so vigorously that her bangs fluttered. "Girl, this marriage is going to be a disaster. Could it be that he wants to get rid of you?"

"He wants to get rid of me by marrying me?"

"He wants to get rid of you by acting like a lunatic. Who voluntarily gets married within two days? Hasn't the boy ever heard of bridal gown fittings? Those are at least three occasions to get drunk with other women. Then booking the venue. The catering. The flowers. I can't breathe!"

Pauline frantically fanned herself before snatching the card from Amélie's hand to take a look. "Oh, wow. That's the fanciest store in all of Paris."

She pressed the business card against her heaving bosom. There was no other way to describe it. Any porn star would revel in this version of the desperate bridesmaid.

Pauline's performance, however, paled in comparison to the display put on by the sales staff at the bridal boutique. Upon hearing the wedding date, she promptly exchanged the bottle of champagne for vodka and cola. One of the cocktail umbrellas was now stuck in Pauline's hair, and Amélie herself was in a dress that tested her self-control to its limits.

"It's beautiful," Pauline breathed.

"It's pink!" Amélie exclaimed in horror. Okay, it wasn't exactly pink. The saleswoman called it rosé, but that didn't make the dress any better. It was the fifth dress, the first of this impossible color and as far as she was concerned, the last dress ever.

Vampires couldn't use the bathroom anymore, but unfortunately, her bladder didn't seem to know that. The vodka had the effect of a sip of cucumber water, absolutely ineffective in terms of alcohol, but as pressing as a thousand cups of coffee. But that wasn't the only thing weighing on her soul. Doubts were creeping in more and more. It was too fast, much too fast.

Why did Jason want to get married so urgently? Did he even want to? Maybe he wouldn't even show up tomorrow and would be laughing himself silly at that moment, knowing that she was struggling through several way-too-frilly wedding dresses.

She fled to the bathroom and slammed the door behind her. She could postpone the whole thing. But what if the damn bastard was counting on that? After all, she would then be the reluctant bride. Heavens, couldn't that man be normal for once?

The pounding on the door startled her. "Amélie, can you come out? We have visitors."

Visitors? Oh, please not Santa Claus! Amélie's heart sank. Had they found her? And more importantly, had they found out that she wasn't dead?

Her hand trembled as she slid back the bolt and stepped out. But it wasn't grinning criminals awaiting her. Instead, there were two women, who were also grinning, but they had no nooses or weapons, just champagne bottles in hand.

"I heard there's a party here," said the shorter of the two, whose belly was larger than herself. Heavens, judging by the size, she seemed to be on the verge of giving birth.

"That's Linett, and I'm Helen," the other chimed in. "Jason kicked us out of his bachelor party, so now we're crashing yours."

Ah yes. Amélie's gaze drifted helplessly to Pauline, but she just shrugged.

"We're Jason's assistants," Linett added. "And we brought the stripper. Well, actually three. You can pick one. We didn't know what type you prefer. We couldn't find a Jason look-alike anyway. He doesn't have the muscles for it..."

Linett chattered unabashedly as she settled into a chair and gasped, raising her arms in alarm as the poor thing wobbled under her weight. But it held.

Meanwhile, Pauline's eyes widened and she grinned broadly. "Three strippers? You're most welcome here. Where are they?"

Helen flung open the shop door and whistled across the street. Pauline rushed to the shop window, and even Amélie risked a glance.

One might think the disaster relief team was approaching. The policeman was practically bursting out of his uniform, the firefighter had such a chiseled jaw and broad shoulders that he would be perfect for a Highlander movie. The only one who looked halfway normal was the third. He wore tight jeans and a tight shirt. Hopefully, they didn't all want to sit on her lap at the same time.

"Are you okay? You look so pale," Helen asked Amélie. Her motherly concerned gaze made Amélie feel the urge to confide in her.

But it was Pauline who intervened. "She's getting cold feet."

"Yeah, it's a bit chilly in here," Linett shrugged, rubbing her arms demonstratively.

"She's scared!" Pauline exclaimed.

"Scared of what? The strippers?" Linett asked, confused.

Helen chuckled softly and tucked one of her blonde strands, which had fallen into her face, back into her hairstyle. "I think she's more afraid of Jason and his sudden marriage craze."

"You don't need to be afraid of him. He cowers before pans. You can borrow one of mine until you get your own," Linett said, stroking her belly thoughtfully.

For a moment, a thought crossed Amélie's mind that made her feel nauseous. The child wasn't by any chance Jason's, was it? Oh no, please not, and what was the girl talking about with pans?

Amélie looked to Pauline for help, but she just shrugged. "As long as he shows up tomorrow, everything's fine."

"You said he only wants to marry me to get rid of me," Amélie blurted out.

Helen handed her a glass of champagne. "That would fit Jason's style, but who says his plans can't go wrong sometimes? Once he's married, he'll get used to it quickly. They all do. Then they become lazy and fat."

Great. The strippers were now standing in the store, waiting like they were ordered and not picked up. With their hands in their pockets, they grinned uncertainly from ear to ear.

Pauline nudged Amélie. "Pick one."

"I don't want any," Amélie replied.

"Don't you like the selection?" Helen asked, concerned.

"Hey, let's call Jason. Let him come and strip. I'd like to see that," Linett interjected.

"You better not. Before you know it, he'll be here, stoned on the couch, and it'll be us dancing naked. And none of us will remember how it happened," Helen added.

Linett pouted. "Amélie gets the policeman. I like the irony of it," she decided. "You there." She pointed her finger at the policeman. "Make our bride happy before she runs away from nervousness."

The stripper seemed less than thrilled about this bold address. He shot Linett a scathing look before a winning smile crossed his features, and he turned to Amélie.

He took her hand and led her to a chair. The fabric of the pink monstrosity billowed at the sides as she sat down. The policeman smoothed out the dress so she had a chance to properly appreciate his performance. His colleague played with the music system until booming disco music filled the speakers. Merde, was she supposed to bleed from her ears?

The policeman crossed his arms behind his neck and turned his back to her. The sight of his muscles outlined under the tight shirt was not bad at all. But when he pulled his pants down a bit and his naked behind flashed, Amélie jumped up.

"That's not necessary," she protested, shocked.

She didn't need a stripper. She had a fiancé who wanted to marry in a hurry, and she had only a few hours left to find a wedding dress in which she didn't look like a candy. She didn't want to be pleased by naked men she didn't even find particularly attractive.

"Could someone please help me out of this monstrosity?" Amélie asked plaintively, holding up a piece of the pink fabric.

The men didn't need to be told twice. They all rushed toward Amélie simultaneously. So this was how the antelope felt, surrounded by muscle-packed hyenas who probably didn't like the pink fabric either. At least they weren't very careful with it. The firefighter pulled down her zipper, the policeman tugged at the bottom of the dress.

"I think they misunderstood their job," Linett muttered.

"As long as Jason never hears about it, otherwise they won't just lose their jobs tomorrow," Helen grumbled back.

Linett hoisted herself onto both legs and shuffled past the overwhelmed saleswoman to the racks of dresses. While Amélie was still busy ignoring the heat in her cheeks, Linett pulled out a dress and held it up. "This is it!"

What could Amélie say? She forgot about the men pulling her out of the dress, she forgot her doubts. She forgot everything. This dress was amazing. Feather-light lace in radiant white. The wide straps made of delicate fabric. She loved it. From the first moment.

"Linett, I love you," Amélie said fervently.

"Isn't it said that men like to party hard at their bachelor parties?" a gentle voice sounded behind her. Jason!

Helen said "Oops," Pauline "Oh, oh," while Amélie turned beet red. It dawned on her, like a hot flash, that two men were still pulling on the pink dress while she had just spontaneously confessed her love to his assistant and a third stripper watched.

Behind Jason, another man entered the store. One who immediately went to Linett and planted a kiss on her. Oh, thank goodness, then he must be the father of the child.

"What are you doing here?" Amélie asked. Could the blood please stop samba dancing in her cheeks?

"Making sure you misbehave completely on your last night of freedom," Jason replied with a grin.

"Hey, want to strip for us?" Linett called out. "These guys are acting like young priests." She gestured accusingly at the three guys.

"Get lost," Jason growled at the strippers.

Amélie could see the purplish gleam in his pupils and could hardly blame the three of them as they stumbled to make their way outside. One crashed into the glass door, leaving behind a greasy mark and several small bloody spots. Heaven, just the sight made her mouth water. Disgusting.

"I need to talk to you," Amélie pointed at Jason, but he just grinned.

His gaze trailing over her made her even hotter. She stole a glance at herself. The pink monstrosity lay at her feet, while she stood there only in her underwear. Uh, yeah...

"Here, put this on before you catch a cold." With those words, Helen took off her sweater and placed it over Amélie's head. "You can't talk to him when he's already thinking about sex again."

Even if he wasn't thinking about sex, you couldn't do that. Before she could ask Jason some questions about his plans with this appalling wedding, he pulled out two green bottles.

Amélie could only vaguely remember the rest of the evening. While she could drink vodka by the liter, after the first hurried glass of absinthe, she felt warm. After the second, she felt dizzy, and she sank into Jason's arms, who was two glasses ahead.

Whenever she tried to ask questions, he abruptly changed the subject or began kissing her neck. So much so that she could only groan, and Helen remarked that she didn't want to watch a porno. Only occasionally did Amélie imagine seeing a sad look on Jason's face. When he thought he was unnoticed. Was he getting cold feet?

Linett stuck to juice and soda and caused a brief, intense adrenaline shock when she began gasping for air and moaning. However, it turned out to be just gas.

Later, Jason put her and Pauline, along with the garment bag, into a taxi. And if she remembered correctly, he fervently breathed his alcohol-laden breath into her face, professing his love (which strangely elicited laughter from Helen) and telling her not to forget it, no matter what happened. She was curious about the "no matter what," but next she only remembered Pauline's soft bed and the feeling of absolute gratitude for finally being able to lie down.

She only startled once when she thought she saw a figure on Pauline's balcony, but when she drunkenly fell out of bed to check, it was already gone. Cursing, she picked herself up and threw herself back into bed. On the second attempt, she even hit the bed. Her completely befuddled thoughts wandered to Jason. She would marry him tomorrow. Why did she have such a terrible feeling about it?


Death Cures Cold Feet

"Could you at least pretend to have some respect for the police, the courts, and the law in general?" Denaux asked, resting his head on the crossbars of the cell.

Where was Denaux's problem? The vampire had allowed himself to be arrested without a fuss, he hadn't bitten anyone. Not even a little. He was stuck here in a section separated by bars because apparently, the precinct couldn't afford decent cells. He submitted to interrogation and was even inclined to endure the prescribed number of hours until this overzealous Commissaire let him go again.

Sure, during the interrogation, the Commissaire de Police had lost his temper over the answers of his prisoner to the point where he almost bit into his hat out of anger, but a little fun was allowed, right?

"I don't know what you're talking about, my dear friend," replied the bloodsucker, crossing his arms in front of his chest before stretching out his legs. "I didn't order pizza or a hooker."

"You prophesied to him that starting tomorrow, he'll be regulating traffic at the intersection in front of the Louvre as a traffic cop."

"Because it's true. You can't let such incompetence roam around in that position. He claimed I make my money with murder, theft, kidnapping, and extortion."

"Because he's right about that!"

"That may be, but I find it very rude to say it out loud. Especially when you have no evidence."

The young officer standing next to Denaux chuckled. Judging by Antoine's grin, the vampire was gaining a new fan.

Denaux slid down a bit against the bars and groaned. "Our last piece of evidence suffered spontaneous amnesia. Triggered by a visit from you."

"A remarkably clever piece of evidence," he replied contentedly. He loved his persuasive nature. While a murder would have immediately solved the problem of his bloodlust, it would have been too conspicuous.

Denaux finally stopped using the barred door as a leaning post and stood up straight. But only to run his hand through his hair and tug at it. "Then please stop referring to him as a coat stand, chief forester and traffic light illiterate. And as a cholera cactus. I mean, how did you come up with cholera cactus?"

"One of my spontaneous creations."

"If you showcase one of your spontaneous creations to the judge, he'll book you for insulting an officer. Do you want that? Being booked for insulting an officer of all things?"

"I would find it quite amusing, but to put your mind at ease, I have a lot to do tomorrow. So, I'm keen on spending only the night in this run-down motel with atrocious service personnel."

Antoine cleared his throat indignantly, but his protest was drowned out by muffled childish screams.

"Daddy!"

No, it wasn't Denaux who said that. That would have been rather perplexing. It was Amélie. The vampire could vividly imagine her rushing through the offices of the police officers to get to the cells.

With a groan, the little one pushed open the door, and he heard her before he saw her. She screamed his name at the top of her lungs. Denaux's expression briefly faltered, and Amélie tried to squeeze through the bars. Madame Denaux also pushed open the door, panting heavily, indicating that she had been chasing after Amélie.

"I'm sorry. She suddenly took off," she wheezed, clutching her chest. "Mon Dieu, I'm too old for these chase scenes." She kissed her bewildered husband on his stubbly cheek. "Hey, Chéri. The babysitter canceled," she informed him of his daughter's presence.

Amélie pressed herself against the bars and beamed at the vampire. "What are you doing here?"

"You see, I'm sitting in jail," he replied with a grin, leaning down toward her.

"I want to go to jail too!"

"You can't go to jail, Amélie, you have to go to school tomorrow!" her father thundered.

Madame Denaux cleared her throat. "Well, he really has nothing better to do tonight," she said now, and when she received a bewildered look from her husband, she begged him. "Oh, come on."

For the first time, it became evident whom Amélie had inherited her antics from.

"Nothing can happen to her here. He can watch over her. It's our first free evening in months. Stop laughing, will you?" With the last sentence, she turned to Antoine with a furrowed brow, who had turned beet red, lips pressed tightly together, apparently planning to choke on his own laughter.

"Well, it's not up to me. I see and hear nothing, and I won't let anyone in here. And the commissioner has already left anyway," Antoine gasped. With a wide grin on his face, Antoine inserted the key into the cell lock and pushed the door open wide enough for Amélie to slip inside.

She happily hopped into the arms of the inmate, wrapping her arms around his neck in her usual manner.

Denaux sighed loudly. "I can see it coming. Amélie will be a mafia bride someday."

"Or a prison psychologist," his wife chimed in.

But Denaux shook his head. "No, definitely a mafia bride. She's tough enough for it."
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11:00 AM - Wedding of Harris & Denaux

Room 205

A note on a plain stand. That was all that hinted at the betrayal Jason would commit in less than an hour. His mother wouldn't just turn in her grave if she knew. She'd come back to life and pelt him with every radish she could get her hands on. His heart couldn't race anymore, but for the first time in years, he felt the ugly lump of nervousness in his stomach.

The ceremony room didn't look like much. Bulky oak furniture and bright, but worn walls. Linett and Jeremy stood beside him, hands clasped, wearing expressions as if they were attending a funeral. The only thing loving about this room was the floral arrangement on the desk.

"I'm hungry," Linett whimpered softly.

"Be quiet," Jeremy hissed.

With an amused snort, Jason pulled a chocolate bar from his coat pocket.

"I don't know why you claim to be a lousy husband," Linett sighed blissfully, snatching the chocolate from his fingers. "Jeremy hasn't learned to bring emergency provisions in all these months. Are you sure you don't want to reconsider?"

"What?" Jason asked. Should he call off the wedding? Or his own murder? Or maybe he should just stop carrying chocolate bars around? With all the nonsense he was planning, she needed to be more specific.

Linett looked at him with wide eyes. "What do you mean?"

"Huh?" Jason asked, bewildered.

"What do you mean with Huh?"

His gaze wandered to Jeremy in confusion. But Jeremy just rolled his eyes. "The doctor says it's pregnancy brain. She says something and forgets it right away. I had to explain to her three times this morning why the hell she can't wear a black dress."

"Black is an elegant color. It used to signify prosperity!" Linett retorted. Ah, she must have remembered that.

"You could have worn black," Jason interjected. After all, everyone here did whatever they wanted.

"See!"

Jeremy crossed his arms behind his back, and Jason could see him clenching his hands together.

"Linett, you know I love you. But you're starting to get on my nerves!"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Because you forgot again?"

"No, because you're being sensitive!"

Two blank stares met Jason's as he chuckled softly. Okay, one of them was blank. Jeremy's gaze already spoke of a subtle desire to murder.

"Do you still think your plan is brilliant?" his best man growled.

"Would you believe me if I said no?"

"No."

Exactly. Hardly anyone believed he had the capacity to doubt. His plans had always worked. Otherwise, he wouldn't have been in this business for two hundred years. By the end of tomorrow, the Parisian Mafia's top spot would belong to his company, and his marriage would be over. No wife for him. Instead, an Amélie who hopefully began to seek her happiness with other men.

Don't get him wrong, Amélie wasn't a sacrificial lamb. In the game plan of the next two days, he had assigned her the role of the queen. Daring, versatile, yet dependent on someone else's plans. She was handed over to the enemies to distract, unsettle, and then checkmate them from a different direction. He could then be satisfied in all respects. But when it came to Amélie, quiet doubts gnawed at his heart.

He had not only grown accustomed to her, she was more than just a fleeting romance. She stirred feelings in him that no woman had ever tickled from his dead heart. None were like her. But then again, none were like him – it might sound self-important, but it was unchangeable.

Jason approached the window. He had arranged for Amélie and Pauline to be picked up by one of his employees in the largest limousine that could just about navigate the curves of the Parisian streets, and that very limousine was now parked right outside the registry office.

Pauline was the first to step out of the car. At least one person he didn't have to break the heart of again. She wouldn't recognize him, sparing her some grief.

"I'll go down," his friend offered, and Jason nodded.

Not that he wanted Amélie to beat him to the bottom of the stairs and flee instead. In that case, Jeremy would be ready to pick her up from the window ledge.

Linett crinkled the chocolate wrapper and flinched. "I swear, this kid is definitely going to be a footballer." She ran her hand over her perfectly round belly and gestured toward him. "Want to feel?"

Why on earth did she think he wanted to touch her right now? He could vividly imagine Jeremy and Amélie fighting over who got to smack him first out of jealousy.

"No thanks," Jason declined.

Linett shrugged. "Since you got engaged, you've become quite prudish."

Excuse me?

In the corridor, he heard Amélie groan. "God, I can't do this!"

"Backing out is not an option. For years, you've been whining in my ear about this guy. Now he wants to marry you. Do you think I'll just let you run away?!" Pauline yelled at her.

"I have a bad feeling about this," protested Amélie.

"Everyone has that on their wedding day. It's the beginning of the end of the relationship. Everyday life, no more sex, family visits, little kids keeping you up at night and drooling all over everything..."

Heaven, just Pauline's description would scare off any prospective groom who didn't know that marriage would soon be the least of his problems.

Did Amélie possess a bit of instinct? She had been mistrustful of him ever since she realized the wedding wasn't a joke. Rightly so. Even he felt uneasy about the whole thing, and he knew where it was all heading. They said dying didn't hurt. But nobody mentioned the survivors.

The door opened, and Jason turned around. How he would love to scrap his plan, kiss Amélie and move with her to Hawaii. But he couldn't. To have permanent peace, he'd have to move to the moon with her, and even that didn't deter some persistent parasites.

Amélie walked nervously beside Jeremy, outshining his stupid grin with her beauty, grace and his guilty conscience.

"You can still reconsider," Jeremy muttered insanely quietly, handing Jason Amélie's hand.

"You're a lousy best man," Jason muttered back.

"They're supposed to talk the groom out of the mistake of his life," he replied sarcastically, growling as Linett smiled and rammed her heel into his foot.

The registrar entered the room and critically surveyed the assembled group. They might not all be radiating with joy, but they looked like they were about to be sick. Still, he shouldn't complain. He was getting five times his usual hourly rate.

"Do you want to back out?" Amélie asked softly.

"No," Jason said, cupping her chin. "I don't want to back out."

Jason would have liked to consummate the marriage in the back room immediately. But who would eliminate the majority of his local and slowly becoming persistent enemies? By now, he had more enemies than if he tried to throw a ring into a volcano.

He saw the doubt in Amélie's eyes and her hesitant smile.

"It will be all right," he promised her, feeling shabbier than ever.

This wasn't the wedding she deserved, and yet she was trying to go through with it. For him, and maybe also for her obsession, which Cecile called love and destiny. Others simply called it crazy, but that made her perfect for him.

The registrar cleared his throat. "Well, dear friends and guests of the bridal couple. We have all gathered here to seal the culmination of these two lovers' lives…"

"Wow, he probably also gives eulogies on the side," Linett muttered, rolling her eyes.

"The 'I do' is a powerful decision for love and life together, with all its ups and downs…"

"He's awful," Pauline grumbled beside them.

Jason felt Amélie trembling and squeezed her hand a little tighter. But his gaze was solely on the clock. Eight minutes past eleven. Two more minutes.

"Jason Harris, do you take the present Amélie Denaux to be your lawfully wedded wife? To love and cherish, until death do you part?"

"Yes," Jason said, forcing himself to return Amélie's smile.

One minute and thirty seconds.

"And do you, Amélie Denaux, take the present Jason Harris to be your lawfully wedded husband? Please answer with yes."

"Yes," Amélie also spoke.

One more minute.

"By the power vested in me by law, I now pronounce you husband and wife," the registrar lisped.

Finally. Jason certainly wouldn't invite him again.

Jeremy held out the box of rings to him with pointed fingers. It was a wonder he didn't throw them at him like a bone to a dog. This event was hardly surpassable in lack of affection. No, Amélie truly didn't deserve this.

He slid the ring onto Amélie's finger, who looked confused. At least here, he hadn't skimped. The flawless, high-carat diamonds adorning the golden ring sparkled in competition with Amélie's beauty.

The clock's hand stubbornly moved forward. Ten more seconds. He could hear the thundering footsteps of men running hurriedly.

"I'm sorry," Jason said, pulling Amélie close to him. A kiss so sweet and tender, yet with a bitter aftertaste for him. He felt Amélie's embrace, the tenderness of her lips, the yearning of his own heart. He pulled his car keys out of his pocket and pressed them into Amélie's hand.

A window shattered with a clang. Jason pulled Amélie back and stood protectively in front of her, and just as the clock hand reached ten minutes past eleven, he felt the first bullet penetrate his chest.


Quickly, Let's Go!

Amélie sat in the kitchen, resting her chin on the dining table. The gray weather depressed her. She didn't like this drizzle. A downpour, that was something great. But drizzle? It seeped even under the thickest clothes, and then you felt cold.

"What time is it?" Amélie asked, and her mother sighed.

"Still half past five. Just like the last ten times."

Amélie heard the criticism in her mother's voice. She didn't want to annoy her mom. Her mom was cooking dinner. Vegetable tart with goat cheese. Amélie liked that too. But the delicious smell didn't cheer her up today.

There was a strange feeling in her stomach. It wasn't the first time her vampire was late. It had happened twice before. He always looked a bit disheveled then. His suit had a tear, and he had a bit of dirt on his face. But he never admitted that he had fallen and was late because of it. He always claimed that someone had stopped him.

Amélie pushed a chair to the window and stood on it to look out. But there were only cars on the street. Gray and red, small, green, blue, even a few black ones. But not the big black car with the open bed.

"He'll come eventually," her mother tried to comfort her. "Sometimes things just come up. And if he can't make it today, he'll call by tomorrow at the latest."

Amélie pressed her nose against the window pane. Fine raindrops fell to the ground, on the garden fence.

Later, her mother said she had waited there for a solid five hours. Five hours during which she became increasingly sadder, until the first tears rolled down her cheeks inconsolably. Not even Knautschi could comfort her.
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The sound of breaking glass filled the air as the window shattered. Jason slumped into her arms, his weight causing her to stagger. The gunfire rang in her ears, and instinctively she reached for Jason's jacket. Carefully, she lowered herself to the ground with him.

"Jason!"

No, no, a bullet couldn't harm a vampire! Yes, he was bleeding. But damn it, why wasn't he groaning and cursing? With his eyes closed, he looked like he was dead. With trembling hands, she stroked his cheeks.

"Wake up," she pleaded. She pushed his shirt aside. The bullet had struck him in the center of his chest. A sharp smell filled her nostrils. Vervain!

Not only had they injured him, but they had also drugged him. The fear was momentarily replaced by brief relief before the panic returned even stronger. Whoever shot with vervain wouldn't stop just because their victim was incapacitated.

"We have to get him out of here." She looked around for Jeremy, who was leaning over her.

They couldn't read his expression. For a moment, she thought she saw anger. But damn it, she didn't care about that right now.

She grabbed Jason under the arms. Then she would get him out of here herself. He had turned her into a vampire. There had to be some advantage to that.

But another crash made her startle. Half a dozen men, equipped with bulletproof vests, masks, and assault rifles, crowded into the room. They shoved the deathly pale officiant aside. An overwhelming force against just three vampires, one of whom was happily snoozing.

"We have to get out of here!" Linett yelled in her ear, pulling Amélie up.

"No!"

But what Linett lacked in strength to pull her away from Jason, Jeremy made up for. He grabbed her around the waist and gave her a shove that propelled her toward the opposite door.

"Get out of here," Jeremy hissed before groaning in pain. Reeling, he slumped against the desk, a stake lodged in his thigh.

Enzo! But it wasn't Enzo leaning over Jason with another piece of wood in hand. It was...

"Héctor?" Amélie exclaimed in horror as she scrambled to her feet. "Héctor, no, why are you doing this?"

Her old friend, snobbish and shady, but not a murderer. Not Jason's murderer. Yet the once friendly eyes, adorned with the fine lines of age and humor, stared back at her coldly.

With a piercing scream, Amélie tried to lunge at Héctor. She saw him flinch, but then Jeremy's arm swung, hitting her in the stomach with an iron rod. No, not a rod. Jeremy's arm. Despite his injury, he was still stronger than her. All her struggling and pulling was futile.

Linett surged ahead, pushing open the door on the opposite side of the room. But there were men there too. They hadn't counted on Linett. She grabbed a thick folder from the filing cabinet and hurled it straight into the face of the first bewildered man.

Pauline's hand shot out, smashing another masked man's nose. Jeremy grabbed another by the collar and flung him into his comrades before grabbing Amélie again. Relentlessly, he dragged her through the chaos. At least this way, no one could shoot.

"You can't go back to him!" Jeremy roared in fury as Amélie momentarily broke free, only to lunge in the opposite direction once more.

She wanted to reach Jason. She couldn't leave him alone. Tears blurred her vision as she glanced back.

Surrounded by several men, Jason lay on the ground in their midst. They all aimed their weapons at him, and a bitter laugh rose in her throat. As if an unconscious vampire could do any harm. As if he could fight against the piece of wood that Héctor was pointing at his chest.

A dry sob escaped her throat. Relentlessly, Jeremy dragged her along, and instead of Jason, she saw only a grayed wall passing by. The sharp pain of fear gave way to a dull sensation. She felt numb. As if someone had injected a large dose of sedatives into her chest. Her heart didn't beat anymore. Neither in the literal sense nor in the metaphorical.

She sank weakly into Jeremy's arms, allowing herself to be carried away. She didn't react when the vampire stumbled on the stairs and cursed over the stake in his leg. She didn't respond to Pauline's alternating sobbing and caressing. Nor to Linett's startled cry as they stumbled into the backyard. Yet even Amélie recoiled when she looked straight into Tammo's ugly face.

"Shit," Jeremy uttered what Amélie's foggy brain had thought, assessing the situation entirely accurately.

"Well, well, well. I couldn't believe my ears when I heard that you were walking among the living again. I must tip my hat to Harris. He actually bribed my people to make it look like you were dying," Tammo said.

Amélie frowned. What was this guy babbling about? She had died! Because of him!

Jeremy slowly backed away from Tammo. "I can't carry three people while running at the same time. You have to take Pauline," he muttered in Amélie's ear. He loosened his grip, and with trembling knees, Amélie staggered toward Pauline.

"Ah, another beauty," Tammo purred, pursing his lips.

Pauline recoiled, gagging and visibly disgusted.

"Get her!" Tammo bellowed.

Pauline's loud scream finally snapped Amélie out of her lethargy. No, not Pauline too. Her friend squirmed in the grip of two men, kicking out at them with her pointed shoes, while Tammo grasped her chin and licked his lips with relish.

It was Linett, of all people, who pulled a revolver from her black handbag and shot this guy in the leg.

"Oh, damn," groaned Jeremy. The vampire shot toward his companion, grabbed her by her ample waist and ran off with her. Only a shadow was left of the vampire, a very ample shadow.

"Pauline!" Amélie grabbed her friend's hand, punched the man who still held her in the face and ran off as well.

The surroundings rushed past her. The house wall, the garbage can, and finally the open gate. She rounded the corner, narrowly avoiding a couple with a stroller. How do you brake? Oh, damn! She wasn't used to this speed.

"Ow, ow, ow," whimpered Pauline. It was only now that Amélie noticed she was dragging her friend behind her. Her blue dress was torn, her knees scraped.

"I'll never be your bridesmaid again," Pauline grumbled. "I quit!"

She would accept the resignation only when Pauline was safe. She would love to follow Jeremy's example: lift Pauline and dash away at vampire speed. But even at slightly elevated speed, she didn't have the necessary control over this ability. Sooner or later, they would collide with a car or a wall. Amélie would only hurt herself, but Pauline could be seriously injured.

"I have another idea," Amélie called out, pulling Pauline to her feet and then toward a car. It was Jason's car. He must have a gun on board.

Her gaze went back frantically. A horde of men dressed in black was running across the parking lot.

"Quick, quick," urged Amélie her friend on. She pulled at the passenger door, and the lock gave way with a click. Oops.

Pauline climbed into the passenger seat as Amélie sprinted around the car. This time, she remembered the key in her hand, still clutching it so tightly that it dug into her flesh. Did Jason know what was coming for them?

The gearbox grated under her brutal treatment. Just like the bench she ran over. Okay, she should have put it in reverse, but damn it, she had to get out of here.

She didn't care about the gardener running toward them, hands clapped over his floppy hat, as she slammed the gas pedal with all her might. The car hopped over the curb, scraped past the bench, and with a jolt, they were pressed into their seats. Free from any obstacle, the engine roared. Without regard for casualties, Amélie forced her way into the already chaotic Parisian traffic.

"Oh God, oh God, oh God," murmured Pauline. She turned on her seat and groaned. "They're following us! Drive faster!"

"Yeah, how am I supposed to drive faster in this cursed traffic?" yelled Amélie. "Why does everyone here drive like rheumatic snails? Open the glove compartment!"

"What?"

Seriously? Even Linett with her pregnancy-induced dementia asked more intelligent questions.

"Open. The. Glove. Compartment," Amélie forced out, while swerving wildly to avoid a motorcycle inexplicably driving in the wrong direction on their lane.

"So, here's a map of Paris, a list of shops…" Pauline listed off with a trembling voice. "Moulin Rouge, Piggy Bar, Moustache erotica… God, what kind of pervert did you marry?"

"Throw that away," snapped Amélie.

So what if Jason liked to visit prostitutes? Big deal. She'd much rather he still did. Alive, that is. But he'd never do any of that again. She'd never see his mocking grin again.

"Ooooh," marveled her friend and finally pulled out what Amélie had hoped for from the glove compartment. A revolver with a slim barrel. Hopefully, it wasn't just a prop.

Horror-struck, she watched as a dark blue car persistently kept pace with them. The passenger rolled down the window and waved. Suspiciously, Amélie also lowered her window.

"Stop immediately," shouted the other car's passenger and demonstratively pulled out a damn big pistol. She could see the trees reflecting in the silver barrel of that gun.

Stop? Never! She wasn't suicidal. Amélie snatched the gun from Pauline's hand, held it out the window and aimed at the front tire of the other car. She pulled the trigger. Once, twice, three times, as many times as it took until only a click answered.

Only then did the roaring crash snap her out of her shock. Whether she hit or not didn't matter. The car rammed into another one, and in turn, the cars behind it crashed into them with loud clatter.

"To the left," yelled Pauline, and Amélie yanked the steering wheel, thundered onto the sidewalk, and headed straight for a cyclist.

She could see his eyes widen in horror, and this time it was Pauline who yanked the wheel. They narrowly missed a lamppost and landed back on the road.

"Oh man, now I know how my driving instructor felt," groaned Pauline, fanning herself. "Step on it to get us out of here."

Nothing she wanted more.

Her gaze kept drifting to the rearview mirror. Was the car behind them a pursuer? She didn't know. It certainly wasn't following them as they turned. Instead, a snow-white BMW pulled up behind their bumper.

"Is that one of them?" Pauline asked quietly.

"I think so."

A nervous tingling settled in her stomach and gave way to sheer nausea as she glanced at the blinking red indicator in front of her.

"Pauline," she groaned softly.

"What?" her friend asked, alarmed.

"We're about to run out of gas."
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Jeremy stopped with Linett in his arms in front of Cecile's witch shop.

"I'm about to wet myself," Linett groaned, squirming out of his arms. She stormed through the shop door and raced up the narrow spiral staircase. It was amazing she didn't get stuck on the narrow thing with her belly.

"Did Tammo catch her?" Cecile asked nervously, twisting a strand of hair between her fingers.

"No idea," Jeremy grunted.

"What? You don't know if Amélie is safe?"

"Don't shout," Jeremy muttered, covering his ears. "She ran off with Pauline."

"Wonderful," Cecile sighed. "Was that part of the plan? They're only going to hurt themselves."

"Linett shooting our favorite enemy wasn't part of the plan, I'm sure," Jeremy said sarcastically.

"Is he badly injured?"

Jeremy rolled his eyes. "Is that your concern? You're worried about whether he's badly injured?"

"Don't force me to hex you!"

Jeremy raised his hands defensively. "The fact that Jason appointed you as the leader has made you quite arrogant. He's not badly injured. It was just a graze. He can come to the meeting tomorrow."

"Then our prince's death wasn't in vain," Cecile replied cynically.

"You could mourn him a little more. Especially considering you constantly distracted him with sex whenever he wanted to break up with you."

"What can I do if he's so easily distracted? I let him go. For Amélie. She's his destiny and his fate. And what does he do with it? He tramples on his happiness."

"Come on, calm down. Both Pauline and Amélie have nothing to fear until tomorrow. Moreover, Tammo will shoot anyone who even looks at his trophies the wrong way. Unless he finally snaps himself. Then we have a problem," Jeremy said.

With visible nervousness, Cecile tapped against the shiny crystal ball. "Still, it's a stupid plan. The poor girl. She was so good for him. She's just like him. A bit twisted, but lovable, and if she wants, she can be just as tough."

"No wonder he prefers to be dead. It's a choice between the devil and the deep blue sea. How do you even know that?" Jeremy asked.

Cecile gestured to the clutter on the shelves. There were more glass balls, tarot cards, pendulums and all that hocus pocus with which people seriously tried to catch a glimpse of the future. "I'm a witch with clairvoyance, remember? Besides, I have eyes in my head. I burst out laughing just reading that newspaper article."

Linett sighed as she made her way back down the stairs and sank into a heavy leather armchair. "I'm telling you, our child will be the next Rambo. All this excitement and it hasn't even been born yet. If I were the kid, I'd want out by now."

"If I were the baby, I wouldn't want to come out at all," Jeremy grumbled.

"Do we have to observe a minute of silence?" Linett asked.

"For what?" Jeremy replied.

"For Jason," Linett said, stroking her belly. "I could really use him right now. I'm hungry again."

"Damn him," Jeremy muttered.


Russian Roulette Isn't Played with Cards

Sniffling, she pressed herself against her dad.

"Amélie, don't cry." Her father held her tightly in his arms. "You'll see him again. One day."

But what child found comfort in such words?

She was still waiting for a call, but the phone remained silent. She also kept an eye out for his black car. The one with the open loading area. She had seen a few, but no matter how quickly she rushed to them, the disappointment was always great. Sometimes it was a woman who owned the car. Sometimes a fat man with a big sweater, once a man with very little hair on his head.

Her little heart ached with longing. Only Pauline could comfort her, but she had problems of her own. Her mother just wouldn't tell her who her dad was. Amélie found that odd. Everyone had a dad. Pauline must have one too.

Still, Pauline tried to cheer her up when she came to play. She told Amélie the jokes she had heard from her mom, but didn't quite understand. Amélie didn't understand them either, but Pauline's stories distracted her.

But that didn't change the fact that her vampire had let her down. It was like with her grandpa. And with Filou. They hadn't come back.

"Why doesn't he come?" Amélie asked. "Doesn't he like me anymore?"

"Of course, he likes you," her dad reassured her. "More than that, he loves you like a daughter."

Her dad took Knautschi, who was lying on the sofa, and handed it to her. Amélie clung to the plush toy, tears slowly rolling down her cheeks and soaking into the soft fur.

"But why doesn't he come anymore?" she repeated her question.

She didn't believe her dad. If you liked someone, you wouldn't just leave like that. You kept your promise. Or had she annoyed him too much?

"He has reasons for that," her father replied hesitantly. "Do you want to see Winnie the Pooh?"

Amélie shook her head and pressed her face against her dad's chest.

"Do you want a Smurf ice cream?"

Again, she shook her head.

"Should I wind up the music box?" her father asked, noticeably more desperate.

But then she just cried louder and buried her nose in Knautschi's soft fur.

Her dad pulled her bear down and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Amélie sniffled and looked into her father's dark, gentle eyes.

"He had reasons to leave. Have patience, Amélie. You'll see him again."

Once again, Amélie sniffed. "Really."

Her father smiled. "Truly. I promise you."
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Seriously? Did her brain have to dredge up that episode now? She choked back a dry sob and pulled herself together. She couldn't afford to break down now. She had to get Pauline to safety.

"What do you mean, we're out of gas?" Pauline shrieked.

"It means Jason didn't fill up!" Amélie yelled back.

Her hands clenched tightly around the steering wheel, trembling. She had to think of something, and fast. "Okay, I'll turn the corner, you jump out and run!"

Pauline stared at her, mouth agape. "Are you insane? Do you think I'd leave you alone? If anything, we both jump out."

"We can't both jump out while the car's still moving!"

"Then step on the gas and brake suddenly!"

"What?"

"They'll rear-end us and be dazed. That's when we jump out."

It sounded completely ridiculous. But the prospect of being stranded on the road in five kilometers was even less appealing. No, no, no gas station. They were too vulnerable to attacks there. They just had to get out. Get out, grab Pauline and then speed away at supersonic speed. They could do it. Jason had done stuff like that all the time.

"Okay," she agreed, taking a deep breath. "Get ready."

She turned into a street, and thankfully, it was empty of other vehicles. Pauline unfastened her seatbelt with trembling fingers, and Amélie released hers as well.

Summoning the courage of desperation, Amélie floored the gas pedal. The speedometer needle climbed, and just before the end of the street, she slammed on the brakes. The car swerved, and in the rearview mirror, Amélie saw the pursuing car.

"Mama..." Pauline whimpered beside her, throwing herself against the door.

Her friend screamed as she crashed onto the pavement. Amélie pushed her door open, and as she threw herself out of the car, there was a deafening bang.

She saw their pursuers, pressed against their airbags. Brakes squealed, and the two cars continued to push forward relentlessly.

"Let's get out of here!" Pauline shouted. She limped in the opposite direction, and Amélie followed her.

But as their pursuers cursed and groaned while extricating themselves from the wreck, the next problem appeared before them: a red truck hurtled into the alley. Its side mirrors scraped along the walls of the buildings.

"Damn it, cursed hell, do they own a whole fleet of vehicles?" Pauline groaned.

Amélie looked back. Their pursuers were still grappling with the aftermath of the collision, and the truck driver couldn't get out in the narrow alley. But both vehicles were blocking the way. Their only option was to flee upward.

Amélie wrapped her arm around Pauline's waist and started running. Two long strides brought them closer to the braking truck, and then she jumped. She saw the driver gaping in disbelief as she clung to his windshield wipers like a leech and gained momentum. With one more leap, they were on the roof of the vehicle.

Their feet landed with a dull thud on the metal when a dark shadow rushed toward them. She felt an iron ring tightening around her chest.

The world whizzed by. The house wall, again the stupid face of the driver, and as if someone had turned back the clock, she found herself back in front of the now stationary truck and in the arms of a man who was slowly becoming too creepy to be a fairy-tale prince.

"Impressive," he whispered in her ear, finally having the decency to stop crushing her chest as if he wanted to break each rib individually.

"Gaylord La Goutte," he introduced himself to Pauline and brought her hand to his lips for a kiss. It's fair to say that Amélie looked no less stupid than her friend. Pauline released her tense fingers from Amélie's arm before leaning forward and promptly throwing up on Gaylord's polished shoes.

"Most people get sick during such a chase," Gaylord said, stroking Pauline's back. "But please, pull yourselves together now. I'm not supposed to harm you, but I swear to God, if you don't start behaving rationally, then unfortunately I'll have to shoot each and every one of you."

Amélie hesitated, looking into his eyes. What had Jason said? His friends would recognize her? "Are you with Jason?"

Gaylord burst into laughter. "No, we're not that bad. Tammo warmly invites you to spend the evening with him."

Inevitably, Amélie clutched at her throat. Dying once was enough for her; she didn't want to spend another evening with this guy, let alone die for good.

"How insistently is he inviting us?" she asked uncertainly. Maybe she could still grab Pauline and run away?

"So," said the hypocritical fairy-tale prince, drawing his weapon and aiming it at Pauline's forehead.

"I think one shouldn't refuse such a polite invitation," whimpered Pauline, her eyes rolling back before shock and lack of oxygen caused her senses to fade. She fell against a woman whose arms were surely originally intended as thighs.

"Let her go," Amélie hissed, leaping forward. With her first punch, she only knocked Gaylord's top hat off his head, but the second one was a direct hit. His nose bone crunched. The treacherous bastard groaned, but Amélie wasn't fast enough to reach Pauline.

The female hulk held a knife to her friend's throat. Her face contorted into a warning grimace. "Get into the car."

Numbly, she allowed Gaylord to pull her along by the arm while simultaneously pressing a handkerchief against his nose. The smell of his blood filled her nostrils. She clenched her fists. Oh, she'd gladly make an exception for him. She'd love to drain him dry. And this woman dragging Pauline like a doll behind her.

Amélie was shoved into a Mercedes. Pauline was right. Tammo must have been chasing them with a whole fleet of vehicles. How else could there be a new car ready so quickly?

Squeezed between two men, she pressed herself onto the backseat and pulled Pauline close before she might be squeezed into the footwell. She held her friend tightly in her arms.

Moaning, Pauline woke from her faint and flinched. "Worst nightmare ever."

Just like Pauline, Amélie's gaze yearned for the outside as the car started moving.

"Okay, don't freak out, we'll find a way out," Pauline whispered quietly to herself.

The two men sitting on either side of them cast skeptical glances her way.

Amélie soothingly ran her fingers through Pauline's hair. A leap into the open could mean salvation for them. But even a vampire couldn't jump through a damn car roof. She wasn't a living ejector seat. But she had to get Pauline out of here. No matter what it took. Who knew what this Tammo wanted from them. Maybe he'd enjoy letting them die over and over until they actually did.

Did he know about vampires? Probably. He and Gaylord were in cahoots with Héctor. Héctor! He had betrayed Jason. After he had rescued his daughter. Héctor had lied to them. Lied, with his friendly demeanor.

This guy was no better than Tammo. He was worse. Tammo was at least honest in his villainy. But she never expected Héctor of all people to be the traitor.

Her eyes burned, and she swallowed hard. Jason had survived everything. Warlocks, Enzo, even her, but it was Héctor who didn't make it. When she felt Pauline's embrace, she could barely hold back from breaking down. But she couldn't afford to. She had to get Pauline to safety.

The car stopped in front of a dilapidated warehouse, at the sight of which one could contract tetanus alone.

"Oh no!" Pauline shrieked. "I'm not going in there! I know exactly how this goes. Chainsaws, duct tape, and in the end, dismembered bodies in the garden!"

"How about a bullet to the head?" her companion asked amiably. His black schnauzer twitched like a living caterpillar.

"I'd prefer the bullet then!" Pauline pleaded, staring with disgust at her counterpart's upper lip.

Gaylord opened the car door and held out his hand to help Pauline out.

"And beforehand, I'll be raped," Pauline whimpered. "By a guy with a ridiculous name."

"I can assure you, no one will rape you, no matter what you think of his name." Gaylord still held his hand inside the car. The guy had guts. Amélie would have been afraid in his place that Pauline might just bite it off.

Carefully, she leaned a little to the side to see if Gaylord was hiding something. Hmm, if he had a chainsaw hidden in his back, it would be a small one.

While Pauline continued to stare suspiciously at her stalker, Amélie took his hand and let herself be pulled out of the car. His handshake was surprisingly pleasant.

Good Lord, she really couldn't rely on her judgment of people anymore. First Enzo, who wanted to kill her because she suddenly developed pointed fangs, then Héctor, who staked her groom, and finally the sympathetic dream prince who danced so well and was in cahoots with Tammo.

"Is she really that afraid of me?" Gaylord turned to Amélie.

She shrugged gently. "I'm also afraid, and I don't feel like I'm being pursued by you."

"As if you were afraid," Gaylord shook his head convincingly. "If you really were, your strategy would be to drag me to the altar and condemn me to marriage with you for eternity. A very good tactic, by the way. That can only confuse a man. Without you, Jason Harris would never have become careless. Heaven sent you."

Trembling, she snatched her hand away from him. Heaven sent her? Did this guy mean to say she was to blame for everything?

"I'll tear your head off," Amélie hissed. "No, even better. I'll uncover all your dirty secrets and publish an article about you that will make you only dare to venture out onto the street with a bag over your head."

Defensively, Gaylord raised his hands and showed a reassuring smile. "There would be no greater punishment for me. How could I then shamelessly buy leopard print thongs?"

"Oh God, another stalker with terrible taste?" Pauline groaned. She held her handbag tightly against her chest and darted out of the car to take refuge behind Amélie's back.

Amélie grabbed her friend around the waist. Pauline screamed, but Amélie didn't care. One leap, a short sprint and if she ran into the fence along the way. That didn't matter as long as she could get Pauline to safety. But Gaylord grabbed her firmly by the throat.

"Not so fast, Madame Harris," he admonished. "It's impolite to decline hospitality."

"It's impolite to kill my husband, you despicable..."

The hand of this deceitful fairy-tale prince firmly covered her mouth before she could say how pathetic he was, what kind of love games he preferred, and especially how poorly endowed he was.

"Let her go," Pauline shouted and blindly struck at Gaylord.

Even Amélie received a few of her friend's angry punches, but Gaylord didn't seem to mind at all. Amélie heard the cracking of her own jaw in her ears, and a stabbing pain shot through her nerve endings. But before the bones finally gave way, his grip loosened from her mouth.

Amélie staggered away from him and landed in another pair of arms. Blinking, she looked up and froze. Tammo Ostenson!

His radiant grin filled her with more fear than a loaded weapon. And yet her gaze inevitably turned back to Pauline, who was loudly screaming and struggling against Gaylord. But he relentlessly seized her wrists, lifted her over his shoulder, and simply carried her away, while Amélie could only see the whites of her friend's eyes.

She would love to run after them, but what if Gaylord then decided that Pauline did indeed have something to fear from him?

"Come on," said Tammo, placing his hand on her back. His pressure was strong. Strong enough for a vampire? Did she want to risk finding out? And could beings recognize each other or did you have to learn that?

"I want to go to her!" protested Amélie.

"Nothing will happen to her. I promise. Even if you won't believe me. But your friend is much more useful to us alive than dead."

Oh really? Confused by this statement, she followed Tammo. His limp only gave her brief malicious joy. Could she take that as a sign that he wasn't a vampire? In that case, his wound would have healed long ago, but on the other hand, he could just as easily feign his limp. Why hadn't she asked Jason for a list of who among his friends and enemies were vampires?

Suspiciously, she looked at the crumbling facade. It would hardly surprise her if, with her luck today, a stone fell on her head. But the interior of the house proved to be the complete opposite. The walls were painted in friendly light colors, which formed a pretty contrast to the dark wooden furniture and offered a stately ambience with the wine-red curtains.

"Come, keep me company," Tammo invited her and led her into a dining room.

A variety of dishes lined up on a long table, of which even she, as a culinary barbarian, assumed were exquisite. As if feeling sick wasn't enough. Although it would be only too nice revenge to vomit on his expensive carpet.

"Why isn't Pauline joining us?"

"Because I prefer to be undisturbed with a beautiful woman. Don't get me wrong, your friend is beautiful too, but I always turn to one. Otherwise, it's easy to lose track and you constantly have to worry about replenishment."

As if the guy wasn't already unsympathetic enough. Nervously, she looked around. Unfortunately, he wasn't stupid, because despite his banter, he didn't seem to trust her. Three of his men had positioned themselves with a Kalashnikov in hand. Not even Jason would make it out.

Inevitably, she tensed up and sat down on the chair where she was already being pushed. Once again, she became aware of her own missing heartbeat. The sign that she was in the highest state of alertness due to the adrenaline. Instead, she felt infinitely tired.

"I won't harm a hair on your friend's head, and neither will my friend. You should be glad we freed you from your bridegroom," said the bastard who had killed her.

"Even though he was clever in the way he saved you. I really couldn't believe my eyes when I saw you later on a surveillance camera video. How did he do it?"

"He turned me into a vampire, you idiot," she snapped back.

Tammo raised his eyebrows and seemed surprised for a moment.

What was it? Was she telling him something new? Was he still ignorant after all this or was he mocking her? She was a damn vampire, he couldn't strangle her tonight. She'd like to stuff a slug down his throat!

Tammo threw his head back and laughed heartily. "Ah, vampires. Why do I keep hearing about them lately? Such nonsense! Superstitions spread by a man to deter his enemies. Even Héctor insisted on killing Harris with a stake. But I'm not falling for it. Harris is dead, and you are free again, my dear."

Amélie frowned. Was he stupid? He didn't believe the obvious? Jeremy had fled before his eyes at the speed of a rocket. She was the one who screwed up again.

Tammo uncorked a bottle of red wine and filled Amélie's glass. "I suppose I could hang you now, and you still wouldn't die?"

"I died!"

"Yet you seem quite agile to me."

"Because you're a stupid asshole. I've come back from hell to seek revenge."

How much she would love to twist his neck right now. Place her hand on his throat and squeeze it enjoyably! But as soon as she moved a bit upward, the guys with their guns jumped forward. Damn it. Riddled with holes, she couldn't help Pauline. She had no idea how many bullets vampires could withstand.

Tammo laughed again. He sat down on a chair and adjusted his pants before slowly, inch by inch, pulling a gun from his jacket. Amélie flinched back.

"You know, my dear, my great-grandfather was Russian. He used to play a nice game with us grandchildren," Tammo's voice softened, becoming more flattering, instilling more fear in Amélie than if he had been yelling at her. As he leaned forward, his breath, infused with mint, hit her face. Ugh, it was disgusting!

Amélie involuntarily recoiled. But Tammo only responded with a grin. Pah, let him think she was afraid of him... But he wasn't entirely wrong.

"And what game was that?" Amélie asked reluctantly. He wouldn't stop staring until she asked.

"Russian roulette."

"That explains a lot." Which grandfather played that with his grandchildren? Especially... if Tammo was still alive, who had lost in the previous rounds?

Tammo's grin widened even further. He leaned back leisurely, his smirk becoming more smug. With confident movements, Tammo opened the cylinder of his revolver, shook the bullets out of the chambers, and looked up.

"I love this game. It makes me feel so alive." Slowly, he inserted one of the bullets into a chamber, closed the cylinder, and spun it several times. He raised the gun and aimed the muzzle straight... at his own temple?

Speechless, she watched as Tammo closed his eyes. His chest rose and fell noticeably with a deep breath, and Amélie could hear the rapid heartbeat of his heart.

Amélie's gaze cautiously shifted to the guards. They too were fixated, hoping, praying for their leader to commit suicide. Never had Amélie prayed more fervently. The odds were 1 in 6, damn it! After losing the lottery so many times, this should be the least she deserved!

She heard the cocking of the gun. Please, please. She flinched as a sound rang out. But it was only a click. How much she wished she could shoot that blissful smile off his face!

"The cartridge must have just jammed, try again," slipped out of her mouth, and Tammo opened his eyes. She involuntarily recoiled from the coldness within.

"If you're a vampire, beauty, then you shouldn't worry," he sneered, aiming the muzzle at her.

Nervously, she swallowed. A bullet to the forehead was deadly for a human. Were there statistics on how many vampires had survived a headshot? No, she didn't want a bullet to the head! It didn't matter if she could survive it.

She trembled as Tammo pointed the gun at her. But she couldn't run away. Her legs felt like jelly. Frozen, she stared down the barrel. She didn't know if Tammo was actually moving his finger this slowly, but it seemed to her as if his finger was closing millimeter by millimeter around the hammer, slowly pulling it back.

And then came the click.

Amélie involuntarily let out her breath. Thank the heavens. But Tammo didn't lower the gun. He pulled the trigger again, and again, another click.

"Should I try again?" he asked maliciously.

"Give me that thing," Amélie hissed. Surrounded by his bodyguards, this guy was a pathetic wimp.

"Get on your knees," he coldly demanded, but Amélie stubbornly pressed her lips together.

Never! Let him splatter her brains on his fancy curtains. She would never kneel before him!

"Get. On. Your. Knees," Tammo pressed out.

When she just defiantly stared at him, Tammo jumped up from his chair. The slamming of the backrest on the clean parquet floor made Amélie flinch, as did the cold metal pressing against her forehead.

"Fire three times at most, then you're dead."

"And you'll be a eunuch," Amélie retorted coldly. With all her might, she knocked the gun out of his hand. Her fist swung toward his groin and landed.

Amélie pulled him along with her. Those guys should damn well shoot their stupid boss. Before reaching the door, she let him drop and charged straight through the wood. Her body seemed to shatter into a thousand pieces.

Moaning, she staggered against the wall. But the door was definitely in worse shape than her, even though the splinters felt like needles stuck in her arms and face.

"Stop her!" Tammo bellowed. "And break her damn friend's neck!"

Oh no, no. She had to find Pauline. Where had that treacherous fairy tale prince taken her? Frantically, she spun around and rushed down the corridor leading away from the house's exit.

She listened intently, but this house buzzed like a beehive. She heard Tammo shouting. She heard the heavy footsteps of the men surrounding him. And she heard a female voice, so high-pitched that she wondered why some windows hadn't shattered.

She took the direction from where the voice came and clawed at the plaster of a corner to make the turn without crashing face-first into the next mural. But before she could reach the door from which she heard Pauline's voice, she was rammed.

Someone collided with her at incredible speed. She felt a strong hand at her throat and gasped as she was pressed against the wall. Her back screamed in pain, but only a brief wheeze escaped her throat.

Gaylord dodged her fist, which clearly aimed for his chin, but he only tightened his grip on her throat.

"You want to get revenge on Berthier," he said, brushing away her hand as she swung at him again. "You don't have to go straight for the balls."

Wait, what? Was he playing a double game? Then he should at least clue her in! She stared at him angrily and finally gestured to his hand on her throat. His grip loosened, though he still eyed her suspiciously.

"Do you want revenge?" he asked again.

"Yes."

"Then come with me and Tammo tomorrow to the meeting of the top bosses."

"Oh no." She shook her head. "I'm taking Pauline and disappearing now."

"You're not going anywhere. Tomorrow, you'll go to that meeting. There, you'll be Tammo's trophy, testifying to the triumph over Jason Harris. Just like Pauline."

"What does Pauline have to do with this?" she croaked softly.

Gaylord curled his lips into a mocking smile. "You'll find out tomorrow. So, you'll only win if you go. Information, a way to save Pauline and revenge. I'll help you with all of that. On the condition that you come with us tomorrow. Otherwise, I'll have to make sure that unfortunately, there's nothing left for you to save about Pauline."

And she should believe this guy?

"Why do you want me to come?" she asked suspiciously.

"Because you're part of a plan that I'd like to see executed. Come tomorrow, and I swear to you, neither you nor Pauline will come to harm."

God, she had to think. He was a vampire, he was stronger. The blow to his nose had been nothing more than a stroke of luck. He could tear her into a thousand pieces! Especially Pauline.

The approach of heavy footsteps made Gaylord turn his head. Hastily, he dragged Amélie by the collar and pushed her through a door.

"So, will you wait patiently with your escape until tomorrow?" he asked.

She nodded hesitantly, and in return, he gave her a shove and slammed the door shut.

"She's here, and she'll stay here," Gaylord snarled. The gentle voice of the fairy tale prince had turned into a cold commanding tone.

Curiously, Amélie pressed her ear against the wood of the door.

"Let me through, I'll teach that woman some manners!" Tammo bellowed.

"You won't do anything. She's Harris' wife. As long as she lives and belongs to you, you can boast tomorrow that you've taken everything from your greatest rival. Everything he loved and his life," came the response.

"Oh, I'll let her live, don't worry, and she'll hate every second of her new life!" Tammo retorted.

"You know what they say about rapists in our circles? Keep yourself in check until tomorrow," cautioned the other voice.

Shaking, Amélie leaned against the door. She heard the footsteps of several men moving away. Damn, why couldn't vampires see through doors? She grasped the handle, but in that moment, the key turned in the lock. What the heck? He was locking her in? Was he completely stupid? A door couldn't stop a vampire.

She pulled at the handle, but nothing happened... the door jiggled, but the lock didn't break. Instead, she felt a gentle tingling in her hand. A reddish shimmer bathed the door in soft light, and as she gazed at it in fascination, she felt a piercing sensation in her fingers, like a thousand needles.

"Damn it," she groaned.

Gaylord's laughter echoed through the door. "You're in my bedroom. A witch was kind enough to enchant it so I wouldn't be murdered by Tammo in my sleep. What's more: the spell keeps out what shouldn't come in, and in what shouldn't go out. See you tomorrow morning."

Cursing, Amélie stepped back from the door and looked around. The windows. She needed something heavy. Perhaps the spell only worked when she herself touched the doors and windows.

Her eyes fell on the small desk. Stationery, an old-fashioned pen and a paperweight in the form of a bust. Would a half-naked statue be her salvation? She certainly wasn't picky.

She inspected the paperweight in her hand and hurled it with all her might against the glass panes. It crashed, banged and the bust shattered. Which couldn't be said for the window. Meanwhile, Gaylord laughed even harder outside the door.

"I'll send you a bill," he taunted.

His laughter grew quieter, as did his footsteps. Instead, she heard her friend's sobbing. It broke her heart.

"We'll get out of here tomorrow, I promise," she called over.

Could Pauline hear her? The sobbing paused for a moment before her friend audibly sniffled, surpassing what Amélie felt was akin to an elephant in the room.

"And then we definitely need to talk about what's going on with you," Pauline replied.

Oh, damn it, amidst everything, she had forgotten to tell Pauline she was a vampire.

"We will. I'll explain everything to you. I promise. And then we'll drink until we're sick."

"That sounds nice," Pauline responded.

Amélie leaned her forehead against the wall. It was supposed to be the happiest day in a woman's life. But her biggest problem wasn't the bitter taste of a rushed wedding, but the fear that she couldn't keep her promise to Pauline hurt just as much as mourning Jason. They should fire the wedding planner.

Her heart was heavy, her throat constricted, and to top it all off, her head was throbbing. She curled up on the bed and pulled the blanket over her head.

The smell of Gaylord invaded her nostrils. Disgust spread within her, intensifying the pain in her head. Everything in her screamed for Jason. She wanted to be in his arms, just held, without any fear.

The creak of the door made her jump, but the small slit of light disappeared as quickly as it had come. Once again, she heard the key turning in the lock, and her gaze fell on the glowing display of a cell phone. Her cell phone. What kind of game was this again?

She rose from the bed on shaky legs. Picking up the phone, she examined the message. Jason? Yet her heart, which had momentarily lifted with hope, sank back down just as disappointed. The message had been received just before she arrived at the registry office and remained unread.

Regardless of what happens, I love you.

"Oh, Jason," she sobbed softly.

She wrapped the blanket tightly around herself. The display glared brightly in her eyes, yet she couldn't tear her gaze away.

She scrutinized each letter. Each one was a treasure. The final message. Had he known what was coming? If so, he'd better watch out if she ever found her way to hell herself. Because then she would kill him!


Seven at One Stroke

Dazed, she gazed at the glossy black casket. A tear tickled her nose, and she wiped it away unwillingly. Amélie reached for her mother's hand. It trembled just like hers.

Fifteen years and her father's death had turned her strong mother into a fragile old woman. The blonde hair had given way to faded white, making her skin appear even paler than the darkest clothing ever could.

The priest's monotone voice drifted past her. She barely felt the cold wind numbing her limbs. It was hard to tell if it was the weakness in her limbs or the cold that made her shiver.

The coffin disappeared into the gaping hole, only the flowers providing mockingly cheerful contrasts. Flowers that would wither just as life had faded from her father.

Her mother said she should be grateful. Grateful that her father had died quickly. The coroner said the same. A gunshot, a second, no pain, no agonies. A swift death, albeit cruel and brutal, yet somewhat merciful.

A sob escaped her throat. Why? Why damn it? Why had the burglar shot her father? Night after night, he had survived every shift. Thirty years long. Thirty years of perilous situations. Thirty years that her mother had dreaded only this one day.

The day when her father wouldn't open the door. The day when strange men in uniforms would ring their doorbell, and the phrase "I'm sorry to inform you" would almost inflict the same anguish as the woman hearing it. Like the daughter who saw her mother barely able to hold up the convulsing body and only just manage to close the door before collapsing.

"I really wish he were here. It would be easier for you," her mother sighed.

Amélie wiped her eyes, but it was in vain. It was only when her mother ran a tissue over her cheek that she managed a sad smile.

"Who?" Amélie asked softly.

"Your vampire. Your father and he were good friends. I truly hope you'll see him again someday. Your father was always certain that day would come."

Amélie shook her head. She had long given up hope of ever seeing him again. She had never dared to ask her father if he believed he was still alive.

Her mother linked arms with her, forcing her to turn her back on her father's grave and follow the other guests of the funeral. The wind billowed her skirt and rustled the leaves of the trees. Out of the corner of her eye, Amélie noticed a movement, and when she turned her head, her breath caught for a moment.

In the shadow of the trees stood a man. Amélie blinked, but when she looked again, the silhouette had disappeared.

"Is something wrong?" her mother asked, but Amélie shook her head.

"No... I think I just imagined something."

Her father was wrong. He would never come back. He hadn't come today, and he wouldn't come back in the future.

An hour later, she tossed the music box he had given her years ago into the river. A feeble attempt to leave the past and all longing behind. Instead of feeling lighter, it only made her heart heavier. She might as well try to banish her father or mother from her heart. Love was stronger than any reason, after all.
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The next morning, she woke up with a pounding headache, as if someone had broken into the room during the night and repeatedly hit her over the head with a baseball bat. Maybe that was even true. She couldn't rule it out.

She still held the phone in her cramped fingers. She had read Jason's last lines, stared at them until the battery miserably failed and her eyes closed from exhaustion.

She groaned as someone pulled away her blanket.

"You could also be murdered in your sleep," Gaylord needled. Heaven, when had he come into the room?

"I wish someone would," Amélie sighed and rubbed her eyes.

Gaylord slipped his arm under her and pulled her up. "Unfortunately, we don't have time to cover up your dark circles, but it enhances the impression of the long-suffering widow in Tammo's clutches."

"What's the point of all this anyway?" she asked weakly.

Since when was it relevant which widow belonged to which criminal? Especially when there was no one who could pay the ransom for her. No one would pay for her. Except maybe Enzo, but he would give them money to take the work off his hands, to kill her.

"The mafia is an eccentric circle, especially the top heads. They determine who gets which districts and spheres of influence. That's always been the case and probably will never change. They form alliances, they cheat each other, but they value certain rules. In France, there are seven bosses. They have their territories pretty well defined. One is more interested in white-collar crime, another deals with drugs as if there's no tomorrow, and someone else deals with art theft and forgeries."

Gaylord stood her on her feet, and she hoped for his sake that his hand was only on her backside so she wouldn't fall back into bed.

Hate surged through her like a foul wave. She didn't want to be touched by him. She wanted to smash his pretty face, sink her teeth into his neck until he screamed in pain. But she couldn't. Not until she had ensured Pauline's safety.

"Don't touch me," Amélie hissed. Surprise reflected in Gaylord's features.

He took a step back. "I didn't intend to disturb your mourning with indecent advances."

She growled, and Gaylord raised his hands defensively. "Do you want to hear what I have to tell you or not?"

No, she didn't, but what choice did she have? Knowledge could save lives.

Reluctantly, she nodded, and Gaylord continued. "Jason and Tammo have increasingly specialized in art. They claim this market in France and beyond for themselves. But there can only be one. Tammo has to prove he's the best. And families are important to the mafia. By taking over Jason's family, he takes everything from him. It annoys him that he only captured one of Jason's assistants."

"He has Linett?" Amélie asked, horrified.

"No, Helen."

"Oh," was all she could muster. Should she be relieved?

In her worst nightmares, she couldn't imagine the cruelty Tammo would show toward a pregnant Linett. But even if he kept his hands off her, a spontaneous birth would seriously disrupt any criminal consultation. But why the hell was Gaylord grinning from ear to ear?

"What's so funny?" she asked grumpily.

"Helen tore Tammo a new one half the night. After he had no luck with you, he tried it with Helen. From what I heard, she insulted any arousal he had right out of his pants."

She stared at him in disbelief. That was nice for Helen. But honestly? She found this gossip anything but amusing. It affected her damn life! And Pauline's, and ultimately Helen's too.

Gaylord seemed to notice her lack of enthusiasm because his smile faltered and he furrowed his brow.

"Drink this," he instructed, pressing a vial of the golden liquid into her hand, the same one she had received from Jason.

So, she wasn't yet so useless that he'd let her disintegrate in the sun? For a moment, she hoped it was poison. But when she drank it, nothing happened. She didn't die, nor did she get cramps. Nothing to release her from this misery.

Gaylord gripped her arm. Let him. As soon as she had the chance, she would grab Pauline and run away. They could play this perverse game of family takeovers alone.

"Come," he said, his previously friendly tone noticeably colder.

Amélie slid her phone into her pocket and followed Gaylord through the corridors of the estate. Three black Audis were waiting in front of the house. Pauline sat in the middle vehicle. Pale and slouched like a bundle of misery. Amélie sought her gaze in vain, but Pauline just stared straight ahead. Meanwhile, Tammo eyed Amélie all the more eagerly.

It could have ended so easily yesterday. A bullet in Tammo's head, fired by his own hand. There was no justice in this world, otherwise the greatest despots would perish from a stomach bug.

Tammo clutched Helen's wrist, who responded with an eye roll before smiling at Amélie. Her smile was so gentle that Amélie couldn't help but feel warmer inside.

"How are you?" Helen asked.

"Quite—" Well, she wanted to say, but Tammo impatiently interrupted her.

"In the back car, a bit sudden," he snapped, dragging Helen with him into the front vehicle.

Helen threw her one last sympathetic smile and ducked her head just in time before someone slammed the door against it.

Sighing, Amélie followed Gaylord to the last Audi and got in. She had hoped she could attempt an escape during the ride. But with everyone in different vehicles, she would face too many obstacles to drag Pauline out of the other Audi. Getting all the way to Helen at the front was even more unlikely.

Amélie leaned her head back and closed her eyes. She should be grateful. They were unharmed. Yet her heart felt heavy and simultaneously empty, and her head throbbed terribly. She wanted to go home. Under a blanket, fall asleep and never wake up again. Her zest for life had dissipated.

She had found Jason and she had lost him. He had turned her into a vampire so she could protect herself, but she hadn't been able to protect him. At least, she assumed her transformation didn't inconvenience him... But what would he have done if she hadn't drunk his blood beforehand?

Her head ached, and she leaned her forehead against the window. The coolness of the glass alleviated her pain somewhat.

With a fixed gaze, she watched the houses rush past them. Cars jostled through the crowded streets. Buses, cars, and motorcycles weaved in between, boldly changing lanes and provoking honks.

Amélie caught a glimpse of the Musée Grévin. She could use a Harrison Ford or a Sean Connery right now, even if they were only made of wax. Everything was only half as bad when you had an action hero in tow.

They drove past the imposing building of the Paris Opera. It felt surreal. Did all those people, the tourist groups, and even the police officers not know the suffering that was gathering in these three cars?

As Amélie looked down at her clenched fingers, she was once again aware that she still wore the wedding dress. A few wood splinters still clung to the delicate fabric. It was torn in places, and the rest was completely wrinkled. Her fingers trembled as she smoothed out the fabric.

She truly hoped that Gaylord wasn't just lying to keep her quiet. She wanted to do more than just hit Héctor, and above all, she wanted to help Pauline and Helen. The Mafia's business could go to hell. Let Tammo have it. Let all the contenders for Jason's position shoot each other, she didn't care. They had taken the man who meant everything to her, but they wouldn't get her best friend too.

They slowed down in front of a hotel. Not another warehouse where the criminals of this city lurked. Instead, they stopped in full view of all the people.

Amélie couldn't catch a glimpse of the hotel's name, but the light brown facade and the curved steel balcony railings seemed familiar. If it was the Arc en ciel, then they must be in the city center. There was no doorman at the entrance, but the atrium was brightly lit. They drove past it and turned into the underground parking garage.

The car had barely stopped when the doors were thrown open. Gaylord once again had Amélie's arm firmly gripped as he pulled her out of the car. Helen and Pauline were also roughly pulled from their seats.

"If this effort isn't worth it, I want a raise," Helen grumbled softly. She stomped on her guard's foot so hard with her heel that it turned beet red. He shoved her back, and she responded with a slap. But before she could strike again, Tammo pointed a gun at her.

"Behave, or I won't treat you so kindly next night," Tammo warned.

"Ooh, I'm already trembling. Make sure I don't bite you," Helen retorted. Wow, she was just like Linett, but in an older version.

Amélie tugged on Gaylord's arm until he got the message. He followed her as she approached Pauline and reached for her hand, squeezing it tightly. The fear in Pauline's eyes tore at Amélie's heart, and she swallowed hard as Pauline intertwined her fingers firmly with hers.

She didn't let go as they were pushed into the elevator. She could hear her friend's heartbeat pounding in her ears as if it were her own. Or were those the heartbeats of everyone present? The pounding grew louder as the elevator doors closed. She took a deep breath.

Even this elevator rattled and clanged during the ride, and inevitably, Amélie's hand clenched tighter around her friend's. They were all standing way too close in this cabin. The air was stuffy, and an iron ring seemed to tighten around her chest.

Vampires didn't need to breathe. But that realization was of little use to her. She hated elevators. She hated this confinement, and she could barely breathe. This was a damn bad time for a panic attack.

"It's only for eleven people," Helen criticized.

"Shut up," Tammo hissed.

Helen blinked disgustedly as he breathed into her face. "Then suck in your gut! And brush your teeth."

"I'll sew your mouth shut later."

"That won't help either. I can do sign language," Helen explained sweetly. "Plus, I'm good with technology. I'll reprogram your compensatory TV to insult you when you turn it on."

What were they even talking about? Pauline gave her a confused look, and even Amélie forgot about her claustrophobia. Helen looked down on Tammo disdainfully as he put his hand around her throat. "Shut up," he commanded.

"Make me cry," Helen's muffled response came as she kicked Tammo in the shin.

The other occupants tried to avoid the commotion between the two. A restlessness that intensified Amélie's fear. She didn't know what was worse, plummeting in an elevator or being gawked at and shot by mobsters.

Pure relief flooded her as the doors finally opened. Helen and Tammo stumbled out first.

Helen pushed Tammo's hand away and smoothed her blouse. "Alright, I'll behave. As if you need someone to spoil your show."

Walnut wood walls separated the three conference rooms from the smaller anterooms. In one of the rooms, chairs were being adjusted. She heard the scraping of chair legs over the soft carpet and the pounding of many hearts. It echoed in her ears, and a burning sensation arose in her throat. It slowly began to tickle her palate before growing stronger. Please, not now.

Tammo grabbed her and Pauline by the neck and directed them into the conference room. The scent of his blood surrounded her, she heard the life pulsating in him. Amélie couldn't resist. Before she knew it, she turned her head and sank her teeth into his arm.

She tasted the fabric of his shirt and blood. His blood, so delicious and heavy. Her head was buzzing. She heard his gasp and a scream. Pauline's scream, full of surprise and fear.

No, she didn't want to be responsible for Pauline's fear. It took her a lot of effort, but she managed to break free. Tammo stumbled away from her and pressed his arm protectively against his chest.

Pauline stared at her with wide eyes. "You're a vampire," she whispered tonelessly before screaming. "I kind of suspected you were weird. All those roller coaster rides when you dragged me along! And that jump onto the truck. You're like Chuck Norris, only without talent. But you're a damn vampire? When did you become a vampire?"

"I wanted to tell you," Amélie insisted. "But I didn't have the opportunity."

When could she have told Pauline that her best friend was a monster? A beast who would love nothing more than to sink her fangs into Tammo's hand again or, better yet, into his neck. Her throat burned, even her fangs itched.

"I love this kind of temperament," a deep voice chimed in.

Amélie and Pauline turned around. Leaning against a table was a tall, wiry figure. A scar ran across the entire right side of his shaven head down to his cheek. But it wasn't just the scar that repelled Amélie. She didn't know why, but something about this man frightened her more than ten Tammos ever could.

"What are you doing here?" Tammo barked. "Where are the bosses?"

The man's lips twitched amusedly. "Turn around."

Amélie dared a glance over her shoulder. In the corner of the room crouched four men, a woman and Hector. Gagged and bound with long ropes that moved. A green glow surrounded the ropes.

Hold on a moment! Amélie blinked, but nothing changed. Those things were alive! Hector groaned as one of the ropes tightened around him.

"I must be hallucinating," Pauline muttered.

"Pitiful sleight of hand trick," Helen scoffed.

Tammo shook his head. "Really nice trick," he sneered, looking around for applause, but Helen just flipped him off.

How could a person be so blind? Amélie would have loved to believe in a trick, especially as one of the ropes rose like a snake. But she suspected something much worse: the guy was a sorcerer.

"Do you remember me?" the sorcerer whispered suddenly, his breath on Amélie's neck sending a cold shiver down her spine. "Do you remember Rule Ménard?"

Amélie instinctively took a step back. Rule Ménard. What had she done to deserve this? Was the balance of her karma so far in the negative?

Ménard curled his lips into a mocking smile, running a hand over the scar. "I didn't have this back then. You didn't recognize me because of it? After all the fun we had together. With your teddy bear. At the playground, not far from your parents' house."

Amélie couldn't help but wish for the moment when a demon with Jason's appearance had been her biggest problem. This guy was none other than the sorcerer who had defeated Jason.

"I don't remember," Amélie lied. If she could distract him long enough, maybe she could escape? Hope had never been very realistic, but she clung to it with all her might.

"Let me help you remember," Ménard purred. Before Amélie could react, he placed a hand on her forehead. Coldness shot through her.

Images of the playground flashed before her mind's eye. She felt her own wonder from back then, wondering why there were no other kids there at that time. Ménard and another man were approaching.

She didn't know if it was her current fear or that of her past self that jolted through her. All she knew was she wanted to get away. Away from these men approaching her.

Paralyzed, she looked at them, clutching the teddy bear to herself, wishing more than anything that her father would finally come. That he would take her away from these eerie men. She couldn't scream, not even when Ménard reached out his hands.

"Come on, little one, you'll love your new home. You'll receive a lot of care and love there," he said.

Amélie felt a dry gag rising in her throat. She heard herself scream, saw the men being pulled back and for the first time in years, the vampire in her memories wasn't just a blurry silhouette. This time, she felt and saw more than just his gaze. It was Jason. So vividly that she believed he was standing before her. As if he were really grabbing Ménard by the collar and throwing him against the slide.

"This time, he's not here to protect you," Ménard's scornful mockery brought Amélie back to reality. Everything in her seemed to cramp up. Jason hadn't just messed up this sorcerer. He had thwarted her abduction at the last moment!

"Did he really emasculate you?" Amélie asked with a hoarse voice.

Ménard's confident grin faltered, replaced by a sneering smile. "A vampire can't harm a sorcerer."

"Then you must have the scar because you ran into a lamppost."

"I could have reduced him to crawling in the dust. But that would have been too easy. Revenge requires planning, my dear. If he ever felt safe, one day his wretched search for love would kill him."

Oh, how she would love to shove that stupid laugh back down his throat.

"Jason Harris is history. But don't be sad, my child. You'll soon follow him. I will eradicate his entire wretched family. His businesses, his people, everything dear to him. Even his damned dog! Love has killed many before," Ménard explained viciously. "In the end, he couldn't bear to leave the two girls he loved the most, defenseless and unprotected. I always knew if I found one, I'd find the other. Sometimes, all it takes is a little patience."

What was he talking about? Two girls? Had Jason also spent his sparse free time with another child? She didn't even know what this was about, but she couldn't prevent a piercing jealousy from coursing through her. It was absolutely ridiculous, and yet she couldn't change it. As if Jason hadn't betrayed her enough times already.

"And who is the other girl?" Amélie asked, trying to maintain control.

"His daughter," Ménard replied.

"WHAT?"

Jason had a daughter? And he hadn't thought it necessary to tell her? But this time, the cold smile was directed at Pauline.

"What?" she asked, bewildered.

"Jason Harris's daughter," Ménard rubbed his hands together. "I look forward to chatting with you in more detail. Killing a half-vampire will be a pleasure. Not quite human, not quite vampire, these rare beings combine the advantages of both races. I hope you don't mind if I examine you a little. I am a passionate researcher."

While Pauline's eyes had just widened in surprise moments ago, they now reflected fear and disgust.

"I'm not his daughter," she said surprisingly resolute.

"Isn't she?" Tammo asked suspiciously.

"No," Pauline stubbornly insisted.

"But she is," Helen chimed in. She turned the watch on her wrist to take a look at it. "I was actually looking forward to rubbing it in the stupid godfather's face that Jason is very much alive, but I wouldn't be surprised if Jason himself planned it," Helen chattered cheerfully, walking up to Ménard. "Jason is not dead. Jason is not dead." She started to sing.

"But he is," Tammo snapped.

Helen rolled her eyes. "So many people have wanted to kill Jason. Even I tried. Multiple times, not very seriously, but with my coffee, I could have taken out a whole army."

"He's dead!" Tammo barked.

"No!"

"Yes!"

A rushing sound filled Amélie's ears. None of this could be happening. Pauline was supposed to be Jason's daughter, and Jason wasn't dead at all?

The image before her eyes blurred, and the ground had certainly been firmer at some point. Her hunger faded into the background, replaced instead by nausea. A strange tingling crept up her spine and into her legs. There was a frantic pounding behind her forehead. As much as she wanted to, she couldn't afford to faint.

Tammo clenched his fists, his head turning as red as a tomato, and he spat with anger. "I killed him."

"At most, Hector could have killed him, and Hector has never killed anyone," Helen corrected.

"He's a godfather."

Helen laughed. "Godfathers aren't the ones who stack enough corpses in their basement, but the ones with brains in their heads. You idiot not only let yourself be manipulated by a sorcerer for his purposes, you also let yourself be fooled by Jason. Deal with it, you failed!"

Tammo roared loudly, but a quick gesture from the sorcerer silenced him. Like a fish, he opened and closed his mouth. Not a sound came from his throat. His body seemed to vibrate with tension, yet he remained motionless. Only his eyes moved frantically.

Was this magic?

Helen hastily backed away as Ménard approached her. "Is what you're saying true?" the sorcerer snarled.

"If I weren't currently in distress, it would be my pleasure to rub it in your face..." Helen began, but she gasped in pain. A long cut ran from her arm over her shoulder. The fabric hung torn, and dark blood welled over the edges of the wound.

"Where is he?" the sorcerer growled, but before Helen could answer, a bang sounded outside the door, followed by a muffled groan.

Wood splintered and the door fell off its hinges.

It wouldn't surprise her if she looked completely dumbfounded with her mouth hanging open. It also wouldn't surprise her if Enzo were to shake her any moment, urging her to wake up, go to work, and realize that the past few days had been nothing more than a miserable and at times endlessly beautiful nightmare.

Tammo's men, who seemed just as puzzled by their leader's sudden immobility as Amélie, stepped back to make room for someone who would deliver the next blow.

She couldn't think straight anymore. A strange mix of emotions flooded her. She felt relieved. Relieved that Helen's words were true. Because standing there, with his stupid grin intact, was none other than Jason.

"I didn't know my hotel was in such need of renovation," he announced cheerfully.

He carried a gold coin about half a meter in diameter under his arm as if it were a briefcase. His gaze swept over those present, over Hector, over the injured Helen, over the frozen Tammo, over Pauline - only to avoid that cursed bastard.

The obnoxious grin didn't leave his face as he turned to Ménard. "I'm glad you accepted my invitation. Did the mouse enjoy the cheese? It won't hurt either when the trap snaps your neck."

At least Amélie wasn't the only one who was completely confused. The sorcerer didn't look particularly intelligent either. Ménard's scar twitched ominously, and he raised his hands only to lower them again. He puffed out his cheeks before expelling the air with a hiss like a rusty steam engine.

"I think you want to kill me," Jason kindly helped the overwhelmed sorcerer understand and that seemed to resonate.

Ménard roared with anger, almost drowning out another sound. The stomping of many feet racing up the stairs. Please, please, hopefully, that was the cavalry. She couldn't bear any more enemies.

A horde of men soon burst through the door. Jason tossed the coin like a frisbee. Before Amélie could even think "Huh?", she was already being dragged aside. She caught a brief glimpse of the men. The first ones stumbled over the gold lump and staggered into Tammo's men. And she saw a figure that seemed all too familiar: Enzo! Huge guns were tucked into his belt and boots.

Someone enveloped her in their arms. A scent all too familiar to her surrounded her. One she had longed for so much.

As the first shots rang in her ears, she was pulled to the ground.

"Jason," she gasped in shock before hot anger seized her. "You bastard."

But Jason didn't even acknowledge her; he was already rolling away from her again. "Get her out of here," he ordered Hector.

Where the hell did he come from all of a sudden? Were the ropes just fake? The chafed spots on Hector's wrists certainly looked very convincing. And where was Ménard?

In the chaos, it was impossible to tell which fist, which leg or which cry of pain belonged to whom. She recognized some of Enzo's men blindly fighting with Tammo's. For a moment, she saw the stocky silhouette belonging to Linett's boyfriend. He plowed through the brawlers at a furious speed, knocking his opponents off their feet indiscriminately.

Hector's pale face came into her field of view. "Come on, get out. We'll explain everything later."

"No!" She didn't want everything explained later. She didn't want to be dragged out as if she were a hamster to be rescued from the fire.

She tore herself away from Hector and plunged into the fray. She would kill Jason. She would tear every damn shred of skin from his body before the Hellhound himself got to explain what this crap was all about. And then he could go to hell for all she cared. But first, she had to get Pauline out of harm's way.

She pushed past Jeremy, who was defending himself against two of Enzo's hunters. With a solid clunk, one toppled to the ground.

"What the hell are you doing here? I said you weren't coming!" Jeremy yelled at his round companion, who held a much too large frying pan in her hand with a satisfied grin. "You don't think I'm going to sit at home waiting to see if the father of my child comes home alive," she snapped back.

"Have you seen Pauline?" Amélie asked desperately.

She spun around, her gaze falling on Jason. An emerald green cloud moved toward that dishonorable cheat, who kept retreating further. More and more of the green smoke billowed around Jason. Smoke that emanated directly from Ménard's fingers.

The sorcerer pressed his lips so tightly together they turned white. Jason groaned, and where the smoke touched him, his skin blistered, blood seeping from small wounds. Oh no, this guy was in for it! The only one who could kill Jason was her!

Amélie launched herself at Ménard. She rammed into the sorcerer and hurled him against a wall. Blood ran from a wound on his forehead. Oh, Heavens, that smelled delicious.

Her knees trembled as she sank to the ground beside him and leaned over him. The scent of his blood grew stronger, enticing her like a starving person smelling steak. So sweet, so tender, so delicious. Her lips automatically pressed against his neck. His aroma enveloped her senses, and she felt the brief resistance as her teeth pierced his skin. There it was again: the whirlpool of pure bliss. The metallic taste that made her moan in suppressed ecstasy.

But the next moment, someone pulled her away. "Are you crazy? You can't kill a sorcerer. Have you forgotten about the curse again?"

Jason's roar made her eardrums ring, and she put her hands over her ears. The noise, the yelling, the blows and the shots became a blurred cacophony. Her throat burned like hell, her teeth ached and she couldn't help but stare at Jason's neck. Where she had bitten him once before.

She lunged forward, but he pressed something against her mouth. The plastic bag was disgusting, but as her teeth tore it open, they only found Jason's arms. The blood was cold, but it could have been frozen. She would happily suck on the cube as if it were a popsicle.

She breathed a sigh of relief when only the empty bag remained between her teeth. Finally, she had capacity for what mattered. Her anger toward Jason!

"Why aren't you dead?" Amélie mumbled with the plastic bag between her lips.

"Would you really prefer that?" he asked.

She ripped the bag from her teeth and spat out a few plastic pieces. "Yes, you idiot. Because anything else means you lied to me and deceived me."

Yes, it was morally questionable, but she couldn't control herself. Before he could say a word, she shoved him, sending him straight into the wall. She just wanted to give him a taste of the pain he had inflicted on her. He struggled back to his feet, holding his back.

"Could we settle this outside? While everyone against everyone else was planned, it wasn't meant to be us against each other," he said.

A gunshot rang out, nearly rupturing Amélie's eardrums. God, couldn't they use suppressors?

Jason dodged the bullet and was instantly at the shooter's side. He snatched the gun, smashed it in front of the shooter's eyes, and knocked him out with a blow to the chin.

Amélie grabbed Jason by the collar. "You used me."

"No..." Jason caught her hands as she tried to push him again, pressing her against the wall.

She could swear he was trembling as much as she was, but it certainly wasn't fear or regret. No, he was just shaking because he had to hold her back from succumbing to that overwhelming feeling inside her, urging her to slap him over and over again. Until he finally delivered a plausible explanation!

"I understand that you hate me," Jason tried to appease her, accurately interpreting her feelings. "Yes, I used you. Ménard never stopped looking for you and Pauline because he wanted revenge on me. You were both bait for him, and at the same time, you were much safer with Tammo than with me. At least until today, until now."

So he was trying to justify ruining her wedding day with that? He was trying to justify lying to her about love and betraying her?

"That's the lousiest excuse of all time — Watch out!" Amélie pointed to the next problem.

Jason turned with her just in time. An axe struck the wall next to them. Who goes hunting with axes anyway?

Jason seriously groped her butt, lifted her up and shot into another room with her. He set her down and slammed the door behind them.

A long table with a pristine white cloth dominated the room. Was that silverware? And genuine gold candlesticks? Ha, the mafia was nothing but a bunch of decadent, dishonorable criminals!

Amélie crossed her arms over her chest and raised her voice to drown out the commotion outside. "Then what's Enzo doing here?"

"I lured your fanatical friend here. Someone has to kill this warlock," Jason said, running his hand through his hair, and if it wasn't too perverse, she would have liked to lick the blood from his skin that had seeped from his wounds.

"You bastard."

"I'm sorry. I tried to protect you." In her opinion, remorse looked decidedly different. At least he wasn't grinning anymore.

"By delivering us into their hands?" Amélie snapped.

"By throwing you to the wolves, but shooting the bastards before they bite." His gaze bore into hers, and the butterflies in her stomach felt poisoned.

No matter how much he perfected the puppy-dog eyes, she didn't buy it anymore. That cursed tingling in her stomach intensified as he placed his hand on her cheek. His thumb brushed over her lips, and suddenly, he pulled her so tightly into his arms that she couldn't breathe.

With all her strength, she kicked him in the shin before punching him in the stomach. Disappointment reflected in his features as she wriggled out of his embrace.

"How do you come up with such crappy ideas?" Amélie grumbled before she succumbed to the temptation to kiss him.

"I was thinking about a story I once read to you," he replied.

"Which one?"

A small smile spread across Jason's lips. "The Brave Little Tailor, Seven at One Stroke."

"Don't tell me it's my fault!" Amélie retorted.

"I'm just saying. You were my muse, my inspiration..." Jason explained, grinning.

"Your pawn."

"The most beautiful lady of all time."

"You're insane!"

Once again, Jason pulled her close. His lips brushed against her cheek, momentarily blocking out the noise from the adjacent room.

"You have to admit, the plan is genius," Jason murmured.

"Genius? I'll show you what genius is." The feeling as she shoved him with all her anger was genius.

Jason crashed into the heavily set table as the door swung open and Ménard stood in the doorway.

"Perhaps I won't kill you after all. Perhaps I'll take you as my mate. You're remarkably useful." Blood trickled from the wound on Ménard's forehead, but he seemed unfazed.

Jason struggled to his feet. She didn't feel sorry for him, not in the slightest. Was it hatred that left this cold feeling in her stomach?

"Can you make him suffer?" she asked Ménard.

"But of course, my dear."

"Then go ahead."

She ignored Jason, who looked at her as though she were the traitor. Couldn't he handle his own dish?

Ménard raised his hands. Glasses and plates crashed to the floor. The tablecloth swept off the table, winding around Jason's legs and causing him to fall. Forks and knives rose into the air, hurtling straight toward Jason.

Jason muttered curses as a knife plunged into his thigh. A fork embedded itself in his upper arm, another in his wrist.

No, damn it, that didn't feel good. The fleeting desire to see Jason suffer turned into concern and disgust toward herself.

Amélie leaped toward the table, grabbed one of the candlesticks and hurled it at Ménard. But with a wave of his hand, he deflected her projectile. It made a U-turn and charged straight at her! Along with the remaining knives. Even a chair was among them.

Amélie dodged to the side and dashed around the table. Damn, was there no other way out? As a vampire, she developed a downright phobia of wood. Especially when the thing shattered against a wall and the splintered chair legs individually hunted her down.

Amélie grabbed a tray. One of the chair legs aimed for her chest. The wood thundered repeatedly against the silver. It dug into the material and tugged at her makeshift shield. While the stake worked its way through the tray inch by inch, she could only fend off the attacks of the other projectiles. Amélie stumbled and crashed into the stone fireplace surround. Ouch, damn it.

But suddenly, the wood fell silent. The other stakes clattered to the ground, and cautiously, Amélie peeked over the edge of the tray.

Jason's grip on Ménard's throat tightened. The color of Ménard's face could safely be described as unhealthy. His movements slowed down, and the closer he came to death, the stranger their surroundings behaved. The stakes twitched excitedly, as did the cutlery. The floor began to tremble, and the walls appeared unusually crooked to her.

A small spark glowed in the horrified gaping mouth of the sorcerer. Was it his life force? His soul? Heavens, no: it was the curse.

"Jason!" She scrambled to her feet. "The curse. If you kill him, the curse will hit you."

"I don't give a damn," Jason growled. "I'd rather die from a curse than allow him to be a threat to you again."

The bluer the sorcerer's face became, the brighter the sparks. Ugly blisters formed on Jason's arms and burst open. His flesh began to rot, the stench was beastly, and gradually his bones became visible. If these were the first signs, she didn't want to know how the actual curse would end for Jason.

Desperately, Amélie tried to think. The curse hit anyone who directly killed a sorcerer. The guy had to die indirectly. Good Lord, how did one indirectly kill someone?

Her eyes fell on a small serving cart. A decanter filled with a reddish-brown liquid, a silver bucket, and a frying pan stood on it. That was the solution!

She threw herself at Jason's arm, but he didn't release his grip. "Let him go!"

"I won't do it."

Ménard wheezed hoarsely as Jason squeezed harder.

"I have a better idea. And you damn well owe me this."

"Oh, yeah?"

"You used me, betrayed me, and lied to me. If you turn into a zombie now to avoid getting married, I'll kill you!"

Finally, Jason's gaze shifted from the dying sorcerer. Maybe he even loosened his grip, because the shimmer paused. Fluttering, it hung on the sorcerer's lips, as if undecided whether its owner was truly dying.

"Amélie ... I love you more than anyone else in this world. I abandoned my daughter, and I disappointed a girl who is so extraordinary that I couldn't stop thinking about her all this time. I hurt you, I'm losing you, just to finally be able to kill him."

Those damn butterflies! If they survived this, she would shoot each and every one of those fluttering pests in her stomach! She was still angry at Jason, and nobody could talk her out of that. But even she realized that could wait until later.

"Then trust me," she demanded bluntly.

Jason's gaze flickered to the contorted face of the sorcerer. She knew what he was thinking. If the sorcerer escaped now, he wouldn't be able to catch him again anytime soon.

He released his grip around the sorcerer's neck and he slumped to the ground. The bright streak instantly sucked back into his body. But Amélie had no intention of waiting for this guy to wake up again.

She reached for the liqueur. It was a shame to waste such a fine Grand Marnier, but it not only fired up the brain, but also burned superbly when it met flames. Ménard would never forget the Crêpes Suzette. Amélie generously poured the alcohol over the unconscious sorcerer.

She reached out for Jason's hand. "Give me your lighter. The fire will kill him. So neither of us will be guilty."

"You think you've found a flaw in the system?" Jason asked skeptically. "I'll throw the igniter."

Jason pulled out the Zippo, but before he could open it, she snatched it from his fingers.

"Are you going to fight me for it now?" Jason asked incredulously.

Damn right, that was the plan! If they fought over the lighter and it happened to fall, then neither of them would have killed Ménard! Then the fire would kill him and then that cursed curse could find a home in some attic beam.

Amélie's heart raced as the scene unfolded before her. Jason's actions had escalated the situation beyond control. Tammo's sudden appearance with Enzo's gun only added to the chaos. She found herself pressed against Jason's chest, seeking refuge in his protective embrace.

Tammo standing beside the sorcerer, aimed the gun directly at them, causing a tremor of fear to course through Amélie. Enough with the gunfire, the pain and the violence. All they wanted was to kill the sorcerer, and then she would give Jason a piece of her mind. She would turn him into a decent vampire, one who minded his own business and didn't bother Tammo. If she could, she would even turn Jason into a rabbit, just so Tammo would finally lower his gun and leave.

But Tammo didn't lower his weapon. Instead, he stood next to the warlock and kicked him in the side. Ménard groaned, his hand trembling as it reached for his neck.

A click next to her ear drew her attention, and she saw a flame igniting in Jason's hand.

"Here," he said to Tammo, tossing the lighter.

But Tammo didn't catch it. He leaped to the side, and the lighter landed on Ménard, igniting a blaze. A piercing scream echoed through the room as flames engulfed the sorcerer. He thrashed wildly, his cloak ablaze, staggering toward Tammo.

Tammo swung his gun around and fired, once, twice. Ménard screamed again, clutching his chest as his entire head glowed. The ground shook, as did the walls. A shrill screech filled the room as bright light surged toward Tammo.

Where his clothing didn't cover his skin, blisters and large brown patches formed. Pus soaked through his shirt, and a putrid smell made Amélie gag. Flesh receded from Tammo's fingers, revealing white bones. His weapon clattered to the ground, and horror etched Tammo's face. Flames clung to his clothing, his hair, leaping to the warlock's corpse and reigniting it.

It was horrifying. Amélie buried her face against Jason's chest. Tammo's screams echoed in her ears. Jason continued to stroke her hair, holding her tight. All she heard from Tammo now was gurgling, until finally, a last gruesome gasp sounded, and then only the crackling of flames.

"You can look again," Jason said softly.

Amélie cautiously lifted her head. Where Tammo and Ménard had stood before, columns of fire now spun. The flames greedily licked along the walls.

"Well, I guess your plan worked after all," she said with a trembling voice.

While it was Tammo who bore the curse and not Enzo, it didn't change the end result. Now all his problems were solved, and he could happily continue to rule the Parisian Mafia.

But the problems were hers. She was a vampire. She had a frightened best friend who was also his daughter. It was her ex-boyfriend who wanted to kill her. What did Jason think she would do next? Find a new husband? Maybe on Tinder, with a smile showcasing her fangs?

"I hope not," Jason replied with a sigh.

"Why didn't you clue me in?" she asked.

"Because I'm a complete idiot."

She would readily agree to that, but it didn't help. She felt the heat of the flames, but even more, she felt Jason's fingers resting on her cheeks.

"I really thought I could handle any problem that came my way. Protecting you and Pauline, getting rid of anyone who stood in my path. And ultimately, getting rid of a marriage-hungry woman who unnerved me a bit."

Ouch, that hurt. It hurt more than any shock she had taken in the past few days. She wasn't angry anymore. Her anger had dissipated, she was tired. She had chased after a man who hated her.

She couldn't think of anything to say, neither a good nor a bad word. Her eyes burned, but she wouldn't give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry. She wouldn't sob in front of him. She withdrew from his hands and turned her back to him.

"Well, I guess I can leave now," she said.

He had achieved everything he wanted, and she had apparently played her role well. The knot in her throat nearly choked her, but before she could walk out of the room, Jason stood before her again.

"Don't leave me," he quietly pleaded. "This will never happen again. I swear it to you. This plan was stupid, but I had no other choice, and how could I have known that I would fall in love with you? I'm the shittiest husband on this planet, but I swear to you, if you stay with me, I will belong to you alone."

She was too weak and exhausted to resist as he pulled her back into his chest. Jason had lied to her, expertly. She felt the urge to cry, to scream and just to lie down until she fell asleep. His gentle voice tightened her throat. Despite feeling betrayed and sold out, his voice lulled her back in like a warm, cozy blanket.

She hated how she enjoyed his scent, how she loved his embrace, and at the moment, she even hated the tickle on her nose. God, now she was crying too! Oh no, she couldn't do that. But what was it then?

Something dripped onto her nose again. She raised her gaze laboriously and widened her eyes. Vampires could cry after all! Those were Jason's tears.

"You're not playing me again, are you?" she blurted out. "You didn't just secretly rub onions in your eyes?"

"I wish it were so," Jason said, sounding so sad that it tore her heart apart.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed herself against him. "As long as you're not insincere," she said, sighing.

Jason stiffened before she felt his lips at her ear. "Then you forgive me?"

"Maybe," she replied, but what was she telling herself? She was already hopelessly in love with him. She had lost her reason shortly before her sixth birthday. In the night when a vampire suddenly stood in her hallway and wondered why she wasn't afraid.

At least now she could kiss him unabashedly. His lips gently brushed over hers, and maybe she wouldn't shoot down the butterflies after all. He claimed her mouth with a soft kiss, and as far as she was concerned, the building could burn down around them, she didn't care. She only knew what he stirred inside her. She wanted to be with him, she wanted to feel him, hold him in her arms, and maybe even smack him with one of Linett's pans; according to Pauline, that was part of a loving relationship.

Jason's lips brushed over her nose and placed a small kiss there. "We can get married again. This time, the way you want it. With flowers and frills and a cake."

"Please no," Amélie groaned. She was done with marriage.

She saw the disappointment in his eyes and reached out to him. His stubble tickled gently on her palm.

"I want a phenomenal wedding night," she demanded. "Don't even think about falling asleep until you've knocked me out."

A grin spread across Jason's face. "As often as you want," he promised. Good boy.

"And a honeymoon."

Jason nodded in resignation.

"And at least four kids."

The grin noticeably deflated, and his features didn't just slip, they caused a crash of epic proportions.

"Can I count Pauline as one?" Jason asked doubtfully.

"Maybe."

"How sweet," Linett sighed, unabashedly standing in the doorway with Jeremy. She pressed an oxygen mask to her face, and next to her lay a pair of black shoes that, at best, belonged to an unconscious man. Jeremy cleared his throat. "In two minutes, the ground will blow out from under us, and the wall is already as good as charred."

Oh... The fire still raged, but until now she had hardly felt the warmth. It was only now that she noticed the smoke scratching at her lungs.

"You're going to blow up the building?" Amélie asked, horrified.

Jeremy shrugged. "Well, somehow we have to cover our little feud to avoid the police getting on our backs. And the best way to do that is if all the bodies burn up, saving us a trip to the crematorium. A few explosions provide the necessary background. Don't worry, nobody else is in the building except us who shouldn't be here in the first place. By the way, Pauline is already outside. She's been shouting your name for half an hour straight."

"I like Pauline. She thinks my pan is cool," Linett's words sounded muffled through the mask as she swung her battered weapon.

Jason took Amélie's hand and pulled her along. She glanced back to where Tammo's body should have been, but the curse seemed to have left nothing behind. They were the only ones left here. Well, except for the half dozen corpses. One had a stake in it, another had a crowbar.

"Were they all vampires?" Amélie asked softly.

"No, I lured Enzo here and let him believe he could wipe out a nest of vampires. His hunters and Tammo's people took care of each other," Jason replied.

Enzo... Even though she shuddered at the thought of examining the dead more closely, she was glad not to see the hunter leader among the lifeless figures.

Dark smoke greeted them in the stairwell. The sound of footsteps made them whirl around. A silhouette emerged from the haze, one that Amélie knew all too well: Enzo!

The hunter lunged at Jason with a shout of fury. Jason staggered and missed the first step of the stairs leading down. With a crash, Jason hit the steps. The vampire groaned in pain. Enzo followed suit, raising a stake to aim straight at Jason's chest. Linett dropped her mask and pushed her ample frame down the stairs. Amélie collided with Jeremy as they both leaped forward.

"Linett," Jeremy thundered warningly, but his companion fervently swung her pan down on Enzo's skull. The hunter crumpled and rolled off Jason.

Jason slid down two more steps before he straightened up, grimacing with pain. "I definitely need a session with the chiropractor."

Amélie hurried down the stairs and leaned over Enzo. Thank goodness. He was bleeding from a wound at the back of his head, but she could clearly hear his heartbeat. He would survive the bump. His thick skull had taken many blows. Amélie gently stroked the unconscious hunter's cheek. She was infinitely relieved that Enzo was alive and that Jason's plan hadn't succeeded in this regard. Because Enzo was also just a pawn in Jason's game.

"You won't hurt him," she sharply admonished Jason.

"Well, I wouldn't worry about him if he had attacked my fiancé," Linett declared, pressing her mask back onto her face.

"You also have a penchant for malice," Jason retorted to his assistant before turning to Amélie. "You can keep him."

Jason grabbed Enzo and hoisted him over his shoulder. They climbed the stairs again, and Jason opened a window leading to the backyard. "You go first."

Jeremy grabbed Linett, who clung to his neck and just managed to fit through the window with her round belly, and jumped.

"Do you want to go ahead, Madame Harris?" Jason asked with a smile.

Amélie stepped onto the windowsill with trembling knees. The ground blurred under her gaze, so she only saw Linett and Jeremy as blurry dots, but neither of them looked like a pancake. Shouldn't vampires survive such a height?

"I don't want to!" she squeaked. In response, she felt a hand around her waist, pulling her along.

The impact on the ground jolted her knees, and she would have fallen without Jason's support, but they survived it.

"Are you planning to kiss the ground?" Jason whispered teasingly in her ear, and she giggled like a little girl because it tickled. Great, this man was affecting her IQ.

Together, they circled around Jason's hotel in a wide arc and arrived at the main entrance just as an explosion rocked the building. Firefighters clung to their truck to keep from losing their grip. The ground vibrated beneath their feet. Plumes of fire shot through the shattered windows, eagerly licking at the facade.

Relief washed over her. Under the trees on the opposite side of the street, she saw Helen's blonde mane, Hector's rotund figure, and, thank goodness, Pauline!

"Amélie!" Pauline threw herself at her and collided with her, wrapping her arms tightly around her. Instinctively, Amélie began to pat down her friend.

"Hey, stop that. It tickles," Pauline protested, pushing her hand away. "The guy dragged me out before the party even got started."

She pointed to Gaylord, who sat on the curb, smiling awkwardly at her. Another scoundrel who had duped her. He jumped to his feet as Amélie approached, and cautiously backed away.

Amélie jabbed her index finger into his chest. "Hey, Prince Charming, why does Pauline think you're a stalker?"

"Um." Nervously, Gaylord tugged at his wrinkled shirt.

"He wasn't stalking her, he was protecting her. Since the day you crossed my path again, Pauline has been in danger once more. He was supposed to prevent anyone from harming my daughter," Jason intervened, dropping Enzo with a dull thud onto the few blades of grass in the field.

"Then that wasn't a joke?" Pauline croaked hoarsely.

"Unfortunately not," Jason replied. "You really are my daughter. You're the unplanned result of a single night that I don't regret in the slightest. However, I didn't love your mother, which she held against me a bit. While she made me pay for you, she decided I could only see you once a month. Plus, she forbade me from telling you that I'm your father. You were four years old when I had to disappear to keep Ménard from tracking you down."

Pauline wrinkled her nose thoughtfully. Hands on her hips, she looked at Jason. She looked like she might run away screaming, but Amélie knew her friend better. She was just debating whether to yell at Jason or hug him.

"You owe me the gifts from twenty birthdays, and I won't," Pauline pointed at Amélie, "call her a stepmother. I want a pony, a princess castle..."

"You'll get them," Jason promised.

"You'll sit still while I braid your hair..."

"Uh," Jason groaned.

"And don't you dare ruin my dates before they even walk through the door."

Jason crossed his arms over his chest. "Nothing doing, young lady! If you're not home by midnight, the guy's toast, especially if the idiot breaks your heart."

Pauline suddenly smiled at Jason so brightly that Amélie felt uneasy. She didn't have a stroke, did she?

"Maybe I'll waive the pony," Pauline declared. "It wouldn't fit on my balcony anyway."

Jason shrugged. "I don't care. With the insurance money for the hotel, I can buy you a whole herd."

"You're insured?" Pauline asked, bewildered.

"Of course, I'd be a lousy criminal if I set fire to my own hotel without insuring it first."

"I need a drink," Amélie sighed.

She leaned against Jason, nuzzling her nose against his neck. But she flinched when Enzo sat up with a groan and immediately keeled over again. The hunter grabbed his head and this time got up a bit more cautiously.

His questioning gaze darted to Héctor, who was closest to him, then to Amélie, Pauline, and finally to Jason. "Good day," Enzo greeted surprisingly politely.

Amélie sucked in a sharp breath. "Enzo?"

The man in question felt the bump on his head and grimaced. "Who's Enzo?" He looked down and reached for the stake stuck in one of the loops of his belt. "Did I try to build a fence?"

Jason laughed heartily, and not even Amélie could blame him. Linett's bold strike had not only saved his life but also made a passionate vampire hunter forget what could be done with a wooden stake.

"You had an accident," Jason informed the bewildered Enzo, nodding to Gaylord.

Gaylord offered to take Enzo to the hospital. Enzo hesitantly followed this friendly suggestion, even though Gaylord had to explain to him what a hospital was.

"Come on, let's go to my place. I have a surprise for you," Héctor announced cheerfully, staggering to his car. "Where there are dead, the living should leave and celebrate."

"I still owe you a wedding night," Jason whispered softly in her ear, nudging her toward the car.

Amélie sighed and climbed in. "That sounds good." It sounded like a bed and sleep.

"After all that, you're already thinking about sex? You're all crazy. Aliens, mutants, what have you," Pauline grumbled, squeezing herself onto the back seat of the blue Citroën beside Amélie.

"Vampires," Jason corrected.

"That doesn't make it any better."

"You're half a vampire too."

"Can I exchange you as my father? I don't like you."


Step Aside, I'm the Bride!

The girl's booming voice could bring all of Paris crashing down if she kept yelling like that. The woman at his side turned around in alarm.

"That's just Amélie," he reassured her, bending down to catch the girl as she joyfully threw herself into his arms.

Her mother approached them much more slowly, sighing eventually. "Sorry about that. She's unstoppable when she sees you."

Well, he could live with that adoring enthusiasm by now.

"Amélie, may I introduce you? This is Martine," he introduced his current bedmate.

Martine smiled strainedly and extended her hand to the little girl.

"Is she your girlfriend?" Amélie inquired.

"Yes," he replied, watching as Martine fished for a mirror in her handbag. This unexpected encounter seemed to have caused her lipstick to smear.

"Is she the right one?" Amélie asked quietly, casting a doubtful glance at the woman who had been entertaining the vampire between the sheets for the past few days.

"Maybe, I don't know yet," he replied vaguely.

Amélie shook her head persistently. "No, she's not the right one!"

Martine halted with her lipstick mid-air. "Excuse me?" she asked indignantly.

"You're not the right one," Amélie informed his girlfriend so matter-of-factly that he could only disguise his laughter with a cough.

"The right one for what?"

"The right one for marrying."

That was the death knell. Martine went from pale to crimson. "I won't stand for this! Drop her off and come with me."

Amélie wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her cheek against his stubbled beard. "No. You're not his right one. You're silly."

Amélie's mother avoided his gaze and scrutinized the tips of her shoes. Not because she was embarrassed by her daughter's behavior, but because she couldn't conceal her laughter any more than he could.

He couldn't help it, a wide grin spread across his lips, and Martine's eyes narrowed dangerously.

"Then marry him yourself," Martine hissed, turning on her heel. Her coat billowed out, and the driver of a red car had to swerve to avoid her.

"I can't believe it," he said shaking his head. "You just broke up for me."

"She was silly," Amélie reiterated her damning verdict.
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Who would have thought that one could experience the greatest happiness in the world on the backseat of a musty car (Héctor could have at least cleared away the bags, which unbearably smelled of macarons). A delicate tingling spread over his skin as Amélie nestled against him, her hand stealing under his shirt.

He had thought she would never want to see him again after all that, and the mere thought had shattered his undead heart into a thousand pieces. He was a bad husband, but for her, he would strive to be the best. No woman was like her.

Her blonde hair spilled over his dirty jacket, and she sighed as he brushed a strand from her forehead.

Because of her, he had even forgotten about the gold coin. But his people would retrieve it from the rubble. When would the museum realize that their displayed gold coin was nothing but a cheap plastic replica?

Jason hadn't just stolen it to prove something to Tammo and himself. He had planned to sell it, and the money would have been compensation for Amélie and Pauline. At least he could provide them with a financially carefree life.

Pauline... his daughter leaned against her best friend. She looked a bit disheveled, but not unhappy. When she noticed his gaze, she grabbed him by the collar and parked her nose directly in front of his.

"From this close, you look even more like Mom," he said, surprised.

Pauline blinked, then shook her head. "Save your guilty conscience for Amélie. Try to pull another fast one on her and I'll put you up for adoption!"

"Technically, only parents can put their children up for adoption," Jason pointed out.

"I have your genes, trust me, I can pull it off!"

He didn't doubt that for a second. He alone had plenty of devious ideas for that case. He didn't want to know what Amélie and Pauline would come up with in the company of a bottle of absinthe. Being shipped in a crate to Shanghai was the least of the possibilities.

"I solemnly swear?" Jason ventured. His daughter narrowed her eyes suspiciously. "I'm all for you getting her name tattooed on your butt."

"Uh, hello..." Amélie choked out. "Could you guys lay off me?"

Pauline let go of his shirt collar and gestured with two fingers at her eyes and then at his.

He'd be okay with it. He was content holding Amélie in his arms as Héctor safely navigated them through the Parisian traffic (after a meaningful grin in the rearview mirror).

As it turned out, the surprise was at Héctor's house. Which, coincidentally (Héctor's wording, not his), was extremely kitschy, uh, festively decorated. White and pink balloons adorned the entrance, someone had laid out a red carpet. And when they entered the foyer, he couldn't help but suppress a grin.

The naked statues sported little bridal bouquets in their... well, you know.

Peppi came bounding over, ears flapping. He sat on his hind legs and skidded on the freshly polished tiles toward Amélie. Barking, he jumped around her. His tail wagged so vigorously that he slipped and plopped onto his belly, only to start the game all over again.

In a light blue dress, Cecile hurried toward them. "Oh, Jason, I need to talk to you!" She eagerly grabbed his arm and pulled him into the salon.

As he glanced at Amélie, he saw Héctor gently nudging her and Pauline forward with his ample belly. And he brushed off all questions with a "Later, later."

"Come on, strip," Cecile commanded, barely closing the door behind her.

"Is this some kind of test?" Jason asked irritably. "How long can the horny philanderer stay faithful to his wife?"

"Although that would be a good topic for one of those awful TV shows, you're just supposed to put on a new suit."

Indeed, there lay a tailored wedding suit on the sofa. The lapels of the long jacket were as intricately embroidered as the vest and matching jabot.

"What's going on here?"

"What do you think, you idiot? You're getting married. And this time, properly. Before my grace and with the blessing of all the gods who aren't currently picking their noses."

Here he was, battling sorcerers, hunters and overzealous mobsters, pleading with his beloved wife on all fours to stay with him against all reason, and this was his reward? He had to get married again?

"You should see your face," Cecile chuckled, sliding the jacket off his shoulders.

Oh, he knew what was going on here. That cursed witch was punishing him! "Amélie doesn't want to get married again."

Instead of taking him seriously, Cecile waved it off. "Trust me, once we've got her into that dress, dolled up and primped, she'll want it. And then you two can shake Héctor's house with your love."

"While you listen in."

"Don't act like that would bother you. I know for a fact you've filmed us having sex."

"I didn't."

"Then it must have been me."

With a jerk, Cecile tore open his shirt, sending buttons flying across the room. She didn't care that he was backing away from her, over and over, until the sofa stopped him. He slammed against the cushions and fell backward.

"I'll release every video if you don't strip right now!" she threatened. "And stop looking so pitiful. You're not being executed; you're being asked to marry the woman you clearly love."

"That's mutually exclusive."

"I'll turn you into a naked mole rat!"

While naked mole rats were useful animals, he didn't want to go that far. Eventually, he wrested the shirt from her and made his way to the bathroom (which unfortunately had no window to escape through). There, he washed soot, dirt and blood from his face. He ran a hand over his chin thoughtfully. Maybe it would be appropriate to shave for the occasion?

Cecile appeared behind him.

"Don't you dare. Amélie loves your beard," the witch answered his unspoken question. She couldn't read minds, could she?

"Does that count as clairvoyance?" he asked.

"No, it falls under the ability to roughly discern what's going on in the other person based on their facial expressions. That's called empathy. You should try it sometime," Cecile taunted.

While she seemed to be mentally rehearsing her speech (at least that's how he interpreted her slightly vacant gaze and the silent movement of her lips — or she had a stroke), Jason changed into his suit.

"Looks good," Cecile said contentedly, pinning one of those tiny bouquets to his breast pocket. Great, as if he didn't already feel uncomfortable enough.

He didn't know what his problem was with weddings. He wasn't averse to parties in general, but the thought of swearing eternal fidelity to a woman until death made him feel nauseous.

He loved Amélie. It was a given for him that he would never dream of causing her pain by fooling around with his assistant (as if either of them would let him). He would protect her, reveal every dirty secret of his if she insisted, but did they have to swear that in front of dozens of witnesses? It felt like chaining oneself to a radiator and throwing away the key. Not that Amélie wasn't an adorable radiator...

"Are you having a panic attack right now or how should I interpret your look?" Cecile interrupted his thoughts.

She shoved him toward the door, and if he hadn't opened it, she would have pushed him straight into it. Even death row inmates were treated more kindly on their way to the gallows. She pushed him into the huge conservatory, and Héctor had truly outdone himself.

Red roses adorned the arch, in front of which Jeremy and Linett stood on one side and Pauline on the other. All three had changed, and pride flooded him. His daughter had become a beautiful woman. He would shoot anyone who even looked at her askance.

Cecile hooked her arm through his and dragged him over the red carpet. Several rows of chairs were occupied. The other five godparents sat side by side, still looking a little traumatized. And they wanted to be criminals. It would be easy to dictate his terms to them in the coming days.

Helen, Fabrice (well, what could he say; he had offered him better social benefits than Enzo) and many other employees held champagne glasses with cheerful smiles. And, as he heard, at least two of them made a bet on whether he would bolt before or at least wait for the arrival of the bride.

"I know who I'm firing next," Jason growled softly.

"Oh, come on. You know, he who has the damage doesn't need to worry about mockery. You're like the bride who doesn't dare, except you've always made sure to get away before the weddings," Cecile remarked.

"You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

"Of course." Relentlessly, she pulled him forward by the arm. "Jeremy, hold him tight."

"You look pale, my friend," Jeremy taunted kindly. "The legal marriage ceremony is already over."

"With the option that she'll hate me and never want to see me again afterward."

"That's called self-deception," Linett chimed in.

"You have chocolate on your chin," Jason grumbled.

Linett rubbed vigorously at her chin, and in the same moment, he regretted it again. She didn't have any chocolate there. A brief moment of remorse, which vanished when Peppi sat down next to him and barked briefly.

"What the hell did you do to my dog?"

Proudly, the little yapper sat beside him, and for the first time, Jason noticed that he had brown eyes. The fringe of fur that usually covered Peppi's eyes had been styled up with pink ribbons.

Linett looked deliberately innocent, while Jeremy pressed his lips together and turned red.

"I can hear your chuckling," Jason growled.

His friend coughed once violently, and then that bastard switched to the topic he knew would annoy Jason. "Would you leave now and leave Amélie at the altar?"

Ha, as if he didn't know the answer. Why else was he holding onto Jason's arm right now?

"Yes!" Jason grumbled.

Jeremy shrugged and let go of his arm. "Well then, go!"

"A lousy time to leave me hanging. Isn't it the best man's job to make sure the groom can't make a run for it? And isn't it his job to then hold it against him later?"

"Not really."

"Can I still find a new best man?"

"Turn around, you idiot, and then decide if you want to run." Jeremy grabbed Jason by the collar and spun him around.

Wow! That's all he could say. Amélie was indescribable. The delicate lace hugged her silhouette, making her look even more fragile next to the colossus Héctor, who led her over the bright carpet with a wide grin. A wreath full of flowers adorned her hair, which fell loosely over her shoulders. She looked like a fairy.

She smiled almost shyly as Héctor solemnly handed her hand to Jason and gave him a slap on the shoulder that would have probably sent any other man unceremoniously into the ground.

"Did you know about this?" Amélie asked quietly.

"No."

And he was glad for it. One should not only know oneself best, but also have friends who were so devious that one didn't need enemies anymore.

"Ladies and gentlemen," announced Cecile, as she hopped up and down on tiptoe with a wide grin.

"When I first met Jason, I suggested to Linett that she could try with this vampire if it didn't work out with Jeremy, threatened him with a gag and drove him to white heat. The latter, in particular, Amélie is now welcome to take over, for better or for worse. Also the pleasure of being fucked into the seventh heaven by Jason."

Jason started rubbing his forehead. Could someone please shoot him? It was surely thanks to the disbelief of all present that there was a reverent silence in that moment. Only Linett let out a suppressed giggle. That is, until Jason shot her a scathing glance.

"And..." Cecile continued.

"Shut up," Jason thundered, interrupting. Nobody could handle that in their head. Ruining his own weddings was still his role!

He took Amélie's hands and pulled her close.

"I love you," he said. "More than I've ever loved any woman. I've waited for you for a long time, without even knowing it myself. But I'm glad you're my destiny and not Linett. Or worse yet: Cecile."

"Hey," protested the women in the background, but Jason simply raised his voice to drown out the unqualified interjections. "I never want to lose you again, Amélie, not out of necessity nor out of fear, nor out of stupidity."

And it was surely only because of her gaze that his own wedding didn't seem quite so bad in that moment. Almost like something that could evolve into one of the most beautiful moments in life.

Amélie smiled. "I love you too. Even if it sounds perverse: I've always loved you."

A gentle shiver ran through him as she placed her hand on the back of his neck and her lips met his. It would really sound perverse coming from him, but it was true. He had always loved her. From the very first moment.

"Um, guys," Linett gasped softly. "Is it very inappropriate if my water just broke?"


Influential First Words

"Bastard, son of a bitch, I'll never sleep with you again. If you dare to lay a finger on me one more time, I'll chop them off," Linett yelled across the hospital corridor. This frightened the doctor rushing over much less than the cause of her pain. Jeremy crossed his arms in front of his chest and clenched his jaws so tightly together that Jason could hear them grinding.

"I'll remind you of that the next time you rub against me like a horny bitch," he growled through clenched teeth.

"Hah, the devil take me if I ever try that again," Linett swore.

A nurse wheeled Linett into a room on a wheelchair. The bed actually looked quite comfortable. There was a big ball, probably to keep the hysterical fathers occupied. The tub and the diffused lighting along with the bright wall color could also pass for a cheap motel. Okay, it was cleaner than a motel.

Jeremy lifted his companion and laid her on the bed.

"Give me your hand!" Linett commanded.

Jeremy eyed his companion suspiciously, whose cheeks first turned crimson and then paled as white as limestone. Instead of insults, Linett only managed to let out a groan.

"You need to spread the legs, not squeeze them together," dared Dr. Marchand, positioning himself at the end of the bed.

"Shut up. I know what I'm doing," Linett snapped.

"Have you ever given birth before?"

"No, but I'm sure you've never pushed a baby out of yourself either!"

Jason thought the retort was good, but the doctor was either used to worse or simply suicidal. He set aside his clipboard and spread Linett's knees apart. Not only did he almost get a kick in the nose for it, but he also found himself in Jeremy's grip moments later.

Jeremy leisurely pressed his fingers around Marchand's throat. "Touch her again, and I swear it won't be Linett experiencing the most pain. While she's pushing something out, I'll be pushing something into you."

"Jeremy," Jason warned, placing a hand on his friend's shoulder. "The good sir is merely trying to prevent Linett from squashing your child before it's born."

"Auuuuuaahaaha."

They spun around as Amélie whimpered behind them. Jeremy released the doctor so abruptly that he stumbled backward.

"Why did you give her your hand?" Jason quietly scolded his wife, gently wiping a tear of pain from her cheek with his thumb before pointing at Jeremy.

"You take her hand!"

"Are you insane?" he protested.

"Take it!" Amélie hissed. "Next time, think about using protection! Besides, you'll see how the baby comes out of her if you just stand there."

"Is that bad?" Jeremy asked, confused.

"No, what's much worse is what Linett will have to say to you if you choose to watch from a safe distance."

She was unusually quiet. She limited herself to gasping for air, snorting, and making Amélie whimper again.

"I'm glad you're screaming for me. Now I just need someone to bring it into the world for me." Linett smiled as she slumped back into herself after a brief moment of tension.

"You're bringing our child into the world," Jeremy explained unnecessarily. Apparently, his friend had developed spontaneous brain damage induced by his girlfriend's screams, as he now reached for her hand.

"Oh, did you just figure that out?" Linett retorted sarcastically.

The door burst open, and Cecile strolled in. She wore a white coat with the name tag of a male doctor, but as eager as Dr. Marchand was to assist the much easier patient in the room next door, he didn't notice this faux pas.

"Leave, I'll take care of Mademoiselle Roux," Cecile generously allowed.

The doctor didn't need to be told twice. With a speed usually reserved for vampires, Marchand dashed outside and slammed the door shut behind him with a loud bang.

Cecile sat down at the end of the bed. "Sorry for my delay, I had to grab a coat. Is it here yet?"

"Are you out of your mind? Of course not. I kept it inside just for you so you wouldn't miss anything," Linett snapped.

"Would you like some relaxation music perhaps?" Cecile asked sweetly. "Or a lighter to set Jeremy on fire? I once had a laboring woman who found great distraction that way. She hardly noticed when her baby came out."

"Is it too late to bolt?" Jeremy asked, tortured and groaned as Linett held her breath in pain. Her fingers clenched Jeremy's hand so tightly that his knuckles turned white.

"You need to breathe, honey. These are contractions. Push gently," Cecile encouraged her, rolling a small stool between Linett's legs to position herself. She gently stroked Linett's round belly and rattled off a monologue in a language Jason had never heard before.

But whether she was spewing Arabic curses or an Irish nursery rhyme, her magic manifested in a gentle, barely visible glow that surrounded Linett's lower abdomen.

"You have a pretty vulva. No wonder Jeremy's crazy about you," Cecile declared.

"Tell me it'll be just as pretty afterwards," Jeremy pleaded. "Ouch!"

"You should be glad there are no kitchen appliances here," Jason dryly remarked.

"I don't want to know what she'll do with a stethoscope," Jeremy replied, pained.

Suddenly, Linett sat up and screamed, ringing their ears.

Jeremy went pale, Amélie covered her ear with one hand, and even Jason felt queasy.

"Oh, very good," Cecile exclaimed. "And now everyone in chorus again, maybe the head will be visible."

"What now?" Linett asked, alarmed. Once again, she clearly aimed to bring the whole house down with her screaming. Heaven. Why weren't noise-canceling headphones being distributed here?

"Why do women always scream so loudly during this?" Jason asked, earning bewildered looks from all involved.

"Oh, that's quite easy to explain," Cecile replied cheerfully. "Take off your pants, and I'll stick a three-kilogram, forty-centimeter-long pipe up your rear, and we'll sit in a full concert hall where Beethoven's Ninth is being played, and heaven forbid you disrupt the performance even once."

"No, thanks," Jason politely declined. "I'd rather have that explained to me later on YouTube."

"Oh my God," Linett groaned.

"In this case, He shouldn't be involved," Jason retorted dryly.

"Let me kill him! I want to wipe that grin off his face," Linett exclaimed.

"I'm sure we can find a frying pan in the kitchen, I'll get you one," his traitorous friend suggested.

Linett let go of Amélie's hand and clenched her fingers into the sheets. "Don't you dare leave me alone!"

Gritting her teeth, she pressed against the pillows and breathed a sigh of relief as the contraction subsided. However, she immediately tensed up again in the next moment.

"You need to breathe, Linett," Cecile urged. "In, out, in, out."

"It'll be the same with Cecile's pipe in Jason's rear," Jeremy quipped, causing Linett to chuckle. Of course, the little brat would find that amusing.

But she didn't just chuckle; she actually threw her head back and laughed. She laughed so hard that she choked when another contraction hit her.

"Is it here yet?" she asked weakly.

"No, if I were the baby, I wouldn't want to come out with you two either," Cecile replied calmly.

"Let me go home," Linett pleaded. "I'm done. Let's postpone this until tomorrow. Tomorrow's weather will be better anyway, and it won't be so hot. God damn it, heaven."

The remaining words couldn't be listed in any book without it ending up on the index. She rattled off a litany of curses that even Jason had never heard before. Whoever had raised Linett had done an excellent job. Judging by her insults, she had received a very versatile education.

"Hah, it's coming, it has dark hair," Cecile shouted excitedly.

As Jeremy leaned further and further to the side in his seat to catch a glimpse between Linett's legs, she pushed the baby out like a ripe melon, with a skill as if she had never done anything else. If she ever needed money, she could consider becoming a professional surrogate mother.

Only moments later, the room was filled with the emphatic cries of new life.

"Merde," was the first word the child heard from its mother, leaving Jeremy speechless.

He stared incredulously at the small bundle that Cecile wrapped in a towel and placed in Linett's arms.

Exhausted, Linett rested her head against the pillows and gently stroked her baby's tiny cheek with her finger.

"This is our child," Linett repeated the words she had almost ripped Jeremy's head off for just a short while ago.

"Aw," Amélie cooed.

Okay, yes, it was cute. With wide eyes (Jason would swear they were more skeptical), it stared at its parents, who were visibly entranced staring back.

"I want one too," Amélie announced delightedly. Oh dear.

"Maybe we should start with getting a cat," Jason suggested doubtfully.

"By the way, it's a boy," Cecile added.

"And his name is Rafael," Linett decided, lifting her gaze to look at Jeremy.

"Rafael is perfect," he sighed.

In the next moment, the door crashed open. Of course, here, a birth could only be carried out in peace until the naming.

Jason's colleague stumbled in, his first glance utterly horrified as it slid between Linett's legs.

"Uh," he groaned.

"You better have a good excuse," Jeremy growled as Linett calmly spread her legs even wider.

Jason's colleague paled. His gaze shifted restlessly from one corner of the room to the other. "Pauline was supposed to park the car."

"Yeah..." Jason drawled. "With Gaylord."

"Well, the car's parked, that's the good news at least."

"And what's the bad news?" Jason snarled.

"Gaylord chloroformed Pauline, threw her over his shoulder, and drove off with her," his colleague replied.

THE END


Afterword

Die tales of Jason, Amélie, Jeremy, Linett, and the other cohorts would never have come to fruition in this form were it not for a few dear friends. Discovered through a Harry Potter RPG, we eventually spun our own yarn in the world of RPGs, vampires, werewolves, witches, and hunters. This laid the groundwork for the characteristics of the vampires in this book (such as the aversion to vervain; the ways to generate an undead entourage) that you find within these pages.

Many characters from the forum will surely experience their grand adventures in books, and no matter which of these authors they may be, they will hook you just as much as they have me. So, if you find certain parameters about the vampires and witches familiar when reading about Harper Johnson and Holly McLane, now you know why.

I extend my gratitude to all who supported me in the making of this book. My dear beta readers (especially the wonderful Elvira), my editor, my beloved Franzi, and my husband, whose neck pains surely stem from all the head shaking.
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