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Prologue

"Get out of here, Linett!"

Those were the last words she heard from Tony. Her beloved Tony. Her best friend and roommate. He was more than just a friend to her. He had been the brother she had always wished for.

She was in the kitchen when the men forcefully entered their shared apartment. The creaking and cracking of the wood as someone forced open the door lock would be etched in her memory forever.

An ominous announcement. Frozen in shock, she listened intently.

With a deafening crash, the door flew open, slamming against the wall behind it. Tony's cries for her to disappear made Linett flinch, but she was unable to move. Every fiber of her being screamed to follow his words. Or at least dial emergency services.

Contrary to what many assumed, she hadn't seen Tony die. She had heard it.

After Tony's cries, the first gunshot rang out. Followed by paralyzing silence. She vividly remembered standing at the kitchen counter, knife in hand, slightly raised, as she was about to slice zucchini for their shared dinner. It was supposed to be a vegetable stir-fry. Or ratatouille, as they said in France.

Blood rushed in her ears. And then came an ear-piercing scream. It was astonishing that a person with a bullet in their chest could still emit such sounds.

The scream ended with a second gunshot.

And then, finally, silence prevailed.


A Supposedly Easy Game

Calmly, the tall man approached his car and settled behind the wheel. He pulled out a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and unfolded it. In elegant, flowing handwriting, an address was written on it, which he now entered into his navigation device.

The address led to a relatively run-down yet hip and trendy scene club. Jeremy Jansen himself could only judge this reputation to a limited extent. He was slowly getting too old for such things.

The only thing he could say was that the club was located at the back of beyond. It was in a suburb of Paris where no ordinary citizen with a normal life would dare to venture.

Nevertheless, his navigation system recognized the address and guided him safely to his destination. Jeremy pulled into the poorly maintained parking lot and couldn't help but consider turning back.

The building gave the impression that one could catch the plague just by looking at it. The only thing missing were drug addicts and dealers. However, to his surprise, he didn't spot any of these shady characters as he stepped out of the car and joined the queue at the entrance.

The other guests were clearly associated with the Gothic and heavy metal scene. They displayed their affinity with band shirts of the respective genres, coupled with several piercings and hair dyed black or in vibrant colors. Some of the women were so pale and heavily made up that he would have called an ambulance if his date ever looked like that.

While lost in his thoughts, he gradually moved forward in the queue and ended up in front of a friendly bouncer. The bouncer didn't seem to mind Jeremy's elegant attire, which didn't quite match the rest of the guests, and waved him into the club.

The room was half-full. Once the waiting crowd had squeezed their way into the club, only the bartender would have a bit of space left for their arms. There were still thirty minutes until the event started, which he used to inspect the exits and check out the alcohol selection, which was unsatisfactory (no Scotch!).

The object of his desire tonight was a young woman, and she was expected to meet her demise this evening. Linett was the lead singer of the opening band, warming up the audience for the main act of the night.

Like so many others, the girl had simply had bad luck. She had seen things in Paris that she would have been better off not seeing, and instead of keeping her mouth shut and quietly slipping away to go into hiding, she had gone straight to the police.

Her story was so explosive that soon she would have to sing her little song to the, unfortunately, most clever prosecutor in the Parisian judicial system. What he could do with the information was something the members of the Parisian Mafia didn't want to find out, so they tasked Jeremy's boss with taking care of the problem. And since his boss paid well, Jeremy was even willing to endure a burst eardrum. The drums produced such a beat that he believed the ringing in his ear would never go away. But that wouldn't be the only strain on his ears. Was that supposed to be singing?! Seriously? Even some men wouldn't be capable of such bellowing, no matter how intoxicated they were. Was it necessary to wait here? If she had played Mozart, Jeremy might have been persuaded to witness the last performance of her life. But instead, she trampled, uh, bellowed his nerves to death.

The girl would be busy for a while, and it would be easy to keep an eye on her even after the performance. He could spend his available time elsewhere. The burning in his throat and the slight feeling of restlessness were all too familiar to him. He was hungry. Although Jeremy would soon taste Linett's blood, why settle for less when there was an abundance of bipedal food walking around here?

He squeezed his way through the crowd and made his way outside. The smell of sweat had become unbearable, and combined with the various scents of deodorant and perfume, it caused him nausea and headaches. The cool night air was an excellent remedy. His gaze shifted to the black-haired woman in her mid-thirties, chewing her gum with the boredom of a rebellious teenager, occasionally blowing bubbles. She noticed Jeremy's scrutiny, and her gaze now scanned him in return.

"Got lost, did ya?" she asked, not in a condescending manner but rather out of curiosity.

"I'm looking for someone," Jeremy replied calmly.

"Are you a cop?"

A grin formed on Jeremy's face. Not that this comparison was rare, but it was the most laughable one he could encounter.

"No," he replied, and the young woman seemed relieved.

"We don't sell drugs here, you know. There are always people who assume that, but it's just because we don't conform to their idea of normal."

Audible contempt tinged her voice. The plight of misunderstood goths. Jeremy, in reality, was just a teddy bear with slightly pointed teeth.

"I didn't assume that either. Is there anything else in the area besides this nightclub?"

The young woman let her gaze wander thoughtfully, as if something would come to her just by looking at the surroundings. Jeremy, on the other hand, kept an eye on the security guards, whose vigilance was slowly but surely diminishing. Most of the visitors were inside enjoying the concert. Hardly anyone was lingering outside anymore, and the security personnel were busy lighting up their first cigarettes or taking out their phones.

"There's a Swedish restaurant back there," the gothic lady informed him, "but they say it's not very good."

"There, in the back?" Jeremy repeated, pointing in the wrong direction, as expected. He took a few steps around the corner of the building, just enough to stay within sight of the gothic lady but far enough that if she followed him, she would be out of view of the others.

"No," she replied. Unaware of the situation, she confidently followed the supposed idiot who couldn't even point in the right direction. As she raised her arm to gesture in the correct direction and say a few choice words, Jeremy seized her and pulled her toward him. He could hear her startled heartbeat quicken. In a state of shock, she didn't even attempt to scream or struggle out of his grasp.

Within the blink of an eye and without the slightest hint of being out of breath, he came to a halt with his captive several kilometers away, deep in the forest. He looked down, locking eyes with two wide, fear-filled, dark-brown eyes.

"Are you going to try to escape, or will you accept your fate?" he asked her, releasing his grip.

Having some time on his hands, Jeremy was in the mood for games. And hey, no one could say he didn't consider the wishes of the condemned. She stared at him wordlessly as she backed away. He could see the gears turning in her otherwise bored mind. Would life be only half as boring if there was a prospect that it would soon be over?

"If you're planning to rape me, I'll teach you a lesson you won't forget," his victim hissed at him, lacking conviction. Jeremy rolled his eyes.

"Don't get ahead of yourself. You may be somewhat attractive, but you're not so seductive that I absolutely must have you. The only thing I want is your blood. In your scene, vampires aren't entirely relegated to the realm of myths, are they? Well, you have the privilege of standing before one now."

There was no sign of joy or gratitude from the woman for this supposed honor. Instead, the sight of his sharp teeth made her recoil in horror. Jeremy noticed her reaching into her bag for her phone. In the next moment, he was already by her side, snatching it out of her hand. With a swift throw toward the nearest tree, it shattered into countless unusable pieces.

"Ah, yes, as for the rules: seeking help is not allowed," the vampire calmly explained as he brushed aside a few strands of her hair. His gaze wandered greedily over her flawless skin, and for those who looked closely, they could see the vein pulsating with sweet, red, delicious nectar. At least until she nervously stumbled away from him once again.

"You're insane," she gasped.

Turning to the open-minded vampire community and still receiving nothing but disbelief, one might feel inclined to question their sanity.

"Perhaps. The older one gets and the more one kills, the more jaded they become." The vampire shrugged. "By the way, what's your name?"

"Why do you want to know?" she asked.

"Maybe I want to get you a headstone with your name on it," Jeremy explained cheerfully. His friendly smile revealed his sharp fangs once again. That was a lie, by the way. He had no intention of giving this woman anything. He was toying with her. Why? Because he could.

"Run, little bunny."

She didn't need to be asked twice. It was laughable. She must have realized the speed he was capable of. He could cover many kilometers within seconds, and she believed she could outrun him on foot? Perhaps he should have gotten her a bicycle. That would have made this chase a bit more exciting. Jeremy surged forward, seized her, and yanked her arm around. It snapped like a dry twig under his force. Her pained scream echoed across the clearing. Sobbing, she crouched on the ground, clutching her broken arm.

"Why are you doing this?" she screamed at him. Over and over, she attempted to get back on her feet, but without success. The pain weakened her while the adrenaline in her body mobilized any remaining reserves of strength. An interesting mix indeed.

"Because I feel like it," came Jeremy's emotionless reply. "Yes, it's true. I could kill you right now and put an end to your misery. But that would be boring. I'm giving you another chance."

The hunt was a tedious affair. A vampire was vastly superior to humans in strength and speed. Even a hunter would have more difficulty shooting a deer from a distance than a vampire would have in killing a human. The only challenge was finding a location where one wouldn't be immediately surrounded by hundreds of witnesses. Secrecy was sacred to most vampires.

Like a tiger ready to pounce, he had begun to circle her with a hungry gaze. The aroma of fresh, sweet blood surrounded her. Her heartbeat echoed in his ears, more melodious than any music. This was a good hunt.

Humane killing, perhaps with prior sedation, was not in the nature of vampires. They were murderers. No better or worse than humans. Only, they stood higher in the food chain and abstained from keeping humans in large barns. Humans were allowed to be free. As free as possible, at least, and if they were lucky, they would never encounter a hungry vampire throughout their lives and would die a peaceful death.

The unfair game between hunter and prey was ingrained in Jeremy and his fellow vampires just as it was in humans. Did the deer complain when it was shot by the hunter? Did anyone have pity when someone took a dozen cattle out of their barns and consecutively placed a captive bolt gun to their foreheads? Likewise, there was no need to consider it unfair that Jeremy now once again utilized his vampiric swiftness.

Effortlessly, he caught up to the woman who had managed to put a mere five meters of distance between them. Finally, his teeth pierced through the soft skin on her neck. Her struggling was in vain. Her scream faded away into nothingness as delicious blood washed over his palate.

Now it was time to wait. For Linett. With the help of the police, he had managed to hide her whereabouts well so far, but that had changed tonight, and something else would change as well: Linett's condition.

Hidden in the shadows of the surrounding trees, Jeremy observed as Mademoiselle Roux, his chosen victim for tonight, hurried through the back entrance and headed straight toward an old, dented Toyota. She quickly got behind the wheel and sped away.

Jeremy hurried to his own car and discreetly tailed Linett, keeping a safe distance behind her vehicle. He made sure to blend in with the flow of traffic, seamlessly following her without drawing any attention.

Jeremy followed the young woman all the way to a small village, and she stopped in front of a small cottage and went in.

Jeremy gave Linett a little more time before he finally climbed over the tiny garden fence. Instead of quietly breaking in through the back entrance as usual (being a vampire had its advantages, as even leaning against a locked door would make it creak and give way), Jeremy decided to confront her directly and rang the front doorbell. The result proved the theory of "audacity prevails," as Linett, unsure and even armed with a cast-iron pan, peeked through a narrow gap.

A narrow gap was all he needed to grab the door and forcefully gain entry to her home.

He placed his hand over her mouth to muffle the screams, and since she was holding the pan in the wrong hand, she was blocking herself. If she had swung, she would have only hit the door. But even when he wrested the pan from her hand, she didn't seem to give up. Her fingers dug into his hand. Tenaciously, she tried to pull his hand away from her mouth while simultaneously trying to free herself from his grip.

Couldn't the girl just stay still until he sank his teeth into her neck and tasted the delicious blood?

It seemed like too much to ask, but the vampire knew how to handle the situation. Jeremy grabbed her wrists with his free hand and pressed them against her chest, holding her against him. A trace of adrenaline coursing through her veins enveloped her as her heart beat rapidly.

Jeremy paused briefly. Even if hell froze over, every vampire would worship this incomparable aroma, taking a few seconds to savor it. And to make sure she hadn't consumed any vervain. That devilish substance had various effects on vampires depending on the dosage, ranging from numbing to lethal. Moreover, if it was present in the blood they consumed, it could be likened to a human attempting to drink liquid lead.

Any human who consumed vervain would indeed be protected from vampire bites. However, that protection did not extend to protection from death itself.

The tiny moment of hesitation allowed the small beast to use all the strength of her panic to drive the pointed heel of her high-heeled shoe into his big toe. Unfortunately, vampires were sometimes just humans and equally susceptible to pain. And damn it, that really hurt!

Inevitably, his grip loosened. The "reward" followed promptly as the girl took advantage of her newfound freedom to drive her sharp elbow into his stomach. A pained "uff" was the vampire's response to that.

And his lucky day was just getting started. Barely free, the darned woman grabbed her pan, used the momentum of the spin, and landed a direct hit.

Dazed and with a pounding headache, the vampire sank to his knees, trying to hold onto the refrigerator and get back on his feet.

But it didn't quite work out as planned.

Jeremy's gaze fixed on the black hair bouncing up and down on her back as she rummaged through a cookie tin, seemingly unfazed. It didn't matter if she wanted to eat cookies now; she should have been dead by now! The vampire struggled to get up, and as he lunged toward Linett (or stumbled would be a more accurate description), the girl turned toward him with a .45 in her hand and pulled the trigger.

"Damn it!" cursed the bloodsucker as he hastily pulled a syringe out of his abdomen.

The fact that she knew about vampires and their weaknesses, and no one had told him! Otherwise, he would have expected her to have vervain in the house in doses that could knock down a bull elephant. The typical dizziness overcame him, and the last thing he could remember was finding himself on his knees once again, with Linett staring at him with wide eyes for a moment before seemingly gathering her courage, taking his hand, and pulling him along with her.

In retrospect, it didn't make sense.


One Man's Misfortune Is Another Man's Joy

But somehow, it did happen. Jeremy's confusion was indescribable when he eventually woke up with a pounding headache, usually only achieved after consuming ten bottles of absinthe. He attempted to rub his face to regain some clarity but could only manage to raise one hand to the necessary height. The other remained partially usable, coupled with a metallic clinking sound.

In the initial moment, Jeremy believed he was at home and that his lady was indulging in both a playful prank and a desire to embark on an erotic adventure. However, this illusion lasted only as long as it took Jeremy to remember that his last bedmate had met the fate of all mortals.

To be precise, his last bedmate had been a nymphomaniac he picked up at the club, who didn't survive the encounter with a hungry vampire in bed. But he digressed. Moreover, the rotating ceiling didn't match his apartment at all. This ceiling wasn't white. It might have been once, but that was a long time ago. It was simply shabby, just like the rest of the furnishings, as the vampire observed with a slightly swaying gaze.

The curtains were drawn. Apparently, Linett had wanted to spare him the agony of sunlight, but in return, she had left him with a completely different surprise: he was naked! Except for his underwear! Oh, nonsense, even that wretched woman wouldn't have done that… He couldn't have, could he? Was the vervain spiked with Viagra?

Ridiculous—such a thing didn't exist. Even if it did, with the dose of vervain, he would never have remained conscious long enough to be of any use whatsoever, let alone for an erotic interlude.

Judging by the time displayed on a clock on the nightstand, he had slept half the day away in his vervain-induced stupor. However, the recuperative effect was practically nonexistent.

He had about four hours to wait until dusk, which he inevitably had to endure. The potions that allowed him to venture into sunlight without worry were in his jacket pocket. And that very jacket was gone.

The vampire tentatively tugged at the handcuff, which explained his restricted arm movement. Of course, handcuffs from a witch's store. Vampires knew how to break any restraint, regardless of the material. However, there were talented witches who found profitable amusement in enchanting handcuffs and other items with their spells. Thanks to their magic, a mere handcuff became as sturdy and indestructible for a vampire as it was for a human. As an added bonus, a captive vampire couldn't even dismantle the object to which the rest of the handcuff was attached, as it, too, had become solid and steadfast through the enchantment and the touch of the restraint. It was magic that restored the power balance between a vampire and a handcuff, just as humans were accustomed to. But as a vampire, one should not complain. Thus far, no witch had been capable (or deemed it necessary) of enchanting the restraints in a way that made it impossible for the vampire to escape and stripped away all their overwhelming powers. That particular cruelty had been reserved solely for vervain. Approaching a bound vampire was therefore not advisable. Perhaps Linett should have placed a warning sign here in case someone happened to stumble upon this place.

The vampire let out a frustrated sigh. If no one happened to pass by by chance, he would perish here miserably from hunger. Such a wretched situation had never befallen him in his entire existence!

Certainly, engaging in a conflict with another vampire, especially one who was older and/or better prepared, could indeed lead to temporary distress. The fact that he was still alive (which couldn't be said for the others) clearly spoke in his favor. But never (never!) had he been defeated by a feeble mortal! The girl knew a lot. Too much. And not just about the dealings of the Parisian Mafia.

Before the depressing thoughts of his impending death by starvation could take hold, a gentle metallic glimmer caught his eye. Behind the clock, there was a small key. It could be a match.

Apparently, Linett didn't intend to let him starve to death. However, she had cunningly gained a day's head start by this means.

And hopefully, she had installed a camera so that at least someone would enjoy what was about to happen. With his arm bound to the upper right side of the bed, it was now up to him to reach the key that lay on the nightstand on the left side of the bed. Since it wasn't a narrow bed measuring only ninety centimeters in width, the vampire had to contort a limb in order to reach the key. The sharp-edged metal painfully dug into his wrist as he relentlessly pushed the limits of movement. Accompanied by foul curses, he finally managed to grab the key. And indeed, it fit!

His circulatory system was not particularly pleased with this athletic feat. Jeremy had to lie still for a moment to allow the spinning in his head to subside. However, the next obstacle quickly presented itself. Daylight still illuminated the hallway, and as mentioned before, it was dangerously hazardous without the protective elixir. Jeremy would not give Linett the satisfaction of bursting into flames like coal.

Since Jeremy didn't have anything better to do, he listened to the silence of the house. As expected, the canary has flown the coop. Judging by the emptiness of the cabinets that the vampire was now searching through, it seemed unlikely that she would return.

Damn it, cursed. Linett wasn't the naive, ignorant girl he had taken her for. Although she clearly had a tendency to exaggerate. Stripping him and tying him to the bed had been absolutely unnecessary!

The hours until dusk dragged on for what felt like an eternity. Bored and impatient, the vampire paced back and forth in the bedroom, contemplating his next moves. Lost in these musings, even the longest hours passed by, and finally, after sunset, he could move freely through the rest of the house. Jeremy found his clothes neatly folded in the ground-floor hallway. A lunatic with a compulsion for tidiness? His potions and his phone were also present.

The hunt could therefore continue.

Linett didn't have many options. She could either try to disappear from the city or stay. Jeremy had gathered information about her finances, and they were more than poor. While her band was somewhat famous, the majority of the earnings seemed to end up in the hands of the managers. Thanks to a visit to the music producer's server, he knew the punishment that awaited Linett and her bandmates if they missed a performance. The amount to be paid was exorbitant and beyond reason. Fortunately, there was also a list of upcoming shows on the server, very diligently organized with locations and dates. Tonight's performance at another club would be their last for now. It was unfortunate for Linett that she wouldn't live to see it. And until then, Jeremy could use the time to fulfill another mission.

He had to make his way to the city center for that. Meanwhile, darkness was descending upon the city.

In his car, Jeremy blended seamlessly with his surroundings as he finally switched off the headlights. It was an old factory building and the headquarters of a moderately well-known newspaper. Its reputation had taken a nosedive a few days ago when one of the journalists published an article stating that humanity was not the most advanced species on this planet.

Even at this hour, most of the windows were illuminated, and the security guard sat unmotivated in his small booth.

Confidently, the vampire strolled through the open-plan office. Occasionally, he crossed paths with manic-looking employees who hurriedly dodged past him to wherever they were sprinting. Others hunched over their keyboards, pounding on them as if their lives depended on it, while some lounged back in their chairs, chatting on the phone or clicking through images, completely relaxed.

No one seemed to be bothered by the fact that the vampire was walking straight into the editor-in-chief's office. As far as Jeremy knew, this person was responsible for the unbelievable, albeit irritating, newspaper article.

"Who are you?" he asked, looking up from his stack of papers with an annoyed expression. His glasses were pushed up on his forehead, and as they slid back down onto his nose, he blinked in irritation. Dick Thompsen was around 40 years old, a tall and athletic Englishman, and his salt-and-pepper hair certainly attracted a flock of admiring ladies.

"Someone who brings you greetings from Jason Harris," the vampire replied calmly, relishing the shocked reaction of his counterpart.

Thompson's eyes widened, bulging slightly. In a frantic movement, the man loosened his tie, inadvertently revealing a small cross around his neck. He then produced an unfriendly-looking stake from his drawer. How unpleasant. But also somewhat boring.

"I thought you were a sports shooter. Why do you have only one stake in your desk drawer?" Jeremy asked. It was no wonder he was getting too accustomed to easy cases. It was always more interesting when the victim put up a fight, like Linett. Killing that fury would be a great pleasure.

"It's rude not to introduce yourself," Thompsen replied, attempting to build a facade of fearlessness.

"It's rude to meddle in other people's affairs and not answer questions," Jeremy calmly retorted, closing the office door behind him. Keeping a watchful eye on Thompsen, Jeremy reached for the cords of the blinds and lowered the metallic curtain. It not only shielded the curious gazes from outside through the transparent glass walls, but it also had an unsettling effect. Most people couldn't resist its weighty significance, and it was fun to easily unsettle someone. Although to give credit, Thompsen steadfastly attempted to appear composed. His physical reactions to stress and the adrenaline coursing through his veins, however, gave him away.

"The people have a right to know that there are vampires living among them, who regularly kill some of their kind," the man hissed, now irritated.

Jeremy merely raised an eyebrow. "That's not what I meant, although your articles don't exactly enjoy much popularity among vampires," he replied.

Jeremy's counterpart looked somewhat puzzled now but then nodded in understanding. The vampire, on the other hand, believed that it wasn't his responsibility to explain to people the reasons for their deaths before they met their demise. Fortunately for the man, he figured it out on his own.

"And because I not only accused your boss of being a vampire but also exposed his crimes, you want to kill me," he said.

It sounded more like a statement than a question, and if Jeremy had even a shred of interest in his counterpart, he would have to admit that the guy continued to show courage. Many others would have already burst into tears in a state of hysteria.

"Don't flatter yourself. You have as little evidence as anyone else," Jeremy replied calmly, taking two small steps closer to Thompsen. Amused, he observed Thompsen's tensing, even though the man continued to hold his gaze fixed on Jeremy.

"I have the power of the press. His reputation is ruined. Others will find the evidence. And a dead editor-in-chief will inevitably be linked to you, if I may say so, given the striking temporal and spatial proximity," Thompsen mocked.

Jeremy observed the beads of sweat forming on Thompsen's forehead. As the vampire leaned down, bringing his nose to the level of Thompsen's, Jeremy could see the reddish glow of his own eyes reflected in Thompsen's widened pupils like a mirror.

The editor-in-chief sharply inhaled. Jeremy flashed his fangs, as there was no harm in having a little fun.

"You're not entirely wrong about that. But before we proceed to your demise, you will do us a small favor," Jeremy replied.

And once again, Jeremy was reminded of how foolish humans can be in the face of death. Thompsen, driven by desperation, thrust the stake upward, aiming for the vampire. Jeremy swiftly snatched the piece of wood, almost breaking Thompsen's hand in the process.

The 'almost' in this sentence was, by the way, unacceptable. With an unyielding grip, he positioned Thompsen's hand on the desk and drove the sharp wood through his palm. With his now free hand, he pressed Thompsen's head against his hip and stifled his anguished scream by covering his mouth. Thompsen trembled, followed by a whimper.

"You have a choice. Either you do as I demand, or other parts of your body will receive similar holes," Jeremy stated calmly, his voice laced with a menacing undertone. "I can assure you, it's a very painful death. It's crucial not to hit any vital organs or arteries. With my expertise, I can prolong your agony over several days." After receiving no response for a while, he inquired, "Now?" It was only when he reached for the stake again that Thompsen nodded frantically, prompting Jeremy to release his hand from his mouth.

"Incidentally, it wouldn't be advisable to scream. I'm faster than anyone else anyway," he warned Thompsen. His face had taken on the color of the faded wallpaper, and he stared in shock at his hand, still pinned to the table. Jeremy sighed. Ah, yes, that was always the inconvenient part. He retrieved a cloth from his pocket and then removed the stake from Thompsen's hand. At least Thompsen only emitted a pained whimper, even as Jeremy carelessly bandaged his hand. "What do you want me to do?" Thompsen asked, barely audible.

Just in time, Jeremy abruptly parked in a side street. Linett seemed to only feel safe in public and in her car. She attempted to cover the short distance between her car and the club entrance with a sprint. She ran quickly, but not fast enough for the vampire. With a quick glance at the girl, he was sure she wasn't carrying a frying pan under her skirt (at least it didn't appear so), ignored the lingering haziness in his mind (damn vervain), and moved toward Linett with supernatural speed. In his usual fashion, he ensured that she wouldn't scream her lungs out in front of the entire club and pulled her with him into one of the secluded alleyways.

"Ouch!" Jeremy exclaimed in outrage and slapped Linett across the face.

The woman had no manners, so she shouldn't expect any from him. Besides, he didn't hit hard. Okay, okay, she stumbled to the ground. But anyone who dared to bite a vampire's hand had to live with the repercussions.

A crimson glow had crept into his eyes, a clear sign that, in a vampire, indicated either intense anger or hunger. In his case, it was definitely the former. This scarlet hue did not escape Linett's notice, intensifying her panic. He could hear her frantic heartbeat even over the noise of the city, pumping adrenaline through her veins. With a ruthless grip, Jeremy pressed her against the cold wall. A quick reach into her jacket and her .45 slipped from her grasp, sliding across the ground and coming to a rest beneath a garbage bin.

"I like it better this way," Jeremy growled. Yes, he knew it himself: it was a bit pathetic that he seemed to only have an advantage over the girl when she was unarmed and completely terrified. However, he shrugged it off. It was slowly but surely becoming a personal matter. Since she wasn't consuming any vervain (why not, actually?), he didn't just want to break her neck but also steal the delicious blood flowing through her veins.

"Hey, what's going on here?" a male voice sounded behind him.

The vampire had been too focused on Linett (who now appeared to be struggling to breathe) to notice the footsteps behind him. Annoyed, the vampire let out a sigh. His hand had, of course, "accidentally" moved to her throat. Perhaps it was because he harbored such anger toward the fury that the thought of strangling her seemed incredibly satisfying.

The resignation in Linett's brown eyes gave way to incredulous joy. Without hesitation, she forcefully freed herself from his now loosened grip and made sure to get out of his reach.

"He's just an idiot who took a casual flirtation too seriously," replied Linett, coupling her response with a contemptuous glance that Jeremy reciprocated with a bloodthirsty one.

"That didn't just look like a misunderstood flirtation to me!" grumbled one of the two men, who were clearly police officers based on their uniforms and visibly had an issue with Jeremy's rough behavior.

Well, considering the fact that Jeremy had just attempted a murder (which, by the way, was once again unsuccessful), it was understandable that they would react that way. Attempted murder (although Jeremy would probably label it as self-defense) was not something most law enforcement officers took lightly.

In light of the fact that the two officers had drawn their firearms, Jeremy deemed it more appropriate to remain calm for the time being and refrain from immediately eliminating the troublesome witnesses.

Surprisingly, Linett refrained from explaining that he had already attempted to kill her for the second time. Whatever her reasoning was, she insisted on her version of events despite the skeptical questioning from the police officers. Jeremy still found it remarkable, as coupled with her story regarding the murder of her roommate, revealing the truth could bring him significant trouble. Just as the vampire was surprised, the officers were equally displeased.

"Go home and come by the precinct tomorrow," they advised her with little conviction before turning their attention to the vampire in a much less friendly manner.

"And a night in jail will do you good to learn how to treat ladies!" snapped the larger of the two, eliciting a mocking expression from Jeremy. Did they intend to arrest him?

But Jeremy's attention quickly shifted back to his runaway victim, and with frustration, he had to watch as Linett hastily distanced herself from the scene. It was understandable that she didn't want to wait for him to catch up and capture her again.

"Turn around!" the police officer commanded him for the second time and reached for his arm.

It couldn't be emphasized enough: humans were foolish. Take two men aiming their guns at a vampire from a safe distance, and you would expect a cooperative vampire in return. Even though self-healing could fix a lot of things, most vampires didn't enjoy pain. And naturally, bullets hurt! But what were these two pathetic weaklings doing? They were marching straight into Jeremy's reach!

Neither of them had much time to regret, as the vampire effortlessly hurled the first one into his companion, causing them both to fall intertwined, cursing and groaning. The powerful vampire wasted no time and swiftly snapped the smaller one's neck, granting him the dubious honor of being Jeremy's snack. The alluringly aromatic blood left a metallic aftertaste on his tongue, and the brief ecstasy of bliss ended far too quickly. But at last, the lingering effects of the vervain dissipated, and his mind became clear as ever. Carelessly, he let the lifeless body fall to the ground, wiped the last traces of blood from his lips with his thumb, and made his way back to the street where Linett had parked.

Of course, the car was gone. Cursing, the vampire kicked one of the trash cans, which promptly toppled over with a loud crash, spilling its putrid contents onto the street. With a disgusted look, the vampire retreated to another corner that didn't offend his hypersensitive sense of smell.

The girl was proving to be a challenge. She had more luck than sense, unlike the two dead policemen.

Jeremy disposed of their bodies by weighing them down with a bundle of stones and tossing them into an open sewer. If they resurfaced in a few days, no one would be searching the bloated corpses for bite marks.


When the Mouse Lures the Cat Into the Trap

It was ridiculously easy.

Jeremy found Linett's battered Toyota at the nearest train station. A quick check of Linett's account on his smartphone (oh, the blessings of technology) revealed the deduction for a train ticket. Even the destination was specified in the booking. He loved the precision of accountants.

The wisest idea would have been not to flee, but it demonstrated how panicked Linett was. Understandably, she tried to escape hastily and spend as little of her money as possible. It was unfortunate to be short on cash while on the run.

The vampire drove his car into the town where Linett had purchased the ticket, paying no attention to the speed limit. Additional police officer corpses were absent for the time being, as nobody approached or dared to stop him.

He thus narrowed the gap between him and Linett to about three hours. The streets in Cassis, near Marseille, were deserted. Apparently, people here went to bed as early as 3 p.m. Not even petty criminals roamed the alleys. At the train station, Jeremy questioned the employees and learned that Linett had been seen disembarking, but they had no knowledge of her boarding another train.

What was she doing here? Hiding in the village church? Well, not the worst idea when being pursued by a vampire, as they would experience excruciating headaches upon entering consecrated spaces, akin to tenfold migraines. However, he didn't believe she sought refuge in such a place. Rather, he assumed Linett had found herself a room. In a village like this, not an easy task. Unannounced visitors were viewed with suspicion, especially in the evening. The vampire strategically made his way through the guesthouses and the few private rooms available, but no one had seen Linett. Unless she was sleeping on the streets (or in a church), it was unlikely she had found a hiding place without being recognized unless she knew someone there.

The faint buzzing of the phone disrupted the evening silence.

"What's the situation?" Jeremy heard his boss's voice as soon as he answered the call.

"Why the rush?" came his response.

"Have you forgotten that you have other things to do besides playing around with a twenty-year-old? Wrap it up quickly!" his boss retorted.

Oh no, that idea hadn't even crossed Jeremy's mind. He gritted his teeth loudly.

"She escaped, but she won't live to see the morning," the vampire promised, undeterred.

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. "What happened?"

Every other person would react to such an obvious failure in a light game with annoyance, anger, and at least a reprimand. Not his boss. He sounded merely curious. Jeremy provided him with a brief summary, coupled with a few insults directed at Linett. And what did he get in return? Roaring laughter echoed from the phone.

"Real funny," growled the bloodsucker, as three rounds of laughter from the other end greeted him with a mocking, "A frying pan! It's unbelievable."

"Do you know if she has any relatives in Cassis?" Jeremy interrupted through the cackling in annoyance.

"Yeah, an uncle who's on vacation right now..." his boss finally said, thankfully putting an end to the amused chuckling, "I'll send you the address."

Just two minutes after ending the call, Jeremy not only received Linett's uncle's address but also the information that his mission had changed. Who would have thought that was possible earlier today?

He wandered through the alleys, searching until he finally found the right street and, at its end, a crooked house in desperate need of renovation. The quality of her accommodations was becoming increasingly shabby.

Loud music blared from the house. The nonexistent neighbors might not have been bothered by it, but the booming reminded him of the club. It was possible that it was even the same music. However, this time, it was mixed with very high frequencies, causing the vampire to feel the onset of a headache. Was this modern music? If so, it was nauseating.

Jeremy braced himself for a potential permanent tinnitus, yet he fearlessly ventured into the interior of the house.

Jeremy could smell Linett. Unfortunately, he couldn't hear anything because of the music. It wouldn't surprise him if blood was already streaming out of his ears due to the cacophony. It sounded as if someone had composed the song using dog whistles or as if someone were persistently scratching their nails on a chalkboard. Despite the risk of no longer going unnoticed, Jeremy marched straight into the living room and turned off the damned thing. Heaven above, blessed be this heavenly silence. Only a persistent ringing remained in Jeremy's ear, which he rubbed vigorously.

With a sigh and a maddening sense of relief, he turned around. The relief didn't last long. Sure, the annoying racket had stopped, but he had also found Linett. In theory, a reason to rejoice. If one ignored the fact that, once again, she had a weapon aimed at him. Despite her hands trembling suspiciously, the vampire did not let himself be lulled into false security. The room was too small to evade. She wouldn't need to change the position of the weapon. No matter which corner of the room he happened to be in, she would hit him as soon as she pulled the trigger. The fact that he hadn't noticed her was because she had been standing behind the door, and the vampire had been sensitively distracted.

"Stunning again, huh?" the vampire asked with a lack of enthusiasm but with a certain resignation. Clearly, he was far too predictable. That was what happened when one resorted to direct and simple methods instead of setting up a hundred and five traps. And how many weapons did the woman actually have? The last time the vampire checked, her cookie jar weapon was still under the trash can.

"This time, they're not syringes," Linett informed him, her voice trembling, her face pale but with a determined expression on her lips.

His gaze became even more skeptical. No syringes. That didn't leave much room for other things. So, they were bullets. And considering how he knew her by now, they were probably bullets with vervain upgrades. That could be painful. After being beaten and subdued with a frying pan and then getting him arrested, he didn't dare speculate on her having a soft heart.

Jeremy had no illusions. She would pull the trigger. Maybe she wouldn't aim for lethal shots, but anything else would be enough to inflict significant damage on him. It was understandable that the vampire had no desire for that. However, he couldn't deny that this whole situation topped off the spectacle and further justified his boss's desire.

His current assistant was not getting any younger and stubbornly refused to be turned into a vampire. Moreover, Helen didn't know where to turn with all the work. She always seemed slightly overwhelmed. So, it was only natural that Jason was considering the possibility of hiring a second assistant.

And Jason needed someone knowledgeable, resilient, cunning, and smart. All attributes that applied to Linett, and she proved the validity of his thoughts simply by the fact that the vampire turned his back on her at her command.

She had managed to escape him the first time due to the element of surprise. The second time, she was simply lucky. But this... this had been a damn trap. And foolish as he was, he had fallen for it. Maybe he should quit his job and become a gardener.

Linett didn't lead him to the bedroom (thankfully) but to the kitchen. The sight of the towel holders attached to the lower cabinets there already made him suspect the worst. Thanks to the cursed magic, he wouldn't be able to dismantle even a part of it. And when it came to these restraints, it seemed like Linett had a yearly subscription. So, it came as no surprise to the vampire when Linett threw another pair of these modified handcuffs at him, along with a mocking glance.

"You're familiar with these, I presume," she said with a smirk.

Jeremy complied with this indirect request surprisingly willingly and found himself once again chained up. And once again, there was no prospect of a willing Mademoiselle to make this situation more enjoyable for him. It was only now that Linett visibly began to relax.

"And now?" the vampire asked, genuinely curious.

"I would love to shoot you, but unfortunately, I'm too nice for this world," Linett replied with a sigh, lowering the gun.

"As long as you don't get the idea of undressing me again," the vampire grumbled. Amused, he watched as a slight blush tinted Linett's pale cheeks.

"That was just to make sure you didn't have any tools to escape from the restraints before the time!"

"And you thought there would be a master key for handcuffs in my underwear?"

Just a few minutes ago, she looked as pale as a ghost, but now her cheeks were burning red. An annoyed expression crossed her features.

"Well, I'd rather play it safe for now. And you're not the first man I've seen naked. And definitely not the most attractive," she retorted snippily, waving the weapon frantically. "Ha! You're scared!" she added triumphantly.

"Then it shouldn't be hard for you to kill me," Jeremy dryly replied, ignoring her remark. Fear? Pah! He was only concerned that she might accidentally pull the trigger and harm him. Linett had a fire in her. She was certainly a beautiful woman, if the fear of death didn't make her age years in an instant. At the moment, she simply swallowed hard.

"You have no idea how much I'd love to do that. But as I said, I'm not like you. I have respect for the lives of others!"

"That's pretty foolish," Jeremy replied condescendingly. Honesty was all well and good and might earn you a lot of karma points, but in this world, survival wasn't determined by those with the highest marks for proper conduct.

"There would be a way to solve your problems," the vampire added, earning a disbelieving, hollow laugh in response.

"Yeah, by shooting you!"

That was certainly one option, but supposedly, she wasn't capable of doing it. Besides, he valued his life. Jeremy would hold it against Linett if she shamelessly ended it now.

"No, others would come after me." He tried to come up with different arguments to get himself out of the situation.

"Okay. What would be the solution then?" Linett sighed and sat down on one of the kitchen chairs, keeping a safe distance from him.

"Work for the same man I do. Jason Harris." An incredulous snort was his reward.

"Yeah, right!"

Was that a confirmation? So quick? No, she looked at him incredulously.

"Jason needs another assistant to help him run his operation. Essentially, it involves no different tasks than if you were the assistant to a publisher or a regular company CEO," he tried to make it clear. At least her expression shifted from disbelief to contemplation. It seemed like she was starting to believe that he wasn't trying to deceive her.

"If you accept the offer, this chase will come to an end, and you won't have to worry about other parties trying to kill you. You'll be under his protection, and he'll make sure no one gets too close to you. Plus, he pays exceptionally well and is neither hot-tempered nor incompetent. You could still sing on the side. Or do what you call singing, at least." No, it couldn't be denied that he was trying to persuade her to make the right decision. "However, you'd have to retract that statement," Jeremy added.

"So, you didn't plan on killing me when you stormed into the house the day before yesterday or the day before that," she said, looking at the black and white wall clock with confusion to determine if it was already past midnight.

"I did," the vampire admitted without hesitation.

"Do you always change your mind so quickly?" Linett probed.

"Sometimes," Jeremy replied.

Okay, it was more Jason who changed his mind...

"Why?"

Heaven, was this turning into an interrogation? "Flexibility?" he suggested, now slightly annoyed.

"No, why did you change your mind about me?"

Ah, that was how the land laid!

"You're annoying, aggressive, and unyielding," he replied. Okay, compliments sounded different, but it hit the nail on the head.

"So, you and your boss are masochists then?"

"No," Jeremy growled, his patience wearing thin. How did she even come up with that idea?

"So, you enjoy being tied up?"

"WHAT?!" he finally exclaimed, voicing what he had been thinking for quite some time.

"I'm just trying to find a logical explanation."

Oh, and she started with the most illogical thing, right?

The vampire sighed deeply. "The logical explanation is that a girl like you isn't found in every generation."

Is that easier to understand?

"When I restrained you in my bedroom, you seemed delighted, at least."

His eyebrows shot up in disbelief. She must be dreaming! He audibly ground his teeth. "I highly doubt that. I'm never delighted under vervain!"

Unbelievable that he just had such a discussion. If only he had killed her right away. Oh no, he didn't have the opportunity to do so.

"That still doesn't answer my proposition," interrupted he Linett, who was about to open her mouth again and undoubtedly make further vile insinuations.

"I'm considering it..." she announced calmly, as if he had suggested choosing between orange juice and champagne. She acted as if she could pick and choose job offers. However, Jeremy refrained from responding and instead regarded her with a suspicious glance. While her heartbeat had just calmed down, it spiked again as she rose from her seat and approached him. With caution, she positioned herself in a way that prevented him from simply reaching out and grabbing her.

"Give me your free hand," she asked him so unusually softly that he looked at her inquisitively.

"Why?" She wasn't the only one here who could ask annoying questions.

"Because otherwise, I'll shoot a bullet into your leg," she replied with an audibly composed and stern voice, aiming unmistakably at his knee. It was a compelling argument, albeit reluctantly. As soon as he extended his arm, she firmly grasped his wrist. The cool metal scraped against his hand and pressed into his skin as she securely handcuffed him to a protruding hook (which was undoubtedly meant for decorative items and not vampires!) on the opposite wall so that he couldn't move forward or backward. Although being able to keep his hands at hip level didn't make his situation unbearable, it certainly didn't make it any more comfortable.

This helplessness was undoubtedly immensely convenient for Linett (who knew how many handcuffs this woman still had in her pocket!), but for Jeremy, it was rather frustrating.

"Good night," Linett wished, completely unexpectedly, and she was gone in the next moment. Well, that was quick. Disoriented, the vampire remained in the kitchen (as if he could go anywhere) and tested the strength of his restraints once again. Great! The desire to become a gardener became even more pressing as he settled on the kitchen floor and realized that while it saved him from standing, his arms would go numb within an hour. He couldn't even lean against the kitchen cabinets since he was huddled in the middle of the small, tube-like space.

He had preferred his position in her bed. However, it was a little too late to try to persuade Linett to let him join her there. Judging by the sounds, she was already settling in herself. Unbelievable that she could sleep while a bloodthirsty, dangerous vampire was sitting bound in her kitchen!


Supply and Demand

The same thought crossed Linett's mind as she collapsed onto the soft mattress, exhausted and fully dressed. However, she was so incredibly tired that she had no other choice. The hope of getting some sleep weighed heavier than the fear of the vampire breaking free. Her weapon pressed reassuringly against her ribs. She repeatedly listened for the few sounds coming from the kitchen, trying to find sleep. However, it was not restful. Not only did she unconsciously remain vigilant, but the short naps were always plagued by frightening dreams, with the vampire in her kitchen usually playing the lead role. His teeth were terrifyingly large, and she constantly felt the helplessness in the face of his overpowering strength once he had her in his grasp.

The next morning, she was jolted awake from her chaotic dreams by the rude curses of her "guest," and it took her a moment to reconstruct the events of the previous evening. Her gaze landed on the alarm clock. It was 8:25 a.m. That was nowhere near enough sleep! How long had she been able to sleep without nightmares in a row? Ten minutes?!

Finally, she recognized who was uttering such vulgarities. Heaven, the man knew his expressions! Sleepy and completely disheveled, Linett staggered into the kitchen to find the vampire sitting cross-legged on the floor. The position of his arms didn't look particularly comfortable. If he hadn't tried to kill her multiple times, she might have felt some pity for him. But only maybe. At the moment, he seemed more irritated than dangerous. And it wasn't just his forced position that made him uncomfortable. Blinking, Linett finally gained a clear view and realized the cause of the vampire's grumbling. Before going to the bedroom yesterday, she had closed the curtains to protect the vampire from the anticipated sunlight. With vampires, you could never be sure if they had taken the potion that protected them from the painful effects of sunlight for twenty-four hours, especially when. Who knew why she was being so considerate toward him? He didn't deserve it in the slightest, but back to the oh-so-poor, bound vampire: Despite Linett's preparations, a sunbeam had managed to sneak its way under the fabric and now fell directly onto the vampire's hand, with his attempts to escape proving futile. Blisters were already forming on his skin, as is typical with burns, and the smell of burnt flesh even began to emanate. Vampires and the sun—it was a phenomenon that Linett had never before had the opportunity to witness up close, so her fascination was great. Hastily, she rushed to the window to block out the sun completely but couldn't resist the temptation. Linett pulled the fabric a little further aside, widening the gap and allowing the light beam to grow broader. Instantly, the affected area of his skin changed as if someone were pressing a red-hot iron against it.

Only the tormented groan of the bloodsucker brought her back to her senses, and she finally darkened the room completely. Blinking, she tried to adjust to the sudden darkness and groped through the room, searching for the light switch, always careful not to accidentally stumble in the vampire's direction. She should have left the light off because then she would have missed the killing glance of the vampire. His already very distinctive chin became even more angular as he clenched his jaws tightly together.

"Does it hurt?" Linett asked in a fit of (incomprehensible to her) guilt.

"Turn on the stove, let it heat up, and place your hand on the burner. And then tell me if that hurts!" the vampire ranted, surprising Linett so much that she took a startled step backward, promptly colliding with the doorframe.

"Ouch!" Linett exclaimed. Her rear end was sore from the impact. "Do you have any potions?"

Only now did she realize that she didn't even know the vampire's name. Should she ask? Was it even relevant? No, she didn't want to know more about him than necessary. She never wanted to see him again, but one step at a time.

"Yes, inside my jacket," the nameless bloodsucker obediently replied. Okay, she certainly didn't want to get close enough to his teeth to dare search his jacket. However, the vampires' self-healing abilities (yet another unfair advantage over humans—deep wounds could heal within minutes) apparently didn't work on burns caused by the sun, as ugly blisters still marred the captive's hand. Uncertain and cautious, she approached the man, who now shifted to scrutinizing her suspiciously. He shouldn't act as if she had mistreated him! After all, he had tried to kill her, not the other way around! What were a few burn scars compared to a life? Once again, her heart began to beat faster, less due to the admittedly attractive figure of the man sitting before her and more due to the risk of having his teeth in her neck at any moment. With trembling fingers, she retrieved a small key from her pocket, keeping her finger on the trigger as she aimed the gun unwaveringly at his chest. It was damn difficult to insert a tiny key into an even smaller hole with a trembling hand, but she succeeded. Linett freed the vampire's injured hand and promptly moved away from his reach, pocketing the unnecessary pair of handcuffs. As expected, the vampire used his partial freedom to reach into the inside pocket of his jacket and retrieve a vial. Awkwardly uncorking it, he drank the golden shimmering liquid while Linett took the opportunity to examine him more closely. She had already had that chance when he was unconscious before her, but she had been too rushed and panicked to pay closer attention to his appearance. She had only determined that his stature (as well as certain attributes) was impressive and his body his body was very heavy. His nose was slightly too big for his rather angular features. He wore his brown hair cut short but long enough to look tousled, as if he regularly tugged at it. His eyes were a light gray-blue, devoid of any hint of warmth or friendliness. However, the murderous intent and anger in them faded as the vampire's injuries healed, and the red marks quickly faded away.

"Did you sleep well?" he asked sarcastically.

"Yes," Linett replied hoarsely, watching as he struggled to stand up.

"Have you thought about it?" Inevitably, Linett felt her heart beat a little faster.

"Yes." She tried to buy some time before eventually facing the inevitable. The vampire rolled his eyes, understanding all too well that her words weren't yet the answer to the job offer but merely a response to whether she had considered it.

"And?" he asked, growing more impatient.

"No!"

The vampire previously occupied with trying to regain life in his limbs and visibly disapprovingly tugging at the other handcuff now paused in his actions. "No?" he echoed blankly.

What was this? Hadn't he expected this possibility?

"Yes, no!" She stared at those piercing bright eyes, feeling unsettled, and swallowed. He was securely bound.

These handcuffs delivered on their promise. He couldn't pounce on her. However, she couldn't suppress the trembling in her hands or the urge to scream for help.

"What now?" His tone was noticeably irritated.

Step by step, she retreated from him.

"I'm leaving France. If you want to do me a favor, just let me go," she explained to him as calmly as possible and turned on her heel.

"Bye," she said to him and hastily left the room. She had to get away.

Quickly.

Less than a minute later, the door slammed shut with a loud bang.


A Pact With the Devil

Um... Okay... Hadn't she forgotten a crucial part?

Jeremy had just seen the fluttering ends of her hair in surprise, and she had already vanished like a ghost from the bottle. Linett Roux was completely unpredictable.

If the circumstances were different, it would have been a pleasure for him to bring this woman into his bed. If she displayed the same defiance between the sheets, it would be an amusing night.

Shaking his head, Jeremy retrieved the key from his pocket, the same one he had used the day before to open the handcuffs that bound him to the bed. Those handcuffs were in his car, but Jeremy had wisely taken the key with him, hoping it would be a universal key. It was ridiculously easy to free himself. He briefly checked if he had everything necessary before following Linett.

That woman was destined to drive a man insane.

And she attracted trouble like a magnet.

Apparently, someone was of the opinion that Jason Harris was not executing his assignments fast and reliably enough. This someone had sent his own men to get rid of the girl. Or perhaps Linett had made even more enemies.

So or so, the end result was that she ran into two fellows at the train station who didn't differ in the slightest from Jeremy in their lousy treatment of the girl. Only, they weren't offering her a job but were clearly willing to slit her throat. Both were tall, middle-aged, muscular, and clearly of Italian descent. Linett didn't stand a chance. Or so it seemed. But she held her own quite well.

The little wildcat kept one of them at bay by delivering a kick to his crown jewels, causing him to collapse in pain. Even Jeremy felt queasy in the stomach at the sight, so how would the guy feel? However, the eunuch's companion remained completely unfazed. He grabbed Linett in a headlock and attempted to thrust the sharp blade of his knife into her kidneys. It would have almost succeeded if Jeremy hadn't intervened. He took decisive action. Instead of fatally injuring Linett, the villainous boy crashed into the nearest wall, which did not bode well for the intactness of his face. With a shattered and bleeding nose, he groaned as he rolled on the cold floor. Linett fought back, scratching and biting the eunuch who had somehow managed to regain the strength to stand. However, it was unclear who was more afraid of whom. The "ruffian" clung to the small fury more out of fear than danger, risking shooting himself in the face in the process.

Jeremy was sorely tempted to watch the spectacle until the end and bet on Linett's victory. Where were those cursed bookmakers when you needed them?

The scuffle resembled more of a jungle dance than a confrontation. Calmly, Jeremy separated Linett from her assailant, ensuring that he could no longer harass her, as the deceased had limited options for further action.

Jeremy's teeth sank into the neck of his squirming opponent. As always, time seemed to stand still for a moment. His senses joyfully registered the pleasure of blood. The dark feeling of greed and power spread through every fiber of his body, captivating his mind and making him forget reality. Even the other adversary, who had now regained his footing and drawn his own firearm, went unnoticed.

But the vampire was quicker. The lifeless body still clutched its gun against his lips. Jeremy grabbed it, raised it, and even with poor aim, he hit his mark. A soft, mysterious whizzing sound followed, closely followed by the dull thud of a corpse hitting the asphalt.

The second lifeless, bloodless corpse fell to the ground, and the vampire looked around, searching for Linett.

This woman had an incredible talent for constantly disappearing, and he was not willing to let her slip away again.

He hurried with long strides to the platforms to catch sight of Linett disappearing into one of the trains that had just arrived. The train's destination was Genoa. Jeremy boarded in the very second as the doors closed. He could only hope that Linett hadn't gotten off further ahead. As the train jolted into motion, he had time to search the train at his leisure.

Fifteen minutes later, Jeremy found Linett in an empty compartment and startled her to death when he sat down next to her. He could hear her heart racing. If it sped up any more, it would give out within a few minutes due to overload. Startled like a tarantula had stung her, she jumped up with the obvious intention of fleeing once again.

"I don't feel like chasing you through the train," Jeremy stated firmly as his hand shot out, grabbing Linett's arm. He assertively maneuvered her back into her seat. In the process, she lost her balance and landed first on his lap (oops), then on the armrest, and finally on the seat cushion where her bottom belonged. A soft curse escaped her lips.

"Worse than the plague," Linett complained. Her suspicious gaze clung to him like tar, and it didn't take much imagination to guess that she wished some misfortunes upon him. Fortunately, there was nothing useful around for her to restrain him with, and her supply of handcuffs couldn't be infinite!

Seeking protection, she crossed her arms over her chest and pulled her legs in. "Are you waiting until you're hungry again? Throwing a corpse out of a train should be a piece of cake," Linett asked him defiantly, giving him a withering look.

"As I mentioned before, that won't be necessary if you make the right decision," the vampire replied calmly and stubbornly.

"Blackmail and fear aren't exactly a good foundation for a loyal partnership. And I'm sure your boss would want loyalty," Linett expressed doubtfully and incredulously.

"Yes, of course, loyalty is important. In the long run, fear and blackmail won't suffice. But they do serve their purpose at the beginning. Eventually, you'll succumb to his and my irresistible charm. I don't see why you're laughing at it!" Linett exclaimed.

"Well, great! So, I'll be working for a bunch of lunatics," she muttered.

Okay, now she was being rude.

"There are worse things. One of those lunatics could, for example, try to kill you again," Jeremy explained cheerfully.

"Isn't that lunatic getting bored of losing all the time and ending up bound and helpless?" Linett asked with saccharine sweetness, immediately following up with another question. "Don't you eventually get toothaches from all that growling?"

"One would think you're enjoying it. What's the matter? Can't any man stand being around you?" the vampire inquired, his tone smug, and Linett furrowed her brow in annoyance.

"If someone wasn't constantly trying to kill me, I might actually have a boyfriend right now!"

Goodness, Jeremy had so much sympathy. "How many more times do I have to offer you the solution to your problems?"

With a sigh, Linett closed her eyes and rested her head against the backrest. "I just want... I just want to sleep. Without the fear of being awakened by a potential murderer."

Was Linett deaf? What was her problem? Now it was Jeremy's turn to sigh. She must be deaf. He couldn't explain otherwise why she kept complaining but categorically rejected the offer. Jeremy also crossed his arms in front of his chest and stretched out his legs. For a few minutes, silence hung between them as each pondered their thoughts.

He would give her until the end of the train ride. Either Linett would agree, or she would realize that the events of the past few days were mild compared to what awaited her. She would eventually beg to work for Jason, but by then, it would be too late. It was a damn shame about her, but at least she would bring Jeremy some fun before her demise.

To his surprise, it was Linett who broke the silence with a soft "Okay." Raising an eyebrow slightly, the vampire turned his gaze to her.

"I'm in," Linett added, looking at him uncertainly. She wasn't as foolish as he initially thought.

"With the first salary, you can buy yourself several mattresses and a ton of sleeping pills," the vampire promised, earning a wry smile in response.

"Or rent an apartment," she suggested thoughtfully.

"Don't you have one?" he asked.

"It burned down. Coincidentally, a Molotov cocktail happened to land in it," she replied.

After that rather unpleasant topic, the conversation died down. Firstly, because Linett had no desire to dwell on it, and secondly, because the vampire certainly didn't care about who had set her apartment on fire. Linett shifted in her seat, trying to create as much distance as possible from her unwanted companion, who refused to find another seat. Although she didn't believe that a few centimeters would prevent him from biting her, she attempted to find a somewhat comfortable position. Half-curled up, she rested her head against the backrest and closed her eyes. At the moment, she couldn't escape him anyway, and the fact that she hadn't refused the job offer again but had actually agreed to it seemed to be preserving her life for the time being. However, just as it must have been a trick from his side, it was also a trick from her side. Although Linett wasn't entirely sure what he was trying to achieve with it (perhaps to make her willingly follow him like a lamb?), she certainly wouldn't do him that favor.

Thanks to his persistent nature, she had nearly depleted all her resources against humans, vampires, and other adversaries. Und die Hexe, die sie mit all dem versorgt hatte, war zu weit entfernt, um ihr mal eben Nachschub zu schicken. Linett was left with just a pair of handcuffs (little did she know that he had kept the handcuffs she had left him as a souvenir), a weapon with two vervain bullets, and a tiny vial of vervain. However, she couldn't inject him with it since the injection needle was missing. So, she could only wait for him to eventually fall asleep and then use it to narcotize him, much like chloroform. But her hope for that was slim. Despite the soothing rocking of the train, he didn't fall asleep.

The queasy feeling in her stomach persisted. At this point, she couldn't distinguish whether it was fear and nervousness or simply hunger. Her thoughts were interrupted by the ticket inspector, and it dawned on her with a jolt that she had clearly forgotten to get a ticket. Just like the vampire.

He handled the problem in his own way, with a lot of money and apologetic words. Maybe she should try to get the attention of the ticket inspector and make it clear that her companion's company was absolutely unwanted. But what would be the result? The vampire would hardly hesitate to get rid of another nuisance, just like he did with the police officers. Why would she want another unnecessary death just for someone to help her? Although Linett had no idea who her companion was, all killers were surely the same in that regard. They killed without distinction, especially when someone got in their way. If they showed consideration, they wouldn't last long in this job.

All of this made the job offer even more absurd. Why would someone like Jason Harris, a human (or vampire), want someone like her as an assistant when the assignment was actually to kill her? It didn't make sense. There were plenty of women like her; among them, there would surely be one who was just as argumentative and equally suitable for the job. Perhaps it was no different from being an assistant to the CEO of a car dealership. The structures and hierarchies were similar, but it was an experience she could easily do without. Not to mention that she still didn't believe it wasn't a trap. The incident with the other individuals was surely just a trick to gain her trust.

Suddenly, Linett felt nauseous. Why didn't she pull the trigger when she had the chance? A tingling sensation built up behind her forehead, as it always did when she panicked, and the contents of her stomach stubbornly rose up. She leaped up with a bound, fleeing the compartment in search of the nearest restroom. She thanked all her guardian angels that she found it without prolonged searching. Hastily, she closed the door behind her. The stress of the past few days took its toll as her body expelled everything it couldn't or didn't want to hold onto. Trembling, she sank against the steel bowl after a few minutes of retching and anxiously pressed the flush button with quivering fingers. The toilet seat felt cool against her arm. Not the cleanest place, but she didn't care. She still felt sick, yet her stomach growled at the same time. She felt cold, and even death would be welcome at that moment.

Only now did she realize that the restroom door had slammed shut behind her but had since opened again. As she looked out into the aisle, she caught a glimpse of a pair of black shiny men's shoes that, upon further inspection, belonged to the vampire. He observed her thoughtfully while leaning casually against the door frame. Did her nerves have to give in precisely in his presence? He was the last person who should see her as a bundle of nerves. Hastily, she tried to pull herself up to her knees, and she wasn't entirely ungrateful when the vampire grabbed her arm and gently but firmly pulled her upright. Once back at a normal height, her gaze stubbornly focused on the buttons of his shirt. Everything in her resisted this proximity. She made it clear to herself how difficult it would be to lead a peaceful life again. Assuming it ever came to that.

She trembled uncontrollably with every fiber of her being, resembling a trembling aspen leaf in the wind. But her stomach seemed to have calmed down. The urge to bow before the toilet bowl again was now minimal.

Her legs reluctantly obeyed her commands. He had placed an arm around her waist to prevent her from collapsing, guiding her back to their compartment. She sank back into her seat without resistance, managing only to look at him with a puzzled expression as the vampire ordered her not to move. Where did he think she could go at the moment? She focused solely on regaining control over her limbs and finding a comfortable sitting position. Linett was so absorbed in her task that she flinched when the vampire threw a wrapped sandwich into her lap and handed her a bottle of water. The sandwich wrapper bore the colorful logo of the onboard service.

Silently, he took a seat beside her. She refrained from asking whether he had mixed poison in the water or the food, as she almost wished he had. The sandwich appeared limp. The cheese had already developed hard edges, but it was enough to acclimate her stomach to food again. Since he didn't protest, it seemed to be working. He continued to annoy her with latent nausea for another half hour, but even that eventually subsided. Neither she nor the bloodsucker beside her exchanged a word for the rest of the journey. Of course, Linett wondered why the vampire didn't take advantage of the train's first stop to escort her outside. However, her desire for conversation was so minimal that she refrained from inquiring. She didn't care where he was taking her. Occasionally, she dared to glance at him. His eyes were closed, and his legs were relaxed and stretched out. But whenever she moved, he would open his eyes to look at her, a clear sign that she should not cause any trouble.


A Dubious Shopping Experience

Jeremy chose the first stop after the Italian border to get off with Linett. As far as he knew, she didn't speak any Italian. While he hoped to be able to return to Paris with her as quickly as possible, according to the officer at the counter who spoke fluent Italian but absolutely no French, the next train was scheduled for the following morning. That's when Jeremy's second hope came into play. If, against all expectations, Linett managed to deceive him once again, it would be much more difficult for her to seek help from others.

Jeremy couldn't escape her longing gaze as the officer listed the destinations still possible for today. They could take her to Switzerland, for example. Away from the horrors of the French capital, toward green meadows, friendly people, and nutty cheese.

At the same time, they received the well-intentioned advice that a big family celebration was taking place that evening. Many close and distant relatives and friends had gathered for it, causing the inns and other accommodations to be fully booked.

Silently, Linett trudged behind him through the small village. Small houses nestled together, forming narrow alleyways. Some facades gleamed in radiant colors, but most appeared old, faded, and slightly shabby. Yet, it was precisely this shabbiness that exuded a warm coziness. That is, if one was on vacation and not necessarily dragging a woman behind him who, although unusually well-behaved, was undoubtedly planning her next escape attempt.

The only lodging option left for them was a tiny pension with a total of two rooms, run by an elderly Italian woman with outdated views. Since one of the rooms was already occupied, they had to share a single room between the two of them.

"I only rent a room to married couples or siblings. I won't have any scandal in my house," explained the small, strict woman with dark, wiry hair pinned up, speaking in broken French.

The Italian woman eyed the tall man and his companion suspiciously. A peculiar couple they were, with her looking completely dusty and tired and him in a tailored suit, appearing quite relaxed.

"I am her brother," Jeremy lied without batting an eyelash.

With a jerk, Linett raised her head and stared at him in astonishment. She probably expected him to try to convince the Italian woman that they were married (and currently having a big marital argument), or that they were engaged and had been promised to each other for years, or that there was absolutely no chance of scandal because she wasn't interested in men anyway... Damn it, Jeremy always came up with the best ideas after he had already opened his mouth.

"Half-brother! I refuse to be related to you any closer than half," Linett exclaimed.

Although their Italian hostess appeared somewhat perplexed, the degree of family relationship seemed to be sufficient for her. Or perhaps she simply didn't care. Because the open disdain that Linett displayed was enough to ensure that absolutely nothing unchaste would happen in that room! Over her dead body! And Jeremy, for that matter, would make sure of it.

Linett was the first to occupy the shower, and when she returned to the room, she found it empty. Assuming that the vampire wasn't hiding under the bed, there weren't many possibilities. She quietly opened the door and listened. She could hear both her hostess and the vampire conversing in fluent Italian. Her own knowledge of the language was close to zero. Unhappily, she turned her attention to her belongings and put her sweaty and dusty clothes back on. Taking a shower hadn't changed that. Perhaps she could wash them tonight and let them dry overnight. But for now, she had to live with this unpleasant state.

Quietly so as not to alert the vampire, Linett approached the window facing the courtyard. With a sigh, she rested her forehead against the cool glass pane.

Just a month ago, her life had been fine. She had loved her small apartment. Her bedroom hadn't been much bigger than this room, but it had been enough. She had been able to pursue her dream of singing and being in a band. Tony had "taken over" the drug escapades for her so she could fully focus on singing, as he used to jokingly say when she worried too much about his addiction. What had he done to deserve such a brutal death?

Memories flooded her mind's eye. She vividly saw the numerous bowls and vegetable scraps lying before her. She felt the weight of the knife in her hand and the irritated thought that she would have to clean the kitchen later. She didn't have to clean it, but she would have gladly cleaned a hundred mansions instead of losing her best friend that evening.

Trembling, Linett slumped down, her elbow hitting the windowsill. A brief, sharp pain jolted her out of her thoughts. Before she knew what she was doing, she gathered herself up and stumbled out of the room. She needed distraction. Even if it meant encountering a vampire!

She found the two speakers in the kitchen. The vampire seemed to be amused by some words from the Italian woman. Slightly plump and with a benevolent expression on her face, she reminded Linett a bit of her grandmother, except his hair wasn't curly and gray.

The vampire appeared relaxed. With a smile, he seemed much less menacing. The constant murderousness had vanished from his gaze, and he appeared only half as surly. Once again, Linett realized how much one could be deceived by the mere sight of a person. If she had encountered him today, she would have liked him. His smile was genuine, or at least convincingly so. And somehow, it was contagious, even though he skillfully concealed his sharp fangs.

The elderly Italian woman now chattered ambitiously at Linett. However, she didn't understand a word, so her gaze wandered questioningly to the vampire.

"You should eat something. And then we'll go to the local boutique and buy you a dress. We're invited to the festival tonight," he freely translated the words of their hostess. Linett stared at him indignantly. Fortunately, the Italian woman had just turned her back to fill a plate with a generous portion of pasta, so she didn't notice Linett's horrified expression.

She was supposed to go to a festival with the man who had repeatedly tried to kill her and whom she was certain still intended to do so? With people she didn't know a single one of?

"It would be rude to decline," added the vampire, seemingly able to read her thoughts or at least anticipate what was going on in her mind.

"It's rude to kill someone," Linett snapped back.

He frowned critically. "Life is tough. Get used to it."

It was unbelievable that she now found herself standing in a clothing store with the vampire. She had barely stopped poking at her pasta when he firmly urged her to come with him.

Her resistance to entering the store was almost as strong as if he had asked her to dig her own grave. It wasn't until he threatened to drag her in by her hair that she gave in. She unquestioningly believed him capable of such cruelty.

Now he leaned casually against a pillar, his arms crossed over his chest and interpreted for her. Linett always had difficulties with new clothes, especially dresses, but with a threatening vampire, the situation became three times more complicated. It seemed that no one here cared about her preference for black attire. Or perhaps the vampire took delight in constantly mistranslating. At the sight of an orange tent (there was no other way to describe it) adorned with hideously ugly lace, her jaw almost dropped, and the other dresses were only marginally better. This store was clearly not intended for her age group.

"Is this really necessary?" she grumbled.

"Yes," the vampire replied relentlessly.

"Is this a new method of torture? Because removing limbs with pliers is now an old, uncreative hat?" she quipped.

Astonished, she looked at a lilac scrap of fabric adorned with pink sequins, which almost made the little pasta left in her stomach want to come back up.

Wait a minute! Was this guy actually grinning? "Interesting theory, but no, it's not," he responded. "Don't you want to look for a new suit? There's a men's clothing store next door," she innocently suggested. "So that you can slip away through the back entrance? Besides, there's nothing wrong with my suit," he replied.

Linett deliberately scanned his figure, examining every detail. Damn it, there was really nothing to criticize. Well, unless she resorted to outright lying.

"Since the purchase, you must have gained weight. The shirt is tight around your stomach," she pointed out with a saccharine smile, evoking a venomous glare from him before she disappeared back into the fitting room.

Linett had to endure six more fittings before she finally settled on an acceptable dress. Well, what did acceptable mean here? It was a masterpiece! Heavenly – the fabric was a deep red shade, with wide straps that tied together at the back of her neck and a knee-length skirt that gracefully flowed down from the waist. It was possible that her enthusiasm was evident on her face because the vampire finally stirred as if he could smell the departure in the air. But then Linett's gaze fell upon the price tag, and she felt dizzy. For such a small village, this store had exorbitant prices. She didn't even have remotely enough money. Not in cash at the moment, nor in her bank account.

Linett sighed in disappointment and turned to the vampire, "I can't afford it," she said, but he merely shrugged.

"Then take it off."

Much less happy now, Linett made her way back to the fitting room and reluctantly changed back into her old clothes. Unbeknownst to her, the vampire had already paid for the dress, so she looked puzzled when he handed her a bag with the familiar red fabric peeking out.

"Just accept it," he advised, opening the door to let her out.

Unlike her, the vampire had a rather easy time preparing for the party. He kept his suit on and simply brushed it off a bit. The result was that he looked freshly dressed. Since vampires didn't sweat and abstained from certain bodily functions, the suit didn't smell like it had been worn for days or was caked with dirt. Linett, on the other hand, had much more to do. She borrowed a hairbrush and a hairdryer from her hostess. She didn't 'are ask her involuntary companion to accompany her to a lingerie store, and she had no desire for him to a) join her there (it was unlikely that he would ever let her out of his sight out of consideration for her privacy) and b) know what she wore under the wine-red dress. So she proceeded to wash her underwear in the small sink with plenty of soap. The fact that she had already seen him completely naked was, of course, not an argument to overcome her false modesty. With the hairdryer, she not only dried her hair but also the aforementioned pieces of clothing and the rest of her attire that she had also washed. Thinking the vampire was still downstairs with the older lady, she rushed out of the bathroom with her hair blowing and only wearing a dry slip and bra, intending to attend to the red dress. If she hadn't braked in time, she would have once again landed against the vampire's broad chest. Startled by his unexpected appearance, she stared at him with large, dark eyes until she realized that she was half-naked. And as if that wasn't embarrassing enough, she wasn't exactly wearing her best underwear. The slip used to be white, just like the bra used to shine in colorful hues. After many washes, the slip had turned gray, and the bra resembled a withered flower box rather than a summer meadow. Her cheeks flushed with heat, and she hastily reached for the red dress to throw it on and escape the vampire's gaze. However, she promptly got entangled in the tied straps.

"Damn it all!" Unfortunately, she didn't just curse those words in her mind; she spoke them out loud. Very loudly. In the darkness of the dress, she heard the vampire's amused laughter and saw him standing in the bathroom doorway, wearing a wide grin, after she had finally wriggled into the dress as she should.

"You're funny," he remarked.

Linett gasped for air. Was she a rabbit? Cute and sweet? And now funny, too? Was that the reason she was still alive? Because it amused him to play with her? His grin made her sick, but at least it slowly faded under her gaze.

"What are you doing here?" she asked indignantly. After all, he had barged in here without any notice!

"Just wondering what one could possibly do for a solid hour and a half in a bathroom," the vampire replied, making no effort to hide that he still found great amusement in the sight before him. Could vampires get a stomachache from laughing? Instead of pondering that question, she decided to ask him another one.

"Did you have concerns that I might have escaped?" she inquired sharply, causing the amused smile to fade from his face. The hint of amusement transformed into unmistakable skepticism.

"As far as I recall, there should be no reason to flee," he replied leisurely, with a noticeable question mark at the end of his sentence. Linett wanted to slap herself. Of course. She had naively and desperately accepted his offer, thinking it would keep her safe. Therefore, there was no reason to flee. At least, not from him.

"Yeah, it's hard to get used to no longer having to fear for your life," she tried to justify herself, attempting to appease his suspicion. She avoided further discussion by returning to the bathroom and brushing her hair once more. She still didn't know her companion's name, a fact that suddenly came back to her. However, it didn't seem to be of interest to him to introduce himself, and Linett didn't inquire further as she descended the stairs, fully dressed. She first encountered the elderly Italian woman, who whistled appreciatively through her teeth, and then the vampire, who nudged her elbow into his ribs. A stream of (to her) completely incomprehensible words followed from the old lady, and Linett looked at the vampire, seeking clarification.

"What did she say?"

"She said I should be concerned about your virginity," he dryly replied, and Linett stared at him in bewilderment.

"She probably means that a beautiful young woman like you will have many admirers tonight," he added, providing an explanation.

Ah, well. As long as no one noticed her worn-out flats, everything would be fine. Perhaps she would find a handsome, loving Italian mafioso who would rescue her from the clutches of the vampire and whisk her away to his home.

Um, well, one could still dream.


Italians Know How To Celebrate

Jeremy wasn't particularly surprised when they found themselves in a luxurious estate. The house stood gleaming white, spanning three floors. The roof was relatively flat and adorned with black tiles. The entrance hall was supported by tall columns, and almost every window had balconies, also separated by columns and adorned with ornate wrought-iron railings. The garden was expansive and meticulously maintained, with benches and tables set on the trimmed lawn. Somewhere, a band was playing, and there were surely around two hundred people or rather vampires (Jeremy would be surprised if he were the only one of his kind present). Joyful music echoed through the festivities. In short, it was a typical Italian family celebration, and Linett wouldn't be entirely wrong to hope for an Italian mafioso. A farmer couldn't afford such a property, nor could a businessman who solely engaged in legal affairs. It would surprise him if the host weren't a somewhat talented don. These considerations were the reason why he had accepted the invitation 'n the first place. Deals didn't grow on trees, and Jason liked it when his people made contact. Even if an immediate deal didn't materialize, familiarity was valuable in itself. However, there was no rush at the moment. Their landlady patiently introduced them to dozens of nephews, nieces, aunts, uncles, brothers, and sisters, names that the vampire couldn't possibly remember, nor did he even attempt to. None of them were of interest to him. It was a different story with Linett, as predicted by their maternal landlady; she was soon surrounded by a horde of interested young men. Language barriers posed no obstacle for them. They communicated with gestures, expressions, and glances. Nevertheless, it became quite exhausting in the long run. So it was no wonder that Linett's joy was evident when a young lad approached her, almost flawlessly launching into conversation in her native language. No longer completely alone, Jeremy took the opportunity to let Linett be and went to inquire about the alcohol offerings.

Unfortunately, there was no Scotch to be found anywhere. Well, in doubt, he could live with wine. And surely Linett could as well. With two glasses in hand, he returned to Linett, who was completely enraptured, gazing adoringly at the young Italian with his knowledge of French, and handed her one of the glasses. The other competitors had been easily dismissed by the young lad, and it seemed that he only sensed a rival in the vampire.

"I should probably say goodbye. Your friend surely wouldn't appreciate it if you ignored him for too long." The young man skillfully inserted the interrogation drill, which Linett promptly fell for or wanted to fall for.

"Oh, don't worry, he's just my brother," she hurriedly and convincingly clarified. Jeremy chuckled amusedly. Translated, that meant, "The guy is uninteresting, but you are not." That's how quickly a man could lose a woman's attention. If you wanted to kill her, you tied her naked to the bed. As soon as you stopped doing that, you were forgotten.

The smile of the young Italian, who Introduced himself as Davide, had something captivating about it. It was open and friendly, as if the whole world could collapse and he would only focus on her. After days of fleeing, fear, and being in the presence of men who only had killing her in mind, Davide was a pleasant change. She gladly labeled the vampire as her brother, and he promptly moved away from them. The fact that they didn't resemble each other at all didn't seem to bother anyone. Her words and the vampire's departure were the starting signal for Davide to put in even more effort. He whispered the cheesiest but also most beautiful words that inevitably made her heart beat faster, even though she was well aware that Davide was exaggerating immensely and probably only hoping for a brief but intense adventure. His strong, muscular stature invited her to lean on him, yet he had a touch of recklessness about him. To her surprise, their vigilant companion was nowhere to be seen as Davide led her to the dance floor or as they indulged in the buffet. Was he not afraid she would run away? A little later, she found herself in Davide's arms on a stone bench in a small pavilion. The music and chatter reached them only faintly, and with closed eyes, Linett savored the embrace of her companion.

"When do you have to move on?" Davide whispered softly in her ear.

"Tomorrow," Linett sighed regretfully, "I would really love to stay here longer, but I doubt my brother will cater to my wishes. I've upset him greatly."

She sighed dramatically once again. She hated women who pretended things to men, but did she have a choice?

"How can such a beautiful woman upset a man?" Davide wanted to know, as hoped.

"Oh, my brother has brought me back again. Even though I'm of legal age, you could say I ran away from home. Since our family moves in higher circles and clings to that position as if we were still in the deep Middle Ages, arranged marriages are not uncommon. And now I'm supposed to marry some snobby guy from a friendly family. He's arrogant, stupid, and annoying. And he looks like an ugly toad," Linett ranted in all the drama and sorrow she could muster.

Sure, it was far-fetched, but the basic statement was not entirely false. The vampire did force her to come with him. However, the reasons behind it were certainly not rooted in a planned marriage. Linett doubted that he had any interest in love affairs, arranged or otherwise.

What sounded like a completely twisted fairy tale resonated with Davide.

"You mean your not-so-legal family," he inquired with a knowing look, and Linett nodded sadly. It seemed that she wasn't completely off the mark with her assumption. Throughout history, marriages had been a valued means to strengthen relationships, forge alliances, and prevent feuds. And it was quite clear what the Mafia understood as "families." It didn't necessarily mean only blood relatives.

Davide interpreted Linett's hesitation as a "yes" and held her a little tighter in a protective embrace. "Perhaps they will reconsider."

But Linett shook her head. She didn't believe that the vampire would consider anything. To him, she was just a temporary matter. Stubborn, annoying, but ultimately inferior. She had no idea how old the vampire was. Someone who had witnessed several generations would not concern themselves with the survival of a twenty-year-old girl.

"Run away again. That's what my sister did. She wasn't supposed to marry anyone, but she was never allowed to have a boyfriend. At least not meet him again if Dad found out," Davide suggested, leaning in a bit to look at her. "I'll help you."

With that, Davide naturally had Linett's full attention.

"Where are you staying tonight?" he asked earnestly, and she carefully described the house and the way there.

"I'll be waiting for you there around two in the morning. You just have to manage to sneak away. Then I'll take you to my family in Rome. Rome is a big city. No one will find you there," Davide promised, completely convinced of himself, and kissed her forehead. Inevitably, she snuggled a little closer to him. It was amazing what a little hope could do.

Unbeknownst to Jeremy, who was wandering around the premises and getting involved in conversations, the two young individuals were hatching a plan. Little did he know that Linett had already proven herself to be resourceful. Unintentionally, she had caught the attention of the son of their host.

As expected, he turned out to be one of the major players in the Italian Mafia. His reputation was good and, by local standards of the industry, relatively honorable. He conducted his business fairly, avoided unnecessary deception, and seemed to have grand plans. His primary source of income revolved around drug trafficking, which wasn't exactly Jason's domain, but perhaps the vampire had ambitions to expand his portfolio in the future.

Lorenzo Sivori ran his enterprise with an iron fist, tolerating no-nonsense, and delighted in outwitting the government and the police time and time again. Whenever someone got too close, he managed to slip out of the noose at the last moment. His headquarters were located in Rome, but he had retreated to his country estate for the weekend to celebrate his 65th birthday with friends, relatives, and business partners.

So far, Jeremy's boss hadn't had much direct interaction with this man, but they knew and respected each other in their circles. Tonight, Jeremy couldn't manage to speak with him personally, so he set out to find the elusive Linett, hoping she was still untouched by Davide's greedy hands. However, he wouldn't be surprised if she had taken the opportunity to escape.

To his surprise, he found her lying on a bench in the pavilion, fast asleep. This alone was intriguing, but what fascinated him even more were her reactions. As he touched her arm to wake her up, Linett jolted awake with such force that she almost catapulted off the bench. Her first instinct was to blindly thrust her fist forward, her eyes still closed. If Jeremy hadn't dodged in time, she would have broken his nose. Blinking groggily, she struggled to sit up, her gaze resting suspiciously on him.

"I don't want to know what you do when you sleepwalk," he remarked. "Where is Davide?"

He was surprised that the young man would simply abandon a sleeping beauty and not take the opportunity to get more than just kisses.

"His father called him," Linett yawned in his face. Quite charming. "When does the train leave tomorrow?"

"We'll come here first tomorrow. Once we're done, the train will depart," Jeremy explained to her.

That was the advantage of having a Mafia boss hold court in such a small town. The clocks ticked according to the one who had something to say here.

The clock tower struck midnight as the two returned to the inn. Although it was certainly not comfortable, Linett followed the vampire's lead. She only took off her shoes and lay down on top of the sheets, fully clothed. It was a bit uncomfortable for her to realize that he also intended to sleep in the same bed, but deep down, it suited her just fine. Before that, the vampire disappeared into the bathroom once again.

Linett didn't know what the vampire was doing in the bathroom (certainly not peeing or taking care of business), but she seized the opportunity to grab the small square doily that was under the flowerpot on the windowsill. To prevent the vampire from noticing its absence, she closed the curtains. Quickly, she gathered the remaining necessary items and got back into bed. She desperately tried to convince her heart to beat at a normal frequency. With his exceptionally acute hearing, any vampire could eavesdrop on a human's heartbeat, especially when lying next to them. Frantic heartbeats would make him suspicious.

It was difficult for her to relax, but she believed she had Reached a normal heartbeat as he finally lay down beside her. With her back turned toward him, she lay on her side and gazed into the darkness. She listened attentively to his breaths. It was her luck that the vampire, like many others, hadn't abandoned this habit. While oxygen intake was no longer important or vital for them, breathing remained a natural reflex that most of them retained despite their (un)dead state. This made it much easier to blend in among breathing humans without drawing attention.

His breaths gradually became calmer, deeper, and regular. She listened to them for a few more minutes until she was sure he had fallen asleep. Carefully, she turned to the other side as if she had done so in her sleep.

As her eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness, she could see the contours of his face and the rest of his figure. He lay on his back, hands folded over his stomach. One more coffin and he would fulfill the vampire stereotype. Carefully and always attentive to any change in his breathing, Linett retrieved her last remaining vial of vervain. She unscrewed it and poured the colorless liquid onto the cloth. Inevitably, her heart started beating faster, but the vampire didn't react. He continued to sleep. While she couldn't administer the vervain directly into his veins, she had been told that the numbing effect, similar to chloroform, could also take effect through inhalation. It would leave him with fewer side effects, but it would be enough to keep him asleep long enough for her to make her escape and gain a small advantage. With trembling fingers and a fearful heart, she gathered her courage and carefully placed the cloth over his mouth and nose. The gentle inhalation would surely induce drowsiness. Did it awaken him? She hardly dared to hope that he would continue sleeping, but he did. She waited for a minute, and he didn't wake up, yet he still received enough oxygen, so the sedation wasn't sufficient. Feeling more courageous now, she placed her hand on the cloth and pressed it against his face.

No sooner had the vampire's arm roughly wrapped around her than Linett let out a horrified scream. She feared he would break her ribs with his forceful grip. The cloth slid from his face onto her shoulder and then onto the mattress as he positioned himself beside her. He firmly grasped both of her wrists and pressed them against her chest. All her struggling and wriggling was in vain. On the contrary, he positioned his leg over hers to prevent any movement, rendering her completely immobilized. His weight pressed heavily upon her, making it difficult to breathe, let alone move a finger. With his stubbled chin, he pushed aside the hair on Linett's neck, an action that would normally cause a pleasant tickle but now only evoked intense panic.

"You should have stayed away," the vampire growled at her ear, and with a sudden jerk, his teeth sank into her neck.

A whimper escaped her lips as she completely forgot to defend herself, even though it would have been futile. She realized with horror that her body was refusing to cooperate. The brief, sharp pain gave way to a dull pressure, and a pleasurable shudder coursed through her. Wait a minute, what?! Even in her fear, this paradoxical thought became clear to her. The few moments she had left to live before her heart would fail due to the loss of blood stretched into eternity. It wasn't as if her life flashed before her eyes. Instead, her back began to ache under the weight of the vampire, who callously chose her as his resting place instead of the mattress, just like her wrists were in pain. And yet, she still wondered about that brief moment of erotic arousal. A slight, eager sensation between her thighs. Did everyone experience that before death? And why wasn't death coming?

In a surge of survival instinct, she tried to pull her neck away from him, only succeeding in intensifying the pain. Why wasn't she dying?

While Linett felt a slowly encroaching weakness that further paralyzed her limbs, before dizziness or even unconsciousness set in, the vampire released her. He let go of her?

Linett's thoughts raced in bewilderment. On one hand, an immense sense of relief washed over her, but on the other hand, she still felt fear. She knew that a vampire bite didn't necessarily mean death. Older vampires had the ability to control their thirst and stop the bite before the victim died from blood loss. Moreover, not every surviving victim of a vampire bite would automatically turn into a vampire themselves. Did the biting vampire decide to turn the other, injecting venom automatically through the fangs of the bloodsucker into the veins of their 'victim'? Had he done that?

But if she were to believe the stories, she should already be in unbearable pain, as if stung by a scorpion. While she was shocked and confused, contemplating the situation, she suddenly felt cool metal around her wrist, rubbing against her burning skin. The small vial clattered to the floor with a soft 'clunk,' and she heard the click of the second cuff but couldn't determine what it was attached to.

Silently, the vampire turned away from her. When she mustered the courage to pull on her restrained hand, she felt the resistance all too clearly. She swallowed dryly and found further courage two minutes later. Her hand traced along the short chain, and she sharply inhaled as her fingers touched cool, hairy, and unmistakably "human" skin. Damn it, he was wearing the counterpart! He didn't react in the slightest to her touch, although Linett assumed he was still awake.

Why did he do that? She certainly wasn't worth the trouble. Why go through the effort of lying to her, buying her a dress, and wanting to take her back to Paris? His revenge for her humiliating actions would surely be cruel. Was that the reason? Did he want time to deal with her himself? Or were others allowed to deal with her? It was only now that she realized her hand still rested on the arm of the man who had instilled such fear in her. All of this was not exactly designed to give her a peaceful night. Her thoughts revolved around horrific visions in which the vampire played the cruel main role. Frightening fantasies continued in her dreams, robbing her of a sleep she could well do without. She would wake up repeatedly, frantically pulling on her restrained arm, only to realize that she had very limited mobility. Eventually, she even found herself nestled in the crook of her bed companion's arm, her nose pressed against his shirt.

The next morning, she woke up feeling like she had been run over by a cucumber truck. Exhausted, she pressed her face into her pillow and remained lying like that for a few minutes before daring to take a look. The curtains were slightly drawn, and the bed, except for herself, was empty. Her gaze shifted to her wrist. Apparently, the vampire had freed them both from that restraint and had already started the day. Lacking a time display, Linett presumed that she had fallen into a prolonged twilight sleep around five in the morning. It hadn't done her any good, as she noticed when she looked into the bathroom mirror. Shadows lay under her eyes, and overall, she looked like she belonged in bed with a cup of cold remedy tea. Her unmotivated, shuffling gait made the floorboards creak even worse than usual. Perhaps she should ask the vampire for a break or even ask him to kill her. She didn't care what he decided. All she wanted was for the misery to finally come to an end.


Gold Nuggets and Gold Teeth

It was certainly a bit unfair that Jeremy looked fresh as the early morning while Linett appeared as if she had partied hard with plenty of alcohol for four nights straight. Although he couldn't claim to be wide awake, as the past three nights had been anything but relaxing, he wasn't in danger of dozing off on the stairs as he descended. Unlike Linett, who stumbled down the steps burdened with her few belongings.

Perhaps fatigue would prevent the young woman from engaging in foolish actions. It would be beneficial for both of them. Before, Jeremy actually had to give her a proper beating to bury the thought of sedating and chaining him to the bed. Nothing against bondage games, but he didn't appreciate them taking place without his consent (or rather, without his enjoyment).

Linett persistently avoided his stern gaze and attempted to conceal the bruises on her wrists, clearly attributed to him, beneath the sleeve of her shirt. Underneath the shirt, she wore the dress.

Overall, she presented a pitiful image that evoked the maternal care of their hostess. The hostess insisted that Linett have breakfast, lamenting her lack of appetite, and cast disapproving glances at Jeremy, which he purposefully ignored. When the petite Italian woman discovered the traces of the "fight" between him and Linett, a flood of highly creative insults rained down upon him, which he also disregarded until he had had enough. With a "come on" from him, Linett unusually obediently rose to her feet, and they set off on foot toward the estate from the previous evening.

Upon their arrival, they were greeted by a restless Davide, who impatiently shifted from one leg to another. His dark eyes briefly rested questioningly on Linett, who simply shrugged unhappily. Davide protectively wrapped his arm around the slender figure of Linett and then gave the vampire a malevolent look. What's the matter? Did he prevent their romantic rendezvous because he didn't get sedated? Or did the two of them want to flee like Romeo and Juliet before him?

"There will be time for romance later," he calmly informed both of them. "Don't you have school to attend?" he asked Davide in a sardonic tone, who showed no intention of budging an inch away from Linett's side.

"No, I'm in college!" Davide replied, and the vampire rolled his eyes.

"Then go water the radishes or whatever," he remarked dismissively.

The discussion would have continued to escalate if it hadn't been for an unknown woman persistently calling out for Davide. His gaze briefly shifted apologetically to the silent Linett before landing on Jeremy with a bitter glare, and then he turned away. Undeterred by the young woman's hostility, the vampire grabbed Linett's arm and pulled her along.

"Ouch!" she whimpered, and Jeremy remembered the bruises on her wrists. Immediately, he loosened his grip. He had already made her pay for her escape attempt the previous night. It didn't take much empathy to imagine how terrified she must have been when his teeth sank into her neck. There was no reason to continue treating her roughly, even though she certainly didn't make it easy for him.

"Then come," he insisted relentlessly and walked purposefully through the marble-tiled entrance hall, heading toward the veranda. Clean, polished mirrors with golden frames adorned almost every available surface. Although there were no servants to attend to them, Jeremy could hear exactly where their host was and where he awaited them. Lorenzo Sivori was seen at the entrance to the mentioned veranda, lighting a cigar. Linett abruptly stopped. Jeremy almost continued without Linett, but he noticed her lack of movement and turned to her with a questioning look. She appeared like a rabbit in the most terrifying storm.

"What's wrong?" the vampire asked, visibly puzzled by this change in mood, drawing Linett's panicked gaze toward him.

"So, that was the plan," she stated tonelessly, as if a terrible realization had dawned upon her. Jeremy responded with nothing more than a furrowed brow.

"The plan?"

Hardly taking a step toward her, she quickly recoiled. Goodness gracious, could she not go two minutes without some kind of antics? He made an effort to control himself as he ran his hand through his hair and tugged lightly. "Patience," he reminded himself. She was frightened, utterly exhausted, overwhelmed, and likely, to top it all off, severely traumatized. There was no use intimidating Linett with impatient outbursts. In the end, he would be delivering to Jason a completely useless young assistant who would need years of therapy just to be able to work again.

"What plan?" he asked again.

"You brought me here so he can shoot me. Just like he shot Tony! It's inconvenient to have witnesses. And the job was a lie. I knew it!" she furiously hissed at him, defiantly jutting her chin. The sight was too adorable to be angry at, even though her words weren't self-explanatory.

"Who is he, and who is Tony?" he asked, now stating the obvious.

"He is Lorenzo Sivori. And Tony was my friend!"

Wait, she had a friend? A boyfriend?

"I thought you didn't have a boyfriend..." he began but couldn't continue.

"My dead friend!" she snapped.

Sure, Jeremy was willing to admit that he wasn't asking the brightest questions and wasn't deducing things quickly enough, but that was no reason for her to shout at him!

"Don't take it personally. But I have no idea what one has to do with the other," he stated, struggling to maintain his composure before a realization finally struck him. "He had him shot and instructed Jason to eliminate you?"

"Don't act so dumb!" she ungratefully retorted.

"Don't act so difficult!" Jeremy snapped back. Slowly but surely, his patience was wearing thin. "So, explain the connection to me, and do it without making it echo throughout Paris!"

Linett clenched her slender hands into fists, a gesture that caused Jeremy slight skepticism. She wouldn't, would she? But no, she refrained from the foolish idea of starting a boxing match with a vampire and finally had the kindness to do more than just hurl accusations at him.

"Tony was my friend. We lived together. He worked for Lorenzo. One evening, he was shot in our apartment. I was there, in the kitchen, but I heard everything. As I fled from the apartment, I caught a glimpse of one of the men who shot him. At the police station, it turned out that they were known and long-time associates of Lorenzo Sivori. Charges were filed against Sivori for contract killing. The man I could identify was charged with murder. But they couldn't arrest them because they don't know where Lorenzo and his people are hiding," she spoke in a monotone voice, her gaze fixed on the clean floor tiles. Jeremy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. It all made sense now. Linett's panic finally had a reason. The police must have informed her about Lorenzo's activities and his family. And they must have shown her a picture of him. How else could she have recognized him? If Lorenzo recognized Linett in return, it would make for an amusing encounter.

"Why don't you know then?" Linett asked in a snippier tone than Jeremy believed necessary.

"Darling, I receive my assignments and carry them out, end of story. I don't ask questions, and personal sob stories mean nothing to me," he retorted with an equally snappy comment.

"Oh, I see! Killing someone just because you're told to is so much easier than using your brain and questioning things!" Linett shot back undeterred, and he clenched his teeth, a lousy habit.

"Perhaps you've noticed by now that you're not dead," he replied, considering it a rather good argument. However, it didn't seem to apply to Linett.

"Well, great. Two more days to live. I could have easily done without that! I'd rather be dead now than have to spend even a minute more with you!"

Jeremy's gaze shifted to the terrace. Although Lorenzo and his men seemed undisturbed, as if they hadn't even noticed the two visitors, Jeremy would find it highly concerning if they didn't hear the bickering. Their voices echoed loudly through the high, tiled entrance hall and could likely be heard several kilometers away. Growing increasingly annoyed, he grabbed Linett by the arm. No one could stand this argument! She would soon realize that no harm would come to her. Promptly, he received a resounding slap across the face.

"Damn it! A disease should be named after you!" cursed the vampire as his irises turned scarlet, displaying his frustration unmistakably. And what did Linett do? She attempted to strike again, only to gasp when he closed the short distance between them and tilted her chin upwards.

"Now calm down!" he ordered her (and himself).

"Calm down?" she scoffed, gripping his wrist. "I'm about as calm as an XS-sized condom when you try to put it on your dick!"

Although Jeremy didn't want to, his mouth twitched, and his eyebrows lifted slightly. A hint of amusement appeared on his features, and he didn't even need to look in one of the numerous mirrors around to notice that the red color of his pupils had faded, replaced by his usual gray blue. It was always handy to give a man compliments (even if they were hidden) about his attributes. He loosened his grip gently.

"Well, consider yourself a size L condom. Under Harris' protection, and especially mine, you can't completely let loose, but you don't have to be on the verge of tearing," he retorted. "Now, come on."

As he turned to walk away, he saw the ungrateful creature roll her eyes.

"If I were size L, I could fold myself up comfortably."

"I heard that," the vampire revealed with a disapproving glance, but Linett rolled her eyes once again.

Reluctantly, she followed closely behind him. A glance in one of the countless ostentatious mirrors revealed to her that she had become even paler before she finally turned her eyes toward Lorenzo, a mixture of disgust and restrained fear in her expression.

The guy was short, fat, and slicked his greasy hair back. Did he enjoy fulfilling the stereotype of a sleazy mobster? Or did he genuinely think he looked even remotely attractive? His jovial and triumphant grin indicated that he already knew who had stumbled into his house. If Lorenzo didn't have a picture or description of her, he had certainly heard who she was when she had shouted it in Jeremy's face just moments ago. It didn't take a psychic to guess how he envisioned things would proceed from here on.

"Ah, the long-awaited gem," he greeted her with a feigned friendly smile, revealing his snow-white teeth. Insincere. She furrowed her brow and remained silent. It wasn't until she took a step back and bumped into the vampire's chest that she realized it. No, she didn't believe a word he said. Even if the vampire truly had no knowledge of any of it (which she didn't believe in the slightest), why did he insist on presenting her on a silver platter? It was logical to assume that Lorenzo would take the next step: aiming and pulling the trigger! But what could she do? Scream? Run away? She would have a bullet in her back faster than she could even utter a sound.

"How delightful that I get to take care of it myself," Lorenzo spoke up again after waiting for a while to see if Linett would respond. His grin widened, and he extended his right hand, into which one of his henchmen placed an old-fashioned revolver. Yes, the guy actually used a revolver. Wasn't that a fashion faux pas in his circles? Did people in high society still use such things?

"It won't hurt. At least not if you can answer a question for me," he promised Linett, who stiffened as the vampire wrapped an arm around her. As if she could even run away at this point!

"This is a misunderstanding. I didn't bring her here for you to shoot her. She's here because she's Jason Harris' new assistant and needs to meet some important people," Jeremy explained.

A flicker of surprise and, yes, even disbelief appeared on Lorenzo's face as he absorbed Jeremy's words.

"He won't be pleased if you kill her. And your cousin could have told you in great detail what Harris does to people who don't act in his favor. Oh wait, he can't. He's dead," the vampire added as an afterthought.

As Linett pressed slightly closer to the man behind her, an unexpected sense of comfort washed over her, replacing her panic with an odd calmness. The touch of the vampire radiated a security she had rarely experienced before. Lorenzo, still holding onto the weapon, seemed too stunned to even realize that he was still clutching it. His gaze shifted back and forth between Linett, who appeared both fearful and defiant, and the vampire, as if he expected someone to shout, "April Fools!"

"How long?" he asked now.

"Just recently. And you don't need to worry about certain rumors. No statement. No trouble," the vampire tried to reassure Lorenzo.

However, his expression showed not soothing joy but latent resentment. "Tell Jason Harris," he spat on the ground disdainfully, "that I hired him to kill her, not to hire her. I demand not only my money back but also compensation! And, of course, I want to know where my daughter is!"

Compensation? Because she wasn't dead? This guy was completely deranged! While she had been quietly observing the situation, relieved that the vampire had seemingly not lied to her, blind fury now welled up within her. This guy had killed Tony! The boy was only eighteen years old and had not stood a chance to defend himself. And now this arrogant bastard demanded damn compensation?! And what did he expect Linett to know about his daughter? She didn't even know her!

Linett couldn't recall what she had been thinking at that moment. Probably not much. She felt as if she were standing beside herself, observing everything from a safe distance. One of Lorenzo's guards had positioned himself next to them, gun in hand, but held it so loosely as if he believed that neither of them posed a threat.

"Well, you thought wrong, you idiot," muttered Linett under her breath. The vampire had released her by now and was trying to calm down the enraged Italian. In the next moment, Linett snatched the gun from Lorenzo's bodyguard. Despite her usual poor aim and terrible shooting skills, she displayed remarkable accuracy this time. The gunshot made her ears ring and buzz, but Linett didn't need to hear anything. What she saw was enough.

Bitter bile rose in her throat, and she felt like vomiting. She had never been able to stand the sight of blood before, but now she couldn't tear her eyes away. She watched as the blood flowed from Lorenzo's thigh. Like a repulsive bug that needed to be crushed, he lay on his back, hands reaching toward the wound. She saw his mouth open, emitting a pained groan, while he stared at her with a mix of horror and anger. Perhaps he was expecting another bullet. Perhaps he anticipated the bullet that would end his criminal life. Other than them, the rest of the world seemed frozen in time. His men, as well as the vampire, were utterly surprised and immobilized.

"Monsieur Harris will keep the money, not pay a single dime as compensation, and have no further dealings with you," she snapped, surprised by her own courage and still not fully in control of herself. "And I couldn't care less about your daughter!"

"Shoot them!" Lorenzo screeched in an unbearably high-pitched tone, and if it hadn't been for the vampire, she would indeed be dead by now. Before anyone else could react, he snapped out of his stupor and grabbed her around the waist. In an instant, she lost the ground beneath her feet. Desperately, she clung to his neck. The entrance hall, the garden, the streets—all rushed past her as if she were on an open-air train. The wind tugged at her hair. She felt the vampire's body pressed tightly against hers and the muscles working beneath the movement. And the dizziness that engulfed her as the rapid ride suddenly came to an end.

She staggered out of the vampire's grasp, swaying as if drunk. Her legs gave way, and she fell onto the soft grass. It was only then that she realized they had landed in a meadow. A meadow that continued to spin incessantly.

Her hands dug into the grass as if hoping the ground could provide stability, and she desperately tried to focus on a daisy. Closing her eyelids made her stomach revolt, so she forced herself to keep her eyes open until the spinning slowly subsided. A sigh escaped her lips as the world began to rotate in a more bearable manner, swaying back and forth. Reverently, she tried to focus on the vampire. He stood with his legs wide apart, arms crossed over his chest, and scrutinized her with an indiscernible expression. Previously, his emotions were always clearly visible on his face—either angry, suspicious, amused, or annoyed. But now, she couldn't decipher it in the slightest. Feeling both unsettled and defiant, she stared back. She regretted nothing! If she could, she would have killed the bastard!

"We weren't even in there for ten minutes, and you've already made a damn big enemy out of your new boss," the vampire remarked surprisingly calmly.

No anger, no red glow in his eyes, and no display of pointed teeth with an evil smile?

"I just wanted to prevent him from being held accountable because of me," Linett stubbornly explained. That was a big lie. She didn't care about the consequences this whole situation had for Harris or could have.

"Jason wanted to do business with him. Million-dollar deals," the vampire replied.

"If he wants a good secretary, he'll have to find someone else. Getting fired after ten minutes is not uncommon for me," Linett snapped.

Though much more was at stake than just a poor performance review, the vampire chose not to make that clear to her.

"A potential termination is the least of your problems," was his only comment, and Linett snorted.

"Well, then, we all have no problems," she retorted sarcastically. Harris didn't have to worry about the money, and Linett didn't have to worry about getting fired. And as for Lorenzo's children, they couldn't care less.

To her surprise, the vampire didn't pursue the matter. He shook his head. "What interests me more is the story with Lorenzo's daughter."

"I have no idea. I don't think I know his daughter," Linett replied.

The vampire let out a deep sigh.

"Let's go to Jason before he hears the story from others," the vampire said, breaking out of his trance and extending his hand. Linett hesitated but eventually placed her hand in his and allowed herself to be pulled up. Suddenly standing, she was overcome by another wave of dizziness. Seeking support, she leaned against him and closed her eyes for a moment. At the same time, she noticed the pleasant warmth emanating from him. Shouldn't he be ice-cold? His heart didn't beat anymore, did it? Once again, without really knowing what she was doing, she placed her hand on the man's chest, feeling for any sign of movement. Nothing. No pulse, no trembling. Nothing that indicated a heartbeat. Only the steady rise and fall of his chest with his familiar breaths. She quickly withdrew her hand as she noticed the vampire's surprised and questioning gaze. She cursed the heat that rushed to her cheeks. Without a heartbeat, he surely couldn't blush anymore.

"Come," he softly urged, taking hold of her hand. The touch sent a small shiver through her being. It was a warm, comforting sensation that instilled confidence in her and gave her heart another reason to beat rapidly. For the first time, she began to trust him a little. His tall figure with broad shoulders, harboring immense strength, suddenly seemed more protective than threatening. Had she reached a point where she clung to the perceived shelter of a murderer? Thoughtfully, her gaze fell on her hand, which was completely engulfed in the vampire's. It was only when they arrived at the train station building after two minutes that her thoughts returned to the present. The only hope was that they would be able to use the train without any trouble. Linett had no desire to cover the distance to Paris using the Vampire Express, and the vampire himself didn't appear to have any intention of walking hundreds of kilometers either.

The train conductor, assisted by some unfriendly-looking henchmen of Lorenzo, informed Jeremy and Linett that they better find alternative ways out of the area. That is if they were even capable of doing so within the next hour. Lorenzo's anger had quickly spread. Jeremy had no desire to engage in discussions or find any other means of asserting themselves, as Lorenzo's men seemed to be coming from every direction. They narrowly escaped from those at the train station. Once again, Linett experienced the vampiric roller coaster as Jeremy whisked her away.

"Is it really not possible to go all the way to Paris like this?" she asked pitifully, hugging a young tree cautiously as it already seemed to give way under her weight. The vampire observed the scene with a tilted head.

"No. Firstly, you would actually vomit. Secondly, it's too exhausting for me. We'll walk to the next town with a signpost, and then Jason will send us a car," he reassured Linett, who had a worrisome complexion. She was deathly pale around the nose. One would think that he had become accustomed to it by now, as she often wore that expression, but this time, she seemed to be truly reaching her limit.

"Is it bad if the dizziness doesn't subside?" Linett groaned, looking at him questioningly.

"Probably not. Usually, most people only react that intensely the first time. Maybe you should just give in to your stomach's urging," he pragmatically suggested. Judging by her bewildered expression, she didn't seem to like the idea. What was the problem? After all, she had vomited in his presence before. Luckily, he didn't take such incidents as a judgment of his own person, so she could let go without worry.

"No!" replied the stubborn little spitfire and promptly hiccupped. Groaning, she leaned her forehead against the thin tree trunk. Jeremy's lips twitched with amusement. If it turned out she was useless as an assistant, she would surely make an entertaining court jester. And a pleasant companion in his bed.

"Shoot me," she pleaded, "Death is better than the past three days."

"Forget it. I would have dealt with you in vain. If I bring you back as a corpse or not at all, Jason will withhold my fee. And he'll only have to endure you for two minutes to easily be persuaded to grant a generous pain and suffering allowance," the vampire spoke, his forehead furrowing in annoyance. "By the way, you can close your mouth now. Women with hanging jaws are not particularly attractive."

"If you hadn't failed the first two times, there wouldn't be any reason for pain and suffering compensation in the first place. Face it, you're just too bad for the job," Linett retorted so bitchily that now it was his turn to be taken aback. Despite her apparent resistance to the job, she was already vigorously defending Jason's financial interests.

"And you failed the third time as well," she added triumphantly.

"I didn't want to kill you the third time!" Jeremy growled, but he was sorely mistaken if he thought she would now keep her mouth shut.

"That doesn't excuse the first two times!"

The woman was suicidal!

"I changed my mind. I'll forgo the money," he stated as he closed the short distance between them in one long stride and lifted Linett up without hesitation.

"Hey!" she protested, persistently trying to kick free.

"To shoot me, you have to use your weapon. The P I S T O L," the audacious girl even spelled out for him.

"Witches are drowned," he ominously proclaimed. If he was correct, there was a lake nearby, and he now marched in that direction. After five minutes of screaming and cursing from Linett, his suspicion was confirmed. Nestled between meadows and trees, a small lake sparkled in the sun. The water was crystal blue, surely a hidden gem. With his squirming and swearing burden, he climbed onto a protrusion that extended over the lake and simply let Linett fall. A sharp scream followed by a splash could be heard, and yes, he had to admit, it was quite satisfying. However, the triumphant grin gradually gave way to a worried expression. Linett didn't resurface as expected, spluttering and cursing. Had he thrown a non-swimmer into the water?

Jeremy carefully scanned the water with his gaze, but he couldn't see anything.

"Damn it!" he cursed loudly, hastily taking off his shoes and jacket before taking a leap into the water. Despite its relatively small size, the lake had a considerable depth, and Jeremy dove down, searching for the spot where Linett had fallen into the water. He reached the bottom but found no sign of Linett. Not dead, unconscious, or alive. Cursing inwardly, he swam back to the surface to regain his bearings. There! Did he catch a glimpse of red fabric? Or was he imagining things? With determination, he searched the water and the bottom at that spot again but remained unsuccessful. With each passing minute, his heart grew heavier and more burdened until he finally abandoned the search and swam back to the shore. This was the shittiest day in his career. He had lost his target because he drowned it. Jeremy searched for his shoes and jacket on the ledge, but they were gone! A crack of twigs made Jeremy spin around, and promptly, his own shoe hit him on the forehead.

"Hellcat!" he growled, enraged.

"Bastard!" Linett, wet but alive, snapped back and threw her second shoe at him. He skillfully dodged it, and with a facial expression that could be described as nothing short of murderous, he stomped toward the cursed woman. His presence unnerved her, and in a swift motion, she fled, taking his jacket with her. However, as a human, one could not successfully escape from a vampire. A few seconds later, he halted her stride by appearing in front of her. His hand grabbed her wet hair, forcing her head back so that she was compelled to look at him. Her heart raced. It beat so loudly that the pulsating sound in his ears drowned out even the incessant chirping of the birds.

"You treacherous, infuriating, malicious piece of a woman," he growled softly.

"You incompetent..."

Whatever she was about to say, she didn't get the chance. His lips forcefully met hers, claiming them in a hard, possessive kiss.

"Are you finally going to be quiet now?" he asked, pulling away from her a few moments later. The response was a pair of wide eyes filled with unmistakable astonishment.

"Great," he stated with a sense of satisfaction. "So, are you coming along obediently now?" he asked, not expecting any objections. Unfortunately, he underestimated Linett.

"No!" she declared defiantly. "I won't work for someone who does business with that jerk!"

"You have no choice, and it's not up for debate that I'll leave you here. The only question remaining is in what condition you'll arrive in Paris!" he replied.

"Oh, are we back to square one? Threatening my life is such a new strategy!" she remarked sarcastically.

A sinister smile spread across his lips. "Killing you would be too merciful..."

With those words, he grabbed Linett by the waist and promptly found her over his shoulder. Let her curse and struggle; this woman deserved a lesson. She had forfeited the comfortable ride to Paris. If Jeremy couldn't kill her without risking his monthly salary and Jason's displeasure, there were plenty of other means and ways. Even if it meant she couldn't enjoy a ride in a comfortable car and instead had to cover the distance on his shoulder at the rapid pace a sprinting vampire could achieve. And this 'Ime, there would be no stops until Paris. The vampire didn't even bother with being inconspicuous. While he stuck to deserted side streets and country roads, he didn't halt his swift run until hours later, in front of Jason's office. There, the vampire didn't waste time knocking but entered the brightly lit rooms immediately.


Job Interview Mafia-Style

"Are you pregnant, sick, or broken?" were the answer options given by Jason for them to explain Linett's condition to him. As soon as Jeremy released her onto her own feet, they gave way beneath her, and she promptly found herself examining the floor of the office up close. By now, she was not only pale but also green around the nose. Her entire body trembled, and Jeremy wouldn't have been surprised if she had gratefully kissed Jason's parquet floor. The fourth person in the room, a blonde woman in her forties, hurried over to Linett, leaning over her with concern.

"What did you do to her?" Helen's accusatory question was directed at Jeremy.

"She can't handle high-speed trains, Helen."

Right on cue, Linett covered her mouth with her hand. Helen wasted no time in pulling Linett up by the arm and ushering her into the bathroom. Judging by the gagging sounds coming from behind the closed door, just in time.

"She's just feeling nauseous because I carried her," Jeremy addressed his boss, who was still lounging in his swivel chair, thoroughly entertained as he observed them.

"With the way you smell, I'm not surprised. Did you both get high and think you were fish?" Harris inquired, no longer bothering to suppress his wide grin.

"She needed to cool down," Jeremy attempted to explain, which only widened Harris's grin.

"And you did, too?"

Had he mentioned that Jason Harris was an absolute star as an employer? He supported his employees in every way possible, paid exceptionally well, offered flexible working hours, and assigned missions that even James Bond would find boring. And he wasn't above lending a hand with personal problems if he deemed it necessary. However, or perhaps precisely because of that, he clearly had no sense when someone wasn't willing to share everything. Or he did have it but simply didn't care. It was only now that Jeremy realized he was standing here in damp socks. His shoes were still by the lake. His jacket, along with Linett's handbag that had also taken the plunge, lay on the floor, equally wet. The missing shoes were a fact that didn't escape Jason's notice either.

"The girl has made a mess of you," Harris remarked good-naturedly, rising from his seat.

"I wish you good luck with her."

While Jeremy continued to grumble to himself, Jason poured three glasses of fine, very old Scotch and handed one to the grumpy vampire.

"What about Lorenzo?" Linett heard the unknown man ask her companion.

Uh oh. Alarmed, she lowered her head and met the inquiring gaze of the blonde woman referred to as "Helen."

"Feeling better?" Helen asked her now, and Linett nodded bravely. Her heart pounded hard against the inside of her chest. The lump in her throat threatened to choke off her breath she was so nervous. She had only briefly caught a glimpse of Jason Harris before examining his floor. Would his good mood hold up once he found out about Lorenzo?

Quietly, she followed Helen back to the two men, settling into the chairs around the round, dark wooden conference table, just like Helen did.

"He might be pissed off for various reasons," Jeremy replied, giving Linett a significant look. Inevitably, he also drew Jason Harris's attention to Linett.

So there he was, the guy who was getting paid to kill her. He was a head taller than Linett, but considering she was only 1.65m herself, that wasn't much of an achievement. His dark blond hair playfully fell onto his forehead, emphasizing his sparkling green eyes that now regarded her with a mixture of amusement and interest. His lips curved into a slight smirk. Overall, his demeanor exuded cheerful nonchalance. And he was the one who now wanted to keep her as his personal lapdog, sorry, assistant. Unavoidably, Linett felt sick again.

"Here, this will help," Jason spoke up, offering her a glass of amber liquid. Linett took a brief sniff, and the sharp aroma tickled her nose. Whiskey? Whatever it was, the scent alone made her feel queasy again. Helen took the glass from her clammy fingers and placed it on the table, promptly handing her a cup of lukewarm tea poured from a thermos flask. Well, the tea didn't smell much better, either. Determined, Linett leaned forward and grabbed the glass of alcohol, pouring it into her tea. Absentmindedly, she looked up and immediately snapped back to the present. Linett saw three faces, each reflecting a completely different emotion. 'Her' bloodsucker looked genuinely horrified. Helen looked as if she were the one feeling sick, and Jason? He grinned so wide that it was contagious, and unintentionally, a fleeting smile appeared on Linett's lips as well.

"So, Jeremy. Why is Lorenzo pissed off?" Harris now turned to Linett's personal nightmare and 'stalker.' Linett choked on her spiked tea. Jeremy? Seriously? Jeremy? Jeremy sounded so sweet. And innocent. But not like the name of a killer vampire who constantly looked annoyed, like he did now.

"It might have something to do with the bullet she kindly shot into his thigh," Jeremy solved the mystery of Lorenzo's displeasure, and Jason's bewildered gaze shifted to Linett, who persistently avoided it by scrutinizing her tea with great fascination. However, Jason displayed an unusual persistence in his questioning stare and simply stared at her for several minutes. Damn, it even broke Linett's defiance.

"I actually intended to hit higher up," Linett stated for the record. Okay, that wasn't much of an explanation.

"His stomach?" Helen chimed in, puzzled.

"No! Lower," she pointed to a part of her body commonly referred to as her lap. "Unfortunately, I can't hit the broad side of a barn even if it's two meters in front of me. But he deserved it."

"For someone who doesn't have the dimensions of a town hall, a church, or any other tall building, and yet you managed to hit his thigh, your marksmanship can't be that bad," Jason mocked.

Was Jason Harris seriously trying to console her? Linett looked at him with visible bewilderment. She had driven away a potential and surely well-paying business partner, she had not allowed herself to be killed, she showed no remorse, and Harris, who was just as bloodthirsty a vampire as Jeremy, had nothing better to do than to encourage her about her terrible marksmanship.

"Aren't you angry?" Linett asked hesitantly and suspiciously at the same time.

Jason crossed his arms over his chest and seemed unwilling to pounce on her like an avenging angel. "Why should I be? Lorenzo is the one with the bullet in his thigh, not me."

Linett's expression took on an almost wistful look. After all, this man was responsible for three days of being chased and threatened by a vampire. And for multiple episodes of vomiting. Okay, Jeremy was actually to blame for that, but indirectly, it was also Jason Harris's fault.

"That could be changed," she suggested hopefully.

"If you're tired of your life, I can kill you even without that invitation," her new boss countered, offering an alternative with a tone as friendly as if he were offering her a bouquet of flowers. Linett made a disdainful face. "No, thank you. It's futile to be pursued by smoldering vampires with nothing but empty promises to offer," she stated seriously and heard a chuckle beside her.

Helen tried unsuccessfully to hide her grin behind her coffee cup. Provoking Harris would prove to be a challenge as he didn't look offended at all but rather amused, just like Helen.

"Why do you insist on me working for you?" Linett asked the question she had asked herself several times. Sometimes directed at herself, sometimes at her vampire pursuer.

"Hasn't Jeremy already explained it to you?" Harris asked, glancing at the unusually silent vampire.

"He might have forgotten to mention it. When you get hit with a cast-iron skillet, you can forget things," Linett explained with an overly sweet voice. Okay, the skillet incident happened before the job offer, but hopefully, neither Helen nor Jason knew about it. Although she was being petty, it felt damn good to hear Jeremy grinding his teeth loudly while Helen laughed unabashedly and his boss's grin reached the thousand-watt range. It was good to see them enjoying themselves, at least.

"For this job, certain skills and character traits are required. Self-confidence, courage, the ability to assert oneself, and finally, an exceptionally developed ability to defend oneself are just a few of them. Moreover, I'm certain that you'll get along brilliantly with Helen. Overall, Jeremy's description of you was such that I would bet on you fitting in perfectly with us. It's hard to describe. It just is," shrugged her new boss, and Linett's gaze discreetly shifted to the man sitting next to him. To Jeremy, who was pointedly ignoring her. She could imagine that he had mostly used negative adjectives to describe her.

"And how much salary will I be getting?" Linett pressed on, and Jason mentioned a sum that almost made her drop her cup.

"Vacation?" she continued the interrogation as she regained her composure.

"Twenty-five days," he replied.

Linett frowned skeptically. "That's it?"

Jason's smile became warmer. "Darling, I can give you vacation for the rest of your life, but that vacation will be rather limited to the cold earth."

Too bad—it could have worked. She sighed softly.

"Alright," she reluctantly conceded. "But in return, you'll take care of Lorenzo."

She almost had Jason convinced. He actually started to nod, almost falling for the old psychological trick (rejecting the first demand, accepting the second, much smaller demand).

"Why should I?" Harris wanted to know. Linett sat up abruptly and looked Harris in the eyes.

"Because he killed Tony. He deserves it!"

"Who is Tony?" Helen and Jason asked in unison, and Linett rolled her eyes angrily.

"Let me guess. As long as you're paid for it, you forgo using your brain and play the killer for any idiot," she retorted. Great. And she was supposed to play secretary for such a genius. She'd rather shoot herself in the knee, considering she supposedly didn't aim that badly.

"That's only partially true," Helen interjected in a soft voice. "Asking too many questions is never healthy. Besides, it's simply part of our business. If you had the opportunity to have Jason go after Lorenzo, would you do it?"

Thoughtfully, Linett bit her lower lip. Would she do it? No question about it! She would be cheerleading for the vampire with colorful pom-poms!

"Probably. But..." she began, but Helen interrupted her abruptly.

"No 'buts.' That would make you no better than any other of our clients. Everyone pursues their own interests, regardless of whose body lies in their wake. The reasons may differ, but the result is always the same. Someone dies."

Again, Linett bit her lip. Did she want to be better? Somehow not, and thus, Harris's assumption seemed to be confirmed. She fit perfectly into this collection of crazies.

"So you're going to kill him?" she asked hopefully once again, but Jason simply shook his head.

"No!"

"Not even if I work without pay until I theoretically have the money to pay you?" Linett put all her hopes into her voice and, above all, into her gaze, which could easily melt the walls of the Paris Opera. Helen watched the transformation of Linett into a pleading Bambi with amusement, Jason visibly fascinated, and Jeremy looked as if he had been struck.

"No, not even then," Jason firmly replied.

"But he's going to cause trouble for us. He thinks I know where his daughter is," Linett tried a different strategy.

"He'll calm down. Until then, you should still be careful."

Did nothing faze this man? Lorenzo could probably march in here with a gun drawn, and Harris probably wouldn't even comment on it!

"Do you know where his daughter is?" Harris interrupted her thoughts.

Linett shook her head. "I don't even know her," she replied.

"Are you sure?"

Pondering, Linett furrowed her brow. She knew some people, but there was nobody she would automatically associate with Lorenzo. Not even someone of Italian descent.

"Do you know anything about it?" Jeremy interjected with a questioning look at Jason.

But Jason just shrugged. "When he gave us the assignment, he didn't mention that we should extract information from his daughter beforehand. Nor did he mention that his daughter was missing. And he hasn't mentioned anything in that regard so far. However, the assignment came from one of his employees. Maybe they messed something up."

Really? Even the Mafia has problems with incompetent employees? Doubtfully, her gaze shifted back and forth between the two men. On one hand, she had no objections to not having to think about Lorenzo's daughter anymore. On the other hand, she found it strange that not even Jason was curious. Did he assume that Lorenzo would contact them if it was so important to him?

"What about the statement?" she redirected the conversation to a different topic.

"I'll take care of it," Harris replied, unfazed.

"The prosecutor and the police could deal with Lorenzo, couldn't they?" Linett suggested shyly, accompanied by a mischievous smile. Jeremy visibly rolled his eyes, earning a venomous glare from Linett.

"If you're so eager to get rid of him, you'll have to shoot him yourself. I can even lend you the bail money so we can get you out of jail," Jason generously offered. Well, that was better than nothing, but not what she had hoped for.

"I can't shoot anyone," Linett regretfully replied, twirling the cup on the saucer with a clinking sound. "I'm too nice."

Jeremy responded with such a snort of disbelief that she could feel the rush of air on her arm, but she ignored him undeterred.

"That's your problem," Jason asserted, causing Linett to struggle with her self-control to refrain from pouting. Eventually, she would push Harris to the point where he would either shoot her or Lorenzo. Of course, she hoped he would choose Lorenzo. Impatiently, she tapped with her fingers on the chair. Her clothes were damp, she was cold and hungry, her world was slowly spinning from the alcohol, she desperately needed to use the bathroom, a headache was creeping in, and she didn't even have a roof over her head. Strangely enough, she didn't feel like crying. She longed more for a hug, to be held in strong arms, and to forget the world for a moment. Perhaps in Jeremy's arms. That would be nice. Unfortunately, she would probably have to gag and sedate him to make Jeremy allow it.

"Linett!" Jason's voice snapped her out of her thoughts, and she looked at him, bewildered by the interruption.

"What?" she asked, not understanding why her thoughts had been interrupted.

"I think Linett needs a little vacation," Helen remarked with a smile, and Jeremy snorted disdainfully.

"What do you think about how I feel?" he grumbled, undeterred.

"Unfortunately, I can't grant you that wish," Jason explained, smiling. "Lorenzo can be quite resentful, and even though he knows she's employed by us, I prefer if you keep an eye on her."


Of Humans and Saints

Both Linett's and Jeremy's objections fell on deaf ears. Harris believed that the two would get along wonderfully. Well, he didn't say it, but Jeremy knew his boss and friend well enough to know that he would never pair two people who couldn't stand each other. The fact that Jeremy needed a vacation from the little nuisance didn't seem to interest Jason in the slightest and was therefore generously ignored. Jeremy could only hope that Jason knew how to make up for this mess. And by that, he meant adding a substantial amount to Jeremy's account. With a mood that could only be described as abysmal at best, Jeremy joined Linett on the street. The fact that his clothes were still damp and uncomfortable didn't exactly brighten his spirits.

"Who does the house where I first met you belong to?" Jeremy grumbled, inquiring from his companion.

"The police," Linett replied.

That wasn't entirely surprising. Witnesses were often hidden in houses owned by the police, registered under completely irrelevant names.

"Let's go to my place first, and then we'll get your things," Jeremy decided, and to his surprise, Linett simply nodded instead of arguing. The sight of the two, shoeless and visibly disheveled, tested the otherwise generous tolerance of the Parisians. While one would normally go unnoticed in Paris even if they were walking around with an open zipper, they were now attracting a few glances.

Fortunately, Jeremy's apartment was not far from Jason's office, so it only took them five minutes to reach it. The stairwell was enveloped in a comforting darkness, and as always, Jeremy noticed the scent of the old wooden steps. He liked that smell.

Linett followed him barefoot up to the second floor and eventually entered the apartment in his wake. The short hallway led directly into the living room, though one couldn't see much of the room's furnishings due to the chaotic mess. While there were no food leftovers lying around (and Jeremy didn't use blood bags), every inch was occupied by books, magazines, glasses, as well as empty or half-full gin and whiskey bottles. Occasionally, a vodka bottle had joined the mix as well. In short, this apartment clearly belonged to an alcohol-dependent bookworm who couldn't be bothered to either toss used shirts into the laundry basket or hang them back in the wardrobe. The living room floor served as their makeshift hamper.

"Are your things still wet?" Jeremy asked Linett as he made his way into the bedroom. The level of order here was only marginally better, but at least one didn't have to wade through clutter to reach a closet.

"Yes. Do you have a hairdryer?" Linett called out from the living room. She had stayed behind and was looking lost for an unoccupied seat. Only a horde of scruffy cats were missing to fulfill the cliché of a crazy hoarder. But perhaps they lay freshly deceased under a pile of newspapers.

"No," Jeremy's voice came from the bedroom.

She still couldn't quite believe that his name was Jeremy, of all things. Jeremy was the more worldly form of the biblical name Jeremiah. "Exalted by God"; somehow, it didn't fit. Or maybe it did? After all, Jeremy was a vampire, and logically, vampires were higher in the food chain than humans. Therefore, one could say he had been exalted by God. But let's get back to the truly important matter at hand.

She was cold, and she couldn't really hope that Jeremy would agree to temporarily serve as a heater. So, she had to come up with something else. Her gaze fell on one of his shirts hanging over the armrest of the sofa. She grabbed it and put it on after slipping out of her shirt and smoothing down the dress straps. The scent of the vampire that clung to the garment filled her nose, and for a moment, she closed her eyes. She would love to snuggle under a blanket with it. Just that would be enough to feel safe and protected for a tiny moment. But it might look a little strange.

So she decided to forgo it and buttoned up the shirt. It was several sizes too big for her, but it reached down to her thighs. Linett then grabbed one of Jeremy's belts, which she found lying around with one of the scattered pants, to fasten it around her waist. Well, she tried to, at least. Even in the smallest hole, the belt was still too loose, so she simply pushed it down onto her hips. Better than nothing. And for Paris, it wasn't an unusual outfit. Parisians loved unconventional fashion creations, and this was certainly one of them. But now she could slip out of the damp dress and simultaneously wear a dry garment that covered the most sensitive areas. She called it eccentric. Jeremy mentally called it "cute" as he emerged from the bedroom, also dressed in dry clothes. He even had shoes on again. However, Linett perceived his gaze more critically.

"I'll iron it for you," she explained, annoyed.

"I don't own an iron or a frying pan," Jeremy replied, mentally congratulating himself on these foresightfully refused investments. It certainly limited the selection of weapons in this household considerably.

"Doesn't surprise me. You probably think a vacuum cleaner is a mini elephant that goes to the litter box."

"Do you want to sleep on the balcony?" Jeremy asked her dangerously calmly, his forehead furrowing with annoyance. This would be a good time to keep her mouth shut, but Linett had no intention of doing so.

"The balcony leads from the living room to your bedroom. I don't think you want to endure that tapping concert," she retorted cheekily.

"I didn't say I won't tie you up appropriately and put you on the balcony," he responded.

Pfft, as if the guy was capable of that.

"Then I'll complain to your boss," Linett declared, undeterred.

"Your boss also said I should do everything to protect you. And that's exactly what would be necessary to protect you from me," Jeremy growled in a threatening baritone, which, combined with the slight reddish glimmer in his eyes, created a disturbing mix.

Perhaps she should have asked Jason to stay with Helen. Of course, she could also keep her mouth shut, but unfortunately, that option didn't come to mind. Defiantly crossing her arms in front of her chest, she acted like a stubborn young lamb. Amidst the chaos, she was a fortress of unwavering impudence. "If you had taken out your aggression on Lorenzo instead of crawling up his ass, we would be much more relaxed now," she threw at him, and in that same moment, something strange happened. It seemed as if the world and time stood still. She literally saw Jeremy's collar burst before the vampire even uttered a word. However, that quickly changed. A growl emerged from the vampire's throat, enough to frighten Linett to death before Jeremy launched into a thunderous rant that could probably be heard in Greenland. "What's your problem with this guy? Sure, he killed or had your friend killed, but have you ever considered, in your narrow-minded view, that your Tony wasn't entirely innocent in his fate? Lorenzo isn't the kind of guy who shoots innocent people just because he doesn't like their faces. Your Tony messed up big time. Deal with it!"

Linett, accustomed to the volume of discos and concerts, would surely be deaf by now if it were the loudness of the yelling that brought tears to her eyes. But it wasn't the volume of the outburst that caused her tears to well up; it was the content of the tirade or, rather, what it triggered. Memories that she had managed to suppress so far rose before her inner eye.

It was tough to hear such words. And even harder when you assigned yourself partial blame for the whole mess. Tony had been her best friend and more like a brother to her than anything else. He, the younger brother, and she, the older sister, who hadn't been able to pull him out of the swamp of drugs and crime. Instead, she had to watch as he got more and more entangled in shady problems to afford his drugs until, as Jeremy put it, he really screwed up. She would never forget the creaking and cracking of the door bursting open. Or the crash as the door flew against the wall. And she would never forget Tony's fearful cry, "Get out, Linett," nor the gunshots. And Tony's screams.

All of that surged up now with such force, as if the memories wanted to take revenge for the forced ignorance. Involuntarily, Linett began to tremble uncontrollably, and her blinking couldn't keep up with the tears slowly rolling down her cheeks. Hastily, she turned around. She rushed through the living room, into the hallway, and finally through the apartment door. Without pausing, she ran down the stairs to the street and, tear-blinded, followed her first instinct to turn left.

In the midst of her emotional turmoil, she collided with passersby, but she didn't pay any attention. Pressing her hand against her mouth to stifle her sobs, she continued walking with her head down until she finally ended up in a small park. It was only here that her steps slowed down. Children played and screamed as they played tag on the grass, and their mothers called out to them when they got too close to the pond's edge. An old willow tree stood there, with long branches forming a protective canopy. Carefully, she made her way through the branches and reached the trunk. Still trembling, she sank to the ground and buried her face in her hands. Her shoulders shook violently, and her breathing seemed unable to keep up with the demand for oxygen. After half an hour, a tremendous hiccup shook her, intensifying the flow of tears. Tears for her dead Tony, that rude vampire, and this damn hiccup. Tears streamed down her cheeks and her fingers and eventually dripped onto her bent legs.

It took a long time for her to calm down enough to breathe again. Although she occasionally paused, Tony's image persistently intruded upon her mind whenever she took a break, triggering another wave of tears. But these "episodes" became shorter. Exhausted, she lay down on the cool ground. Due to the darkness prevailing there, only a few blades of grass grew, but both the earth and the willow emitted a pleasant fragrance. A soothing aroma of peace. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Tears still seeped from the corners of her eyes, but she was far from being consumed by a fit of weeping. A heavy weariness spread through her, providing a comforting blanket over her thoughts. She was briefly startled when someone lifted her, squirming slightly, but found the broad chest she found herself against comfortable enough to fall asleep once again.

When she opened her eyes again, she found herself in a bed. The blanket was cozy, the mattress comfortable, and it smelled like Jeremy. Contentedly, Linett stretched and clutched the pillow on which her head had rested. Pulling her legs close, she curled up around the cushion and pressed her nose into it. She took a deep breath... and promptly opened her eyes again when she unexpectedly heard the voice of the vampire close behind her back.

"Do you feel hungry?" he asked now, and Linett felt him move. She wiggled a bit on the mattress as he turned to the other side.

"No," she replied with audible stubbornness in her voice. Her stomach growled in contradiction. But she didn't want to turn around and look at Jeremy. His pillow was so much more sympathetic, friendlier, and it kept quiet.

"I can understand that you're mad," he said.

Linett didn't answer him. Was she really mad? At the moment, she felt empty and unreal, but not angry. Seconds passed, during which she couldn't find an answer and didn't want to give one either. Maybe Jeremy would go away if she persistently ignored him.

But she hadn't counted on Jeremy as he wrapped his arm around her waist and turned her toward him.

"What?" she grumbled ungraciously.

"Do you have depression, or are you on your period?" the rude guy asked. In response, Linett started hitting him with the pillow. Multiple times and with growing enthusiasm. The vampire allowed it, and he even let her land a direct hit now and then, which he acknowledged with a grunt. It wasn't until her arms grew tired that she stopped.

"Are you feeling better?" He seemingly didn't trust the peace, even though Linett pressed the pillow against her chest with both arms again and rested her chin on it.

"Yes," she replied softly. "Why do you do that?"

Jeremy leaned against the headboard of the bed, and a smile flickered across his lips.

"It's better if I provoke you when you only have a pillow in your hand than when you have a frying pan at the ready."

"What did you mean when you said Tony messed up?" Linett's gaze rested on him, seeking answers.

"I meant exactly what I said," Jeremy replied reluctantly.

It was understandable that the deceased were often put on a pedestal. They were dead and couldn't defend themselves. The brain tended to push negative memories into the background, making it easy to forget the mistakes of the departed. It was a nice feature, but quite bothersome when someone was losing touch with reality.

"Lorenzo doesn't shoot someone just because he's bored. That's not his style. I assume it has something to do with his daughter. The most likely possibility is that he had a relationship with her. But then she wouldn't have disappeared without a trace. Maybe he kidnapped her to extort money from Lorenzo," the vampire explained, shrugging his shoulders as he shared his thoughts.

With a sudden jolt, Linett sat up straight. Goodness, he knew that spark in her eyes all too well.

"No," she exclaimed loudly. "He would never do something like that!"

"He must have done something, or else he wouldn't be dead," Jeremy replied mercilessly. "What did he do for Lorenzo?"

His gaze rested on Linett, who was now nervously chewing on her lower lip.

"He was a drug courier. He distributed the stuff from the warehouses to various dealers," she replied quietly, avoiding his gaze by staring at the pillows.

"Was he addicted himself?"

A tremor ran through Linett, and tears welled up in her eyes once again.

"Your friend was a drug dealer and addicted himself. That means he didn't earn much, but he needed a lot of money to finance his own drugs. Normally, I would suspect that he simply stole some of the stuff he was supposed to distribute, but that doesn't make sense with the daughter involved. Going from a drug dealer to a blackmailer and kidnapper isn't a big leap."

"No!" Linett exclaimed loudly once again. Her tear-filled gaze turned angrily toward him.

"Your Tony wasn't a saint. Get that through your head, finally. And stay put!"

While she attempted to get up, he already grabbed her arm and pulled her back. And this woman actually tried to escape once again! His gaze darkened as he caught her hand.

"Let me go!"

Heaven, one would think he was trying to rape her. With a surprising strength for such a delicate person, she fought against his grip as tears rolled down her cheeks like peas. Repeating her insults would exceed the scope and age rating of any book or movie. Jeremy, however, learned a few new terms that were completely unknown to him in this context. And he had to admit that this fury had a frightening endurance when it came to fighting back. It wasn't until he pinned her down that she finally stopped. Even as he released her arms now, she covered her face with her hands. Her shoulders continued to shake, and her sobbing had already turned into gasping for air. Jeremy brushed a few strands of hair from her forehead.

"I don't want to anymore," he heard her whispering through her tears as he rolled off of her and pulled her into his chest.

"Tony was a human like anyone else. And someone who paid dearly for his mistakes. But I don't believe he would want you to give up," he spoke softly to her. His arms held tightly around the trembling figure. Patiently, he continuously stroked her back. If someone had prophesied to him that a career advancement would involve being appointed from a hitman to a personal psychologist, he would have ripped out that prophet's intestines while still alive. Interestingly, his new role bothered him less than it should have. While he had previously only had mockery, contempt, and, at best, indifference toward the suffering of others, it now mattered to him to rescue Linett from her flood of tears. So Jeremy held Linett until her crying became softer and more sporadic, eventually fading away altogether.


Who's the Friend and Helper Around Here?

"We'll get your things. Wash your face," Jeremy said. His tone was stern, just like his gaze. There was no point in Linett surrendering to self-pity now. Either she committed suicide to free herself from her misery, or she learned to deal with her life. There were no other options. And the suicide option was already out of the question. Jeremy wouldn't be caught dead, letting the bathtub fill up for her to drown herself in it.

With his arms crossed in front of his chest, he waited by the bed for Linett to have the decency to free herself from her self-pity. He had to wait for a while, but eventually, she rose. With her gaze lowered, she sneaked past him. Even as they made their way to the car, she remained silent, merely staring at the pavement.

"You're driving," he told her, tossing her the car keys while he opened the passenger seat door. Internally, he sighed. When she wasn't driving him crazy, she could be gentle as a lamb. It was a shame that said lamb had a habit of throwing around cheeky words and other things at every opportunity.

Linett yanked open the driver's door, and Jeremy was already anticipating the "clunk" that was bound to follow when metal hit concrete, but it never came. Linett stopped in her tracks just in time and settled herself behind the wheel.

Jeremy chuckled amusedly. Her nose barely protruded above the steering wheel. Buckled up, Jeremy patiently waited until Linett had made all the necessary adjustments to help her not wreck everything, like the little kids playing on the street, or the cat, or the garbage bins, as well as other cars, traffic lights, bicycles, and so on.

"We could have been there a long time ago," the vampire grumbled half-heartedly a little later, pretending to be ungracious. Promptly, Linett revved the engine and, with a crunch, put it in reverse. Jeremy grimaced. What had he done?

However, surprisingly, Linett displayed a rather orderly driving style. The trash cans remained intact, and cats, children, and other pedestrians were unharmed. Without any alarming maneuvers or near accidents, they arrived at the house half an hour later, the same house where Jeremy had first encountered Linett.

"You can open your eyes now. We're here, you cowardly hare," Linett's voice finally came from the side. Reluctantly, Jeremy opened his eyes that he had closed at some point.

"I was sleeping," the vampire muttered casually, scanning the surroundings with his gaze. In daylight, the house looked even shabbier than at night. And now he also noticed the camera mounted at the entrance door. Not particularly surprising, but it reminded him that he needed to take care of destroying the footage from that night as soon as possible. He didn't like having video evidence of his heists.

As Linett inserted the key into the lock of the front door and turned it, Jeremy forbade himself from pondering where she had been keeping it all this time. She didn't have a handbag with her, and she was wearing nothing but a wrinkled shirt. So where on earth had she been hiding the key until now? Linett deactivated the alarm system and eventually disappeared into the small living room, only to reappear before him a minute later. In her hands, she held only a plastic bag of about the same height as her hand and an even tinier tin can.

They had seriously gone through all the trouble of driving all the way here for Linett to practically retrieve nothing from the house? "Is that all?" he inquired, wanting to make sure once again.

"My apartment burned down two days before I came here. This is all I could save," she explained sadly, shrugging her shoulders and rustling the plastic bag. "And inside here is just a shirt and a pair of pants for changing. I got them afterward," she added. Jeremy observed the disheartened Linett thoughtfully. No wonder she wanted to give up. How could someone possess so little?

The sound "f screeching tires made Linett glance toward the door. Apparently, a car was parking up on the street. Her gaze flickered uncertainly to Jeremy. Was it Lorenzo and his gang? Had they been waiting for her here? Anxious, her heart began to race, and she was tempted to simply escape through the back entrance. But if there were reasons to be worried, Jeremy wouldn't remain so calm, would he? Should she better hide behind Jeremy right away? In times of desperation, one forgot that they were supposed to be angry at the bastard. Jeremy's mood swings gave her a headache. It had felt so comforting to be in his arms. So warm, protected, a sense of security as if no one could harm her. And once she had stopped crying, he had turned into the insensitive, unfriendly idiot who ordered her to wash her tear-stained face. Probably because he was embarrassed to be seen with a woman whose eyes were more swollen than a boxer's.

Tense, she waited for the front door to open, inching closer to the vampire. Since she hadn't locked it behind them, the newcomer only needed to turn the doorknob to gain entry. And finally she exhaled with relief.

It wasn't Lorenzo. And not one of his men either.

"Hi, Luc," she greeted the police officer happily and turned to Jeremy. "Jeremy, this is Luc," she informed the vampire and then turned her attention back to the newcomer. "Luc, this is Jeremy."

She liked the tall, muscular police officer with his broad shoulders, the slightly long dark blonde hair that always seemed to stick out in a wild manner, as if he had recently been tussling with it, and the friendly smile. It was he who had taken her statement back then and reassured her when she was paralyzed with fear. There were only a few nice guys like him, even though he made it very clear who he believed had the bigger gun. And that was him, on his belt. Luc was dressed in civilian clothing, but he had his hands on his hips, prominently displaying his service weapon. And his badge to eliminate any lingering doubt.

"Hi, Lini," the police officer spoke, returning her smile briefly. Since she had her back to Jeremy, she didn't notice that his facial expression momentarily shifted, and he had to restrain himself from adding his two cents. (Lini? Seriously?! Maybe you could give the woman the nickname Xena, but certainly not Lini!)

"Where were you? We were worried about you when you suddenly disappeared, even though you said that the guy who forcefully entered this house had run away," the police officer blurted out without pausing. His gaze wandered suspiciously to Jeremy repeatedly, who remained unusually silent and stayed out of the conversation.

"If I think about it, he looked like this guy here," Luc added, furrowing his brow in a pensive manner as he scrutinized Jeremy more closely. Linett struggled to suppress the urge to widen her eyes in excitement. Luc must not find out that Jeremy was the "burglar"!

As tempting as it was to snitch on Jeremy, if she were to tell Luc the truth, the police officer's reaction was clear. He would try to arrest Jeremy. And Jeremy would drain him within seconds.

She saw no point in withholding this part of the truth from Luc. Nervously, she tapped her toes up and down. Her gaze wandered anxiously to Jeremy, who did nothing more than observe Luc.

"Why didn't you come to me?" Luc immediately inquired, but Linett shrugged gently.

"I doubt you could have helped me. It doesn't matter anyway. The problem is solved, and Jeremy helped me with it."

Internally, she prayed that Luc's suspicion would subside with these words. She didn't need a scene where Luc felt like the superior protector or simply drew the right conclusions.

"And how do you know Jeremy?" Luc asked now. The question caught Linett so off guard that she couldn't think quickly enough to come up with a credible scenario! She could hardly confirm Luc's suspicion and then explain that Jeremy, or rather his boss, had decided not to degrade her like a cute little rabbit for Christmas dinner than to keep her. Silently, she just stared at Luc while the gears in her head spun rapidly to come up with an answer. But at the same time, she couldn't find one. It was like experiencing a mental blackout during an exam.

"A chance encounter," Jeremy unexpectedly interjected in a condescending tone, clearly indicating how little he regarded this conversation. At the moment, the police officer couldn't prove that he was the intruder, and Linett hoped that Jeremy and Jason had the means to make the video footage from the camera outside disappear. It wasn't surprising that Luc wasn't reassured by these words.

"When you don't want to stay here, come with me," Luc insisted relentlessly. Linett heard Jeremy's quiet, contemptuous snort behind her.

"She's working for Jason Harris now. He can take better care of her than any beat cop ever could," Jeremy dropped the bomb without hesitation. As expected, Luc's facial expression completely changed. Utter disbelief turned into barely suppressed anger.

"As what?" he snapped at the vampire.

"As a personal assistant," Jeremy replied, unfazed. Linett could swear she sensed a significant amount of satisfaction in Jeremy's delivery. Why couldn't he just keep his mouth shut?

"Is this nonsense true?" Luc now turned to Linett. He stared at her with such hopeful eyes that her heart painfully tightened. No, she couldn't confirm to him that it was just a shitty joke. She wished it were one. Really. Uncertainly, she looked at Luc but nodded resolutely. Frantically, Luc ran both hands through his hair, gripping it tightly, then took a calm breath, once and twice. However, Linett's hope that he could accept it was not fulfilled.

"Are you completely out of your mind?" he shouted angrily, and Linett took a step back to avoid getting hit by his wild gestures.

"We bust our asses to protect you! And now you're seriously telling me you work for Jason Harris? The Jason Harris? Do you even realize what this guy does for a living?"

Linett should have known that he would try to talk her out of this "nonsense." But shouldn't he also realize that Jeremy would never let her go with him?

"Operating upscale hotels with conference rooms, security technology, and personal protection. The latter is particularly beneficial for Linett now," Jeremy explained, completely unfazed. Horrified yet intrigued, Linett watched the exchange between the two men. It was clear to her that Jeremy wouldn't easily concede to Luc, but it sounded as if such accusations were nothing new. If the police knew so much about Jason, why weren't they trying to set a trap for him? It might be absurd to want to send a vampire to jail, but surely no one in the police force knew about Harris' secret? Or did they?

"Hotels for hosting mafia meetings, security technology, and personal protection to give a veneer of legality," Luc snapped back snippily.

"Baseless and slanderous allegations. Monsieur Harris will not be amused to hear that officers of a state where guilt must be based on evidence are spreading such lies about him," Jeremy declared icily. The policeman audibly gritted his teeth. Or was it Jeremy?

"You won't do that!" Luc now turned to Linett, who had drifted closer to Jeremy.

"He's not a bad person," she replied softly.

Technically, Harris was a shady vampire, but as a human, he had surely been great. At least, that's what she told herself to justify the audacious lie.

"There's a possibility of placing you in protective custody."

Now Linett's eyebrows rose in clear dismay. Luc wanted to arrest her? Why? Of all people, her? She had committed the least wrongdoing in this whole story! It had already been depressing enough being stuck in this house, always in the cursed fear that she might not come back alive if she ever left. And now she certainly didn't want to sit in some cell just because she had reached for a saving grace. Or rather, because it had been forcefully handed to her, coupled with a pretty threat!

"Linett is a free individual with sound judgment. Such action is unfounded," the visibly annoyed vampire interjected, taking a menacing step toward Luc. Linett still stood between them, but she held no hope. Jeremy would quickly push her aside if Luc made even the slightest wrong move or insisted on his ridiculous idea.

"Luc, please, I know what I'm doing," she pleaded with the grumpy officer.

"Just don't even think about retracting your statement!" he hissed.

Linett sharply drew in a breath, but not because of Luc's threat. It was because she distinctly felt Jeremy's fingers on her spine, gently and soothingly stroking her back. Her heart seemed to skip a painful beat, pounding forcefully against her chest. At the same time, she was overcome by the longing to nestle herself once again in the arms of this vampire. It was utterly insane, wasn't it?

"She won't. She remains available for any discussions and statements," Jeremy spoke on her behalf. Just two seconds ago, Linett would have bet that the two quarrelsome men would engage in a fight within the next five minutes, but now Jeremy sounded conciliatory, deflating Luc's arguments. Despite that, it was evident that Luc still wasn't pleased. However, Linett was more preoccupied with the idea of giving a statement. Hadn't Jason and Jeremy been sent to prevent exactly that? Or was she now supposed to only disclose half the truth? Or perhaps something false? Linett was feeling quite uneasy about the situation, and so she reacted a little belatedly when Luc suddenly spun on his heel and stormed out of the house, saying, "Call me if you need anything and bring me the key to the house tomorrow."

"Wait, you can take it with you now," she called after him, referring to the key. But Luc didn't respond. Sulkily, he trudged to his car, got in, and sped away, tires screeching.

Fortunately for the hot-headed cop, Jeremy managed to brush Luc off, or else Jeremy would have indeed resorted to discreetly eliminating him. While the officer couldn't prove anything, he seemed to know some things. Or rather, he believed certain (true) rumors. Most likely, his first move would be to check the videotapes that captured the "break-in." However, it would be utterly fruitless for him. If the cop tried to cause trouble, he would vanish from the scene faster than he could stutter the word "but." Jeremy's gaze shifted to Linett, who still appeared confused and fruitlessly called after the officer, telling him to take his cursed key with him now. Jeremy understood what Luc intended with that gesture. It meant that Linett would have to visit him again, and the conversation would undoubtedly take place in the officer's office without Jeremy. But let's return to a completely different topic.

"Lini?" Jeremy expressed his disbelief, his gaze resting questioningly on Lini, who, in the same breath, asked a much more relevant question – whether she should actually give a statement.

"Do I really have to testify now?" she asked, her eyes wide open, looking up at him.

"No, but we won't let him know that. Jason will handle it his own way and at higher levels," Jeremy reassured her. "Bribery, threats, blackmail are usually good arguments. But seriously, now! Lini?"

"Lini, Lin, Net, Netti. There are many ways to make an impossible name more pleasant," Linett admitted. She hurriedly went into the kitchen of the house and crouched in front of one of the kitchen cabinets.

"Linett is actually a beautiful name," Jeremy replied, unshaken, his gaze on Linett without the slightest hint of mockery as she retrieved her seemingly beloved frying pan from the cupboard. Painful memories flashed in Jeremy's mind. For a moment, he was tempted to step back as a precaution, but he scolded himself a moment later for being a coward. Surely, there wouldn't be any reason for her to incapacitate him with it. Nevertheless, he couldn't suppress certain doubts as Linett tucked the potential weapon under her arm. "You only say that because you're afraid of me and the frying pan," Linett teased back, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes that quickly faded. She was beautiful when she smiled, and it was regrettable that the spark faded so quickly. Her following words indicated why that brief moment of cheerfulness crumbled so rapidly. "You won't do anything to him, will you?" she asked uncertainly, and Jeremy didn't need to be a psychic to know whom she was referring to. Her concern was clearly focused on "that cursed" policeman and his physical and emotional well-being.

"What do you care about him?" Jeremy asked. He should have kept the addendum about the methods one could use to eliminate someone from the equation to himself. He hadn't even mentioned the possibility of a "terrible accident" yet.

"He's just doing his job. And he does it much better and more sensitively than some others who simply adhere to the regulations," Linett explained. Her eyes pleaded with Jeremy. Judging by her gaze, she seemed afraid that something unpleasant might happen to Luc. What a lovely idea, his jealousy whispered, growing stronger as Linett's gaze became more pleading. Heaven forbid, had she fallen in love with this half-wit?! The desire to grind his teeth and shake the life out of Luc nearly overwhelmed him, while at the same time, this vulnerable, anxious look forced him to his knees. Jeremy would promise her anything if only that hunted, fearful expression would disappear from her eyes. Thoughtfully and undecided, his gaze fixated on Linett's pan. He would rather take a daily beating with it than live with the thought of that bastard, with his shady talk of protective custody and such, laying a finger on Linett!

"Don't worry. Your Luc is too insignificant to prevent or accelerate anything. We always approach those who have some influence," Jeremy grumbled abruptly before he could rein himself in or even slap himself. But the anger over Linett's apparent affection for this little brat, which he surely reciprocated (otherwise, he would be an even bigger idiot than Jeremy already thought), was stronger than reason. The resolution he had made for himself when he found her completely exhausted, sleeping, and in tears under the willow tree began to falter. He wanted to give her the peace she needed to process the traumatic experiences and not make her life more difficult by having a grumpy, stubborn vampire by her side every minute of the day, whose emotional sensitivity was almost nonexistent. That also meant treating her more kindly and showing more patience toward her moods. The only problem was when jealousy took over (why should he make an effort with her if not out of sympathy for her?) and brought him into a terrible mood. With his hands in his pockets, Jeremy sank into the thought of punching himself instead of focusing on his confused companion. He couldn't care less about whom Linett liked or not. His sympathy for Linett merely stemmed from the temptation of sharing a bed with her. Yes, damn it, how much the delicate figure of this relentless avenging goddess tempted him. Extracting a pleasurable moan from her would be a special delight. Taming the Shrew. Jeremy would love to discover which spots he needed to touch to make her melt in his hands. However, with Linett, he had to assume that she would start crying in bed or bite off his most noble parts. Not particularly arousing on both sides. So, no sex, but more therapy sessions. Jason's compensation payment should damn well be high if he wanted to keep Jeremy's friendship.

"Let's continue," Jeremy sighed eventually, without elaborating further on the destination. He took the car keys from Linett's hand and waited for her to follow and lock the house. Now it was him who settled behind the wheel while Linett comfortably occupied the passenger seat with her few belongings. Without another word, Jeremy started the car and followed the streets of Paris, eventually stopping in front of a clothing store clearly belonging to the upscale class.

"The assumption that you need new clothes is reasonable," Jeremy explained in response to her questioning gaze. "Jason is quite generous when it comes to expense allocation. If he remembers, he'll deduct it from your first paycheck; if not, consider it a loan with no expectation of repayment," Jeremy added, reassuring her about the payment concern. Jeremy pulled out his wallet and handed Linett some bills. She reluctantly accepted the money. "If you're not comfortable with the loan idea, consider it an advance on your first salary."

His explanation seemed to alleviate Linett's skepticism, but she didn't seem satisfied with his choice of the store.

"Okay, but not here," she requested, finally giving him another address that was only five minutes away.

As soon as they entered the store, a distinctive aroma hit the vampire. Heavy, almost suffocating, and reminiscent of earth? Without paying attention to Jeremy, Linett confidently headed toward racks filled with countless shirts and pants. Jeremy felt out of place in his tailored suit, but neither the store owner nor the other customers seemed to mind.

"Coffee?" asked the pierced and tattooed salesperson behind the counter, as his name tag identified him as "Paul."

The predominant color in the store was black, occasionally interrupted by shades of gray, with the occasional splash of color like red or purple.

"No, thank you," Jeremy politely declined the offer of coffee and joined Linett, who had already selected two pairs of pants and a skirt and was now holding up a lilac-colored shirt, inspecting it closely.

"Rhinos are misunderstood unicorns?" Jeremy skeptically read aloud the writing on the shirt, underneath which a picture of a weeping rhinoceros could be seen. Did one have to understand the meaning? Or was it meant to be funny?

"I find it cute," Linett replied, placing the shirt alongside the other clothing items on her arm. Jeremy examined the other shirts and their slogans. They mocked just about everything—women, men, grumpy morning people, even the church. A Catholic better not wander into this store. The stack on Linett's arm continued to grow until Jeremy finally took it from her, allowing her to search the rest of the store more effectively. Linett thoroughly searched every damn corner, including the dresses. Some of them were so tiny that one had to wonder what they actually covered. On the other hand, there were definitely some interesting pieces. Jeremy had to admit that. He stood in front of one dress, which was (of course) black, with velvety patterns resembling vines. It had a corset-like top that flowed into a softly cascading skirt, shorter in the front and longer in the back. His gaze involuntarily shifted to Linett, who was holding up a belt (or rather, a skirt) and examining it critically, and then back to the dress. He quickly estimated her size and hung the size S dress on his arm.

In the cramped dressing room, where every available hook was occupied by countless hangers of clothes, Linett wondered about the unexpected addition. She hadn't intended to bring a dress, especially not such an elegant one. Sure, it was stylish, but clearly not a basic item. Perhaps she had absentmindedly handed it over to Jeremy in a moment of mental haze, as it was highly unlikely that the vampire had participated in her clothing selection. One by one, she tried on the dresses in complete outfits, stepping out of the cabin to assess herself in the mirror.

Jeremy had squeezed his not-so-bulky but magnificent body into one of the narrow chairs and appeared utterly bored. He rested his chin on his hand, and if he didn't keep his eyes open, one could assume he had fallen asleep. He never seemed to have an opinion. However, when Linett squeezed into the "unknown" dress and turned around in front of the mirror, the poor bloodsucker came to life. Suddenly, he observed her with more interest, more intensity, and Linett felt a warm shiver run down her spine. So, the dress wasn't just a basic item; it was a vampire-calming agent for whenever Jeremy had his grouchy five minutes.


Of Addicts and Satisfied Ones

"We're going out to eat," the vampire decided, as a particularly insistent gurgle emanated from her stomach, and a joyful smile appeared on her lips. The thought of a steak made her mouth water. Within ten minutes, she had squeezed herself into the dress in the bathroom, the one she had ended up buying after all. The longest corner of the skirt formed a small train that playfully swayed as she walked. With mid-height ankle boots she had also purchased at the store and dark red lipstick, she created an outfit that even she was satisfied with. She carefully brushed her dark hair until it waved like a flag behind her, and with a self-satisfied smile, she finally reentered the living room. Even Jeremy, who had been busy tapping on his phone, paused for a moment to look at her in awe. Or was it disbelief? Was she overdressed for the restaurant? Did he not like the dress after all? Suddenly, she wasn't sure if Jeremy found her appealing. And even more unsettling was the fact that she wanted him to like it. Pah. She didn't care what he thought. Yet, it drove her crazy that she couldn't decipher his expression.

"Do you like it?" she asked, snippier than intended, realizing that her tone made it sound like his opinion was irrelevant anyway.

"Nice to know that beneath your scruffy exterior, there's still a pretty woman," he retorted, now being snappy.

"Oh, I apologize! I'm sure Marilyn Monroe would always be perfectly made up, styled, and dressed while being chased by a bloodthirsty killer vampire."

Suddenly, she lost her appetite and silently watched Jeremy, who got up from the sofa, visibly annoyed, and went to the hallway to grab the apartment keys and open the entrance door. Linett had no choice but to follow him. She could stubbornly stand here, but that wouldn't fill her up. So, she followed him and slipped through the door under his arm in a way that a blind person could claim Jeremy held the door for her. If he wasn't going to show any manners on his own.

Upon reaching the street, Linett immediately turned left but was stopped by the vampire's hand, pulling her in the opposite direction.

"But the car is parked back there," Linett countered.

"But the restaurant is just one street over," Jeremy corrected her, still not letting go of her. Abruptly, Linett pushed against his pull and broke free.

"I can walk without being dragged!" she hissed at the bewildered vampire. Oh, he wasn't about to claim now that he didn't know what had fueled Linett's anger, was he?

With her head held high, she strutted past him along the street. Yes, she knew that every man she encountered was sizing her up with interested looks. And yes, it damn well felt good not to be constantly treated as if she were the most annoying person on earth, nothing more than a burden!

A young man, who was also heading toward the said restaurant, willingly held the door open for her and smiled. She returned the smile eagerly as she entered the establishment, with a grumpy Jeremy following closely behind. He sat down at one of the tables in an obviously sour mood while the friendly young man had reserved the table next to theirs. Silently, her gaze briefly fell on Jeremy before she decisively turned her attention to the clearly agitated one.

"Excuse me, is there still room at your table?" she inquired with a mischievous flutter of her eyelashes and a charming smile. "I'm in the mood for some company at a table that won't bite the tabletop in anger," she added, explaining further, and the young man cast a bewildered glance at Jeremy, whose expression alone was a convincing argument that she spoke the truth.

"Sit down," Jeremy growled at her. At the same time, Jacq (as he introduced himself later) asked her to take a seat. It didn't take long for her to decide at whose table she would sit. While Jeremy grew more grumpy by the minute, an engaging conversation unfolded between her and Jacq. While they were still on their appetizers, Jeremy drank his Scotch, paid the bill, and left the restaurant. For a moment, her gaze followed him sadly. On the one hand, she felt relieved that she no longer had to endure his resentful disregard and instead had Jacq in front of her. But on the other hand, it made her sad to engage in such battles with Jeremy. Jacq was polite, witty, and simply kind to her. However, she wished it were Jeremy in his place (of course, in an acceptable mood). Surely, when he wasn't annoyed by her, he could also be attentive, patient, and protective. Just what she needed at the moment. Someone who provided her with stability and security, someone she could feel safe with. Unfortunately, it was more likely that she would find solace in the company of perpetually smiling Jason than in the nerve-wracking presence of Jeremy. This man clearly wasn't accustomed to opposition. She knew that her rebellious nature drove him to madness. However, Linett also wondered if Jeremy had ever had a girlfriend in the first place. She could understand why someone would fall for him. He could be a strong, attentive protector and was attractive as well. But in the next breath, he could be all the more dictatorial. No woman could tolerate that in the long run, could they? With a low growl, she fiercely impaled a stubborn potato. Linett's silence did not go unnoticed by Jacq.

"Was that your boyfriend?" Jacq asked.

"No," she grumbled before forcing herself to soften her mood. However, she suddenly felt rushed. Fortunately, Jacq soon finished his meal as well. And he even offered to pay for her. It dawned on Linett that she had no money on her. She had left Jeremy's apartment without taking his money! Her confusion grew when the waiter insisted that her bill had already been settled by the gentleman at the neighboring table who had left before her. Jeremy had paid? Why? He could have easily spared himself these expenses, and yet he had done her a double favor. With an apologetic smile, Linett evaded Jacq's question about her phone number. She kissed him lightly on the cheek, hurried out of the restaurant, and took a deep breath of air into her lungs. Her head was spinning. Where to now? Back to Jeremy's apartment? She had little desire to face his bad mood, but what was the alternative? Call Helen and ask for help? No, that wasn't a good idea. She'd rather confront Jeremy and subtly hold her frying pan under his nose. At least he seemed to have some respect for that. As her gaze wandered thoughtfully over the passersby, she spotted Jeremy across the street. He sat on the stone edge of a meadow, smoking, his head resting on his hand. Suddenly, her heart took a daring leap, and she hurried toward the road before coming to a halt.

Her euphoria gave way to an uncomfortable nervousness. Jeremy would hardly be pleased by her appearance. And he wouldn't understand why she was happy to see him. She doesn't understand herself. After all, she had embarrassed him and stood him up at the restaurant. Hesitantly, she crossed the street and approached the vampire, who took another drag from his joint and gave her a grimacing look.

"Do you do this often?" she asked, extinguishing the vampire's anger by arousing his bewilderment. "What?" he responded, clearly not understanding. "Smoking joints? Drinking? Taking drugs?"

Suddenly, it became damn important for her to know. She had noticed the countless bottles in his living room, but he had never seemed to be going through alcohol withdrawal if he didn't get his next glass of Scotch in time. And now he was holding a joint between his fingers. Was Jeremy just as drug-addicted as Tony? She wasn't aware that a look of sheer concern and desperation was evident in her eyes, nor did she realize that she was plunging the vampire into deep confusion. But she desperately needed an answer to this agonizing question. She wanted to grab him by the collar and shake the answer out of him.

"Yes, for several decades," Jeremy replied.

As much as she hated herself for it, she couldn't prevent tears from welling up in her eyes once again. Not because Tony was dead. Not because she had been pursued by a bloodthirsty mafia for weeks. Not because her protector was an asshole. No, she was crying because this asshole was just as addicted to drugs as Tony!

"Either you argue with me, or you cry," Jeremy said as he rose from his seat and approached her. She persistently tried to wipe the tears from her cheek, but they wouldn't stop flowing easily.

"Because you're a rude, grumpy idiot," she sniffed, avoiding his gaze and instead focusing on the pattern of the pavement beneath her feet. His fingers gently cupped her chin and lifted it, making her look at him.

"Then it shouldn't move you to tears that I take drugs," he said, using his thumb to wipe away a particularly thick tear from her cheek.

"That stuff ultimately leads to death."

He snorted softly. "That should suit you just fine."

In response to her words, he received a punch to the chest with a clenched fist. Annoyed and defiant, she glared at him while a tiny smile appeared on Jeremy's lips, accompanied by a discontented twist at the corners of Linett's mouth. "Most drugs have little effect on vampires. They may relax us a bit, but we are far from getting high. We cannot die from the consequences of drug addiction either. Our regeneration is so rapid that even the fastest liver cirrhosis doesn't stand a chance. Of course, there are drugs that are laced in a way that can be intoxicating for vampires, but I don't take those. I smoke the human stuff; it relaxes me without causing harm. And Scotch, vodka, and other strong substances curb our bloodlust and are as harmless to us as water or cola are to you. Only absinthe can knock us out," he explained to her now.

As Linett replied with a simple "okay," she felt unsure of what else to say. Did he now think she was being silly? After all, one could argue that she had overreacted. Pondering, she gazed at his chest, hoping he would now release her and they could just go home. But Jeremy didn't budge an inch. His hand still rested on her cheek, radiating a pleasant warmth. Her eyes burned from the tears, and she felt a headache coming on. She longed to nestle against him and feel a sense of comfort in his arms. And as if Jeremy had read her thoughts, his hand glided from her face down to her arm, pulling her close to his chest. Surprised, she initially tensed up but relaxed a moment later. Uncertain yet content, she snuggled against him, resting her forehead against his neck. With closed eyes, she savored the feeling of his strong arms securely wrapped around her. Unable to prevent it, more tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. Her heart raced faster until Jeremy eventually stirred, his hand gently caressing her cheek once more. She leaned back slightly, lifting her head to look at him. What she saw took her breath away. She could now examine the silver-blue blend of his eye color in detail, but it was not the color that captivated her as much as the expression within them. Attentive and somewhat contemplative, his gaze was fixed on her, as if he were undecided about something in his thoughts. Furthermore, she fancied she could perceive affection in his eyes. There was no trace of anger, mockery, or annoyance. Silently, she returned his gaze while her pulse grew increasingly excited and rapid.

It was difficult to understand this woman. At first, she seemed to hate him, and then she cried because she thought he was a drug addict. And now she nestled herself in his arms as if she had never been anywhere else. True, drugs were a temptation, but there was another temptation that made every damn joint look dull and unpalatable, and that was Linett herself. Her slightly parted, red lips awakened in him the desire to kiss them, caress them, or simply touch them with his fingers. However, was it wise to exploit Linett's obvious psychological instability? Certainly not. Even though her rapid heartbeat pumped the blood through her veins, emitting an intense scent that completely captivated the vampire. The urge to love Linett became overwhelming, but he couldn't possibly risk that this moment was nothing more than the product of excessive emotions that had simply veered off course. It was difficult for him to distance himself from her, and a soft sigh escaped his lips.

"Let's go home," he suggested, barely enduring the disappointed expression in her eyes.

Jeremy gently took her hand in his and dared to glance at it. It was so small and delicate that it disappeared completely in his "paw." Despite the noise of the street, he heard her pulse quicken and looked at her questioningly, just in time. He felt her free hand lightly rest on his neck. But even more electrifying and intense was the sensation of her lips on his. Surprised, he allowed it to happen. And what could he say? It felt incredibly good.

Before she could spring away from him like a startled rabbit, frightened by her own audacity, Jeremy responded to the kiss tenderly and applied a bit more pressure by wrapping his arms around her waist, drawing her closer to him. This kiss was so different from the one in the woods. That one had only served to overwhelm Linett and silence her. But this one was so much more. It expressed something: the sympathy they felt for each other and perhaps even a little more than affection.

But at this moment, neither of them pondered over it. Neither of them noticed that Jacq had also stepped out of the restaurant and watched them with a smiling shake of his head, thinking his own thoughts about the couple who had first argued and then clung desperately to each other. No, for them, only the play of their lips mattered. Time seemed to stand still to pay homage to this moment. With her arm around his neck, Linett sought even greater closeness to him. She pressed against his chest, and even her pelvis moved toward him. What had started so innocently and tenderly now took on a more passionate note. She lightly parted her lips to grant entry to his tongue and engage him in a game that made him forget where up, down, right, and left were. It didn't matter at all as long as this kiss didn't end. Eagerly, his hands stroked the fabric of her corset, feeling hindered by thick material that seductively emphasized her curves but stubbornly stood between him and her bare skin. At this moment, he thirsted like nothing else to touch, caress, and cherish her, following the contours of her softness.

"I have a suggestion for the rest of the evening," Jeremy said, having now put his doubts on the black back burner and fully immersed himself in the moment. He briefly pulled away from her, only to immediately reclaim her sweet lips.

Breathless, Linett separated from him a moment later, nodding in agreement. Their hands entwined as they silently made their way to his apartment amidst the noise of pedestrians, honking cars, and squeaking bicycles. Jeremy could hear her racing heartbeat, even over the cacophony. He lightly squeezed her fingers, releasing them only when They reached his apartment and closed the door behind them. Linett stood hesitantly in the midst of the chaos in his living room while Jeremy locked the front door. Admittedly, the mess wasn't conducive to seduction, so Jeremy would have to make up for it with his skills.

Without a word but with an intense gaze that caused every hair on Linett's body to stand, Jeremy led her into his bedroom. It was the only place in this apartment that was somewhat spared from the chaos. No sloppy mess obstructed their direct path to the bed. Without hesitation, she followed the motion of his hands to the resting place and looked at him with her head tilted. For a few moments, the vampire did nothing else but gaze at her. Inevitably, anticipation and nervousness mingled with unease. Was this guy up to something again? A thought that turned out to be completely unnecessary because in the next moment, his lips were on hers once more, and she passionately returned his kiss.

His hands first rested on her waist, and then, with clear intent, he set about undoing the knots on her back. Gently, she pulled him lower toward her by the nape of his neck, adding a fiery touch to her lip confession. Unashamed, she didn't hesitate to thoroughly explore his mouth. With a firm grip, she tugged at his shirt, causing the buttons to pop out of their holes, granting her unrestricted access to his bare skin. Her fingers gently traced over his chiseled abdominal muscles, gliding along his sides and soon finding his belt. Again and again, their mouths eagerly met while Jeremy struggled with the knots of her corsage, and Linett effortlessly opened his belt and undone his pants button. The longer Jeremy unsuccessfully battled with the knots, the more Linett felt his kisses becoming absent-minded, and she couldn't help but giggle. Playfully, her hand slipped into his underwear, causing the vampire to break away from her and let out a frustrated curse. A curse that turned into a blissful moan as Linett firmly grasped his impressive length. Ready for any adventure, it willingly nestled into her palm.

"So, can't you get the dress off?" Linett inquired with an innocent flutter of her eyelashes, knowing full well that she was responsible for the knots. There was nothing to undo!

"As the mistress, so the court. Made to drive me insane," the vampire grumbled discontentedly. Determined, he withdrew himself and his most sensitive part from her grasp and turned her around. Gently, he pushed aside her long black hair to get a closer look at the situation.

"How did they do it in the old days?" Jeremy asked himself more than addressing the dress's predicament.

"There were maids who would peel the ladies out of their dresses for the men. Men back then were just as untalented in this regard as they are today," Linett cheekily retorted, casting him a mischievous glance over her pale shoulder.

"Oh, really? Go ahead, keep talking," Jeremy replied, wrapping an arm around her waist from behind. Playfully, his lips glided over the soft skin of her neck, down to her shoulder, where he placed a teasing bite. With his other hand, he slid beneath the skirt of her dress, his fingers resting on the fabric that covered her sensitive center. A gasp escaped Linett's lips as he began to massage her with circular motions.

"Well, you're not completely untalented in all disciplines," Linett confessed, audibly delighted, pressing herself against him with a sigh as his fingers shamelessly slipped beneath the fabric.

"Would you like a maid to help you out of your dress now?" Jeremy asked, amused.

"I'm sure we could find you a suitable costume."

She could hear his laughter softly behind her, and once again, that damned rascal playfully slipped his fingers inside her. Cursing, Linett arched her back, feeling herself eagerly tighten around his fingers. He was igniting everything but a desire to continue discussing dresses and maids.

"Get the scissors, damn it!" Linett moaned blissfully and nearly collapsed to her knees as he moved his fingers within her. "And I know you're grinning!"

Persistently, she tried to wriggle out of his grip, but it only resulted in him lifting her up and both of them sinking onto the mattress together. Of course, he didn't remove his fingers from where they didn't belong (at least according to a good girl's opinion). Fortunately, Linett was not a good girl, and she had no intention of calling the morality police. Instead, she tried to lay her hands on the vampire herself. However, he skillfully eluded her reach time and time again.

"If I don't have unrestricted access, neither do you," he teased, extinguishing any protests by challenging her with passionate kisses. As he simultaneously stimulated her both externally and internally, she nearly lost her mind. The fiery desire for more made their kisses more frantic. No one could endure such intensity! Without breaking their lip lock, she reached back and tugged at the knot that held the laces there several times. As soon as she untied it, she pushed with all her strength against the vampire and flipped him onto his back.

"Always have to do everything myself," Linett grumbled playfully, straddling him. But Jeremy paid no attention to her complaints; instead, he reveled in being able to loosen the laces further and further until he finally succeeded in pulling the dress over her head. Running her nails teasingly across his stomach, she elicited a moan from him. Mischievously arching her back to showcase the beauty of her curves, she watched with fascination as the color of his bright eyes shifted to a reddish hue.

"You're not hungry, are you?" she asked, concerned. Although she had no fear, she wanted to make sure that the reddening of his eyes resulted from desire rather than anger or bloodlust. She saw the smile on his lips as he shook his head and sat up. His lips gently kissed her neck, and his hands cupped her breasts, caressed her stomach, her back, teased her core, her nipples—indeed, it seemed like the man possessed a dozen hands!

Blissfully tilting her head back and lifting her hips, she joined with him in one swift motion. A gasp escaped from Jeremy. Yes, this is what she had wanted. As if to prove it, her muscles tightened hotly around him, and his appreciative growl became her reward. Her hands buried themselves in his hair, tilting his head back. She kissed him with abandon, as if rendering each other senseless was the ultimate goal. Starting gently, then growing more fervent, they moved together. His hands provided the necessary support, and together, they found a rhythm that propelled them both toward the highest ecstasy. His growl reverberated deep within her, causing the heat within her to coil.

It was a tension, delicious, beautiful, and tormenting all at once. Lost in the moment, they moved together, intertwined. For just a moment, she felt a flicker of fear as Jeremy's teeth sank into her neck. But the sweet pain merged with her desire in a breathtaking whirlwind of sensations that would ultimately culminate in a pleasurable climax. Her fingers sought purchase, digging into his shoulders, and once more, her muscles contracted around him like an iron ring. She felt Jeremy teetering on the edge of the figurative cliff as well. A few wild thrusts later, they both moaned in delight. Her heart raced in her chest, and their chests rose and fell in frantic breaths.

"Is it always like this?" Linett asked after a while, still seated on Jeremy, who had his arms wrapped around her.

"Sex with me is always like this, yes," he confirmed with a twitch of his lips, and Linett looked at him amusedly.

"What, no room for improvement?" she teased him playfully, but then she pushed forth the actual reason for her question. "I mean, a bite is always pleasurable."

Thoughtfully, Jeremy furrowed his brow.

"I can't say for certain. A vampire's bite can indeed be arousing, especially if it is intended for that purpose. I don't know what it's like when the bite is ultimately deadly or causes a transformation."

Lost in thought, Linett fell silent for a few moments.

"Tell me about Helen and Jason," she asked him now.

"There isn't much to tell. Jason is a born Brit, around one hundred and twenty years old. He was turned into a vampire in his mid-twenties. As far as I know, his family had a car accident. They all suffered minor injuries, except for him. His injuries were too severe to survive. He was in a coma for a few days and was eventually turned by a doctor.

At some point, he came to Paris and started establishing himself in the realm of the mafia, building up this enterprise. To conceal his age and nature from the unaware, he regularly fakes his death, only to reappear a generation later as an heir and descendant of himself. About twenty years ago, he picked up Helen during a mission in London. She had witnessed him feeding on a man. Most vampires don't tolerate witnesses, but Jason let her go because he had learned that no one believed such a story anyway. She started researching vampires, discovered a lot, and eventually confronted him. And Jason took her with him to Paris."


Unexpected Competition

Linett spent the night tightly cuddled in Jeremy's arms. It felt heavenly. For the first time, she was spared from nightmares and could enjoy the restfulness of a deep sleep. It was also the vampire who woke her up the next morning. Grumbling, she tried to bury her nose in the crook of his arm.

"You don't want to be late on your first day with Jason, do you?" Jeremy attempted to motivate her, forcefully pulling his arm away.

"To hell with him," Linett pronounced her devastating judgment on her boss's opinion.

"Who can fuck can also work!" Jeremy attempted to be stern and rolled out of bed. His first destination, of course, was the shower. Refreshed and lively, he returned to the bedroom to find Linett still lying in bed. Only the tips of her long black hair peeked out from under the covers.

Jeremy opted for the path of least resistance: With a jerk, he snatched the blanket away from her and threw the previously retrieved, icy-cold, wet cloth at her. After a moment of screeching, his ears were filled with a wild litany of curses, insults, and threats. Particularly, his relationship with goats and what she intended to do to him with a frying pan were highlighted.

Even a big, strong, and wicked bloodsucker could get scared at times, but no, he remained brave and, above all, unwavering. Arms crossed over his chest, he looked down sternly at her.

"If you talked less, you would have finished showering by now," he informed her, turning on his heel.

In the office, Helen greeted them with a friendly smile and barely had Jeremy closed the door when the boss of the group arrived. Jason. As always, in an unbearably good mood. His grin was clearly illegal. Linett blinked at him and yawned.

"We still need to work on your motivation," Harris announced with an even broader smile, earning a disgruntled look.

"Who's forcing whom to collaborate here?" growled Linett in his direction.

"I see you're a ray of sunshine through and through," he retorted.

Jason was not in the least impressed by Linett's bad mood and turned to Jeremy. He looked much more rested than Linett and, above all, much more relaxed than he had been the day before.

"We have a lot to get done today. I hope you can survive having Fabienne assist us," he remarked.

In Linett's opinion, Jeremy didn't look like he wanted to survive it at all. Quietly, she pulled a chair closer and positioned herself next to Helen at her desk. From here, the two ladies had an excellent view of what was going on.

"Who is Fabienne?" Linett whispered to Helen.

"You'll see in a moment," Helen replied, making a show of looking at her silver wristwatch and starting to count.

"Three, two, one!"

Right on cue, the door flew open. Anyone who had ever watched poorly dramatized movies would inevitably feel transported back to one. Linett startled at the loud bang and secretly expected to see a horde of saber-rattling Huns. But all she saw was a feminine beauty. Her skin was flawless. The delicate tan complemented her dark brown hair and chocolate-colored eyes. She exuded an air as if she believed herself to be Liza Minnelli. Linett would bet a lot that this woman was a vampire. Fabienne scrutinized each and every person in the room attentively, giving Helen and Linett a thorough once-over as well. However, it seemed that Fabienne's attention was more focused on the men present.

"That's Fabienne," Helen confirmed Linett's suspicion regarding the identity of the unknown woman. Jason's grin hadn't shifted an inch during her entrance, and he now greeted Fabienne with a mock hand kiss. Jeremy, on the other hand, only emitted a grumbled "Hi" in a tone that suggested he wished this woman the plague. Suddenly, Linett found this inclination toward rudeness in Jeremy incredibly attractive. Only Liza, sorry, Fabienne didn't seem to mind Jeremy's displeasure. Linett could still smell the overpowering perfume from her seat as Fabienne wrapped her arms around Jeremy's neck and greeted him with kisses on both cheeks.

"Jeremy, don't look like that. The fact that I left you is no reason to be grumpy. You know you've spoiled me for the whole world, but even spoiled bees like to fly from flower to flower," purred Fabienne. Linett already couldn't stand her. Her gaze wandered back and forth between the two, confused. Wait, what? Fabienne had been with Jeremy and left him?

"That just proves that bees with the highest heels are also the dumbest," Linett said to Helen, loud enough for the vampires to hear. Unfortunately, she couldn't see Jeremy's expression as he had turned his back to her, but with that remark, she had captured Fabienne's attention. She's now strutted closer on her high heels.

"And who are you, little girl?" she cooed intrusively friendly.

"The little girl who'll saw off your heels if you don't lower your pitch to a bearable level. Shrill pussies have a hard time here," Linett retorted.

A delicate blush rose on Fabienne's cheeks and eyes. Yes, she was definitely a vampire. She twisted her overly brightly colored lips into a smile, revealing her sharp fangs. But before she could say a word, Linett continued.

"The little fangs could use a dental cleaning as well."

Before Linett could throw any more insolence Fabienne's way or Fabienne lay her fingers around Linett's neck, Jason intervened.

"Fabienne, this is my new assistant, Linett."

"Your assistant? She should learn some manners first!" Fabienne declared indignantly.

"She has them," Jeremy interjected with a growl. Linett couldn't help it. She just had to give Jeremy a grateful and, yes, affectionate glance. Just to show this woman who belonged to whom. Fabienne's undoubtedly ancient Botox forehead creased in critical lines.

"Well, I'm sure Helen can handle it. Let's go. We still have a lot to do today, and we can't sit around the office all day," Fabienne said, hooking her arm through Jason's and Jeremy's. Jeremy's face contorted as if his favorite plant had just withered away. Shortly after, the strange trio disappeared from the office, and Linett turned to Helen.

"What does she have that others don't?" Linett asked.

"She can crack any safe." Helen shrugged her slim shoulders. "And any man, well, almost any man. She couldn't get a hold on Jeremy after she cheated on him with Jason."

Surprised, Linett raised her eyebrows. "She cheated on him with Jason?"

And yet, the two men got along so well? And Jason had actually hired this woman? Harris truly had a peculiar sense of humor.

"Jason goes for any woman who isn't up a tree by the count of three, and if she is, it's even more of a challenge for him. He didn't know that Jeremy and Fabienne had already been sharing a bed for two months at that time. Jeremy hadn't told him anything simply because Jason would probably think he was crazy if Jeremy admitted that he had actually fallen in love with Fabienne. As for Fabienne's stupidity, it's indeed real. She let herself be caught by Jeremy with Jason and didn't even intervene when Jeremy proceeded to pummel Jason to a pulp. At least, that's how the legend goes."

Now Linett no longer wondered about Jeremy's obvious dislike for Fabienne.

To her surprise, Linett was even more puzzled when Jeremy returned to the office with Fabienne after a few hours, and there was absolutely no sign of his animosity. On the contrary, Jeremy was visibly flirting with the Fabienne, completely at ease. She planted a kiss on the corner of his right mouth before bidding him farewell.

Gritting her teeth, Linett broke off the clip from her pen, accidentally hitting Helen with it. Helen shook the piece of plastic out of her blonde hair and decided it was safer to retreat to the kitchen before Linett started throwing not just pens but bombs.

"Was it nice?" Linett inquired sharply, unaffected by Jeremy's irritation.

"The assignment couldn't have gone any better," he replied.

That didn't explain in the slightest why Jeremy seemed to have fallen for Fabienne all over again. The man-eating Fabienne. Linett preferred not to dwell on what havoc she would wreak if she decided to pollinate the abandoned flower once more. Just the thought filled her with more hatred than she could ever muster for Lorenzo. Lost in her thoughts of animosity, she responded to Jeremy's question with a delayed reaction.

"Do you want to return the key?" he asked, following her silently as she audibly clenched her teeth and grabbed her handbag, strutting outside. And in the process, she completely forgot to say goodbye to Helen.

Halfway between the office and his car, she stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and turned to Jeremy.

"Did you sleep with her?" she asked bluntly, feeling a sense of satisfaction as Jeremy flinched under her angry gaze. However, it only fueled her anger further because someone who had nothing to hide surely wouldn't have a guilty conscience!

"Are you jealous?" Jeremy skeptically inquired instead of answering her question.

"Did. You. Sleep. With. Her?" she spelled out each word loudly, causing passing pedestrians to cast puzzled looks at them.

"How did you even come up with that?" the vampire asked, audibly exasperated.

"Why is it so difficult to answer?" Linett snapped at him. Was it completely absurd that she didn't find it funny at all when Jeremy slept with her one day and then gave a performance of being "freshly in love with Fabienne" the next? No normal woman could be convincingly told that she would overreact in such a situation. Pouring a jug of holy water over him here and now just because he couldn't speak up—that would be excessive. Maybe.

Jeremy sighed and ran his hand through his hair. "It's not. No, I didn't sleep with her today. Although I wonder why it's any of your business. It's news to me that we're a couple."


Cages Are Rarely Golden

Fifteen minutes later, they parked in front of the precinct where Luc had his desk. Linett, without paying any attention to Jeremy, leaped out of the car and confidently made her way to Luc's office. She continued to ignore Jeremy even when he settled next to her on the wooden bench outside Luc's office.

After his snappy response to the question of whether he had slept with Fabienne, Linett had a hard time resisting the temptation to rip the next fence post out of someone's garden and ram it into that jerk's chest. It was none of her business? Yes, of course, she was just the stupid woman who made the dumb mistake of believing he actually cared for her and didn't just see her as a nuisance. And who had provided him a pleasant diversion for one night. Linett didn't know whom she hated more—Fabienne, Jeremy, or Lorenzo.

Interestingly enough, Lorenzo had fallen far behind in that ranking. And she should hate him the most! But no, that stupid vampire with his damn arrogance made her forget that she should be grieving. Instead, she imagined bloody scenarios where Fabienne didn't survive, and Jeremy pleaded to be back in her favor. The fact that this daydream ended with her engaging in intimate acts with Jason in front of Jeremy clearly proved that her nerves were completely fried. Restlessly, Linett jingled the house keys and tapped her feet until Jeremy placed his hand on her knee.

"Take it easy," the vampire said, attempting to calm her nerves. But Linett continued to tap away, undeterred.

"For heaven's sake!"

There were still plenty of curses on the tip of his tongue. Not only were her agitations and fidgeting driving him crazy, but the last thing he needed was a woman who would create a scene after just one night of passion if he so much as looked at another woman. Thanks, but he could do without that. It wasn't often that he considered sleeping with a woman a mistake, but today, he would have to accept that thought. One should never sleep with a woman if they couldn't be sure she didn't know the address of his apartment or have his phone number. And above all, one should never sleep with a woman who, by force of circumstances, also lived with him! But well, even old vampires could still learn something new.

"Could you please come into my office?" Luc addressed Linett kindly, deliberately excluding Jeremy from the invitation, as expected. The vampire remained silent, allowing the two of them to go, and he rose from his seat as soon as the door closed behind Linett and Luc. Relaxed, Jeremy leaned against the wall next to the office door, shamelessly observing the situation. Having above-average hearing was definitely an advantage in the cursed existence of a vampire.

"Linett, I want to ask you a question, and I want you to answer me honestly." Jeremy heard the detective speak from inside. "Are you being forced to work for Harris?"

Jeremy snorted softly. This guy was so predictable.

"It certainly isn't my dream job. But it solves a lot of problems. Jason was quite persistent in convincing me, but like any other employer, he negotiated the terms with me. He pays well. He guarantees my safety, and as Jeremy already said, it doesn't change my statement or my willingness to do this." Jeremy now heard Linett's voice. Good girl. But it seemed to irk the detective.

"That doesn't surprise me," he replied, and Jeremy could hear him pacing quickly up and down. "The trial has been postponed indefinitely. Supposedly, because more evidence needs to be gathered. I know how these things work. The hearings get postponed with flimsy excuses until the case is completely forgotten and ends up in the archives. And the camera footage that showed the break-in at 'your' house a few days ago? It's gone. Just like that. As if it never existed!"

Jeremy couldn't help but let a broad smile creep onto his lips. Jason had done an excellent job here. The charges against Lorenzo were temporarily suspended, and Jeremy didn't have to worry about being identified as the intruder. Officially, there was still an investigation underway, but unofficially, the case had long been closed. It was certainly not something that honored Tony's memory, but it was better for everyone involved.

"Don't you want to see Tony's killer behind bars?" the cursed detective now tried to play the conscience card. The temptation to interrupt the conversation was strong, and Jeremy had to restrain himself with great effort. Ending this conversation with the officer's death was not the smartest move.

"Yes," he heard Linett respond sadly. A perfect bait for the young policeman.

"This Jason Harris is no better than Lorenzo Sivori. He has been committing heinous crimes for many years. Murder, extortion, gambling, money laundering, corporate espionage, theft, art forgery, take your pick. But no one can prove anything against him. Either there is no evidence, or it disappears. Just like witnesses. Or involved officials suddenly lose interest!"

What did this guy actually believe? Did he think that Linett would march straight to Jason and tell him, 'Sorry, my eyes have been opened. You're a monster. I won't work for you'? Did he consider Linett to be that naive? It was quite predictable that Jason, just like anyone else in the mafia, was deeply involved. Jeremy continued to listen intently.

"Why are you telling me all of this?" Linett asked. She felt more and more cornered. She understood that it was difficult for Luc to accept her choice, but was it really so incomprehensible? Did he think she was crazy? Or was he just disappointed that once again, evil was prevailing in this world? She would rather see Lorenzo dead than behind bars, yes, she admitted it willingly. And no, she would never stop asking Jason for this favor. Or Jeremy, if he could detach himself from Fabienne.

"Don't you understand?" Luc exclaimed, and Linett still looked at him, perplexed. Shadows had etched themselves under his eyes, as if he hadn't slept well for a long time. His shirt was wrinkled, and his hands were scraped as if he had climbed over a barbed wire fence. It didn't seem to be his best week.

"The newspapers are full of horrifying reports. Ninety percent of them are the responsibility of your friends, Jason Harris, Jeremy Jansen, and the rest of that gang!" the policeman spoke with controlled effort, tossing a newspaper into her lap. As always in this sensation-driven industry, they had printed the most gruesome and bloodthirsty image on the front page, coupled with a sensational headline. A wealthy businessman, whose name meant nothing to Linett, had been shot in a brothel while engaging with two professionals. Not exactly information intended to evoke sympathy from Linett. Well, at least not until she read the article more closely. She had seen enough mafia movies to be inevitably reminded of one. This man hadn't been executed with a single shot; apparently, two men armed with submachine guns had burst into the room and riddled not only the man but also his two companions mercilessly. Shocked, Linett covered her mouth with her hand and stared at the image depicting the covered corpses against a blood-splattered wall.

"That wasn't Jeremy," Linett finally explained, her voice trembling, as she placed the newspaper back on Luc's desk. "That happened two days ago. Jeremy was with me the whole time, two days ago."

"Damn it. So it wasn't him personally! Or Harris! It must have been one of his guys. Or someone else in his business. I don't give a damn! These guys are instigating a war in Paris. As if we don't have enough problems. Terrorists are shooting journalists in the middle of Paris. Months later, they kill over a hundred people, right in the heart of Paris. The last thing we need is a mafia that actively helps in all of this," Luc yelled. "Do you still want to work for that guy?"

Uncertain, she looked at the agitated Luc. His posture resembled a panther about to pounce, and the look in his eyes was predatory. He paced in front of her repeatedly.

"What other choice do I have?" Linett replied with a counter-question. Did he think she had a choice? Jeremy was standing at the door. She could hardly hand him a resignation letter for Jason. And even if she did, she couldn't expect to survive such an act unscathed.

"Linett, I'm sorry, but you leave me no choice. It's clear that you're not in control of your senses," Luc said, pausing in his pacing and standing in front of her chair. His gaze fell sadly upon her. Her heart began to race involuntarily. He wouldn't insist on putting her in protective custody, would he?

"We will bring in a psychologist to assess whether you should be placed in a facility that can help your overwhelmed mind regain some stability," Luc added.

"You want to put me in a psychiatric facility?" Linett exclaimed, horrified. She had never jumped out of her seat so quickly. She could reach the door in two seconds. And Jeremy would be there. Luc's expression softened, and a small, reassuring smile played on his lips.

"It's for your own good," Luc spoke gently, but Linett shook her head.

"No, it's not. And do you think Jeremy will go without me?"

"He won't have to go without you," Luc said, further confusing Linett. "He will stay here. And be available for questioning. We have the right to detain him for forty-eight hours. And within those forty-eight hours, I will find something against him."

Linett watched in horror as Luc walked around his desk and picked up the phone receiver. He instructed some of his men to take Jeremy to one of the interrogation rooms. Determined, she made a leap toward Luc's office door. She would grab Jeremy and they would disappear. Let them try to find them! She opened the door so forcefully that it was a wonder she didn't tear off the doorknob, only to see Jeremy surrounded by three officers.

"Calm down," Luc pleaded with her. He gently took hold of her trembling fingers. "It's for your own good. Please believe me. Once all this is over, you will realize that the man out there wasn't the best choice for you."

"The atomic bomb was too bulky for my handbag," Jeremy explained to the officer who first searched him for weapons and then escorted him into one of the interrogation rooms. Jeremy already knew why he disliked these interrogation rooms. They were windowless and utterly devoid of creativity in their design. The only highlight was the glazed front, allowing outsiders to peer into the room but not the other way around. Sighing, he leaned against one of the walls. He should have known that this little cop was trying to play it smart. His line of questioning was clearly leading up to this point. For a moment, Jeremy had been tempted to burst open the door, grab Linett, and disappear before the guy could even blink. However, he might as well have personally enlightened him about the existence of vampires. Nobody witnessed a man practically ripping the door off its hinges, carrying a woman (who happened to have a certain weight) at inhuman speed, without asking any uncomfortable questions. And yes, Jeremy had also hoped that the guy would refrain from making Linett's life even more difficult by apprehending her protector. It was no secret that if you were unjustly and practically out of boredom detained for forty-eight hours, you could sue the police for the last cushion under their behind. Arbitrary actions were frowned upon, and there was nothing they could prove against him. Not if the tapes from the break-in at Linett's place a few days ago were truly destroyed. Jason only needed to make a phone call, and the matter would be resolved. Someone would then receive a few hundred euros deposited into their account. In discreet installments, of course.

"Take a seat," spoke the young police officer as he entered the room.

"Disappear," Jeremy retorted.

"Since I don't expect you to let me go even a minute before the forty-eight hours, I'd prefer to spend the time without any disturbances."

"You seem to think you're very funny. Either you sit down or you can kneel in front of the table, hands tied to the table leg." What a spoilsport. But before he had to actually hire a lawyer to sue this jerk out of the force, Jeremy accepted the lesser of two evils and sat down. "What are you accusing me of?" he asked, bored.

"Kidnapping, false imprisonment, coercion, and maybe even assault and rape. I'm curious to see what the doctor says about the latter," spoke Luc, who had taken a seat opposite him. Did this guy realize he had forgotten murder, manslaughter, burglary, public indecency, theft, extortion, tax evasion, embezzlement, bribery, industrial espionage, desecration of state property, blasphemy, and vandalism? They would have covered almost the entire criminal code. Jeremy couldn't be charged with adultery due to the absence of marriage. And he would never harm children in his life.

"Don't flatter yourself. You're not so attractive that I'd pounce on you," Jeremy commented calmly, not failing to notice how Luc's relaxed facade momentarily shifted.

"I'm talking about Linett."

"She won't be pouncing on you either," the vampire replied jovially.

"Damn it," Luc snorted and pounded his fist on the table. "Do you work for Jason Harris?"

"Yes," Jeremy replied indifferently.

"And as what?"

"In the field of personal protection and security technology."

"Name one person you've protected who isn't involved in the mafia scene."

"Linett Roux."

Once again, the police officer pounded his fist on the table. Jeremy struggled to suppress the twitch of his lips. Okay, let's stick to the truth. Jeremy didn't make the slightest effort to hide his amusement.

"You know I can shoot you if it's in self-defense, right? Who's going to prove otherwise?" Luc spoke in anger.

"Do whatever you can't resist. But I'm not obliged to give you any names, even if it were the Pope. Especially if it were the Pope! Because it's none of your damn business, and Harris' company's reputation would be quickly ruined if we started revealing the names of our clients to any random cop who shows up!" Jeremy explained coldly. Who did this dwarf think he was?

Luc interlocked his fingers until his knuckles turned white. "This random cop will send you to jail for the next two days if you don't tell him what he wants to know. And if things go his way, your ass will rot there for much longer!"

Linett stared at the door, lost in thought. She was alone in Luc's office. What should she do? Run away? They would hardly let her. Did that even make sense? Could she leave without Jeremy? What were they doing to him now? Was he really letting himself be locked up? Or was he causing a massacre right now? No, she would surely hear the commotion if that were the case. Nervously, she chewed on her fingernails as these and many more questions raced through her mind. How would they get out of this situation? Would they actually release Jeremy once the two days were up? And what about her? They couldn't keep her here for two days, could they? Where would she sleep? In Luc's locker? Okay, if she was still worried about her sleeping arrangements, the situation couldn't be truly shitty. It would be nice if it were...

The entrance of a man brought Linett's thought carousel to a momentary halt as she took a closer look at him. The gaunt figure belonged to an older man with gray, cropped hair who held himself up in an exaggeratedly straight posture. Wrinkles framed his mouth and eyes. However, the depth of those eyes gave him a grim appearance rather than a friendly or sympathetic one. This was how Linett imagined a hardened military doctor who performed amputations without anesthesia and without flinching.

"Don't be afraid. I want to assure you that I don't intend to harm you," the psychologist addressed her.

"Good to know," she murmured quietly, avoiding his gaze as she assessed the rest of him. His suit was as gray as his hair, and his shirt was starched to the point where it could stand on its own if he took it off. It even crackled as he sat down opposite her and placed his briefcase next to his chair.

"My name is Michel Lassard. I'm a psychologist. Your friend Luc has asked me to talk to you because he believes it would be beneficial for you to discuss what has happened," Lassard explained. His voice was calming and gentle, but there was an icy coldness underlying it that Linett found rather unpleasant. The way he scrutinized her seemed to indicate that his judgment was already made: completely crazy and ready for forced institutionalization. Silently, she stared at him and refused to answer.

"How do you feel?" Lassard asked after a moment of silence, realizing that Linett was by no means inclined to open her mouth first.

"Like heartbreak and the loss of a loved one coincided on a day with a terrorist attack," Linett replied with a shrug of her shoulders.

"Would you like to tell me about Tony? Were you a couple?" Lassard asked. Linett couldn't discern from his expression what he thought of her words. He acknowledged them, but whether he could make sense of them was uncertain.

"No, we weren't a couple. Tony wasn't my biological brother, but we had known each other for a very long time. I was two years older. We played together, went to the same school. Later, we moved in together. Tony could never afford the rent for his own apartment. After my parents' death, he moved in with me. That was three years ago," Linett recounted, without really knowing why. Yes, it felt good to talk to someone about Tony. But it felt like speaking to an ice block.

"Very tragic," commented Lassard, sounding entirely unapologetic. "So how did you come up with heartbreak? It doesn't seem to fit Tony quite well, in my opinion."

"It's not really like heartbreak," she tried to clarify (probably unsuccessfully), and once again, she shrugged unknowingly. She herself didn't know how she came up with that comparison. She wasn't good at making comparisons.

"Could it have something to do with the man who accompanied you here?" Lassard asked, and for the first time, a subtle smile appeared on his lips. A smile that softened the distant look in his eyes a little and managed to elicit a reluctant "maybe" from Linett.

"Does he treat you well?" Lassard continued.

"I wouldn't be alive if he didn't," Linett replied once again, Lassard smiled.

"I actually meant that he not only keeps you alive but also treats you kindly," the psychologist corrected his question.

"Yes, he is good to me. As good as one can expect from a jerk like him," Linett replied with a touch of defiance. She didn't even know why she felt the need to say that. It wasn't necessarily meant to paint a good picture of Jeremy. Or herself.

"Tell me five negative qualities about him," he asked her. Seriously? Didn't he have other topics to delve into? Like her grief over Tony, for example?

"Shouldn't we rather talk about the loss of the person who meant a lot to me?" she questioned suspiciously.

"We will get to that as well. At the moment, the part about heartbreak seems to be predominant for you. Grief cannot be eliminated or pushed aside overnight. It takes time. But if I can utilize our limited time to make your life a little easier by helping you overcome the aspect of heartbreak, then I will do so," he explained in a tone as if contemplating whether it made sense to amputate her arm while she was suffering from blood poisoning through a wound on her right thigh. Needless to say, Linett would have done anything but discussing her problems with Jeremy with this man. Where were the torturers when you needed them?

"So, you don't want to send me to a clinic?" she asked critically.

"We will discuss that later as well," Lassard enveloped himself in secrecy. Great!

"Well, five negative qualities: He has bad manners, is sloppy, quick-tempered, spineless, deceitful, aggressive, stubborn, know-it-all, arrogant, incorrigible, and an alcoholic," Linett rattled off without pause. Lassard showed no sign of being impressed by the fact that she had easily exceeded his requirement by a hundred percent.

"Now, five positive ones," he demanded from her, putting Linett in visible distress. Her gaze yearned for the door. Maybe Luc would appear there and rescue her from this mess? How was she supposed to come up with five positive qualities about a man whom she would love to give a good beating on both sides?

"He is a good protector," she spoke hesitantly after several minutes of contemplation. "And when he wants to, he can also be attentive and loving," she added before giving Lassard an uncertain look.

"And despite the obvious surplus of negative qualities, you love him?"

Taken aback, Linett gasped for air. Where was Lorenzo when she needed him? This interrogation was almost worse than if he were aiming a gun at her forehead. At least then she wouldn't have to find an answer to this damn question! She was supposed to love Jeremy? Never! Not when he was sleeping with Fabienne! Linett found Luc's desk plaque sufficiently interesting to examine it intensively. Unfortunately, this time Lassard was not inclined to help her by posing another question or proposition but simply observed her calmly, waiting for an answer.

"Perhaps," Linett responded anything but decisively as the ticking of the wall clock began to resonate uncomfortably loud in her ears.

"Do you think he reciprocates your feelings?"

This psychologist was a pest. Honestly. Couldn't he just continue questioning her about Tony? With him, at least she could provide answers she knew were correct!

"I don't think so," Linett stubbornly replied.

Jeremy leaned back, relaxed. "You're really persistent. But it won't get you anywhere. If I remember my rights correctly, I am entitled to make a phone call. And I will use it to call someone who has more to say than a traffic cop."

"Commissaire de Police," Luc grumbled in between, but Jeremy continued unperturbed.

"When the recipient of that call is done with you, you'll be allowed to direct traffic at the Arc de Triomphe. You'll probably wish someone would run you over, but I'll make sure no one does."

The policeman's jaw tensed. He furrowed his eyebrows, and even though he tried to maintain the appearance of dismissing Jeremy's words as ridiculous, the vampire could see the wheels turning behind his furrowed forehead. It would be audacious to say such things if none of it were true. But Luc didn't want to believe it.

"And whom do you plan to call?" Luc asked curtly.

Jeremy shrugged. "Our beloved President?"

For a moment, the policeman seemed taken aback, but then he leaned back in his chair, tilted his head back, and laughed. "You have no idea how many times I've heard that before."

"Fetch me the newspaper from six days ago. I'm sure there's one lying around here," Jeremy instructed him. Annoyed, the young policeman stood up and knocked on the door. Whoever opened the door was given the instruction to bring the newspaper. The few minutes of waiting were spent by the two men staring each other down.

The opening of the door and the rustling of the newspaper snapped them out of their trance. Luc forcefully threw the paper onto the table.

"Do you want scissors as well? To cut out the letters?"

Jeremy generously ignored the comment and turned to the second page, which contained the main article.

"Editor-in-Chief of Cancard de Paris Shoots Member of the Parti socialiste."

"As you may know, our esteemed Secretary-General of the Élysée Palace, Pierre Gustin, had a dinner appointment with his friend, a rather insignificant deputy named Jacq Poissonnier. Gustin always has men with him to protect his life and well-being. However, Gustin didn't rely on the men provided by his security chief. He likes to play it safe. Like many evenings, he enlisted the services of a certain Jason Harris. Okay, not his personal services, but one of his employees. Now, guess who that could have been. He also gave a statement. Entrusting truly competent men for his protection paid off that evening. Around a quarter past nine, the editor-in-chief of Cancard de Paris entered the dining area with a weapon in hand. I took the bullet meant for the minister. Just a minimal graze on the hip, long since healed, but yes, it hurt. And my best suit was ruined. Unfortunately, no one could prevent Thompsen from shooting Poissonnier. There might have been more casualties if Thompsen hadn't been killed by a bullet from another security officer," the vampire calmly explained to the young officer, as if he were discussing the geography of ancient Egypt during the time of Ramses the Great and Queen Nefertari. The tension drained from the officer's face, replaced by a barely concealed astonishment. Jeremy didn't need to rub it in the young man's face that he had evaded immediate questioning that evening as he made another attempt on Linett's life. Nor did he need to mention that he had sent someone else in his place for the statement the next day. He despised it when there were descriptions of him floating around. Pierre Gustin was far too preoccupied with himself to even remotely tell apart two men of similar build and hair color.

"Well, go ahead and make the call," Luc finally decided, resigned. "Then we'll see if the President himself opens the prison door for you."

"Can I use the restroom?" Linett asked. "I'm about to burst."

"Of course," the psychologist replied.

With that word, the psychologist rose from his seat and opened the door, where a police officer had parked himself.

"The young lady needs to use the restroom," he said to Nick. Nick was also a police officer, one of the ones Linett had encountered on her previous visits. He was an older man with thinning hair, a slight beer belly, and numerous laugh lines etched into his unkempt stubble.

"Do you happen to have something to smoke for me?" she asked him, and Nick grinned mischievously. From her previous visits here, Linett knew that she wasn't the only one who secretly smoked in the restroom. The stalls always reeked like a cold ashtray for a reason. Nick handed her a small pack of cigarettes along with a lighter, and Linett disappeared into the women's restroom. In her memories, there were no bars on the windows (after all, it was just a restroom for the police), and the locks were designed in a way that the windows couldn't be opened from either inside or outside. Unfortunately, the local police didn't have the funds, let alone for renovations. As a result, the condition of the locks was precarious. Linett was alone here, and she stood in front of the window lost in thought. Behind the building were two backyards. One was where vehicles stopped when they brought suspects, detainees, or Linett here, and the other led to the wing with the office spaces and a narrow side street that technically formed a dead-end. Unless you were too fat to climb. Lorenzo's men wouldn't be expecting her here, would they? They would be guarding the other back exit and the front. Lightly, Linett wrapped her fingers around the window frame and simultaneously unlocked the latch with her other hand. With a little effort, the window was open. Perfect for secret smokers. She glanced back at the door, checking one more time. It was crazy. But what in her life wasn't crazy right now? Determined, Linett swung herself onto the windowsill and eventually landed in the backyard.

The presence of cameras in this area didn't bother her. It was quite alarming how well she knew the surroundings here. For instance, she knew that nobody paid attention to the cameras monitoring the backyard. Well, technically someone was sitting in front of the screen, but they might as well have put a chimpanzee there. Now she stood in the backyard. Great, what next? She walked across the yard as naturally as possible, as if she belonged there, and lit a cigarette in the process. She didn't really smoke, at least not frequently. Even now, she didn't inhale the smoke into her lungs, only briefly holding it in her mouth before exhaling. The alley was narrow, and there was the low wall. It was fortunate that she used to engage in more physical activities. Street sports, they called it. Running, squats, utilizing the surroundings for parkour movements. For example, scaling a wall. She did just that and peered over. Then she quickly dropped back down. She didn't like the man on the other side of the wall, at the end of the alley that led back to the main street. He was also smoking and didn't look like an ordinary passerby. What should she do? Go back? No, she couldn't do that. They would assume she was trying to escape (and they wouldn't be entirely wrong) and would likely admit her to a clinic. She dared to glance over the wall once more and could hardly believe her luck. He was gone!

Bravely, she took the leap across. However, she proceeded cautiously along the rest of the alley. On the main street, she kept an eye out for more of Lorenzo's people. No one was in sight. She sprinted down the street as fast as she could. She had to reach Jason. She had to tell him what had happened and hope that he could get Jeremy out of jail. They couldn't keep the vampire locked up forever, could they?

But she didn't want to go directly there. So she turned into another side street. And promptly turned back.

Damn it, damn it, damn it. Two policemen were walking toward her, holding their radios to their ears. Frantically, she searched for another escape route. Sliding, she finally landed on an open and busy street. Ignoring any traffic rules or the intriguing play of shadows cast by the sun on the magnificent historic buildings of the city, Linett threw herself amidst the honking cars. With her heart pounding, she darted into the next side street, praying that she would find her way to Jason's office from here.

"You know, I'd love to call that damn Harris and tell him to deal with you. You're the craziest piece of work I've ever come across! You're a waste of our tax money," thundered the voice behind Linett. She stumbled and staggered against one of the garbage bins, her gaze falling on Luc. Bloody hell, where did he suddenly come from? Was he also a vampire and never told her? His posture expressed tightly restrained anger. Quickly, she tried to regain her composure, but Luc grabbed her arm. The police officer pushed her against the wall. Linett gasped for breath.

"Luc, please, let me go," Linett pleaded, as memories of unpleasant encounters flooded back in this position. All that was missing was someone placing a hand around her throat and squeezing. She wasn't really afraid of Luc, but when were fears ever rational? She gasped as she noticed a shadow behind Luc. The police officer was torn away from her and hurled against the opposite wall. Groaning, he slid to the ground. His service weapon lay just a short distance away from him. He made a diving attempt to reach for it, but another shadow threw him aside once again.

"You're worse than a sack of fleas," Jason's soft voice rang out. Frozen in shock, Linett just stared at him.

"You can close your mouth now. I figured your friend here would cause trouble," Jason explained and approached the police officer.

"What?" the officer stammered, still bewildered by the sudden appearance of the two men.

"Ever heard of vampires, my friend?" Jeremy asked the officer. With a delighted smile on his lips, as if he were greeting a friend, Jason grabbed the young policeman by the collar and lifted him up. Well, more like he was greeting a slightly annoying friend... Luc's legs dangled helplessly in the air. He firmly held Jason's fist and tried to bend his fingers while gasping for air.

"We're stronger than you humans. We're faster than any high-speed train. And we have interesting fangs, see?" Jeremy remarked.

In any other situation, Linett would have claimed that Jason looked more like he had a toothache than actually being threatening, but unfortunately, this scene was designed to instill even more worry and fear in her. Jeremy kept a watchful eye on their surroundings, and with horror, Linett had to watch as Jason quite literally sniffed at Luc.

"A truly rare blood type," Jason observed, "which happens to be one of the most delicious."

"No!" Linett cried out, throwing herself with all her might against Jason. He was about as concerned as a gentle breeze trying to push against a massive boulder, but at least she had his attention.

"You're starting to annoy me," Jason informed her.

Oh, really? He looked like he was about to enjoy a banana split! "I'll do anything for you, but please don't kill him."

And now, for the first time, Linett saw an irritated look from Jason. He directed that look toward Jeremy, who simply shrugged his shoulders.

"How did you manage to escape, by the way?" Jason asked, unperturbed by Luc's pitiful wheezing in his grip.

"Your best customer, the Secretary-General, called our friend here. They had to let me go," Jeremy explained.

"Interesting that he even remembers you," Jason commented, but Jeremy responded with a grim smile.

"I think Gustin is afraid that I might otherwise forget that no one can know he ordered the murder of his friend."

In unison, Linett and Luc gasped for breath.

"You've got to be kidding," she burst out vehemently. How could someone order the death of a friend? Why? No wonder more and more people were suffering from depression. This world was just sickening!

"Speaking of which, how did you manage to escape?" Jeremy interrupted her dark thoughts with a question.

"I fled through the window of the ladies' restroom," she replied.

It was predictable that Jason would burst into hearty laughter upon hearing this news. His grin was wide enough to reveal his sharp teeth, but coupled with his deep, cheerful laughter, it carried the menace of an amused old grandfather, minus the gray hair and deep wrinkles. However, if one took a closer look, the fact that Luc seemed to be slowly gasping for his life in Jason's grip undermined that harmless impression. What surprised her even more was that a cheerful grin spread across Jeremy's face as well.

"Good girl," he said, and she couldn't help but wonder if he actually sounded proud.

"Could you either kill me or let me go, please? I can't breathe," Luc croaked, speaking up in a hoarse voice.

"Jason, please," Linett pleaded softly.

Her boss sighed and simply dropped Luc. Coughing, he curled up on the ground and sounded like he was about to vomit. Under Jeremy's disapproving gaze, Linett crouched beside the young policeman and stroked his back until the spasmodic sounds finally subsided.

"Fine. But let's not make a habit out of this. We're not a charity. Lucky for him, nobody believes him anyway when he rambles about vampires. Now come on. I've received a new shipment of the finest Scotch. We're going to enjoy it," Jason announced, as Luc finally managed to pull himself together. "You're, of course, not invited, officer."


Another Psychologist

She managed to cry quietly, but it was difficult for Linett to control her tears. But what needed to come out had to come out, or else she would burst. So, believing she was quiet enough, she gave in to the urge and let it flow. She involuntarily flinched when someone softly called her name, audibly close to her. God, she hadn't heard Jeremy come in. She held her breath immediately. Maybe he would leave if she didn't move. But instead, she felt him sit beside her and she leaned slightly against him. Before long, he gently moved aside the protective blanket and she allowed herself to be pulled into his arms. Her heart began to beat faster and more frantically, and her breathing matched the urgency. Stiff as a board, she leaned on him, and only after a while was she able to relax. And as always, when the shock subsided, a few tears rolled down her cheeks, even though she was clearly too inhibited in his presence to fully release the pressure.

She still didn't know if she could let go around him or if a stupid remark would come along and hit her harder than usual. Shaking, she took a deep breath and cautiously nestled closer to Jeremy. He promptly tightened the embrace and gently stroked her damp cheek. Her heart rate increased even more, narrowly avoiding a heart attack. Nevertheless, it felt pleasant, and she sighed softly, wrapping her arms around the vampire.

A slight tingling sensation arose as he began to stroke her back, and finally, the last tears dried up. She was clearly too distracted to cry. Still silent, she simply enjoyed the unexpected closeness to him. Jeremy patiently remained still, and as he transitioned from her back to gently stroking her hair, Linett was overcome. She closed her eyes blissfully and surrendered to the feeling of security, promptly falling asleep once again.

The next morning, she couldn't remember if she had dreamed that episode or if it had actually happened. However, she knew one thing: the next morning was hell. Linett could only hope that she hadn't accidentally said something to Jeremy that the bastard had no business knowing. In Jeremy's apartment, Jason had forced Linett to drink more Scotch than she wanted (as therapy, yeah, right, he just wanted to poison her with alcohol), and eventually, Jason and Jeremy had switched to absinthe. While vampires could drink Scotch to their heart's content, the two of them showed clear signs of being tipsy after the first bottle of absinthe. It was a rare sight to see two hitmen resembling the Titanic after colliding with an iceberg. Whenever she expected one of them to finally topple from their chair, they somehow managed to rearrange their bones in the opposite direction and cling onto the nearest available piece of furniture.

Jason charmingly offered her some distraction if she didn't hold such prudish views like "Never fuck the company," to which Linett promptly retorted, "Try it, and I'll chop off your fingers." Luckily, Jason didn't dare to test whether she would really go through with chopping off his fingers and eventually passed out on Jeremy's sofa, as drunk as a carp on New Year's Eve.

Linett was the only one who had made it to bed. As she stumbled out of the room, she noticed that Jeremy had apparently also attempted to make that journey but had simply collapsed along the way and fallen asleep. It surprised her that neither of them seemed to be afraid that Luc might still seek revenge. For Linett, the therapy had turned out to be a complete disaster. Hyped up from the alcohol and incredibly tired at the same time, she had fallen into a deep and increasingly restless sleep. Her parents, Jeremy, the American flag, weapons, a special unit of the French police with a bazooka, Jason (who was sleeping with Helen—didn't she have any other concerns?), Luc, and of course, Tony and Lorenzo—all appeared in her dream. However, they didn't come to celebrate a party with her. Although she couldn't recall the exact sequence of events or situations later on, the feelings were vividly clear. She felt frightened, helpless, and horribly overwhelmed.

Linett vigorously shook her hungover head. No, don't think about it again. She tried to follow the dancing floor into the bathroom, hoping she wouldn't kick Jeremy as she stepped over him. Well, she had the intention. With a crash, she stumbled over him (eliciting no reaction from the vampire) and landed on her butt. Should she wait here until the hangover subsided? But she was thirsty, hungry, and urgently needed to pee. Damn it. Damn it. Panting, Linett pulled herself back up and staggered into the bathroom. She even forgot to lock the door behind her. Although she closed the door, it only briefly clicked into place before springing open a crack again. With a sigh of relief, Linett sank onto the toilet seat and immediately jumped up. Whoa, it was cold! She had forgotten to lift the lid. Thank goodness she hadn't started peeing yet. She did so noisily once she lifted the lid. Oh boy, that felt good. She must have consumed about a ton of liquid because she couldn't explain why so much was coming out.

"I'd love to experience such relief when using the toilet," Linett heard Jason mumble from outside, nearly causing her to fall off the toilet. She eventually found her boss in the kitchen, and man, why couldn't she just snuggle into his arms? Blinking, she realized that she had just replaced Jason with Jeremy in her thoughts.

"Do you want tea?" her hungover boss asked, struggling to keep his eyes open and unsuccessfully searching for the kettle, which was right in front of him! A bit more adeptly, she filled it with water and turned it on.

"Oh, thanks, didn't see that," grumbled Jason. He rudely rubbed his face, seemingly awakening his spirits a bit.

"Did I say something to you last night that I don't remember but should?" Jason asked, plopping his behind onto one of the kitchen chairs.

"You wanted to send Jeremy for a walk so you could sleep with me," Linett informed him, almost bored. Jason blinked, momentarily confused, before his gaze settled on her with the familiar amused sparkle.

"Did you say 'yes'?"

For a moment, Linett was tempted to immediately make it clear to Jason that a) they hadn't slept together and b) they never would. But something held her back.

Instead, she scrutinized Jason critically. "Of course, but I expected more. You should try to get rid of that habit with your fingers. It's stimulating for a few minutes, but eventually, one starts to think you're digging for gold in your nose."

Jason's expression was completely inscrutable to her. On one hand, he seemed amused, but on the other hand, offended. It could just as well be that he was deeply contemplating what he had actually done with his fingers on her yesterday. Or maybe he had just suffered a stroke and fallen into a coma.

"We couldn't have slept together. If we did, Jeremy would have broken every bone in my body last night instead of going for a walk like a good boy."

"Why would he do that? He doesn't care who I sleep with. We're not a couple!" Linett exclaimed indignantly.

Jason's gaze became more pitying and slightly insulting. He looked at her as if she were the only one who couldn't grasp something that was supposed to be childishly simple and crystal clear. Before she could extract the answer from Jason, an equally hungover Jeremy joined them.

"Why were you crying again last night?" was his first question to her. Inevitably, her cheeks flushed. It hadn't just been a dream, had it? And why did he have to bring it up in front of Jason?

"Do you cry often lately?" he continued.

"If you had lost your dearest friend, you'd cry too. Or no, you'd drown your sorrows in alcohol and sleep with anyone who's willing. That's your way of coping with grief," Linett retorted defiantly.

"No need to be rude," Jeremy grumbled irritably behind her. Her incredulous gaze turned to the vampire.

"You should see a psychologist too. At night, you're the sweetest man one can imagine, and during the day, you're the biggest jerk of all time," Linett scolded, undeterred. Angry, she grabbed the kettle and poured the now hot water into the waiting cups. And promptly spilled it on her hand. Swearing, she slammed the kettle back onto its coaster.

"Perhaps you really do need therapy, as Luc claimed," Jeremy spoke from behind her. She spun around with a jerk, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

"Are you planning to send me to a clinic too?" she asked anxiously, snatching her hand away from Jason, who had just been holding it under cool water.

"None of us would be foolish enough to do that," Jeremy interjected unnecessarily, and Jason shook his head as well.

"Do you think I need one?" Linett asked, feeling dejected.

"Do you believe that you need therapy?" Jason asked unusually gently. He set aside his usual grin, showing how serious he was about this question. Linett shrugged a little uncertainly. Her gaze shifted uncertainly to Jeremy, who looked at her with the same questioning expression as her boss.

"I don't know," she replied honestly. "It might not hurt. But on the other hand, maybe it's enough for me to just have someone to talk to. Not a therapist. Someone like Helen." Jason scratched his chin thoughtfully.

"Let's try both. Helen will be more than happy to lend you her ear. But a trial session probably wouldn't hurt either," Jason suggested.

"Do you know a therapist?" Linett asked. She suspected that Jason's carefree grin didn't bode well.

"No, but that can be changed," he replied.

With those words, Jason had already pulled out his phone. Two minutes later, he let out a recognizing "Ah." With a sudden sense of urgency, he hurried her out of the kitchen, into her clothes, and finally out the door. Keeping his eyes on his screen, he started running. For vampires, who were always said to be terribly old-fashioned, Jason seemed suspiciously addicted to smartphones. If that was contagious, no one would ever perish from a vampire bite. The bloodsuckers would simply starve, their eyes glued to the screens of their tablets, smartphones, and laptops.

The practice they entered was a bit run-down. And empty. The older lady at the reception desk looked at them with such disinterest as if it were normal for two tall (hungover) men with a timid (equally hungover) young woman in tow to show up here. Perhaps it was.

"Does Dr. Merand have a moment for us now?" Jason asked politely. The receptionist's gaze wandered slowly from his crooked tie to his chin and finally to his eyes.

"The doctor has all day if you wish. And the rest of the week as well," she replied. The way she pronounced the word "doctor," Linett was already expecting the worst. This was just a quack, right?

The doctor turned out to be a young individual who, according to Jeremy, had just recently fallen out of university. His friendliness and the fact that they immediately got a trial session suggested that the guy didn't have much clientele yet. And the fact that this man's attractive appearance elicited a drawn-out "Ooooh" from Linett didn't exactly make him likable. Trying to recount the conversation that Jason and Jeremy unabashedly eavesdropped on from the waiting room (privacy was a foreign concept to most vampires) would be as time-consuming as it would be pointless. Just like the entire session in general.

"Complete waste of time," Jeremy grumbled, utterly annoyed. When you really thought about it, Linett was the one beginning to therapize the psychologist. He alternated between incredulous rambling, getting lost in "Aahs" and "Oohs," frequently mentioning that it couldn't possibly be true, and eventually requesting ten minutes to think.

"Perhaps you're right. We should have briefed him beforehand and then sent Linett to him," Jason replied with a shrug.

"If anyone finds out that you're giving therapy to your assistant, who should've been dead long ago, your reputation in the industry is ruined," Jeremy gloomily prophesied.

"If anyone finds out that you were beaten with a frying pan by her, you might as well retire alongside me."

"We'll have to kill the guy."

"Seems that way," Jason agreed, pushing himself off the wall he was leaning on. He started circling the receptionist with interest.

"But then we'll need a replacement if it turns out that Linett wants more than just a trial session," Jeremy interjected, following the game with genuine interest. The receptionist lost her contemptuous condescension at the latest moment when Jason's hand covered her mouth.

"Maybe this one session will help," Jason hoped after he had stashed the body in the broom closet.

Jason's optimism aside, Jeremy still considered it a complete waste of time. And it was a question of who looked more disheveled as the psychologist staggered out of his office.

"Well, what's wrong with her?" Jeremy asked mockingly.

"I cannot disclose that. It falls under patient confidentiality," Merand's outraged words grew quieter as Jeremy grabbed him by the collar. "To put it briefly, she has a severe post-traumatic stress disorder that has now progressed into delusions and hallucinations. She should urgently seek a clinic and undergo inpatient treatment."

"How do you know about hallucinations?" Jason asked with interest.

"Mon dieu! She's talking about vampires!"

"That's not a hallucination. That's the truth," Jeremy purred, clearly amused, baring his sharp teeth. The psychologist's panicked scream made his ears ring, and Jeremy frowned irritably. His grip on the man's throat tightened, silencing the scream into a wheezing gurgle.

"Much better," Jason said relieved.

"What's going on?" Linett interjected quietly. She had emerged from the treatment room and looked at the group with confusion.

"He's getting a delicate education on vampires," Jason cheerfully observed. "So listen up. Vampires do exist. They feed on blood, kill people, and, by the way, you really do smell delicious. But that's not the point right now. Considering the fact that Linett isn't hallucinating after all, do you still think she should undergo inpatient treatment?"

Linett paled at the mention of inpatient treatment, and her gaze pleaded with Jason. "I don't want to go to a clinic!"

"Don't worry. No one is going to send you to one," Jeremy reassured, chiming in.

"In that case, I would prescribe a mild sedative to help her sleep undisturbed at night. And I would recommend that she pursue singing again. Singing is her hobby and passion. It will do her good and help her process things. Additionally, it wouldn't hurt for her to take a self-defense course. It will rebuild her self-confidence. Furthermore, she should come twice a week," the psychologist prattled on without pause despite his uncomfortable position.

Jeremy set him back on his feet and gave him a shove, causing him to stumble toward his desk.

"Then go ahead and prescribe the sedative," he calmly demanded, disregarding the therapist's whining as he tried to regain his balance and promptly crashed into the desk. It served him right for not being able to walk properly.

"And are you sure you're voluntarily with them?" Jeremy overheard the guy whisper to Linett, who was helping him up.

"Their charm takes some getting used to, but yes, I am," she replied in an equally hushed tone. However, it could be assumed that she was aware of vampires' sharp hearing abilities.


Which Side Would You Choose?

Indecisively, Linett glanced at the slender white package with the orange logo. Was that supposed to be the solution to her nightly troubles? Just pop a pill and be done with it? Who would stop her from taking more tablets than she could handle? That's why she had always been reluctant to take pills. The prospect of simply feeling nothing, having no worries, and slipping into peaceful nothingness was far too tempting for someone who currently disliked her demanding life.

"What does Jason want to discuss with Merand anyway?" Linett asked Jeremy, seeking a distraction. Jason had pushed Linett and Jeremy out of the door with the instruction to fetch the pills and then locked it behind them. Unlike Jeremy, she couldn't hear the muffled cry of horror from the psychologist on the street anymore.

"Make it clear to him that he can't disclose anything he heard from you," Jeremy replied calmly.

"Yeah, sure, he'll definitely survive that."

Darkly, Linett countered Jeremy's bewildered gaze. Did he really think she was that foolish? Jason wouldn't let anyone walk around alive who could tell such stories. The police would bury him deep in the ground until the trial and his testimony, making sure no one got their hands on him.

"What? Surprised that I can think logically?" Linett asked.

"No, I'm surprised that you're finally developing a realistic view of this world. Seems like the psychologist isn't a complete waste of time after all."

"You're a jerk!" By the way, she didn't actually say the word "jerk." She used other, more creative, and worse swear words to describe Jeremy's character. And "jerk" seemed far too mild for that.

Jeremy snorted. "That's what I get paid for."

"Do you also get paid for sleeping with women?"

"What are you getting at?" growled the vampire. His eyes shimmered dark red. He advanced toward her, threatening enough to usually make her very big step back. This time, she was too stubborn. Or perhaps too life-weary. She only took a tiny step back, and it seemed like her life hated her for it. She stumbled and plopped down on her bottom.

"Is it part of your job to sleep with Jason's assistants? As a form of sex therapy? So they can relax again?" Linett probed. The fact that the reddish shimmer disappeared from Jeremy's eyes seriously puzzled her.

"Oh, I see," Jeremy replied. Did he seriously expect a different context? "No, I felt like sleeping with you. Jason's therapy for you is more about making sure you show up on time for the band rehearsal that you scheduled weeks ago and forgot to cancel," she retorted.

"Well, great. Being your stupid fling for a night was definitely my life goal," Linett grumbled from her cold seat on the pavement, rubbing her wrists. Jeremy reached out his hand to help her up, a gesture she steadfastly ignored, just like the fact that he believed she should get up. She might as well get a bladder infection. Life couldn't get much worse. Being shot by Lorenzo in the restroom because she couldn't get off it would only be the inevitable peak of the catastrophe called her life.

Jeremy grabbed her by the belt of her pants and pulled her up. She collided against him, heavy as a sack of cement. And she realized it had been a stupid idea to make herself so heavy. Jeremy gently placed his hands on her face. Hesitantly, she lifted her gaze. But instead of mockery, disdain, or even pity in his eyes, she saw something completely different. Something she couldn't quite place, and she wasn't sure if she was just imagining it. What was it? Tenderness? With any other man, she would have said, "Yes, that was tenderness." But with Jeremy, everything was somehow a little different.

"Why did you have to kiss me?" he said, plunging her further into confusion.

And how did she turn his life upside down? Just a few days ago, Jeremy had been a content, selfish asshole with a penchant for prolonging his hunts with relish. Today, that same asshole was arguing with the snarky pain-in-the-ass about her refusal to be his fling for a night. Nice realization. Just a little late.

Explaining to Fabienne that he didn't want to see her anymore because he happened to fall in love with the rude creature who was now sitting with Helen in Jason's office wouldn't just sound unbelievable to the vampire. It was completely absurd. Jeremy's dream woman was clearly built differently (she had bigger assets) and wired completely differently. He could live with a shoe obsession. But what sensible person armed themselves with kitchen utensils? Or played that awful music? And composed it, too? Seriously?

Like back at the club, Jeremy flinched as Linett grabbed the microphone an hour later after greeting her band members. Without warning, she emitted sounds that one would never expect from this woman. If Jeremy couldn't see her, he wouldn't know if a man or a woman was singing in such a deep tone and with such intensity that even an experienced vampire's jaw dropped. It was a miracle the wooden tables didn't shatter. Was that music? Or was she just warming up her vocal cords? Nothing would happen to her here, right? Jeremy would guard the building from the outside. Yes, that sounded good. He could take out his phone there without losing important brain cells and search for Linett's band on a popular search engine to find out a) what genre of music they played and b) if they were all as bizarre as she was. The answer to a) was Symphonic Death Metal, and the answer to b) was yes, they were. Across the board. When a song by Arch Enemy played from his phone, he almost dropped it. Anyone who embraced such a music genre couldn't possibly be normal, could they? He sent the video link to Jason. It somehow suited the vampire.

Rarely had Linett felt so alive. Her voice trembled as they took a break after a few songs. Her vocal cords would thank her, but she couldn't care less. While the daily exercises would surely be a foolproof strategy if she wanted to drive Jeremy to suicide or murder her, something inside her rebelled against that idea. Yes, this therapy was to her liking. Her gaze scanned the room, searching for Jeremy. Had he really left her alone?

"Linett!"

Promptly, she turned around at the mention of her name. And nearly bumped her nose into a man's chest. Startled, she took a step back and groaned as her arm was grabbed.

"Let me go!" she hissed as quietly as possible, not wanting to draw unnecessary attention to herself as she was pushed into a dark corner.

"Sorry, but I absolutely need to talk to you," he said.

If Luc had already looked tired and haggard yesterday, the blue and violet shimmering shadows under his eyes and the stubbly, unkempt beard amplified that effect manyfold.

"Are you planning to arrest us again?" Linett asked, alarmed, glancing around repeatedly.

On one hand, she feared Jeremy's reaction if he caught Luc, but on the other hand, Luc's appearance troubled her.

The police officer laughed bitterly. "I wouldn't have the authority anyway. Your clean boss made sure last night that I'll be suspended from duty, and it looks like the disciplinary proceedings will be nothing but a farce with the inevitable result of me getting fired."

"Luc, I'm sorry," Linett whispered. "I still have one chance," he spoke up now, his gaze focusing on Linett. "If I expose Harris' dealings in Paris, he'll be forced to retreat. I've done the research, Linett. Of course, it's pointless to try and put a vampire in jail. Either you kill him, and believe me, I would love to do that, or you make the air so thin for him and his employees here that he has to retreat. It happened thirty years ago. They were close to arresting half of his employees in France. Ultimately, they didn't succeed, but for ten years, he never appeared in any news reports again, and I've talked to old colleagues who were on duty back then. Out of fear that everything could blow up in his face, he let it all lie dormant for years!"

"And then?" Linett asked softly. "What do you think will happen then? He's not just going to disappear and simply accept that you've ruined his business for years."

"Definitely not. That's why I have to do it right. I have to expose his operation and get all of his employees, at least the human ones. Ideally, he'll be accidentally killed during the arrest, but that's more of an option. I'm sure he'll come to me when his ship is about to sink, and then I'll be prepared."

Linett was horrified by the dark determination that played across Luc's features. "And why are you telling me all of this?"

"Can't you see, Linett? You're the key to everything. You're his assistant. You don't have to do much. Just give me a list of his employees if you can find one. Give me anything related to any jobs, any documents that might exist. I doubt he can have so many people and assignments without keeping some records. You just need to pass on anything that could be of interest to me. I'll take care of the rest."

"Are you insane? I'm not suicidal!" Linett shook her head relentlessly.

"Do you think he'll keep you as his assistant forever? Once this Jeremy guy loses interest in ogling you like a prostitute in a shop window and maybe even dragging you into his bed, so will this Harris. I have no idea what they want from you, maybe trying to blackmail something from Lorenzo in exchange for you, but I doubt they'll protect you forever."

"No," Linett continued, shaking her head. "It doesn't make sense. Why would they go through the trouble?"

If they wanted to keep her alive for reasons unrelated to this job, they could just lock her up in a basement. Instead, Jason assigned one of his guys to deal with her, someone who could handle hundreds of assignments in the time he wasted on her. As if that wasn't enough, Jason went through the trouble of pushing therapies and coping mechanisms for her trauma onto her.

"You could finally live a normal life again if that guy was out of the picture," Luc whispered.

That was an argument that hit home. Linett longed for nothing more than a normal life. It became painfully clear to her today. She didn't want to play secretary for someone. She wanted to sing, record albums, go on tour. How could that happen when she was supposed to sit in an office?

"I have some equipment for you," Luc spoke, realizing that he had struck a chord with her. Linett looked at the small items that Luc handed her, her eyes filled with disbelief. It wasn't much, but it was certainly sufficient to record things that could clearly incriminate Jason in his crimes if used correctly and thoughtfully. At least some of the crimes he committed. This man surely had a list that made Lord of the Rings look like a short story.


The Weapons of a Woman

Contrary to Linett and Luc's assumption, Jeremy hadn't missed the short visit from the police officer during band practice. However, he had refrained from questioning Linett about it. How likely was it that Linett would be convinced by her police officer boyfriend to engage in any foolishness? Jeremy had pondered this question in Fabienne's company on the very same evening. In that environment, one could only think of something else to keep from strangling Fabienne. The snobbery of Fabienne truly had no equal. He had once saved a nun from drowning. Wasn't that enough to spare him from dealing with two nagging women in his life? Fabienne had mocked his choice of restaurant (okay, it really hadn't been the greatest). And Linett? When she heard the news that he would be going out with Fabienne and she was expected to stay in his apartment for the evening, she had given him a look as if she wanted to blend him into a smoothie. Was it really so terrible that he had seduced said nun, leading to the breaking of her celibacy vow? Was this now his punishment? As for Linett, Jeremy had come to the logical conclusion that it would simply be insane if she were to entertain any suggestions from Luc.

However, his logically grounded trust in Linett began to waver greatly when he glanced into her open bag the next morning. On top, he found an inconspicuous dictation device, often used in movies to record conversations. While he heard Linett showering in the bathroom, he delved deeper. Yes, he knew it was sacrilegious to rummage through a woman's handbag, but he had to know for sure.

Jeremy discovered tracking devices, bugs, and a small camera that could be worn with a jacket button. He looked at this special equipment with confusion. Was the police seriously equipping a civilian with such things? Their desperation must be immense. But why the hell was Linett carrying all this in her handbag? While it wasn't enough to shoot a mafia film starring Jason, it could substantiate certain suspicions with crucial recordings. And that wasn't even the worst part.

Jason's business success wasn't just based on his cleverness but also on the fact that everything was stored electronically. There was no paper to confiscate or steal. And so far, the system had been unhackable. However, nobody had expected that Jason would hand over access data to a young woman foolish enough to collaborate with the police.

"What did Luc want from you yesterday?" Jeremy addressed Linett directly as she emerged from the bathroom with a grim expression.

"Why are you already home anyway? Didn't Fabienne screw you into unconsciousness?"

"Do you think she'll go for it?"

It was an interesting question posed by Jason. Jeremy had dropped off the stubborn and uncooperative Linett at the office. She hadn't provided informative answers to any of his questions. His only option would have been to beat her up, and Jason should do that himself. Jeremy had now grabbed hold of Jason and informed him briefly about the equipment in Linett's bag. And now Jeremy was faced with a question he couldn't answer definitively.

"I don't know," Jeremy confessed. "Normally, I would say: No, absolutely not. But Linett isn't normal. And could you please stop grinning for a minute? My fist is already itching."

A futile request. Jeremy should have known better. Like a thousand others, he now joined the crowd who successfully drove Jason mad with his carefree smile. And their comments only made him smile even wider.

"By the way, I was highly amused by your new taste in music. I had the video open while driving, and I almost crashed into the guardrail when the woman started singing. But as an alarm tone, that wailing is unbeatable. You have no opportunity to consider whether you want to stay in bed. You inevitably jump out of it."

"Jason!"

Only with a damn lot of self-control did Jeremy manage to refrain from grabbing Jason by the collar and shaking him as a vampire with that completely stoned mind deserved! His growling made Jason sigh, and finally, the annoying cheerfulness faded from his face.

"Okay, back to Linett... She doesn't strike me as that dumb."

"I wish I shared your belief. She has a dictation device, tracking devices, and electronic bugs. Furthermore, she knows the password to your system. She just needs to search, find, and print. And she's desperate."

Thoughtfully, Jason stroked his chin.

"Let's just give her the chance to make the right choice if she's in doubt. I'll make sure Linett is alone in the office for a few hours. Then we'll see if her special equipment is installed or still in her handbag. And I suggest we have a detailed discussion about how to get rid of our favorite prosecutor."

"You want to kill him?" Jeremy inquired with doubt, as that seemed a bit too extreme to him. Sure, the guy who joyfully investigated Lorenzo and, if the opportunity arose, Jason too, was persistent, but he didn't know anything that could cause problems for Jason. So, killing a person to test Linett? That was like blowing up the moon just to taunt the tide. But Jason shook his head, grinning.

"The man is not dumb. It would be a shame to waste him. After all, he could still be useful to us."

Yes, and he would surely be thrilled to learn about Jason's plans. What prosecutor willingly allowed himself to be blackmailed, threatened, and forced to serve the very person he wanted to lock up for the rest of their life?

"Do you really think we should do that?" Jeremy sighed.

This question could refer to many things, and it was also the perfect setup for the little performance that followed.

"Why not? It saves us a lot of trouble. The guy doesn't respond to bribery. He doesn't have any family members we could send to him in pieces by mail. And he's so heroically inclined that he would rather shoot himself than submit to our wishes," Jason replied, opening the door to his office.

"I could break a few bones for him," Jeremy suggested. It was not without reason that this was a popular method to impose one's will on people. Every person had around two hundred bones, and while it would be quite difficult for someone to survive if each and every one of them was broken, most would give in within the first five fractures. Tough ones might hold out until the first ten.

Engrossed in their conversation, the two men entered the office, seemingly too absorbed to notice that they were being scrutinized with interest by both Helen and Linett.

"Who are you talking about?" Helen interjected curiously.

"Dampierre," Jeremy replied.

"Prosecutor Dampierre?" Linett now chimed in, clearly confused. And her boss nodded with a solemn expression.

"That will also solve the problem with your testimony once and for all. If there's no one left to ask questions, no one will bother with your case."

That was a promise that visibly raised skepticism in Linett. Jeremy critically examined the girl's reactions. Her eyes widened, and her heart started beating faster.

"His successor will surely take care of his files," she cautiously interjected.

"With the number of files that guy has in his office, it's unlikely that his successor will specifically grab your case in the next ten years. His successor will be grateful if he can even find his own desk," Jason replied.

Linett still didn't seem convinced.

"But why kill him? I know him. He's sincere and a good guy."

"It's precisely those sincere and good people who make our business considerably difficult. Get used to it," Jason claimed, devoid of any emotion. For the first time, the warm sympathy in his gaze vanished, replaced by a cold calculation one would expect from a man in his line of work. Self-centered and blind to the suffering he inflicted upon others.

"You can't just eliminate everyone who causes you trouble," Linett exclaimed, horrified.

"And what do you plan to do then to refuse the testimony?"

"I simply won't give it. Period. No one can force me. I'll retract it. And there must be other ways to deter him from pursuing you. As you said, he'll have plenty of other cases to handle. And you won't appear in every single file there!" she insisted, with a defiant jut of her chin.

"I can't spare everyone just because you know him, Linett," Jason coldly shattered her hope. "Your Luc has already survived. I don't think I owe you another life."

Linett swallowed hard and eventually lowered her stubborn gaze after a while. Her hands were clenched into fists. She looked up again when Helen gently took her hand.

"Life isn't always fair," Helen patiently explained. "Everyone tries to sell their life and happiness at the highest price they can. And maybe there's still another solution. We'll see."

"You're too honest for this job," Jason judged, but it didn't stop Linett from continuing to express her opinion without being asked.

"You wanted me for the job. Deal with what you get," she defiantly and dejectedly retorted to Jason.

"Did I mention that I like your temper?" Jason asked. If he had appeared annoyed just a moment ago, that impression vanished so quickly that it could make one dizzy. The vampire swiftly switched from 'don't mess with me' to 'you're cute, I'll keep you' like a kangaroo on a whim.

"Can you keep the shop running for an hour?" Jason questioned. Linett nodded hesitantly.

"As long as I don't have to provide any information that goes beyond 'we'll call you back later.'"

Once again, a grin appeared on Jason's lips. "Good girl. Helen, are you coming?"

Surprised, Helen lifted her head and studied her boss intently. However, she didn't ask any unnecessary questions but grabbed her bag and followed the two vampires as quickly as her uncomfortable shoes allowed.

An hour later, Jeremy returned to the office accompanied by Helen. He attentively let his gaze wander. It was unlikely that Linett had placed a camera directly on the desk. Did she even place anything at all?

"Could we fetch my car?" Linett's request redirected his pensive attention back to her. And Jeremy couldn't think of a reason (unfortunately) why he should deny her that. The drive to the train station was silent, and her dented car was still in place. No one would want to steal that old thing.

With a quiet, excited cry, Linett got out of the car and ran toward her beloved vehicle. But before she could get in, Jeremy held her back with a firm tug. "Hey!" she protested loudly, but Jeremy didn't look at her, only at the interior of the vehicle with interest.

"Go back to my car," Jeremy unusually gently asked her. So gently that she obediently complied without protest and watched from a safe distance as he started the car with the handbrake engaged and placed a stone on the gas pedal, causing the car to sputter but not move from its place. While the vehicle lacked movement, Jeremy made up for it in urgency. As soon as he reached Linett, he grabbed her waist and pulled her down with him to the ground. An ear-splitting blast made his ears ring. Sound waves seemed to burst his brain, accompanied by a shockwave that even elicited a half-strangled gasp from Jeremy. Linett also appeared breathless, but perhaps it was just because the vampire was lying on top of her with all his weight.

"Jeremy," she gasped in distress. He cursed under his breath and rolled off her. Intense pain shot through his back as if someone had ripped the flesh from his body in large chunks.

"Oh God, Jeremy," Linett whimpered as she noticed his back. Jeremy tugged forcefully at the remnants of his shirt. Suppressing groans, he attempted to feel around his back. The pain stabbed at him like needles, and at the same time, it felt as if a fire was raging on the exposed flesh.

"Wait!" Trembling, Linett got back on her feet and approached him. Just as one could witness her beloved car burning, Jeremy could feel his wounds healing. As persistent as the initial pricking had been, it slowly began to diminish.

"No fibers should grow into it," he interrupted Linett's fascinated observation of this spectacle. No, he didn't fancy being operated on by Jason or Helen because the remains of the shirt caused recurring infections. Carefully, Linett started picking out the fabric remnants from the edges of the wound to prevent them from embedding. One of the flying debris from the explosion had hit him. It was better not to imagine how Linett would have looked if she hadn't had the vampire as a shield.

"Was it your bomb?" she blurted out after she had cleaned the wound as best she could. The freshly forming scar still felt tight.

"No!" Jeremy replied indignantly. An indignation that quickly faded, however. One didn't need to be a psychic to guess what thoughts were raging in Linett's mind. Just moments ago, her biggest problem had been self-pitying herself for having a boss who wouldn't hesitate to commit murder and a protector who didn't exactly exhibit the charm of James Bond (except when it came to arrogance toward women). And now she became aware that Lorenzo was still willing to end her life. Or at least, he had been willing days ago and had simply forgotten to remove the bomb.

"Hey," Jeremy spoke softly to her, gently placing his arm around her.

"Then who was it?" she asked, her gaze transfixed on the burning wreck, which occasionally emitted creaking and cracking sounds.

"Do so many people want to kill you?"

"Lorenzo?" she asked, trembling. Jeremy's gaze rested gently on her.

"The incendiary device in your old apartment and the two figures who tried to kill you at the train station were certainly from him. So yes, I believe the bomb is from him. But it's hard to say whether he planted it before or after our visit to him. We don't know if he still wants to get rid of you."

Her teeth began to chatter as if she were standing naked in the depths of ice in Alaska. And suddenly, she burst into laughter. She laughed until tears streamed down her cheeks, and the manic laughter turned into sobs.

"I think I'm going crazy," she sobbed softly, pressing herself into his arms. Jeremy gently stroked her hair.

"You're not. It's just the shock."

"But Jason said I could shoot Lorenzo if I wanted to," she turned her tear-streaked face to Jeremy, the determined expression around her mouth not sitting well with him.

"Yes..." he replied suspiciously.

"Can you teach me how to shoot a man?"

"Why this sudden change of heart? You said yourself that you're not capable of shooting a man."

"He killed Tony and destroyed my car. I loved my car!" With these words, she released herself from his embrace, swayed a little, and then looked at Jeremy expectantly.

He still hadn't fully grasped the fact that her car meant more to her than her best friend. However, he wasn't about to redirect her obvious aggression (by now, he knew that it was never a good sign when she pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes) toward himself.

"Then come," he urged her as he pulled out a fresh shirt from the trunk.

Jeremy's destination was a shooting range. Once they arrived, Linett walked straight to the counter, confidently placing her order. Jeremy was surprised by her precise and self-assured request for a certain type of Magnum. He gladly admitted that he wasn't knowledgeable about firearms. As long as they were easy to handle and deadly, he didn't care about their names or detailed functions. And disengaging the safety was rarely an issue.

"You seem to know your stuff, huh?" the burly guy behind the counter asked Linett, handing her the requested firearm. He went on to give them the usual instructions and eventually assigned them a spot.

"I thought you had no idea about guns," Jeremy admitted, a faint smile forming on Linett's lips.

"I don't, really. I only know a few weapons, and I've always been most comfortable with this one." That didn't surprise him. Her stun gun had been of the same make. And he couldn't deny that it had missed him multiple times.

"I can shoot, but I can't hit," she confessed.

"You did hit me back then. And you actually hit Lorenzo, too," Jeremy rightfully pointed out.

"Wasn't too hard to hit you. You were kneeling right in front of me, barely two meters away. Plus, it didn't matter where I hit you; it was just for sedation," Linett remarked, sounding a bit insulting at the notion of such an easy target.

"And hitting Lorenzo was a lucky shot," she added.

Letting out a sigh, Jeremy dropped his objections.

"Alright then, show me what you got," he challenged, putting on the earmuffs. They provided some protection for vampire hearing, though they didn't completely dull the annoying ringing noise. After the day he'd had, his ears really needed some shielding. The explosion still echoed in his hypersensitive hearing. The advantage was that being deafened couldn't make you much deafer, so he was less bothered as Linett began firing some shots.

"Interesting. You managed to shoot all around the target. How did you maintain that radius?" Jeremy inquired afterward, a hint of mockery in his voice. Linett gave him a bitter glare in response.

"Your finger is too heavy on the trigger. You should only be using the first joint of your finger. Your stance is also too unstable," Jeremy began, correcting Linett without hesitation and promptly adjusting her accordingly.

"Your arm should be at a 90-degree angle to your body since you're shooting straight ahead!" Jeremy stepped behind Linett and placed his hands on hers, correcting her alignment. "And now, aim using the sights," he spoke into her ear, guiding her finger on the trigger. Well, the shot hit right in the center. And if he wasn't careful, something in his own center would soon stir. Was she intentionally pressing her behind against his groin?

"Don't move. Aim again and fire," he instructed her in a rough voice as he stepped away. Surprisingly, Linett nearly hit the bullseye again. However, once she stopped to reload and tried her luck once more, she didn't even come close to hitting the target. Okay, maybe she should stick to barns, but at least now Linett could take on small barns without accidentally shooting all the surrounding trees.

"Perhaps you should try throwing knives instead," Jeremy sighed, earning a skeptical look from Linett.

"People who can't shoot have a talent for throwing knives," he added, explaining himself.

"Can't you just teach me how to shoot him in the heart?" Linett pleaded with big, pleading eyes, causing Jeremy to roll his eyes dramatically.

"If he's lying unconscious in front of you, then I'll give you a chance, but right now, it's a miracle you hit him at all."

With a surprised expression, Helen dropped her pen as she saw the two of them storm back into the office. "What? No desire to go home?"

"No, Lorenzo destroyed my car." Honest outrage was evident in Linett's gaze.

Helen looked at Jeremy, perplexed, who shrugged meaningfully (or just as cluelessly).

"And because of that, you want to work double shifts?" Jason's voice chimed in as he returned from the kitchen with a glass of Scotch the size of a bucket.

Linett studied her boss with confusion. She couldn't shake the suspicion that all he seemed to do was drink Scotch. Did he also smoke weed like Jeremy?

"No, I want to shoot him. But apparently, I can't hit anything," Linett corrected.

"She doesn't even come close!" Jeremy grumbled from behind her. Of course, he had to add his two cents. "The only reason she hit Lorenzo was that he was standing two steps in front of her!"

Linett bit her lip in frustration.

"Jeremy says I might be good at throwing knives." Linett hopefully turned to Jason's assistant.

The assistant's lips curled into a broad grin.

With a meaningful and conspiratorial look, Helen gestured for Linett to join her and her handbag, producing a medium-sized dagger from it. The handle was firm and either made entirely of silver or silver-plated. Small rubies adorned the pommel, which thickened into a large oval, giving the pommel itself the appearance of a makeshift brass knuckle. Helen now handed the dagger, shaft first, to Linett.

"Try hitting Jeremy or Jason," she cheerfully urged Linett.

The two men, who had been diligently tending to their brimming Scotch glasses, looked suspiciously at them.

"I'm supposed to throw it at them?" Linett asked uncertainly, especially since the men's looks had now become decidedly warning.

"You're not supposed to throw it at them. You're supposed to hit one of them!" Helen made it clear, rubbing her hands together gleefully. Linett's gaze wandered thoughtfully over the dagger and finally to the vampires, who were scrutinizing her with great suspicion. As if she would actually hit a vampire! They could dodge much faster than ordinary humans. Nevertheless, she shrugged and threw the dagger.

She briefly balanced the object in her fingers, estimating its weight, before gripping the blade and hurling it at Jeremy. He looked as if he couldn't believe it and evaded at the last moment.

"Ow!" Jeremy exclaimed indignantly, inspecting his arm, or rather the white shirt that was already turning red at the grazed spot. Linett's eyes widened to the size of saucers. She had grazed him. She had grazed a damn vampire with a knife!

"Could you please stop clapping your hands and jumping up and down?" Jeremy growled viciously.

"You're not that bad. Besides... how else could you have subdued Jeremy if your aim was so terrible?" Helen explained, a mischievous grin playing on her lips.

Unintentionally, a soft giggle escaped Linett. It was clear what Helen was implying. She had already subdued Jeremy by shooting at him. She had sent Lorenzo to the hospital by shooting at him.

So she couldn't be as terrible as the now offended Jeremy tried to make her believe. He now held the knife in his hand, which he had pulled from the wall behind him. And he seemed to be contemplating what to do with it now.

"Jeremy!" Jason warned, a knowing grin on his lips as he swiftly took the dangerous object from his friend before any human blood could be spilled. "A little self-confidence won't hurt her."

"Hey, I let her graze me already!" Jeremy protested.

Linett pursed her lips. Jeremy had intentionally dodged at the last moment. Of course. As if she could actually hit a vampire. That would have been too good to be true.

"What about your close combat skills?" Jason now inquired, turning his question directly to Linett, who shrugged in response.

"Jeremy?" Jason's question now shifted to the addressed person, who contorted his features in discomfort. Jason's grin widened, and he beckoned Linett over with a gesture.

"Try to attack me," he challenged Linett, who looked at him as if he were the last man on the moon.

"I'm supposed to attack a vampire?" she repeated, visibly incredulous, and looked even more incredulous as Jason nodded encouragingly. Linett wasn't willing to go along with that.

"Don't worry, I don't bite," Jason emphasized his statement with such a wide grin that even Linett couldn't resist smiling. She tightened her grip on the dagger Jason handed her and contemplatively observed the vampire. He calmly endured her scrutiny and had the audacity to put his hands in his pockets. One might think he was waiting for a train. It surprised her that he even bothered to set down his glass beforehand. Linett started moving. With slow steps, she circled Jason repeatedly. Jeremy leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. Helen, on the other hand, had settled herself on her desk and casually dangled her legs.

Meanwhile, Jason didn't even bother to keep his face turned toward her at all times, apparently not minding that she stood behind him. After the third circle, she suddenly lunged forward, clearly aiming to thrust the knife into his side.

Unfortunately, a plan remained just a plan when it failed in execution. And it failed spectacularly.

Jason reached out his arm, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her forward. Linett stumbled toward Helen and received a sharp smack on her rear end from Jason's open hand.

"Hey!" she protested angrily at this rough treatment. Laughter echoed from Jeremy's direction, a level of amusement she had never heard from him before. Too bad looks couldn't kill.

"Okay, try it with Jeremy," Jason instructed, and the mentioned bloodsucker detached himself from the wall, taking a few steps forward to stand freely in the room as well. Unlike Jason, his gaze was not calm but vigilant and suspicious. He also didn't take his eyes off her as she circled around him, trying to confuse him.

"That's not working," Linett sighed in frustration, turning to Jason. And with that, she at least managed to promptly catch his attention. Jeremy's focus briefly shifted to his boss for a moment. Seizing the opportunity, Linett pounced on him. She swung the knife haphazardly. She didn't want to hurt him, even though he deserved it. If she had seriously wanted to land a hit, and if she had known where to strike, she might have succeeded in landing a stab. However, confusion overcame her.

Seconds of hesitation, which Jeremy used to grab her and place her over his raised knee. Once again, a painful slap landed on her rear end, and if she hadn't dropped to the floor to escape his grip, she would have surely received another one.

Now visibly grumpy and rubbing her rear end, she sought refuge with Helen.

"It's your turn," Jeremy demanded of Jason with a self-satisfied smirk. However, Jason didn't wait for Linett to launch another attack; he took the initiative himself. Although he didn't use vampire speed, he wasn't slow either.

Linett managed to execute a somersault roll behind the desk, promptly banging her elbow in the process. Swearing, she stumbled over the office chair and pushed it in Jason's direction. Jason easily evaded it and caught Linett on the shoulder. Cursing, Linett reached for the frying pan that Helen handed her (she had taken advantage of the few seconds to quickly disappear into the kitchen and retrieve the only one they had). The pan was tiny but sturdy enough, resulting in a satisfying "clunk" sound when Linett landed a hit on Jason's knee.

"This can't be happening," he groaned and actually let go when Linett hit his other knee.

"Help, Helen!" Linett called out because she didn't dare to hit Jason in the head with the pan. However, Helen was holding onto the doorframe to the kitchen, uncontrollably laughing.

Linett had long since lost the knife, instead clutching the handle of the tiny frying pan as if it were her lifeline. And she slammed it against Jeremy's nose as the vampire had suddenly appeared behind her. Why that happened would probably never be clarified.

However, that question faded into the background as blood gushed unabated from Jeremy's nose, and the vampire curled up in pain, tears welling in his eyes. Linett didn't fully understand his nasal curses, but the sight of the blood was enough to stir a sense of guilt within her.

"I'm sorry," she reassured, keeping one eye on Jason. He seemed to have weathered the mistreatment of his knee quite well. The corners of his mouth twitched uncontrollably as he handed Jeremy a roll of kitchen paper.

"I think kitchen utensils are your best weapons," her boss remarked, highly amused, and winked at her. "I never want to mess with you when you're holding a deep fryer. And don't worry, he'll survive." Jason was probably referring to the bleeding vampire, who had now used up half of the kitchen paper. But the bleeding seemed to be finally subsiding.

"For sure, a unique way to donate blood," Jason commented, earning deadly glares not only from Jeremy but also from Linett. In that moment, she forgot her anger toward Jeremy. If yesterday she had expected that the sight of Jeremy writhing in pain would bring her satisfaction, today she was proven otherwise. Her facial expression clearly mirrored remorse, and she watched Helen and Jason in disbelief.

"You should really beat up Lorenzo with a frying pan," Helen giggled, still holding her aching belly.

"We could expand your training to pressure cookers and ladles!" By now, Jason and Helen had to support each other to keep from collapsing due to their laughter. "Just imagine what she could do with a meat tenderizer," Jason gasped, prompting Helen to laugh even more uninhibitedly.

A snort could be heard from Jeremy, who still pressed the kitchen paper against his nose. His shoulders twitched suspiciously, and for a moment, Linett thought he might be crying. However, his choked gurgling soon transformed into loud laughter that shook him. Linett looked awkwardly between the three of them, who clearly couldn't calm down or compose themselves. Blood-soaked tissues lay on the floor, and the three of them laughed so shamelessly and infectiously that even Linett couldn't hold back for long. Before she could prevent it, a suppressed giggle escaped her as well.


Linett, a Traitor?

Jeremy borrowed one of the shirts that Jason had deposited here for good reasons. His own was once again completely ruined. Linett covertly examined his bare torso, which gradually disappeared behind the closed buttons.

"What a waste. Why do you hide this magnificent body behind so many layers of fabric?" Fabienne trilled as she breezed in with her hair flowing. As always, she was artistically perfect in her makeup, and her radiant smile was carved into her face. Her greeting came in an excruciatingly high pitch as she winked seductively and mischievously at Jeremy, then planted a kiss on his left cheek and another on his right. The only thing missing was her sticking her tongue down his throat!

Linett audibly gritted her teeth, keeping her favorite weapon at the ready in her hand. It struck the wooden desk with a "clunk" as Helen also reached for the frying pan, attempting to take it from her.

"Let him sort it out himself," Helen hissed.

Yes, exactly! Jeremy looked the part, too! Although the guy had the decency to look uncomfortable, he did nothing to pry Fabienne off his lips or to explain to the clingy woman that she should kindly bugger off.

"I just want to maim her a little. Please!" Linett hissed back at Helen, a remark that certainly didn't escape Jason, whose mouth twitched with amusement. Seriously? Was he not worried about his new lovely assistant going after his top-notch safe cracker?

"Fabienne! What a surprise. What brings you here?" Jason unabashedly interrupted the vampire duo's make-out session with a direct question.

"Oh, Jeremy promised to accompany me to an exhibition. Which, by the way, starts in five minutes," replied Medusa, I mean, Fabienne, with a lascivious smile (Would it be noticeable if Linett briefly vomited behind the desk?) and glanced at the two women who still had their hands on the frying pan, each tugging lightly in the hope that the other would let go.

"Do you want to cook?" she asked Linett and Helen.

"No, fry. Unfortunately, we're missing a piece of fatty fillet," Linett replied aggressively while blatantly examining Fabienne's buttocks. Oh yes, she would love to fry that right now! Fabienne didn't quite understand the implication, but Jeremy certainly did.

"Perhaps one of you could keep an eye on Linett in the meantime," that damn bastard expressed his hope, turning to Helen and Jason, who promptly nodded.

Linett felt significantly deceived. Her gaze followed the vampire couple darkly. Jeremy had his arm around Fabienne's waist. Linett didn't buy into the notion that he was merely following the urge to get Fabienne and himself out of there as quickly as possible. Upon seeing this familiar gesture, the sting of jealousy dug deep into her heart. What had the psychologist said? If Jeremy didn't realize what he had with her, then it was better for her to look elsewhere. Reflectively, Linett's gaze settled on Jason. Should she have not declined Jason's drunken offer? Or was it the right decision after all, so as not to lose her value, as Luc had put it so nicely? And it was impossible to overlook how quickly Jeremy was trying to whisk himself and Fabienne away.

As soon as the door closed behind Jeremy and Fabienne, Linett managed to wrestle the frying pan from Helen, only to promptly lose it to Jason.

"Don't go overboard," he cautioned her in his unmistakably patient manner, handing her a key. She looked at Jason inquiringly.

"It's the key to Jeremy's apartment. I doubt he'll be back in an hour."

Ignoring her bewildered gaze, Jason adjusted his jacket, winked at her once again, and left the office.

Linett was confused. Sure, she had to go to Jeremy's apartment, but what was the purpose of it? Did Jason allow Jeremy to neglect his job of protecting her so he could fool around with Fabienne?

"Come on, I'll take you there," Helen offered, already throwing on a light jacket and shutting down her computer.

Silently, Linett followed the blonde.

"I don't want to live with him anymore," she confessed to Helen as they stood on the street. Helen attentively scanned the passersby and eventually set off.

"Jeremy and Fabienne make a damn good team on assignments. It wasn't exactly useful when they had such a falling out. For Jason, of course, it's incredibly convenient to have them reconcile," Helen honestly explained, casting a pensive glance at Linett from the side.

"Linett, don't worry. A man who loves a woman always knows where he belongs, even if he strays off course at times."

Depressed, Linett slumped her shoulders.

"That would assume he loves me," she pessimistically replied.

"Jeremy likes you, Linett. Even a blind person can see that. You seem to completely throw him off balance. He's quick-tempered, and he enjoys casual flings with women, but one only needs to see how he looks at you when you're not looking. A woman, especially a mortal, could never unsettle him so much if there wasn't something more behind it. And, in my opinion, that can only be love."

"After we slept together, he claimed we weren't a couple. And by that, he probably meant that I had no right to be jealous of Fabienne," Linett lamented her predicament.

"I've only seen Jeremy deeply in love once before, and it happened to be with Fabienne, of all people. Understandably, anyone can wonder what he saw in her, but you can tell who a man loves," Helen remarked.

"Why does he kiss Fabienne if he supposedly loves me?" Linett probed, still unconvinced. No, it didn't make sense to her. This wasn't a romance novel where it was an absolute must for the two lovers to save the world together, overcome a failed marriage, or sleep with others in between to keep things exciting until the happy ending!

"Because he's foolish. Take Jason as an example. He's wired similarly to Jeremy. Women belong in bed and are good for some fun, but heaven forbid Jason were to fall deeply in love. What do you think would happen? Do you think he would just accept it, come to terms with it, and embrace the fact that his life revolves around one woman, no longer being the great stud for whom women fight?"

"Shouldn't that happen automatically?" Linett asked, perplexed.

"Even with normal people who are accustomed to sleeping with many women, transitioning is not easy. Love kicks them out of their comfort zone. Relationships and marriage are more like swear words to them. And suddenly, they want exactly that? It's absurd. And the older they get, the more foolish they become. Give Jeremy some time. If he really wanted to get rid of you, he could have simply asked Jason to assign someone else to be by your side. But he didn't. Because he would lose you then," Helen explained.

Linett stared at Helen in disbelief. Jeremy was supposed to love her? Why her, of all people? He could have countless vamps like Fabienne. What would he want with a half-grown woman who couldn't shoot or throw knives but could swing frying pans around? Moreover, she had a tendency for exhausting mood swings and being insufferable. That wasn't exactly the description of a dream woman.

Jeremy wanted to join her in bed at three in the morning. This audacity was not even the worst part; it was the smell he exuded. He unmistakably smelled like Fabienne. One could think he had rolled around in that perfume. Blatant jealousy engulfed Linett, along with bitter disappointment.

"Get lost!" she hissed at Jeremy without even turning to face him, thus missing the surprised expression he displayed, or rather, the expression of the night. Let him sleep on the couch. Or on the floor. It had worked just fine two nights ago! Disgruntled, her gaze fell upon the sleeping pills on her nightstand. Should she take one now?

"Linett," he said. Did he sound remorseful? Desperate? That tone was peculiar, but Linett clearly had no intention of pondering over it.

"Go away! It's your own fault for voluntarily leaving her bed before daybreak!"

Angry, she punched the pillow to make it more comfortable. And she jolted violently when she felt Jeremy behind her back.

"Linett, please, I know it's difficult, but please trust me," Jeremy pleaded. She turned to him with a grim expression. She could only vaguely make out his figure in the darkness. His shoulders, for a change, weren't tensed with suppressed anger but hung lifelessly. Linett sat up so abruptly that she nearly broke his nose again, hitting it with her head.

"I don't have the energy to argue with you," Jeremy added. "And I'm sure you don't either."

What was this boy dreaming of? Did he expect her to embrace him now just because he looked tired? Had she forced him to accompany Fabienne to an exhibition?

"Did you sleep with her?" She asked the first thing that came to her mind. Unbelievably, she had asked this question countless times in the past few days.

"No."

"Did you kiss her?" The silence that followed was answer enough for her.

"Linett, I..."

"Don't even try to tell me that you're kissing her to please Jason!"

Even in the darkness, Linett could see Jeremy shrug his shoulders.

"Yes and no."

Great, this was getting more and more complicated.

"Do me a favor and sleep on the couch, on the balcony, or even in the bathroom. Just stay away from me!"

With a sigh, Jeremy retreated to the living room. He felt like he belonged in a madhouse. As he wasn't completely brainless, he could somewhat understand Linett's doubts and problems. Sleeping with her had clearly been a mistake, not just because of her jealousy but also because the longer he spent with Fabienne, the more he realized that Linett was more than just a dumb bed bunny. Linett wasn't a woman who settled for a single night or a casual relationship. Considering the fact that they argued most of the time and had only kissed each other a few times, such jealousy scenes seemed absurd. Who had said they were in a relationship anyway?

One good thing came out of all this. Jeremy knew that he wasn't indifferent to her. And that she didn't hate him. On the other hand, he also knew well enough that he liked her enough not to want her to have such doubts because of him, even though he couldn't even be sure if Jeremy could trust Linett in the first place. With a sigh, Jeremy ran his hand over his face. He should have drunk less absinthe. Absinthe not only made vampires drunk, but it also made them weepy and oversensitive. But it didn't stop him from taking a look inside Linett's handbag. Jeremy hesitated for a moment. But ultimately, he took it and sat down on his sofa to empty it out.

As he had suspected, Linett's handbag had become significantly emptier throughout the day. No tracking device, no bug, absolutely nothing was left in there. And there were only two explanations for that. Either she had installed the stuff in Jason's office while she was alone there, or she had disposed of it. Jeremy fervently hoped for the latter possibility, but doubts gnawed at him.

The little thing landed back in its old place on the dresser, next to the frying pan. It all started with that object. Would it end with it tonight as well? Nervously, he ran his fingers through his hair. As if it were telepathy, his phone silently lit up. A message from Jason had arrived.

"Are you still alive?" he asked.

"It's almost a miracle, but yes. The stuff in Linett's handbag is gone," Jeremy typed back in the glow of his phone's display. Restlessly, he paced back and forth in the living room while waiting for Jason's response. Whenever a sound came from the bedroom, he paused in his wanderings and listened.

"I searched everything while she was gone with Helen and found nothing. Instead, there's a special unit camping outside the prosecutor's house," Jeremy read on his phone's display.

He muttered a curse under his breath. How big of a coincidence could it be?

"What now?" It was a damn valid question for him. Jason certainly couldn't use an assistant who would spill his plans, true or not, directly to someone else for whatever reason.

"Let's talk to her. I'll be there soon," Jason's message read.

Once again, Jeremy started pacing back and forth, extending his course to include the kitchen as well. Of course, there was a chance that it wasn't all just a damn coincidence and that Linett hadn't revealed anything at all. But Jeremy preferred not to dwell on what decision Jason would make if it turned out to be true.

If there was one thing that could drive Jason up the wall, it was disloyalty. There had been others who thought they were smarter than the vampire. Jeremy's apprehensions grew as Jason appeared at his door less than ten minutes later with a dangerously intense gleam in his eyes.

"Linett!"

Startled, Linett jolted upright as Jeremy barged into the bedroom, switching on the light. Squinting, she tried to adjust to the sudden brightness and rubbed her face.

"What?" she asked, bewildered. Jason appeared behind Jeremy, looking completely different from his usual self. Not amused, not annoyed, not drunk. Instead of his usual composure, he radiated suppressed anger.

With wide eyes, she looked from one to the other and pulled the blanket up to her chin.

"What?" she asked again, sounding, to her own dismay, uncertain.

"Where is the stuff from your handbag?" Jason cut straight to the point, plunging Linett into even greater confusion. She glanced questioningly at Jeremy, hoping he could help her. But he stood on the other side of the bed, shirtless and wearing only pants.

"What stuff?" Linett dared to ask. She honestly had no idea what Jason was getting at. Why was he angry? Was it because she had confronted Fabienne? Or had Helen told him about their conversation regarding foolish, infatuated vampires? In any case, her question seemed to be the wrong answer as the threatening red tint in Jason's eyes intensified even more.

"Don't play dumb with me! I'm talking about the electronic junk you got from your friend Luc," Jason snapped. Linett took a deep breath, her heart pounding, and closed her eyes. God, that was what he meant. Brief relief washed over her, allowing her to open her eyes again and provide an answer that he hopefully would approve of.

"I disposed of it in the dumpster in the courtyard today. Luc showed up during band practice. He told me that you were working to have him fired. He said his only chance to keep his job was to expose you. His plan was for me to give him everything I could find. Lists, assignments, emails, and any recordings. That's why the electronic junk. He wouldn't take no for an answer. It was only when I promised to do it that he was willing to leave. But really, how stupid did he think I was?" Linett rattled off without pause.

"Why didn't you tell us about it?" Jason asked sharply. Linett swallowed hard.

"I was afraid you would kill him," she murmured softly. Her gaze flickered to Jeremy once again, who still appeared tense, his jaw clenched tightly. Did he not believe her?

Jason seemed to struggle with her explanation. Or did he have another issue with her? He still bore a disturbing resemblance to a panther about to pounce. Unconsciously, she pressed herself against the wall behind her.

"And you didn't inform him about our plans concerning the district attorney either?" he continued.

Linett's face drained of color.

"No," she hesitantly replied, hugging her legs protectively to her chest.

"Then how do you explain that the guy is being guarded by a dozen police officers tonight?" he questioned.

She was dumbfounded. He couldn't be serious, could he? How absurd was that?

"I... I don't know," she stammered. And it wasn't a lie; she genuinely didn't know. How foolish to seek such obvious protection. Sure, it could serve as a deterrent, but it could also be like hanging a scrolling LED sign on the door that read: "Linett tipped me off. Thank you, Linett Roux, and enjoy your demise." Could deleted text messages be recovered?

"You don't want me to extract every single detail from you!" Jason took a step toward her, and Jeremy also moved forward. Whether toward her or toward Jason, she couldn't say. All she knew was that she was in serious trouble!

"Did you warn him?" Jason asked again, with a menacing tone, and the closer he got, the more Linett tried to sidestep.

"Yes," she whispered, leaping to the other side of the bed. At that moment, Jason lunged at her. With a crash, Linett fell out of the bed and ducked under Jeremy, who displayed a strange lethargy and stood bewilderedly in his own boss's way.

"Don't let her into the kitchen, and get out of my light!" she heard Jason's growling voice behind her.

Linett didn't need to go to the kitchen. She dashed into the living room, grabbed her handbag and the frying pan, and slammed into the apartment door before managing to open it. She raced down the entire flight of stairs to save time and finally sprinted onto the street in her nightgown. Whatever Jeremy was doing up there seemed to be enough to give her a small head start.

"Jason," gasped Jeremy, who promptly fell to the ground with his boss as he dared to utter the sentence over the bed and practically ran into him. Cursing, the two men struggled to their feet and heard the apartment door slamming shut.

"What?" growled the addressed one.

"Aren't you overreacting a bit?" Jeremy felt himself being grabbed by the collar, which was not particularly pleasant since he was shirtless.

"What did you say?" Jason's voice still resembled a growl more than anything else, but Jeremy wasn't bothered. What could Jason possibly do to him? Bleed him out? Jason's nose would be broken before he could count to three.

"Linett has a good heart and likes that guy for some reason. She's not stupid enough to betray you. She probably didn't even mention your name," Jeremy pointed out, realizing that his efforts were in vain with Jason. His friend would need thirty joints to come down from his rage-filled trip.

"In case you haven't noticed, in this business, I can't have anyone blabbing about certain things at will. And what do you think she's doing now? We're going to look for her. You go left, and I'll take the street to the right. If you find her, either bring her to me and maybe I'll talk to her again, or you kill her yourself. But don't you dare play the romantic hero!" Jason loosened his grip and pushed Jeremy away, causing him to stumble against a small cabinet and knock over a vase. Jason stormed out the door, and Jeremy followed him hastily, praying that Linett had taken the left path.

The air burned in her lungs, and a persistent stabbing pain kept shooting through her side. Leaning against a wall in an alley, her legs trembled from the unfamiliar exertion. She had no idea where she was, but as she stumbled a few streets further with trembling knees, she recognized the park with the willow tree. That's where she had fled in tears from Jeremy's apartment. Damn it, Jeremy and Jason would surely search for her here first.

How could she be so unbelievably stupid? Why did she have to text Luc, saying that they wanted to kill the prosecutor? She had hoped to kill two birds with one stone. To prevent Dampierre from actually being killed and to give Luc a chance to keep his job with this tip. It had been logical to assume that Jason would find out. Why had she ever believed she could justify it rationally if necessary? And above all, why had she believed that Jason would even give her such an opportunity? As far as she knew the structures of certain criminal operations, it wasn't even customary to ask for so long until the person confessed. There was no presumption of innocence.

Linett anxiously listened to the night over and over again. She had to get to the prosecutor's house. There would be enough police there who could inform Luc. And a young woman wandering the streets barefoot, in her nightgown, clutching a handbag and a pan to her chest, would certainly attract attention. Enough attention, hopefully, to prevent Jason from committing a murder tonight.

Linett's heart nearly shattered in her chest. Her heightened senses kept tricking her into hearing approaching footsteps until she began to believe she was being chased. Despite her diminishing strength, she started running again, trying to stay hidden in the darkness. Yet, the steps seemed to echo louder with each bare sole hitting the ground than any damn high-heeled shoe.

Panic-stricken, Linett looked around but couldn't see anyone. The next thing she felt was a large man's hand covering her mouth, muffling her frightened scream. Whoever it was, they stood behind her, snatching her handbag and pan from her grip, causing them to loudly crash to the ground before forcefully pinning her against the wall with their entire weight.

She scraped her arms and legs against the stones as she desperately tried to wriggle free from their grasp. It was a déjà vu experience, but she didn't expect it to end as smoothly as the previous ones.


The Magic Formula

This woman was a pest. She kept wriggling in his arm, causing Jeremy to confiscate all dangerous objects from her and try to press her against the wall, just so she would finally keep quiet! But she used every damn inch of air to either kick or shove at him. She promptly bit his hand that was still over her mouth.

"Linett!" he gasped. "Just hold still, for heaven's sake. You're attracting the whole neighborhood's attention, and Jason might show up, too."

For a moment, he kept her pressed against the wall as she suddenly ceased her frantic movements. "No kicking, no hitting, no screaming. Promise me!"

She nodded hesitantly as best as she could, and involuntarily, he released the air he had been holding in his lungs to finally let go of her. Well, at least of her mouth.

Gently, he turned her around to face him and studied her intently. "Why did you do that?"

With a sigh, she hung her head. "Doesn't really matter, so I might as well tell you. Philip Dampierre is a good person. It's thanks to him and Luc that I didn't go crazy and/or become dependent on pills afterward. It's always tempting to swallow pills that simply make you sleep and stop thinking. Philip made sure I was well hidden; otherwise, Lorenzo wouldn't have needed to hire you and would have easily found me himself. I owed him something, and I don't regret it. I warned him through Luc that they were coming after him soon. I didn't mention any names, but it was probably unnecessary anyway."

"Linett, you should have told Jason all of this. And beforehand!"

She sighed once again. "But I did! Maybe not using these exact words and... would it have made a difference? Jason himself said he can't save every life he wants to threaten."

Jeremy kicked a stone down the street. "Back then, it wasn't necessarily clear how much that guy meant to you. It could have changed things. Jason might have even sent you to make that guy understand what's at stake for him. It wouldn't be the first time. There are some stubborn fellows who reconsider when someone speaks to them who isn't just threatening them. There's always some solution, and Jason isn't someone who wants to cause trouble for his new assistant by killing the first person she's friendly with. Besides, Jason didn't want to harm that guy at all. It was a trap to test whose side you're on."

Linett bent down to pick up her handbag and her favorite weapon. "How was I supposed to know? I don't know him. If I had known, I would have chosen that path. But I guess it doesn't matter now since I clearly failed the test. Or has he calmed down by now?"

Her heart sank a little in her nonexistent pants as Jeremy shook his head. "He won't cool down that quickly. I suggest you stay out of his way for now."

Great. But how was she supposed to do that?

"Does that mean he's not looking for me?" she asked hopefully, only to receive a scoff from Jeremy.

"At the moment, he's cursing his way through the eastern part of Paris. It takes quite a lot to really anger Jason. But it takes even more to bring him down from his killing spree."

In short, she was screwed. And Jeremy was, too, if Jason found out that he was here, having a lively conversation with her instead of delivering the death that was reserved for traitors. It definitely wouldn't be as simple as a quick snap of the neck.

"I'll take you to my parents. It's the last place he'll look."

Linett looked up at him in surprise. "Your parents? You have parents?"

Only now did she realize that she had no idea how old he was or when he had been turned.

"Of course. Every being is born. Even vampires."

Confused, she scratched her head. "I thought vampires were turned."

A smile flickered across Jeremy's lips. "Vampires are born as humans and then turned. Mostly, anyway. But there are also cases, like mine, where a female vampire becomes pregnant by a vampire, and the child is a born vampire."

"You're a born vampire?" she marveled at him and then furrowed her brow. "How old are you?"

"I'll be 90 the day after tomorrow."

"Oh my god, I slept with a nursing home grandpa!" Linett exclaimed in shock.

"Hey!" Jeremy replied, audibly offended. "By the way, it would be good if the grandpa didn't have to transport you to his parents in a regular taxi."

Luckily, it was dark, as Linett inevitably paled.

"Does it have to be like this?" she lamented but allowed herself to be lifted into his arms without resistance. Jeremy paused at the next trash bin for a brief moment.

"Do you know all the numbers that are important in your phone?" he asked, reaching into her handbag to retrieve the mentioned device.

"Yes, why?" she asked.

The answer came swiftly as Jeremy simply threw her phone into the bin and continued walking.

"Why?" she asked, feeling troubled.

"So that Jason can't track your location," he replied.

Okay, even Linett could understand that reasoning.

Ten minutes later, they stood in a front yard that didn't quite fit the image of a vampire household. However, Linett was grateful for the cherry tree, which served as the centerpiece of the front yard and provided excellent support to endure her dizziness.

"Jeremy," a friendly female voice sounded amidst Linett's gasps.

"Good morning, Mother," he replied, and Linett tried to discern more than just a silhouette in the darkness. The outdoor lights turned on as a second shadow emerged from the house. Presumably, Jeremy's father. His gaze swept over Linett appraisingly, leaving her feeling more out of place than ever before.

"Why is a girl in her nightgown clutching a frying pan hugging our cherry tree?" the vampire inquired of his son.

He sighed. "It's a long story. Can she stay with you for a few days?"

"Of course. Come inside," his mother responded surprisingly gently and opened the back door to their house. As the dizziness subsided, Linett slowly let go of her support and examined the older woman. Her hair was as dark blond as Jeremy's, but she wore it much more neatly, tied up in a bun. Large green eyes curiously stared at Linett.

Jeremy put his arm around Linett's waist and led her straight into the kitchen. Linett could feel the gaze of Jeremy's father on her, unable to determine whether his interest in her was good or bad.

"By the way, this is Linett," Jeremy initiated the obligatory round of introductions.

"And I'm John," his father introduced himself with a smile.

"And I'm Lucy," his mother chimed in cheerfully, returning with a skirt and a light sweater for Linett and a shirt and shoes for Jeremy.

"This should fit you, dear," she said to Linett, who gratefully nodded.

Who enjoyed meeting the parents of a vampire with whom she had a complicated relationship while standing in their kitchen in her nightgown? Linett reluctantly pulled the skirt and sweater over her nightgown and felt much better.

"By the way, it's a lovely frying pan. I have one just like it," Lucy kindly chatted away, observing Linett with a friendly gaze. Linett raised an eyebrow.

"I'm not crazy," she clarified.

"Of course not," Lucy replied, patting her hand with care. "Would you like some tea?"

Jeremy chuckled softly behind her. "She's really not crazy. At least not more than others."

John retrieved a bottle of Scotch and filled four glasses. "This should help better than any tea. And I'm already finding the story of why you two showed up half-naked in our garden quite interesting."

Amused, he met Linett's inquisitive gaze. Considering his son's latent belligerence, one couldn't help but be surprised by the warm affection between the two vampires. Linett placed the frying pan and her handbag on the chair next to her and took a sip of the amber liquid that burned fiercely in her throat.

"Linett has been followed for several weeks. The pursuers vary depending on who she has managed to annoy," Jeremy explained, earning an indignant look from Linett, which inevitably made his parents smile.

"She has seen things she shouldn't have seen, and you know my job. Since she proved to be relatively indestructible and feisty, Jason wanted her as his assistant, but that failed after just two days. Now Jason is so furious with her that he wants to kill her," Jeremy concluded his little speech, and there was a pensive silence in the spacious kitchen.

It was a moment for Linett to take a closer look around. She had no idea why vampires placed so much importance on the design of their kitchen when it was never used anyway. Jeremy's parents were no exception. The decor was expensive and modern. Dark wood and stainless steel alternated. Even all the necessary kitchen appliances were present. Oven, microwave, salad utensils.

"And what role does the frying pan play in the story?" Lucy broke the silence, looking at Linett questioningly. Seriously? Was that the first thing that came to her mind? Jeremy seemed to be pondering the same question, as his features also momentarily distorted.

"She's not particularly good at shooting or throwing knives. But with that thing, she can bring any vampire to their knees," Jeremy replied. Lucy turned the kitchen utensil between her fingers, examining the frying pan as if it were a valuable antique.

"Surely that dent was caused by my son's skull, right?" Lucy interrogated Linett sternly, pointing with her neatly manicured finger at an uneven spot on the back. Suddenly, Linett developed an impressive fascination with the hem of her skirt, repeatedly smoothing it out meticulously.

Only a soft chuckle emanating from Jeremy's father made her cautiously look up. The older vampire had covered his hand with his mouth, but his shoulders were suspiciously shaking. However, when he met Linett's innocent gaze, his self-control crumbled. His laughter resonated loudly through the kitchen as he struggled to hold onto the edge of the table, and even the corners of Lucy's mouth twitched uncontrollably. Linett glanced at Jeremy, who took his parents' amusement in stride.

"Don't worry, you can stay with us," Lucy assured Linett, who gratefully smiled in response.

" I already have a score to settle with Jason!" John grumbled, holding onto his Scotch after his bout of laughter. So Linett could feel a little safer. Anyone who disliked Jason wouldn't just hand her over to him with a casual "here, have fun" as soon as Jason appeared anywhere near the house.

"A score to settle?" Linett asked curiously.

"He slept with my favorite niece, dumped her, and ever since, she's been hanging out with those shady characters. He's slept with almost every woman in our family! Even Jeremy's sister!" Jeremy's father explained, slamming his fist angrily on the kitchen table, causing the glasses to clink. John lived up to the menacing honor of an outraged father. Linett almost wished her (former) boss would mistakenly wander in here.

"Except with Lucy!" John added indignantly. Lucy, seemingly lost in thought, jolted as if caught doing something foolish.

John groaned in annoyance and then ground his teeth so loudly that Linett became fearful. "Please don't tell me you slept with him too! We were already married long before that brat was even born!"

"Oh, please! Of course not! The only thing I know below his belt is his butt!" Lucy exclaimed.

Linett's fear promptly vanished. Choking on her tea, she burst into laughter. John, Lucy, and Jason. This could be amusing. Her broad grin earned her a disapproving glance from Jeremy. Could he already see the mental movie playing at the tip of her nose? Lucy observed her thoughtfully, her smile radiating unparalleled kindness.

"You both must be tired. Let me show you to your rooms," Lucy spoke up, rising to lead the way through the kitchen. Linett and Jeremy followed her up the stairs to the first floor. Gently, Lucy pushed open the door to one of the rooms. The furnishings were simple but lovely. A bed, a nightstand, a desk, and a chair. The wall behind the bed was painted in a delicate, warm shade of brown, and draped fabric gave the bed a touch of a dreamy castle. Who wouldn't want to sleep here?

"Linett, you can sleep here," Lucy correctly interpreted Linett's longing expression. "This is our guest room. And Jeremy, you can take your old room, that is, if you can even bear to let her out of your sight for the night."

With a wink, the vampire turned around and disappeared down the stairs. Jeremy, unsure of what to do, shoved his hands into his pants pockets, and Linett couldn't miss his persistently questioning gaze. She pretended not to notice and finally stepped into the room. It was only when Jeremy's voice reached her from behind that she turned to face him. He had his cell phone pressed to his ear and was obviously talking to Jason. At least, that's what she gathered from his responses.

"No, I haven't found her. Have you?" She retreated to the bed as quietly as possible, not making a sound.

"I don't think she'll run to the police. She'll try to leave the country, just like last time!" She hugged her arms tightly around her bent legs and watched Jeremy as he hung up with a furrowed brow.

"Why are you doing this?" she asked him, barely audible.

"Because I like you," Jeremy gave the simple answer, taking a seat on a chair opposite her. She looked at him thoughtfully. Well, he liked her. That was already more than she expected but also disappointingly little.

"Okay," Linett whispered back, avoiding his gaze. With lowered eyelids, she fiddled with the fabric of the bedspread. It was an incredibly attention-demanding task. It was only when Jeremy placed his hand on hers that she looked up and noticed he had sat down next to her on the edge of the bed. A nervous fluttering sensation stirred in her stomach, and involuntarily, her heart did a little somersault. And another one when Jeremy leaned closer to her. For a moment, she closed her eyes. But seconds later, she turned her head to the side to avoid him. He still smelled like Fabienne.

For several hours, Linett struggled with insomnia before finally falling into a deep sleep, which was interrupted the next morning by a persistent crow pecking at the metal window ledge. Sleepily, she tiptoed to the bathroom, trying to make herself somewhat presentable. Her dark circles now resembled the depths of the Mariana Trench, at least in her own perception. But now what? What Linett wouldn't give to have a home of her own again. Then, she could simply go to the kitchen and not have to talk to anyone. Her stomach growled insistently. Hopefully, this house had something to eat besides two talkative vampires. But what could one expect in a vampire household?

In the kitchen, she encountered Lucy, who was dressed in a long-sleeved red dress, looking as if she was about to attend a fashion show. Her long hair provided a lovely contrast, and Linett recalled her own tousled mane that had grinned back at her from the mirror.

"Good morning. Jeremy has already left. But he brought some things for you earlier. They're in Jeremy's room."

A broad smile appeared on Linett's face, and with a quick apology, she rushed upstairs to retrieve something from the bag. Her eyebrows raised in surprise. It was either typical of a man, or Jeremy had thought about it. It was the dress he liked so much, and he even gave her the matching shoes. It was better than nothing, but it was far from comfortable. Still, Linett struggled into it and laced up the back. As she tried to stuff her nightgown back into the bag, she noticed the cell phone resting at the bottom of the bag, with a yellow sticky note attached. She could recognize a man's handwriting on it.

"Call me if you need anything. Jeremy."

Beneath it, a neatly written number was noted. The cellphone was the same model that Jeremy had been using all along.

John gave her an approving glance as she ventured back into the kitchen, so obvious that Lucy elbowed him in the ribs and scolded him. The playful smile on Lucy's lips made it clear that it wasn't to be taken seriously.

Despite their nature, Lucy and John knew how to provide their guest with nourishing food and keep them engaged. With John, she had to express her opinions on a series of website designs and share how she envisioned certain things on homepages. Lucy, on the other hand, squeezed her for details about her recent experiences. By evening, Linett was tired enough to threaten to fall asleep with her head on the table, and she thanked the heavens when Lucy and John got into an argument about the arrangement of the wall unit in the living room, giving her the opportunity to excuse herself to the kitchen to cook.

Lucy's fridge had plenty of vegetables (and only vegetables, really), which was due to the fact that the vampire consumed smoothies in all sorts of, sometimes repulsive, variations as if her life depended on it. Sometimes she even added alcohol to them. Just looking at the amount of alcohol Lucy added made Linett feel slightly dizzy.

Pondering, Linett lined up bell peppers, cucumbers, tomatoes, zucchini, onions, and potatoes in front of her and grabbed a cutting board and a knife. Just as she was trying to decide what should go into the pan first, she heard a faint rustling behind her. At first, she suspected Lucy, John, or even Jeremy as the cause, as vampires were known to sneak up so quietly.

Linett's gaze swept over a dark suit, and while her heart was already performing unhealthy leaps, she first understood the situation. She shrieked (which she found incredibly embarrassing afterward, but she actually shrieked) and grabbed the first thing that came to hand (Lucy's immersion blender).

"Stop!" came a soft voice from the figure in front of her, causing Linett to freeze abruptly in her movement, and her gaze finally swept more closely over the vampire. It was only now that she noticed the man's condition, which could be described as "modest" at best. The usually pristine suit had several torn areas, as if he had hastily crawled through thorny bushes. His gaze was slightly glazed, and he struggled to focus.

"Jason Harris!" thundered John, storming into the kitchen, followed by Lucy.

The addressed man took a step back so suddenly that he began to sway slightly. His gaze fell on Jeremy's father, who had just sucked in his stomach and straightened his chest.

"I will teach you a lesson about harassing young ladies!"

Full of determination, John rolled up his sleeves, revealing two hairy and muscular forearms, and marched toward Jason.

"Stop! Beat him up when he's sober again!" Linett cried out, bracing herself against the wild John. The fact that she could actually hold him in place was solely due to John's good-naturedness.

Of course, she wouldn't mind seeing Jason get the beating that John would undoubtedly love to administer, but it clearly went against her sense of fairness. Besides, Jason probably wouldn't even understand what was happening to him. His hands and the skin beneath the torn fabric were scratched and bloody, indicating that his self-healing abilities had taken a vacation. There couldn't be many explanations for that. It was clearly the work of vervain, and Linett had become quite familiar with it. Jason's mental absence suggested that he had been given enough of it to fall unconscious. Now he was visibly struggling with the aftereffects.

"Weren't you with Jeremy?" Lucy interjected with a critical look.

Linett's heart inevitably started beating faster, and a wave of concern washed over her. If Jason looked like this, then what about Jeremy? With wide eyes, she looked at the vampire, who was now leaning against the wall behind him, and nodded.

"Where is he?" she asked Jason, and when he didn't react, she grabbed his tie and pulled it tightly.

"Where is Jeremy?" she asked again, slowly and very clearly, pressing her other hand against Jason's chest because their noses were touching.

"I thought he was here," came Jason's visibly strained response. "I tracked his phone."

Linett's eyes fell on the phone lying on the kitchen counter. It wasn't a similar model to Jeremy's; it was his!

"He gave me his," she informed the dazed Jason.

"I noticed," he replied, his voice strained, causing Linett to release his tie, even though he was hardly in danger of being strangled by her.

"Don't you coordinate your current numbers?" Linett asked sharply, earning a look from Jason that was surely meant to be bitter and menacing but, in the moment, gave the impression that he would fall asleep any second.

"If anything has happened to Jeremy, you'll wish you never crossed paths with us!" Lucy's threat had little effect, as at the same moment, Linett asked if he could track the number Jeremy had provided on the note.

Jason clearly could only focus on one sentence directed at Linett. She handed him the note as he pulled out his phone and started the app, which she hoped was available on legitimate download sites. At least, that's what Linett hoped.

After two minutes of tension, during which the tracker on the world map became more precise, they saw the dot moving in an area without any roads.

"Let's go," Linett said, grabbing Jason by his jacket and pulling him along behind her.

"Where's your car?" she asked the stumbling vampire, who was fortunately too out of it to consider killing her.

"Do you really think I came here in a car?"

Damn! How else did he get here? Did he take the bus? Linett looked around in search of options, but strapping Jason to a bicycle was hardly feasible, was it?

"Don't even think about it," growled the said bloodsucker, who had clearly noticed Linett's gaze shifting from the bike to him and back again. Oh, now he was getting spirited?

"You can have our car," John intervened, handing Linett the keys. She pressed the unlock button and figured out which of the cars belonged to Jeremy's parents.

Linett pushed Jason, who was quite vehemently and not particularly politely commenting on the situation, into the passenger seat and settled herself behind the wheel.

"Buckle up," she ordered Jason, who looked at her incredulously.

"I'm a vampire. What could happen to me?"

These refreshing little quarrels seemed to be making Jason gradually more alert, as his gaze was a bit clearer than it had been at the start. Additionally, a faint hint of red appeared in his eyes.

"That may be true, but I still don't want to scrape you off the windshield if you go flying through it," Linett retorted, leaning over to reach for the seatbelt and promptly fastening it for him. The car smoothly pulled out of the parking spot, causing Jason to grip the dashboard.

"For God's sake, look at the road," Jason cursed as Linett wrestled his still-locating phone from his fingers and studied the display intently. She looked up just in time to swerve and avoid a cyclist, who ended up in the gutter.

The cyclist was the only road user who suffered any harm due to Linett's actions. Once she knew where she needed to go, she could focus on the road. Jason stopped cursing and became unusually quiet overall. When they reached the small grove where Jeremy (or rather his phone) was supposed to be, Linett noticed that the vampire had either fallen asleep or lost consciousness. Regardless of the label, she had little sympathy and shook Jason until he opened his eyes. Leaning over him, she released the lever to unlock the door on his side, unfastened his seatbelt, and forcefully pushed him out. Before he knew what was happening, he was nearly face-first in the dirt.

Jason stumbled to his feet and begrudgingly followed Linett, who was already marching through the trees with his phone in hand. She didn't make it easy for a still-dazed vampire to keep up with her. It wasn't until Linett stopped in a clearing that Jason managed to catch up.

Perplexed, Linett spun around in circles and dialed the number. A ringing sound came from the bushes. Jason and Linett followed the sound and promptly came across a herd of sheep producing organic wool or who knows what in the great outdoors. And one of the sheep was ringing. This surprised not only the sheep itself.

"Since when do sheep eat cell phones?" Linett asked, completely bewildered.

"I don't think it's in its stomach..." Jason replied as he circled the animal with an assessing gaze.

"Who would do something like this?" Linett asked when they returned to the car. It was futile to hope that Jeremy was somewhere in the bushes. Jason hadn't detected his scent even when wandering aimlessly. Jason rubbed his nose bridge without providing an answer.

"And what do we do now?" Linett persisted with the next question. Jason continued rubbing his forehead in silence. With all her strength, she punched him on the upper arm.

"You do nothing. You should be grateful that you're still alive," Jason growled. Finally, there was some life in the vampire, although not in the way Linett would have preferred. She could barely evade his grip.

"Well then, I can leave you here, grudge-bearing diva, and drive back alone. In your condition, it'll take you, let's say, two to three hours to get back to the city. But maybe you'll be lucky and encounter the shepherd," she unabashedly taunted Jason, who seemed to be praying for brains or stones to fall from the sky. He definitely deserved the stones.

"I could also take your blood," he gritted his teeth, to which Linett burst into laughter. It was a joyless laugh, clearly meant to provoke and mock him.

"At the moment, you couldn't even catch a turtle."

"Why?" Jason seemed to be asking himself. And by that, he probably meant what he had done to deserve being punished by her. Or perhaps he was wondering why he had seriously considered keeping her. Maybe he was also questioning why Jeremy had lied to him about Linett's whereabouts. It was definitely not the right time to dwell on such matters because, during his brief mental absence, Linett had positioned herself in front of him. Since Jason was sitting on a sawed-off tree stump, he had to look up at her, and it was so tempting to reach out and snap her neck. It didn't take much intelligence or empathy to perceive what was going on in Jason's mind, so Linett also had a sense of what was at stake.

"Hey, don't drift off again!" She snapped her fingers in front of his face as if it could prevent him from doing something.

"Does blood help against the aftereffects of the vervain?" she demanded to know.

"Yes," Jason replied, his tone lurking. The fact that he was too slow to cause her serious harm made Linett a bit reckless. Even Linett would sign that without hesitation. But damn it, when did she ever have the opportunity to give him a taste of what he constantly dished out to others: a stupid grin and even stupider comments.

"You won't get mine, but I can certainly take you somewhere to get some. Or would one of the sheep be enough for you?"

Jason's expression became noticeably bewildered when she mentioned the sheep.

"Okay, no animal blood, got it," she said before he could even open his mouth.

Linett patiently waited for Jason to reluctantly slink toward the car, hoping for a spontaneous recovery so he could kill her. During the drive, she tried to convince herself that there was no reason to worry. As she chauffeured his boss through the city (surprisingly still alive), Jeremy was undoubtedly back in his apartment. She tried to coax the story out of Jason, but all she managed to do was startle the vampire from his daze each time, making him increasingly irritable. One thing she did find out: They had been on their way to a job. Their target was an art gallery, which happened to be closed on that day. According to Jason, it was the perfect time to steal one of the paintings there. However, before they even knocked on the back door, they were ambushed and incapacitated with vervain. Jason had eventually regained consciousness in a forest.

Linett stopped in an industrial area where tipsy truck drivers were already lurking around at this time of the day. She shook the sleeping Jason for a good two minutes before he finally had the courtesy to look at her, his eyes displaying quite a hungry expression. Linett preferred to quickly get out of the car, which proved to be quite difficult as Jason grabbed her arm. While trying to exit, she managed to pry Jason's fingers off her arm, almost risking breaking them in the process. But even without the sound of cracking bones, he let go of her, and Linett made sure to get closer to the truck drivers. She hurriedly turned the corner, only glancing back momentarily to see Jason laboriously climbing out of the car. Gathered around a small, wobbly table, she encountered three truck drivers playing cards. The largest of them seemed to have the most luck, as the stack of dirty casino chips in front of him was the highest.

"Hey, doll, what brings you here all alone?" he spoke up.

The aforementioned "doll" scrutinized her counterpart, assessing him and feeling somewhat uncertain. Would this guy be enough for Jason? Linett had no idea how much blood a vampire needed to rid themselves of the numbing effects of vervain. But one was certainly better than three, who would have armed themselves with wooden planks and attacked the vampire before he could even pull out his white handkerchief and beg for mercy.

"I'm being chased," Linett said, sounding rather pitiful as she glanced past the truck driver to the other two behemoths, who were now sizing her up as well.

"By whom?" the three of them asked in unison.

"Don't look now, but the guy is over there in the alley," she pleaded.

"Can one of you accompany me to my car?" Her eyes widened as she looked from one to the other, visibly taken aback when all three almost synchronously rolled up their sleeves.

"Don't worry, sweetheart."

Resigned to their decision, Linett watched as the three walking powerhouses headed straight into the dark corner where Jason was. Goodness, not so many at once!

"Wait, this is unnecessary," she tried to stop them but was pushed back by their leader.

"Guys like him deserve it. Wait here!"

Uncertain, Linett stood under the only streetlight on the street and observed the three men who now disappeared into the shadows. Was the vampire strong enough to take on three muscle-bound guys? Was he even conscious right now? Should she help him?

Restlessly shifting from one foot to the other, she counted the seconds and strained her ears to listen into the darkness. A crash behind her made her flinch, but it was just a cat landing on the metal lid of a trash bin. God, the seconds felt like minutes. She had no idea how long she had been waiting when she finally mustered up the courage and cautiously made her way along the wall to where she suspected Jason to be. Suddenly, she screamed as someone grabbed her arm.

"You're becoming more ridiculous with each passing moment," Linett heard Jason growl.

Her heart pounded as if it were already trying to make its escape. Too bad Linett couldn't follow its example.

"Hey, I wanted to help you!" Linett protested, although she would prefer to gracefully faint. Maybe she wouldn't wake up, and the nightmare would come to an end.

"Three against one?"

Linett scoffed dismissively. "A vampire against a weak girl?"

Inevitably, she had to follow Jason as he roughly directed her back to the car. If he wanted to put her in the car, then he didn't want to kill her, right?

"You're not weak," he pronounced. "And now stop resisting."

Linett hadn't been aware that she was vehemently digging her heels into the ground, trying to push against him. Not that it would help...

"I won't just let myself be killed!" she continued to protest undeterred.

"Stop screaming. I'll leave it to Jeremy to spank your behind for your stupidity with the prosecutor. But if you pull a similar stunt again, you should move to China and pray that you never cross paths with me again!" Okay, that was clear.

"I don't plan on it," she replied after swallowing hard.

"Wait," she asked the vampire a minute later, who was still dragging her along, annoyed. Was this a trend among vampires? Just dragging women around by their hair? Did men revert to caveman mode as soon as their hearts stopped beating?

"What?" came Jason's irritated response.

"I'm sorry. Really," she said, taking a deep breath. Then she shook her head. "Okay, scratch that. I'm not sorry. If you really intended to kill him, you wouldn't have succeeded. That's why I'm not sorry. I just can't get used to the fact that you kill people without batting an eye."

Gently, she rubbed her arm where Jason's fingers had been. He had let go of her and leaned against the car with a sigh.

"That speaks to your karma, but it's completely unnecessary. People who don't deserve it die every day. That's life. That's what the whole universe revolves around. Birth, death, maybe even rebirth, who knows? It will always be like that. Until now, you, like everyone else, have successfully closed your eyes to it until it finally caught up with you with the death of your friend. You could now return to your perfect world, close your eyes to reality again, and hope that all the people you love and know will die a natural death one day. Or you can find the courage to come to terms with it and help me find Jeremy."

Thoughtfully, Linett chewed on her lip. Yes, he was right. Neither vehemently protesting his actions nor refusing to work for him would stop him. It wouldn't accomplish anything except keeping her conscience clear in a self-deceptive way. And then Jeremy wondered why she fell into depression.

The thought of his disappearance made nausea rise in her.

Linett preferred not to think about what might have happened to him. Vampires were more resilient than humans, but they were not immortal and indestructible. If they could incapacitate him, then anyone else could as well. And there were plenty of cruel means to torture a vampire. Ironweed was just one of them.

"I don't know where he could be," she replied softly.

"Did he tell you anything about Fabienne?"

Blinking in surprise, she vigorously shook her head. She definitely didn't want to talk about that woman with him!

"Fabienne's definition of loyalty is usually very flexible. She's good, but I couldn't shake the feeling that she's starting to do her own thing. That's why I paired her up with Jeremy. She has a pronounced weakness for him. Probably because after the fiasco that was their relationship, he consistently refused her and her charm. A stubborn man acts like apple cider on flies with these women. I was hoping she'd spill some secrets once he let his charm play," Jason explained in detail, studying her.

Linett let out a soft groan. She was so stupid. She wanted to slap herself. Jeremy had only flirted with Fabienne because Jason wanted him to. Wait! It wasn't her who was dumb. It was all Jason's fault!

"So now you're expanding your business into prostitution?" she asked sarcastically, shooting a malicious glance at the vampire. Damn it! Because of him, Jeremy had flirted with Fabienne, and because of Fabienne, Linett had refused to seek Jeremy's company! And now Jeremy was missing! If Jason usually had an inappropriate comeback ready, this time, he simply raised an eyebrow and remained silent.

"Is Fabienne behind this, then?" Linett pressed on.

"That's my assumption. But only part of it. The other part is that I think you are the key to it. Until now, I didn't pay much attention to what Lorenzo meant with his daughter. I simply didn't care. That was a stupid mistake. I suspect that he pays Fabienne to get his information. Even a blind person could see that you and Jeremy care about each other. So he'll have to use you as bait. As long as he was with you, no one could get to you. But it's expected that you won't allow anything to happen to Jeremy because of you."

Confused, she followed Jason's words and needed a moment to let them sink in. Jeremy was the bait? For her?

"That's insane," she finally concluded after a while. She and Jeremy were like cat and dog. 95% of their conversations were fierce arguments that usually ended in her tears and Jeremy losing his nerves.

"Why doesn't Lorenzo just ask you if he wants to know something about me? Why does he hire others?" Linett exclaimed. No, it didn't make sense in her mind. It couldn't be any easier. Clearly, Lorenzo still had a grudge against Jason since he hadn't fulfilled his mission. So what was so difficult about picking up the phone, calling Jason, and asking him to have his new assistant answer a few questions?

"We're criminals. Reason rarely prevails here," Jason casually explained the nonsense.

She stared at him in disbelief. "Is being a criminal synonymous with being brainless?"

Oops, did she say that out loud? Uncertain, she looked at Jason. But he seemed to be slowly returning to his old self. Instead of being angry or offended, he merely showed a slight smile. "In some cases, that's quite accurate."

"But what now? We can't just wait!" her tone became more urgent. She could stand here and discuss Jason's hunches, assumptions, and predictions for hours, but that wouldn't bring Jeremy back. Maybe his life was truly secure at the moment if Jason was right, but what if not? What if Jeremy was already dead?

Just at that moment, an idea struck her. She took a sudden deep breath, causing herself to hiccup.

"If a witch can see the future, can she also find out where someone is?" she asked between two loud hiccups. She would hit Jason if he laughed now!

"It's possible. Do you know a clairvoyant witch?"

Half an hour later, they arrived in front of a small shop. It was a store for esoteric odds and ends, which people with a supposed interest in witchcraft loved to visit. Tarot cards, rune stones, dreamcatchers, ritual supplies, "specialist" books—all of it was available here in various colors and designs. Medieval, modern, Egyptian—the heart of any wannabe occultist would surely skip a beat here.

For Linett, only the doorbell mattered. She pressed it persistently until someone turned on the lights inside the shop. If one expected to meet a particularly beautiful, cunning, or very old, wise woman, both assumptions would be proven wrong. Cecile Deroubaix was a woman in her forties. Her movements were strong and more akin to those of a young woman. Small wrinkles had settled around her eyes, framing the sparkling green eyes that now carefully studied Linett's companion.

"This is the wrong vampire!" the witch declared as a greeting barely after opening the door.

"He's my boss now, Cecile," Linett said softly.

A broad smile appeared on the witch's face. Unabashedly and with all the calmness in the world, her gaze slid over Jason. Linett found it odd that Jason seemed rather suspicious. Did vampires dislike witches? Or did Jason not appreciate being scrutinized like a deer to be hunted for a change?

"Don't worry, my dear. He may seem like a deal with the devil, but he doesn't have that much in common with the horned one," Cecile tried to reassure Linett, patting her hand with a confident wink.

"That's a bit offensive," grumbled Jason, while Linett sarcastically sighed, "Good to know."

They followed Cecile slowly as she led them into the small kitchen that belonged to the store. There was barely enough space for a tiny kitchenette, two chairs, and a table that had seen better days. Yet even here, Cecile managed to make the shabby furnishings feel cozy. Linett still vividly remembered the day she had learned that humans were not the pinnacle of civilization. Even the day after, she questioned whether she had dreamt it all. After all, how often does a woman call out to you on the street, insisting that you must come inside because your life depended on it? Rightfully, Linett had expected nothing more than some dubious advertisement. And accordingly, her comments on the news had been mocking. To this day, Linett was indescribably grateful to Cecile for patiently enduring the insults and persistently persuading her until Linett was finally willing to believe her. And Linett held Cecile in even higher regard for equipping her with vervain and handcuffs in the next breath. Although judging by her wink back then, Cecile probably assumed that Linett would use them for erotic purposes rather than to save her life. Perhaps that had been one of the mentioned possibilities? However, someone had apparently done something, preventing Linett from ending up with a bound vampire in bed. Instead, she initially hated him, only to discover later that she had foolishly fallen in love with him against all reason.

"Stop daydreaming," Jason interrupted her thoughts before turning to Cecile. "What does that mean? What possibility?"

"Sometimes the fate of a being is a bit uncertain. There are so many factors that influence our lives. So many forks in the road where we can seemingly take the wrong turn. Should I go to the concert or will I fall ill beforehand? If I had gone, maybe I would have been hit by a car on the way. There were also several possibilities for Linett. I could have sworn that you would show up here with another vampire," Cecile explained.

"So something went wrong?" Linett asked. The witch emphatically shook her head. "No, don't think like that. Nothing went wrong. Your fate is just taking a detour," Cecile explained as she turned her back to them. She began handling the teakettle with such noise that Jason got up from his seat and snatched the dishes from Cecile's hands to take care of it himself.

"Well, it works," the witch whispered softly and winked at Linett.

"I heard that," growled Jason in the background while Cecile sat down next to Linett.

"Apparently, fate hasn't evaluated the latest news yet. Jeremy has apparently been kidnapped," Linett explained in a rare moment of gallows humor. In the presence of this woman, she felt safe, and the hope that Cecile might have a clue for her filled her like a small ray of light. But Cecile sighed. Not only Jason raised an eyebrow at the witch's worried headshake.

"So this case has come to pass," Cecile mused to herself.

"Can you tell us where he is?" Linett pleaded while Jason silently followed the conversation.

"Don't you want to say something, too?" she snapped at the silent bloodsucker, who blinked in confusion with the tea bag in his hand. Cecile laughed loudly and cheerfully.

"It's certainly not a pact with the devil. At most, the other way around," she stated with a satisfied smile.

Jason reluctantly growled, but even in the face of his ominous glare, Cecile remained unfazed. She blew Jason an air kiss and ignored his aggressively bared teeth.

"Can you help us or not?" the vampire snapped at Cecile, and Linett's gaze also turned to the witch, questioning. Thoughtfully, Cecile shook her head.

"I'm not all-knowing, darling," she said with a regretful smile. It wasn't clear whether she meant Jason or Linett, but the mere thought that she might have referred to Jason as 'darling' made Linett stifle a chuckle. While Jason's mood was usually so good that it could only be met with nausea, today seemed completely ruined for him. With his beastly expression, one could mistake Jason for Jeremy's brother.

And once again, Linett's heart grew heavier. The brief amusement faded as she thought of Jeremy. If Cecile already sounded hopeless, then Jeremy must be in real trouble, right?

"But I can try; give me your hand," the witch now asked Linett. Willingly, Linett placed her hand in Cecile's. But the witch had no intention of examining Linett's palm lines in detail; instead, she also held Linett's hand with her second hand. With her eyes closed, she began to hum softly.

"She's not seriously humming 'Lemon Tree,' is she?" Jason interjected, annoyed.

Annoyed by the interruption, Cecile opened her eyes. "Quiet now. Besides handcuffs, I also have gags for vampires in my inventory. If you don't want to try one on, let me hum whatever I want. It helps me relax, and I happen to like the song."

Cecile closed her eyes once again, and once again, she started humming. This time, Elton John's "Can You Feel the Love Tonight" seemed more appropriate to her. Fascinated, Linett observed her boss, who bit into his own hand in a gesture of barely suppressed anger. Jason's eyes glowed scarlet, focusing on Cecile's jugular. But he remained calm. At least he didn't make a sound and didn't disturb the witch's concentration.

"Your connection to him is very strong. Are you pregnant with his child?" Cecile suddenly spoke up.

Linett thought she had misheard. To her dismay, all she could manage was a confused "Uh," while Jason had much more to contribute. Nothing particularly helpful, though.

"As if we didn't have enough problems already," the vampire grumbled discontentedly. Outraged, Linett turned her gaze to Jason.

"And even if I were, it wouldn't be yours. It shouldn't concern you!" she snapped back.

"Unfortunately, it does concern me. Humans aren't meant to carry vampires' children. Most of them die in the process!"

"What?" Horrified, her gaze shifted from Jason to Cecile. Suddenly, Jason's remark didn't seem so far-fetched anymore. Yes, she had more than enough problems and certainly hadn't escaped from a vampire and some mafia figures just to perish due to a pregnancy.

"He's right," Cecile agreed with a gentle smile. "But don't worry about it now. Such a strong connection between two beings is very rare. But it doesn't necessarily have to be based on a pregnancy. It could have simply formed because you both have a very emotional connection. And even if you are pregnant, your chances aren't bad if you have support from a witch, that is, from me. Then the risk for you and the child wouldn't be greater than in any other normal pregnancy."

"But I only slept with him once," Linett tried to say as calmly as possible.

"For heaven's sake, stop screaming. So, the first shot was a hit. Do I really have to explain to you that you don't have to be married to get pregnant?" Jason snapped, rolling his eyes extensively.

Cecile threw a piece of rock candy at his head, coupled with a reproachful look. Trembling, Linett finally let out the breath she had been holding. Was there a reset button for her life? If so, she would gladly erase this moment. The information about a possible pregnancy seemed sufficient to her, especially since her period was due in about two weeks. Yes, indeed, there was still enough time to run around screaming in circles. Which idiot in the organization called 'Fate' came up with such stories? Didn't they have better actors for their daily soaps?

"By the way, your Jeremy is staying in a rather spacious and luxuriously furnished villa. That's all I can tell you, unfortunately," Cecile returned to the actual reason for being there and shrugged apologetically.

"Is there any clue as to which villa it might be? After all, there's not just one in and around Paris," Jason interjected impatiently, and Cecile gave him a soothing smile.

"I already said I'm not omniscient. But I do know that you're certainly not the dumbest vampire on this planet. How many people in your line of work live in a villa? Besides, it would be a foolish idea to give in to the urge to strangle me if that's your intention. Linett might still need me," Cecile replied, addressing Jason and indicating his twitching fingers.

"No worries, I won't strangle anyone that quickly," Jason replied, struggling to regain his composure. "And in my line of work, more people live in flashy houses than you might think. But alright, I think I know which villa you're referring to. Coincidentally, Fabienne lives in a rather large one."

"Isn't that quite foolish?" Linett asked, doubtingly. It was as if she would now knock Jason out and drag him home with her. If she had a home, that is. If she were a suspect, they would probably search there first. What a shame. Not only did she not have a home, but she also couldn't even get revenge on the vampire who had caused her all this trouble. Unless she eventually trapped him under vervain and handed him over to Cecile. A nice thought, she sighed.

"It depends on how you look at it. Maybe Fabienne feels undiscovered. Or perhaps the property is so well secured that she feels safe," Jason interrupted her thoughts, already recoiling in horror from Cecile before she could recruit him as a model for her product advertising. Needless to say, the products featured were definitely not tarot cards.

"Well, I'm sure you'll save your friend. That's at least what I hope for," Cecile chimed in cheerfully. Resting her chin on her folded hands, she mused, and with a smile in her eyes, her gaze darted back and forth between Jason and Linett.

"Perhaps I can lend you a hand without upsetting the universe too much. Wait here." Cecile swiftly darted out of the room while Linett wrapped her fingers around the filled teacup. The warmth on her fingers felt heavenly, just like Cecile's confidence. If Jason wasn't mistaken with his assumption, they now knew where Jeremy was, and if the connection between him and Linett was indeed so strong, then he couldn't possibly be dead!

"She's completely bonkers," Linett heard Jason's damning verdict on the witch and a grin formed on her lips.

"You only say that because she's turned you into a tea maker and completely left you hanging," she cheekily retorted.

"Not at all. I say that because she's missing a few feathers on her dreamcatcher!" Jason exclaimed.

"Do you know the saying: If a woman drives you crazy without even taking off a single piece of clothing, then she's the right one for you?"

"Am I called Jeremy? I choose women based on different criteria. The less annoying, the more attractive," Jason stubbornly asserted. It was a shame that Cecile returned just then, as the discussion was gaining momentum. In her hand, the witch held a locket the size of an egg timer.

"Come here, you two," she said and waved them over. Cecile showed no sign of having heard the conversation between Jason and Linett or Jason's scathing opinion of her. And if she did, she seemed unfazed. Both Jason and Linett looked at her with puzzled expressions, and he slowly approached the witch. Cecile had no qualms about nudging the vampire a bit, so he moved closer to Linett. Once they were in the required position, Cecile placed the long chain of the locket around their necks.

"That's a bit tight," Linett ventured, practically pressed against Jason's cheek, and the metal of the chain still cutting into her skin.

"Hmm, okay, it's actually meant for just one person," Cecile replied, stretching out her hands as if aligning an imaginary photo. "But it suits you both perfectly. If things don't work out with Jeremy, the vampire here also fits you quite well."

"If she takes a photo for the family album now, I'll kill her," Linett heard Jason growl beside her.

"What is it for?" Linett asked.

"What?" Cecile seemed visibly pulled out of her thoughts. "Oh, right. It partly conceals the presence of the one wearing it. Your friend was surely abducted by vampires. It's unlikely that you can approach them unnoticed. Your vampire here may not have a detectable pulse, but he has a scent," Cecile explained cheerfully.

"I must insist," Jason grumbled.

"I didn't say you smell bad. You smell very good. If Jeremy survives, will you still be available?" Cecile asked.

"Please!" Linett pleaded. "Could we focus on the essential?"

"As long as you're in a crowd of humans or a group of other beings, your individual scent is not a problem, of course. It becomes critical when you want to sneak up on someone. You, Linett, have a pulse and a scent. You'd be noticed from three miles away, no matter how careful you are. The locket suppresses all of that. The only thing you still need to be careful of is being quiet and not being seen. It doesn't make you inaudible or invisible. So, be cautious. I can't do more for you. Believe me, I'd love to give you a different locket. It can even teleport and make you invisible. However, I simply hope that the Mafia can manage without such toys."


Who Would Have Thought?

Jason adamantly rejected Linett's idea of stealing that particular medallion that could teleport and make them invisible (then Cecile wouldn't have done anything wrong—they wouldn't have given it to her; they would have stolen it from her). In his opinion, the medallion that suppressed Linett's pulse and scent was more than sufficient for their plan. Maybe he said that because Cecile was right in pointing out that a mafia boss didn't really need such gimmicks. Or perhaps it was because Jason didn't want to spend a second longer in Cecile's presence. When she suggested dropping by if he got bored, he assured Cecile convincingly that he was never bored and that he would erase the address of her store and apartment from his memory, aided by as much absinthe as necessary.

"What do you have against Cecile's offer? She likes you. And I thought you were some sort of male prostitute," Linett inquired, breaking the silence during the drive. Jason slammed on the brakes so abruptly that she jerked forward in her seat. Well, it was red anyway.

"What?" Jason asked, turning to face her. The fiery glimmer in his eyes had now subsided. Instead, he looked at her as if she had lost a few feathers from her dreamcatcher. Wasn't that the way he had put it?

"You've slept with almost all the women in Jeremy's family," she explained her train of thought with a sweet smile.

"Yeah, but not for money!"

"Are you sure?" she asked, genuinely surprised. He didn't hesitate to make money out of everything else. Why not capitalize on his skills as a lover, too?

"Why not, actually?" she unabashedly voiced her question. "If you demand payment upfront, it's not a big deal if someone asks for a refund. Then you'll even have a free lunch."

Okay, maybe she had pushed the boundaries a little too far, but that question and suggestion had slipped out of her mouth faster than she had intended. Jason, for his part, wasn't offering much of his stoic calmness. His hand on the steering wheel twitched as if he would love nothing more than to wrap it around her neck. Was it her luck that the traffic light turned green just at that moment, and they were already entering the neighborhood where Fabienne supposedly lived?

The fact that Jason's knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel indicated something. Provocation was a favored means of distraction. At least, it was favored by Linett. While other women preferred to faint devoutly or anxiously pray for their loved ones, Linett limited herself to sly prayers and interrupted her carousel of thoughts by driving Jason to white-hot rage. It was much better than envisioning Jeremy's corpse.

"What are you planning?" Linett asked as Jason slowed down, but not conspicuously, gliding past a house and scrutinizing it. "Just stroll in and ring the doorbell?"

"I wouldn't recommend that. She has cameras, probably not alone with Jeremy, and I hate making life easy for others," Jason replied. He parked the car two streets away and turned off the engine.

"I've noticed," Linett agreed, hesitating as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

"Now don't act like you had an incredibly tough time with me," her boss snorted.

"You tried to kill me!"

"Don't fool yourself. Anyone who knows you eventually succumbs to that desire," Jason remarked, stepping out of the car. Linett hurriedly followed suit and slammed the door shut. With his hands in his pockets, Jason strolled along the street.

"We won't be able to get in there unnoticed," he noted when Linett caught up with him.

"You're a mafia boss. You have hundreds of employees. Can't you bring them all here and surround the house?" Linett asked.

"I can also get five helicopters, an arsenal of weapons sufficient for a third world war, and even summon our president if necessary, but what good would that do? As soon as Fabienne senses danger, she'll kill him and try her luck through another avenue."

Linett paled at his words. Nausea welled up inside her (great, just what she needed), and with trembling fingers, she clutched onto Jason's jacket.

"Please tell me you have an idea," she pleaded, gripping his hand tightly as he tried to loosen her hold.

"Stop pinching me. And yes, I have an idea. You're a singer, aren't you?"

Was it incredibly foolish that she couldn't grasp the connection between the two?

"Yes, but I don't sing so poorly that we can drive Fabienne out of her own house with it."

And just like that, it was back. Finally, a carefree, boyish smile returned to Jason's face as if no problem in the world could dampen his spirits. How long did one have to be high to reach that level?

"Do you have many spontaneous fans?" he inquired now.

She shrugged lightly.

"More than a dozen for sure?"

"Definitely," Linett replied. They were all spontaneous, weren't they? At least when they knew they had to be spontaneous. But she still didn't understand what Jason was aiming at with his questions. However, she listened attentively as he explained it to her.

It was incredible. This sight delighted her over and over again. Maybe it wasn't enough for a stadium, but distraction was certainly guaranteed here. The black mass surged in front of the makeshift stage, assembled from several fruit and vegetable crates and a curtain that blocked the view from the house to the band, undulating up and down. People chatted happily, tapping away on their phones to tell as many friends as possible so they could come too. If Fabienne were to look out her window now, she would surely believe there was a volcanic eruption. Linett's stomach fluttered nervously, as always before a performance, no matter how spontaneous.

"Man, Linett, you're lucky that we all have our days off," Théo remarked. Théo was the group's bassist, the composer of the hardest sounds in their songs, and up for anything. He quickly realized that Linett hadn't requested this spontaneous concert for marketing reasons. "What should we do?"

"Just keep playing until someone shows up to drive you away," Jason chimed in from the background. The vampire leaned against one of the trees that lined the street at regular intervals. A self-satisfied grin played on his lips as he surveyed the colorful (okay, black) crowd. "I haven't seen this much metal since I visited a steel mill," the bloodsucker remarked, curiously watching a man whose shirt consisted entirely of chainmail, an extreme example, but Jason was right. Heavy metal wasn't just called heavy metal because of the hardness of the sounds. Although only moderately loud music played from their CD player, some were already eagerly raising their hands in the "horns" gesture and practicing headbanging.

"Doesn't that cause a concussion?" Jason asked.

"Our new manager?" Théo asked, raising an eyebrow. Linett vigorously shook her head. That would be the last thing she wanted!

"Do you need one?" Jason asked before Linett could stop him.

"No," she interjected, but Théo raised his hand and pondered with pursed lips.

"Don't be too hasty. Let's not fool ourselves. Our previous managers were incompetent and took too much. I bet this one doesn't need money anymore. He looks like he has some, even though he should refrain from crawling through bushes. Maybe he can even invest in us," Théo expressed his thoughts while openly examining Jason's tattered suit. Okay, time for a change of subject!

"Don't you dare go in there alone," Linett addressed Jason, gripping her neck. The thin gold band coolly nestled in her hand. The medallion rested securely between her breasts and was inaccessible to Jason. Hopefully, the vampire wouldn't want to enter the building without it.

"I'll come to get you. But you should sing before that. Otherwise, the crowd will be disappointed and leave," the vampire replied casually. "Besides, it'll lure our enemies out of the house."

Jason was right. After the first few notes, a burly man stomped out of the door. Waving his arms wildly and bellowing at the top of his lungs, he tried to drown out the noise and singing of the crowd. Even Linett, who was used to much more freedom of movement on stage and always had to be careful not to nose-dive, noticed the visitor. But nobody was deterred by him. Not Linett, her band, or her fans. Every now and then, she saw Jason roaming through the crowd. Calmly, he made his way through the commotion, observing the surroundings, and sometimes Linett saw him making phone calls. Cars constantly stopped nearby, and people jumped out, clearly identifiable as belonging to their scene based on their clothing style. Even a television crew found their way here, just like the police. Momentarily unsettled, Linett scanned the crowd for Jason. And she continued to sing at the top of her lungs as she noticed the vampire handing a wad of banknotes to one of the officers. Hopefully, it was the fine.

But Linett couldn't have been happier about it all. The crowd began to spread out into the front yards, even Fabienne's. Maybe someone would poop there? Or smear butter on her curtains. Linett would wish for it.

Jason signaled for a break. Linett shouted to Théo to keep playing. Jason extended his hand to help her climb down from the stage and immediately began fumbling with her neckline to reach the medallion.

"That's called workplace sexual harassment!" Linett exclaimed, outraged.

"There's not much to harass," he replied.

"Then you're taking an awfully long time!"

Jason ignored her further comments and pulled her along the street to reach the back of Fabienne's property. Once again, Linett felt her waist being grabbed and found herself standing on the wall surrounding the estate moments later. And in the next moment, she was already on the roof of the house. Startled, she gasped.

"How do you do that?" she asked softly, looking around.

"I'm a vampire, have you forgotten?" Jason replied amusedly. Carefully, he guided her to the edge of the roof and peered down. The cameras were focused on the garden but not directly on the house wall. Jason swung down with her along the wall through an open window. Linett must have felt like Jane being flung through the jungle by Tarzan.

"Could you please get off me?" Jason asked. Heat rushed to her cheeks as she realized she had her legs wrapped around his hips in fear of being dropped. Oh, how embarrassing. Could he now add acrophobia to the list of her quirks?

Once again, she got intimately close to Jason's cheek as he placed the chain around their necks. And closer than desired when he also grabbed her under the arms and lifted her up.

"Oh no!" she exclaimed, but it was too late. The surroundings rushed by her in a blur, and suddenly, she found herself in the entrance hall.

"Oh, good. No cameras," Jason whispered.

"I feel sick," Linett breathed.

"Do you have to play into pregnancy clichés right now?" Linett questioned before the discussion could gain momentum. But Jason had already pulled her up a bit. He didn't seem to mind that she was standing on one of his feet. He moved agilely and, above all, silently.

"Get rid of this black plague for me! And find Harris! I know he's here!" they heard Fabienne's imperious voice after a while. Carefully and with calm movements, Jason and Linett stealthily made their way behind the long, heavy curtains adorning every available window of the mansion.

Through a narrow gap, they caught a fleeting glimpse of Fabienne's black mane and, finally, Jeremy, who was bound to a chair with his arms and legs. His eyelids kept drooping as if he struggled to stay conscious.

"And you're going to tell me now where that brat is!" Fabienne demanded.

"How many times do I have to tell you she escaped?" Jeremy grumbled.

"And, once again, I don't believe you. Maybe a little water will jog your memory."

Shock surged through Linett, and she lifted her head to look at Jason. Water? Holy water! Jason's expression noticeably darkened. His grip on her tightened, and his hand covered her mouth to suppress any gasp. Completely unnecessary. To release her tension, Linett tugged forcefully at Jason's tie.

What holy water could do to a vampire, Linett witnessed in a dramatic fashion. Fabienne protected her hands with gloves. From a cheap plastic bottle, Fabienne poured the colorless liquid onto Jeremy's forearms. The water acted like acid on Jeremy's skin, causing ugly wounds to open up. If the vampire had already emitted a pained groan from that, it wasn't enough for Fabienne. She lifted Jeremy's chin and brought the bottle to his lips. Jerking, he tried to evade her, straining the durability of his restraints to the utmost. Small streams ran down his chin and dripped onto his chest. Wherever the liquid touched his skin, it burst open, inflamed, and began to ooze. Tears dripped onto Jason's hand, and if he didn't have her under control, she would have rushed out of her hiding place. Linett clutched onto Jason's shirt, feeling his tension increase, tightening his grip. In painstaking self-control, the two held onto each other, restraining themselves from making any betraying movements or sounds. Jeremy's agonized cries threatened to shatter Linett's heart. She wanted to rush at Fabienne, drive a stake into her back, just so she would finally let go of Jeremy.

Desperately wriggling in Jason's grasp, all she could do was watch as Fabienne tried to force Jeremy to swallow the stuff. The music from outside grew louder until the pounding on the front door drowned out even Jeremy's tortured coughing.

"Aren't you going to take care of that?" Fabienne snapped at her companions.

"They won't be driven away."

"Idiots," Fabienne hissed. "Well, I'll take care of it myself then. Our dear Jeremy will need at least fifteen minutes to regenerate enough to speak again."

Breathlessly, they listened to the sound of retreating footsteps. Jeremy was left alone. Eyes closed, he had tilted his head back and flinched in alarm when Linett and Jason emerged from behind the curtains. Frantically, Linett freed herself from Jason's grip and tore the chain of the amulet as she rushed recklessly toward Jeremy.

"We're lucky that Fabienne is in the garden," Jason grumbled, rubbing his neck. But his protest went completely unnoticed by Linett. Gently, her hand rested on Jeremy's cheek, who promptly flinched under her touch.

"His oral cavity will be caustic; it would be better if you wait five minutes with the fussing and instead release the restraints," Jason hissed behind her.

His whispered words earned Jason a resentful glare, but Linett obeyed without protest. Silently, she began pulling on the pins. With a soft clinking sound, the handcuffs around Jeremy's wrists came loose and now hung uselessly from the chair. When she finally looked up, Jeremy was sucking on Jason's wrist.

The sight was too unusual to simply accept. Linett might have had her mouth slightly agape, but she was already being ignored by the two men. At the same time, she felt completely out of place because this moment was, well, a bit intimate.

At least voluntary blood donation was associated with intimacy.

"Thank you," Jeremy finally spoke softly, his voice scratchy. With effort, he grasped the hand offered by Jason and pulled himself up. While most of his injuries had healed thanks to the blood, as Linett could see on his previously caustic hands, it still took a toll on him, and the effects of the vervain were still lingering in his bones. Nervously, she tapped her toes. How could they slip out unnoticed? Maybe a jump through the window? There were many people outside. Fabienne wouldn't attack them in front of hundreds of witnesses, would she?

"Goodness, that hurts," Jeremy complained, leaning on Jason now.

"Stop whining and think about something else," Jason whispered back mercilessly.

"Think about something else? Are you kidding me?" Jeremy rasped.

"Why don't you think about the possibility of being the father of Linett's unborn baby?" Jason suggested.

Oh yes, very charming. Hadn't the guy ever heard that it was the woman's job to deliver such news? If it was even still possible, the tormented Jeremy paled even more. His facial expressions shifted from disbelief to horror and then to an expression that Linett couldn't interpret for the life of her. Maybe it was just facial paralysis.

"What?" Even with a damaged esophagus and weakened vocal cords, Jeremy's voice managed to sound frantic. His gaze now focused on Linett and unmistakably shifted to her belly.

"Even if I am, you can't see much yet. Besides, it's not certain at all!" she interjected, giving Jason, who had now wrapped his arm around Jeremy, a look that wished the worst upon him.

"The witch only suggested that I could be pregnant with your child. That would explain the strong connection needed to find you," Linett tried to shed some light on the situation.

Jeremy's expression became contemplative before he straightened up surprisingly forcefully, grabbing Jason, who had been supporting him, by the collar. "And you, you idiot, thought it would be a great idea to bring the woman who could be pregnant with my child straight to the headquarters of those who want to kill her?"

With her mouth hanging open, Linett stared back and forth between the two men. Jason was equally stunned by his friend's unexpected burst of strength, futilely trying to break free from his grip.

"You're both crazy. First, you act like you're dying, and now you're developing fatherly feelings," he complained.

"Probably. But now the desire to faint is pretty strong, too," Jeremy suddenly turned ashen and leaned against Jason. Jason struggled to keep up with his friend's sudden mood swings, and it was close to the point where he would have collapsed with him.

"Forget it. If you can complain, you can also walk," Jason decided.

"What a lovely trio," a mocking voice made Linett flinch in the background.

"I hate that woman," Jeremy muttered audibly.

"You talk too much. Maybe I should give you another glass of holy water to drink. Seems like you enjoyed it," Fabienne taunted.

"And you talk too much rubbish. Maybe someone should give you a glass of manure to drink."

No, this remark didn't come from either of the vampires, who could certainly take on Fabienne in terms of strength. It came from the small, weak Linett, who was slowly but surely getting seriously angry.

Fabienne lunged at Linett with a growl. Linett ducked and tried to seek safety in Jason's proximity. However, she wasn't fast enough. Fabienne's hand closed around her throat, and Linett lost her footing. In her peripheral vision, she saw Jason drop Jeremy to swiftly charge at Fabienne. But someone else was faster than him.

Not only did Linett gasp for air due to the tight grip around her throat, but she also witnessed Jason crashing against one of the walls with a bone-crushing thud and visibly dazed, falling to the ground. Standing above him now was another vampire. With a stake in hand.

With all the strength she could muster, Linett kicked Fabienne in the knee. In response, Fabienne twisted her arm, causing Linett to scream in agony.

"Feel free to watch as your two protectors meet their end. It's all your fault!" a voice whispered in her ear. Fabienne must be dreaming! Linett had nothing to do with this! However, it wasn't a discussion Linett wanted to engage in right now.

"Let them go, and I'll tell you everything you want to know," she pleaded.

Just like Jason, the battered Jeremy fought off the stake-wielding vampire with his hands and feet. Jeremy even attempted some karate moves, wildly swinging to fend off the stake, making it difficult for him to dodge in time. With horror, Linett watched as the stake pierced Jeremy's arm, and she almost cheered when Jeremy landed a powerful punch, breaking the guy's nose.

"Where is Tony Lorenzo's daughter hidden?" Fabienne growled in her ear.

Amidst all the chaos around her, Linett couldn't help but hear the sound of crickets in her mind. Tony and Lorenzo's daughter?

"Uh, what?"

Roughly, she was pulled back up, now getting a close-up view of Fabienne's crooked nose. Once again, she kicked the vampire in the knee, but it didn't deter her.

"Tony kidnapped her. And now I want to know where she is!"

"Huh?"

Yeah, sorry, that's all she had to contribute on the topic. Tony didn't kidnap anyone. Especially not women. And certainly not the daughters of gangsters. Tony might have been stoned at times, but he wouldn't have dared to do something like that!

Linett's gaze darted frantically between Jeremy and Jason. Jeremy was now solely focused on evading attacks, while Jason was dealing with two opponents. Although he managed to land a few blows here and there, he had to endure at least twice as many in return. Linett watched Jason stagger under another blow, and this one seemed to have hit him hard. The larger of the two men grabbed his arms and held them together behind his back while the other one took aim with the stake. No, she didn't want to see that! Linett squeezed her eyelids shut.

And then she snapped them open as a deafening crash filled the air. The wide glass front was completely shattered, and the floor was covered in shards. Jason struggled awkwardly with the stake in his abdomen while his assailants tried to fend off an enraged Lucy. She snapped one of their necks with a quick jerk, which didn't kill him, but Linett doubted it was pleasant for a vampire to have their neck broken. The other one received a blow from a blunt object that Linett couldn't quite make out, and he held his head in pain.

Fabienne groaned and finally loosened her grip, turning her attention to Jeremy's father, whose eyes glowed threateningly red. Linett mustered all her strength and rushed toward Jeremy, who was lying on his back. His assailant leaned over him, and he would have surely driven the stake into Jeremy's chest by now if Jeremy hadn't clung to it, pushing it away repeatedly. Using what little strength she had left, Linett delivered a kick to Jeremy's attacker, not quite in the posterior but definitely where it hurt the most, hopefully making him regret his actions. Groaning in pain, he rolled off Jeremy.

"That must be the worst day of his life," Jeremy commented hoarsely and with a hint of schadenfreude. With Linett's help, he struggled to his feet and staggered toward Jason. With a jerk, he pulled the wooden stake from his friend's abdomen.

"God, help me," groaned Jason. "You're a lousy nurse."

"And you're a nagging, whiny patient," Jeremy retorted. "Thanks a lot, Mother. How did you even get here?"

The last words were directed at Lucy, who handed Jason and Jeremy one of the unconscious opponents each.

"Jason called us," replied Jeremy's mother. Without hesitation, both men sank their teeth into the necks of their defeated adversaries and then, as a gesture of gratitude for the involuntary blood donation, drove the stakes into their chests. Linett started to gag.

"Take it easy, dear. It's the circle of life," Lucy reassured her, gently stroking her hair.

"The circle of life sucks," Linett replied. She preferred not to look too closely at the third male vampire, but judging from the swearing, one had survived—Fabienne. She squirmed in John's unyielding grip.

"Even an old vampire like Fabienne can't compete against a born vampire," Lucy whispered to Linett with unmistakable pride.

"John is also a born vampire?" Linett asked, surprised.

"Yes, they are naturally stronger than turned ones," Jeremy's mother replied with a nod.

Before anyone could say a single word to the snarling vampire, Lucy positioned herself right in front of her.

"I think we should have a thorough girl talk. And I strongly advise you not to make a single wrong move unless you want my future daughter-in-law to smack you in the face with a frying pan. Sweetheart, could you please fetch the kitchen utensil?" However, "Sweetheart" needed some time to recover from the shock. She stared at Lucy in complete bewilderment. She even forgot to glance at Jeremy to see his reaction to his mother's words (he was quite engrossed in examining his former injuries).

"Future daughter-in-law?" she echoed, completely taken aback, and saw John grinning behind Fabienne.

"Oh, come on. Any idiot can see what's going on between you two!" Lucy replied, smiling at her.

"Sarcasm, depression, mockery, anger, resignation, quarrelsomeness?" Jeremy added from the background, inappropriately contributing. Even his father couldn't help but roll his eyes at that.

"Generally, those are the side effects of love and marriage, my son," his father replied, not to be taken too seriously.

"That explains a lot," Jeremy dryly remarked, appearing next to Linett. He held a wok in his hand.

"Seriously?" Linett asked, taking the heavy object from him.

"Never deny my mother a girl talk. It never ends well for anyone," Jeremy exaggeratedly whispered to her, but loud enough for everyone to hear, especially for Jeremy's mother.

"You're not too old to be put over my knee!"

"You see?" Jeremy turned to Linett as if this was now confirmation of his words.

Linett was completely overwhelmed. She was so confused that her gaze now rested inquisitively on Fabienne. Someone who could surely understand her confusion, as she appeared equally disheveled.

"Could I maybe...?" Jason tried to intervene.

Lucy held her finger under his nose. "You, young man, stay out of this. I'll deal with you later! After all, you're responsible for Jeremy being caught in the clutches of this, this..."

"Bitch," Jason chimed in at the same moment, while Linett added, "This toothless kangaroo."

All eyes in the room turned to them. Linett shrugged delicately. Hey, she couldn't come up with anything better!

"And technically, you should blame your future daughter-in-law. It's because of her that we're here. Or rather, because she seems to know something that others would like to know as well. And if we don't want to waste any more time here, we should question Fabienne about it," Jason explained to Lucy in his unmistakably calm manner.

"Hey!" Linett protested. "I'm not to blame for anything!"

Jason rolled his eyes. "Not directly, no. And feel free to unleash your aggression on Fabienne."

Uncertainly, Linett looked from the kitchen utensil in her hand to the enraged Fabienne, who was repeatedly trying to wriggle out of John's grasp. So far, unsuccessfully. Jeremy's father seemed unfazed by it, as if he were holding a young cat by the scruff of its neck.

"Why do you want to know where Lorenzo's daughter is?" she asked Fabienne.

"None of your damn business!" the vampire snarled back.

"Give her a hit, sweetheart," Lucy encouraged Linett, but she was anything but determined. Defending herself was one thing, but beating up someone who was currently defenseless was something else entirely. Linett shook her head emphatically.

"No, then I'd be no better than her," she spoke up and took a step back, accidentally bumping into Jeremy, who firmly wrapped his arm around her waist.

"Well, we definitely can't hire you as an enforcer," Jason replied cheerfully. The mood shifted abruptly as he approached Fabienne. His posture expressed barely restrained anger, and even Linett, who at the moment could truly feel safe, pressed herself protectively against Jeremy. If Jason had been eerie to her in the bedroom when he angrily demanded to know if she had reported him to the prosecutor, that would have been child's play compared to this. The vampire's bloodlust was unmistakable, and even Fabienne eyed him suspiciously.

"You have a choice, Fabienne. Either you meet a terrible fatal accident right now, or you tell us what we want to know, and I'll give you a day to pack your things and disappear to the other side of the world."

One had to give it to Fabienne. Linett would have already wet her pants, screamed loudly, and promised everything Jason wanted to hear in response to such a statement. She would have crawled on the floor, begging for her life on her knees. Or (which Jeremy considered much more likely) she would have thrown insults and kitchen utensils around. While Fabienne did look slightly unsettled and tugged at John's grip again, she seemed to be contemplating rather than fearing. After a moment of pondering, she snorted contemptuously.

"You're truly honorable and foolish enough to let me go. Very well. Lorenzo's daughter suddenly disappeared from his house. Allegedly, one of his employees, a certain Tony, kidnapped her and wanted to extort ransom. But Tony is dead. His daughter hasn't resurfaced. No one cared about it so far, not even Lorenzo. She's not his biological daughter but his wife's child from her first marriage. However, a few days ago, he changed his mind. He desperately wants 'his' daughter back, whatever the cost. And just imagine what one could demand from Lorenzo if they had the brat."

Speechless, Linett listened to Fabienne's account. Upon Jason's signal, John was about to release the vampire.

"Wait a moment," Linett intervened and reached for the bottle of holy water. John quickly stepped back, avoiding the cascade of water, unlike Fabienne, who didn't escape it. A loud, painful scream echoed through the room. Jeremy grabbed Linett's arm and pulled her behind him before Fabienne could make a move toward Linett. Her face was horribly disfigured, like melted plastic. As if someone had held a lighter to a Barbie doll's face. Linett felt nauseous.

"Are you pregnant, darling?" Lucy chimed in, now looking at her with concern, while no one seemed to care about the disfigured vampire who shot out of the room like a frightened horse.

Linett widened her eyes. "What?"

"This constant nausea isn't normal. You don't have a stomach tumor, do you?"

What was better? Pregnancy or the possibility of cancer? Linett didn't know, and honestly? She didn't feel like thinking about it. So she turned to Jason.

"But I don't know where she is. I have no idea. Maybe she ran away, seems to be a trend among them," Linett insisted.

"Why is it a trend?" Jason asked.

"Davide, another Mafioso kid, mentioned that someone from his family had run away," Linett reported, her gaze questioning her boss. And Jason? He had nothing better to do than to tap away on his damn phone!

"Hey, are you even listening?" Linett snapped at her boss.

"Yeah, of course. Did Tony ever mention anything about a key? Or that he rented a room, a hotel room, anything like that?"

Linett shook her head in confusion.

"Where would he go when he wasn't at work?"

"Most of the time, he would be at our house. But one thing is true—a few days before his death, he was away more often than usual. He said he had to work more."

She had no idea where Jason was going with this.

"I suggest we meet tomorrow morning around 10 o'clock in my office. Maybe we can unravel the rest of the puzzle," Jason said and left. He left?

"What's he doing?" Linett asked Jeremy, but he just shrugged.

"Researching. I assume he already has an idea of where to look for Lorenzo's daughter."

"But I couldn't tell him anything," Linett objected.

"Sometimes even that's enough for him."

"Hey, young man! I still owe you a beating!" John called after Jason.


The Final Act

If the pregnancy turned out to be a mistake, Jeremy had made every effort that same evening to make it come true after all. The idea of becoming a father appealed to him as well, even though just a week ago, he would have broken anyone's neck who dared to prophesy that to him. That was also the reason why he and Linett arrived late to Jason's office the next day. Helen opened the door for them with a mischievous smile.

"Oh," Jeremy heard Linett say as she squeezed past Helen.

"What?" he asked. He didn't miss the trembling in her voice, and the tight grip of her hand around his was not a good sign.

"Lorenzo," she whispered to him, unsure, standing hesitantly in the doorway.

"You're not thinking of running away again, are you? This isn't some exchange point to hand yourself over to him," Jeremy clarified. Even Jason couldn't be accused of having such a strange sense of humor. There was no reason for Linett to be concerned in his and Jason's company. But when were fears ever rational?

Linett vehemently shook her head and finally stepped closer, allowing Jeremy to enter as well. Indeed, Lorenzo Sivori was sitting in one of the chairs. His suit was pure white, his hair oily and shiny. If someone switched to black-and-white mode now, they could make the most believable gangster film of all time. Lorenzo's hat lay before him on the table, next to the glass of brandy. The Italian gave Linett a suspicious glance. A silver-knobbed walking stick leaned against his chair. A fancy accessory, yet the deluxe version couldn't disguise the fact that Lorenzo currently needed assistance to walk.

"Search them for weapons," the small man snarled. One of his henchmen stepped forward and was in turn scrutinized by Linett, as if she were checking where his weapons were hidden.

"What caliber do you use?" Linett asked her counterpart, grumbling reluctantly as Jeremy gave her a warning pat on the behind.

"None of us have a gun here," Jason chimed in, emerging from the kitchen. In his left hand, he held the obligatory Scotch glass, while the other remained concealed in his pocket. If he were equipped with a cigar and slippers, he would be the epitome of a British nobleman intending to make himself comfortable by the fireplace.

"She didn't have one the last time either," Lorenzo growled. Restlessly, he shifted in his chair, a pained expression briefly crossing his face.

"Don't look so smug," Jeremy whispered to Linett, nudging her elbow.

"It's their own fault if your men can't keep hold of their weapons," Jason retorted calmly.

"Did you only summon me here to make fun of me? Just a reminder: Your execution of a simple task was catastrophic and utterly unacceptable. The girl is still alive. She shot me in the knee..." the Italian exclaimed, getting worked up.

"In the thigh," Linett interjected.

"Whatever. And my stepdaughter is still missing! My wife is extremely worried about that spoiled brat! You should consider yourself lucky that I'm not vindictive. Otherwise, your office would be rubble and ashes by now, as well as your employees and yourself."

"No one ever mentioned a daughter," Jason replied. His gaze rested emotionlessly on his counterpart. Neither the threat nor the criticism seemed worth his further attention. Sharp words generally bounced off Jason. The vampire had been in the business for so many generations that he would hardly be seriously impressed by a mortal Italian. So he focused on the essential: Lorenzo's stepdaughter. And the news didn't seem to please the Italian. His gaze turned angrily toward one of his men. Unlike the rest of Lorenzo's crew, this one was too small and thin to pass as a bodyguard. However, what he lacked in physical size and mass, he made up for with a damn fast blood flow. In seconds, his cheeks turned a bright red. A panicked glint appeared in his watery eyes.

"It's possible I forgot to mention that. Besides, you didn't care at all about where Ilaria was. You yourself said you'd be glad to be rid of her," Lorenzo stammered with great effort. He gritted his teeth so loudly that Jeremy inwardly wished him a lot of fun at his next dentist appointment.

"Enough," Lorenzo snarled, cutting off his assistant's further stammering. He slammed his palm on the table so forcefully that the tea jumped out of Helen's and Linett's cups. Helen promptly wiped it up and poured it back into the cup.

"We found your daughter, nevertheless," Jason interjected before the Italian could reach for his weapon to present his assistant with a termination notice in the form of a bullet to the head. Now Jason had secured everyone's full attention. The eyes of all present were fixed on the Brit. And judging by his grin, he was thoroughly enjoying it. Secretly, Jeremy had expected Jason to have had an epiphany yesterday afternoon. However, that didn't change the fact that he couldn't explain the story any more than anyone else in the room and was therefore burning with curiosity for the solution.

With long strides, Jason crossed the distance to the door and beckoned someone inside. One of Jason's employees entered the room. He was so tall that he almost grazed the top of the door frame. His face was as gaunt as the rest of his stature and framed by long black and gray hair that hung untidily down to his shoulders. A sharply curved hook nose would have given his face the necessary gloom to frighten anyone at first glance, but apparently, the creator hadn't deemed it sufficient. To underscore the impression, two dark, cold eyes, perched above the curved nose, surveyed each person in the room one by one. A dissatisfied expression could be read in them. Perhaps it was because he needed both hands to restrain the squirming bundle on his shoulder. As soon as he fully entered the room, he grabbed his burden by the belt and let it crash to the floor with a thud. Italian curses of the finest quality wafted through the air. It was a young woman. Her black hair was cut short and had a cheeky style to it. She might have been a little older than Linett and a lot more temperamental.

"Ilaria!" Lorenzo stated. Fatherly joy sounded distinctly different. Whatever argument Lorenzo used to want Ilaria back with him, it had to be damn good. Perhaps his wife threatened him with divorce otherwise? As far as Jeremy had gathered, Lorenzo's current wife's father had also been a successful member of the Sicilian Mafia before retiring in Rome. Maybe this spoiled brat Ilaria was his favorite niece. But before Jeremy could ponder too much about it, Jason spoke up once again.

"Before you smother her with affection, you should know that Ilaria was not kidnapped at all but ran away with Tony. She didn't spend her time tied to a heater in a basement but in one of my four-star hotels," Jason explained.

"That's a lie. I received the ransom letter!" Lorenzo exclaimed, his gaze unwaveringly fixed on his stepdaughter, who had angrily picked herself up and was now defiantly staring at everyone present.

"She wrote that letter," Jason calmly replied.

"What?" It wasn't Lorenzo who burst out with that question, but Linett. Her gaze alternated between Ilaria, Lorenzo, and finally Jason, her expression filled with confusion. Jeremy gently stroked her back, but she shrugged him off and sat upright in her chair, waiting for an answer.

"In essence, she is responsible for Tony's death," her boss ruthlessly explained. "She convinced him to run away together, and to ensure a continued lavish lifestyle, she wrote a ransom letter without Tony's knowledge."

What could have gone wrong in a young girl's mind to come up with such an idiotic idea? Sure, the romantic elopement was somewhat understandable, but sending a ransom demand to the old man (even if he wasn't her biological father) not only crossed the line but blew it up with a stick of dynamite.

"And how do you know all of this?" Lorenzo asked, his face now flushed red. In an unhealthy, tense posture, the Italian gripped the edge of the table. His knuckles turned white, and his small ferret-like eyes darted to Jason. The latter leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, still visibly enjoying the spectacle.

"She was a bit more talkative last night," Jason calmly explained.

Jeremy harbored no illusions that Ilaria had reacted any less stubbornly to the bloodsucker's interrogation yesterday. It's just that the bloodsucker had (un)beatable arguments to still get someone to talk. And even with a girl, he didn't hesitate to use them for his and her own good. Bruises adorned her arms, and her nose had a faint violet tint. And as cautiously as she moved, one probably shouldn't scrutinize her backside too closely. Jason was an old-school Brit who didn't constantly feel the urge to spank women, but he didn't hesitate when it was actually necessary. And this method was more humiliating than any torture with a knife.

"Is it true?" Lorenzo turned to his stepdaughter, questioning her.

Naturally, no response was to be expected from her. Instead of answering her stepfather, she glared at Jason, making it clear in her thoughts that he was being trampled to a pulp by a herd of elephants.

"Answer..." Lorenzo snapped.

"Did you love him?"

The soft, trembling voice of Linett interrupted Lorenzo's tirade, which he had just taken a deep breath for. Linett held up surprisingly well. Tears shimmered in her brown eyes, but she wasn't (yet) crying. Jeremy gently took her hand in his, but she withdrew it, stood up, and pleaded with Ilaria through a pleading gaze. Finally, the spoiled brat showed some movement. Her eyes turned to Linett with a disdainful expression.

"Sorry if I stole your screw and he happened to kick the bucket in the process. And no, I didn't love him. He was useful and a moron. Could've worked, you know."

If you asked Jeremy, the wench didn't sound the least bit remorseful. His arm swiftly wrapped around Linett just as she attempted to lunge forward. Oh, how he would love to unleash her on the spoiled brat. There was only one obstacle: Lorenzo's men, who were already drawing their weapons.

Ilaria had taken a step back, and the contemptuous expression was now directed at her father.

"You bastard wouldn't have paid anyway. Because your money and power mean more to you than your own family!"

"Let me hit her!" Linett demanded. It wasn't clear whom this request was directed at, but it perfectly reflected the anger raging within Linett.

"I'll smash her stupid nose into a thousand pieces. I'll break every damn bone in her body!" Linett thundered, persistently struggling in his grip. Kind-hearted as he was, he assumed she hadn't intentionally just stepped on his big toe.

"Maybe not a good idea," Jeremy whispered to her.

"Maybe it is!" Lorenzo interjected.

Suspiciously, Jeremy's gaze fixed on Lorenzo. He was trying to play them! Jeremy released Linett, and Linett lunged at Ilaria, and then the most glorious shootout would commence.

"I'm originally Sicilian. Sicilians know the business and the satisfaction of revenge," the sniveling little punk spoke up, rising to his feet. Patiently and with intense concentration, he adjusted his hat until it reached the perfect shape.

"If there's anything left of her, please send it home to me. Your employees know the address," he said, addressing Jason and reaching for his cane. He leaned heavily on his walking aid and cast a dark glance at Linett.

"That goes for both of us, by the way. And no, don't worry, I won't kill you, girl. That way, you wouldn't be able to experience the hospital stay and the subsequent pain. And that, in turn, doesn't serve my interests," he spoke.

He nodded in greeting to her once more before waving to his men. They followed their boss out, their pace truly sluggish. Only Lorenzo's assistant had a sympathetic look left for Ilaria. The others hurried to catch up with their boss.

"Jeremy, let her go," Jason instructed him. The grin on his face unabashedly showed the satisfaction he felt toward Ilaria. Suspiciously, she watched as Jason and Jeremy positioned themselves like two guards on either side of the door. And her eyebrow raised mockingly as Helen handed the fuming Linett her favorite torture instrument.

"Heat-resistant, brand new, and expensive. The handle shouldn't come off easily," Helen praised the frying pan, making even the advertising industry envious. Linett tested its weight as if holding a tennis racket.

"I'd smash her nose first," Helen not only provided Linett with a weapon but also with sound advice.

"You do realize you'll have to renovate afterward," Jeremy addressed Jason, but he only shrugged nonchalantly.

"It's needed anyway," he replied. Jeremy had a hard time understanding his words, as they were drowned out by a resounding "Dong."

"Yes, it definitely suits us," Jason and Helen declared in unison.


Epilogue

"I'm sorry I didn't trust you," Linett spoke softly, snuggling into the arms of her vampire. The moonlight shimmered through the dense branches of the willow tree. In the distance, they could hear the occasional cars racing through the city despite the late hour. They couldn't get any closer to nature in a city, and she couldn't get any closer to her companion unless she wanted to crawl inside him.

"It's strange. Just a few days ago, I was afraid of you," she remarked quietly.

"Life takes some strange turns," he replied.

"But I hated you!" she exclaimed, disbelief evident in her wide-open eyes as she studied her companion's profile. The darkness concealed any details of his expression.

"No, you didn't. You were scared. If you had hated me, you would have shot me when you had the chance," he reassured her.

"Maybe I have this Stockhalf Syndrome," she still doubted.

"It's called Stockholm Syndrome, and it's possible. If that's the case, then it seems to work both ways. Should I stay away from you until you figure it out?" Jeremy asked.

He had some interesting ideas. If she had learned anything from being kidnapped, it was that she wanted everything but to be away from him. She would always wonder how he was doing, if he was in danger, or if he might even be dead. How could she get her life back on track with those thoughts? No, for her own good, she had to keep him close! Simple problem, simple solution.

"No, no, I don't think that could be true either. I just don't understand. First, I'm scared, then I'm jealous of Fabienne, and now suddenly everything is okay?" Linett expressed her confusion.

"Maybe not everything. Like I said, life takes strange turns. I didn't make it easy for you either," Jeremy admitted, planting a kiss on her temple. She felt her lips curve into a smile. A gentle tingling sensation spread from the touched spot and continued in her stomach.

"Yeah, you were quite an asshole," she unabashedly stated.

"I still am. But now you're in love with me, and thanks to the rose-tinted glasses of life, you're turning into one of those women who are into tyrannical and arrogant jerks," he replied.

"You only think that because you're also in love. Once the infatuation fades, you'll realize that your future mother-in-law is a quarrelsome, imbalanced diva with a wide selection of handcuffs."

Just as she was about to describe more horror scenarios (ranging from the forced fulfillment of his marital duties to the fact that another little tyrant was growing inside her, ready to drive him crazy), the willow tree's leaves rustled as they were pushed aside.

Linett expected another lovey-dovey couple, but in the shadows, only the bent figure of a single woman emerged. One that seemed familiar.

"Fabienne!" Linett gasped.

Where did she suddenly come from? Didn't she leave the city? Linett's hands tightened around Jeremy's arm as she noticed the gun in the vampire's hands.

"Hello, Fabienne," Jeremy greeted the vampire with a chilling tone that even sent a shiver down Linett's spine. "I was wondering when you would leave your surveillance post."

"Hello, Fabienne," Jeremy greeted the vampire with an icy tone that sent shivers down even Linett's spine. "I was wondering when you would leave your surveillance post."

Surprised, Linett turned her head toward Jeremy. He had known she was here, and he hadn't deemed it necessary to do anything about it? The shock gave way to numerous bewildered questions, creating a tangle of confusion in her mind. For a moment, a completely absurd thought crossed her mind: Was this all a setup, and the two of them were ultimately working together, in bed and in a relationship, planning to kill her? Considering the events, it seemed utterly absurd. And yet, so damn likely.

"What does she want?" Linett whispered. Her heart pounded in her chest, her fingers clenching tightly around Jeremy's arm while simultaneously trying to inch away from him. She needed some freedom of movement. To jump up, run away—that's something she had done so many times before.

"Our lives," Jeremy replied, devoid of emotion. "Because we foiled her plans, and she doesn't like losing. Look at her. Completely rundown, disheveled, probably narrowly escaping Jason's surprise and death. And instead of being clever and taking off to the other side of the world, she seeks revenge."

A growl from Fabienne emphasized his words. It wasn't the growl of an angry person, nor that of an infuriated vampire - it sounded more like the growl of a rabid dog. It was only now that Linett noticed Fabienne had lost her former beauty. Amidst the play of moonlight and shadows, her once slender figure appeared gaunt, withered, and reminiscent of an aging woman. Her silky hair was unkempt and hastily tied in a messy knot. Her hands trembled, and Linett couldn't tell if it was out of fear or anger. Frankly, she didn't want to know.

"You could have had the favor of a beautiful woman, yet you settle for the ill-formed love of a pitiful mortal. I'm delighted that she's pregnant. The child will drain her of all her strength, slowly and painfully, to fuel its own power. And eventually, when its power is strong enough, it will kick inside her belly, breaking a rib that will pierce her heart," Fabienne hissed maliciously. Horrified by this cruel description, Linett gasped for air.

"She won't. I will take her to a witch," Jeremy remained unaffected by her words, but Fabienne burst into laughter. The shrill laughter echoed in Linett's ears, blending with the rushing of her blood and causing her to tremble uncontrollably.

"He won't because, unfortunately, he'll be dead!" Fabienne exclaimed.

"He won't," Linett growled. Dammit! No one would take Jeremy away from her! She would rather go down with him! In the moment Fabienne aimed the gun at his forehead, Linett threw herself in front of him. Halfway up, she stumbled through the motion. She heard a bang, and pain shot through her elbow as it collided with Jeremy's shoulder. His arms embraced her, holding her on his lap. Her arms protectively wrapped around his head, pressing him close. She would never allow that lunatic to put a bullet in his head. For that, the first bullet had to be meant for her.

"As much as I'd love to bury my face between your breasts, it's a bit uncomfortable," Jeremy's muffled voice reached Linett.

"What?" Linett asked, completely bewildered.

"It's all good. She can't harm us anymore."

Confused, Linett looked back to where Fabienne had just been standing. The same gaunt man who had brought Ilaria to Jason's office yesterday was now bending over the unconscious Fabienne.

"What?" Linett asked again. It was only when Jeremy pried her arms apart that she loosened her grip.

"Jason's reassurance for us," he offered a casual response.

"You knew she was here," Linett stated. Her gaze was still fixated on the man who was grabbing the vampire by her hair and slinging her over his shoulder.

"And you knew he was here," she added.

"Yes," that cursed bastard replied without a hint of remorse. With all her strength, she punched him in the shoulder.

"Dammit, Jeremy, I thought she would kill you, us, you, oh, I don't know...us," she yelled at him.

A strange sound drew her gaze back to her savior. It sounded like a malfunctioning faucet, a gurgling.

"I fail to see what's so funny," she hissed at him.

"We're all just show-offs," he replied. Giving a brief nod of farewell, he turned around. Three sharp stakes were tucked by his belt. He would likely use one of them today.

"I suppose we'll never see her again," Linett stated, her voice trembling.

"Her death makes this world a bit more peaceful," Jeremy responded.

"Will it always be like this?" Jeremy heard her soft voice after a while.

"Yes," Jeremy replied just as softly. Even if he were to settle down now, no one would take notice. Unless he killed everyone he might have had or could have a problem with. That would be, to put it mildly, eighty percent of Paris, a third of France as a whole, and probably one percent of the world's population. Yes, he was very good at making himself popular. It wasn't necessarily everyone's cup of tea. Even the biggest James Bond fans eventually found it nerve-wracking. How would Linett cope with it?

"Does it bother you?" he asked. It was exasperating. Every time he thought they had overcome an obstacle together, the next one appeared in their path. And now it was one of the fundamental ones. The feelings and fronts between them were clear, but could this relationship have a future? Wouldn't Linett prefer to lead a quiet, peaceful life? In one of the nicer suburbs of Paris, in a pretty, mundane house with a man who might be an accountant or something similarly honorable? Jeremy couldn't undo his past. And he wouldn't become a law-abiding vampire citizen in the future, either. He would always remain a murderer, killing people to survive. He would always be a criminal and the best friend of one of the most influential mobsters in Paris. Okay, maybe not for all eternity, but certainly for the next fifty years. If Jeremy's heart were still beating, it would surely be doing somersaults now, fearing Linett's decision. He didn't take it as a good sign that she leaned against him in silence and didn't respond to his question.

"Does it bother you?" Jeremy asked again. His arms were still tightly wrapped around her as if she couldn't assume any other position. With closed eyes, he inhaled her familiar and beloved scent. He heard her delicate heartbeat steadily rising, fueling the worst fears within him. Dear God, if she left, she would be safe. Lorenzo would no longer harass her, and the path to a peaceful life would be open to her. Just not if he stayed by her side.

"No," he heard her say softly. Perplexed, he loosened his grip on her slightly. He had been so certain that she would tell him she'd prefer a safe, quiet life that he couldn't initially process this unexpected response.

"It would be better for you," he tried to convince her.

"Maybe. But maybe not. You are who you are. You can't be softened up and made housewife-friendly," she spoke with determination. Before Jeremy could come up with a stubborn retort to push her in the right direction (toward housewife safety), her lips met his. Sighing, he let it happen. Debating with this woman was a battle he could only lose, every time anew, hopefully for the rest of his life.

"But I really need to go to Cecile tomorrow. I need vervain, handcuffs, and a new frying pan."


Bonus: A Brief Guide to Pans

The selection of the right pan is certainly not something you should do casually. This decision is as crucial as saying "I do," decorating for Christmas, stopping birth control, signing divorce papers, or choosing the music for your own funeral! Besides producing excellent (or questionable) culinary delights, it could determine victory or defeat against quarrelsome vampires (or even simple burglars). That's why I'm providing you with a brief overview of possible shapes and materials for a pan—both crucial criteria for choosing your new cooking tool. So, later on, you can't claim that I didn't tell you!

For general clarification:

The common frying pan is a flat cooking utensil used for frying. It is equipped with a long handle attached to the pan body. But the common frying pan can do more than just frying. It is also the nightmare of vampires, burglars, and inattentive husbands (alongside the rolling pin).




1. Stainless Steel:

	 	Due to its elegant design, it's absolutely classy
	 	Enhances any outfit
	 	Lightweight and easy to handle
	 	Low weight (thus not too heavy even in a handbag)

	 	Less weight, less impact (you'll probably have to hit someone multiple times to get rid of them)




2. Ceramic:

	 	High scratch resistance—can withstand multiple uses without damage
	 	Easy to clean
	 	While it won't get scratches on the new coating, the pan is not immune to dents




3. Cast iron:

	 	Rugged and practically indestructible
	 	Not only gives you strong biceps from regular lifting but also makes any vampire see angels when you land a good hit
	 	Produces a phenomenal "clunk" sound
	 	Very heavy and unwieldy




Conclusion: If you hit right, you've definitely won!




1. Lyonnais Pan

The mother of pans. It has a high, bulging rim. Essentially, it's the typical shape of a "common" frying pan from a grandmother's time. The shape creates a stable and well-balanced kitchen utensil.

2. Fish Pan

To fit a whole fish, the shape is more oval than round. While this pan may look elegant, it's better suited for sledding than defense, let alone an attack.

3. Crêpe Pan

This pan has a very flat rim, making it particularly suitable for crêpes and pancakes (delicious!). Knock your opponent off their feet by offering them crêpes (preferably with hazelnut-chocolate spread). If they don't want them, I'll gladly take them off your hands.

4. Egg Pan

A clever improvement on the regular pan, the egg pan features circular indentations for individual eggs. Whether it's eggs or not, it must be sturdy so you can really give those eggheads a good whack!

5. Bliný Pan

This pan is very similar to the egg pan but has a diameter of approximately twelve centimeters. Due to its small size, you can act quickly with it. The downside is that if you hit, your opponent will only say "Ouch" and then get angry.

6. Paella Pan

To make the typical paella, this pan is often very large and has two opposite metal handles. If challenged to a fencing duel by your opponent, it could make a good shield.

7. Makiyakinabe

The Makiyakinabe (try saying that three times quickly) is a Japanese rectangular or square omelet pan. Its shape somewhat resembles the old ashtrays or an oversized fly swatter. It fits extremely well in the hand.

8. Roasting Pan

A roasting pan is a rectangular, round, or oval container with two handles and a lid. It is excellent for preparing poultry; however, it is not recommended for vampire defense. Unless you have a coffin-sized roasting pan available, and the vampire is already unconscious or willingly entering it (you need good arguments, after all).

9. Raclette and Fondue

These pans still have some growing to do. Threatening someone with these small pans can certainly be an interesting sight. But remember, knocking out vampires with laughter doesn't count!

Source: Wikipedia, household departments of various department stores, personal kitchen experience.


Afterword

Jeremy, Linett, and their adventures would never have taken shape in this form if it weren't for two dear friends. We found each other through a Harry Potter RPG, and eventually, we embarked on our own RPG journey revolving around vampires, wolves, and witches. This laid the groundwork for the characteristics of the vampires you'll find in this book (such as their aversion to vervain and the magically-tuned restraints). I truly hope that these two friends will someday repurpose their characters from our forum or even create new ones to delight you with their works as well. I can already promise you this: They will captivate you just as much as they've captivated me. And if certain aspects feel familiar to you, you already know why that is. Because alone, one is never as creative as when working together.

In this context, I must not forget to acknowledge the man who ensured that I not only write down the madness of my thoughts but also publish them. He deserves the utmost respect. Not only does he share his everyday life with me (which is truly no easy task), but he also bravely dedicates himself to the final editing of my texts. With his ability to question everything, find logical timelines, and trace every damned route on the map to determine if one can truly cover that distance in that amount of time and if there is indeed a train station in that location, he is equally loved and hated by me. But mostly loved. Very much so.
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