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When the past bites, bite back.

Ladies of St. George, Book 1

For Destiny St. George, shapeshifting lioness and private investigator, her best friend’s looming
wedding is little more than a reminder of her failed relationship with vampire king Marcus Smythe. Tired
of being only one of many mistresses—and dinner entrees—she’s stayed away from the vampire scene
altogether. Until a missing-person case forces her to seek his help.

Knowing that pressing Destiny is not the way to convince her to give their relationship another try,
Marcus has been waiting her out—and his patience is rewarded when she steps into his nightclub. Now is
his chance to lure her back into his arms. This time, he plans to keep her there.

Destiny’s not sure which is worse: working with Marcus, or trying to remember all the reasons she
called it off with him. And when it becomes clear the case is an elaborate trap to avenge a millennia-old
grudge, she finds herself caught between love and instinct—while the clock ticks down on an innocent

victim’s life...

Warning: Vampires determined to take more than a bite out of the heroine. A lioness sure that she’s
going to have the last word.
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For my husband, as always,

Thank you for being my personal hero.

For Colleen,

Thank you for loaning me your vampire for inspiration.

For Vivi Andrews,

Thank you for helping me smooth out the kinks in this story.

For the Cookie Monsters,

Thank you all for your positive attitudes and support.

For Anne and Samhain,
Thank you for all the work you’ve done to bring out
Destiny’s potential.



Chapter One

I yawned. | couldn’t help it. It was terribly unprofessional and the man in the thousand-dollar suit in
front of my desk didn’t appreciate it. Oh well. That’s what | got for staying for that last round of conga-line
shooters. My best friend was getting married and | was the maid of honor. Just wouldn’t do for the maid of
honor to bolt out of the bachelorette party before the bride. It didn’t help that | had been the only non-
werewolf there, and that included the strippers.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Vincent. | had a terribly late night last night. I’m listening.”

“Do you know what they say about you, Ms. St. George?”

Okay, so we were going to do a topic swap. | guess | deserved it considering | was half-asleep on his
time.

“l know what my peers whisper about me. Yet, here you are, despite it all. 1 can’t help but wonder
why.”

“I’m here because it is my understanding that you are the best candidate for finding Betsy.”
I smelled the air and tried to determine if Matthew Vincent was lying to me or not. Yasmine was
better at it than | was. The canine nose was far more acute than the feline.

“l see. Can you give me a bit of background, please?”

The frown on his face told me he’d probably been doing that already, but he was going to have to
repeat himself. This time, | made the mental promise to pay attention.

“Six months ago, Betsy and | received the news that she wasn’t able to have children. She was
distraught, naturally, and turned to her friends for distraction. Patty, Patricia Vanderlane, encouraged her to
join aclub.”

His tone of voice carried disdain and something else that prickled across my senses. I couldn’t put my
finger on it, exactly, so | interrupted.

“A club? What kind? Something like a book club?”

“Only it seemed to specialize in Dracula.”

| blinked at him, trying to gauge how serious he was. Yep, he meant what | thought he meant. There
weren’t that many vampires in town and | knew them all, some better than others. | was afraid of where this
was going. There was no way it could be good.

“I don’t think I understand.”
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Yes, | was going to make him say it. Part of it was my contrary nature. This man was so conservative
| bet he wore his underwear starched. The other part was that | might be able to gauge his response enough
to give me a clue. There’s no way a man could say he thought his wife was having an affair with a vampire
without giving something away.

“I’m saying that Patty began to take Betsy to the Mystic VVantage where they were meeting with men
who fancied themselves vampires.”

Uh-oh. Considering | owned an exclusive membership to the Mystic VVantage’s private elite club, this
couldn’t go well.

“The Vantage is a popular haunt for a lot of different sets. Your wife was going for...?” | let my voice
trail off so he would fill in the blank. He didn’t disappoint.

“Sex, Ms. St. George. They were meeting for sex and God knows what else.”

I expected fury, but what I got was well-rehearsed nothing. His words were bland, no true emotion at
all. It made the affair sound so terribly ordinary. | fished for more.

“So, you’re saying...?”

“You know what | mean, Ms. St. George.”

“Enlighten me, just to make sure I’m not jumping to conclusions here.”

“I’m saying that Betsy fell into an inappropriate situation with a man who thought himself a vampire.”

“And you know it was an inappropriate relationship, how? | mean a lot of married women go to the
Vantage to dance, flirt, and generally cut loose for a little while. How do you know she was really having
an affair?”

Instead of answering, he reached down to pick up the briefcase he’d walked in with. Setting it on the
seat beside him, he deftly twirled the combination locks to open it. | didn’t get a chance to examine what
was in it because he pulled out a large envelope and snapped the case shut. He very politely held it over the
second-hand desk without a single tremor in his hand. Biting back a groan at the all-too-familiar embossed
seal, | took the file.

“If you already had her investigated, Mr. Vincent, why not let Frank LeCroy finish the job?”

“Because he sent me to you. He seemed to think he’d pursued the investigation as far as he could take
it. He also said to tell you that the file is complete, though | don’t understand exactly what that means.”

| did. Frank LeCroy was a Cajun who’d moved to town after Katrina devastated New Orleans. | could
say a lot of disparaging things about him, but the bottom line? He was very good at what he did.
Unfortunately, he fancied himself supernaturally friendly. Since that was my forte, he had been known to
sabotage cases we were forced to share. He liked it when | had to call him to find the missing pieces. It
drove me nuts. Trust him to be a man about it and not call to give me a heads-up on this one. | guess that
was my penalty since he hadn’t withheld information, or so he said. | wouldn’t really believe it until 1’d

gone through the file myself.
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“It’s a bit of professional rivalry. If he sent you to me with a complete file, he must think I can help
you.”

“He said that you were the best at finding things that don’t want to be found in the underworld.”

Wow. Sending me cases and compliments too. He wanted something. “Don’t believe everything you
hear, Mr. Vincent. He’s still looking for an introduction to my more informative sources.”

“So why don’t you introduce them?” His tone told me it was a question of honest curiosity, so |
replied as honestly as | could.

“Because I’m afraid he’ll put on a cocky attitude and they’ll eat him.” | glanced up to see shock on his
face and bit back a grin. He looked like he was trying to decide if | was serious or had a seriously twisted
sense of humor. The fact he seemed to be considering the logistics of my comment reinforced the reality of
the situation. He really did believe in things bumping in the night.

“l see.”

| doubted he truly did, but didn’t correct him as | opened the folder to pull out the file. The edge of a
full-color glossy slipped out and | opened the file. | blinked at the sight of a woman, presumably the
missing Mrs. Vincent, and a man | didn’t know in what could only be called a compromising position. She
had excellent taste in lingerie.

“Is this the only man she dallied with?”

“As far as we could tell, yes. He was the only one she met with while Mr. LeCroy had the case.”

Well, if he was a vampire, | didn’t recognize him. I’d been out of the scene for a while so he could be
a recent arrival. Even admitting that to myself, | doubted it because of the suspicious circumstances.
Flipping through the file, | didn’t find anything else that might have warranted referral to me. It looked
pretty cut-and-dry. Twice a week, she slipped out to meet her wanna-be-vampire lover, always after dark
and always on the seedy side of town. None of the notes or reports said anything about suspicious or
paranormal activity. On the surface, it appeared he was exactly what Mr. Vincent had said—a man who
fancied himself to be a vampire. | gave in to my gut and asked my question.

“Why did Frank really send you to me? What’s not in this file?”

Closing the file, | looked my client in the eyes and waited. Somewhere in the last five minutes, 1’d
decided to take the case. Maybe it was the compliments. It didn’t look like my cup of tea, but even | needed
the occasional “normal” case.

“The night she vanished, her routine changed. She met her lover, but they disappeared. Mr. LeCroy
didn’t see them leave. When she didn’t come home, he recommended | come to you.”

“According to the missing-person report, your wife has been gone for over a week.”

Silence stretched as he looked back at me. Maybe he was trying to determine what to say, but I didn’t

think so. There was absolutely no expression on his face. If he were looking to hide details or lie to me, |
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would have been able to see it. Finally, he gave an almost imperceptible shrug and answered the question |
hadn’t outright asked with a true questioning tone.

“Maybe | was holding out hope she’d come home on her own?”

“Or maybe you were hoping the trail would be so cold that | couldn’t follow it.”

He broke eye contact. | was closer to the truth than he liked. “I’ll admit to being put off by the entire
situation. It’s tawdry and messy. An affair is one thing. With proper handling, no one would know and we
could avoid scandal. But this? Going missing in the arms of her lover? When the press gets wind of this,
it’s going to be a nightmare.”

He was worried about the press?

“What do you do, Mr. Vincent? Professionally, | mean?”

“You don’t know me?” He sounded genuinely surprised, but | couldn’t imagine why. He was hardly a
Hollywood superstar. Mr. Vincent was too old, too conservative, and lacked that leading-man quality. Not
that he was geriatric, but I put him near forty at a glance. While some men aged into a timeless sex appeal,
he wasn’t one of them.

“I’m a neurosurgeon. | was recently featured in USA Today for a procedure | developed to remove
previously inoperable tumors.”

Putting the file onto my desk, I leaned back and surveyed him. He had a lot to lose no matter how this
panned out. | found myself wondering how he’d handled his life-changing news, especially since we knew
how Betsy Vincent had reacted. Like most men, he’d probably wrapped himself in his work.

“Did you want children?” The question popped out before | could think about how offensive it might
sound. Doing my best not to cringe at the rudeness of it, | carefully watched my client for whatever clues
his reaction could give me.

He blinked and | had a revelation. The news had been that she couldn’t have children, not him. Dr.
Matthew Vincent didn’t intend to stay married to his barren wife. Just like a man. Had she known it? A
clue was a clue, so | waved my hand and let him off the hook and asked the next question on my mental
list.

“Never mind, Dr. Vincent. That’s really none of my business. I’m sorry for asking such an indelicate
guestion. Do you want me to find her? Honestly?”

He dropped his gaze to his hands clenched in his lap. True emotions flashed across his face. Guilt was
prominent, but there was concern and anxiety too.

“Yes.” Emotion made his voice unsteady. It was the first sign of humanity 1’d seen in relation to his
wife. Nodding, | moved on.

“Okay, then this is where we go from here. | have to ask some pretty hard questions.”

“And those weren’t considered difficult?”
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He had a point. All I could do was shrug and acknowledge it. Picking up the pen kept beside the
phone, | pulled a pad of paper from the desk drawer and prepared to take notes.

“Let’s say the difficulty level just went up. Did your wife work?”

“No, she was a chemist but stopped working once my practice established itself.”

Making the note about her profession, | marveled at his word choice. Established itself, he said. In
short, she had been the breadwinner while he was struggling through medical school, residency and those
first painful years of private practice.

“Did she know you were planning to divorce her?”

His gaze slid away from mine. When he finally answered, it was a pained whisper. “No, | don’t think
so.”

| added it to the list of facts even though | doubted it would be something I’d readily forget. “Is there
anything else you can think of to volunteer that may give me a starting point? Likes, dislikes? Allergies?
Something she was passionate about?”

Dr. Vincent seemed to ponder for a moment before shaking his head. “The only hobby Betsy indulged
after she gave up her job was Rodeo Drive.”

| added trophy wife shopaholic to my list and did my best not to judge. The Vincents obviously
enjoyed a lifestyle far different from my own.

“Okay, Dr. Vincent. Considering it’s been a week since your wife went missing, I’m going to ask for
a five-thousand-dollar retainer to grease the wheels of the system. | don’t usually ask for so much, but I
may need some serious bribe money.”

“So you’ll take the case?”

I’d surprised him again. Good for me. From his expression, he’d expected me to send him packing. |
probably should have, but something about this pulled at me. | didn’t know if | could find her, but I had to
try. Besides, no one else was going to be able to help him if Frank LeCroy couldn’t. Next to me, he had the
best eyes and ears in the underworld.

“Yeah, I’ll take your case, but I’m not making any promises. I’ll do my best to find out what
happened to her.”

“You don’t think she’s still alive, do you?” The anguished tone made me think better of him.

“Honestly? | can’t say. There are too many variables in play and she wasn’t in the best mental state
when she disappeared. All | can promise is that if there’s a trail to find, I’ll find it.”

“Thank you, Ms. St. George.”

He unfurled his lanky frame from the chair and smoothed his slacks. | stood with him, not out of
politeness, but because | hated feeling small. The doctor was too damned tall. He reached into the pocket of
his suit jacket and handed me the long white sheet of paper he’d removed. Glancing down, | blinked. The

certified check in my hand was made out to cash and was six figures. | dropped it like it was made of lava.
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“Dr. Vincent, that’s wayyy too much. | only need enough to offer up some bribes. I can’t promise I’ll
find anything at all.”

“Take it, Ms. St. George. It’s only money and if you find Betsy, you’ll be worth every penny.” He
turned to go, leaving me gaping like a fish.

“l can’t guarantee | can find her. We should set this up so you can get what | don’t use back.”

“l don’t want it back.” He strode for the door with his briefcase in hand. “Take it, use what you need
and keep the rest for trying.”

With that cryptic comment, he disappeared through my empty lobby. | heard the bell above the door
ring as he let himself out onto the street. Sitting down heavily, | looked at the check and tried to decide
what to do.

In the end, | walked down to the bank and deposited it. Since it was certified funds, | was amazed at
how fast my bank account grew. The cashier assured me the funds would be available after the evening
posting. Returning home in a daze, | let myself in the office door instead of going up the back steps like |
usually did. While I waited for dusk, when the most likely suspects would be out to play, | pulled out my
checkbook with some trepidation. For the first time in my life, | paid every bill | had as well as the payoff
amount on my second-hand Chevy. Slapping the last stamp on the envelopes, | left them in a stack on the
desk and went upstairs to get ready for my night on the town.

Since | was already part of the “in” crowd at the Vantage, no special attire was necessary. Just the
little gold pin clipped to my collar in case there was a new set of bouncers on duty. It had been a long time
since my last visit, so | wasn’t banking on being recognized at first look.

Now, if | were going to play, I’d have found something that screamed come and get me. Since |
wasn’t, | passed over the leather pants and settled on slacks. Pulling on a shirt that was slightly snugger
than it should be, | surveyed my reflection. Beauty wasn’t my claim to fame, but I cleaned up nicely when |
had to. Makeup was a brush of eyeliner, shadow and lipstick. With a final check on my upstairs locks, |
headed downstairs.

Locking up my office in time to see the glorious sunset over the ocean, | took a moment to appreciate
the twilight. My office/apartment sat on a hill with a fabulous view of the ocean. The mortgage was
outrageous. But every time | saw that view, | knew it was worth every penny. There was even parking, hard
to find in San Francisco. Those of us living in the surrounding buildings shared the tiny lot gladly. The
herbalist next door poked her head out of her apartment window above her shop.

“Qut to play, Destiny?”

“Always, Susan. You should try it. It’ll keep you young.”

I didn’t know much about Susan’s story. She was of indeterminate age, her black hair going gray at

the edges. She was kind and trustworthy, and that’s all that mattered in my world.
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“You’re only as old as you feel, Destiny, and I’ll be young forever. Go, have a good time. And make
sure you leave the back-porch light on if you bring home a friend so | don’t call the cops if | see someone
skulking out before dawn. Hate to have some poor fool locked up for being a prowler. He’ll never call you
back!”

We shared a laugh. She wasn’t going to let me live that one down. The guy really hadn’t called back,
which was a shame since he had been a lot of...fun.

“You know it. Can | get you anything while I’m out, though? I don’t think I’ll be very late.”

“No, thank you. I’'m probably going to walk up to Ned’s grocery and visit with his sister who’s up
from Argentina. We’re sisters of the craft, you know.”

I didn’t know, but | agreed anyway. Calling farewell, | climbed into my beat-up Cavalier. Yasmine
liked to remind me that people would make assumptions about me based on my car, but | laughed it off. Let
the world assume that | was a struggling college student. College may have been left behind, but the
struggling part was still true. Besides, after tomorrow, the only one who owned it would be me since the
bank would be happy that they hadn’t had to repossess it.

The drive to the Mystic Vantage wasn’t a short one. It was a good half an hour away from civilization
in a converted warehouse in the industrial district. In the daylight, it reflected the neighborhood around it
and looked seedy. At night when the neon flashed, it promised wild nights and decadence. Like all things
associated with alcohol, sex and fantasies, it seemed like exactly where you wanted to be in the dark; but
when daylight came, you had to ask yourself how much was real and how much was desperation?
Especially if you woke up with someone you didn’t know.

The huge parking area was filling up fast, despite the early hour. | debated on whether or not to use
the valet service provided for the elite members, but decided the walk would do me good. It still made me
uneasy to be a part of that set where dues began at the five-figure mark. And that was before the decimal
point. Had | paid for mine? No. It was a gift from the owner hoping to lure me further into his world. Was
it working? Probably better than 1’d like to admit. Or it had been working until | decided to go cold turkey.
Even now, after my hiatus from the lifestyle, there was still a certain enticing mystique.

| recognized the vampire at the door and felt the smile dawning despite my unease at being here. He
met it with an answering smile but didn’t move down from his post. He signaled the man in charge of the
rope to let me in. | breezed past the gatekeeper, glad | didn’t have to stand in the haze of his cologne.

“Destiny, come to sample our...pleasures?”

I rolled my eyes at Peter who apparently had drawn the short straw to be put at the door supervising
the human bouncers who were holding back the growing line.

“Yeah, your charm just couldn’t keep me away.”

He slapped a hand that could only be called delicate across his heart and made a sound as if he were

wounded. The sheer drama of it made my smile widen despite my best efforts. Peter was Roman. As in the
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Roman Empire, not a citizen of the Rome we know today. He would have made an excellent stage actor, if
he could be bothered with such plebian pursuits. In his former life, he had been a senator before being
seduced by a mysterious person of the East. That was as much of his story as I’d managed to glean. He was
very good at deflecting curiosity.

“Nonetheless, he will be glad you’ve come.” Like the really old ones, Peter didn’t call Marcus by
name. In days gone by, the anonymity of the king had been what kept not only him alive, but also helped
the group escape when the authorities were set to exterminate them.

The vampires were a lot like a tribe of gypsies. Their king was their authority and the entire system
was still slightly feudal. By rights, | should have known more about Marcus than | did. But if Peter was
good at deflecting curiosity, Marcus was a master at it. Somehow, our conversations didn’t get around to
answering my questions. Maybe he was better at distraction because he had my number in a way Peter
never would.

“Let’s hope s0.”

Even though | grumbled it under my breath, Peter heard it as he signaled the bouncer to open the door.
The heavy base of the club music drowned out the sound of his laughter and | was glad for it. My last visit
had ended badly. Marcus had been content to wait me out. And they said cats had patience.

It always surprised me not to be stepping into a mass of people when | walked into the foyer, but the
Vantage was laid out better than that. Most of the people were packed onto the central revolving dance
floor on the main level. Two sweeping staircases on the sides of the foyer led to the elevated members-only
areas. More public seating ranged closer to the bars stationed on each of the remaining walls on the main
level. | took it all in at a glance before sweeping my gaze up the staircases to find the target of my visit.

Marcus Smythe, his latest pseudonym, had a woman pressed against the sweeping banister on the
staircase on my right. Closer examination brought the realization that his hands might be around her and on
the banister, but it wasn’t him doing the pressing. She had herself practically glued to the front of his silk
shirt and designer pants. Having fallen victim to his allure before, | could definitely relate to the feeling.
Today, though, | was made of sterner stuff, or at least | hoped so. Crow never tasted good, but 1’d be eating
it before I could ask him to come down to examine the file photos.

| trotted up the stairs without a second glance at the loitering bouncers beside them. They made no
move to stop me thanks to the little gold pin on my shirt. Reaching Marcus, | slipped my hand on his arm
and tugged. He let me pivot him as | moved past. Because of her insanely high heels, his would-be body
decoration had to let go or risk being knocked down the stairs. Stopping a couple of steps higher, | turned
to see a touch of laughter shining back at me from his face. | felt that bright, almost happy look all the way
to my toes.

“Pardon me for interrupting your takeout. You can have him back in a second, miss. Can you spare

me a moment, Marcus?”
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“For you, always.” Even his voice was smooth as honey and absolutely without an accent. It promised
all sorts of sinful things. Having experienced a wide variety of them, my body revved up against my better
judgment.

“Well, remember you said that in about five minutes.” | muttered it under my breath, but | knew he
heard me. We’d see how far his always went after my apologies.

Leaving him to make his amends with his date, | turned to climb the rest of the stairs, veering off
toward the private alcoves once | reached the top. If | weren’t afraid he’d take it the wrong way, 1’d have
gone over to the personal elevator that rode up to his apartment for extra discretion. With my luck, he’d
take the change in venue to mean | wanted to totally make up for our last fight. Since | wasn’t ready for
that, | chose a private alcove with a sheer curtain where anyone could see us talking because talking was all
we were going to do.

Even reminding myself of it for the third time, | could hear the echo of the lady protesting far too
much about her innocent intentions. Were my intentions totally innocent? Could I have turned to someone
else to identify Betsy Vincent’s mysterious lover?

Probably, but Marcus really was the shortest road down the path. After a week missing, short paths
were the only way | could find her alive. If she was still breathing on her own, that is.

Settling into the alcove facing the stairs, | watched the sexiest dead man I’d ever seen glide toward

me. It took some effort to remind myself that alive was better than dead, any day. Really.
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“So, what brings you back to me, Destiny?” Marcus went straight for the seduction purr as he pushed
the gauzy curtain aside to join me.

“For starters, I’m not back to you. I’m here on a mission.” I tried to make it sound firm, but my voice
wavered. His mouth curled up a touch at the sound of it. He knew exactly what effect he had on me.

“Business first. Pleasure later.” If anything, the purr in his voice was even smoother with the
suggestion. My reaction to it gave me the ammunition | needed to put my defenses back into place.

“Just business, Marcus. | need some help on a case. Your kind of help.”

His gaze sharpened and he settled on the couch next to me. Summing up the case to the bare bones, |
brought him up to speed and waited. While he pondered his course of action, | took the time to soak him in.
He’d let his hair grow out a bit, but it didn’t make him look shaggy. It added a certain rugged appeal. The
only past | could be sure he didn’t have was Viking. He was far too short and dark for it. Not that he was
short, but he wasn’t excessively tall, either. Before | was through looking, he turned those startling blue
eyes toward me.

“This could be bad.”

Wow, no moss on that stone.

“It could be,” | agreed.

“You have the photographs at your office?”

“You’ll come look at them?” Hope tinged my tone and | didn’t bother to keep out my surprise. Until
that moment, 1’d thought our personal baggage pretty much ensured he’d send me packing. Something
clouded his expression for a brief heartbeat, but it was gone before I could examine it.

“Of course. If her lover is a member of my tribe, I’ll have him brought in to tell us what happened the
night she disappeared. You’re sure Frank didn’t see anything suspicious?”

“Nope. He saw a car turn up the street and swears he glanced away to grab his pen so he could jot
down the tag number. When he looked up, it was two hours later and there weren’t any cars to take note
of.”

“That’s what his report says,” Marcus corrected.

I ignored his laughing tone. Something about our little professional rivalry was amusing the hell out
of the underworld. When you’re practically immortal, | guess small things were more entertaining than big

ones.
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“This time, | believe the report. If he thought he could have solved the case, he would have kept it to
himself. Whatever made him lose that time scared him enough to pawn it off on me right away.”

Marcus simply smiled and stood, offering me his hand. | made no move to take it as I looked up.

“I’ll make sure to send him a very nice present to thank him for his generosity. Now, if you want me
to leave with you before I eat, you’ll have to pay the toll.”

I knew it had been too easy. “Toll? What toll? | thought you were going to help me because it could
help you too?”

“Well, you didn’t ask me to do it out of the goodness of my heart, now did you? You simply asked for
my help and waited. Considering the way we parted last, | don’t think a small token is too much to ask.”

Staring at the hand, | finally put mine into his and let him help me to my feet. He tugged with
sufficient force to pull me against him, but | was agile enough to resist. He chuckled softly as | managed to
end up at his side instead of plastered to his front.

“Define small token.” | put all the suspicion I felt into the demand.

“A dance. Nothing more. One dance while we wait for the car to be brought around.”

“Your date won’t appreciate that.” | grabbed the easiest defense | could think of.

“Maria’s gone on for a more promising evening with someone else.” His tone was dismissive as if his
dinner entrée was of no consequence.

“We’re not dating anymore.” Why was | the only one who seemed to remember that? Worse, why did
| feel the need to remind him of the fact? Or was | reminding myself?

“Yet, here you are.” His tone was droll and | knew he wasn’t going to budge. It wasn’t the dance he
truly wanted, it was the concession.

| hate it when my words are used against me, even if he didn’t realize it. The irony of the situation
brought a reluctant grin and capitulation. “One dance. Business, no pleasure. I’m not here to make up.”

“One dance, and then we go back to your place.” His tone was agreeable, but the words had too many
interpretations to argue with. After a moment, | shrugged and let it go. We could argue about it later. It was
hard to ignore the stares as he led me down to the spinning circle where people were writhing to the music.
The crowd parted as he stepped onto the platform. Even feeling the eyes of the tribe on us, | couldn’t resist
the thrill of pleasure. The man was a king in every sense of the word and he wanted me. | was vain enough
to allow that to stroke my ego as | gave myself up to the music.

Heat flashed across his face as he moved into me, pressing his body against mine. Without warning,
the music changed into something | didn’t recognize. It was wild and the cat in my soul responded. Closing
my eyes, | let it race through me as Marcus’s hands found my waist and pulled me closer. Time, distance
and history faded away as he lowered his mouth to my neck. | could no more stop from turning my head to
give him fuller access than | could have stopped the tide turning. Bottom line, we might not be dating

anymore, but part of me wanted those fringe benefits.
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His kiss was hot, wet and greedy on my pulse. His arms slid around me to pull me even closer as he
teased me with his teeth. | knew what he was asking. A few months ago, it would have been foreplay, but
tonight it wouldn’t be. | couldn’t let it be. The same issues that had driven me out the door were still hiding
in the shadows between us. | didn’t move closer to give him the permission to feed like he expected so he
pulled back enough to cover his teeth.

“Later.” To anyone else, my whisper would have been lost in the fervor of noise around us. Marcus
stiffened and sealed the deal with a firm kiss against the pounding of my pulse. Any person with an ounce
of self-preservation avoids making promises to vampires and the devil. The fact | was so free with them
went to show that | was either desperate for information or for another taste of the dark side. | tried very
hard not to examine my motives as he pulled me back to the edge of the floor and spun me off with firm
hands on my waist.

Before | had my feet steady on the floor, he strode for the door with my hand on his arm to sweep me
along. It annoyed me, but | gritted my teeth with the reminder that | had come to him, not the other way
around. Voices rose in an excited babble as the doors swept open ahead of us. Peter was already in motion
to step between Marcus and the crowd of waiting patrons behind the red rope. At the rope, Marcus handed
me into the waiting car before following me inside. | caught Peter’s frown as the door closed, taking the
noise level down to a bearable level.

The car immediately drove away from the curb and | knew Peter wasn’t in it. Not even a vampire
moves that fast, especially in front of humans.

“Peter’s not coming along for the ride?”

My question seemed to startle Marcus. He looked at me with one of those mercurial gazes that made
me very much aware that | was female and he was interested.

“He will come with your car shortly. | thought it best if we appeared to be leaving for more
entertaining options so we weren’t followed by an overly enthusiastic petitioner.”

Petitioner, he said. | couldn’t help but wonder how many disillusioned people like Betsy Vincent were
out there begging to be saved. Instead of asking, | made conversation. Beating around the bush was a
necessary skill in my line of work.

“Does that mean you get followed often?”

Marcus turned to face me on the posh leather seat. The artful arrangement looked casual, but | knew
him too well to believe it. The burn of awareness rose a notch and | repressed a shiver. Not well enough,
though. He reached out to trace a finger up the line of my thigh. It made me wish 1’d worn a skirt so I could
feel that careful finger against my skin. Grabbing his hand, | flattened it against the middle of my thigh.

“Marcus...”

“Hmmm?” His gaze locked on our hands, but | knew | had his full attention.

“Stop.”
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“You don’t want me to stop. Isn’t this why you came to me?”

Those blue eyes slowly rose to return my stare. | was taken aback by what | saw there. It was like
staring into a tumultuous sea where none of the colors stayed constant. He trapped me as surely as the
erroneous myth teased that he could.

I opened my mouth to deny it but knew the lie wouldn’t work. Instead, | tried honesty and hoped he
would be gracious in his victory.

“Maybe. But | need to find this woman before she lets herself get dragged into something she’s not
prepared for.”

“If it’s too late?” The way he said it made me believe he already suspected the same outcome | did.

“Then | need to know what happened so her husband can move on.”

Our gazes battled until he leaned forward. He stopped an inch away from me. His breath smelled of
fine wine and herbs. It only reminded me that I’d taken him away from his dinner, not once but twice.

“And then what?”

It took a moment for his whisper to reach my brain. It took even longer for the implication to register.
When it did, | put as much space as | could between us by pushing myself into the corner of the car.

“Good times are over. I’m still looking for a man who’ll love me enough to be faithful.”

Temper stretched the lines of his face across those sculpted bones and made him even more attractive,
if that was possible. Leaning back, he settled himself into his own corner of the car.

“I have to eat.” Well, yeah. The argument was old, but | went on with it anyway.

“Food and sex don’t have to mean the same thing.”

“So you’d have me pay for my meals with a different coin?” He replied with enough snap to his tone
to break something in my heart.

“It’s not the Middle Ages anymore. Women line up to bare their necks to you. You say | can’t feed
you every night and you’re right. I’'m still not willing to be your Wednesday and Saturday girl while you
cuddle up to your other mistresses. We’re at the same impasse we were months ago. You’re not willing to
change and I’'m not willing to fall back into a routine that doesn’t work for me.”

He gave an exasperated sigh and flung his arm across the back of the seat. The limo was wide enough
that 1’d have to make an effort to take the hand he inadvertently offered. | reached out and placed my hand
over it. It made him look at me and | searched for something to put an end to the fight. Not because |
needed him to identify the mystery lover in the photographs, but because | cared too much for him to let
this go on tearing us apart inside.

“We want different things. You’re going to outlive me by hundreds of years. When | start to age,
you’ll move on to someone else. I’ll be left alone with nothing to warm my heart. There’s nothing wrong

with that. It is what it is. Let’s not ruin our friendship over needs that we can’t meet for one another.”
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Tension rushed out of him in a tight breath. His hand flipped up and he wrapped his fingers around
mine. It was a peace offering. | took it.

“I will not stop trying to change your mind.”

“As long as you’re not going to act like a child when the answer is no and don’t interfere with my
own attempts to find someone else.”

His laugh was spontaneous and the sudden joy in it was a rich undercurrent. “You always know what
I’m thinking. Do you understand how rare that is?”

We shared a smile and the tension in the car faded into comfortable silence. I didn’t resist when he
tugged my hand to urge me closer. There’s something sweet about a man who will wrap you into his arms
knowing he’s not going to be getting anything out of it.

Too soon, it seemed to me, the car stopped at my front door. Marcus set me from him gently so he
could step from the car ahead of me. He reached in to help me out as if | were wearing heels instead of my
serviceable loafers. It was probably habit, but it still gave me a warm feeling.

Groaning, | realized 1’d left my keys at the coat check at the club. Marcus’s soft laughter made my
temper flare even as | watched him remove a slim ring of keys from his pocket. With no apparent effort, he
flipped to one of the keys. Amazed, | watched him stride to my door and unlock it. Walking through the
opened door, | disarmed the alarm system before turning to glare at my companion as he pocketed the keys.
| had the grace to wait until the driver closed the door to leave us in privacy before stating the obvious.

“You have a key to my office.” A key that hadn’t come from me.

“From before, yes. | thought it might come in handy on those rare occasions when you might be open
to a little indulgence.”

Put that way, it seemed a little obnoxious to be unhappy about it. | settled for leaning against the wall
of the foyer with my arms sullenly crossed. It didn’t work. Marcus had always been immune to my less
admirable character traits. He didn’t bother to respond to my ire.

“Shall we get business taken care of so we can move on to more pleasant things?”

Instead of reminding him of the obvious, | held out my hand. “Key.”

Without a word, he pulled the keys from his pocket and slowly extracted the one he had used on the
front door. | watched and finally spoke up.

“Do you steal the keys for all your lovers?” It came out catty. | shouldn’t care, but it rankled to see
that tiny string of keys. He let me stew a moment before extending the key with his own version of
clarification.

“l have very few lovers, Destiny. But no, | don’t generally go through such effort.”

It made me feel petty for taking the key from him. Pushing away from the wall, | stalked through the

door to my office. Business first, personal garbage later.
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I walked over to pull out the center drawer of my desk. Dropping the key into it, | pulled LeCroy’s
file. Moving back, I held the file out. I didn’t invite him to sit down because | knew better. Instead, | waited
until he took the file and made myself comfortable in one of the armchairs arranged in front of my desk for
clients. He joined me after a moment.

The chair across from him would have given me a clearer vantage of his face, but | doubted | would
be able to tell if he decided to lie to me. | was good, but he was better. Age had advantages when it came to
the lying game.

He opened the file and flipped through the pages. Picking up one of the glossy photos, he stared at it
for a moment before moving on to another one. After the third, he closed the file, leaned forward and
carefully placed it on my desk without looking through the rest.

“He’s not a pretender nor is he one of mine.”

“You’re sure?”

Sharp blue eyes blazed before his face softened to a smile. “From anyone else, that could be
considered an insult to how well | manage my people. No, the vampire Ms. Vincent was seeing is very
young and not one of mine. If he’s hunting here, it’s under the mentorship of an older soul.”

“He picked her up at the Vantage.”

Marcus gave a small shrug and settled back into his chair. | knew he was being artful to tempt me, but
I refused to let myself get distracted from the job.

“It’s not unusual for young vampires newly on their own to make the rounds to several cities trying to
find a place they feel comfortable. If he’s here, someone knows him.”

Marcus leaned forward to pick the file back up. He sorted through the pictures until he found one that
showed little more than the young vampire’s face leaving his partner anonymous. Holding it up, he lifted a
questioning brow.

“May | borrow this one? If anyone from my tribe knows him, we’ll find out when he arrived and with
whom he’s associated beyond us.”

I nodded and watched as he sprang from the chair with a fluid grace that reminded me of things best
left forgotten. The driver was still loitering on the sidewalk. Marcus opened the door and handed him the
photograph.

“Make copies and find out who brought him into the Vantage. | want to speak to them tomorrow.”

The driver muttered something that | assumed was acknowledgement before the door closed again. |
turned to find Marcus leaning on the doorjamb.

“Business is concluded for the day. There isn’t anything left to do for Ms. Vincent until morning.”

He held out his hand and | knew what he was asking. Marcus had made his intentions clear, but he
wouldn’t take the evening one step further than | would let him. I understood how Eve felt in the Garden.

Even wanting to turn him away, | knew | wouldn’t. When he left, it would be a microwave meal and a
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salad in front of the television. If nothing happened between us, the simple companionship he offered was

too much to pass up.
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After locking up and resetting the alarm, Marcus followed me to the tiny door at the back of the house
on the first floor. Neither of us bothered with the light as we both had excellent night vision. The top of the
stairwell opened into the upstairs kitchen that still had the original outdated appliances. Someone had set
the house up as a duplex years ago and it suited me to leave it that way. Yasmine had been an on-again, off-
again roommate for years. The layout of the house had allowed us to coexist without stepping on each
other’s toes.

I checked the back-door lock out of habit before turning to survey my guest. His smiling face was
temptation incarnate. | was very conscious of the fact we were alone, in my apartment, where he knew the
way to my bed. The thought made something low in my belly clench. He was obviously thinking the same
thing from the way his smile faded to a far more sensuous expression.

He glided across the space between us and | didn’t back away. When he raised a gentle hand to my
check, | found myself leaning into it. The move bared my throat to him. It wasn’t my intention to tempt
him, or was it?

Desire chased away apprehension as he lowered his mouth to Kiss the pounding pulse. Whether it was
healthy or not, | wanted him for more than a roll on my clean cotton sheets. His kiss turned to the graze of
teeth and he scraped them along my skin ever so lightly. In answer to his unspoken question, I leaned into
him, pressing against the sharp points. He took me at my actions and bit.

| gasped at the immediate pain, but didn’t pull away. He sealed his mouth to my neck and drank with
vigor. His hands pulled me closer, kneading into my softness with growing urgency. My own urgency rose
to match his.

By the time Marcus sealed the wounds made by his teeth with a long drag of his tongue, we were both
panting as if we had run a marathon. He stared at me for a moment before swooping down to kiss my
mouth with the same fervor his hands had worked on my body.

I met his rush with my own, pushing up on tiptoe in my eagerness for that kiss. The months | had put
between us washed away under the metallic taste of my blood on my tongue. The lioness inside me jumped
up to join in, causing my own magic to flood into the charged atmosphere created by the feeding.

Suddenly, we were standing in the middle of a powder keg of possibilities. If I let him, we’d become
lovers again. With this much magic, the sex would be explosive. The temptation almost made me forget my
resolve.
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Without consciously intending to, | pushed away from him and stumbled back a few paces. To the
vampire’s credit, he let me go. | opened my eyes and stared at the world in hyperfocus. The colors were
vivid, but it was more than that. Colorful waves of magic danced on the moonlight washing in through the
window. Reds, blues and greens from every hue imaginable tempted me to cross that tiny distance, and the
magic that released them onto the world pulsed with it.

“No.” The breathy tone gave the word a distinctively insincere note. If he pushed, 1’d give in. | think
he knew it as well as | did.

Marcus’s face showed a momentary flash of temper, but he closed his eyes and got a handle on it.
Can’t say | blamed him, really. 1t’s hard to go from all systems blazing forward to full stop in a heartbeat.
Settling my voice from the breathy quality of desire was easier after that first word. Gently, | went on
hoping he understood and wouldn’t push me.

If he decided to seduce me, it wouldn’t take very much to change my mind.

“Nothing’s changed. | can’t do this. If | fall back into bed with you, you’ll still carry on with your
other mistresses and I’ll still hate myself for going along with it. | need something...more.”

He didn’t speak for a moment. The tension built over the silence. Finally, he opened his eyes and let
his breath out in a long rush of exasperation. | could see the knowledge of my precarious resolve lurking in
his gaze. | expected him to plead his case, but he surprised me.

“Okay. | understand your point and respect you enough to let it rest for now.”

For now, the man said. It was a temporary reprieve, but better than nothing. He turned and opened the
cabinet that held my glasses. After removing two wineglasses, he reached up to one of the storage cabinets
I never put things in because it was too high for me. He pulled out a bottle of wine | hadn’t known was
there. The label was in Italian. | wondered how long it had been gathering dust. He must have hidden it as
one of those surprises he mentioned.

Marcus plucked the corkscrew from the canister of utensils on the counter and set about opening the
wine. The ease in which he moved about my kitchen reminded me of how domestic he could be and that
sent a shiver of unease through me. | didn’t want to be reminded how close he was to my ideal man since
he couldn’t seem to embrace the idea of monogamy.

The lioness in me didn’t mind sharing, but she liked companionship, too. To have a mate who
wouldn’t be faithful but was a good companion was one thing. Being a woman on a string was quite
another. Neither of us liked that. The morality the nuns had beat into me was always at odds with my
nature. It was one of those battles with myself that | faced on a regular basis.

“Maybe you should go.”

His hands froze over the wine bottle. Without turning, he resumed twisting the corkscrew into the
wine cork.

“No car,” he reminded me.

www.samhainpublishing.com 23



http://www.samhainpublishing.com/�

Kaye Chambers

Oh, right. He had sent the driver to find out news of the new vampire in town. Criminy. I latched on to
the next solution.

“When did you tell Peter to bring my car home?”

“He’ll bring it after work tonight.”

Which meant not until the wee hours of the morning at best. | watched Marcus pour the rich red wine
into the glasses.

“Cab?” | suggested out of desperation.

The look he gave me as he turned to me with the glasses in hand was all the answer | needed. The idea
of Marcus in a cab was a little bit ridiculous.

“I’ll grant that it may have been overly optimistic of me to assume | would be invited to stay the
night. Nonetheless, you’re stuck with me for the moment. Come, have a glass of wine. Let’s not let my ego
ruin this reunion. We can talk a bit and if you’re still anxious for me to leave, I’ll call the driver back.”

Why did the man have to be so reasonable? Simple. Time was on his side and he knew it. | would
have loved to say his confidence was misplaced, but we both knew how much | wanted what he was
offering. The question was if my strength of will was stronger than my desire?

I needed action. Walking past him, taking a glass from his hand as | went, | flipped on the outside
light and kept moving to the living room. The apartment wasn’t very big, but it boasted a small dining
room, a living room, a bedroom and a centrally located bath. Considering | spent most of my time
downstairs, it was all | needed.

He followed like a shadow, not needing any more light than | did to travel the familiar path across the
worn carpet. | skirted the doorway to the bedroom, grateful that | had closed it before heading out earlier,
and led him to the couch and love seat. Pointedly not looking at the oil painting centered above the couch
that Marcus had given me for my birthday last year, | leaned over to flip the lamp on low before settling
into the corner next to it with my feet curled under me. It was a very catlike pose, but it was too late to
change as Marcus settled close to me.

If he felt awkward, it didn’t show. He sat with a casual grace and surveyed the room with an imperial
air. Considering nothing had changed since the last time he visited, the rush of anxiety | felt was totally
absurd. Of course, my jumble of emotions may have been the kiss and the remaining hum of unfulfilled
desire. My libido hadn’t quite realized | was going to be frustrated by morning and responded to the
promise of his presence.

Hell, whom was | kidding? | was already frustrated and the solution was close enough to touch. |
couldn’t have been more miserable if | were staring at a display of chocolate-covered strawberries behind
the glass of a closed shop. Since breaking the glass wasn’t an option, | had to tough it out with the reminder

that | had gone to him, after all.
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| drank from the glass but couldn’t appreciate the rich taste of the wine. The quality of it indicated
Marcus had my number on more than one level. The silence stretched from awkward into downright rude.
When he finally spoke, | jumped, sloshing wine across my hand and onto my slacks. Even as his gaze
dropped to the red staining the tan fabric and heated with all sorts of lascivious promises, his words
registered.

“You’ve stayed away a long time, Destiny. I’ve missed you. My heart has been lonely.”

The tension shifted back to the sexual undertones and | had to beat back my libido. Grabbing on to the
only lifeline I could find, I tried to pick a fight.

“I noticed you said your heart was lonely and not your bed.”

Months ago, it would have had the desired effect. Either Marcus had gotten wise to me or he had
mellowed. Vampires as old as he was didn’t change readily, so | was betting on the former. Instead of
rising to the bait, he met my challenging look with a contemplative gaze.

“Why is my lifestyle so repugnant when yours wouldn’t be very different if you followed your
instincts?”

Our time apart had made him smarter too. | was screwed and not in a good way. | sensed retreat might
be in order, but argued anyway. “For starters, female lions are very selective in their breeding habits and
don’t have a different male every night of the week.”

“So your objection isn’t to the other women, just the variety?”

On one hand, my ego was stroked that he’d wasted so much time thinking about why I’d left him. On
the other, it meant | was going to have to be totally honest with both of us. Since moral outrage hadn’t
worked, maybe honesty would.

“l don’t know, Marcus. | wasn’t raised among lions, so my moral code doesn’t exactly jive with my
genetic programming. Lionesses in the wild will commit to a male coalition if they’re strong enough to
keep the pride safe and they’ll share those males among them. Do shapeshifting lions abide by that same
code? You tell me since you’ve known more of them than | have.”

It came out with a wealth of bitter undertones. | cringed, but held my ground. | thought | had come to
terms with the fact my mother had left me on the doorstep of St. George’s Children’s Home as a newborn,
but apparently my abandonment issues were creeping up to haunt me at the most inopportune time. It also
gave away more than | wanted Marcus to know. Intuitive as always, he picked up on the hidden clue.

“So if it’s not the sharing that offends you, what is it, dear Destiny?”

| took the opportunity to look at him, really look at him. The first moment I’d laid eyes on him, his
presence had hit me like a blow to my middle. He still had the ability to do that to me. Now it was tempered
by familiarity and genuine affection for the man underneath which made it so much more dangerous. With

that in mind, I strove for gentle honesty for both our sakes.
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“It’s the being left behind, Marcus. You make time for me on my allotted days and then you disappear
until my turn on the rotation rolls 'round again. What bothers me is I’m a type of casual fling for you. It’s
not enough for me. Not when you’re more than that for me.”

His temper prickled along my senses, but he quickly bottled it. Without meaning to, I’d offended him.

“l gave you more time than any of my other women. Even you can’t feed me more than twice a week
without harm.”

“And did you think that you don’t have to use me as dinner to be with me? How about having your
dinner then meeting me for a movie or for a quiet night in? That never occurred to you, did it?”

His head snapped back as if 1I’d struck him and | knew | was right on the mark. With a deep breath, |
set my wineglass on the side table and turned to face him by shifting my back to the arm of the couch.

“Destiny,” he began. | watched him decide on the words to use. Apparently, he was being as careful
as | was. “You’re right. It never occurred to me to consider spending time together unencumbered by
need.”

| was expecting more outrage and a true argument so his capitulation gave my mounting frustration no
outlet. His gaze lingered on mine and he nodded as if making a decision of his own that | wasn’t privy to.
He rose with all the grace of his station and held out his hand to me.

“When was the last time you truly rested?” he asked. “When have you truly felt safe in the world
enough to sleep?”

So he was going to use his knowledge of my secrets against me.

“The absolute last place | want to be right now is in bed with you.”

Liar, liar, pants on fire. | ignored my subconscious taunting.

“Just to rest.” He left his hand out to me in invitation as he tried to reassure me. “l give you my word
that I’ll take no liberties that you don’t want me to take.”

“Maybe that’s what I’m afraid of?”

His voice was rich with laughter. Mine was far too breathy for my peace of mind.

“Is it a crime for a man to want to hold his lover while making amends for wronging her?”

I almost reminded him we weren’t lovers anymore, but the temptation of having his arms around me
was too much. | wasn’t even capable of a smart quip as | placed my hand in his and let him draw me from
the couch. His word was stronger than my resolve. 1’d made my position clear and he’d respect it.

With all the enthusiasm of a woman going to the headsman, | let him lead me across the living room. |
broke away with a smile and detoured to the bathroom to regroup.

Staring at myself under the harsh light, | wondered what | was doing. | found comfort in the routine of
washing my face and brushing my teeth, doing my best not to think of the vampire waiting in the next

room. A smarter woman would have sent him packing half an hour ago. Insisted on the cab or that he call
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another car to pick him up. No, a smarter woman would have taken the pictures to him at the club and
never brought him home.

Guess that goes to show how my own hidden agenda had come around to bite me, literally.

Tossing my clothes in the laundry bin even though | knew the wine stain would ruin the pants, |
pulled on a simple pair of blue silk pajamas left folded over the towel rack. At least | was going to be
comfortable, even if Marcus wasn’t.

Stepping back out into the hallway, | saw flickering candlelight coming from the bedroom and the
living room light switched off. Those three feet to my bedroom door were crossed before I could change
my mind. | found Marcus dressed only in his boxers and an undershirt turning down the bed with my
decorative pillows piled high in my bedside reading chair. Since | didn’t see his clothes, he must have hung
them in the closet.

The sight was arresting.

Marcus turned to me and smiled as he held out a hand.

“You’re ravishing by candlelight. It always makes your hair shimmer like the mane of a lion full of
golden colors too subtle for the eye.”

I shivered and crossed the room to him. What | wanted to do was rise up on tiptoe and kiss him like |
used to, but he wasn’t mine anymore by my own insistence. He would have let me, but the wounds of the
revelations in the living room were too fresh. Instead, | slid into the cool cotton sheets and patted the bed
beside me.

“Well, if you’re going to be all romantic and poetic, do it in the right setting.”

His laughter was low and carried with it a wild rush of memories best forgotten. As Marcus climbed
into the bed and gathered me close, | had one more mad moment of reconsideration before he squashed it
with his next comment.

“I’ve missed having you close. If we’re never to be lovers again, know we’ll always have this
between us.”

The peace was too fragile to break, so | settled against him and let the warmth of his body seep into
me. | didn’t think | would sleep, but the beat of his heart under my ear and comfort of his presence lulled

me away.
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I awoke to warm sheets and the reality | wasn’t alone. Rolling over, | found Marcus leaning against
the windowpane with those first warm rays of sunlight washing over him. His hair was lighter in the
daylight and he looked so much less fierce with his face raised, eyes closed, to greet the dawn.

“Isn’t that tempting fate a little?”

My voice was still husky from sleep and other things. Marcus didn’t bother to open his eyes as he
answered.

“When I’m old enough for the sun to be my enemy then I’ve outlived my usefulness. Until then, I’ll
enjoy the feeling of it on my face.”

Vampires liked to trade on the mystique of being nocturnal creatures, but it was a lie. Only the oldest
were banned from the rays of the sun.

When he finally turned to me, his gaze locked with mine, full of hunger, frustration, and a wealth of
other things best not examined if | wasn’t going to let him crawl back into bed with me for something other
than sleeping. That sex was the first thought after seeing him didn’t bode well.

“I’m surprised you’re still here, Marcus. Don’t you have plans for your day?” It sounded a waspish.
Marcus didn’t take offense. Mornings weren’t my best time of day, a fact he knew firsthand.

“You expected me to leave you sleeping?”

Yeah, | had. It would have saved both of us from the awkward moments without the armor of our
clothing. | took a deep breath, trying to think of what to say when the sharp scent of sausage tickled my
nose. Awkward moments aside, my stomach growled at the hint of breakfast. Jumping up from my bed, |
trotted to the back stairwell. | was heading down the steps at a fast shuffle before Marcus crossed the
threshold.

| barreled into the downstairs kitchen and nearly ran over Peter. He had heard me coming and didn’t
even flinch at the close call. The stove was full of pots and pans brewing up a meal fit for a queen, or one
very hungry shapeshifter. Since vampires don’t really eat solid food, it surprised me.

“l love a man who thinks to feed me. Thank you, Peter.”

I gave him a quick one-armed hug as | skirted around him to grab a cup of coffee from the timed pot
on the counter.

“Well, you could return the favor,” he bantered back as Marcus came through the door. “You look

good enough to eat.”
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“Oh, I think not.” The icy tone surprised me and I turned to frown at Marcus.

Peter blanched as he ducked his head. Was that fear | saw on his face before it was obscured by long
locks of sandy bangs?

Vampires in the morning were totally different than they were at night. Like nightclubs, the real thing
was not the fantasy. They still had a mostly liquid diet, but the mysticism of them was wasted in the
daylight. Despite that, they could still kill you before you ever saw them coming because they were that
deadly.

They might look as ordinary as the stranger passing on the street, but they weren’t.

Peter scooped sausage from the pan and onto a plate followed by fluffy scrambled eggs and hash
browns. He had to have brought it with him since my idea of breakfast was a bagel or cold cereal only so
the coffee had something to digest with.

He put the plate onto the tiny table in the corner and stepped back with a definitely deferring posture
to Marcus. Ignoring the dynamics, | sat in front of the feast and reached for the powdered creamer. As
much as | preferred the real thing, | was notorious for letting it go bad. Both the refrigerators in the house
were apt to decide not to work on any given day and | was tired of replacing easily perishable things. So,
powdered creamer and sugar it was.

While | mixed my coffee and breathed in the rich aromas of my breakfast, Marcus was putting Peter
through the third degree.

“Did you find the man?”

“No, but we did find the youngster who brought him into the Vantage.” Peter wouldn’t meet Marcus’s
gaze and | wondered what he didn’t want to say in front of me.

| took a bite of the eggs and found them lightly seasoned with paprika and something else that
exploded on my tongue. Who knew the Roman vampire could cook? Swallowing, | washed it down with
coffee as the silence stretched out.

“You might as well say it, Peter. He’s going to turn around and repeat it, anyway.”

Both of them frowned, but neither countered me. After another moment, Peter gave in with as much
grace as he could.

“The boy’s a fledgling. He’s waiting to talk to you, but | don’t think he’ll have anything useful to say.
Poor fool’s shaking in his boots at being called forward for an audience.”

Guessing that was my cue to get dressed, | ignored it. It wasn’t every day | had a home-cooked
breakfast and | wasn’t wasting it in a rush over a vampire who had already spent who knew how long
cooling his heels.

The two vampires talked about the Vantage while they waited. Marcus put on his own water for tea

with a disgruntled comment about priorities to Peter. Listening, | learned more about the behind-the-scenes
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workings than | wanted to know. When the last bite was gone, | pushed the plate away with a contented
sigh.

Peter was watching. The speed with which he swept it up and put it in the sink told me how eager he
was to get on with the unpleasant business at hand. | graciously thanked him for breakfast and headed back
upstairs. Marcus strolled casually behind me without an invitation.

He followed me to the bathroom door and lingered as | brushed my teeth. His gaze kept straying to
the toothbrush holder conspicuously missing the blue one that used to be his. In fact, there was a shiny red
one in its place. He wanted to ask about it, | could tell. But he didn’t. | was glad because he would have
heard the lie.

And | would have lied. There was absolutely no reason for the man to know | hadn’t replaced him in
my affections.

“Shouldn’t you go ahead and get dressed, Marcus?”

His gaze met mine in the mirror as | rinsed. If | hadn’t been looking for it, | would have missed the
flash of power there. It was the only indication to how badly he wanted to reinforce his place here.

| shivered.

He saw it and guessed the cause. His answering smile let me know he knew how close to winning the
battle back into my bed he was. With a significant swagger, he turned and strolled away. | watched him in
the mirror until even his shadow disappeared.

Calling myself all kinds of names in my mind, | swept a brush through my hair and tied the tawny
mass into a ponytail. My hands froze at the two pink pinpricks of new skin made more obvious by the flush
of excitement our little battle of wills had caused.

For several heartbeats, | debated using makeup to cover the marks. My hand even reached for the
compact on the glass shelf beside the sink, but I didn’t pick it up. He was a vampire who had spent the
night with me. If | covered the marks, the poor fledgling downstairs would probably read all sorts of things
into it and carry gossip to whoever would listen.

With a final check in the mirror, | strolled into the bedroom hoping beyond hope Marcus had already
dressed. He had taken pity on me and was buttoning the silk shirt as | moved to my walk-in closet and
closed the door behind me.

His laughter called me a fool, but I stuck to my guns as | settled on a pair of dark slacks and a wine-
red-colored shirt. | told myself | didn’t care that it set off my tan and made the flush look natural, but even |
knew how big of a lie it was. Polished black loafers finished it off. A glance in the mirror hung against the
back wall proved me fit for company.

Marcus stared out the window as | exited the closet. His gaze broke away to take me in from head to
toe before settling back on my face.

“You look lovely.” The sincerity in his voice caused the heat from my flush to multiply.
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“Thank you. Let’s get on with it. Betsy Vincent is counting on me.”

Marcus was enough of a gentleman not to contradict me as he allowed me to precede him back
downstairs to a clean kitchen.

We found Peter leaning against the archway that led to my waiting room with a very nervous young
man so new he still had acne scars. Give him time and he would be as pretty as the rest of them. | found
comfort in the detail nonetheless. The poor boy jumped when we stepped past Peter. At the sight of
Marcus, | thought he was going to break down and cry.

“Hello,” | said with the warmest smile | could muster. “I’m Destiny St. George. | understand you
might be able to help me. Let’s go into my office, okay?”

The young man’s gaze latched onto my neck and never rose to my face. He turned even paler if that
was possible. He nodded jerkily and moved to follow me, giving the two male vampires an extremely wide
berth.

I moved around my desk to pull out the folder. The original photograph Marcus had sent with the
driver was carefully centered on my desk blotter, but | was hoping the young man could help in a more
direct fashion.

| turned to find him hovering uncertainly in the middle of the room. His gaze darted back to the
doorway. Peter and Marcus waited on either side of it. It provided a formidable image. Not exactly the kind
of scene to encourage bad little vampires to talk. | did my best to smooth the young vampire’s obvious fear.

“Relax. | give you my word that nothing you say here will put you in danger.”

Marcus gave me a disapproving look. | ignored it. Waving the young man to a seat, | came back
around to lean on the front of the desk.

“What’s your name?”

“Sean Thorpe.” His response was immediate, automatically cracking a little around the edges. He had
probably been a smoker while he was alive. His voice had that quality.

“Have a seat, Sean. | have a few questions regarding the man Peter showed you last night.”

“It was lvan.”

“Excuse me?” His correction confused me and | made no effort to cover it up.

“lvan showed me the picture. He’s the one...who...well...killed me.”

That was one way of putting it. | knew recruitment was carefully monitored, but he was the first
newly made vampire | had ever spoken to who referred to his transition as being killed. It made for another
question to be dealt with later so | mentally filed it away.

“lvan, then. You recognized the young man in the photograph?”

“Yeah.”

Somehow, | hung on to my patience and managed a reassuring smile as | watched him continue to

hover between the vampires at the door and me.
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“Sean, the more you can volunteer, the fewer questions I’ll have and the sooner you can go home.”

“They won’t let me go.” His tone was accusatory as he flung out a hand toward the vampires.

“If there’s a problem between you and the hierarchy, Sean, it’s not over this case. I’m sure they’ll be
willing to make some allowances for whatever you’ve done if you cooperate with me.”

His eyes lost a little of their wild set, but he still made no move to sit down. Considering his agitation,
I didn’t either. Instead, I tried to look casual.

“l don’t know his name. | met him in a hell across town. We were...” He faltered and | knew this was
the part he was sure would cost him his head. “We were juicing coeds together.”

A hell was a rave that hosted illicit activities for various sets of patrons. Juicing was another word for
random feeding, usually in group settings. The victim was usually high, drunk or impaired some other way.
They also didn’t generally survive the encounter. Because the rituals hadn’t been observed, they wouldn’t
rise into a new life as a vampire. They’d just be dead. Most of them didn’t realize the difference. The ones
that did were suicidal anyway.

Sean was right. | couldn’t save him from something like that.

“How did you meet him?”

“We didn’t meet, exactly. A guy | knew in college who was a junkie had tipped me off. He was trying
to make me bring him across. | showed up and he was there with this stripper. My buddy was egging me on
while | fed when that guy joined us. | swear to you, | stopped before she was dead.” He ended on a
panicked note as he furtively glanced back toward Marcus.

“But you didn’t stop him, did you?” Marcus’s voice cut into the rising panic in Sean’s. He worked so
hard to obliterate this kind of thing. People say anger is a hot emotion. Not with Marcus. It was very, very
cold.

“No.” Sean’s reply was so low | nearly missed it.

“Moving on,” | said to redirect the conversation to the information | needed. This was a limited-time
engagement. | needed to get what | could out of him. “What happened then?”

“We left and he asked where he could find respectable entertainment while he was in town. | told him
I generally hung out at the Vantage, but my king wouldn’t allow this kind of thing on his turf. He came
with me to check it out. | got him a red pass at the door claiming he was an old friend of mine in for an
extended stay.”

Visiting vampires were given a red pass while they were in town if someone from the tribe vouched
for them. It gave them safe passage to places like the Vantage where willing donors could be found so they
wouldn’t be reduced to hunting the streets.

“Did he give you a name?”

“He called himself Sam, but that’s not his real name. Damned man lied worse than | do.”
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“So you didn’t press him?” | pushed because this was my last chance. It was a good thing that |
wasn’t going to need to produce him as a court witness. Dust can’t talk.

“Hell, I didn’t care if he said his name was King Kong. He gave me a cell number and told me to tip
him off for the next rave. It rang as out of service about a week ago so | figured he’d moved on.”

| reached around me to grab a pad of paper and pen for him to write the number down. | took my eyes
from him for a moment, but he was waiting for it. Only my finely honed feline reflexes saved me. He
leaped toward me. | reacted without thinking. Diving to the side, the edge of the desk caused a sharp pain
as it connected with my hip on my way to the floor.

Sean, with all the finesse of a bull in Pamplona, crashed into the desk where | had stood and nearly
flew over it. He righted himself, but the wild movement of his arm scattered the blotter, papers, jar of pens,
and telephone over me and the floor. | knew as | ducked away from my flying stapler that 1’d never be able
to get to my feet in time.

Marcus was suddenly there between us. | could see Peter coming at Sean from behind as Marcus met
the charge. It wasn’t even a contest. From behind, | couldn’t see what Marcus did, but the result was a
shower of ash-fine dust all over my carpet.

I lay there for a moment with adrenaline racing through me. Inside, the lioness roared and strained
against my control. Fight or flight generally meant shift in my case, but | held it back by the skin of my
teeth.

Marcus turned to kneel next to me with a soft, “Are you all right?”

Meeting his concerned gaze with an annoyed one of my own, | said the first thing that came to mind.

“You couldn’t have waited to kill him until | had that phone number, could you? | didn’t even get to
ask him if he knew Betsy. And you made a mess of my carpet.”

So much for gratitude.

He stared at me as if trying to decide how to take my outrage. Without a word, he rose to his feet and
glided toward the door. Sitting up in the middle of the mess, | saw Peter looking torn between us.

“I’ll send cleaners, Destiny.”

“Peter!” Marcus bellowed from the front door.

Peter scrambled after his boss. To see a man like Peter scramble was almost worth the disaster my
office had turned into.

With a disgusted look, I inhaled the oily, rank smell of dead vampire. Some of them burst into dust
while some of them bled like humans. I’d always thought it was the old ones that dusted, but this proved
me wrong. One day, after Marcus stopped being mad at me, | would get around to asking, now that the

distraction factor was definitely out of the equation.
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By the time Yasmine strolled through the front door, 1I’d done my best to straighten my office. Even
after three vacuums, the smell remained. The way she stopped in the doorway and wrinkled her nose said it
was even more repugnant to her sensitive senses.

“Did you finally have enough of that snake?”

“Yas...”

“l know, | know.” She held up a delicate hand and my eyes were drawn to the flashing diamond.
“You care for him, though | still say love is pushing it. Someone turned into a dusty bunny in here,
though.”

“Yes and it was the very man you’re so busy maligning that did it to save my skin.”

She tossed her mahogany mane and laughed as she put her hands on her hips.

“Then it might be love.” Yasmine and | had agreed to disagree on our relationship ideals a long time
ago. In college she had been looking for Mr. Right, even before her first shift, while | was content with Mr.
Right Now. She thought every relationship needed to be viewed from the compatibility factors instead of
the fun quotient.

There were a lot of reasons she was getting married instead of me.

The thought made me glance at the calendar and groan. It was the bridesmaid’s luncheon and 1’d
forgotten all about it.

“Don’t worry, sis.” Yasmine laughed as she caught my frantic look. “I couldn’t call myself your sister
if | didn’t know you always forget things you don’t want to do.”

Yasmine had been left on the same doorstep as me a few months earlier. Since we’d scared all the
families that tried to adopt us, we had become roommates and lifelong friends in the dormitory.

“Hey, I’m proud of you. I’m actually looking forward to the wedding. It’s all the other things | don’t
like.”

“Not true. You loved the lingerie shower you hosted at the house. Kale said to tell you he heartily
approves of your taste, by the way.”

“So glad | could make him happy.” My tone was tart, but there was affection underneath it. Kale
wasn’t my idea of the perfect man, but Yasmine loved him and that was all that mattered.

Standing up, | glanced down at my dusty clothes and cringed. “Come on, you can tell me all about

whatever has gone wrong while | change.”
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“You probably should shower before we go. You stink of moldy dust with a particularly acrid odor
everyone will recognize.”

“Do | have that kind of time?”

I hurried to lock the front door and put up the closed sign. The jingle of the charm bracelet 1’d given
her for her sixteenth birthday told me she was making too much of a production out of checking her watch.

“Of course you do. Like | said. | had the driver drop me off with instructions to swing back by in an
hour to pick us up. That’s plenty of time to get you presentable to the pack witches.”

| felt for her. Kale was something of a prince among wolves. His decision to marry an unpedigreed
mutt had meant that Yasmine’s introduction to the pack had not gone smoothly. Her alliance to an equally
unpedigreed lioness was also a bone of contention.

An hour later found me washed, styled, dressed and painted in a way 1’d only do to help my sister. I’d
bought the blue dress for this and would probably never find a reason to wear it again, but seeing her glow
with pride over how well | turned out made it worth it.

“Now, | think you’ll do.”

I rolled my eyes at the mental pat on the head but hugged her anyway. Tears threatened to well up, but
| fought them back. The wedding was going to cement changes in our relationship that had begun when
Kale hauled her out on their first run. With the coming baby, she would be well settled into a life that
wouldn’t have any room for me.

| started to make a snappy comment, but the ringing of the doorbell cut me off. It was probably better
that way as we burst into laughter and she saved me from tumbling down the stairs to meet her driver.

I opened the door laughing over my shoulder at her and ran into a chest. A man’s chest, to be precise.
Strong arms swooped in to grab my elbows, keeping me from falling down in my unfamiliar heels. |
registered everything just ahead of the strong scent of lion that assaulted my nose.

| froze, trapped between Yasmine at my back and this strange lion holding me fast. Panic welled up,
but I fought it as I reared back my head to stare at the face obscured by the brightness of the sun.

“Whoa, sweetie, I’ve got ya.”

The deep drawl broadcasted he wasn’t a local, but | knew that already. | was the only lion in town. If
there had been another, especially a male, he would have found me years ago. He steadied me as he
lowered me back on my heels. | was torn between bolting and standing my ground. The lioness instincts
wanted to do one or the other. | compromised by stepping away, trying to force Yasmine back through the
doorway.

“Happy birthday,” she whispered into my ear as she urged me onto the sidewalk. To the lion, she said,
“It took you long enough. You were supposed to be here ten minutes ago.”

“You said about an hour, Yas. If you want punctuality, ask someone to drive you around who wears a
watch.”

www.samhainpublishing.com 35



http://www.samhainpublishing.com/�

Kaye Chambers

Betrayal was a bitter taste on my tongue. Whoever this man, this lion was, Yasmine had brought him
here. Turning her around, | pushed her through the doorway.

“We’ll be right back, Luke,” she called over my shoulder as | kicked the door closed in his face.

“What are you trying to do?”

She looked down at me with a full pout. | frowned until she gave up the cute act with a heavy sigh.
“You’re lonely. | asked Kale if he knew any lions and he happened to have a friend...”

“Stop! You asked your fiancé to find me a lion? By all that’s holy, Yasmine, what were you thinking?
Kale doesn’t even like me.” | threw up my hands and stalked into my waiting room to pace and think.

“Destiny, Kale does like you. He wants to see you happy and settled down as badly as | do.”

And there it was. What was it with couples in those first throes of passion and their need to pair all
their friends off? Granted, Kale and Yasmine had been chasing each other around for years, alternating on
who was doing the chasing and who was being chased, but they’d only recently established themselves.
Yasmine’s pregnancy had been the catalyst to make things permanent between them.

“l don’t want to settle down, Yasmine. We’ve been over this a thousand times. Just because you’re
happily setting up house with the local pack doesn’t mean | need to find myself a pride and prostrate myself
before the King Rex.”

“Fine. You still need a date for the wedding on Saturday. He’s come a long way to meet you, so at
least give him that.”

“Funny, he got a glowing report and | got blindsided. Whose side are you on?”

“Mine.”

| pulled up short and turned to stare at her framed in the doorway. Her linen dress was immaculate
and worth more than my car, though that didn’t say much. She had come a long way from the urchin at St.
George’s. With a start, | realized I’d put enough distance between us so that we were barely friends. The
only thing keeping us together was her dogged determination not to leave me behind.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what, Destiny? You’ve not done anything.” Her tone was so carefully neutral that | knew 1’d hit
the nail on the head. | tried to explain, wanting nothing more than to make things right between us.

“I’ve not been a good friend to you. When was the last time we had Saturday breakfast and gossiped
over our week?”

“Since before | moved in with Kale. I’ve missed that. I’ve missed you. | know it was wrong to spring
Luke on you, but I had this misguided idea that if we could get back on the same level in our lives, we’d be
as close as we used to be.”

Yasmine had always been the one constant in my life. Shame replaced my temper. | pulled the drapes
aside to see the lion leaning against the hood of the black sedan. Without the sun behind him, | could see

him clearly. His cotton shirt stretched across broad, muscled shoulders. He was taller than my usual
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preference, but it made me wonder what kind of lion he could make. Size displacement can be a daunting
prospect in relation to a shapeshifter.

“l have to admit,” | said conversationally, “he is nice to look at. I could do worse for my wedding
escort. No promises, but I’ll give him a chance to be nice to me.”

I knew better than to promise to be nice to him.

“That’s more than 1’d hoped.” The relief was plain in her voice.

Yep, she knew me better than | knew myself sometimes. | let the drapes fall back against the window
and we shared a smile.

“Okay, it’s trendy for the bride to be late, but we’re pushing it beyond what’s polite because of my
issues. Let’s get this show on the road and take your lion for a spin.”

She opened the door and stepped through it, leaving me to follow. Setting the alarm and locking the
door took a moment, but | dragged it out a few extra seconds to compose myself. Usually when | ran away
from a man, | didn’t have to face him again five minutes later.

When | closed the door behind me, | put on my brightest smile and crossed the sidewalk to join them.
Was it me or did he straighten a little bit taller when he turned to me?

I was very glad Yasmine had my number as far as my ideal male stereotype, even if he was probably
the only lion in the jumbled assortment of Kale’s associates.

Rich brown eyes started at my toes and swept back to my face. Ordinarily, that would have offended
me except it made sense this time. He’d already seen my face close enough to kiss so why shouldn’t he
check out the rest of me?

He crossed that final step with his hand out and his smile showed the flash of a dimple.

“Hi. Yas tells me | was a bit of a shock. Sorry about that. | didn’t realize we were blind dating. I’m
Luke.”

“Is that what we’re doing?”

| offered him my hand even though it was a little bit ridiculous. It felt small and dainty in his. I lifted
my gaze from our joined hands back up to his. The earnestness and interest there was a balm to that
feminine core of me.

“God, | hope so0.”

The fervor in his mutter made laughter boil out of me. | tried to remember when the last time 1’d been
shocked to laughter.

“Make a deal with you.” | leaned closer to whisper even though Yasmine’s ears were more than keen
enough to hear me. “I’ll go along with the blind-dating element of the weekend if you promise to be on
your absolute best behavior.”

His mouth twisted up into that dimpled smile again. His hand closed lightly around mine as he

lowered his own face closer to my ear to meet my whisper with one of his own.
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“Absolute best?” | nodded, and he chuckled low and full of promise. “I think I can handle that.”

We stood like that, drawing in the scent of one another, until Yasmine broke it up with a quick
reminder that we were going to be late. Luke dropped my hand and stepped back to the car, making a show
of gallantly opening the door to the backseat.

“Since Yas tells me she doesn’t know how to drive, I’ll be your chauffeur for the afternoon. Hop in
and let’s be off to navigate this crazy place you gals call home.”

We both laughed as | slid in first, followed by Yasmine. She gave an excited little bounce and a poke
to my thigh when he closed the door and hurried around to the driver’s seat. All | could do was shake my
head and smile at her enthusiasm. This week was her week to shine. If she wanted to imagine herself
matchmaker extraordinaire, 1’d play along. At least 1’d get the chance to observe a lion in action. How
much action remained to be seen.

By the time we reached Daffodil’s, I’d found out three things of interest. First, | should have driven
because | was obviously the only one in the car qualified to get us there in one piece. The fact Luke didn’t
crash the car was stupid blind luck. Second, in the process of not crashing the car, Luke had displayed quite
a colorful language variety. Third, language notwithstanding, nothing seemed to ruffle his good humor.
When he opened the door and offered me a hand out onto the sidewalk, he was smiling as if we’d taken a
Sunday drive.

“Now, if you ladies need anything, I’ll be in the bar.”

“Driving under the influence is still a crime, Luke.” My jibe was met with a widening of his smile and
a shrug.

“I’ll stick with unleaded drinks, then. | wouldn’t want anything to dull my hunting instincts, after all.”

I narrowed my eyes, trying to decide if he was serious or not before tossing my nose in the air and
stalking after Yasmine who was already three steps ahead of me. And if | put an extra sway in my walk, it
was the unfamiliar height in the heels. Honest.

The appetizers and small talk were made bearable by frequent flirting between the table and the bar. It
passed the time, anyway. His attention was a heady thing considering the looks he was getting from the
women scattered around the restaurant. His eyes would pass over the room and come back to our group. It
might have been egotistical to assume he was watching me, but it made me feel better about being stuck in
the middle of snide and snippy werewolves.

Kale’s sisters weren’t bad, but the rest of them seemed to be at their most obnoxious. Of course, it
could have been because the wedding was days away and time was running out to scare Yasmine off. |
nearly told them how futile the effort was but didn’t want to make things worse. So | sat back and smiled
pleasantly since | couldn’t trust my mouth to listen to the better judgment my brain was handing out.

When the waiter brought our meals, mine came with a very large, very fruity drink that reeked of rum,

compliments of the man at the bar the waiter was quick to assure me.
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I nearly sent it back on principle, but | needed the fortitude. Raising it in a toast, | took a long drink,
relishing the burn of the rum down my throat. Yasmine turned to look over her shoulder to see what was
going on since 1’d taken the one seat left that faced the bar.

Her smug grin made me wish I’d been more discreet. One by one, my fellow bridesmaids made their
excuses and left until only Yasmine, her soon-to-be sister-in-laws and | remained. The looks they
exchanged set off every bell in my body. As a unit, they stood. Yasmine turned on the thousand-watt smile
that had gotten her out of more trouble than | could count.

“Luke will be happy to drive you home. It’s his rental car we came in. We’ve got to zip back to Kale’s
mother’s house for some last-minute arrangements for some unexpected guests.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” | couldn’t hide the dismay in my tone. “I can take a cab. He can go
with you.”

“You’re nuts if you think I’m getting back in the car with him days before my wedding. Absolutely
not. He’s all yours.”

She had the gall to wink at me as she whirled on her heels and strolled away with the two very happy
werewolves flanking her. | vowed to find a suitable payback method someday. A quick glance toward the
bar found my gift lion with his back to the dining room. | hesitated a moment, rose, grabbed my purse and

beat a strategic retreat. Cabs might be too plebian for Marcus, but they suited me just fine.
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Chapter Six

Letting myself into the office, | was glad 1’d skipped out on Yasmine’s artful matchmaking attempt.
The stench of vampire had been replaced by the soft smell of mint. The cleaners had come and gone.
Obviously, Marcus had another key stashed. | let myself into the office only to stop dead in my tracks. A
vase of sterling roses, my favorite, decorated the center of my desk blotter. A small gift-wrapped box sat
beside it.

Cursing the flutter around my heart, | hurried across the room to pull the card from the flowers.

The card read, Judgment and Good Intentions often conflict. | hope this token makes it right.

Rolling my eyes, | dropped the card and picked up the box. Pulling it open, | grinned as | picked out a
tiny cell phone. Who needed the confession of a suicidal vampire when someone has a line to the person
who pays the bills? Flipping it open, my guess was confirmed. The address book had a variety of
interesting entries, but | stopped at the one | needed. Jotting it down, | hurried behind my desk and called
my favorite hacker.

Milo of no last name was one of those geeks who loved to find things out for kicks. The phone rang
six times before he answered.

“If you’re a telemarketer, | can find you.”

“Well, I’'m not. It’s Destiny, Milo. Are you up for a real challenge?”

“Oh, my favorite lady. Whatcha got for me?”

“A number...mobile. | need to know what numbers have come in and out with any regularity, who
pays the account, and an address. Think you can do that for me?”

I held my breath, hoping he couldn’t tell how badly | needed the information. Milo was the best and
he generally cut me a break on prices. If he knew how much | needed this, he might decide now was the
time to get greedy.

“Is it still active?”

“Maybe.”

“Destiny, you always give me the most fun. What’s the number?”

I gave it to him and found myself talking to the dial tone. Hanging up the phone with a smile, | shook
my head as | stood to move the roses to the credenza against the wall so | could see them. Marcus was
going to have to get used to the word no, but 1’d take the tokens anyway.

The door opened behind me while I was pulling the plastic stick holding the tag from the flowers.



Blood and Destiny

“Destiny St. George?”

“Yes?”

| turned and blinked. The vampire standing in my foyer surveyed me like a cat would its prey. He was
old. So old the only flesh showing to the world was his face. A fedora covered his head and shaded most of
his face while a very expensive trench coat belted about his middle. He wore equally expensive driving
gloves to cover his hands. A pair of sunglasses hung casually from his right hand.

There was something familiar about his angled features, but | couldn’t place them. | put on my best
professional smile even as | slipped the card from the flowers into the tiny pocket of my dress. We stared at
each other for a moment before he smiled and nodded as if reaching a conclusion to a debate | knew
nothing about.

“1 begin to see what Marcus’s fascination is, | think.”

| started to argue, but restrained myself. If he was a friend of Marcus’s, then the smarter thing would
be to let it lie. A vampire that old must be a friend. Instead, | waved him to a seat invitingly. He stepped
into the office, but didn’t cross the small space to the chairs.

“Can | get you something, sir? Coffee? Wine?”

His gaze flickered to my throat where the marks from last night’s feeding we