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Prologue

Malibu, California

Raphael was drowning, trapped in a whirlpool of pain and
loss . . . so much loss, sucking him down, icy shards swirling,
slicing like razors into his soul. He raged at the bonds that
held him trapped in this nightmare while his sweet Cyn wept,
her tears warm against the skin of his chest, shredding what
was left of his heart. The merciless sun forced him to lie
dormant while he howled in silence, the voices of his dead
children demanding vengeance against those who had
destroyed them.

Five centuries old and the most powerful vampire on earth

. . and still he could only wait.

The hours ticked by, and then the minutes.

The sun was still a molten smear on the horizon when he
shattered the chains of daylight that held him prisoner. He sat
up, his arms circling Cyn, holding her close, pulling her onto
his lap and murmuring meaningless words of reassurance. He
reached out to his vampires, those still asleep and those just
waking, but especially to Duncan who was near enough and
strong enough to have felt the biting edge of Raphael's
nightmare. A nightmare that was all too real.

Cyn jerked her head up, studying him in the lamplight, her
eyes red and swollen, her lovely face streaked with tears. He
kissed them away, knowing his own face was wet with blood.

"What was that?" she demanded. "You were in pain,
Raphael. You're bleeding!"
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"Tears, lubimaya, only tears. Two of mine have died, their
lives stolen—"

Across the room his cell phone rang. Cyn jolted, twisting in
his arms to stare at the intrusive device as if she'd never seen
it before. "Who?" she asked fearfully.

"That will be Duncan," he said soothingly. "I need to speak
with him. Come." He stood, still holding her tightly, sensing
her fear for him, wanting to reassure her, but also needing
the comfort for himself of having her pressed to his side, her
heart beating strong and sure . . . and alive.

He crossed the room swiftly, one arm still holding onto Cyn
as he picked up the cell on the third ring.

"Duncan. Marco and Preston are gone. Contact the Seattle
compound and tell them we're coming."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter One

North of Seattle, Washington

Colin Murphy downshifted as he made the turn onto the
narrow driveway. New gravel had been laid here a couple
years back, but the rains had washed away much of it by
now, leaving potholes big enough to swallow small animals.
The truck dipped hard to one side and he gripped the wheel,
his tires sliding on the uneven surface before the heavy 4X4
dug in and forged ahead. Say what you will about American-
made cars, he thought to himself, but no one made a better
truck. He gave the dashboard an affectionate pat as he
leaned forward, squinting through the rain-spattered
windshield.

Lillian Fremont had called to say she'd heard gunshots
over here. Colin wasn't really a police officer—more like an
overqualified private security guy—but the good people of
Cooper's Rest paid him to deal with incidents just like this
one, so he'd geared up and headed out. He didn't really know
what to expect, though. Mrs. Fremont had been adamant
about what she'd heard, but the woman was more than
ninety years old and her house was a good two miles away.
Granted, sound was a weird thing, and situated as she was on
the opposite side of a shallow dip in the forest floor, it was
just possible she could hear quite well over there. Especially if
what she'd told him was true.

Of course, in his experience most people didn't know what
real gunfire sounded like, expecting it to be like what they
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heard in movies and on television. But this wasn't the big city,
either. Most people up here had guns of their own and knew
firsthand about gunfire.

And screams pretty much sounded the same everywhere.

Jeremy's house came into view, a newer ranch style, single
story with high ceilings and a fire-retardant shingled roof. The
blinds were drawn behind the few windows, but then he'd
expected that. Jeremy was a vampire, after all, so sunlight
was hardly a priority. On the other hand, Jeremy's significant
other, Mariane, was human, and Colin had seen her in town
often enough during daytime to know that she didn't always
sleep away the days with her lover.

Colin pulled up in front of the house, his eyes scanning the
area as his fingers automatically switched off the ignition. He
was getting a bad feeling about this. And if he'd learned one
thing in twelve years as a Navy SEAL, it was to trust his
feelings. Especially the bad ones.

He opened his door quietly and stepped outside, standing
perfectly still for a moment to listen. There was no sound.
None at all, except the patter of the ever-present rain.

He backed toward the rear of his vehicle, his gaze never
leaving the silent house in front of him. He grabbed his Sig
Sauer P228 from where it rode in a holster on his right hip
and ejected the magazine, dropping his eyes just long enough
to check it carefully before slapping it back in with the ease of
long practice. Popping the hatch on his Tahoe, he leaned into
the cargo area and brought out a Benelli M4 S90 shotgun, a
combat shotgun designed to kill humans. Or vampires.

10
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Colin pulled the cargo door down, leaning his weight
against it so it closed with a muted click. And still not a sound
from the house.

He didn't like this. Didn't like it at all. It had to be nearly
sundown. It was difficult to tell sometimes with the heavy
cloud cover, and he hadn't exactly checked his Farmer's
Almanac this morning to find out the precise time of sunset.
But it had to be close, and he sure as hell didn't want to be
snooping around Jeremy's house when the vampire rose for
the night, hungry and probably pissed if he found Colin
lurking about uninvited.

But, he couldn't walk away, either. Not with those screams
Mrs. Fremont had reported.

Shaking his head, Colin racked the shotgun and rounded
his truck, circling slightly to the left of the house. Finding
nothing amiss, he crossed to the right and maneuvered
through crowded trees around to the back. The rear of the
house came into view and his stomach muscles clenched as
adrenaline flooded his system.

Goddamn if Mrs. Fremont wasn't right.

The back door, what was left of it, stood wide open,
looking like someone had taken an ax to it. There was no
other explanation. It was made from heavy, solid core
construction without even a decorative window—or it had
been. Nothing but shards and splinters of wood were left,
hanging crookedly from those heavy duty hinges. Jeremy was
serious about his security; all the vamps were. Someone else
had known that and come prepared. But whoever it was,
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Colin was pretty sure they were long gone. There wasn't a
sound coming from inside the house.

He approached carefully anyway, moving along the house's
back wall, well below the high, narrow windows. When he
reached the wooden porch, he darted his head out for a fast,
oblique look inside before stepping up. A triangular pane high
above the door had been destroyed, scattering glass all
around. It crunched beneath his boots and he paused, waiting
for a reaction. But there was none. Shotgun at the ready, he
stepped quickly into the house and out of the doorway. A
scan of the kitchen showed even more destruction—cabinets
trashed, probably with the same ax, dishes broken,
refrigerator hanging open and blood spattered over the floor
in front of it. Seeing that blood sucked the air out of his lungs
until he realized it was Jeremy's food supply, that among the
litter were plastic donor bags, ripped and torn.

Did Jeremy need blood beyond what Mariane could
provide? Apparently, he did. Or maybe it was for guests. Who
the fuck knew?

Colin took a cautious step toward the archway on the other
side of the kitchen, mindful of the slippery goo covering the
floor. The next room was much bigger, with a high, angled
ceiling and lots of furniture. A huge entertainment center took
up one entire wall, now blasted to bits like everything else.
Colin cleared the room carefully, aware of a sick feeling
building in his gut. Where was Mariane?

He entered the back hallway. There were only three doors
here, two of them open. One was a bathroom, obviously
empty, but he cleared it anyway. The second was an office of
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some sort, the equipment trashed, files overturned in what
was by now a familiar pattern of destruction. The trashed
equipment in this room alone was worth thousands, which
made him think this wasn't a simple case of breaking and
entering. Either that or they'd been after something other
than easily pawned electronics.

Colin stepped back and eyed the final door. "Dammit," he
mouthed soundlessly and made his way down the hall.

The door was pulled closed, but not latched. Colin paused
for a moment, listening and hearing nothing. He stood back
against the wall and pushed the door open with the fingers of
one hand. A quick look showed more of the same, an almost
random trashing of the room and everything in it. He stepped
through the doorway and immediately put a wall at his back.

"Ah, shit," he swore softly.

Mariane lay in the middle of a big bed, blood soaking the
sheets beneath her. Colin closed his eyes briefly, letting a
wash of grief sweep over him before steeling himself for what
had to be done. Every human instinct he possessed told him
to rush to her side. Instead, he cleared the room, stepping
into both the walk-in closet and attached bath before crossing
to the bed and propping the shotgun within reach.

"Who did this to you, baby girl?" he murmured. She'd been
beaten, tortured it appeared, her arms and legs covered with
shallow knife cuts, designed to hurt like hell without killing
the victim. None of the individual cuts would have been fatal,
but the cumulative effect of so many . . . They'd left her lying
naked, her legs spread wide. The blood and bruises on her
thighs and vaginal area told him she'd been raped, and Colin
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gritted his teeth against a wave of anger so strong it nearly
brought him to his knees.

If she was breathing, he couldn't see it, but he leaned over
and placed two fingers against her neck, expecting to find
nothing but confirmation of what he already believed to be
true. Instead, he felt a weak pulse—barely there, but she was
alive!

He straightened immediately, pulled the cell phone from
his belt and speed dialed 911. The closest trauma center was
a good sixty miles away, and most of that was twisting
mountain roads, but he didn't know what else to do, who else
to call. He knew battlefield medicine, had spent hundreds of
hours in training sessions. He'd dealt with bodies torn apart
by guns and explosives, but this . . . He forced himself to
think clinically, to ignore the brutal nature of the attack.
Okay. Shock was probably her greatest enemy right now. He
cast about for something with which to cover her. He needed
to raise her body temp and keep her warm. But all he could
see were blankets as bloody as she was. Towels. He ran back
into the bathroom as he waited for the 911 operator to come
on the line. It would probably play hell with any forensic—

"Nine-one-one, what is your—"

The rest of her spiel was lost as the roar of an angry
vampire filled the house.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Two

Colin backed two quick steps away from the bedside,
grabbing up the shotgun as he went. In the blink of an eye,
Jeremy was in the room, fangs fully distended, eyes flashing
red fire as he confronted the invader.

"Jeremy," Colin said evenly. "You know me. You know I
didn't do this."

The vampire stalked across the bedroom, his movements
eerily graceful, gliding forward like a big hunting cat. He
growled softly, threateningly, but his gaze kept flicking to
Mariane, anguish replacing the rage on his face.

"I'm calling nine one one, Jeremy. Let me get some help
for her."

The vampire's head snapped around at that, his gaze
deadly cold despite the fires burning there. "You touch her
and I'll kill you, human. I don't need your help."

Faster than Colin could follow, Jeremy was at the bedside,
lifting Mariane in his arms, bloody tears rolling down his face
as he saw what they'd done to her. A low keening rose from
his throat, rising in volume until it became a furious howl.

"There will be justice for this," he snarled, his gaze once
again pinning Colin in place. "Mark my words, human. This
will not go unavenged.”

And then he was gone, nothing more than a blur of
movement and a slam of noise as the front door hit the wall
in the living room.
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"Well, shit," Colin whispered. He lowered his head and just
breathed, letting his body recover from an adrenaline rush
that dwarfed whatever he'd been feeling when he'd first
entered the house.

"Jesus H. Christ." He sucked in a last deep breath and
called 911 again, canceling the earlier call. Then he walked
out to his truck and grabbed his gear. Jeremy might not want
his help, but he was going to get it anyway. This was a crime
scene and Colin was the closest thing they had to a police
department in Cooper's Rest. Not that he was a real police
officer. Legally, he was no more than private security, which
meant this case fell under the jurisdiction of the County
Sheriff. But the people around here didn't want the Sheriff or
anyone else poking into their affairs, and that went double for
the vampires who'd elevated privacy to a fine art. That's why
the self-appointed town council had hired him in the first
place. He hadn't been to any police academy; the nearest
he'd come were a few criminology classes at the college down
in the city. But he was qualified to handle just about every
weapon that existed and could put a man, or a woman, on
the ground in nothing flat, regardless of weight or training. He
also had the ability to size up a situation and the confidence
to deal with it. Which was what he intended to do with this
one.

Cooper's Rest was his home now, the place he'd somehow
ended up in after leaving the Navy. This tiny village in
northern Washington state was about as far from where he'd
grown up as it was possible to be, but it was a quiet, peaceful
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place, full of mostly good people who wanted to be left alone.
And it suited him just fine.

But now someone had invaded this peaceful place, had
invaded his home, and Colin wasn't the kind of man to sit
back and wait for someone else to see justice done. He was
going to find whoever had done this. And when he did, he
wasn't going worry about reading anyone their Miranda
rights.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Three

Vancouver, British Columbia

Sophia gripped the edges of the armrests, her nails
gouging holes into the fine leather. She hated flying. She
especially hated flying through the daylight hours, hated
trusting her life to humans. She might be nearly three
hundred years old, but that didn't mean she lived in the past.
She watched CNN, went online and read the newspapers. She
knew how often these planes fell out of the sky, right along
with their human pilots and, maybe, vampire passengers.

It was possible, she mused, that a vampire could survive
such a crash. Possible, but not certain. It was definitely not a
theory she wished to test, nor did she want to learn whether
a vampire could breathe underwater for however long it
would take to reach land if the plane went down in the middle
of the ocean.

Not that that particular outcome was a problem at this
point. The ocean was no longer beneath her. Nor was the sun
shining on the other side of the airplane's thin skin as it had
been for much of the previous leg of her journey, which had
taken her from her home in Rio de Janeiro to a stop in
Toronto. She thanked whatever gods smiled on vampires that
she at least had the resources to travel by private aircraft,
one with a suitable sleep compartment for her daylight needs.

Of course, it would have been even more convenient if
she'd been able to fly to Texas, or even Mexico, from Rio and
gone on from there to Vancouver. She could have limited her
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flying time to the hours of darkness. But the North American
vampires, unlike those in most of South America, were
obsessively territorial. She couldn't even pass through one of
their stupid airports without getting permission, something
she wasn't willing to do. Not for this trip.

There were too many unknowns this time. She didn't know
what her Sire, Lucien, wanted. Didn't know why he'd issued
such an urgent summons and then disappeared on her before
she could even get ahold of him. But there'd been an
undeniable note of desperation to his mental call, a
desperation reinforced by the fact that he'd contacted her at
all. Lucien was her Sire, and her loyalty was his alone, but
she hadn't even spoken to him in half a century. And now
this. Whatever this was.

The ground rushed up to meet the plane and she closed
her eyes, feeling every bump and skid as it finally came to
rest. Sophia breathed a deep sigh of relief and whispered a
superstitious prayer of thanks to the God of her childhood
that she'd survived once again.

She only hoped she'd also survive whatever Lucien had
waiting for her.

"What do you mean, you don't know where he is?" Sophia
demanded darkly.

"Do we need a translator? Is that the problem, Sophia? I
don't fucking know where he is, okay? He doesn't exactly
check in with me."

Sophia leveled a flat stare at the vampire sitting across
from her. Darren Yamanaka was Lucien's lieutenant. In name
only, she thought viciously. She could squish him like a bug.
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She'd probably quite enjoy it, in fact. Her eyes narrowed
appraisingly, but Darren met her gaze without flinching. He
wasn't as powerful as she was, but he wasn't weak either.
And he had courage. She'd give him that. What he didn't have
was even the slightest clue as to the whereabouts of their
mutual Sire.

"When did you last see him?" she asked with forced
patience.

"I've already told you, and no matter how many times you
ask, the answer will be the same. Lucien walked out that very
door eight days ago." He pointed dramatically across the big
conference room and through the open double doors to the
heavy front door of Lucien's Vancouver headquarters. "He
said he was off to meet another of his women. You, of all
people, should remember how fond Lucien is of his women."

Sophia held back the snarl rising from her throat, forcing
herself to remain calm. She hadn't flown halfway around the
world, risking her long immortal life, to lose her temper with
this pipsqueak of a male. Everybody knew Lucien loved
women. Hell, Lucien loved men, too. But the fact that Sophia
had once been his lover, and that he'd made her Vampire
because he'd been unwilling to lose her to human age and
frailty . . . that was not something everyone knew. Although,
Darren clearly did. Lucien had been telling tales before he'd
disappeared, the bastard.

"Was he alone when he left? Not even a bodyguard?"

"No," Darren admitted reluctantly. "He usually took
someone with him, but not this time. He claimed the woman
was someone he'd known a long time, that it was safe. And
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that he could defend himself if it came to it. I argued with
him. But . . . you know Lucien."

She did know Lucien. He was handsome, brilliant, utterly
charming, and sometimes a complete idiot. Especially if a
woman was involved.

"Why do you think he called me?"

"I have no fucking idea. I don't even know if he really did.
It's awfully convenient that Lucien disappears and now you
show up. How long's it been, Sophia?"

"Not long enough, Darren," she said with saccharine
sweetness, before her voice hardened. "But if you're
suggesting I have in any way harmed our Sire, you should
say good-bye to whoever is foolish enough to care for you
because I will kill you where you stand."

He stood, leaning across the table, his eyes gleaming
yellow. "You can try, bitch."

Sophia felt his power pressing against her, felt her own
surging to meet his. She also stood, matching his aggressive
stance, and pushed back just enough for him to feel the
weight of it.

Darren's eyes widened in surprise, and he froze for a full
minute before he slowly sank back into his chair. His gaze
was riveted on her, like an animal that has just discovered a
predator hiding in its nest.

Sophia smiled pleasantly and sat back down, satisfied for
now. She didn't want to kill Darren. Not if she could avoid it.
What she wanted was to find Lucien and discover what the
hell was going on.

"Have you looked for him?" she asked in a mild voice.
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Darren blinked, then said, "Of course I have. We all have.
He's alive, but you know that already. It's odd, though—"

Sophia's gaze sharpened. "Odd? What's odd?"

"Have you searched for him since you've been in the city?"

She frowned, puzzled. "I haven't, no."

"Try. Then tell me what you find."

Sophia regarded the other vampire silently. Obviously, she
couldn't trust him, but his concern for Lucien seemed real
enough. And there was definitely something weird about all of
this.

"Is there somewhere secure?" she asked abruptly. A
thorough search for her Sire would require a level of
consciousness that was almost a meditation. She would be
vulnerable to attack, especially in this house.

Darren nodded. "I'll show you."

Sophia waited until Darren had left, then shot the lock on
the door and set her own barrier of power to secure it. She
waited even longer, until the other vampire's footsteps had
faded and she could no longer sense him nearby. Then she
turned to regard what was clearly Lucien's private retreat.
The sense of him was everywhere in here, and she was struck
by a longing so sudden and so strong that it was a physical
pain, as if her heart had stopped beating for a moment. What
if the impossible had happened? What if someone had
somehow taken down the powerful vampire lord who was her
Sire? Was he dying even now, wasting away as she stood
here squandering what little time he had left? She shook
herself slightly and crossed the room, pulling open the French
doors to the balcony beyond.
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Bracing herself against the cold and wind, she stepped
onto a balcony high above the city. Lucien's study was on the
third floor of his manse, which was itself at the top of one of
the steepest hills surrounding Vancouver. The skies were dark
overhead, only the occasional star or glimpse of moon
breaking the overcast. She longed for the warmth of her
southern home, for the familiar pulse of life and vitality. She
took in the lights twinkling down below. Although, she
thought, Vancouver had a pulse of its own. Different, but no
less alive.

Her gaze scanned the horizon. She had to give it to
Darren. This was the perfect location from which to search for
their master. Whatever the other vampire's feelings for her,
he seemed genuine in his desire to help her find Lucien.
Perhaps he loved their Sire as much as she did after all.

Drawing a deep breath, Sophia closed her eyes and set
aside her dislike of Darren, set aside the cold and the wind,
the strange scents and sounds of this foreign city. From
somewhere deep inside herself, she touched the invisible,
unbreakable bond she shared with Lucien. He was her Sire,
the vampire who had ended her life three centuries ago and
given it back to her as something more, something eternal
and strong and beautiful. Sophia loved being Vampire,
delighted in the power it gave her, in the exquisite
heightening of her senses until she could hear the soft fall of
an orchid's blossom on a dark night. Certainly she missed the
feel of the sun against her face, the smell of her skin after a
day at the beach. But it was a small price to pay for what
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she'd gained. And it was all because of Lucien who was
missing and perhaps in trouble.

She stretched out her senses, drawing on all of her
considerable power, and cast a net over the city

Hours later, she opened her eyes, exhaustion seeping
through her pores, weakening every muscle in her body. She
had searched through the night, had followed every trail, no
matter how faint. And there were so many trails—the traces
of Lucien were everywhere in this city. This had been his
home, his lair for hundreds of years. If there was a single
street or alley where he had not walked, she hadn't found it.
But the very pervasiveness of his scent was somehow wrong.
He was alive. She was certain of that. But it was almost as if
he'd intentionally spread himself thin, so thin he barely
existed in his own city anymore.

She shoved herself to her feet, shaking out legs gone
almost numb from sitting in the same position for so long.
Sunrise wasn't far off. She could feel it in the sluggishness of
her blood, the dullness of her nerve endings. The time shift
imposed by her rapid journey from South America only made
it worse. Her body was telling her the sun had already risen,
while her brain knew she still had an hour or so to get
someplace safe and dark. Jet lag was hell on vampires, too.

She wondered if Darren was still about, or if she'd have to
find her own lodgings somewhere in this massive house. It
had been much smaller when she'd been here last, but she
suspected some things hadn't changed. Either way, it hardly
mattered. She'd been providing her own safe havens for
hundreds of years; this morning would be no different.
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She walked wearily back into Lucien's study, just in time to
hear a timid knock on the door. She eyed the closed panel
speculatively. It was a vampire; she knew that much. And it
certainly wasn't Darren tapping so softly. She used power to
release her personal shield and unlock the door. "Come," she
called out as she sank into one of Lucien's chairs.

The vampire who entered was tiny but most definitely
adult, her breasts amply displayed by a tight-bodiced gown
which gave lie to her childlike stature. She had to be very old,
harkening back to a time and place when her diminutive
height would have been the norm among women. But
whatever her age, she had little or no power. Sophia
wondered what it would be like to live that long as Vampire,
but to be so weak that she was forever frozen on the bottom
rungs of power.

The vampire smiled gently, as if she knew what Sophia
was thinking. "Lady Sophia, I am Larissa, Lord Lucien's
secretary."

Something about the way she said the word secretary told
Sophia, she meant it in the old way, an assistant and a
confidante. Sophia had never met her before, so she'd
probably come from one of Lucien's other cities sometime in
the last hundred years, which was how long it had been since
Sophia had been to Vancouver. But if Larissa had been close
to Lucien, she just might know more about what went on with
him than anyone else in the house.

Sophia didn't offer to shake hands. Judging by her manner
and dress, Larissa would not be one of those who embraced
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the modern custom. "Larissa," she said, nodding, "How can I
help you?"

Larissa again gave her that knowing smile. "You are kind,
my lady, but I am here to assist you. You will want a place to
rest, yes?"

Sophia breathed a tired sigh. "I will, thank you. And is
there blood in the house?"

"Of course, my lady."

"Does Lucien still maintain the guest cottages? If so, is the
smallest available, the one in the gardens?"

"The fire is already lit, my lady. Lucien was well familiar
with your preferences. Shall I send the blood to the cottage,
then?"

"That would be most appreciated. Thank you, Larissa." She
stood and started to turn away, but then frowned as the
meaning of Larissa's words penetrated her tired brain.

"Wait!" she called out. "Lucien told you I was coming to
Vancouver?"

Larissa nodded. "Some weeks ago," she replied. "He told
me you would be coming, my lady, and he left something for
you. Only for you, he said."

Sophia stared at the tiny female. It had been days since
Lucien had summoned her home, not weeks. "What . . ." She
swallowed hard, suddenly certain that she didn't want to
know the answer. "What did he leave for me?" she made
herself ask anyway.

Larissa crossed to a bookshelf, pulling aside several
volumes to reveal a hidden wall safe. It was the older kind
with a numbered dial rather than a keypad. She spun the dial
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several times and pulled open the door, reaching in to
withdraw a fine, white envelope. Setting it on the shelf, she
carefully closed the safe and replaced the books before
turning to face Sophia once again and holding the envelope
out to her.

Sophia met and held the other vampire's gaze for several
minutes, searching for any sign of betrayal or malice. Finding
none, she accepted the envelope, glancing down to see her
name written in Lucien's extravagant script. Judging by the
weight and heft, it held several sheets of folded paper. She
stared at it a moment, then asked, "Do you know what's in
here?"

"Not all of it, but enough.”

Sophia caught the note of sorrow in Larissa's voice and
looked up, surprised and worried—very worried—to see the
sheen of tears in her eyes. "Larissa?"

"Read what's there, Sophia," she whispered. She backed
away and turned to leave, pausing by the door to say, "If you
need anything, my lady, you have only to ask. I'm here . . . in
this house. Always." She pulled open the door and was gone,
leaving Sophia to fear that Lucien had gotten himself into a
mess that even he could not get himself out of. She could
only hope it was nothing more than that.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Four

North of Seattle, Washington

The sleek, black limo glided through the sturdy gates of
the new Seattle compound. They still called it that, although,
in truth, it was no longer in Seattle. That city, once a haven
for those seeking to get away from the crowds and congestion
of places like L.A. and San Francisco, had become the very
thing they'd tried to escape.

For Raphael's vampires, that meant their old compound,
which had once been located on ten acres of isolated
countryside, had found itself in the middle of a crowded
suburb. It had taken some time, but his people had finally
located a suitable new site in the hills some distance from
Seattle. They'd bought up adjoining parcels this time, until
they had a hundred acres as a hedge against future
expansion. The new compound had taken nearly as long to
build as it had to find the site. There were no humans
Raphael would trust with such a commission, and those few
vampires who were both trustworthy and sufficiently skilled
were in great demand. Of course, they were also his own
children, which gave him a certain priority in requesting their
services, but above everything else, Raphael was a
businessman. He wasn't about to demand that any of his
vampires sacrifice their businesses just to save him a bit of
time. Not unless it was absolutely necessary.

The limo took the final curve of the driveway and the main
building came into view from behind the trees. Wei Chen,
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head of the Seattle nest, emerged onto the steps along with
several others, standing under the gray, concrete overhang,
waiting to greet him.

Cyn sat next to him in the limo, her long leg warm against
his, their fingers laced together. She'd been extra vigilant
since his nightmare, almost obsessive about his security. She
was armed, as always—a .9 mm Glock in a shoulder rig
beneath her jacket—but she was also wearing a second
identical weapon tucked against her lower back, into the
waistband of her slacks. She hadn't even tried to hide it from
him and had made clear her preference that he remain in the
car until she'd checked out who and what waited for them.
His woman, his very human mate, thought it appropriate to
put herself in danger for his protection. As if the phalanx of
vampire guards deployed around them weren't enough, as if
he wasn't visiting one of his own nests where every vampire
present was pledged to him personally . . . or as if he wasn't
fully capable of protecting himself and her, as well.

A wisp of pain tugged at his awareness and he stared out
the rain-darkened window at the new compound's stark gray
concrete and redwood construction, at the solemn faces of his
assembled vampires.

"What's wrong?" Cyn asked abruptly.

He turned his head to meet her gaze, her green eyes
boring into his with a sure knowledge of his moods.

"I'm not certain," he admitted. "Something . . ." His voice
trailed away as he tried to capture whatever it was that had
caught his attention. But there was so much emotion among
the vampires in that building—fear and grief, as well as pain
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at the terrible loss they'd suffered. Surely that was it, that
two of their number had been wiped from the earth as if
they'd never existed, their flames extinguished in seconds as
their shocked cries bit into his soul. But that wasn't it. Or that
wasn't everything. His gaze sharpened.

"Stop," he commanded. His driver hit the brakes, bringing
the limo to a full stop before his conscious mind was aware of
what he was doing. Raphael was only vaguely cognizant of
the alarm spreading through the ranks of his security, of
Cyn's voice calling his name as he opened the car door and
stepped out into the wet night.

Wei Chen and the others hurried toward him, their faces
creased with concern.

"My lord." Raphael's lieutenant, Duncan, appeared at his
side, while his Security Chief, Juro, calmly deployed various
personnel to accommodate this new development. There was
very little that could rattle Juro; it was why Raphael had
chosen him.

"Sire." Wei Chen was out of breath from the dash through
the rain, testimony to his lack of any kind of routine physical
activity.

Raphael lifted his head, his gaze searching the elegant face
of the building, his heart aching at the pain he felt there.
"Jeremy," he realized suddenly. He turned an inquiring gaze
upon Wei Chen, his black eyes beginning to gleam silver with
anger. "What's happened, Wei Chen? Where's Jeremy?"

The nest leader met Raphael's regard without flinching.
"His house was attacked earlier, my lord. His mate, Mariane—
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Raphael had stopped listening. He was already moving,
heading for the main entrance, following a trail of pain that
was as clear as if it were painted on the ground before him.

Wei Chen hurried to keep up with him. "Jeremy is in the
infirmary with her, Sire. He's sharing his blood—"

"It will not be enough," Raphael said, knowing it was true.
He pushed through the heavy glass doors, heedless of
everything but the need of his child pulling him down the hall.
One turn and another, and he was striding into what passed
for an infirmary on the vampire compound.

It was a smallish room. Vampires rarely required more
than a donor's blood and a few hours rest, and only the
youngest vampires or the most serious injuries demanded
even that. But in the far corner, beneath the dim glow of a
wall lamp, a young woman lay in a bed that seemed too big
for her delicate frame. Her face was nearly as pale as the
sheets she lay upon, the white bindings upon her legs and
arms still soaked with her life's blood.

"Jeremy."

The vampire looked up at the sound of his Sire's voice, his
face a mask of grief, streaked with the dried blood of his
tears. "My lord," he said brokenly, falling to his knees. "It's
not enough. My blood . . . It's not enough." His voice cracked
as he began to sob, great wracking sounds that tore at
Raphael's soul.

He went to the broken vampire, holding him as he would a
child, his child, reborn as Vampire less than thirty years ago.
Jeremy buried his face against his Sire's hip and Raphael
stroked his head in comfort, examining the woman, Mariane,
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as he did so. He noted the shallow rise and fall of her chest,
the sluggish beat of her heart, which was barely managing to
push the blood through her body. The flesh of her fingers was
already pale and cold, as her body shut down her extremities
in favor of saving what vital organs it could.

"It is not too late, Jeremy," Raphael said for his vampire's
ears only. "Let me help her."

Jeremy's head came up, hope warring with possessiveness
for a brief moment before he nodded. "I would beg you, my
lord, if it would help her."

Raphael shook his head chidingly. "You are my own, blood
of my blood. And Mariane is yours."

He gently disengaged from Jeremy and shrugged out of his
suit jacket, letting the expensive garment fall heedlessly. He
was aware of Cyn standing close behind him, aware of her
hands catching the jacket as it fell, handing it off to someone
else as he walked around to the opposite side of the bed. She
followed, staying close by his side, and his heart wrenched at
the thought of her lying in this sterile bed instead of poor
Mariane.

Without pausing, he rolled up his sleeve and used his fangs
to slice through the skin of his wrist and open a vein. Sitting
on the bed and bending over the young woman, he placed his
wrist over her mouth, letting the first few drops fall through
her open lips. Jeremy hovered across from him, holding his
mate's hand, whispering in her ear of his love for her,
encouraging her to drink, to live for him.

Mariane's throat moved spasmodically, her body forcing
her to swallow before the blood choked her. Something
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stirred behind her closed eyelids and she swallowed again,
and then again, before her thin, pale hands came up to hold
Raphael's life-giving wrist to her mouth. She began to suck
greedily at the bounty that was his blood—the blood of a
vampire lord, more powerful than anything produced in
centuries of human medical research.

She was suckling like a hungry child, and Jeremy's avid
gaze was fixed on the physical connection between his Sire
and his mate. His stress over that contact was growing with
every second. Vampires were possessive creatures, even one
so new as Jeremy. Raphael pulled his wrist away carefully,
letting Jeremy take the woman's hands when she would have
grabbed for more. She mewed unhappily at the loss, and
Jeremy covered her lips with a kiss, licking the blood from her
mouth and feeding it back to her as their tongues twined.

Duncan handed Raphael a warm, wet towel to clean the
blood from his arm. He remained seated on the bed, absently
wiping the towel over his wrist as he watched Jeremy kiss
Mariane's hungry mouth. He handed the towel back to
Duncan and held out his hand to Cyn. She came to him,
placing her hand on his shoulder, dropping her cheek briefly
to brush against his head.

"Jeremy."

The other vampire looked up, his eyes wary, his fingers
tightening anxiously on Mariane's pale hands.

Raphael rolled down his shirt sleeve casually, the self-
inflicted wound already healing. He stood, taking Cyn's hand
and pulling her into the circle of light. "My mate," he said for
Jeremy's benefit. He lifted Cyn's fingers to his lips. "Cynthia."
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Jeremy's entire body relaxed at those words. If Raphael
had a mate of his own, he could not be interested in stealing
Mariane. Raphael understood. "She will be well, Jeremy. And
if you need me further, I am here."

As Raphael prepared to leave, Jeremy fell to his knees,
taking his Sire's hand and kissing it in gratitude. "My lord . .
." His voice broke with emotion. "Sire. Thank you."

Raphael disengaged his hand lightly, resting it instead on
Jeremy's bent head. "You are my child," he murmured. There
was nothing else that needed saying.

He looked up and met his lieutenant's eyes, letting a little
bit of his anger show for the first time since arriving.
"Duncan."

"Yes, my lord." Duncan turned and began hustling the
gathered vampires from the room, murmuring orders via a
throat mike to Juro and the others. Cynthia held out
Raphael's jacket, holding it as he slipped it over his arms and
up onto his shoulders, her hands smoothing it across his back
before he turned to face her. Unshed tears filled her eyes and
he smiled. His Cyn wore a mask of toughness, a shield
against a world that had shown her little love for most of her
life. But there was a soft spot that only he could touch. He
pulled her close, kissing her gently.

"Lubimaya," he whispered.

Her warm fingers lingered on his jaw, then slipped behind
his neck to tug him closer and press her forehead against his.
"When do we go after the bastards who did this?" she
murmured.
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He pulled back to meet her fierce gaze with one of his
own. "Very soon, my Cyn." He urged her out of the room, his
hand resting low on her back. "We will hunt them to the ends
of the earth."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Five

Raphael allowed Wei Chen to lead the way from the
infirmary. He'd seen enough blueprints of this new compound
that he didn't need a guide, but this was the first time he'd
been here since its completion. A visit had been planned for
the near future, albeit under very different circumstances.
Who could have foreseen the murder of two of his own, the
attempted murder of a third and . . . His jaw tightened at
what had been done to Mariane. She had been defenseless
against them. She wasn't a warrior, not like his Cyn. But he
was all too aware that even Cyn could be overwhelmed when
faced with that sort of brutality.

He pulled her closer with the slight pressure of his fingers.
She obliged, but glanced up at him, questioning. He gave her
a faint smile meant to be reassuring, although he knew it
didn't succeed. It would have been easier, he thought, if he'd
fallen in love with a stupid woman, or at least one willing to
ignore the more troublesome aspects of life. Cyn was none of
those things. She was smart and intuitive, especially, it
seemed, when it came to him, and her preferred method of
dealing with trouble was to confront it head on. It was
precisely those qualities that had drawn him to her in the first
place—the first time they'd met, when she'd been smart
enough to fear him, but too stubborn to give in to that fear.

He admired that about her. But it also terrified him when
he thought about all the things in the world that could rip
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through that stubbornness and tear her apart. Like they had
Mariane.

Their group moved into the gathering room of the
compound's main building, a spacious living space with high
ceilings and a wall of glass granting a spectacular view down
the hillside, across the city far below and on to the distant
bay. It was early enough that the city was still full of light,
but the ocean was a black, empty space, too remote for the
tiny running lights from the boats anchored there to be seen.

The room was furnished casually, with leather couches and
armchairs scattered about in an almost random pattern. Since
only vampires lived here, the heavy furniture was moved
about to suit whoever was using the room at any given time.

Taking Cyn with him, he made his way to a collection of
several large armchairs positioned directly in front of the
window, but facing inward. His security people spread
throughout the room, with a couple stationed behind him,
between his chair and the empty window. The windows were
bulletproof, of course, and the possibility of an attack
negligible within the compound, but it was a risk Juro would
not be willing to take.

He sat down, nodding for Wei Chen and the others to sit
with him. Duncan took up his usual station to his master's
left, while Cyn slouched on the wide arm of the chair to his
right, leaning in to rest her arm on his near shoulder. She still
wore her weapons, despite the fact they were now safely
within not just the compound, but the building itself with its
formidable security. She and Duncan had joined forces in
urging him not to make this trip, saying it was too dangerous.
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What if it was a trap? What if the humans were killing his
vampires one by one to lure in the biggest prize of all—not
just a vampire, but a vampire lord? He forced back a growl at
the memory of their arguments, all of which he'd rejected. He
had to be here. These were his vampires who were dying.

"My lord."

Raphael was jerked out of his thoughts by Wei Chen's soft
voice. He speared the nest leader with a fierce gaze. "I want
details, Wei Chen. Everything you've discovered about these
murders and who's behind them."

"Of course, my lord." He gestured at a vampire sitting next
to him. "Loren is our security—"

"I am aware of who Loren is," Raphael interrupted coldly.

Wei Chen's lips trembled slightly. "Forgive me, my lord.
Would you prefer Loren to—"

"I don't care who gives the report, as long as someone
starts talking."

The nest leader paled so badly that Raphael feared he
would topple over where he sat. As a vampire, Wei Chen's
power was greater than any other vampire in the nest,
although not nearly as strong as most of Raphael's closest
security staff. However, Wei Chen was not a fighter, which
was why he lived here. The Seattle compound reflected its
environs. This had never been a high risk area before the
recent murders. The vampires here maintained a fairly low
profile. They were mostly professionals, many of them
computer experts of one sort or another—vampire geeks Cyn
called them in private. Most worked exclusively via computer
or phone, rarely if ever meeting in person with their clients

38



Sophia
by D. B. Reynolds

and/or human counterparts. Wei Chen was a financial
consultant, chosen to lead the compound because of his
corporate mentality and a natural ability to manage others.

"Loren, perhaps you could give us the specific details of
what has happened thus far," Duncan, ever the diplomat,
said, easing the tension which had been sucking the air out of
the room.

Loren glanced at Duncan, then met Raphael's gaze and
gave a self-assured nod. He opened a folder on his lap and
began speaking. "Sire, as you know there have been two
previous attacks, three now, after this vicious assault on
Jeremy's mate. I think it probable that the target of this latest
atrocity was, in fact, Jeremy himself, that—"

"It was." They all looked up as Jeremy walked slowly into
the room, his exhaustion obvious, but his face full of
determination. "They tortured Mariane, trying to force her to
reveal my location. She refused."

"Jeremy," Raphael acknowledged. "Your mate?"

"She is well, my lord, thanks to you. I bless whatever
chance of fate brought you here this evening. A human doctor
from your retinue is examining her—"

"Peter Saephan," Raphael confirmed. "He is an excellent
healer, and I have trusted him with the life of my own mate
on more than one occasion." He twisted his mouth in a wry
smile, acknowledging to himself if to no one else, the reality
that repeatedly drew Cyn into situations requiring Dr.
Saephan's skilled care.

"I will tell Mariane. Thank you, my lord."
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Raphael nodded a silent acknowledgment, but Jeremy
lingered, his thin frame vibrating with the effort of
maintaining his dignity in the face of tonight's terrible trauma.
He seemed to be warring with himself over some internal
debate, until finally he approached Raphael and dropped to
his knees.

"I was with her, my lord," Jeremy whispered. "I was
there." His eyes, when they met Raphael's, were full of guilt.
"But I couldn't reach her. I tried," he said desperately, more
to convince himself, Raphael thought, than anyone else.

Jeremy drew a deep breath and seemed to gather himself.
His back stiffened and when he spoke next, his voice with
firm with resolve, "I am not a soldier, my lord. I know this.
But I wish to join you in bringing down these animals. The
blood of my mate has earned me a place in the hunt."”

Raphael heard the unvoiced desperation in his plea.
Jeremy's blood had not been enough to save Mariane's life.
That it was Raphael's blood which saved her lessened the pain
of his failure, because Raphael was master to every vampire
in this compound, his power so far beyond theirs that it
transcended description. But still, his failure to save his mate
himself would sting. He could, however, avenge this attack on
her.

"Your assistance will be invaluable, Jeremy. You know the
area and you know the people. And through you, your mate
can tell us much about these creatures who dared attack her.
On my word, Jeremy, they will pay the ultimate price."
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Jeremy's head fell to his chest, his long, dark hair covering
his face before he raised eyes now brimming with gratitude.
"Thank you, Sire."

Raphael studied his child carefully, noting the tension in
his stiff gait as he climbed to his feet and took a chair nearby.
He ached for Jeremy and would rather have spared him the
retelling of the night's awful events, but it was necessary. And
far better that Jeremy tell him, than ask Mariane to relive it.

Loren moved to sit next to Jeremy and began a low-voiced
conversation. Cyn took the opportunity to lean close to
Raphael's ear and whisper, "Will he know what happened?"
Her question was voiced softly enough that, even in a room
full of vampires, it was for him only.

Raphael responded in kind, saying, "Jeremy is young, but
they've been mated a few years. His connection to her should
be strong enough for him to have seen most of what
happened. It will be enough." He felt Cyn breathe out a sigh
of relief next to him.

"Jeremy," Raphael said more loudly.

The vampire immediately cut off whatever he'd been
saying to Loren and faced Raphael.

"My mate, Cynthia, will begin the questioning. She is a
trained and experienced investigator, quite skilled in these
matters, especially when it comes to humans. Her insight will
be particularly helpful."

Cyn sat up straight, leaving a cool spot on his arm as she
withdrew the warmth of her body. Raphael glanced up at her
and caught a frown of concentration, followed by a gentle
smile for Jeremy.
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"T'll start with some questions about the events of that
afternoon," she said. "It will be painful for you, and I'm sorry.
I wouldn't ask if it wasn't absolutely necessary, please believe
that. But every detail matters. You never know what might be
the one thing that gives them away."

Jeremy nodded, swallowing nervously.

Cyn leaned forward, her posture and gaze intent. "Okay,
let's start with the basics. Was Mariane home when these
guys broke into the house?"

He shook his head, his gaze haunted. "She was out. Our
house is very secure, but they smashed through the back
door with an ax. They must have hidden their vehicles and
waited for her to return. I knew when she arrived home, I felt
her presence—she always enters through the front door—and
then I felt her terror. They grabbed her before she even
realized they were there."

"Is Mariane normally awake during the day?" Cyn asked.
"Forgive me if this is private, but . . . she doesn't sleep with
you?"

"Most days she does, yes. But on some days, she remains
awake to run errands. She shops in Cooper's Rest, which is
the small town near here, and on rare occasions she drives
down to the city below. She buys food for herself and does
whatever else needs doing. There's the mail to be picked up,
of course. And sometimes . . . sometimes Mariane simply
wants to enjoy the sunlight.”

Cyn nodded, and Raphael knew she would understand
Mariane's need for sunlight. It was the same reason Cyn kept
her condo just down the beach from his estate. She didn't live
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there anymore, but she still spent time there on occasion,
sitting in the sunlight, walking along the water in the warm
sand.

Cyn spoke again, drawing Raphael out of his reverie. "Does
she follow a routine? Maybe certain days of the week, every
other Monday or something?"

Jeremy frowned, concentrating. "Perhaps. Not specific
days, but she does go into town at least twice a month.
Usually in the morning. And when she comes home, she
remains awake—cleaning, making phone calls, sometimes
sitting on the porch if the weather is nice."

"Who would know about this besides you?" Cyn asked.
"Does she have any friends here? Maybe someone she meets
for coffee? Does she go anyplace in particular?"

Raphael saw Jeremy's brow lower in a troubled frown. He
was a very young vampire and his relationship with Mariane
even newer. The suggestion that she could be meeting
anyone, possibly even another male, while Jeremy slept
would rouse his possessive instincts. And unlike Raphael, who
was old enough and powerful enough to sense whatever Cyn
was doing at all times, Jeremy would not usually have a link
strong enough to follow his mate through a normal,
uneventful few hours. It was only the traumatic nature of the
attack that had forced their link into full-blown awareness for
the duration. That and the fact that, while Jeremy had
probably been sleeping in a vault below ground, he would not
have been far from where Mariane was being brutally
assaulted.
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"She goes to the post office," Jeremy was repeating. "And
the grocery store. I've never gone with her. I don't generally
go into town at all. My business is at home, mostly via
computer or phone. The truth is, unless they're Vampire, 1
very rarely meet anyone in person, not even my clients."

"What is your business?" she asked. Raphael had seen her
do this before, using routine questions to relax the subject.

"I'm an accountant, a CPA. I do taxes mostly."

"How well did you know Marco? Or Preston?" Cyn asked,
naming the two dead vampires.

Jeremy shook his head. "I knew them, naturally. We'd met
a handful of times, I suppose, here at the compound. I didn't
do their taxes or anything, if that's what you're asking. They
did their own. Computer geeks, you know," he gave a half
smile. "They've got a program for everything." His smile fled.
"Or they did."

"Okay." Cyn was still sitting next to him, close enough that
Raphael felt her draw a fortifying breath before continuing.
She was no more eager to hear the details of this outrage
than Jeremy was to tell them, but she would do what needed
to be done. He rested his hand lightly against her back,
offering his support.

"I need you to tell me what happened during the attack,
Jeremy. I'm going to ask that you leave nothing out, no
matter how ugly, no matter how painful. I'll try not to
interrupt you with questions; I'll save those for later. Just
take your time."

Jeremy glanced from Cyn to Raphael and back, then
nodded and began talking.
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By the time the story had been told in full, with Jeremy's
voice breaking over and over again as he was forced to
remember his mate's agony, the anger of Raphael's vampires
was a sharp, bitter tide of emotion in the room. He scanned
them slowly, sharing their outrage, but mindful, too, of the
potential for disaster. Their anger would be useful once they
began hunting their prey, but that would not happen tonight.
He was aware of Duncan standing next to him, hyperalert and
as watchful as Raphael himself. From across the room, Juro
met his gaze silently, shifting slightly to block the closed
doors.

And sitting beside him, tears overflowing her eyes as she
listened to the story, her hands fisted in a frustrated anger of
her own, was his Cyn.

"I'd recognize their voices," Jeremy was saying, his voice
all but a whisper now. "But I didn't see any of their faces.
They kept those black ski masks on the whole time. And when
I woke at last, they were gone. When I saw her . . . I was
nearly mad with grief. The only thing keeping me sane was
the need to get help for her. I knew she was alive, barely, but
alive. Colin was trying to help when I—"

Cyn straightened abruptly. "Colin?" she repeated. "Who's
Colin?"

Jeremy blinked. "He's, I guess—"

"Colin Murphy," Loren provided. "He's sort of the police in
Cooper's Rest."

Cyn scowled. "Sort of? How can someone be sort of the
police? I thought you guys were under the County Sheriff's
jurisdiction."
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"We are," the security chief agreed reluctantly. "But we're
a long way from the nearest Sheriff's station. They're not
eager to drive all the way out here, and frankly, we're not
that eager to call them. And it's not just us either," he added,
indicating his fellow vampires. "The human locals here about
tend to be loners for the most part. There's probably more
than a few survivalists among them, although not all will
admit to it.

"Colin Murphy's a former Navy SEAL. He did more than ten
years before he decided to get out while he still had a few
bones intact. The stories he tells . . ." Loren shook his head
admiringly, before looking around and cleaning his throat.
"That is, he's a skillful guy. Knows weapons, martial arts,
tactics, and a bunch of other stuff I'm sure he can't talk
about. He came here with a buddy when he got out, a guy
named Garry McWaters. McWaters grew up here, but he
didn't stay long. His family were all dead or moved away, and
he couldn't take the weather anymore.

"But for some reason, Colin stuck. He's a good guy. Takes
care of nuisance calls, checks on the old ladies, hustles the
drunks out of town, that sort of thing. If someone suspected
something bad was going on over at Jeremy's that day, Colin
would be the one they'd call."

Cyn returned her attention to Jeremy. "So this Colin was
there when you woke up?"

Jeremy nodded. "I think he was calling an ambulance or
something. He had his phone out, and I knew even then that
he was trying to help, but . . . I kind of went off on him
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anyway." He looked away uncomfortably, still young enough
to be embarrassed by what he saw as a loss of control.

"Your mate was under attack," Raphael reassured him.
"You lay there for hours, knowing what was happening, and
unable to come to her aid. And then you woke to find a
human with his hands on her." He shook his head slightly.
"This Colin Murphy is lucky to be alive. I don't know if I could
have shown such restraint.”

Jeremy flushed with pleasure at Raphael's praise, then
drew a breath and continued more strongly. "Colin backed
away as soon as he saw me. I picked up Mariane and brought
her here."

"I should talk to him," Cyn said, turning to Raphael. It was
more of a statement than a suggestion, but Raphael
hesitated. "I need to know what he found when he got there,
Raphael," she added in a low, urgent voice. "It's possible he
arrived soon after the attackers left. He might have seen
something more, something Jeremy didn't notice because he
was so focused on Mariane. Besides, if he's the law in town, it
might be useful to have him on board with our investigation.
If nothing else, he knows the people and that gives our own
hunt the imprimatur of the local authorities, such as they
are."

Loren was watching Raphael, waiting for his decision.

"Arrange a meeting for tomorrow night," Raphael told him.

"T'll see to it," Loren said immediately.

Raphael stood and everyone stood with him. "Thank you,
Jeremy. I know this was painful. Return to your mate, now.
She needs you."
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Jeremy bowed briefly. "Thank you, Sire." The vampire was
visibly exhausted. Even with Raphael's assistance, the
depletion of Jeremy's strength would be severe, his mate's
need a constant drain. He paused for a few seconds, long
enough to steady himself before walking slowly out of the
room.

Raphael raked his gaze over the remaining vampires. "An
outrage has been perpetrated on us, and it will not stand. No
one . .. no one touches what is mine and lives. Prepare
yourselves, gentlemen. Tomorrow, we hunt."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Six

Vancouver, British Columbia

True to Larissa's word, the cottage was already warm by
the time Sophia made her way through the garden. Given the
size of Lucien's manse, she was certain there were plenty of
guest rooms in its basement. But she preferred the privacy of
these old cottages, and this one in particular. Although
spacious enough for comfort, it was nonetheless the smallest
of the three guest houses and the farthest from the main
building. But it was also the most secure. Like all the others,
the windows were for show only, completely blocked by
sealed metal shutters inside. That alone made it safe enough
for most vampires. But this particular cottage also had a
basement level, accessed through a hidden door beneath the
floor of the generous closet. Decades ago, Lucien had shown
it to her, the last time she'd visited him here in Vancouver.

Sophia opened her suitcase and began hanging up the few
clothes she'd brought with her, delaying the inevitable
moment when she'd have to open Lucien's envelope. She held
up a wrinkled silk blouse, wondered if it was worth getting the
thing cleaned and pressed, when there was a knock on the
cottage door. She listened carefully first, then reached out
with her vampiric senses. It was a human male, probably one
of the servants with her blood.

She dropped the blouse and crossed the room, verifying
before opening the door that no one but the single human
waited on the other side. The cottage's low light cast a yellow

49



Sophia
by D. B. Reynolds

square of illumination on the man who stood on the narrow
porch step. He was taller than she was—most men were
anymore—although this one was not by much. She judged
him to be in his late twenties, pretty, slender and boyish in
the way she liked her men to be these days. His dark good
looks and soft brown eyes reminded her of the lovely young
men so common to the cafes and clubs she frequented in Rio
de Janeiro. She eyed him appreciatively, up and down,
frowning when she saw that his hands were empty. Maybe
this wasn't her blood delivery, after all.

"Mistress," he whispered, those big eyes lingering briefly
on her face before dropping submissively.

Sophia barely managed to hide her grimace of distaste.
She'd forgotten Lucien's penchant for blood slaves, which
meant he rarely had bagged blood on hand. Not that his
slaves weren't willing donors—Lucien didn't keep any other
kind. And it wasn't that she objected to taking blood from the
vein. Quite the contrary. All of her young men in Rio were
very much aware of what she was and more than willing to
spend a night, or longer, with her. It was a rare thing that
she resorted to bagged blood anymore.

But none of her lovers were blood slaves, either, those
men and women who existed solely to be used by their
vampire masters, humans who hungered for the sexual
release that such use provided. It was an addiction every bit
as powerful as the drugs sold in dark alleys all over the world.
And like any addiction, it could be used as a weapon against
the addict, forcing them to perform unspeakable acts, to
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endure horrific treatment that too frequently crossed the line
into torture.

Lucien's slaves were all well cared for, however. She gave
him that much. Abuse was never tolerated, not in this house.
Even so, his slaves were so . . . pathetically eager. With an
emphasis on the pathetic.

She sighed. It was too late to arrange for something less
personal, so it was either this lovely young man or she'd have
to wait until tomorrow night. She suspected tomorrow would
be even worse than today because the one thing she knew,
there would be nothing good in that elegant envelope of
Lucien's.

She stepped back. "Come in, gato."

The slave was certainly skilled. Sophia wondered if Lucien
had perhaps trained this one himself. Her Sire was quite the
hedonist when it came to his lovers, choosing men and
women equally. And always the pretty ones.

Aurelio—probably not his real name, but one chosen to
appeal to her—moaned softly as she pulled him away from
her naked breast, fisting a hand in his dark hair and tugging
lazily. He twisted his head away obediently, baring his neck in
a fine, taut line of golden skin. There wasn't time for a true
seduction, but she had played with him a bit, letting him earn
his pleasure, building the anticipation. She might not keep
any blood slaves of her own, but she understood them,
understood their need to earn their reward. An odd sort of
reward in her mind, but, as the French were wont to say,
chacun ses gouts. Although she was fairly certain that not
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even the most esoteric of gourmands had actual blood
drinking in mind.

Pretty Aurelio whimpered when she teased him, rolling him
over until he was beneath her, licking a long line down his
neck and breathing against it softly, smiling when the skin
prickled with goose bumps. Her fangs punctured the soft
velvet of his vein without warning. He groaned, a guttural
sound of pure pleasure as his already stiff cock hardened
even further against her thigh. Sophia drank deeply, relishing
that first hot rush of blood down her throat, feeling it spread
throughout her body, replenishing tissues dehydrated by the
long flight and the stress of everything that had happened
since. She was suddenly glad Lucien kept his stable of blood
slaves. She'd needed this; no bagged blood could have
nourished her so completely.

One more long draught and she began to slow, careful to
take only what she needed, only what the human male could
afford. A few more delicate sips, savoring the bouquet of his
blood, untainted as it was by alcohol or drugs, and she
withdrew her fangs slowly, pausing to nip playfully as his
flesh before licking his skin clean and closing the small
wounds.

Sophia closed her eyes, sated and ready to rest, the long
journey catching up with her at last. But there was Aurelio to
tend to. He lay perfectly still beneath her, so careful to make
no demand for his own completion, but she could feel his
heart pounding, could hear the heated thrumming of his blood
as it headed in a single direction. Toward that ever hardening
shaft between his legs.
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Sophia let her gaze travel along his sweat-sheened body,
always willing to admire a beautiful male form. She trailed her
hand slowly over the curve of his collarbones, down past the
flat, hairless planes of his solid chest until she encountered
the silky line of hair arrowing straight to his groin. She purred
quietly in approval as her fingers closed around his straining
erection, feeling him tremble beneath her as he struggled to
remain still.

She stroked him slowly at first, admiring his discipline,
admiring even more the fine piece of flesh she held in her
hand. As hard as marble, it was satiny smooth and elegantly
shaped. Long and thick with a well-formed head, the narrow
scar of his circumcision so exquisitely sensitive that he
shivered every time she touched it, which she did again,
delighting in his moan of entreaty, begging her wordlessly to
release him.

"Sssshh, Aurelito," she bent to murmur against his ear.
"Are you ready to come for me?"

His eyelids fluttered, his cock jumping in her hand. "Yes,
please, mistress," he whispered.

Sophia tightened her hold on him, squeezing and releasing
as she played her fingers over the warm, golden skin. "Then,
come for me, gato. Come now."

Aurelio's eyes flew open, rolling back in his skull until only
the whites were visible, grunting low in his throat as he thrust
uncontrollably against her hand, his long-delayed orgasm
spurting between her fingers, onto his thighs and belly until
he was spent.
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Sophia remained still, giving him time to recover, letting
his heart and breathing slow to something approaching
normal. She waited as long as she could, but the sun was
very close now and she wanted to be underground before it
arrived.

"Aurelio," she said softly.

His eyes opened, cheeks flaming red with embarrassment.
"Forgive me, my lady," he said immediately. "I didn't mean—"

"Be calm. You served me well."

"Thank you, my lady," he said fervently. He grabbed the
loose, linen pants he'd worn to the door and wiped himself
quickly before standing and pulling the now sticky garment up
his legs and tightening the drawstring closure.

Sophia eyed his tight ass appreciatively as he did so,
wishing she'd had longer to play tonight.

But it was not to be.

She stood, barefoot, but still fully dressed, except for her
shirt, which gaped open, her breasts displayed, the nipples
flushed and hard after Aurelio's dedicated attention. The
blood slave cast surreptitious glances at her, but Sophia made
no move to cover herself. She took pleasure in the knowledge
of her body's appeal to males, whether human or vampire.

"Thank you, Aurelio," she said, opening the door to the
garden. "I am very pleased."

"Thank you, mistress. It was my honor."

Sophia watched him hurry into the cold night, shivering in
sympathy of the few clothes he wore. Perhaps one became
used to these temperatures if one lived here long enough.
Closing the door quickly, she locked and bolted it, then turned
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and stared at Lucien's envelope where it sat on a charming
antique bureau.

Sighing impatiently, she shook off a curious sense of
foreboding and crossed immediately to the bureau. She
picked up the letter, taking it with her as she hurried to the
closet and its secret entrance. Taking the few steep stairs
downward, she closed and locked the door behind her, then
sank onto the thick mattress which served as a bed in the
tight quarters.

Legs crossed beneath her, she slid a scarlet fingernail
beneath the seal and sliced it open, withdrawing a single,
folded sheet of paper. A photograph tumbled to the floor and
she bent over to pick it up, frowning at the three people
pictured there. Two men and a woman. None of whom she
knew.

Laying the photograph aside, she unfolded the piece of
heavy linen writing paper and found it covered in Lucien's
handwriting. Sophia's heart sank as she began to read.
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Chapter Seven

Raphael sighed as the vault door closed behind him and he
listened as Cyn locked them in with a series of muted thuds.
This room was below ground, accessed by a private elevator
and reserved for his exclusive use when visiting the Seattle
compound. All of his vampires here slept their days
underground, secure in a state-of-the-art vault like this one,
which, once closed, could be opened only from the inside,
except by Raphael or the nest's leader or security chief.
Within the larger vault, each vampire had a private sleeping
chamber. Raphael's private room was in a separate wing,
more spacious and better appointed, but it was no more or
less secure than those of the other vampires in the
compound.

Cyn threw her leather jacket over a chair, slipped off the
shoulder holster and popped the magazine from her Glock
before coming close enough to lean into him and wrap her
arms around his waist. "I'm sorry about Marco and Preston,"
she said. "They were with you a long time."

Raphael circled her slender shoulders and pulled her
against his chest, taking comfort from her presence. "I'm glad
you're here," he admitted.

"I told you," she teased gently. "Besides, after that last
New Mexico trip of yours, I swore I'd never let you leave me
behind again. I was miserable the whole time you were
gone."
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Raphael smiled into her sweet-smelling hair and let himself
be distracted from the horrible night. "Were you?" he asked.

She jabbed him in the side. "Like you weren't. Besides,
who will take care of you if I'm not here?"

"Duncan? Juro, perhaps?"

"Don't be obtuse."

"Obtuse. I suppose that's better than your usual epithet."

"Which one would that be?"

Raphael snorted dismissively. "I'm hardly going to provide
ammunition for my own execution."

"Don't be a baby."

"Hmmm," he murmured, gliding his hands down over her
back to cup her ass. "Not what I had in mind, no."

Cyn pressed herself closer, rising up onto her toes to reach
his mouth. "How long before sunrise?"

"More than an hour, sweet Cyn."

"We'll have to hurry then."

Raphael laughed, and it felt good. He swept her up in his
arms, crossed to the bed in a few strides and dropped her
onto its wide expanse. "Clothes, /lubimaya," he said. "Off."

"You're such a romantic," she murmured as she kicked off
her boots, then lay back on the bed to unbutton and unzip
her slacks, shimmying them under her sweet ass and down
her legs in a way that had his cock growing heavy against his
thighs. He tore off his own clothing, tossing it to one side as
he watched Cyn tug her sweater over her head, leaving her in
nothing but a sheer bra that enticed more than it covered and
a matching bit of lace between her legs.
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Raphael eyed that bit of lace and growled as he shed the
last of his own clothing, prowling over to the bed and tugging
her closer, until her hips rode the very edge. "Off," he
repeated with a snarl. He snapped the two thin bits of satin
holding the triangle of lace in place and tossed it over his
shoulder. He reached for the bra, but Cyn was already there,
freeing her beautiful breasts as he spread her legs around his
hips and slipped his hands beneath her ass, holding her open
to him.

"Raphael," she said breathlessly.

Scenting her arousal, he plunged into her tight sheath
without warning, pushing himself in as deep as he could go.
She was ready for him, as he'd known she would be, and she
hummed with pleasure as his penetration stretched her open
around his cock, her muscles straining against his thickness.
She shivered with desire, growing wetter, slicker and hotter,
warming his cock, welcoming him home.

He wanted to fuck her, to slam his cock over and over into
the human heat of her until he forgot everything but the
sheer sensuous pleasure of her luscious body pulsing around
him. Until he was coated in her creamy juices as she
screamed his name.

She looked up, her green eyes narrow and sparking with
desire, her gaze never leaving his as she deliberately began
caressing her own breasts, cupping them provocatively,
squeezing and releasing. She took a nipple between her
thumb and fingers, rolling until it was hard and full, and then
moved to the other breast. She raised her fingers to her
mouth and licked them thoroughly, until they glistened with
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moisture. Raphael watched, his cock throbbing as he began to
move slowly, in and out of her silken body.

Cyn blinked lazily, rubbing those wet fingers over her
breasts, trailing down the flat span of her belly to slip
between the plump folds of her sex. Holding herself open, she
began to circle her clit, her breath catching as he thrust
harder, faster, his arms stretched taut and stiff to either side
of her, so he could watch her play with herself, watch her
sensitive pearl swell with desire, flushing pink with blood as it
responded eagerly to the stimulation of her fingers.

Cyn's breath shuddered from her lungs and she leaned
back, eyes closed, face gleaming with sweat as she fought
her orgasm.

"Come for me, sweet Cyn. Let me feel you shudder around
my cock."

She gave a small moan, trembling as she whispered,
"Raphael."

He stretched forward and took her breast into his mouth,
sucking hard, letting his teeth graze along the soft flesh and
lapping up the small trickle of blood. Cyn's breath grew fast
and shallow, her fingers tangled in his hair now, holding him
close, urging him to grant her other breast the same
treatment. He obliged willingly, swirling his tongue over the
engorged nipple and sucking hard, biting just enough to
release a taste of her succulent blood.

"Oh, God, God. Raphael, please."

"Please what, my Cyn?" he crooned, laving her breast and
driving himself deeper into her body, feeling her growing even
hotter and slicker with every new thrust.
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Her eyes flashed open, her nails scraping down his back as
she nearly screamed her demand. "Raphael!"

He bit her nipple, eliciting a fresh sob of pleasure as he
licked his way between her breasts and over her tender
collarbone, closing his teeth on the taut tendons of her
shoulder before moving up to rub his lips over the swell of her
jugular. He inhaled deeply, smelling the delicious scent of her
blood, the tantalizing aroma of her arousal.

Cyn moaned, tightening her arms around his shoulders,
crushing his chest against the hard mounds of her nipples,
the heavy fullness of her breasts. Her hips were moving in
time with his now, shoving against him, the muscles of her
stomach clenching as her womb convulsed, sending tremors
rippling along his cock deep inside her.

He licked her neck one last time, blowing on the wet skin,
feeling her shiver. "I love you, my Cyn," he whispered against
her heated flesh. As he sank his teeth into her jugular, her
body arched beneath him, the orgasm seizing her hard and
tumbling her into ecstasy. She gasped his name, her breath
stolen away, tears streaming down her cheeks as pleasure
overwhelmed her and she convulsed helplessly in climax.

Raphael let the sweet flow of her blood fill his mouth and
roll down his throat like warm honey, hardening his cock until
he groaned with the need to come. He threw his head back
and roared as he found his own orgasm, pumping his release
deep into his mate's trembling body, feeling her legs tighten
around him, holding him, caressing him, draining him dry.
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Chapter Eight

Lucien's words were still with Sophia when she woke the
next night, sitting like a weight on her chest. She threw aside
the many down-filled blankets, suddenly feeling suffocated
instead of warmed by their presence. A small exertion of her
will and candles flared, lighting the dreary little dungeon
where she'd spent the day.

She folded the letter carefully, touching the single pink
tear staining one corner, evidence of Lucien's regret. Then,
slipping the sheet of paper back into its envelope, she picked
up the photograph of three vampires she'd never known and
now never would. All three of them were dead, destroyed by
human hatred and Lucien's foolishness. But now his stupidity
had reached out to touch others. Dangerous others whom he
somehow expected her to placate and what? Save his
worthless hide while he hid in safety? Typical Lucien, she
thought angrily. Never thinking of anyone but himself—his
pleasure, his curiosity, his damnable sexuality.

Dashing away the remnants of her own tears—not for
Lucien, but for the innocent vampires he'd given over to
death—Sophia stood, shivering as the cold air hit her bare
breasts. She had a momentary flashback of the lovely Aurelio,
with his long, sleek body, and then she set it aside. She might
enjoy her sensual interludes, but she was at heart a woman
of discipline and purpose. Yet another thing she and her Sire
had always disagreed upon.
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Taking the few steps to the trap door, she paused long
enough to ascertain the emptiness of the room above her
before pushing upward and climbing into the cottage proper.
A quick glance assured her nothing had changed in her
absence, that no one had been there while she'd slept
defenseless beneath their feet. She shivered again, with an
entirely different sort of chill, hating the circumstances which
had forced her to be here, hating Lucien for his persistent
self-indulgence which would one day get him killed.

She crossed to the bureau, picked up the old-fashioned
telephone and waited for someone to answer. It didn't take
long.

"My lady?" a smooth male voice responded.

"I need to speak to Larissa."

"Shall I send her, my lady, or—"

"The phone will be fine."

"One moment only."

It was more like ten seconds before she heard Larissa's
delicate voice. "Lady Sophia, how may I serve you?"

"I need to contact Lord Raphael's office, Larissa. Do you
have a number?"

"Of course, my lady. Do you wish to speak with him
personally, or shall I—"

"No," Sophia interrupted quickly. "Someone from his staff
will do. I just need some information from them." Possibly the
last person she wanted to speak to directly at this point was
Raphael. The news she had to deliver was bad. Very bad. Far
better to talk to whoever was heading up his Seattle nest
these days.

62



Sophia
by D. B. Reynolds

"Perhaps his lieutenant, Duncan, then?" Larissa prompted
her.

Duncan, Sophia thought glumly. She'd never met either
the vampire lord or his lieutenant, but Duncan was reputed to
be as powerful as any member of the Vampire Council,
excepting only Raphael himself. She snorted softly. Only
Raphael could hold a vampire as strong as Duncan as his
number two.

"My lady?" Larissa inquired.

"Whoever answers the phone will probably suffice, Larissa.
Thank you."

Sophia hung up the phone and waited, her gaze returning
once again to the photograph. It was a casual shot, taken
with a personal camera. The three of them sat close together,
the woman in the middle with the men's arms entwined
around her in easy affection. The woman was smiling, her
head tilted against the shoulder of one male, her hand resting
on the thigh of the other. But there was wariness in her eyes
as she looked at the camera, a distrustfulness that told
Sophia this woman was probably an older vampire, one used
to living in the shadows and not quite comfortable having her
photo taken. The men had no such reservations, their
expressions were wide open and laughing happily, an evening
spent among friends.

Sophia's heart clenched. Gone. They were all gone. How
old had they been, how many years had they walked the
earth, and what had they witnessed in those years?

"Damn you, Lucien," she whispered again. The phone rang
and she snatched it up, wanting to get this over with.
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"Sophia," a cool, male voice said. "I am Duncan. How may
we help you?"

Sophia froze. Duncan? Why would Raphael's formidable
lieutenant be the one to take her call? She was nobody.
Powerful, yes, but nobody knew about her. She'd never been
to a Council meeting, had never even been seen at Lucien's
side outside of Canada, and that was decades ago.

So why would Duncan pick up the phone when she called
out of the blue?

Maybe because Raphael already suspected what Lucien
had done, and now Sophia was going to be the one to suffer
for it.
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Chapter Nine

North of Seattle, Washington

Raphael woke, filled with a cold and deadly intent.
Yesterday had been for grieving. Tonight was for vengeance.
Cyn stirred slightly beside him, and he looked down at her
where she still slept, curled against him. His arm tightened
over her hip. He'd exhausted her last night. More correctly,
they'd exhausted each other in the ages-old remedy when
confronted with the face of death. A reaffirmation of life, even
if their joining would never produce anything but mutual joy.

He leaned over and kissed her softly awake. Her eyes
flashed open, a smile lighting their mossy depths even as her
expression firmed with purpose. "We have work to do," she
said.

Raphael grinned viciously. They were well matched, he and
his mate.

"We do," he said. "The shower is big enough for two."

Cyn sat up, running her fingers through her tangled hair,
causing her breasts to push forward eagerly. He gave a low
growl of appreciation. Her eyes, when she met his gaze, were
filled with heat. "I've always been a big believer in multi-
tasking," she breathed.

Raphael found Wei Chen and Loren waiting for him
upstairs, deep in conversation with Duncan and Juro. Duncan
crossed the room as soon as Raphael and Cyn entered.

"My lord. Cynthia," he said in greeting. "We received an
unusual request just moments ago. The call was forwarded
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from Malibu, and I do not believe the caller realizes you are
here in Seattle."

Raphael gave him an inquiring look.

"One of Lucien's children, Sophia . . ." Duncan's voice
trailed off and he shook his head. "Her formal name is quite
lengthy, one of those aristocratic, lineage-revealing titles
from old Spain. I don't know that you've met her before, my
lord. I have not."

Raphael frowned thoughtfully, paging back through the
thousands of vampires he'd met over his long life, some only
briefly, others he'd spent decades or more with. He shook his
head. "I don't cross paths with Lucien that often, other than
our annual Council meetings. But his lieutenant is male, so
this Sophia holds no formal position with him that I know of.
What does she want?"

"She has requested permission to enter your territory from
Vancouver. In point of fact, to journey here to the Seattle
area and secure guest privileges at the compound.”

Duncan turned and beckoned to Juro.

"I don't like it," Cyn said flatly, as Juro joined them.

All three vampires looked at her with carefully blank faces.

"Oh, cut the inscrutable vampire crap, you guys.
Someone's killing vamps, and now suddenly this chick shows
up from nowhere and wants to drop in for a visit? You don't
find that even slightly suspicious?"

"More than slightly, I would say," Duncan agreed. "But
knowing what she wants could be helpful, whether she means
ill or not. She claims to be on an errand for Lucien, so
perhaps they've had similar problems in Canada."
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"When would she like to arrive?" Raphael asked.

"This evening, my lord. She is already at the border. If we
grant permission, she is prepared to cross immediately, which
speaks to a certain urgency on her part."

Cyn stirred unhappily, but Raphael said, "Let her come,
Duncan. Juro, arrange for two of our people to meet her with
transportation. I want her here as soon as possible, but she
enters alone, on my terms, or not at all. I will guarantee her
safety, but no one else's."

Juro nodded. "A team was dispatched as soon as she
called, my lord, to save time in the event you granted her
passage. I will advise them of your permission and arrange a
rendezvous with Sophia." He pulled out his cell phone and
was already punching in a number as he walked away.

"How long before she arrives?" Raphael asked.

"I would think an hour or two, my lord. If Sophia crosses
the border and meets our team partway . . ." He shrugged.
"It's only the mountain roads that will slow them somewhat."

Raphael considered this. Vampires had superior reflexes
and far better night sight than humans. The roads wouldn't
slow them much.

"Very well. When she arrives, I will speak with her
myself—"

Cyn spoke up immediately. "Raphael, what if—"

He raised a hand to stop the predictable objection. "We will
take all necessary precautions, my Cyn."

She flushed, but her eyes were full of rebellion when they
met his. "Is there coffee around somewhere, Duncan?" she
asked, not bothering to hide her irritation.
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Duncan glanced at Raphael before saying, "There is a
dining room across the way. Wei Chen houses a full shift of
daylight guards on the compound, and there are one or two
vampire mates who live here as well."

"Thanks," she said to Duncan, then shifted her attention to
Raphael. "Since I'm not needed here, I'm going to get some
caffeine. And then I'd like to ask Wei Chen and others a few
questions . . . if that's all right with you, my lord," she added
sarcastically. And with that, she spun on her heel and left.

Raphael watched her go, enjoying the sway of her hips,
even though she was irritated with him. He turned back to
Duncan with a wry twist of his mouth. "I think she worries
even more than you do, Duncan."

Duncan grinned. "Impossible, my lord," he commented,
adding, "She loves you deeply."

"She wants to protect me."

"Speaking of which, if you permit this Sophia to meet with
you—"

Raphael blinked slowly and gave his lieutenant a patient
look.

"Ah, that is, when you meet with her, my lord, I believe
you should permit Juro and myself to greet her first. I'd like a
better sense of her purpose before we admit her to the
building, at least, and certainly before she is permitted into
your presence."

"You're as bad as Cyn."

"No doubt. And for somewhat the same reasons."

Raphael arched an eyebrow at him.

"I did say somewhat," Duncan said dryly.
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Raphael flashed a quick grin, sobering almost immediately.

"Very well." Raphael heard Cyn's footsteps and looked over
his shoulder to see her heading for their private quarters. "I
think I'll have a word with my mate."

Cyn was coming out the large bathroom when Raphael
entered their suite. She had a towel in her hands and her face
was still damp from a recent wash. She didn't say anything,
just tossed the towel onto a rack, then walked over to the
side table and began refastening her shoulder holster, her
back to him once more.

Raphael crossed the room silently, taking selfish pleasure
from her gasp of surprise as his hand snatched the gun from
her fingers before she could slide it into the holster. Sliding
the weapon across the table out of her reach, he spun her
around to face him. Not that she was cowed by his show of
strength. The look she gave him all but dared him to try
anything.

"Sweet, sweet Cyn," he said silkily. He felt her grow
perfectly still, saw her eyes flare in alarm as she recognized
the danger simmering beneath his quiet voice. The
stubbornness fled, replaced by a wary watchfulness. He
growled soft and low in his chest. "You are angry because I
value your life too much to hide behind you? You are human,
my Cyn, and I am Vampire. Which of us do you think more
likely to survive an attack by my enemies?"

"Well, thank you very much, oh great one. I won't trouble
you with my useless human efforts on your behalf any
longer."
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Raphael tightened his grip, pulling her closer, forcing her
up onto her toes. "I don't need you to protect me," he
insisted, only inches away from her face. "I have hundreds of
vampires specifically trained to do that. You know this."

"And what about all the others?" she snapped back at him,
raising her hands between them and pushing ineffectively at
his chest. "The thousands of vampires who depend on you for
their lives, the thousands who will die if anything happens to
you. What about me? How would I live without you?" Her
voice cracked with emotion as she fisted one hand and
punched his shoulder. "You're irreplaceable, damn you!"

He stared at her, loosening his hold until he could run
gentle hands up and down her arms. "And do you think you're
not?" he asked, his impatience replaced by stunned disbelief.
"Do you think I could go on if something happened to you?
Do you think I would want to?"

Cyn looked away, a flush of embarrassment staining her
lovely cheeks.

"Sweet Cyn," he murmured, pulling her into his arms.
"Lubimaya," he whispered against her fragrant hair. "I would
sooner die at your side than live without you."

"Me, too" she whispered, tears filling her voice.

"Then there is nothing for it. We shall both have to live,
my Cyn."

He placed a finger under her chin and raised her face to
his, kissing her long and slowly, savoring the luscious, warm
taste of her mouth, lingering to twine his tongue around hers
until she softened against him at last, her arms snaking
beneath his jacket and around his back.
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"I love you, my Cyn," he said, breaking away from the kiss
and holding her close. "And I need you always. Never doubt
that."

"Ditto, fang boy," she muttered against his chest.

Raphael laughed. "Put on your gun, then. We'll have a
visitor to question soon.

"Sophia can't be here already." She dashed back into the
bathroom, checking her face in the mirror and splashing it
with cool water to erase the signs of her tears.

He followed her, leaning against the door frame and
watching her in the mirror.

"No, but Juro's team won't take long. Vampires drive fast."
"While we wait, I want to clear up a few things with Wei
Chen, and there are the reports from Juro's team on the two
crime scenes. They went out there the first night and secured

the houses."

She crossed to the table and snapped her gun into the
shoulder rig, then slipped on her jacket, concealing the gun
from casual inspection. A vampire wouldn't need to see the
weapon, of course. The scent alone would betray its
presence. Cyn knew this, but she'd carried her gun in this
fashion for years, she'd told him, and saw no reason to
change. She looked over her shoulder, meeting his gaze with
eyes filled with anticipation. "So, we meet this chick from
Canada, and then we can start tracking these guys, right?"

"So eager, lubimaya. 1 approve."

She blew out a dismissive breath and he grabbed her,
swinging her around and claiming her mouth in a hard kiss.
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Then he raised his head and said, "Soon, my Cyn, very soon
we hunt."
[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Ten

Sophia surveyed the Seattle compound as the big gate
rolled shut behind her, nearly silent despite its obvious heft.
She was reluctantly impressed by the Western vampires'
security, from the careful scrutiny of the two who'd been
dispatched to escort her, to the watchful gaze of the guards
as she was passed through the gate and into the compound
proper. Lucien had nothing like this in his territory, not even
in his own lair, which she'd found almost alarmingly
unguarded. Of course, that might be because Lucien himself
was not in residence. Surely, if their lord had been present,
his guards would have been more alert? On the other hand, if
they'd been doing their job properly, he never would have
gone missing in the first place.

Although, having read his letter, it now seemed more likely
he was in hiding, rather than missing.

The truck—and regardless of what the makers called it,
this behemoth vehicle could be considered nothing but a
truck—drove into the compound, winding through more of the
ever-present trees as they rounded the curved driveway and
headed for a quite elegant concrete and steel structure. There
was a surprisingly strong hum of power coming from the
building, and Sophia wondered just how many vampires were
inside. It had to be considerable to produce that strong a
power sighature.

The truck came to a halt and she remained still, waiting for
some sort of signal from her escort. The big Asian vampire
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driving hadn't said a word the entire journey, so she looked to
the other, a dark-skinned male whose Caribbean accent
flowed cheerfully over her ears. She could hear him
murmuring from his seat in front and realized he was wearing
a communication device on his wrist of the type used by high-
level security personnel around the world. Even more
impressive, she thought. If they observed this much caution
for a visit to the local compound, imagine the gauntlet one
would have to run for a visit with Raphael himself.

Two vampires emerged from the building and made their
way down the stairs, clearly heading her way. Between the
light cast from the building's interior and the generously lit
landscaping, she could see their faces clearly and at first
glance didn't recognize either of them. But that wasn't a
surprise. Vampires tended not to mingle, and especially not
across territorial boundaries. Larissa had produced a file on
the Seattle compound which had contained a few
photographs, but beyond that, Sophia had little information
on whom to expect here. Darren, who'd attended years of
Council meetings with Lucien, would have been able to
describe the Council members themselves, and perhaps their
vampire lieutenants, but Sophia didn't expect to run into any
of them here in Seattle, so she hadn't bothered to ask him.

She studied the two males as they approached the vehicle.
The first was an eerily accurate match for her humongous
driver. He was at least a brother, if not a twin, which was
fascinating—she didn't think she'd ever seen the like. The
other Seattle vampire was a good-looking male, tall and well-
built, with long blond hair tied back into a neat queue. He said
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something to the twin, who walked over to the truck and
opened her door.

"Step out, please," the giant said in a deep, rumbling voice
that matched his impressive stature perfectly.

Sophia swung her legs through the open door and scooted
forward. The male held out a huge paw, offering his
assistance, and she took it gratefully, noting as she did so the
deep hum of power beneath his skin. It wasn't a deliberate
show on his part. If he'd wanted to test her, he would have
been far more blatant about it. This was simply the power
that lived inside him, and it was considerable. Sophia knew he
was receiving a similar trace of her own power, which was
just as firmly banked. They were all being very carefully polite
this evening.

She reached the ground and disengaged her hand,
watching from the corner of her eye as the blond vampire
approached.

"Sophia," he said in a cool, uninflected tone. "Welcome to
Seattle. I am Duncan."

Sophia froze and fought not to show it. This was Duncan?
When she'd spoken with him earlier, she'd assumed he was in
Malibu. But, of course, her call could have been forwarded
anywhere. Clearly it had been forwarded right here to Seattle.
But if Duncan was in Seattle—

Suddenly everything made terrible sense. The security, the
impossibly strong power signature. Aware of the knowing
brown eyes watching her ever so closely, Sophia forced
herself to take a step forward, to accept the hand Duncan was
offering. Many of the older vampires didn't shake hands,
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especially those who eschewed human contact. Sophia was
not one of those. Her life in Rio was filled with far more
humans than vampires.

"The inestimable Duncan," she acknowledged. She shook
his hand firmly, surprised that he, at least, hadn't tested her
power with that handshake. Many vampires in his position
would have. But then, if what she'd heard about him was
true, he probably didn't feel the need to. But at the same
time, she wondered how much they had discovered about her
in the short time since that phone call. Not much, probably.
She'd kept an intentionally low profile down in South America,
and before that she'd been just one more of Lucien's
playmates, not worthy of any notice at all.

Duncan smiled slightly. "Just Duncan will do. And this is
Juro," he added, indicating the giant vampire next to him.
"What brings you to Seattle, Sophia?"

Well, she thought, at least they didn't waste any time on
chitchat. "As we discussed on the phone, I'm here on behalf
of my Sire," she said smoothly. It was close enough to the
truth that it would pass, and, besides, she had more than
enough power of her own to conceal her thoughts. "I'm
searching for someone, a vampire who has gone missing. The
trail led me here, where I hoped to secure permission to
continue my search and a safe haven for the duration."

Duncan regarded her steadily, giving away nothing of his
thoughts. "For whom do you search?"

Sophia met his cool stare, her expression calm despite her
exquisite awareness of the building behind him, and far more
importantly, of who she now knew had to be waiting inside
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that building. She sent out a thin thread of inquiry and
snapped it back almost painfully, very nearly singed by the
raw, unimaginable depth of power that could only be Raphael.
A shiver of dread crept along her spine and she steeled
herself against it. She could not afford to show weakness. Not
anymore, not with Raphael here in Seattle and her own Sire
mysteriously absent. Was it possible that Raphael had
something to do with Lucien's disappearance? Or, meu Deus,
might her Sire be Raphael's prisoner? Maybe right here in this
compound?

Duncan was regarding her patiently, seeming willing to
stand in the cold damp of a Pacific Northwest night for as long
as it took to get a response to his query. She frowned and
drew a deep fortifying breath. "I am looking for Lucien," she
said at last, knowing she'd never get past the front door
otherwise. "I have reason to believe he's nearby. I had even
thought he might be visiting here, but I now think that
unlikely."

Is he here? Do you know where he is? She choked back
the questions she was desperate to ask.

Duncan raised one eyebrow quizzically, the most reaction
she'd seen from him so far. He went very still and she knew
he was mentally speaking to someone inside. Raphael,
probably. He would take direction from no one else.

He smiled at her then, just a slight upward curve of his lips
as he turned and gestured with one hand toward the warmly
lit building. "My Sire will speak with you."

Seeing no alternative, Sophia started up the concrete
stairway toward the front door, irritated by the awkwardness
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of the individual steps, too long and too shallow, so that she
felt like an overgrown child scurrying along a giant's
staircase. But even as she swallowed her irritation, she
recognized it for what it was—a distraction from the fear
pooling in her belly, something she hadn't felt in longer than
she could remember. Not since her earliest nights alone, after
Lucien had cast her out of his nest and forced her to find a
home of her own.

Duncan strode along next to her, with Juro slightly ahead
of them. Neither of the two said anything, but Duncan at least
seemed friendly in a reserved sort of way. Not terribly
forthcoming, but not hostile either. More curious than
anything else, she thought.

Juro pulled open the heavy, glass front door and went
through first. Duncan caught the door and held it for her, with
a slight bow. She acknowledged the courtesy with a smile,
nodding her head as she stepped through. All of that courtesy
didn't keep her from noticing the heavy steel shutters
hanging over her head, however. Shutters she had no doubt
were lowered every day before sunrise and could probably be
dropped at the touch of a button, if necessary. Just beyond
the front doors was a "great room." Rooms like this were
used for many things in modern houses, but this one was a
large, casual sitting room, with a pair of long, heavy couches
facing each other across a thick glass coffee table. A pair of
matching chairs stood to either end, making a square seating
area, with an enormous area rug framing the entire thing.
The ceiling was high, two stories at least, with windows on
the far wall that nearly met the roof line. And like the door,
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automatic shutters framed every window. This building had
been constructed for vampires. The door was the only real
vulnerability and by the time an intruder reached it, the
shutters would be deployed and it, too, would be pretty much
impregnable.

Halfway across the great room, Duncan quickened his
pace, stepping out in front of her and heading straight for a
pair of tall wooden doors. At the same time, Juro slowed to
flank her, even as his twin and the Jamaican closed in behind,
herding her in Duncan's wake as he opened the doors and
disappeared into the room beyond.

Juro slowed further, glancing once at his twin before
pausing in front of the open doors and indicating with a sweep
of his broad palm that she should enter ahead of him.

Sophia met his flat stare, then tossed her long hair over
her shoulder and entered the lion's den.

She took two steps into the room, her gaze sweeping
quickly from side to side, taking note of the small group of
vampires. The Seattle nest leader, Wei Chen, was there. He
was one of those she recognized from a photo the efficient
Larissa had included in her file. There were three others, none
of whom she knew, but all of them, including Wei Chen were
watching her closely, their power simmering just below the
point of challenge, ready to defend their Sire. Letting her
gaze travel farther, she saw Duncan crossing to the far side of
the room, toward a huge bank of glass overlooking the valley
below. As she entered, he turned to take up a position next to
a vampire who could only be Raphael.
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Sophia couldn't help it. She sucked in a breath, her gaze
riveted on the big vampire sitting in the place of honor. Why
had no one warned her of his sheer presence? He fairly
vibrated with power. It distorted the air around him and
zinged painfully along her nerve endings as she fought to
keep up a cool front. She'd thought her master Lucien was
powerful, and he was. But he'd never had power like this, had
never sought to hone his strength to anything beyond what it
took for the loose governance of his territory, spending most
of his time and energy on pleasure and foolish games. Sophia
wasted a few precious seconds regretting her own foolishness
in spending so many years dancing through the hot, humid
streets of Rio, instead of cultivating her power. And she
cursed Lucien yet again for encouraging his children to do
nothing but play during their long lives.

Raphael, she knew instantly, did not play at life. He was
power in its truest form, power whetted to the finest edge
and knowing no equal.

But while the vampire part of her took note of his power—
and kept her own carefully tamped down to avoid even a
breath of offense—the woman she still was took note of his
beauty. Even as a human, he must have been formidable,
well over six feet and broad of shoulder, with short cut black
hair and unusual black eyes. There was the slightest flicker of
silver in those eyes, evidence of his ready power. As if he'd
need it, surrounded as he was by so many of his own
powerful children.

Sophia was abruptly thankful she'd taken care with her
appearance. Knowing her figure-hugging sweater and black
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leggings highlighted what were very feminine curves, and
that the knee-high boots with their stiletto heels added
attractive length to her legs. She swept her long coat behind
her and dropped into the graceful curtsey she'd learned
hundreds of years ago at her nanny's knee.

"Lord Raphael," she said, pitching her voice deliberately
into a low, sensuous purr. "Sophia Micaela Angelina de
Sandoval y Rojas, in loyal service to my Sire, Lucien Guiscard,
Lord of the Canadian Territories."

She looked up, meeting his gaze intentionally. "But
between us, my lord," she said. "Sophia will suffice."

Raphael eyed her dispassionately, giving no indication that
he considered her anything but a nuisance. The skinny human
woman draped over his shoulder was another matter. She
was studying Sophia with undisguised dislike, her right hand
dipping briefly beneath her short leather jacket where . . .
Meu Deus, the woman was carrying a weapon! Sophia shifted
her gaze back to Raphael, who had clearly noticed the
human's reaction and would no doubt chastise her for it.

But instead, the vampire lord slid his hand off the chair
arm and onto the woman's leg in a clear signal that was not
lost on Sophia. Nor was the smug look in the human's green
gaze or her tiny smile of victory. Bitch.

Sophia shifted her attention away from the human,
meeting Raphael's eyes and letting her own register a polite
disappointment, even as she bowed her head in respect.

"Where is Lucien, Sophia?" Raphael asked, his voice a burr
of velvet-sheathed power against her skin.
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Sophia's head came up, her gaze meeting his once again.
"My lord, I had hoped to find him here."

She saw Duncan shift slightly, heard the intake of breath
from the vampires behind her, and knew with cold certainty
that her Sire was not in Seattle. Or if he was, none of them
knew about it.

Raphael continued to study her, his expression devoid of
any emotion. Of them all, only he had shown no reaction to
her response and the information it conveyed—not the tiniest
bit, not surprise, not puzzlement, and certainly not alarm.

"Lucien has not entered my territory," he said bluntly,
clearly having no doubts and feeling no need to elaborate.

"Why would you expect to find him here?" Duncan asked
from his position to Raphael's left.

Abruptly aware she was still bent into the uncomfortable
curtsey, Sophia rose to her full, modest height. She shifted
her gaze from Duncan to Raphael and back again. How much
should she tell them? Lucien's letter had sent her here, but
had he meant for her to confide to anyone the details of the
Vancouver deaths?

In general, the vampire lords did not share information—or
anything else—with each other. They were viciously territorial
and quite openly hostile, at least in North America. It wasn't
unheard of for a stronger lord to push the territorial
boundaries in an attempt to enrich his own power at the
expense of another, and frequent disputes erupted,
sometimes violently. Lucien's Canadian territory was vast, but
largely unsettled, both in terms of people and vampires, and
rarely the object of any other lord's ambition. This was a good
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thing for Lucien since, as he'd told her many times, he was a
lover not a fighter. Sophia wasn't aware of any open conflict
between her Sire and Raphael, or any of the other North
American lords, for that matter. But then, she'd been gone so
long, and had paid so little attention.

An unwelcome thought sent tendrils of nausea twisting into
her gut. Had Lucien known Raphael would be here when he'd
sent her on this errand? Or if not known, had he at least
suspected it? Could there be a connection between the
Vancouver deaths and whatever business had drawn the
Western vampire lord away from Malibu and up to this
concrete and steel compound?

Sophia sighed and turned her unwilling gaze on Raphael,
who blinked lazily, letting his eyelids drop slowly over the
silvery sheen of power. She almost laughed. What was she
thinking? He didn't need to ask for the information he
wanted; he could rip her mind open like a tin can and simply
take it.

"Lucien summoned me home several days ago," she said
bitterly. "It was our first contact in years." She shook her
head. "Decades," she amended. "I've been living in Brazil.
The lords down there are lax in their enforcement, to say the
least. As long as a vampire observes a few basic rules, they
don't care who sired you or whom you call master."

"How did Lucien contact you?" Duncan asked.

Sophia glanced at Raphael before answering, but the
vampire lord seemed content to let his lieutenant take the
lead. "Directly," she said simply. "He spoke in my mind just
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as I woke for the evening. He gave me no reason, simply
summoned me home to him with an indication of urgency."

"Do you know why?"

Sophia shook her head, letting some of her frustration
show. "No," she admitted. "I only arrived in Vancouver
yesterday evening. I went straight to his main estate above
the city, expecting to find him waiting, but he wasn't there.
And no one I spoke with knows where he is."

"What made you think you'd find him here in Seattle,
then?"

"A letter. He left me a letter with details of certain recent
and very troubling events. And then he told me to come
here."

"What events?" Raphael spoke at last, the question a
whiplash of power demanding an answer.

Sophia drew a deep breath and forged ahead. Lucien had
left this matter to her. She had only her instincts to guide
her, and those instincts were telling her to come clean with
what she knew. Any other path would only lead to more
killing.

"Death, my lord," she said bluntly. "Three vampires in
Vancouver have been destroyed. I do not know how or by
whose hand, but the killers may now be in your territory, and
. .. I believe Lucien is somehow at the heart of this."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Eleven

Thinking of his own dead, Raphael felt a renewed surge of
rage. Next to him, Cyn shifted, resting her fingers against the
back of his neck.

"Who died?" he demanded of Sophia.

He saw her blink in reaction as his anger washed outward,
felt her power push back briefly. She had surprising strength
for one of Lucien's children. Perhaps that was why she'd been
the one Lucien had called when he got into trouble over his
head.

"I have their images, my lord," she said with admirable
calm. "And their names, although I've never met them."

"Who?" Raphael insisted.

"Giselle," she said softly.

Wei Chen gasped audibly when she said the name. Sophia
shot him a quick glance over her shoulder before turning back
to Raphael. "Along with Damon and Benjamin," she said. "It
is my understanding the three lived together and died on the
same night."

"My lord," Wei Chen started to say, but Raphael raised his
hand for silence. Giselle wasn't one of his, but he'd known
her. She was old and canny, but with very little power. And
because of that, she'd chosen to live in Vancouver after
Lucien and Raphael had matched the boundaries of their two
territories to the international border between the U.S. and
Canada. She'd wanted a quiet life and had trusted the
easygoing Lucien to give her that. Unwisely, it turned out.
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"How do you know these three are dead?" Raphael asked
Sophia.

"Their names were in Lucien's letter, along with a
photograph. I have both of those with me, my lord, if you'd
like to see them."

Raphael signaled Duncan who stepped forward to accept a
folded envelope Sophia drew out of her coat pocket. Duncan
opened the letter slowly, shaking out the photograph and
studying it carefully before handing both photo and letter to
Raphael.

Raphael only glanced at the photograph, handing it off to
Cyn almost immediately. He turned his attention instead to
Lucien's letter. If he'd had any doubts before about what
Sophia had told him, he had them no longer. The handwriting
was Lucien's, but more than that, the vampire lord's power
was imbued in the parchment itself, the regret and sadness
he'd experienced while writing it was as vivid as the tear drop
staining the fine linen paper. But rather than sympathy,
Raphael was revolted by the words of his fellow vampire lord.

Lucien and Raphael were nearly the same age, but the
other vampire had set himself up in America decades before
Raphael arrived in the New World. At first, Lucien had
confined himself to the eastern provinces of what would
become Canada. When he decided to expand westward, he
and Raphael had easily agreed on a territorial line, moving it
as events warranted and the humans expanded their
settlements. Lucien had always been a poor protector of his
people and a lax guardian of his territory, but he'd been just
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powerful enough to hold onto it, especially given the lack of
any serious takeover bids.

But the current situation was a new low, even for Lucien.
His people were dead, murdered as they slept, and he was
gone, leaving nothing but an urgent summons to Sophia and
this pathetic letter in which Lucien confessed his own
complicity in leading the killers right to Giselle's door.

And now, the animals who'd murdered Giselle and her
lovers clearly had moved southward into Raphael's territory to
continue their killing spree. Was it coincidence that Lucien
had directed Sophia to follow in their wake? That his letter
connected the two sets of murders? Raphael didn't believe in
coincidence, especially not when it came wrapped in Lucien's
words of self-pity.

But Raphael was not Lucien. He would not cower in hiding
while his people died. He would find these killers and
eliminate the threat once and for all.

And after that . . . perhaps it was time to find a new lord
for the Canadian Territories.

Sophia stood silently, watching Raphael read Lucien's
letter. She knew how incriminating it was, knew her own
anger upon reading it. She could only imagine Raphael's rage.
It was his vampires whom Lucien had put at risk by hiding
instead of dealing with the tragedy he created.

She jumped when Raphael suddenly barked out an order.

"Wei Chen," he said. "Have someone show Sophia to the
guest quarters."

"But my lord—" Sophia's protest died on her lips when the
powerful lord turned his black gaze upon her. She felt her
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heartbeat speed up, felt her own power trying to rise to the
surface as every defensive instinct she possessed screamed
to the fore all at once. She squelched the reaction brutally,
nearly passing out with the effort, but knowing she would be
dead in seconds if Raphael willed it. And he was in a temper.
She didn't need to know him to see that. His rage was like a
separate entity in the room, a creature of heat and fury.

She dropped to her knees, willing to beg for what she
wanted, what she needed—to be a part of the hunt for these
killers. Because there had to be more than one of them.
Probably a whole murderous pack. No single human could
have taken down three vampires and sent Lucien scurrying
for cover. She wanted to see these humans brought to
justice—Vampire justice. For reasons she couldn't explain, it
mattered more to her than anything had in centuries—with
one exception, and that was something, someone, she never
permitted herself to think about.

"Lord Raphael," she said, trying to keep the pleading out of
her voice. "Permit me to be a part of this. These were
Lucien's children who were murdered, and yes, it was at least
partly his fault," she hurried to add. "But my Sire is alive, my
lord. I know this."

Her voice died, her throat suddenly dry as a desert as
Raphael's already chilly expression turned absolutely frigid.
Sophia knew in that moment that Lucien's remaining nights
would be counted on one finger if Raphael found him alive.

Hot tears pressed against the back of her eyes, a
wrenching grief that squeezed her heart painfully. She loved
Lucien. In spite of his many faults, he'd given her the greatest
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gift of life when he'd turned her, and they'd shared so much
joy together. It would hurt her if he died, even if he had
brought it on himself.

She bowed her head, unwilling to let Raphael or any of the
others witness her pain. Clenching her jaw and forcing her
sorrow aside, she raised her eyes to meet his once again. "I
know you don't need my help, Lord Raphael, but I beg you to
let me offer it. For the sake of Lucien's people, who do not
deserve to suffer for his misdeeds."

Raphael just stared at her with no expression. "Wei Chen,
have someone see Sophia to her room," he said.

"Yes, my lord," the Seattle nest leader said from behind
her.

Sophia came gracefully to her feet, turning in time to see a
slender, young vampire conferring with Wei Chen, who looked
up and caught her gaze. "Sophia," he said. "This is Lukas.
He'll show you to the room you'll be using during your stay."

Sophia nodded, then dared to turn back to face Raphael
once more. "My lord?" she asked. He still said nothing,
regarding her with a flat expression that gave no clue as to
what he was thinking. She drew a deep breath and made her
way toward the waiting Lukas, aware of everyone watching
her as she wound through the cluster of furniture and across
the echoing space.

At least he hadn't sent her back home immediately. That
was something. And if he tried . . . she had power of her own.
Far more than she let on. It wasn't enough to take on
Raphael, but it was enough to challenge anyone who thought
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they could set her aside like an unwelcome puppy. She would
hunt for the killers. With Raphael's help or without it.
[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Twelve

"She's telling the truth," Duncan said once the doors had
closed securely behind their visitor.

"What she knows of it," Wei Chen clarified, taking his seat
again. "I had our people do some checking. Like she said,
she's been living down in South and Central America for
nearly a century, most recently in Rio. For all purposes, she's
been without a master, flying under the radar. You know how
relaxed they are about those things down there."

Raphael sat back, content to let his people talk it out.

"She flew in yesterday, my lord," Juro provided. "It was a
private flight, but the distance necessitated several stops and
took some time. At least part of her travel was in daylight,
however, which lends credence to her claim of urgency."

It was Cyn who asked the question they were all thinking.
"So where is this Lucien guy? Is he dead?"

All of Raphael's people looked to him for the answer. He
thought about it, his fingers stroking Cyn's leg absently. "No,
he's not. Lucien was never the most powerful among us, but
his strength was still considerable. His death would certainly
have been detectable to you here in Seattle, Wei Chen, and
probably even to most of us in Malibu. Particularly if the death
was unexpected. Even he was taken out by one of his own in
a coup d'etat, there would have been at least some losses
among his children, and that many deaths would definitely
have been felt. Unless Lucien has a child we don't know
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about. Someone strong enough to eliminate his Sire and seize
power without a ripple."

Duncan snorted softly, circling around to take the chair
next to Cyn. "Highly unlikely, my lord. Lucien has always
chosen playmates as his children, not players."

"Sophia could do it," Wei Chen observed. "She's hiding her
power, but it's there."

"She probably could," Duncan agreed thoughtfully. "But
she's spent the last hundred years following in her Sire's
hedonist footsteps, so her strength remains mostly potential.
And if she'd eliminated him, she'd hardly risk coming here on
a pretense of looking for him. There would be no point. Plus,
she seems to genuinely care for Lucien, which makes her an
unlikely candidate to have killed him."

"Perhaps," Wei Chen conceded. "My lord," he continued,
turning to Raphael. "Would it be possible for Lucien to mask
his signature well enough that he couldn't be found?"

Raphael shrugged. "Not from me. He is not within my
territory, but he is alive and I will find him."

Cyn moved restlessly. "But finding him isn't our first
priority, is it? If he's not here, he doesn't matter, except that
now we know the killers started up there and traveled here."

"Why?" Wei Chen asked. "That's what I'd like to know. And
how did they decide on who their targets would be? Jeremy,"
he said, turning to the vampire sitting quietly next to him.
"Did you know Giselle or her nest mates? Did you do any
work for them, by chance?"
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Jeremy shook his head right away. "All of my clients are
U.S. based. And I didn't do any work for Marco or Preston, so
that can't be the link."

Wei Chen blew out a frustrated breath. "So, why them?
How did they come to the attention of these killers?"

"They didn't," Cyn said suddenly. She leaned forward
intently. "I'm betting the humans never saw any of their
vampire targets before the day they hit them."

The Seattle vampires were staring at her with matched
expressions of doubt. Despite what Raphael had told them
earlier, they'd expected his Cyn to be nothing more than arm
candy. Duncan and Juro knew better and were regarding her
with thoughtful expressions, but Cyn ignored all of them.

"We need to talk to that local guy," she said, halfway to
herself, before shifting her gaze to Loren. "Colin Murphy."

Loren nodded. "I figured we wouldn't have time tonight.
He'll be here an hour after sunset tomorrow. But why is that
important? Surely those of us in this room are better qualified
to find and destroy these people. Frankly, the last thing we
need is the interference of human authorities who will only
get in the way."

"Maybe," Cyn conceded with little conviction. "But consider
this. We know Lucien betrayed his peoples' location to the
killers. I'm willing to give him the benefit of the doubt and
assume he didn't do it knowing what would happen to them.
But that means whoever he told was someone he knew and
trusted. Probably not the killers, but someone working with
them."

"Why do you say that?" Loren asked.
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"Lucien's a vampire lord. Even if he isn't the strongest one
around, he has at least enough juice to read humans.
Wouldn't he know if the person he was talking to hated him
enough to commit murder?"

"Assuming he bothered to look for it," Duncan observed.
"If it was someone he trusted, someone he'd known for years
. . ." He shook his head. "He might never have noticed a shift
in sympathies."

"But see, that's why we need the cooperation of this guy
Colin. I don't know the humans around here. I don't know
who might hate vampires enough to want them gone, or who
has the stomach and the organization to commit multiple
murders. Do you?" she asked Loren.

He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it and frowned,
clearly considering Cyn's question. He shook his head. "No, I
don't, and you're right, I should. But if this started in
Vancouver, there might not be anyone local involved, either."

Cyn shrugged. "That brings us back to how they knew
where Marco and Preston lived. Jeremy, too, but especially
Marco and Preston. Mariane went into town. Anyone could
have followed her home and she never would have known."

"Such a possibility would never have occurred to her, and
why should it?" Jeremy said, somewhat defensively.

"It shouldn't," Cyn agreed. "And no one's blaming Mariane.
My point is it would have been easy to know where you lived,
Jeremy, but not Marco and Preston. They didn't get out much
and when they did it was mostly with other vampires. And it's
not like you live in the suburbs here. Their houses were miles
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from the highway. If you didn't know to look for them, you
wouldn't have known they were there."

"But most of us live within the compound now, even the
ones who lived separately before," Loren objected. "How
would someone know the few of us who live outside and
where to find them?"

"Exactly," Cyn said. "Do you have a database somewhere,
addresses, phone numbers, that sort of thing?"

"We maintain a database, of course. But it doesn't include
the details of their security arrangements. I'm not certain I
would have known if someone had asked me what Marco or
Preston's private quarters looked like."

"But both of them lived in this area before you built this
compound, right?"

"They did, yes. It was Marco who suggested we move here
to Cooper's Rest in the first place.”

Cyn considered that, her mouth twisting as she bit the
inside of her lower lip. "How many vampires do you have
living outside?" she asked.

Wei Chen raised his eyes to Raphael's in silent query. Cyn
caught the exchange and scowled, but Raphael rested his
hand against her lower back, rubbing gently. He nodded his
permission to the Seattle nest leader.

"We have a total of forty-seven vampires affiliated with
what we call the Seattle nest, although there are only a few
still living in the city itself. Most live here on this estate. It's
safer and, frankly, more comfortable to be around our own.
Fewer than ten maintain separate residences, including those
who still live in the city, although most of those spend at least
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some time here on a regular basis. Marco and Preston were
among those who lived apart, and they were the ones who'd
been in this area longest. Jeremy lived in the Seattle nest
until he bonded with Mariane and they built their own house."

"She wanted a place of our own," Jeremy confirmed softly.
"We bought up here to be close to the new compound.”

Cyn tapped her fingers restlessly against her thigh, and
Raphael knew what her next question would be. He also knew
why she hesitated to ask it.

"What were your daytime sleeping arrangements,
Jeremy?" Raphael asked for her.

Jeremy looked briefly surprised at the question, but since
it came from his Sire, he answered quickly enough. "A vault,
my lord. Like what we have here. Much smaller, of course,
but just as secure."

Cyn leaned forward. "You built your house from scratch
then?"

"We did."

Cyn rocked herself slightly and nodded. "But they didn't
know that," she said thoughtfully. "They knew where you
lived, but they didn't know about the extra security."

"No," Jeremy said bitterly. "So, they tortured Mariane
instead."

Raphael felt Cyn freeze, heard her sharp intake of breath
at the implicit suggestion that she was somehow ignoring
what had happened to Mariane. Which she surely had not
intended. His Cyn was many things, but insensitive, especially
to another's pain, she was not.
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"My mate and I," Raphael said emphatically, "are wholly
focused on finding justice for those who died, and those who
lived, Jeremy. Especially Mariane. Cyn's methods may seem
abrupt to you, but she is far more skilled than either of us at
uncovering human criminals of this sort."

Jeremy flushed at his Sire's gentle reprimand. "My
apologies, my lord. It is difficult to think straight."

"I understand. Cyn?"

She leaned back hard against his comforting hand. "Okay,"
she said on a deep breath. "We know Lucien gave away
Giselle and her nest, but he couldn't have revealed where
Marco or Preston lived. Or Jeremy and Mariane, either. So,
who gave them away? I know you guys, and I know Raphael's
security. You don't exactly take out ads in the yellow pages
advertising your presence. And yet, somehow the killers knew
not only where the other two lived, but where they slept,
because I'm assuming it wasn't in a back bedroom with
blackout shades. Marco and Preston had survived a long time.
They must have had some sort of hideaway they thought was
secure. Someplace in or near their houses, but hard to find,
am I right?"

Wei Chen gave Cyn an uncomfortable look, clearly
unwilling to give out those kinds of details. Cyn huffed
impatiently. "They're dead, Wei Chen. Whatever
arrangements they had didn't work."

He sighed. "You're right, of course. I apologize. It's an
automatic response. Marco and Preston each had a safe room
beneath his home. Not as secure as what we have here, but
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certainly safe enough, we thought. The entrances were
concealed and the rooms heavily reinforced."

"How'd the killers get inside?" She turned to look over her
shoulder at Raphael. "I really need to examine their houses.
In daytime, when I can see what I'm looking at."

Raphael frowned, unhappy at the idea of her running
around unprotected while a gang of human vigilantes ran
free, especially given what they'd already done to Mariane.
But Cyn didn't see his frown; she'd already turned back to
address Loren.

"I want to meet up with Colin Murphy during the day
tomorrow. If you give me his humber, I'll—"

"No."

Cyn's head whipped around and she stared at Raphael.

"I will meet this human tomorrow night and decide then
what course we will follow."

Her jaw tightened irritably, but again he knew she would
not argue with him in front of his vampires. Besides which,
she was shrewd enough to know when he would not be
budged, and he would not change his mind on this one point.
Until he met this local policeman, he was not trusting Cyn
alone with him. For that matter, he wouldn't trust the man
even then. If his mate felt it necessary to pursue some part of
her investigation during the daylight hours, he would detail a
bodyguard to go with her. One of his own, someone he
trusted absolutely.

He stood, sliding his hand up to Cyn's shoulder, then down
her arm, linking his fingers with hers and pulling her to her
feet while cursing the still short Spring nights. "The sun is
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near. We will meet again tomorrow evening and determine
how to proceed. Duncan, get Maxime here from Malibu. I
want to know if our security has been breached electronically
or otherwise. Wei Chen, I want all of my vampires within the
walls of this compound by next sunrise."

"My lord," Loren said quickly. "We sent out a warning as
soon as Marco and Preston were slain. Most of our people
have already come in, but some have lovers outside—"

"Everyone," Raphael stated. "No exceptions or they answer
to me."

Cyn was out of the elevator almost before the doors were
fully open, discarding her jacket on a chair and getting rid of
her shoulder rig with jerky, agitated movements. Raphael
watched her through half-lidded eyes. She hated being told
what she couldn't do. She'd been on her own for too long.
Even as a child, when her only supervision had been hired
nannies who cared mostly that she entertain herself and not
bother them. He shrugged inwardly. He didn't care if his
restrictions chafed her overdeveloped sense of freedom. He'd
much rather deal with her anger than her death. She checked
her weapon, ejecting the magazine and working the slide to
verify its status—something she never neglected to do, no
matter how angry she was.

Raphael slipped out of his clothes, taking the time to hang
them in the closet. These quarters were nothing like those in
his Malibu estate, just a single large room, which served as
both bedroom and sitting area, with a generous-sized bath.
They were, however, completely private and secure, which
was what mattered. The elevator had a coded lockout, which
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engaged automatically every morning, and no one had the
code except for Cyn and himself. And neither of them would
have a reason to go out during daytime while visiting. An
opinion he was certain Cyn would disagree with.

Finished with her nightly gun routine, Cyn strode over to
the closet and began undressing, still avoiding him, not
meeting his eyes as she kicked off her boots and stripped off
her clothes, brushing against him only inadvertently when she
leaned over to snatch up her jacket and hang it up. Raphael's
cock hardened at the sight of all that lovely skin, tightened
further as she opened the front closure on her bra and
removed it, then bent over to strip away the lacy bit of
underwear she wore. Making no effort to conceal the reaction
of his now naked body, he let his eyes roam along her curves,
pausing to admire her delicious breasts with their rosy tips
already swelling beneath his gaze. He growled hungrily and
looked up to find her watching him, hands resting on slender
hips, eyes sparking. She looked quite irresistibly seductive,
although he doubted that was the effect she was going for.
He suppressed the smile trying to curve his lips and met her
gaze, waiting.

"You trust her?" she asked suddenly.

Raphael's eyebrows rose in surprise. "Sophia?" he verified.

"Of course Sophia," she snapped. "Was there some other
fat Spaniard chick in that room tonight?"

Raphael almost choked trying not to laugh, and he had the
brief thought that it was a good thing she'd unloaded her
weapon already. "Why Spaniard?" he asked. "She flew here
from Brazil."
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"And I spent a summer in Paris when I was eighteen.
Doesn't make me French. She was spitting all over the carpet
when she reeled off that list of names. Trust me, her first
language is Castilian Spanish." Her eyes narrowed, studying
his response. "And she sure as hell liked you."

Raphael shrugged his dismissal. "She's an attractive
woman who's used to manipulating men with her looks."

"She'd have gone down on her knees and sucked you off in
front of everyone if you'd crooked a finger," she snharled.

Raphael lost the effort not to laugh, capturing her in his
arms before she could explode. He pushed her up against the
wall, trapping her there with his greater bulk, letting his
erection play between her silky thighs. "An exaggeration, my
Cyn. Are you jealous?"

"In your dreams, fang boy."

"In my dreams," he purred next to her ear. "There is no
one between my legs but you, /lubimaya."

"Smart move since I'm the one lying next to you while you
sleep."

"It's late, sweet Cyn, or I'd give you a demonstration of
my dreams," he said, pretending exhaustion, leaning heavily
against her, maneuvering them both away from the wall until
they tumbled onto the bed. And then, with a quick, sure
move, he looped a big hand over her hip and snugged her
beneath him, leaning down to nuzzle her soft neck.

"I thought you were tired," she murmured, as his fingers
found their way over the smooth skin of her flat belly and
pushed her thighs open to delve into the velvet folds between
them.
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"I seem to have caught a second wind," he teased.

Her heart was pounding against his chest, her breath
warm puffs of air as she gripped his shoulders and her nails
dug into his flesh. "Raphael," she gasped, arching up against
him as he slipped one finger, then two, deep inside her. She
lifted her hips, thrusting against his hand and spreading her
legs wider, urging him deeper into her sweet, hot center,
smooth as satin and soaking wet—eager for his touch, for his
invasion. He groaned, knowing there was, in truth, too little
time, though his cock strained painfully, eager to bury itself in
the volcanic heat of her luscious body.

Cyn mewed softly, wanting more, rubbing herself against
his hand, tightening her fingers in his hair and holding his
mouth against her neck in invitation. Raphael pressed his
tongue against the juicy swell of her jugular, but didn't take
her, not yet. Grinning at her groan of frustration, he licked his
way downward, dipping into the arch of her collar bone and
down further until he captured her nipple in his mouth, biting
gently. She cried out, hooking her leg around his hip, fucking
herself against his fingers. Without warning, he slid a third
finger inside her and began plunging in and out, mimicking
the action his cock was hungry for, taking pleasure in the
slick heat of her, in the trembling of her muscles, the small,
hungry noises she was making as her hips pumped up and
down, her breath coming in gasps as she whispered his name
over and over again, a prayer for release.

And still he waited, waited until she was all but screaming
his name, until she was clenched so tight around his fingers
that he could barely move his hand. He scraped his thumb
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lightly across her clit, circling it once, twice and a third time
before caressing it fully, rubbing back and forth until her
entire body spasmed beneath him, her silken walls
convulsing, her nipples so hard he could feel them like warm,
smooth stones against his chest. She sucked in a keening
breath, the air trapped in her lungs by the sheer magnitude of
her orgasm. He lifted his head and sank his fangs into her
neck, the rush of warm, sweet blood filling his mouth as she
climaxed again and her scream of passion filled his ears. He
held her tightly, reveling in the taste of her as she shuddered
beneath him, her inner muscles trembling around his fingers
as he stroked her over and over again, her body jolting as if
shocked every time his thumb caressed her swollen clit.

When at last she lay limp, her arms clinging to him weakly,
he retracted his fangs and licked the small wound closed.
Crooning wordless sounds of comfort, he pulled his fingers
gently from within the still trembling depths of her body, the
juices of her orgasm coating his fingers and trailing across her
abdomen as he wrapped his hand around her bare hip and
tucked her closer in the safety of his arms.

"I owe you a blow job," she murmured, already half asleep
as she curled into his embrace. His arms closed around her,
her bare breasts pressed against his chest, the thudding of
her heart a comforting metronome as he drifted closer to his
daytime sleep.

As the sun's glow lit the horizon, he smiled, thinking his
next awakening would be a sweet one. His final thought as
the sun crept fully into the morning sky and stole away both
his smile and his consciousness was that the night had ended
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all too easily. And Cyn hadn't said a word about his forbidding
her to go into town without him.

Raphael knew when Cyn slipped out of the bed they
shared. He watched in his dreams as she dressed quickly and
donned her weapon before kneeling on the bed next to him.
She leaned over and touched her lips to his in a good-bye
kiss. Raphael raged at her, their connection through the mate
bond strong enough that her eyes widened when his anger
struck hard at her consciousness. For a moment he thought
he read indecision on her face. But then, she drew a breath
and whispered, "I'll be fine. I promise."

And she was gone.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Thirteen

Colin sat in front of his office, the cheap plastic chair tilted
back on two legs, a weathered, wooden overhang protecting
him from a drizzle that threatened to turn into rain as he
leaned against the wall and contemplated his town. The office
wasn't much. A single room with a small holding cell and piss
poor insulation that left it icy cold most of the time. The only
exception was the rare occasion when the sun managed to
come out from behind the clouds long enough to warm the
place up a bit. Most days he didn't even bother to come in
here unless he had a drunk or two locked up overnight,
something that didn't happen all that often. Most of the
drunks he collared winding through town had more or less
sober friends who were happy to take the offender off his
hands rather than travel back for him, or her, the next day.

But this morning he'd made a point of showing his face in
the few establishments sprinkled around town. People had
heard about Mariane. It was inevitable, really. The smaller the
town the more active the gossip mill, and Mrs. Fremont had
no doubt primed the pump on this particular story. His cell
phone had been ringing almost nonstop since the attack.
Some were worried about their own safety or the safety of
their women. Others just wanted the news firsthand. And still
others had the facts all wrong and were calling him nearly
hysterical with fear about some vampire invasion.

Not that the latter was completely off base. Colin hadn't
missed the parade of big, black SUVs that had zipped down
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the highway the other night with a limo snug between them.
They'd driven right past him on his way home from Jeremy's.
And then this morning, there'd been a message waiting for
him from Loren. Apparently, some big honcho had arrived and
wanted to meet what passed for the local law. Colin could
hardly wait.

He frowned, rocking the chair against the wall behind him.
He could understand Jeremy's anger. Hell, he shared it,
although he was smart enough to know that no matter how
angry he might be, it couldn't come close to what the vampire
was feeling. But why would a single attack—as vicious as it
had been—bring out the big guns like this? And how had they
managed to arrive so quickly, virtually on the heels of the
crime itself?

His attention was drawn down the block as one of the
SUVs he'd just been thinking about pulled to a stop in front of
Emma's, the local answer to Seattle's coffee shops. Colin let
the chair drop to all fours and leaned forward, forearms
resting on his thighs as he studied the new arrival. The
truck's windows were all but blacked out, so he couldn't see
anyone inside, but the meager sun still rode the sky
somewhere behind the thick clouds, so he knew whoever it
was had to be human, at least. And human he could deal
with.

The truck door opened and Colin stood. A black clad leg
emerged wearing thick-soled combat-style boots. He took a
half step forward and tripped to a halt when the leg turned
out to be that of a tall, slender woman. Closing the truck door
behind her, she stood for a moment surveying downtown
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Cooper's Rest. It wasn't much, he admitted, and she seemed
to agree, if the frown on her face was any indication.

Her gaze fell on him where he stood under the porch
overhang, then lifted to read the sign identifying the office as
the local police station. Eyeing him once more, she gave a
small shrug and headed his way.

Colin watched her approach. She was wearing clothes that
very nearly matched his own outfit—black combat pants
tucked into sensible, lace-up boots, and a black t-shirt,
although she wore hers considerably better than he did. His
smile of appreciation didn't last long as he registered the
existence of a shoulder rig beneath her short, all-weather
jacket, its presence in stark contrast to her graceful walk and
the way she filled out that t-shirt. He took a step forward
when she reached the stairs in front of him, stretching to his
full six-foot-four height, his hands grabbing the overhang
before dropping to rest on his hips.

She smiled slightly, as if acknowledging his dominance
display, before climbing the three stairs to stand on a level
with him. "Colin Murphy?" she asked, tall enough that she
very nearly met his eyes without raising her head.

Colin tipped his head. "The very same, darlin'" he
responded, enjoying a bit of satisfaction when her mouth
tightened at the endearment.

"My name," she said. "Is Cynthia Leighton. Cyn, if you
prefer."

"Pleased to make your acquaintance, Ms. Leighton," he
drawled, letting every ounce of his Georgian upbringing play
with the syllables. He found most Northerners assumed
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anyone with a drawl was dimwitted, and he wasn't above
using it to his advantage.

The Leighton woman's mouth curved up slightly. "Don't
bother, Murphy," she said dryly. "I've got friends in the
South. Good friends. And besides, I know who you are."

Colin looked her up and down, narrowing his eyes. She
probably played that killer body the same way he played his
accent, and to a hell of a lot better effect, too. So who the
hell was she? "What can I do for you, Leighton?" he asked
bluntly, his accent still present, but considerably less so.

"I'm a private investigator. Very private. In fact, I have
only one client, and he's sleeping at a compound not far from
here."

Colin let his surprise show on his face. "You're with the
vampires?"

"I am. And I'm sure you know why I'm here."

"I know a whole bunch of trucks drove through this town
two nights ago."

"And you were there when Mariane was attacked."

"Afterward," he amended sharply. "By the time I arrived,
whoever had attacked her was gone."

"Forgive me," she said, and seemed to mean it. "I didn't
mean to imply anything. Wei Chen and Loren have both
vouched for you and your honesty."

"Is Mariane okay? I wanted to call an ambulance, but
Jeremy—"

"Mariane's doing well, considering. Jeremy taking her to
the compound really was the best course, Mister Murphy."
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"Colin," he said. "No need for formality between us, is
there?"

She grinned, the first honest, uncalculated thing she'd
done so far. "Formalities aside, then. I'm here because I need
to see the crime scenes—all three of them—in daylight."

Colin frowned. "Crime scenes?"

She tilted her head at him. "I thought we'd moved past
this, Murphy."

He shook his head, puzzled. "No, I mean, I understand you
want to see Jeremy's place. I don't think he's been back there
since it happened, but, crime scenes, as in plural?"

She studied him intently. "You don't know," she said,
making it a statement not a question.

"Know what?" he snapped.

"About Marco and Preston."

"Marco? What about Marco?"

"You knew him?"

"Knew him? Why are you talking in past tense? Has
something happened to Marco?"

He saw a flash of sympathy in her eyes. "Marco's dead,"
she said quietly. "And so's Preston. Both of them murdered,
presumably by the same people who attacked Mariane the
other night."

Colin felt a hard stab of grief, his jaw tightening as he
stared at her. "When?"

"Two days before Mariane was attacked. Both Marco and
Preston on the same night. I'm sorry. I thought you knew."

"No." He inhaled deeply, looking away from her too
perceptive gaze.

109



Sophia
by D. B. Reynolds

"You were friends?"

"With Marco, not Preston. He had horses and my dad's a
trainer back in Georgia. Marco ordered some equipment from
a tack shop a while back, and I saw him loading the stuff into
his truck. We rode together sometimes." He shook his head.
"Dammit. Are you sure he's dead?"

"Very," she said, nodding once. "There's no mistaking
something like this."

"Fuck."

"What about Preston?"

"I didn't know him," he repeated. "Marco mentioned him
once or twice, but that's it."

"Did you know where they lived?"

"Marco, for sure. Like I said, we rode together—his horses,
I don't have any here. Wait, what happened to the horses? He
loved those animals."

"They've been taken care of. They were sent to a ranch in
Wyoming," she added at his skeptical look. "Vampires have
no interest in horse flesh or blood."

Colin shrugged unapologetically. "What I know about
vampires wouldn't fill a single page, Leighton."

She gave him a half smile. "My knowledge is somewhat
more extensive. I'd like to see all three crime scenes. Can you
take me there?"

"Sure. I've got a roster inside. Let me look up Preston's
address and we'll get going."

"A roster? It lists everyone?"

"Everyone I know of," he said over his shoulder as he
strode into the small office.
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"Who has access to something like that?"

Colin stopped and looked at her. "No one but me, I guess.
It's on a computer, a laptop I take home with me every night.
Why?"

"From what Jeremy's said, the two of them were pretty
open about where they lived. They were new to the area, and
Mariane even shopped here in town. But Marco and Preston
shouldn't have been that easy to find. If someone got hold of
your roster there—"

"Darlin’', this is a small town. Everyone knows everything,"
he muttered, not looking at her as he brought up the file on
his computer.

"Apparently not, stud, since you didn't even know Marco
and Preston were dead."

Colin looked up, his eyes narrowing in irritation. "You're
right," he agreed finally. "And I'm sorry about the darlin. It's
a habit."

"Yeah, okay. Truce. We've got bigger fish to fry anyway."

Colin stood and grabbed his windbreaker from the back of
the chair. "Damn right. There's something going on in this
town, and I intend to find out what it is."

They took his Tahoe and headed for Jeremy's place first. It
was closest to town and they passed right by Colin's house on
the way, which meant he had the chance to stop and grab
some more firepower.

"Planning to invade a small country there, Murphy?"
Leighton asked, eyeing the Benelli as he laid it on the
backseat. He'd invited her into his house, but she'd chosen to
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wait by the car, muttering something about "throwing fuel on
the fire." Whatever the hell that meant.

"I don't know about you, Leighton." He closed the back
door of the truck and opened the front. "But when I'm dealing
with vamps, I like to go armed for bear."

"No argument from me," she said easily. "Although my
personal choice of weapon focuses more on the load rather
than the delivery system."

He gave her a puzzled look as he slid back into the driver's
seat and turned the ignition key. "I thought you worked with
these guys."

"I do."

"Yeah, so?" He whipped into a fast 180 turn and headed up
his driveway to the main road.

She gave him a sideways smile. "Not all vampires are
created equal, Murphy. There are all different kinds, just like
the rest of us."

Colin shrugged and turned onto the highway toward
Jeremy's. "Makes sense, I suppose, since they all started the
same way as the rest of us, right?"

"That's very enlightened of you."

"Yeah, well, I do what I can, ma'am," he said with an
exaggerated drawl.

She laughed, but sobered almost immediately, fingers
tapping nervously on the door frame next to her. "Vamps
didn't do this, though," she said thoughtfully. "It happened in
daylight, for beginners. You have any idea which of your
fellow citizens might be a little less enlightened than you
are?"
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Colin shook his head, frowning. "When this thing with
Mariane happened, I figured it had to be someone from
outside. We get a lot of people passing through—tourists,
people looking to commune with nature, loggers. This is a
small town and it just doesn't sit right that someone I know
could have done what was done to that little girl. Besides,
judging by what I saw in that house and . . . well, Mariane's
condition, I'm pretty sure there was more than one of them
there that day. To my way of thinking, that makes it even
less likely that it was locals. People around here know
Mariane and they like her." He slowed slightly, making the
turn onto Jeremy's drive. "But now you tell me that Marco
and this other guy Preston were killed, and it makes me
wonder how well I really know the folks I live with."

"This is a pretty wild area," Leighton offered. "Could be all
sorts of people hanging around in the woods and you'd never
know it."

He gave her a sharp look as he pulled up in front of
Jeremy's house. "You know something I don't?

She scoffed lightly and gave him a toothy grin. "Probably
all sorts of things." She showed him both hands and said,
"I'm going to check my weapon. Don't panic, okay?"

It was his turn to scoff as she pulled a Glock 17 from her
shoulder rig, checked the magazine and worked the slide
before securing it back beneath her jacket.

"Panic isn't a word in my vocabulary, dar' ... Leighton," he
said with a shit-eating grin of his own.

"Good to know," she said, opening her door. "That might
come in handy in the next few days."
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Walking around to the back of the house, he saw that
someone had boarded up the broken windows and replaced
the shattered door with a makeshift replacement and a heavy
padlock. Leighton produced a key to the lock, which told him
it was probably Jeremy who'd arranged the temporary
repairs, or at least someone who cared about him and
Mariane.

Inside, she barely looked at the room where Mariane had
been savaged, heading instead for Jeremy's office, where she
looked around, carefully examining what to his eye was the
utter destruction left behind. Furniture had been tossed or
tipped over, computers smashed and paper was strewn
everywhere.

"You looking for something in particular?" he asked finally.

She gave him an absent look. "Hmm? No, just looking.
More curiosity than anything else." She turned her hands
over, scowling at the grime clinging to them. "Let me wash
my hands, and then I'm done here, if you are."

Colin watched as she washed at the kitchen sink.
"Jeremy's daytime hiding place, right?"

She turned off the water and grabbed some paper towels
before turning to give him a careful look. "What?"

He smiled knowingly. "Whoever did this tore the house
apart. There was equipment they could have fenced for good
money, but instead they trashed everything. And Mariane—"
His lip curled. "I found her, Leighton. She wasn't just raped;
she was tortured. They wanted something from her, and I'm
guessing that something was Jeremy. They didn't find him,
even though he was close enough to scare the shit out of me
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within minutes of sundown. Now, we're either working
together, or we're not. I'm not asking for any deep vampire
secrets, but I like to know I can trust the person I'm working
with."

Leighton stared at him for a long minute, then drew a
thoughtful breath and exhaled noisily. "You have a point," she
said slowly. "So, yes, Jeremy's daytime resting place is under
that floor. I'm guessing the vamps who boarded up the house
moved some stuff around to conceal its location, since the
house isn't really secure anymore. But, truthfully, even
knowing where it was, I can't get inside. Which is why
Jeremy's still alive."

"What about Marco?" he asked, as they locked the door
once again and headed for his truck.

"He and Preston both built their houses a while ago, and
I'm betting neither one of them had updated their security."

Colin shook his head, then stopped, eyeing the ground
around his truck. "There've been a lot of vehicles here
recently. Your guys?"

Leighton nodded. "Lord Raphael's security team was out
here night before last, and some others came out last night to
pick up some things for Jeremy. They're also the ones who
boarded the place up," she added, gesturing toward the
house.

"Lord Raphael?" he repeated, not bothering to hide his
skepticism.

She gave him a sidelong glance. "You better believe it. In
the vampire world, he controls all of the U.S. west of the
Rockies, plus a big chunk of the mountains themselves."
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"What the hell does that mean, controls? I've never ever
heard of him. How powerful can he be?"

She shrugged, unconcerned. "That's because you're not a
vampire. If you were, believe me, you'd know about him,
because, living here, he'd be the only thing between you and
instant death."

Colin frowned.

"Trust me on this one. He's scary powerful. But you can
judge for yourself tonight. You've got that meeting at the
compound. He'll be there."

"Fantastic," he muttered, as they climbed back into the
truck.

Neither of them said much on the way to Marco's. For his
part, Colin was not looking forward to seeing the place with
Marco gone. Not that they'd been close, not like his friends
from back home, and sure as hell nothing like his buddies
from the SEAL teams. But they'd both loved horses—not just
riding them, but the simple beauty of the animal. Marco had
been so pleased to find someone he could talk to, someone
who understood the fine points of horse breeding and training
the way Colin did. Colin may not have taken up his father's
business, but he'd been raised on the family's ranch, had
worked in the barns almost from the day he took his first step
until he'd walked away and joined the Navy. He'd gone into
the service partly because it was the last thing anyone
expected of a boy from Georgia who'd been nothing but
trouble all through high school. But he'd also done it to
escape his father's determination to control every aspect of
his youngest son's life.
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It had been a surprise for Colin to discover he could still
enjoy talking about the family business and he would miss
those conversations with Marco.

"You said a security team was out at Jeremy's," he said,
breaking the silence. They visit Marco's place too?

She nodded. "Night before last, same as Jeremy's and
Preston's."

"So, why—"

"I need to see for myself in daylight so I can tell what I'm
looking at."

Colin nodded. Made sense to him. Although, to be honest,
he still didn't know what to make of Leighton. She seemed to
be just what she claimed, a private investigator hired by the
vamps to look into these crimes. She didn't swarm all over his
crime scene like some sort of drama queen pretender, and
she didn't wave her gun around like an amateur. Neither one
of her guns. He'd noted the backup piece in the small of her
back before they'd left town.

And his confusion wasn't just because she was a woman,
either. He'd served with plenty of females in the military,
some good, some not, just like the men. But none of them
had looked like a fucking fashion model or wore a diamond
wedding ring that even his untutored eye knew was worth
more than most people's annual salary. Not to mention
showing up and claiming to work as a private investigator for
vampires. How did one get a gig like that anyway?

He drove around the final curve to Marco's house, tree
branches skimming the roof of his truck. Marco had valued his
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privacy. He'd never bothered to make his house anymore
approachable than absolutely necessary.

Colin stopped the truck and switched off the key, staring
through the windshield. The place looked abandoned already.
The paddock was empty, the doors open on the small barn's
vacant stalls. Even the house looked diminished somehow.

"You're sure the horses are safe."

"Absolutely," she assured him.

He drew a deep breath and shoved open the truck door.
"All right, let's do this."

A few minutes later, they were in the basement of Marco's
house—a basement Colin hadn't even known existed until
Leighton had led him to it. All the times he'd been in Marco's
place and he'd never noticed the door concealed by the den's
paneling. But then, why would he?

Leighton had cruised the walls, running her hands along
the joints, as if she knew what to look for. And clearly she
did, because she'd given a satisfied grunt and popped the
door right open to reveal a rough stairway under the house. A
chain pull had turned on the overhead light, but Leighton had
augmented it with a couple of halogen lamps from the duffle
bag she'd thrown in the back of his Tahoe. It was bright as
daylight in the basement now, which made what they were
looking at even more of a surprise.

"You're a Navy SEAL, right, Murphy?" Leighton asked
thoughtfully.

"Retired, but yeah."

She glanced back at him. "That makes you the expert as
far as I'm concerned. What do you think happened here?"
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Someone had blown a hell of a hole in Marco's basement
wall, that's what had happened. Or not precisely in the wall.
The target had been the reinforced door which now lay
halfway on its side, warped and hanging from a single lower
hinge, exposing a small insulated room beyond.

Apparently, this was Marco's daylight place, and it wasn't
anything like they showed in movies. There was no coffin
filled with dirt, no wax-draped wall sconces with cobwebbed
candles. It was a modern, pleasant and simple bedroom with
a queen-size bed and a single nightstand with a reading lamp.
Or it had been before someone had trashed the place.
Presumably after murdering Marco.

"Murphy?" she jogged him out of his thoughts.

"Yeah, okay. The door was heavy enough, and it had
interior hinges, but it was old, and these walls . . ." He
slapped one of the crumbling structures. ". . . are older than
dirt and breaking up. There was probably just enough of a
seam to shove some plastic explosive—I can't say what kind
without chem tests—into the gap. Set the fuse and scurry
back upstairs until it goes boom. A controlled explosion, blow
the door off its hinges and . . . that's it." He sucked a breath
through his nose and surveyed the damage. "I'm guessing
Marco was pretty much helpless since they came at him
during the day, right?"

"Pretty much. And he lived out here all alone, so there was
no one to defend him."

"Damn waste."

"Yes, it is. Who around here had the knowledge to do
something like this?"
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"A lot of people. But, yeah, to answer your real question.
Anyone with my kind of training sure as hell could have done
it."

"Any former military besides you live in Cooper's Rest?"

"Not active, not anymore."

She raised her eyebrows, questioning.

"My buddy grew up in Coop's. It's how I ended up here,
but he left a while back. He's living down in San Diego and
making big bucks working for a private contractor to the
Pentagon. We've got a couple of older guys who were in
Vietnam back in the day. I suppose it's possible they'd have
the skills for this, but I'm pretty sure they were regular
infantry. Plus they stick to themselves and, from what I've
heard, they're both more concerned with getting stoned than
killing anyone. Whoever did this wasn't stoned."

"No," she agreed. "Whoever did this was very focused and
knew exactly what he was doing."

She sighed, then checked her watch, which was an
expensive but unshowy sports model. The lights caught her
wedding ring again, and he tried unsuccessfully to imagine
letting his wife work for vampires. Even as he thought it, he
knew it wasn't a terribly modern attitude to have. Somehow,
he didn't think Leighton cared much about what her husband
let her do.

"If there's nothing else you want to see here," she said,
already moving toward the first halogen lamp. "I'd like to get
over to Preston's before heading back to town." She doused
the light without waiting for his answer, sending half the
basement into deep shadow. The second lamp quickly
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followed until there was only the weak gleam of the overhead
bulb, turning the wreckage of Marco's hideaway into nothing
more than a black chasm of darkness beyond the dim, yellow
glow.

Colin took a last look around the place where Marco had
died and pulled the chain on the overhead, dropping the
basement into darkness once again.

A short drive took them to Preston's house, which was
more of the same. Different on the outside, there was no
paddock or barn, but the basement could have been Marco's,
right down to the method used to destroy the nearly identical
safe room.

"It's like the same guy built both places," Colin remarked,
as they walked around to the back of his truck.

"Maybe he did," Leighton said. She watched while he
opened the cargo hatch, then hoisted her duffle inside. "The
two of them moved up here at pretty much the same time.
They never lived together, the way some vamps do, but they
were friends. So, it's very possible they had the same
contractor build their daylight rooms. Probably a vampire,
since they wouldn't trust a human with that kind of
knowledge. Either that or they killed the human as soon as he
finished."

Colin stopped with his hand still on the open hatch
overhead. "You're joking, right?"

"Sure, if that makes you feel better." She stepped back, so
he could close the cargo door.

He studied her narrowly, trying to figure out if she was
serious.
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She saw him watching her and smiled. "Don't worry,
Murphy. It was probably a vamp builder, anyway. Come on, I
need to get back to town and pick up my car."

Colin walked down his side of the truck and slid behind the
wheel. "You gonna be at the big meeting tonight with this guy
Raphael?" he asked as Leighton settled into the passenger's
seat and reached for her seat belt.

"Wouldn't miss it for the world," she said. "I don't think
he's going to be too happy with me, though." She clicked the
seat belt home. "Or you, either."

Colin paused in the act of turning the ignition to stare at
her. What the hell did that mean?

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Fourteen

Raphael woke to the scent of Cyn, warm and fresh from
the shower, still smelling of soap and water and the light
scent of her shampoo. Her skin was satiny smooth as she
curved her body around his, her soft, full breasts a delightful
weight against his bare chest, and her legs caressing his. She
lay on top of him, kissing his closed eyes, her mouth lingering
on his lips in invitation.

He stroked his fingers through her silky hair and down
over her back. She hummed with pleasure, arching against
his touch. Without warning, he tightened his hold and
reversed their positions, so she was beneath him.

She smiled, raising her eyes to meet his . . . and sucked in
a breath, freezing to stillness at the anger he knew she had
found there.

"Did you think I wouldn't know?" he asked with a
deceptive calm.

Her expression flashed through a series of emotions—
surprise, guilt, even defeat briefly—before finally settling on
her usual angry defiance. "I needed to see for myself,
dammit."

He pushed away from her and rolled off the bed, heading
toward the shower.

"Where are you going?" she called after him, her tone
conveying both disbelief and outrage.

He spun around at the bathroom door, his eyes flashing
silver sparks in the darkened room. "Does it ever occur to you
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that I have good reasons for what I ask of you, Cyn? That
perhaps I understand certain dangers better, that there might
be enemies who would use you against me?"

"Of course, but—"

"But. There is always a but, isn't there? Always an excuse
to do what you want, regardless of my wishes."

She jumped out of bed and strode across the room to
confront him. "I'm not one of your vampires, Raphael. I don't
have to follow your rules. Besides, I'm fully capable of
defending myself, and I wasn't alone. That local police guy,
Colin Murphy, was with me."

"Is that supposed to make me feel better? To know that
my mate is spending the day with another male while I sleep
alone? As you would say, fan-fucking-tastic."

"Don't be childish. You know perfectly well—"

"Childish? Perhaps you should look up the definition." He
took a step back into the bathroom and closed the door,
securing it with a small jolt of his power to keep her from
trying to continue their argument in the shower. Her body
was far too appealing and he didn't feel like being coaxed out
of his temper tonight.

Raphael lingered in the shower longer than usual, just to
make her wait. Even through the closed door, he could hear
her muttering dire threats against him the entire time. He
found it amusing overall and returned her angry glare with a
bland smile when he finally surrendered the bathroom. He
dressed while she showered and was knotting his tie when
she finally came out, wrapped in a modestly big towel, as if
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she hadn't been naked in bed with him less than an hour
before.

"The towel's a good look for you," he commented. She
flipped him the finger over her shoulder and he laughed.

"Asshole," she hissed.

He crossed to the bedside and picked up his watch,
fastening it over his wrist as he watched her across the width
of the bed. "How much longer will I be forced to endure these
little power plays of yours, Cyn?" he asked. "How much
longer before you no longer feel the need to set yourself
apart from me, to prove that you can do without me?"

She spun around, and he could read the truth in her eyes
before she drew a breath to deny it.

"Be honest with yourself, if not with me, lubimaya. T'll see
you upstairs."

Duncan was waiting for him when he emerged from the
private corridor, standing with his back to Raphael, his
attention seemingly on Wei Chen who was deep in
conversation with a human woman near the front doors. Juro
was looming over the pair, looking very unhappy and
increasingly impatient. The woman's presence violated one of
the basic rules for Raphael's security on this trip—no humans
were permitted within the compound after sunset unless they
were mated to one of the vampires, or their presence was
specifically cleared by Juro or Duncan.

As Raphael came up to Duncan, the woman glanced up,
said something to Wei Chen and departed, shouldering a
backpack not unlike what Cyn frequently carried.
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Duncan spun around smoothly and greeted him. "Good
evening, my lord."

"Duncan." Raphael said absently, frowning at the trio near
the door. "Who was that?"

"She works for Wei Chen, I believe."

Raphael stared at the woman's departing back as Juro and
two of his vampires escorted her down the outside stairs and
toward the parking area.

"What's the status on the security system check?" he
asked, turning his attention back to Duncan.

"Maxime is already on the ground, my lord," Duncan
replied, referring to Raphael's computer security specialist.
"She left L.A. just before dawn and daylighted on the tarmac
in Seattle." He checked his watch. "She's too young to be
awake yet, but soon. The extra guards you requested flew in
with her. By the end of tonight, we'll have tripled Wei Chen's
human and vampire guard presence around the clock."

"Elke is with them?" As the only female member of
Raphael's personal security team, Elke was frequently
assigned to guard Cyn, and he wanted her here as an added
precaution.

Duncan nodded. "Under protest, of course. You know how
she feels about flying during the day."

"She can protest all she wants. I want her here." He
paused briefly at the sound of the elevator coming up. The
hallway doors opened behind him and Cyn stomped across
the room toward the dining hall without a word. He smiled
grimly at Duncan's look of surprise. "Cynthia went exploring
earlier today," he said dryly.
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Duncan raised his eyebrows expressively. "Alone?"

"No. Apparently, she rendezvoused with the local police
force."

"I see."

Raphael saw Wei Chen approaching over Duncan's
shoulder and nodded for him to join them.

"Good evening, Sire," Wei Chen said in his quiet voice. "I
thought you'd want to know that all of our people will be
within the compound shortly. The last few from Seattle are
leaving their homes as we speak. Once your presence was
known, everyone came immediately. It was only the distance
that kept the Seattle people holding until this evening."

"Understood."

"When is this police person due to arrive?" he asked Wei
Chen.

"At any moment, my lord. Loren told him—"

Duncan interrupted Wei Chen's account by nodding and
holding a hand to his earpiece to indicate someone was
calling him. Raphael watched expectantly.

"He just arrived at the gate, my lord," Duncan murmured,
still listening to the voice in his ear. "Juro will escort him in."

Raphael bared his teeth in a shark's grin. "Excellent. Invite
Sophia to join us, but give us a few moments with Mister
Murphy first. I'm eager to meet the man who spent the entire
day alone with my Cyn."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Fifteen

Colin lowered his window and eyed the hulking security
guards who rushed to surround the truck. These weren't the
usual compound guards. He didn't know the regular guys
personally, but he'd been here a time or two and this wasn't
them. In fact, he didn't recognize a single face. The guard at
his window—vampire, obviously, given the bright red gleam
of his eyes in the reflected glow of the gate lights—studied his
license photo carefully, checking it more than once as the
others flashed lights into the backseat of his truck and lifted
the cargo hatch door. Under any other circumstances, Colin
would have objected to the search. But not tonight. These
boys were deadly serious and he had a feeling they wouldn't
bother with fine distinctions if it came right down to it.

The vamp at his window barked something in a language
other than English and two of the others dropped out of sight
as they checked his undercarriage. They were all using dim
flashlights with a yellowish glow like a fog light, and they
covered the lenses with their fingers, so only the tiniest sliver
of light leaked out. Night sight, he realized. He knew vamps
were supposed to have unparalleled night vision—in fact,
Leighton had said something about it earlier—but he'd never
seen it used like this before.

The two vamps checking his undercarriage popped back
into sight and snapped something in that same language. The
guard at his window shoved his ID back at him and told him
in heavily accented English to pull through the gate and park,
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indicating a small paved area a ways up the driveway and to
the right.

Colin took his time, sliding his license into his wallet and
his wallet into the zippered inside pocket of his windbreaker.
He nodded politely, put the truck in gear and rolled slowly
through the gate. Usually, he drove right up to the main
building and parked there. But apparently there were new
security measures for the big honcho's visit. So he pulled into
the designated area, noting as he did so that his was the only
vehicle there. So, not a lot of visitors. Or maybe it was just
not a lot of human visitors, because he could see the main
building from here and there was plenty of activity inside.
Every light seemed to be lit and there were quite a few people
moving around behind the big glass doors. Even the upstairs
windows showed movement, the people there little more than
shadow shapes behind the heavily frosted glass.

Turning off the engine, he grabbed the keys and opened
the truck door, assuming someone would—

"Mister Murphy."

Colin considered himself a big man. At six, four and two-
hundred thirty pounds, he outclassed most people he
encountered, even in the military. But the giant standing in
front of him was huge. Sumo wrestler huge, but without the
flab, and wearing a three thousand dollar suit. Seven feet of
hard muscle and black, unflinching eyes which held a faint
golden glow as they regarded Colin.

"Yes," Colin answered, although it hadn't been a question.

"Are you armed?" the Japanese vampire rumbled.
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"Yes, I am. I'm a licensed security consultant for the town
of Cooper's Rest and, as such, authorized to carry at all
times."

He thought he saw a slight softening of the giant's mouth,
as if something Colin said was amusing. "That may be, Mister
Murphy. But you are no longer in Cooper's Rest and you will
not be permitted to carry a weapon into my master's
presence."

Colin kept his face carefully blank. Master? Neither Loren
nor Wei Chen had ever called anyone "master." He seriously
considered—for about two seconds—throwing his hands up on
the whole deal and walking away. He didn't need this shit. He
certainly didn't need to walk into a building full of vampires
without even his sidearm for protection. But he really wanted
to know who was behind the attack on Mariane, and he
honestly doubted that, whoever this "master" was, he
intended to serve Colin up as a light supper.

Colin sighed. "Can I leave it in my truck then?" he asked.

"Certainly."

Holding up his empty hands, he slowly pushed his
windbreaker off his right hip, unsnapped his holster and gun
from his belt and, opening the truck door, leaned in and
deposited it in the console compartment.

"No other weapons?" The giant vamp asked, eyeing him up
and down with that remarkable night vision. "No backup
piece?" he added.

Colin jolted a bit at the colloquialism coming out of the
Sumo wrestler's mouth, but he shook his head. "Didn't think
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I'd need one," he said, waiting calmly beneath the vamp's
scrutiny.

"Very well. Follow me."

As they started up the curved driveway, the vampire spoke
into a throat mike that Colin hadn't noticed before. He didn't
catch the words, but he didn't have to. The giant had just told
someone inside that they were on their way.

Loren was waiting for them just inside the door. He
stepped forward immediately and shook Colin's hand. "Colin,
good of you to come."

Colin gave the security chief a bemused smile. "I could
hardly refuse, could I? Besides, I'm sure we all want the same
thing. To stop whoever's doing this."

"Absolutely."

"I notice you've got a lot more security out there tonight.
Have there been more attacks?"

"No, no. Nothing like that," Loren assured him, glancing at
the vampire hulking behind Colin. "Just a precaution."

"Leighton told me about Marco, Loren. And Preston. I was
kind of surprised no one thought to let me know. Especially
about Marco."

Loren had the grace to look uncomfortable. He'd known
that Colin and Marco were friends. "My apologies, Colin. We
weren't certain what was happening and—"

A cool voice interrupted. "Loren was told not to share that
information, Mister Murphy."

Loren stiffened to attention like a sailor fresh out of RTC,
twitching visibly as he spun around to face the speaker.
"Duncan," he said. "This is—"
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"Colin Murphy," Colin interrupted, holding out a hand, even
as he studied the newcomer—Duncan—curiously. He was
broad-shouldered, but shorter than Colin, an even six feet,
maybe six-one, and he wore the same sort of tailored suit the
Sumo wrestler was wearing. Obviously a uniform of sorts.

The vampire noticed Colin's open appraisal and smiled
crookedly, his brown eyes lighting up with a very human
warmth. But he was definitely a vampire for all that. And
judging by Loren's reaction, not just any vampire either. This
guy Duncan was somebody.

He gave Colin's hand a friendly shake, using enough
pressure to make it felt, but not enough to intimidate.
Careful, calculated, Colin thought.

"My name is Duncan," the blond vamp said unnecessarily.

No last name, no title, Colin noted and shrugged inwardly.

Duncan turned slightly and gestured across the great room
to where he saw Cynthia Leighton disappearing between a
huge set of open double doors.

"Lord Raphael is waiting for us," Duncan explained.

Well, okay. Apparently, Colin was about to meet the head
honcho. What was it Leighton had said this afternoon? That
this guy ruled most of the Western United States? Including
part of the Rockies. Mustn't forget the Rockies. He frowned
when he remembered what else she'd said. That the big
honcho wasn't going to be happy with her . . . or with Colin
either.
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Chapter Sixteen

Raphael sat in the same chair as the night before, well
aware of the dramatic setting created by the panoramic wall
of glass behind him. The moon was full tonight and for once
in this perpetually rainy place, the clouds were only scattered,
so the moon's silver glow lit the sky, making it seem more
blue than black.

With his own people securing the gate and grounds, there
was no need for additional security inside the room, so there
was nothing between him and the wall of glass but empty
space.

He settled back into the big chair, watching as Cyn entered
and remained standing against the far wall, regarding him
narrowly. He met her gaze and raised a single eyebrow in
question. She rolled her eyes in response, but pushed away
from the wall and strode across the room, standing in her
usual place to his right, but far enough away that he couldn't
touch her easily.

She held her position, stiff and unyielding, for a few
minutes, then sighed audibly and sidled nearer, speaking in a
voice meant only for his ears. "He didn't know about Marco
and Preston until I told him. He said he and Marco were
friends."

"Do you believe him?"

She thought about it a moment, then said, "Yes."
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"Thank you, my Cyn," he murmured and stroked one
finger down the back of her thigh, closer now that she'd
shifted in order to talk with him.

The muscle beneath his finger tightened and she huffed
out a disgusted breath. But she didn't move away.

He bit back a smile, looking up when he heard footsteps
approaching the room. His smile had disappeared altogether
by the time Duncan appeared between the doors with Colin
Murphy in tow.

Colin followed Duncan into a really large and nearly empty
room. The far wall was nothing but glass with a million dollar
view down across the valley and probably all the way to the
bay. It was spectacular, but his gaze quickly fell instead to
the black-haired vampire sitting in a big chair in front of the
window. Every nerve in his body jolted straight into the
classic fight or flight reaction. Years of training, of experience
on the deadliest battlegrounds in the world, were screaming
at him to defend himself, to draw the fucking gun he didn't
have, put a wall at his back and get the hell gone. Forget the
big Sumo wrestler behind him, forget Cynthia Leighton with
her guns and Duncan with his watchful, human eyes. Lord
Raphael, and it had to be him, gave off a vibe so strong it
crushed against Colin's chest like three hundred pounds of
iron on a bench press. Some instinct deep inside his
hindbrain, maybe something left over from his primitive
ancestors who'd looked to the gods for protection from the
natural world, wanted him to drop to his knees and pledge
undying fealty.
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But Colin Murphy didn't kneel to anyone, and he'd pledged
his loyalty to his country and his team long ago. It was
everything he could do to hold that cold, black stare, but he
did it, forcing himself to stay cool. No problem here. Just a
meeting with the local vamps. Like hell.

The pressure dropped away and Colin breathed what he
hoped was a subtle sigh of relief. The damn vampire was
regarding him with veiled amusement and Colin knew it could
have been much, much worse. He felt a surge of anger at the
knowledge he'd been toyed with, but gritted his teeth and
said nothing. That was another lesson he'd learned in the
military. There were times when you just had to grin and bear
it.

Like when you were facing down a vampire who could
squash you like a bug. Come to think of it, now that the
games were over, that was pretty much the look Raphael was
giving him, like he was something unpleasant that had ended
up smashed against his windshield.

With the pressure more or less off, Colin took the
opportunity to check out the surroundings, which was what
he should have been doing instead of staring at the view.
Lord Raphael was sitting in a huge chair placed right in front
of that spectacular wall of glass. Was it arrogance that put
him there where a good sniper's bullet could take him out?
Hell, maybe bullets couldn't touch this guy. But bulletproof or
not, Colin was going with arrogance, because this guy had it
in spades. Colin had faced down some tough assholes in his
time—drug dealers, tribal leaders, hell, even a terrorist or
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two. But none of them held a candle to the vampire sitting in
front of him.

He gave the rest of the room a quick scan. There were
clusters of furniture scattered throughout, but only the area
directly around Raphael was occupied. Wei Chen sat on a
short, leather couch to Colin's left, along with Loren. Jeremy
was present, too, sitting on one of three matching chairs to
the right. The other two chairs were empty.

Colin nodded at Jeremy. "Jeremy, how's Mariane?"

"She's recovering," the vampire said stiffly. "Thank you."

Colin shifted his gaze back to Raphael. Duncan had taken
up a position to the big guy's left; Cynthia Leighton stood on
his right, close enough that her leg brushed up against the
chair arm where . . . Ah shit. No wonder Leighton had said
Raphael wouldn't be happy with him. They were an item. Hell,
no, he thought, remembering the ring on her finger. Not just
an item. They were fucking married or whatever it was
vampires did. And Colin had spent the whole day alone with
her.

He raised his eyes to meet Raphael's again. The vampire
lord curled his lips into a smug smile, clearly having noticed
Colin's ah shit moment. Raphael blinked lazily and said, "My
Cyn tells me you knew Marco."

Colin didn't miss the possessive pronoun. A potted plant
wouldn't have missed the fucking possessive pronoun.

"We were friends," he said, nodding.

"Indeed. An interesting man, Marco. His family was
Spanish aristocracy, you know. A direct lineage to Queen
Isabella."
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"Very interesting," Colin agreed, "since Marco was Italian
and his family were merchants. He had a genealogical chart
hanging in his living room, said it reminded him of where he
came from."

The smile was more genuine this time. "You were right, my
Cyn," Raphael said to Leighton, although he never stopped
looking at Colin. "Have a seat, Mister Murphy." He indicated
the empty chair next to Jeremy. "Loren, ask Sophia to join
us."

Colin headed for the chair closest to the door, leaving the
one between him and Jeremy vacant. It was a classic guy
move, but that wasn't why he'd done it. It was just good
tactics to get as far away from Raphael and as close to the
door as possible.

His ass had just hit the chair when the doors opened and
Loren returned, followed by a dark-haired woman. She was
short and curvy, her dark head turned toward Juro,
murmuring her thanks as he held the door open until she was
through, then pulled it closed behind her. She took a graceful
step into the room, her gaze going left, skimming over Wei
Chen and Loren, before turning large brown eyes toward Colin
where they widened into a disbelieving stare.

Colin stood, his heart slamming against his chest wall.

"Sophie?" he whispered.
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137



Sophia
by D. B. Reynolds

Chapter Seventeen

Sophia stared at Colin Murphy, the last man she'd ever
expected to see again. He was her one and only regret, the
only human she'd truly loved through her centuries as a
vampire. And what the hell was he doing here? He was from
the South somewhere. She couldn't remember where exactly,
but she did remember that slow, lazy drawl in his deep voice,
the way he whispered delicious things to her as his hands did
. . . She snapped herself back to the present, shocked at her
reaction after all this time. She was aware of everyone in the
room watching them, could feel Raphael's stare all but drilling
a hole in her head. This was the last thing she needed.

"Colin," she managed. "How are you?"

He just stared at her, anger replacing disbelief, darkening
those striking blue eyes of his. She remembered that, too.
The way his eyes darkened with emotion as he thrust deep
inside her, filling more than just her body, filling her soul,
making her feel so alive, so treasured, so . . . loved. Meu
Deus, she couldn't do this now. She tore her gaze away from
him, taking the two steps forward that would take him out of
her sight, out of temptation. She bowed from the waist to
Lord Raphael, feeling too unsteady to achieve anything close
to the grace required for a curtsey.

"My lord," she said.

Raphael was studying her with shrewd eyes that saw
everything. He had already been suspicious of her, wary that
she'd shown up out of nowhere claiming to be searching for
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Lucien. And now there was Colin, who was apparently the
local sheriff they'd been talking about. This could only make
Raphael suspect her even more. She met his gaze evenly,
having nothing to hide. He tilted his head toward her in silent
query.

"Colin . . . that is Mister Murphy and I knew each other
several years ago, my lord. In another country. I didn't know
he was living in this area now." Or, Lucien be damned, I
never would have come here, she thought to herself.

Raphael watched her a silent moment longer, then said,
"We're going to Vancouver tonight, Sophia."

Sophia blinked in surprise, taken aback enough that all
thoughts of the man standing behind her fled. Raphael was
going to Vancouver? Crossing into Lucien's territory without
invitation? Her back stiffened in outrage. Who the hell did he
think he was? She glared at him, not bothering to conceal her
anger, but fighting against the instinctive desire to lash out
with her power, to slap him down for such an insult to her
master. Because to do so would have been suicide, and
Sophia was not ready to die. Not for this, and not before she
knew what had happened to Lucien.

And not before she had a chance to talk to Colin.

She bowed her head slightly to Raphael. "I will accompany
you, my lord," she said, as if he hadn't pretty much ordered
her to do so.

A smile played around his lips. "Excellent. We leave in half
an hour. First, however—" He paused as Duncan leaned down
and whispered something in his ear. "A minor change of
plans. We'll leave for Vancouver as planned. For the rest,
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however . . . please excuse us, Mister Murphy. Some business
has arisen which I must take care of. We do appreciate your
cooperation in this investigation, however. Cyn will contact
you later regarding our mutual efforts to locate the killers."

Raphael stood, gesturing to the human woman who,
Sophia had discovered, was far more than the vampire lord's
arm candy; she was his mate. Vampires frequently took
mates, but it was unusual for a vampire lord to do so. Or
maybe that was just her experience with Lucien.

Everyone had risen when Raphael did, and now there was
a general movement in the direction of the doors. Sophia
looked around quickly and saw that Colin was already gone.
She held back until Raphael had cleared the doors, then
shoved her way past Loren and Jeremy, emerging into the
great room in time to see Colin slam open the big glass door
and head down the outside stairs. Rushing after him, she
waited until she too was outside before calling his name.

"Colin!" His shoulders tensed, but he kept going. "Colin!"
she repeated and put on a burst of vampire speed to catch up
with him. She considered grabbing his arm, but circled him
instead, planting herself in his path.

"Colin," she said again, meeting his furious gaze. "I'm
sorry."

"Sorry?" he growled. "Sorry, Sophie? Is that the best you
can do?"

"What do you want—"

"I thought you were dead," he ground out.

"I know. It was necessary."
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"Necessary? What was fucking necessary about it? It's not
like I put any demands on you. We weren't married. Hell, for
all I know I wasn't even the only guy you were doing—"

"Colin," she protested, letting her pain show, even though
she knew she had no right.

"Then why, Sophie? I went through hell, thinking I'd left
you there to die. I'd like to know why."

"Because I'm a vampire! Don't you understand? What was
I supposed to say?"

"How about the truth?"

"You make it sound so simple. What would you have said,
Colin? What would you have done if I'd told you all those
years ago that I was Vampire?"

"I guess we'll never know, will we?"

"It was impossible, what we had. Human and vampire. It
would never have worked."

"It doesn't seem to stop your friend Raphael in there."

Sophia laughed bitterly. "He's not my friend. He's . . . Al
Jesus, he's the most powerful vampire I've ever met. If he
wanted you dead, your heart would be nothing but pulp in his
fist before you ever saw him move. Don't take him lightly,
Colin. Or his mate either."

"Thanks for the advice."

He sidestepped her and started to leave, but Sophia put
herself in front of him once more. "Colin."

He stared at her impatiently.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean—"

He didn't let her finish. "Yeah, whatever. I'll see you
around, Sophia."
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Sophia watched him walk away and knew it was the right
thing to do. Again. She'd survived this long by not caring
about anyone, a lesson learned from Lucien. They were two of
a kind, she and her Sire. Dancing their way through life,
never caring too much about anyone or anything, no strings
to bind them, no untidy emotions to tug at their hearts and
hold them in any one place for too long.

Colin was the only one who'd ever tempted her, with his
deep voice and warm hands, his big body wrapped around her
against the night's chill. He was a warrior born. It was in his
bones and blood, every instinct he had drove him to protect
those he cared about. And he'd cared about her. He'd loved
her. And she'd loved him back. She'd gone to that cafe to
save him. And she'd lost him instead.

She rubbed her hands up and down arms gone suddenly
cold and sighed, turning back toward the main building. That
long ago night was history, where it belonged. She had
problems enough with Lucien and his infernal games. And
apparently she was going back to Vancouver tonight. Raphael
had decided it would be, and so it would. He didn't need her
to cross the border, but her presence would give him the
appearance of propriety. Lucien might still be alive, but he'd
pretty much ceded control of his territory to her for the
duration. If she invited Raphael across the border, it would
serve well enough. And who was there to protest it, in any
event? Not Lucien, curse his black soul.

She shivered again and hurried up the stairs, telling herself
it was the damp night air making her feel so cold. It had
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nothing to do with the ice around her heart. Ice that had
begun to crack the moment she'd seen Colin Murphy again.
[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter Eighteen

Raphael and his people followed Loren through a
nondescript metal door and down an unadorned stairway,
with its flat painted walls and ordinary metal pipe handrail.
The compound had an extensive basement which included the
vampires' sleeping quarters, but this particular stairway had
only one destination, and that was a state-of-the-art
computer room, which was also the heart and soul of the
security network. Raphael kept Cyn just ahead of him, with
Juro between her and Loren. Duncan was behind him, just
over his left shoulder, as always. The rest of his security team
remained upstairs.

Maxime, his computer specialist and the vampire who had
designed this particular system, had arrived from L.A. earlier
and begun her assessment immediately, searching for
possible breaches. Raphael wanted a minimal audience for
this particular briefing, just in case.

Loren reached the bottom of the stairs and turned right
down a truncated hallway. "This way, my lord," he directed.

Not that Raphael needed direction. There was nowhere
else to go down here. He touched Cyn's shoulder, more for
the sake of touching her than for guidance. She would be
very unhappy with him again later. He'd put plans into motion
to ensure her safety and he doubted she'd go along with it
easily. But he wasn't going to change his mind, and he would
not apologize for wanting her safe.
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Ahead of him, Loren entered a nine digit code and pressed
his thumb against a biometric scanner. The locking device
buzzed loudly and opened with the thunk of retracting bolts.
Maxime was already there, her spiky blond head bent, as
always, over a keyboard, her gaze riveted to the lines of
computer code rolling down the screen in front of her.

"Maxime," Raphael said.

She finished whatever she was typing and spun around
with a somewhat dazed look, blinking rapidly before
managing an awkward smile. "Pardon, my lord. I was—"

Raphael shook his head. "What have you discovered?" He
pulled out a chair from the long table running the length of
the room and offered it to Cyn, before seating himself on the
one next to it.

Maxime grabbed a pad of paper covered with notes and
rolled her chair up to the table backwards, spinning it around
at the last moment to face them. "My lord. A primer on the
nature of this system first, if I may?"

Raphael nodded his permission.

"This—" she indicated the banks of computers, monitors
and security video displays around her, "—is the heart of the
compound. Its main function is security, but to that end, it
controls every aspect of the environmental system, from
lights to air quality. Every lock on every door or window can
be monitored from here, as well as the various stations on the
perimeter. With a single key stroke, the entire compound can
be locked down if desired. It is, and this is vital, my lord, a
closed system. There is no, and I mean absolutely no, contact
with the outside world. No Internet access, no outgoing line of
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any kind. There is a separate server, maintained in a separate
office, which provides Internet access for the residents here,
but there is nothing else on that server. All information of a
sensitive nature, and that is defined in the broadest terms, is
stored here in this room."

"Which means what?" Raphael asked, urging her along.
Maxime loved her work. It was what made her so good at it,
that and a truly brilliant mind. But she would go on a bit if not
nudged in the right direction.

"It means no one can access the information stored here
from outside the compound, or even from outside this room.
It also means," she hurried on, "the database on our
vampires, including names and addresses, could not be
accessed by anyone who did not have authorization to enter
here."

"Or someone who got into this room, whether authorized
or not," Cyn qualified.

Maxime stared at Cyn blankly for a few seconds, as if
trying to compute what she'd just heard. "Correct," she said
finally. "But the security here—"

"Is not infallible, Max. No one's is," Cyn interrupted.

Maxime frowned. "Theoretically, that's true."

"You've checked for unauthorized access, of course,"
Raphael said, bringing them back to the purpose of their
briefing.

"Yes, my lord. There has been none. No one not authorized
entered this room. I have digital video if you would like to see
it, archived for the last year, which covers virtually the entire
period this compound has been functional."
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"Do you have a record of who accessed the database, even
if they were authorized?" Cyn asked.

"Of course. And I've checked it, as well. But I'm running a
deeper scan now. It is possible, again theoretically, for a
highly skilled operator, to cover his or her tracks. But not
completely. If someone has illegally invaded this system, I
will know within twenty-four hours. However, at this time, I
would say there has been no breach of security. Your leak is
somewhere else. I have the data, my lord—"

Raphael shook his head as Maxime spun back to her
computer station, retrieved a thick stack of papers covered
with data and spun around again, offering them to him. "No,
thank you, Maxime. I trust your skills completely."

Maxime gave Cyn a triumphant look that had Cyn turning
to meet his eyes with an expression of supreme annoyance.
Raphael winked at her and stood. "We'll leave you to it,
Maxime. Advise Duncan the moment you have anything new.'

The stairs up from the basement security center left them
on the first floor in a back hallway of the main building. As
they headed toward the great room once again, Raphael
turned to Duncan.

"Make sure Sophia is ready. And find out what you can
about her history with Colin Murphy. I suspect the answer will
lie in his background, not hers."

"He's a former SEAL," Cyn said, turning around and
walking slowly backwards. "His records will be hard to come
by."

"We'll see," Duncan said with a grin.
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Cyn shook her head, smiling at Raphael's lieutenant. "Are
there no secrets—"

"My lord."

Cyn spun around at the familiar voice, staring at Elke who
was waiting for them at the end of the hallway. She was
dressed in the typical uniform of his security forces, her pale
hair and even paler skin a sharp contrast to the dark charcoal
suit.

"Elke?" Cyn said in obvious surprise. "When did you get
in?"

"Who knows?" the female vampire said, obviously
disgruntled. "I only know the sun was shining, which means I
wasn't."

Cyn shot Raphael a suspicious glance over her shoulder,
clearly anticipating the reason for Elke's sudden appearance.
"Well," Cyn said to Elke. "Welcome to Seattle. Have fun." She
strode away quickly without looking back.

Elke watched her go, before turning to Raphael with a
puzzled expression. "Was I not supposed to be here, my lord?
Duncan said—"

"You are where you belong, Elke. Duncan, find Sophia and
get someone started on tracing her history with Colin Murphy.
I'll return shortly."

Raphael strode across the great room and down the
corridor, stopping the elevator doors from closing when he
was still several steps away. It took only a small exertion of
his will, holding them back until he entered. He released the
doors and they closed immediately. Cyn was leaning against
the far wall, both hands behind her. She waited until the
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elevator was moving before saying quietly, "I don't need a
babysitter."

"No, you don't," he agreed.

She frowned in confusion. "But Elke—"

The doors opened on their darkened suite, the vault door
standing open for the night. Raphael gestured for Cyn to go
ahead of him. She did so, but not without a distrustful,
sideways glance as she passed in front of him.

"So why send for Elke specifically?" she asked, stopping
halfway across the room to confront him.

"I asked Duncan to reinforce the security on the compound
with some of our own people. Not that I don't trust Wei Chen
or his guards, but mine are better."

"So, Elke's just part of that?"

Raphael closed the distance between them, brushing her
body with his and cupping her face in both hands. He
whispered a kiss against her forehead, her eyes, traced the
soft fullness of her lips with his tongue before claiming her
mouth with a long, slow kiss. She responded automatically,
lifting herself onto her toes to meet him, her arms sliding
beneath his jacket and curling around his back.

He gave up her mouth reluctantly, swirling his tongue over
her lips and dropping several gentle, swift kisses on her
mouth. "I love you, my Cyn."

Her eyes were bright with emotion when they met his. "I
love you, too. You know that."

"I do."

She blinked, suddenly recognizing she should be worried.
"But?"
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He smiled to reassure her. "No but, /lubimaya."

"Don't lubimaya me, you sneaky bastard. I know a 'but'
when I hear one."

Raphael laughed. "I told you, I've decided you're right."

"About what?" she demanded.

"About your need to move about more freely while we
uncover whoever's behind these murders. I brought you here,
after all, not just because I wanted you with me—"

Cyn scoffed noisily and he smiled.

"I would miss you, my Cyn," he chided.

"Uh huh. Go on."

"I also brought you with me to make use of your
investigative skills. Skills which you cannot employ fully if
you're pinned to my side all night and day."

She was listening to every word, clearly trying to find the
catch. And there was a catch, Raphael knew. He just hadn't
gotten to it yet.

"On the other hand—" he began.

"T knew it."

"—because your safety is far more important to me than
your investigative skills—"

"I am not going to hide out here in the basement while you
and everyone else get to—"

"I've brought in the appropriate personnel," Raphael
continued, talking over her protest, "to serve as your
bodyguards."

She stared at him open-mouthed. "Fuck that! That's the
real reason Elke's here, isn't it? You lied to me. She is my
babysitter."

150



Sophia
by D. B. Reynolds

"She is one of your bodyguards, just as Juro and the
others are mine. You're the one who insists I need protecting.
Surely one could argue the same of you?"

"It's not the same. You're the damn vampire lord!
Everyone wants to take you out. No one up here even knows
who I am. They—"

"Of course they do." Raphael's temper finally snapped.
"Three minutes after you walked down that poor excuse for a
main street, every soul in this misbegotten village knew
exactly who you were and what you were doing here. You're
being unreasonable."

"I'm being unreasonable? Fine. Elke can sit and watch me
read all fucking night long, then. I'll just wait until the sun
comes up and then go about my business. Unless you're
planning on chaining me to your bed every morning, too?"

Raphael fought for patience. If any of his vampires had
spoken to him thus, they'd have been groveling on the floor
by now, begging for their foolish lives. But, as she pointed out
to him over and over again, Cyn was not one of his vampires.
And the last thing he wanted was to see her hurt. Which was
why they were having this damn argument in the first place.

"I would not require anything so crude as chains to keep
you here if I chose," he said at last. "However, when you
leave the compound in daylight, a human guard will
accompany you."

"No."

"Yes, my Cyn."

"You can't do that."

"I can."
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"Fine. You go ahead, assign your little watchdog. I'll just
ditch him," she retorted childishly.

"Oh, no, lubimaya. I know you far too well to trust your
cooperation. If you ditch your assigned guard, there will be a
price."

"I'm terrified," she drawled.

Raphael gave her a slow, satisfied smile. She saw it and
gasped softly. "What?" she breathed.

"There will be a price, my Cyn, but you will not be the one
to pay it. Your human bodyguard will. And I think we both
know the price I would exact for a failure of this nature."

"You can't do that."

"Of course, I can."”

"There are rules, Raphael. You can't just—"

"Ah, but, my Cyn, I am Vampire. I don't follow your rules."

She glared at him, hearing her earlier words thrown back
at her. "Fine," she snapped, ripping off her jacket and starting
on her shoulder harness. "Have fun in Vancouver. I'm not
going."

"I didn't think you would," he said mildly. "Should you
decide to go out later this evening, Elke will be waiting for
you upstairs."

He pulled her toward him as she slipped out of her
shoulder holster, drawing her in for an entirely different sort
of kiss, this one hard and proprietary. She kissed him back,
giving as good as she got, and finally bit his lower lip until he
laughed and stepped away. He watched her lick his blood
from her mouth, seeing the flush it brought to her cheeks,
and felt his groin grow heavy in response.
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He met her gaze, which was half angry and half aroused.
"Be safe, lubimaya," he said and left her there, not looking
back until he was inside the elevator and the doors were
almost closed. He met her eyes at the last moment and saw
her lips move almost silently.

"You, too," she said.
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Chapter Nineteen

Raphael came out of the elevator, locking it behind him. It
wouldn't lock Cyn in, but it would keep anyone else out. Elke
was waiting for him, standing in the open doors between the
elevator hallway and the great room where she could see
anyone coming or going from either area.

"My lord."

"She doesn't go anywhere alone," he ordered. "Nowhere,
Elke."

"Yes, my lord."

Raphael met her eyes with a flat stare, emphasizing the
seriousness of his order. He knew all too well Cyn's ability to
talk people into things they wouldn't do otherwise, and she
and Elke were friends of a sort. But he was Elke's Sire and his
will would trump or heads would roll.

He put all of this into a single glance that had Elke
stiffening to attention. "I will protect her, my lord. On my
life."

Raphael nodded and turned his attention to Duncan, who'd
crossed to his side. "Sophia is waiting outside, Sire. And our
people are working on ferreting out Colin Murphy's record.
Maxime insisted on doing it herself. She seemed to feel
cracking the Defense Department's