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Prologue

Rafe walked into the seedy little bar and his nose was immediately assailed by the smell of humanity and stale beer. The bar was moderately busy, most of the patrons gathered around the two pool tables at the dimly lit back of the bar. He ignored the bar itself, a row of worn seats lined up against an equally worn wooden bar top. There were two people sitting there, one nursing a beer, the other nursing something much harder.

Rafe let his eyes dart over the dark tables in an alcove across from the bar itself and saw the man he was looking for sitting with a woman leaning against his side. She wasn’t exactly pretty—she came across more as desperate. She appeared eager enough, he thought. She was wearing a pair of tight jeans and a tank top, her dyed blond hair halfheartedly dressed up in a ponytail. She seemed generally unkempt. She was exactly the kind of woman Halo liked. Easy. Cheap.

Halo was seated next to her, sprawled back, his long legs stretched out under the table. He had a bottle of tequila settled near a row of overturned shot glasses. There were several spent limes and a saltshaker on the table. Halo reached for the tequila bottle and poured two shots into clean glasses, while the woman draped against his side grabbed for the saltshaker. She licked her hand, sprinkled salt over the wet spot, then reached for a fresh lime. She swayed unsteadily, her hand shaking as she picked up her shot glass. She slammed the shot in tandem with Halo, licked the salt from her skin and sucked on the lime. Halo took the tequila straight, no salt, no lime.

Halo looked up at Rafe slowly, clearly having known he was there all along. He cocked a cold grin at Rafe.

“Just gonna stand there or are you gonna join us for a shot?”

Halo knew better than that. He knew Rafe didn’t drink. Halo shouldn’t have been drinking either. However, Halo walked to the beat of his own drum…even if it meant flirting with unclean practices. The alcohol didn’t seem to be affecting Halo, which was surprising considering the amount he had obviously ingested, but it was affecting the washed-out blonde. She looked very drunk. Rafe was disgusted by the sight of them both.

He hooked a chair with his foot, drew it up to the table, and took a seat.

“Want to get rid of your friend so we can talk?” Rafe said, nodding to the blonde.

Halo reached out and grabbed the woman by her cockeyed ponytail. He forced her to focus on him.

“Take a hike, sister.”

She frowned.

“But…” she began.

“You can come back after he leaves,” Halo said, nodding to Rafe. The drunk blonde looked at Rafe as if she had only just noticed him.

“Well, what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” she whined.

“Why don’t you go play some pool?”

“It’s no fun without you,” she slurred.

“Beat it, kiddo. Go entertain yourself.” He gave her a shove and she staggered to her feet.

“You’re being an asshole,” she complained.

“I’ve been called worse. Now go.”

She looked like she wanted to argue some more, but eventually decided it wasn’t worth it. She really wanted to drink more and, after all, he wasn’t telling her she could never come back. But, just to be sure, she grabbed the bottle of tequila off the table and tottered over to the pool tables.

“There. Happy now?” Halo asked.

“Infinitely.” Despite his words, Rafe frowned. “I have a job for you.”

“I figured as much. Otherwise why would you meet me here? I know how much you love places like this.” Halo grinned, pleased at Rafe’s imagined discomfort. In truth, Rafe didn’t give much of a damn where they met up. Sure, he wasn’t as at home in a place like this as Halo was, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t fit in like anyone else had he wanted to.

He just didn’t want to.

“I have a new bounty for you.”

“Obviously. You don’t exactly go out of your way to seek out my company. Who is it?”

“Roth.”

Halo lifted a brow. His features were rugged, and Rafe supposed he was handsome in his way, but when he smirked like he was doing right then, it just made Rafe want to punch him square in the face.

“Roth?” Halo echoed. “The high and mighty Roth who barely acknowledges he’s one of us? I find it hard to imagine him giving in to his baser side.”

“It happens to the best of us,” Rafe said tightly.

“Even you?” Halo asked, his smirk returning.

Even him? Hell, he hoped not. Because that would mean someone would be sitting where he was right now putting out a contract on his life. It would mean he’d lost everything about himself that he treasured. His dignity. His self-control. His right to life.

“It could happen to me. I strive every day to keep control. We all do.”

“Not all. If we all did there would be no need for me,” Halo said.

“As I said, it happens to the best of us. You’re just as susceptible as any of us are.”

Halo snorted. “And what would you do then? Who could you possibly send out to collect me as a bounty? That’d be some neat trick.”

“We’d find someone. You’re not all-powerful, you know.”

“Close to it,” he said with a raspy chuckle. “But don’t worry; I don’t have any plans of going rogue. You’re all safe for the time being.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Rafe said dryly.

“I know you are. I’m scary. Me going rogue is one of your worst nightmares.”

He was right, but Rafe wasn’t about to admit that to him.

“Are you going after Roth or aren’t you?” Rafe asked irritably. “If not, I can get Dyson to—”

“Dyson! That guy couldn’t find his own asshole with a fart to give away its location. I’ll take Roth. It shouldn’t be too hard. Roth is a creature of habit. He’ll haunt his usual places thinking he can take on anything that comes his way. Hubris goes hand in hand with going rogue.”

“You might want to watch out for that yourself,” Rafe said.

“Roth?”

“No. Hubris. You’ve got a real bad case of it.”

Halo chuckled. “That’s because I’ve earned it.”

Rafe wasn’t amused. Of course, the truth was Halo had earned it. There was no better bounty hunter among their people. Rafe certainly wouldn’t want to go head-to-head with Halo. Oh, he could probably hold his own, but there was guaranteed to be pain and damage on both sides if it came down to it. No one would wish for that. No one in their sound mind anyway. He almost felt sorry for Roth.

“Now if that’s all, I’d like to get back to what I was doing,” Halo drawled.

“Getting a human woman plastered so she’ll sleep with you?”

Halo snorted. “I don’t have to get her drunk. She’d sleep with me regardless. And anyway, sleeping isn’t going to come into the picture until much later.”

“You need better taste in women,” Rafe said, looking over at the staggering blonde who was presently leaning up against another man. She was taking swigs straight from the tequila bottle now, limes and salt clearly unnecessary.

“Better women have the sense to stay away from me,” Halo said with a shrug. “I’m happy with mediocre women. It gets me what I need.”

“Be careful, Halo,” Rafe warned.

“Are you my mother? I can take care of myself.” Halo got to his feet. “Later, Mom.”

He walked over to his blonde, leaving Rafe behind. Rafe watched as the blonde drunkenly threw herself into Halo’s arms. Halo snatched the bottle from her hand and poured some of the tequila straight down his gullet.

Rafe took the dismissal for what it was and got to his feet. He was fine with that. The sooner he got out of that piss-smelling bar the happier he would be. He didn’t know how Halo could stand it.

He turned and exited the bar, breathing deep of the fresh, cold night air the minute he was out on the sidewalk.


Chapter 1

“Hey, Holden! We caught one!”

Renee Holden jerked her head up at the sound of her partner’s voice shouting out across the bull pen. She stood up and clipped her cellphone to her belt on the side opposite her badge. As was her habit, she withdrew her sidearm and checked the safety and the slide. Then she tucked it securely away in the holster clipped to her belt, behind her badge on the right side.

“Where?” she asked her partner, James Franconi, as he came to his desk and grabbed his jacket.

“Park Avenue if you can believe it. Probably some rich guy’s wife bumping off her old man for the insurance.”

“What have I told you about walking into an investigation with preconceived notions in your head? Your prejudices blind you.”

“Hey. I’m not prejudiced. I’m just seasoned. I know what’s what out there. C’mon, Nee, you know it too. We see the same kinds of people doing the same kinds of crimes over and over again.”

“That may be, but I’m not jumping to any conclusions before I even get to the crime scene and neither should you. We’re detectives. So let’s go detect.”

“Aye, aye, sir!” Jimmy said, giving her a smart salute. The salute was sharp and clean, echoing the fact that James had been a commando in the years before becoming a police officer. Now, he still wore his hair cropped to military shortness and kept his body fit and sculpted. It made for a healthy and reasonably disciplined partner. Of course, he still had his flaws. One of which they’d just been discussing.

“Wiseass,” Renee said, scooping her coat off the back of her chair. She shrugged into it, but didn’t button it up in spite of the cold she knew was out there. She didn’t like not having free access to her weapon. She would rather shiver a little than cover up her gun.

She did put on gloves and a thick scarf though, trying to compensate for the gap down the center part of her coat.

“Is the dead guy inside or outside?” she asked Jimmy.

“Dunno. Guess we’ll find out when we get there.”

“Guess so. I’m driving.”

“Oh c’mon! I want to get there reasonably alive!”

“You’ll get there alive, I promise.”

“Yeah, but you’ll James Bond me.”

“James Bond?”

“Shaken, not stirred.”

Renee laughed. “I’ll drive safe.”

“Sure you will.”

She got them to the crime scene in one piece, ignoring Jimmy’s grumbles about how he’d be safer in the back of a taxi driven by a half-blind cabbie. They got out of the car and saw the scene was outside and taped off to keep the looky-loos out of the way. Renee and Jimmy got past the yellow tape and walked around to the alley between the buildings where the body of a man lay half-slumped against the brick wall of the building on the right-hand side of the alley. The man was in his mid-forties by the look of him and was wearing an expensive cashmere coat. So far Jimmy was half right. He was a rich man.

She took off her winter gloves, trading them for latex ones. She squatted down in front of the body, getting eye to eye with him. His eyes were open, as was his mouth. It was as if his face had been frozen into a look of horror. Renee considered herself to be immune to most of the horrors of her job, but the expression gave her a chill. She shrugged it off in order to focus on the scene.

“Not a robbery,” she said, picking up the man’s hand gingerly and taking note of the gold and diamond rings on his two last fingers. He also wore an expensive watch on his wrist.

“Wallet’s still here,” Jimmy said, pulling it out of the man’s pocket. “Arnie Cooper. Lives in this building right here.”

“Feet away from the safety of home,” Renee said. “I don’t see any obvious wounds, no strangulation bruises.”

“How do we know he didn’t just die of a heart attack?” Jimmy asked.

“We don’t. But looking at the expression on his face…I’m going to wait and see what the coroner has to say. My gut tells me this is a homicide. Let’s comb the area for evidence.” She looked up and around. “Pull the video on nearby street cameras. I want to know why Mr. Cooper came into this alley instead of heading right into his building. Maybe someone lured him out here. I’m not ruling anything out until I see what video we have and what the coroner has to say. Jimmy, you and I will start questioning witnesses.”

“Start with who found him,” one of the beat cops said as he nodded to a woman with a toy poodle on a leash. She was standing next to another cop who was engaging her in conversation. She wore a very expensive pair of shoes and the diamonds on her fingers glittered in the morning sunlight as she moved her hands in dramatic gestures.

“I’ll talk to her,” Renee said. “You canvass the rest of the gawkers. Make sure the CSU guys get pictures of the crowd. Our perp may be watching.”

“A smart guy would be to hell and gone from here by now,” Jimmy said.

“Lucky for us they are rarely smart.”

Renee got up from crouching over the body and walked toward the woman and her little dog. The poodle yapped at her as she approached. Renee bent to pet him, gingerly at first in case he wasn’t friendly, but then more enthusiastically when he proved to be social.

“What a beautiful dog,” she said to the owner. “What’s his name?”

The owner stopped talking to the cop in front of her and looked down at Renee. Her mouth curved into a smile.

“She’s a girl. And her name is Roxy.”

“Well, she’s a beautiful picture of her breed.”

“Oh, thank you!” The woman’s smile grew. “Do you know much about poodles?”

“Not poodles, but breeding. My dad is a breeder upstate. We breed Labs and German shepherds for the blind and for the police to train.”

“Oh, what a fulfilling career that must be for your dad. Does he show his dogs? Roxy has been in a couple of shows.”

“He does but not often. He’d much rather train them for other things. So,” Renee said rising to her full height, “was it you or was it Roxy who first noticed our victim, Ms….?”

“Anna Sophia. It was me. I saw them struggling and thought something was wrong almost immediately. I was afraid but I got closer…and I saw one man biting the other man on the back of his neck. It was such an odd thing but I knew it was bad because of the expression on the man…your victim. Oh, that poor man! And then suddenly the attacker noticed me watching and disengaged from the man’s neck and snarled at me. He had fangs! It was a vampire! I couldn’t believe it!”

Renee resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the woman’s dramatic interpretation of the attack. The woman’s mind was obviously filtering what she had seen in a way that she could cope with it. She had probably read one too many paranormal romance novels.

“Can you describe this…attacker?” Renee asked, avoiding the word “vampire” though she was tempted.

“He was tall…had dark hair…black, I guess you could say. Overall he was a very handsome fellow—if not for those eyes. They were like staring into evil.”

“Do you think you could describe the man in greater detail to a sketch artist?” Renee asked.

“Oh yes. I’m never going to forget that face.”

Well, that was something, Renee supposed. She seemed like a solid eyewitness, once you filtered through the drama. Renee turned to look at the crowd that had gathered. “You don’t see him here do you?” she asked the woman.

“Well…nooo,” the woman said as she craned her neck and looked around. “He leaped away, moving like a cat. Down the alleyway and over the fence. He’s probably long gone by now. And good riddance, I say. I never want to be that close to him again! My life was in danger! He could have killed me! Then what would happen to Roxy?”

“Thank you, ma’am. Please go with this officer,” Renee said, pulling aside one of the beat cops. “He’ll take you down to the precinct and we’ll get you together with our sketch artist.”

“Whatever you need. I hope you catch him. But be careful. He’s dangerous!”

“I’ll be fine. And you’ve been a big help, Ms. Sophia. We’ll get him.”

Renee stepped away from the woman and flipped open the notebook she carried with her to every scene. She quickly jotted down everything the woman had told her, initially leaving out the part about vampires. But then she got that itch, the one that told her she shouldn’t discount anything. She walked back toward the body, where the coroner was preparing to wrap it in a body bag.

“Hey, Stella. Could you do me a favor?” Renee asked.

“Sure thing, chica. What do you need?”

“Bend him forward and let me get a look at the back of his neck.”

“Okay. Why?”

“Something the witness said.”

Stella Hargrove, one of the best MEs Renee had ever worked with, took the request in stride. She was squatting next to the body, and she moved to gently lean him forward. She and Renee both peered at the back of the victim’s neck. Sure enough, there were two very large puncture wounds at the top of his spine, almost hidden by his short hairline, and two runnels of blood running down the back of his neck and into the collar of his coat.

“What the hell?” Stella asked.

“I’m hoping you can tell me. And keep it quiet. The last thing I need is a story breaking about a psychotic vampire.”

“Gotcha. Although, it’s not unheard of for people to have the delusion that they are vampires and alter their teeth accordingly. I’ll check the wound for saliva and get an idea as to the depth of the punctures. These look pretty deep. Deeper than you’d expect from someone with your average dental implant.”

“I thought vampires bit their victims on the side of the neck. It certainly would be easier. You’d have to reach around—hey, that means our attacker had to be quite tall and strong to wrestle with our victim. This guy is pretty fit. He’d have to put up a good fight.”

“Unless there was a gun or something and he felt threatened.”

“No. No mention of a weapon other than a killer set of fangs,” Renee said with amusement teasing at her voice.

“Well, I’ll let you know what I find. Although today seems to be a good day to die. We’re a little backlogged. Might take a day or two.”

“Maybe longer with this blizzard coming?”

“Nah. Shouldn’t affect me. I’m set to camp out at the morgue. Ray and the girls are visiting his mom in Toledo and I’m all alone. Figure it’s a good time to catch up on the backlog at work. The dead have me all to themselves.”

“Cool. But get some sleep in there somewhere. This guy isn’t going anywhere and I want you to do a really good job. I have a feeling we have a good chance at catching this perp, even if the eyewitness is a little…colorful.”

“I would be colorful too if I saw a vampire,” Stella said with a snicker.

“Enough about the vampire business. What we have is your run-of-the-mill sicko murderer who happens to have a biting fetish. Let’s catch this guy, Stella. Preferably before it hits the papers and we get every crazy person in New York City calling in and swearing they saw a vampire too.”

“Will do. I’ll be completely objective. But be prepared…you never know what’s going to turn up in a weird case like this.”

“I’ll be sure to brace myself. Thanks, Stella.”

Renee pulled out her pad and, with a shrug, she jotted down the words “vampire-like marks on back of neck” even though she was loath to do so. But this was an investigation. She couldn’t close her mind to anything, and she had to be thorough. If that meant chasing a vampire angle…well, then she would chase that angle.

She spent the next hour sifting through more witnesses. Most of them didn’t come into play until after they heard Roxy’s owner scream. Some saw the perp’s back. One noticed he was wearing a rather expensive coat. In the end, Anna Sophia was the only one to see the perpetrator’s face. But the others did corroborate his general height and build and the fact that he was white with dark hair.

Renee hooked up with Jimmy a short time later. She rubbed at her nose a little, trying to get some sensation back into the frozen organ. She’d been standing out in the bitter cold more than long enough. She was ready for some hot coffee and a warm precinct.

“Let’s get back. I want to re-interview our witness back at the house. She’s waiting for us there. Maybe she’ll have remembered something new now that she’s had a chance to calm down.”

“She got a good look at him, eh?”

“Yup. Let’s hope she’s more reliable than she first sounded.”

“Why? What’d she say?”

Renee repeated the victim’s statement and Jimmy snorted with laughter. “Great. This is going to be one of those cases.”

“Remember what I said. Keep your mind open to all the possibilities.”

“C’mon. You’re not thinking there’s really a vampire out there!”

“I think there are more things in this world than most of us will come across in our lifetimes.”

“Like vampires,” Jimmy scoffed.

“Not real vampires. People who think and act like vampires. There’s an entire subculture out there that devotes itself to acting like or believing in vampires. Our job is to infiltrate that culture and get some photos for our witness to look at. This guy is out there somewhere and he thinks he’s Lestat. In the end that’ll make him easier to find. That’s the beauty of a subculture: They tend to be encapsulated and small, and it’ll cut down our suspect pool from thousands of possibles to just a couple of hundred or less. Let’s get back and run this MO through ViCAP. Maybe our vampire’s killed before.”

“I’d bet you five bucks he has.”

“You don’t have five bucks. And I wouldn’t take that bet. My gut tells me this isn’t the first time this guy’s killed. He did this in broad daylight. That means he’s either acting passionately—without thought or planning—or he’s cocky. He’s gotten away with it before so he thinks he’s impervious to getting caught. I’m leaning toward the latter. But don’t quote me on that until we get the coroner’s report back and we find out how this guy died exactly.”

“Until then, we’ve got a buttload of paperwork and other cases to work on.”

“I’m freezing. Let’s go.”

“I’m driving,” Jimmy said quickly.

“I’ve got the keys,” Renee countered in a singsong voice.

“Aww man…c’mon!”

—

Rafe watched the pretty little detective get into the driver’s seat of the relatively nondescript black car, taking her measure from a distance. He had stood in the crowd of onlookers, watching her work and had maneuvered so he could hear almost everything that passed between her and the witnesses.

Man this was a fuckup. Whoever this had been, he’d almost gotten caught and he had left a hell of a mess behind him. It was clear this was no one he knew; everyone he was acquainted with knew better than to show their ass and put their entire society at risk. He was going to have to keep on top of this somehow. The only way he could think of was currently getting in a car. If he could get close to her, maybe he could keep abreast of her investigation and keep a lid on this.

Maybe. Not likely. But he would do his best. At the very least it would keep him informed.

Rafe went back to his car. He had heard which precinct she was at, and made his way over there. But when he got to the precinct he didn’t go inside. He didn’t want to show his face just yet. That would come in time. First, he needed to follow Detective Holden around a little. He would then wait for an opportune moment to introduce himself.


Chapter 2

Renee got home late. It had already begun to snow by the time she entered the Brooklyn brownstone which had been separated into three apartments, one on each floor. Her apartment was on the top floor. As she was passing the second floor apartment, the door opened and her friend Emily popped her head out.

“Hey, you! Just in time to get in out of the storm!”

“I’ll be back out in that storm tomorrow. I have to work. Murder doesn’t take a holiday.”

“Well, that’s rather morose.” Emily stepped out onto the landing. She was dressed in her nurse’s scrubs.

“What about you? Do you have to go to work in the snow?”

“Nope. The doc closed her office. Canceled all her appointments. It pays to work for a woman who was raised in the South. She chickens out at the first sign of flakes.”

“She’s not that bad,” Renee said with a laugh.

“No. And a lot of places have closed in anticipation of the storm. It was the smart thing to do.”

“I agree.”

“So are you in for the night at least?”

“Not quite, Em. I’ve been putting off shopping for days. I better go before the snow really hits. Otherwise I’ll starve.”

“We’re in Brooklyn, Renee. We have the United Nations of food options all around the block. You won’t starve.”

“You know I prefer not to eat out.”

“Oh yeah. Queen healthy. All hail the organic produce empress!” Emily gave her a mock bow.

“Ha ha. I have a documentary on pesticides. If you like, you can watch it and see why you should avoid conventional foods.”

“No thanks. I prefer to live in ignorance.”

“This coming from a medical professional,” Renee teased.

“Hey, I’m a doctor’s assistant, not a saint.”

“I’m not a saint either. I just care about what I put into my body.”

“Well, I can’t give up Mr. Fong’s takeout. So I’m happily doomed.”

“Suit yourself, Em,” Renee said with a grin. “I better get going.”

“Want me to come with you?”

“No. I just want to do a quick run around the market and get home. Thanks anyway. I’m going to whip up a stir-fry. Interested?”

“I already ate, but thanks! Maybe later this week we can get together?”

“Sounds great. See ya!”

“Adios, amiga.”

Emily went back into her apartment and Renee continued up to hers. She let herself in and beelined for her bedroom. She shucked off all of her clothes, leaving the smart slacks and suit jacket she’d been wearing on the floor. She changed into a relaxing pair of jeans and a sweater to help countermand the cold. She loved her old apartment with its wood molding and high ceilings and exposed brick, but the radiators were ancient and couldn’t really keep up on days like today. Fortunately she liked it a little chilly. That meant a nice glass of wine, a warm snuggly blanket, and maybe a fire in the fireplace. When she had rented the apartment she’d been thrilled that the fireplace still worked. In a lot of old houses, they were closed up or otherwise non-functioning. Hers even had the original hand-painted tiling on the front of it.

She shrugged back into her jacket and, after a quick look around the kitchen to see what she needed and making a list on her cellphone, she headed back out.

She passed up the nearest supermarket because they didn’t sell organic foods, but there was a specialty store around the corner that specialized in the organic, locally grown foods she preferred.

She entered the market, grabbed a basket and headed straight for the produce section. She was selecting some peppers when she inadvertently bumped into someone.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I—” She looked up into a face that was so darkly austere and yet so incredibly handsome her words died in her throat.

“That’s all right,” he said softly.

“I-I should really look where I’m going,” she said, her voice catching. She couldn’t help herself. She was practically standing in the arms of what was easily the most beautiful man she’d ever seen.

He was about six feet tall, which was good because at five six she didn’t have to crane her neck too far back to look up into his eyes. And what beautiful eyes they were. They were as gray as the stormy clouds outside, a tumult of differing shades. His lashes were ridiculously long for a man, long enough and dark enough to make her a little bit jealous.

He had well-defined cheekbones, but not so sharp that he looked girlish. With a blade of a nose and dark brows that were distinctly separate, he managed to avoid looking Cro-Magnon. But what really pushed him over the edge from simply good-looking to absolute male perfection was the line of his jaw and the tempting sculpture of his mouth. His lips were full and framed by a well-groomed mustache and goatee. Both were black and matched his brows and hair, which he kept close-cut around his ears and the nape of his neck.

Outside of his facial beauty there was more to be had. Her eyes dragged down over his neck and throat, measured the broad width of his shoulders. But they weren’t linebacker broad. More like quarterback broad. In fact, his entire figure spoke of lean athleticism, a powerful and muscled vision of raw strength. He was wearing a black T-shirt that clung to his body like a second skin and a pair of worn denim jeans. He wore work boots, and yet he didn’t strike her as particularly blue collar. There was something sophisticated in his air. Maybe it was the gold and diamond cross he wore around his neck, the artistry and age of the antique quite apparent. There were opals as well as diamonds, and yet it wasn’t a bulky thing. Just…elegant. It might have belonged to a woman if not for its more masculine size. He also wore a bracelet of simple yellow gold, the chain knotted at one inch intervals as it circumvented his wrist, and a gold and opal ring on the smallest finger of his right hand.

“Aren’t you cold?” she asked him when she became aware she was checking him out. He was wearing a jacket, but it wasn’t very heavy. Not heavy enough to contend with this weather.

One corner of his mouth kicked up. “The cold doesn’t affect me,” he said.

“Well you’re lucky. It goes right through me.”

“Then you should be home where it’s safe and warm,” he said, his richly accented voice flowing over her as if it could keep her safe and warm.

“Are you Portuguese?” she heard herself asking. Then she backpedaled. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

“Not at all. You’re right. I am from Portugal.” He let his eyes roam over her a second, then looked in her cart. “Organic?”

“Yes.”

“Vegetarian? Vegan?”

“No.” She laughed. “Definitely a meat eater.”

“That’s good. It’s good to have a clean but well-rounded diet.”

“That’s what I’m going for. No pesticides, no hormones. I think we should avoid them even if it means paying a little more or having slightly smaller produce.”

“A good philosophy. One more people should embrace.”

“I think more people are embracing it. There’s certainly more offerings than there used to be. That means there has to be a demand for it.”

“True. It is much easier nowadays to find people like you who choose a clean lifestyle. I imagine you don’t smoke or have any other bad habits.”

“Unless you call bingeing on ice cream a bad habit. My hips certainly don’t thank me for it.”

“Eating too much ice cream is a very minor sin in the grand scheme of things. And your hips are perfect just as they are.”

His gaze went to her hips and she smiled a little.

“That’s kind of you to say, but I know it’s not true.”

He frowned. “I’m not used to people calling me a liar.”

“Oh! Oh no! I didn’t mean—”

“I promise, when I pay you a compliment, I am being completely honest,” he interrupted in a low, sexy voice.

She felt a sudden warmth infusing her body. The simmering heat of a woman being made very aware of a highly attractive man who was in close proximity. That and his compliments pleased her. It wasn’t as though she had a bad body image—she kept fit for her job—but it was nice to have someone attractive appreciating her.

“Thank you. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to call you a liar. It is a bad habit of mine, to take compliments poorly.”

“I’ll forgive you if you agree to have coffee with me,” he said.

This startled her. Now her New Yorker’s sense of safety kicked in. She knew nothing about him. Yeah, she could take care of herself and had a gun. She was wearing it under her coat right then, as a matter of fact. And she was used to meeting strangers. But for all she knew he was some kind of creep who trolled for women in the supermarket.

“I can tell what you’re thinking,” he said, amusement in his voice. “You’re thinking I may be a dangerous man. I won’t lie to you. There are things that are dangerous about me. But I can assure you you’ll be safe. We’ll be in public. And I’ll behave appropriately.”

“I’m not worried about that,” she answered honestly.

“Then what are you worried about?”

“I’m not in the habit of picking up strange men in the market.”

“Neither am I. But you’re an engaging woman. Not to mention gorgeous. Plus, I am intrigued after only moments of conversation. I want to see if the intrigue will hold or if it is just a matter of two strangers meeting. Are you the adventurous type?”

She smiled at that.

“I can be,” she answered honestly. “But I’m not certain it extends to a date with a total stranger.”

“Not a date. Not yet. Merely a cup of coffee and some conversation.”

She eyed him a moment, testing herself to see how she really felt. She realized she was incredibly flattered and leaning toward saying yes. Perhaps it was because he was so damned handsome and charming. But not slick charming. Not trying too hard. His manner was appealing—intriguing.

“All right. Coffee. But when? This storm promises to last days.”

“Then we should go now. We can finish our shopping later or first, whatever you decide.”

She laughed. “You cannot wait until after the storm?”

“No. You might come to your senses.”

“But it’s almost time for dinner…” she hedged.

He smiled at that, and he went from beautiful to striking in all of an instant. It was an easy smile, full of gregarious warmth. It lit his gray eyes, making the storms brewing within them come to life. They were positively hypnotizing.

“Then perhaps I should take you to dinner,” he said smoothly. “It’s only right. Especially if I plan to keep you out in a storm.”

“It isn’t storming yet,” she pointed out.

“But it will be by the time we’re done. Come, let’s finish your shopping. Then we can drop your groceries off at home and I can take you to dinner. I know of a lovely all-natural restaurant not far from here. They do organic farm to table exquisitely. It’s called Moo Cluck Baa.”

Renee laughed at that. “What a delightful name. I wonder that I’ve never heard of it. I’m usually keen about organic restaurants.”

“This one is in Midtown.”

“In the heart of the city? During a storm?” she said, surprised.

It would mean getting in a car with him. Unless he meant to ride the subway with her. She wasn’t sure she was up to walking very far in this cold.

“I’m not certain that’s a wise idea,” she said doubtfully.

He shrugged. “All I can do is promise to deliver you safely to your door at the end of the evening. Nothing else I could say to you would convince you. It’s your choice.”

“Can I wait to decide until after I finish shopping for my groceries?” she asked.

“Of course. I’ll accompany you about the store and finish my shopping as well. We can get to know one another a little better so I am less of a stranger to you.”

“That sounds harmless enough.”

“So, tell me, are you a direct shopper or are you the sort who wanders the whole store?”

“Well, that depends. I do have a list and usually keep to it. However, sometimes when I am hankering for new or different things, I take to wandering in search of them.”

“And what are you in the mood to do tonight?”

“I think I shall be as direct as possible, given the coming storm and the fact that I have company. What about you?”

“Oh, I’m a wanderer for sure. I never know what it is that I want and I also have very particular tastes and needs.”

“Oh?”

“I have to eat very cleanly—only organic. Canned and most preserved foods are out unless they are packaged without preservatives, which is not so easy to find. So I mostly eat a raw diet.”

“Do you have a condition that makes these your needs?”

“It is part condition and part desire. I am simply sensitive to organophosphates and many preservatives. There is no real name for the condition.”

“Well, I try my best to eat as naturally as possible, but I do sneak a few things here and there. Like candy corn. I love candy corn. But only in the fall. For Christmastime it’s candy canes. For Valentine’s it’s chocolates. Easter it’s—”

“Chocolate bunnies?”

“Peeps,” she said. “Marshmallow Peeps.”

He made a face and she laughed.

“Well, I suppose you can be forgiven your holiday binges. What do you do when no holidays are forthcoming? Like the wide expanses of summer?”

“Oh, summer is strictly ice cream. Actually, ice cream is all year-round, but I only eat all-natural brands. My favorite is—”

“Chocolate?”

“Strawberry. Although I sometimes switch to chocolate or even vanilla. Or all three in a Neapolitan. Then again, there is butter pecan…”

“I get it. You haven’t met an ice cream you didn’t like,” he said with a chuckle.

She sighed dramatically. “Alas, it is true. Woe to all innocent tubs of the stuff. What about you?”

“I don’t care much for ice cream.” He laughed. “There’s no need for you to look so horrified. I do have a sweet tooth, but it leans elsewhere.”

“Such as?”

“I like cultural desserts. Italian. Russian. Indian.”

“That sounds very adventurous. But how do you do that and remain true to the restrictions of your diet?”

“You have to search carefully, but you can find purists. Especially in and around the city.”

“That’s such a wide area. It seems like quite a distance to travel simply for dessert.”

“I don’t mind the distance; it’s worth it. But mostly I create my own versions of old recipes in my home.”

“So you cook?” she asked.

“Some,” he said, and she could tell he was being modest. It made her smile.

“I bet you’re fiendishly good at it,” she said with a laugh. “Meanwhile, I’m lucky if I don’t burn soup.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” he said with an admonishing tone.

“I wish it weren’t. I am afraid I’m just too impatient to be a cook. I want it hot and ready and I want it now. Fast. I don’t want to wait for it.”

“You are the reason we have fast food places. I am surprised you eat naturally and don’t spend your time in a drive-through.”

“Luckily I’m satisfied with a salad with a little grilled chicken on it or a stir-fry. I know a few casserole recipes that are easy enough, and they allow me to do other things while I’m waiting for them to be done. I have a griller that grills two sides of something at once, cutting the cook time in half. I make my way.”

“I must cook for you sometime,” he said. “My skill is moderate, but at least it will be better than your idea of cooking.”

She chuckled. It didn’t escape her that he was already trying to finagle more time with her in the future. Suddenly something occurred to her.

“Wait, I don’t even know your name!” Some detective she was!

He lifted a brow in surprise, then chuckled. “We have been remiss.” He came to a stop and took her hand in his. With a very Old World bow he kissed the back of her hand, his eyes engaged with hers the whole time. “Rafe DaSilva, at your service,” he said, using his hold on her hand to draw her in closer, so that their bodies were lightly touching. “And will you tell me your name or shall you remain a woman of mystery?”

She laughed at that, a little awkwardly as the nearness of him penetrated her from head to toe. Her breath quickened as she realized she was close enough to see inside of him…or so it felt. She flushed, becoming very aware of him. But he wasn’t overbearing. Simply elegant and charming. Two things she wasn’t used to finding in the average New York male. But he wasn’t exactly from New York. Not born and bred anyway. It was, perhaps, a nice change of pace.

“My name is Renee,” she said, and she knew they were both aware of the fact that she did not offer him a surname. She moved away from him slowly and deliberately, her hands pulling free of his and reaching to grip the handle of her shopping cart. She pushed ahead though she was a little blind to what was on the shelves.

You have to be careful, Renee, she lectured herself. He may be handsome and engaging, but he is still a stranger. Ted Bundy was handsome and engaging and look what happened to the women who met him.

Then again, there were never any guarantees. Anyone could be dangerous given the right circumstances. She would simply have to trust her judgment. And her judgment was telling her that he had the potential to be, as he had already confessed to her, a dangerous man under the right circumstances. The question was, did she want to be around long enough to find out what those circumstances might be?

The answer was yes. Her heart raced even as she thought it, knowing how foolish she was. She had never gone for the bad boy type before. She had always stayed with nice, safe men.

Well, maybe that was why she was still alone in her life. Maybe that was why she grew tired of whom she was with rather quickly.

However, she wasn’t entirely stupid.

“Smile,” she said, lifting up her phone and snapping a quick photo of him. Before he could work up a protest she had sent a text to Emily with the photo attached.

Look what I found in the grocery store! His name is Rafe DaSilva. Going out to dinner. Call later with details.

Emily texted back almost immediately.

Jealous!

She should have known her adventurous friend wouldn’t see anything wrong with going to dinner with a total stranger. Renee was still trying to be all right with it herself. There were so many variables.

“Feel better now?” he asked, amusement in his tone.

“A little. This way when you chop me up into little pieces they know who to look for.”

He laughed at that, a full-throated sound that tickled her. “Don’t worry. My saw is still dull from the last time.”

She chuckled at that then pushed her cart forward and continued shopping. It was sometime later before she said, “You know, there’s a great little organic café at the end of this road.”

“Is there?” he asked, raising a brow.

“Instead of going all the way into the city.”

“Afraid to get into a car with me?” he asked knowingly.

“Not afraid. I can handle myself,” she said, the weight of her weapon on her belt clip reinforcing that belief.

“All right. Do you live nearby?”

“Within walking distance. What about you?”

“I live in Midtown.”

“Then why are you shopping here?”

“I was here on business. It happened to be close. As you know, grocery stores aren’t all that abundant in Midtown.”

“No. Not like they are here, in any event.”

“Besides, it turns out this store has much more to offer,” he said meaningfully.

She smiled. She picked up a jar of applesauce and inspected the ingredients.

“You can eat this. It contains only apples and water.”

He took the jar from her and inspected it. “True. But I prefer to make my own. I make it with cinnamon.”

She raised a brow at him. “You make your own applesauce?”

“When I can. I can a lot of my own fruits and vegetables, though I prefer fresh. Still, there are times of the year when certain things are unavailable. For instance, pumpkin. You only find that readily available in the fall.”

“I am pretty impressed that you know how to can your own vegetables.”

He shrugged. “Canning is simple once you get the hang of it.”

“I suppose you’ll make your own baby food when you have kids? That is…unless you already have kids.”

“No. I have no children.”

They reached the checkout shortly after that. She had purchased much more than he had and her groceries were more urgent what with her having bought ice cream—a purchase that had made him chuckle.

They walked out into the frigid night air and he led her to his car. It was a black SUV, nondescript really. He put his groceries in the back then turned to her.

“Shall I drive you home?”

“You’ll never find parking,” she said. “How about I meet you at the café? It’s just down the road. You can’t miss it.”

“Not ready to let me know where you live?”

She smiled. “Not yet. I need a better read on you first.”

“That’s all right. I will change your mind by the end of our dinner.”

“Maybe,” she said noncommittally.

He chuckled. “You’d be safer walking with me than on the street by yourself. But I won’t press. How long should it take you?”

“No more than twenty minutes. I have to put the cold stuff away.”

“Of course. Well, hurry. I’m starving.”

“Me too. I’ll be back in a bit.”

Renee hurried away and turned the corner.

Her groceries were heavy and normally she would be mentally complaining about it, but her mind was busy with other things. In fact, it was in overdrive.

“This is absolutely a bad idea!”

Saying it out loud seemed to give it power and her heart began to race. What was she thinking? Picking up a strange man in a supermarket. That was something desperate women did, wasn’t it? And she was far from desperate. Oh sure…she was alone…but she wasn’t desperate or lonely. She liked her solitude. She lived her life the way she wanted to live her life and didn’t have to answer to anyone. She didn’t have to worry about stepping on someone’s toes or picking up after a slob or any number of things she’d had to do when she’d had boyfriends in the past. She’d lived with men before, but had never married. She’d never imagined herself so in love that she wanted to tie herself to someone for the rest of her life.

Wait a minute. This was just dinner for heaven’s sake. He wasn’t asking her to marry him. He simply wanted to enjoy a meal with her and get to know her better.

But what if he was a stalker? Or worse yet a serial rapist or killer or something like that?

She looked over her shoulder and didn’t see him following her or even looking around the corner. The snow was coming down stronger, but she could see down the street easily enough. There was a strange effect on the sidewalk, like heat rippling in the air, but she figured that was probably from the sewer air meeting the much colder air above.

She didn’t have far to walk, her place just a corner and several buildings away from the market. She climbed the steps to her brownstone and hustled up to her apartment. She quickly put her groceries away. Suddenly she stopped, her hands in a bag, and said aloud to the room, “You’re really going to do this, aren’t you?”

She was. He was charming, cleanly dressed, well-spoken, and handsome. Those dark good looks and stormy gray eyes were nothing to sneeze at. He was polite and interesting on the surface. Sure, everyone always showed their best side when meeting someone new, but maybe his best side was his always side. Maybe he was just a nice guy.

Great. She kept vacillating between thinking he was Ward Cleaver and Ted Bundy. She had to pick one. And she was only going to figure out which if she finished putting away her groceries and got her ass down to that café.

Mind made up, she put the last of her things away, hurried into the bathroom to dash on a little eye makeup and lip gloss, then went back out into the cold and snow.


Chapter 3

Renee arrived at the café half expecting Rafe might have come to his senses and left. After all, she wasn’t your average sweet and likable girl. She had been called tough and intractable, jaded and overly aware of the bad things in the world. She sometimes expected the worst in people…but on the flip side she always hoped for the best. In a nutshell, she was an acquired taste.

And apparently he wanted to acquire her. He was sitting just inside the door and when he saw her, he rose to his feet and stood close to her.

“I thought you might change your mind,” he murmured into her ear. She half expected his intimacies were going to hit her the wrong way, but for some reason they didn’t. Instead of irritating her, they left her feeling warm inside.

“I won’t say the thought didn’t cross my mind.”

“You wouldn’t be human if it didn’t. I don’t take offense.”

“I’m glad that you don’t,” she said with a smile.

“Come, let’s eat.”

They were led to a small table in the rear of the restaurant and she was surprised when he pulled her chair out and then helped her out of her coat, hanging it on the back of her chair. His fingers brushed her shoulders as he did this and the warmth of him sank into her chilled bones. She shivered at the contrast.

“Are you cold?” he asked.

“A little,” she fibbed. “I’ll warm up quickly.”

She took her seat and he sat across from her. His dark eyes brooded on her for several minutes, until she shifted in discomfort.

“I’m sorry, I’m staring,” he said. “But you are an extraordinarily beautiful woman. And you’re carrying a gun.”

She laughed, feeling warmed by his compliment and silly for not leaving her weapon at home…or at least putting it in her purse where it wouldn’t be visible.

“I’m sorry. I think I forgot it was even there.”

“Why are you carrying a gun? I hate to think it’s for protection from me.”

“I think subconsciously it is, or else I would have put it away. But also I’m so used to wearing it, it just slipped my mind. I’m a cop.”

“Ah. I see. What kind of cop are you? I know New York has many different kinds of police officers.”

“I’m a detective.”

“So you solve crimes. Murders?”

“Yes. Mostly murder.”

“I see. And I assume that keeps you busy?”

“Well…yes.”

“That’s unfortunate. I would much rather you be out of a job.”

“So would I. But unfortunately that’s not the world we live in.”

“No. It’s not. This is a violent world with violent cultures and subcultures in our society. It’s a sad reality.”

“Yes. It is.” She could see he genuinely felt regret for his fellow man’s need for violence. It said a lot about him.

“This is already turning out to be an interesting date,” he said.

She wanted to protest when he called it a date, but she supposed that was exactly what it was. But he must’ve read her recalcitrant expression and said, “I know we’re strangers. But anything can happen. Who knows, maybe we’ll even find a little bit of romance on this date.”

“Whoa. Slow down there, champ. I don’t even know you.”

“You don’t have to know me for there to be sparks of interest and the ambience of romance. I’m not pushing you, I’m just telling you to be open to it.”

She preferred to change the subject. “What about you? What do you do?”

“I am an attaché to my government. I negotiate around the pitfalls of peace and war.”

“War! Surely we’re not on the brink of war with Portugal.”

“Not at all. But, like Americans, we have to keep attentive to terroristic acts and those who would use our country and its monies to stage attacks on others. But mostly I negotiate trade agreements. Helping to guard against terrorism is a small part of what I do.”

“What can an ambassador do against terrorism?”

“Mostly keep an ear out for chatter. You’d be surprised what I hear.”

“I don’t think I would be. Ever since the attacks in France we’ve had to look everywhere for threats.”

“That is very true. But let’s not talk of such grave matters. Tell me about your people. Your family and friends.”

“Well, I have two sisters. Sondra and Rhea. My parents live upstate. They are still married after thirty years together.”

“You sound sad when you talk about them. Why?”

“Only that I wish…” She stopped and felt her cheeks warm. “I suppose I wish I could have my mother’s luck and find someone I can tolerate for thirty years. But time is running out. Who’s to say I’ll even be alive in thirty years?”

“How old are you? You cannot be more than thirty.”

“I’m twenty-nine. Thirty in March.”

“You’re still young. You have plenty of time to find a lover worth giving a lifetime to.”

“What about you? How old are you? Haven’t you found anyone worthy of your heart?”

His face seemed to shutter closed at that and she knew she had asked a sensitive question. But she wanted to know more about him and this was the only way.

“I am older than I like to admit,” he replied after long moments. “And I have not found a woman worthy of my time and efforts.”

“Have you ever come close?” she heard herself pressing. It was the detective in her. She had to dig until she had all the answers.

“There was one woman. Once. A very long time ago.”

“What happened?”

He frowned and looked away from her.

“She died.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said, feeling sympathy for his obvious pain.

“Good evening, can I get you something to drink?” the waitress said as she suddenly popped up tableside.

“Is absolutely everything you serve organic?” Rafe asked her, speaking calmly, as if they hadn’t just been talking of deeply emotional things.

“That’s what we strive for!” the waitress said sunnily.

“Strive…but do you succeed?”

“Yes. Quite famously. The owner is a real freak about the food being organic. You needn’t worry.”

“All right then, I won’t. I would like some sweet tea to start. Renee?”

“The same please.”

“Give us a moment with our menus please. I’m afraid my date is so engaging that I have not had a chance to look at it yet.”

The waitress grinned and said, “All right. I’ll get your drinks and be back in a bit.”

She left and Rafe made a show of perusing the menu. “Would you like an appetizer?”

“I’ve had the stuffed shrimp before. It’s delicious.”

“Then I will take your suggestion. Any others?”

“The pasta Alfredo or the penne a la vodka are good pasta dishes. If you prefer meat you might try the chicken piccata.”

“They all sound delicious. You choose for me.”

Renee was surprised by that, but she smiled. So, she thought, he was not the type who had to be in control of every detail of his life.

“I think you’ll have the chicken piccata and I’ll have the pasta Alfredo.”

“Excellent idea to choose two competing dishes. That way I can try both.”

“How do you know I won’t mind you eating off my plate?”

“Do you?”

“No,” she said with a smile. “As long as you play fair and let me eat off yours.”

“Deal.” He reached his hand across the table and they shook on it.

For Renee, the touch of his warm hand around hers was electric. His hands were surprisingly calloused, more than she would expect from a man who probably spent most of his days in an office. Perhaps, she thought, it was from some kind of sport he played. All in all it was a very masculine hand and it swallowed hers up almost completely. His strength was unmistakable in his grip.

No. He was not a soft man.

“Do you like sports?” she asked as he released her hand. “I only ask because you seem very strong. Or perhaps you work out?”

“I like to maintain top physical condition,” he said. “I am a very active man. I work out and engage in several forms of self-defense.”

“As do I.”

“I imagine you’d have to to be good at your job. Physical activity clears your mind. Keeps you focused. At least, that is what I find to be true.”

They chatted lightly about things, ordered their meals, and chatted some more. Renee discovered that the more she found out about him, the more she liked him. When their food came, she began to tell him funny stories about the quirky people in her life, like Emily and her sisters. They shared off each other’s plates, but instead of simply cutting a piece of his chicken and sliding it onto her plate, he speared a piece with his fork and fed it to her across the table. It seemed so intimate, as if they had been dating for ages. But she did not balk and readily closed her lips around the delicious food and his fork.

One thing that made an impression on her as they ordered some dessert was that he never once looked at his phone. She heard it chime frequently, indicating he had gotten a text, but he ignored it easily and continued to converse with her. She didn’t know that she could have been equally as polite. Like most people, her phone pulled at her the moment it made a sound. She had been conditioned to respond to it. Then again, her job required her to always respond.

“So, we’ve reached the end of our meal,” he said to her smoothly. “Am I too bold to ask for another one?”

She smiled and laughed.

“Not at all. I had a good time. Although I fear I did most of the talking. You’ve hardly divulged any information about yourself.”

“Untrue. I have told you more about myself than I have told any one person in a very long time. Let me give you my number. That way you can call me to schedule our next date. If you do not call, I will just have to assume you did not have as good a time as I had hoped.”

He took out a business card and laid it on the table before her. It was a simple card, almost barren. It was ivory with an embossed frame around the edges. In the center was a number and beneath that was his name. It said nothing about who he was or what he did, which was unusual but not unheard of. She took the card and tucked it into a pocket of her jeans, taking care so she didn’t lose it. She really had had a nice time. And, she realized, she would be happy to repeat it.

They finished their dessert, and Rafe paid the bill even though she tried to insist on paying her part.

“What kind of man allows a woman to pay for herself when he takes her out?” he said. She eased off when she realized it might insult him to insist further. She smiled to herself when a pleased part of her realized that wasn’t such a bad thing. Renee thought of all the dates she had been on where she had paid her half and the male involved had thought nothing of it. Sure, she was supposed to be an independent woman who could make her own way in the world, but still it was nice to be treated so well.

They stood up and, in another display of manners and charm, he was there to pull out her chair and help her into her coat. He turned her to himself and engaged her zipper, zipping her up snugly, all the way to her chin. It was a strangely intimate act but she didn’t even protest as he closed the jacket over her gun.

“Would you like my number?” she blurted out. She realized she should have offered when she had been given his card.

“I will get your number when you call me,” he said pointedly.

“And will you answer a strange number?”

“I do it all of the time. I do not have the luxury of ignoring calls.”

“There’s always voicemail.”

“True. And I access my voicemail quite frequently. I will answer your call. If I am in a meeting leave me a message and I will get back to you.”

“All right.”

He guided her outside where it had begun to snow in earnest. During their time in the café almost half an inch had accumulated on the ground.

“It promises to be an intense storm,” he remarked as they walked toward her home.

“Yes. They say it’ll last days. I’m glad we decided to do this now. I might have lost my nerve otherwise.”

“Do I seem that much of a creep?”

“I am not in the habit of picking up strange men in the supermarket. I merely would have come to my senses.”

“Well then, I am also glad we did this now. Now you know there’s nothing to be cautious of. I am not so overwhelming, am I?”

“It takes a great deal to overwhelm me. I simply…I don’t go out much. Not many people can cope with what it means to be a cop.”

“This does not concern me. Of course your safety is paramount, but I see you to be more than capable of taking care of yourself.”

“Yes. Yes, I am,” she said with a sunny smile.

Before she realized it, they were standing in front of her building. He followed her up the outside stairs and she searched her pocket for her keys. She made a concentrated effort of it, trying to avoid the perils of the moment. Would he try to kiss her? Would he ask to come inside?

No, she realized with some relief. He wouldn’t ask to come inside. His manners were such that he would not press his luck.

But a kiss? She had only met him a couple of hours ago. Should she be expected to kiss him? Did she even want to? Maybe he didn’t want to. Maybe he had not enjoyed his time with her as much as he had said he had and he was just being polite.

Suddenly his gloved hand came out and closed over hers where it was inserting her key into the top lock of her door. She went still and looked up to meet his eyes.

“Renee, I have one other appetite that needs to be satisfied tonight,” he said as he stepped closer to her. He reached out with his free hand and caressed her neck beneath her hair.

“I-I’m not certain—”

“That’s all right. You do not have to be certain. Just…let me kiss you,” he said softly.

She felt her heart kick into overdrive as she turned her back against the door, avoiding his descending mouth for as long as she could before finally giving in to the base need building inside of her. She sighed at the last minute and tipped her chin up to meet him. His firm mouth covered hers and she felt the warm, moist kiss on a soulful level.

What began with reluctance quickly morphed into heat. The long length of his body leaned into her, pressing her back against the door. His hands came into play, sliding around to her back and acting as a buffer between her and the hard door. Then he pulled her forward off it, deeper into the bend of his body.

He edged her mouth open, slipping his tongue into play. He tasted so good. Like butter and masculine warmth. The kiss grew deeper and deeper and she forgot all about caution and what she should or should not be doing. His hand left her back and went for the zipper of her coat. He slowly unzipped it. When the zipper disengaged at the bottom he parted both sides of the heavy coat and drew her close again so now their bodies were touching more intimately. His hand slipped inside the coat and she felt her nerves jangle with anticipation.

Rafe lifted from her mouth with a savage-sounding growl.

“This is only making it harder,” he said roughly.

“Making what harder?” she asked. Then she pinked up as she thought about what he might be talking about. But it seemed a strange way to put it.

He didn’t answer her. Instead he ravaged her mouth again, drinking deeply from her lips and tongue. He jerked open his own coat and brought her flush to his body, her breasts crushing to his chest and her abdomen connecting with his. She felt heat radiating from all points of contact and swelling from deep within her.

Rafe growled softly in his throat as he demanded more of the feel of her. She was on the tips of her toes as he pulled her hips into contact with his. He was hard and unyielding, strong and nearly violent as his hands roamed over her waist and down to her hips to hold her to himself. She felt his fingers digging into her bottom and his stellar erection through the soft material of his pants and hers. It sparked an equal reaction in her, her panties growing damp and her body growing expectant. It was a fierce reaction to get from simply kissing. It was like lighting a match to tinder…dry, dry tinder that was begging for a purpose. Begging to become fire.

Rafe tore his mouth from hers, gasping for breath in tandem with her. He pressed his lips fiercely to her temple. She heard him whisper, “I must stop.”

She was crestfallen immediately. She didn’t want him to stop. She wanted more. It had been so long since she had felt this way…if indeed she had ever felt this way. She couldn’t recall a time when she had become aroused so quickly. There was something about him, something savage underneath all of that polished exterior.

Yet, contrary to his statement about stopping he began to rain fierce kisses down the side of her face and neck. Looking to encourage him further, her hands slid over him. She didn’t know why she hadn’t employed them earlier. She had perhaps been too stunned to react. Now, however, threatened with him stopping all that was making her feel so good, she stroked her crooked fingers up over the thick definition of his pectoral muscles. He wasn’t a bodybuilder, but she could suddenly feel just how strong he was…how buff he was. It excited her even more and she began to trade kisses with him. Every time he rained a kiss on her forehead, ear, or neck, she did the same. She brought one hand up over his shoulder, then crept it up his neck and around until she was raking her stiffened fingertips through the hairs at the base of his neck. He jerked and she heard him gasp in a hard breath. Clearly her touch compelled him when suddenly he returned to her mouth, kissing her savagely. It was as if she had caressed him in the ultimate erogenous zone…and was reaping the ultimate reward.

Clearly he wasn’t going to stop.

Good, she thought heatedly. She didn’t want him to stop. She didn’t ever want him to stop. The wild thought shocked her even as they drank from each other’s mouths as deeply as two people could.

His body surged into hers, crushing her against the door. She agreed with his attempt to get closer to her, so she lifted a leg and hooked it high up on his thigh, opening for him more than a little, allowing him to settle his hard heat against her softer one. This time when he broke away from her mouth it was with a more savage sound. He jerked her body tightly against his even as he brought a hand up to sweep her hair forward over her shoulder, exposing the back of her neck. All the while he chewed at her neck in sensuous bites, sending shivers of heat and excitement down through her body. Suddenly he jerked her forehead forward until it was touching his collarbone and he whispered, “I’m sorry…I can’t help myself.”

Then he lowered his head to her neck and kissed her there. She felt his tongue lick at her and a wild thrill washed through her. He held her tighter, practically strangling her, and she loved every minute of it. She went limp in his hands as he first stroked the back of her neck and then fastened his mouth to the top vertebra where her spine met her neck.

He opened his mouth wide and sank his teeth into her skin until they were caught around that bone.

She gasped at the shocking pain of it. She jerked in his hold trying to free herself, but then, suddenly, all of the strength seemed to bleed out of her body.

The sensations that followed would have been hard for her to describe. Her entire spine lit with jolts of electricity, as if all the signals being sent out from her spinal cord were suddenly halted and thrown in reverse. All that electric sensation made her extremities go numb and weak, and he had to hold her up with all of his significant strength. Then it felt as though that electricity were leaving her body, all of it exiting at the spot where his mouth was affixed to her spine. Occasionally she felt the flick of his tongue, as if he were licking up the very last drops of an amazing delicacy.

Then he disengaged his mouth from her and all of her weight dropped down. She was truly nerveless now, unable to coordinate. He had taken her strength. He met her dazed gaze with his and as she stared into the strange darkness of his eyes she felt herself sinking deeper into some kind of strange spell.

“You won’t remember any of this except the kisses,” he said softly.

“I want to remember all of it,” she argued numbly.

“All but the bite,” he pressed.

“All but the bite,” she echoed, all of her will taken by his hold over her mind.

“Tomorrow you’ll not notice the marks on your neck, but you’ll wear your hair down to cover them.”

“I will,” she said numbly.

“Good girl.”

He bent with her against him to retrieve her purse, then scooped her up into his arms and opened the door of her brownstone.

“Which apartment is yours?” he asked her.

“Top floor,” she mumbled thickly, hardly able to coordinate her tongue in her mouth to speak.

How he got in the outer door, up the stairs, and then through the door to her apartment, she did not know. She didn’t recall him taking her keys. Then again, she was barely aware of her surroundings and she was feeling incredibly sleepy. Once they were inside her apartment he carried her into her bedroom and laid her on her bed. He then stripped her of her outer garments, until she was in nothing but her T-shirt and boyshorts. She let him do it all without even a sound of protest. She didn’t even have the energy to blush.

Her gun he put on the bedside table.

When he was done he slid her between the covers of her bed and laid her head down on her pillow with the gentlest of care. She looked into his hypnotic dark eyes as he sat beside her on the bed. He lifted one of her limp hands to his lips and pressed a kiss to her palm.

“Tell me,” he coaxed her, “what have you found out about the attack this morning?”

“Attack?” she asked dumbly.

“The man who was bitten on the back of the neck on Park Avenue.”

“Oh. We don’t know anything yet. We’re waiting for the coroner’s report. All we know is the witness thinks it was a vampire.”

“And what do you think?”

“I think it’s a lot of hooey.”

“Hooey?” He chuckled. “I don’t know if I’ve ever heard that word before but I get the gist of its meaning. Why do you not believe in vampires?”

“Because…oh. Wait. Is that what you are?”

“Yes, but you won’t remember that. You’ll just remember a kiss.”

“A smokin’ hot kiss,” she corrected with a sigh.

“Mmm, indeed it was. I will not forget it.”

“Neither will I,” she murmured.

“I will allow you to remember it. But only that. Everything after that, including this line of questioning, you will forget. I thank you for what you have given me tonight, beautiful. I hope to see you again quite soon. You are most…intriguing. Good night.”

He pressed his mouth to her lips, the kiss warm and comforting to her. Then he was gone and she was left to drift off into a dreamy sleep.


Chapter 4

Rafe left Renee’s and walked back toward his SUV. It was dark and cold and snowing like crazy, but he felt none of it. His body was humming, alive with the satiation he felt in the wake of feeding off Renee.

From the moment he had met her he had known she would be compatible with him. He had only needed to look at her to see the overwhelming life force that emanated from her. She was very present in her life. Very aware of the world around her and her place within it. It was quite compelling. Plus, she led a clean, healthy lifestyle, very aware of what she put into her body. It all made the perfect storm for the perfect meal. Oh, the food they had eaten had been passable, but the company she had provided was infinitely more captivating. She was engaging and witty, confident and gorgeous. Still, it wasn’t like him to seduce his food.

He always chose women as his food source; although he was perfectly capable of overpowering men too, using hypno to overcome their strength. It was just that he preferred female energy. He was a heterosexual male and taking a being’s energy was like a sexual high.

He often asked his targets out to eat, knowing they would need the calories to help them recover from his using them as a meal, but he did not usually kiss them. Renee was simply hard to resist. Her kiss had wiped out all memory of any that may have come before her. Her mouth had been so lush, her kiss so invigorating and energizing even before he had begun to feed.

It had been a while since he had felt this way. Renee tugged at something inside of him.

And she’d been so delicious. She had an abundance of energy that had seeped inside of him, revitalizing his starving tissues and blood. Sure, he could eat food, but it gave him little sustenance. It was life energy that fed him and Renee had it in spades. It was like that with some people. They had an excess of what he needed. It was a rare find though, and he wouldn’t be willing to give it up so quickly.

But she could only tolerate being drained so often. As it was she would sleep for a very long time. Perhaps for days. It all depended on the person and how quickly they regenerated their energy. She had just eaten, so that would help. Burning calories was usually the best way to revitalize oneself after a drain.

As the snow fell around him, the night was quiet. Everyone had hurried inside to wait out the storm so there was almost no one on the street. His steps squeaked in the freshly fallen snow.

No. Not just his steps.

He halted and listened, his keen hearing sorting through the sounds of the night and seeking deeper. He reached out with preternatural senses to feel the energy of everything around him. He had been so famished before Renee that he would not have been able to do this a half hour ago. It had been a dangerous state for him to be in. He’d had ulterior motives for following Renee and he had not intended to feed from her initially. But he was glad that he had. Now he was flush with ability and strength and he was once more able to protect himself. He had been very lucky to have not been caught out before this.

“I can feel you out there,” he said aloud to the night. “I can feel your heart beating and the sourness of the energy you steal.”

“Just as you stole from that girl.” A voice crept out of the alley toward him. “We are not so different.”

Damn it. He had been watched. That never would have happened if he’d been at full power. He would have sensed the thing following him long before this.

“That girl is pure. You don’t care where you get your energy from. You hunt around in the gutter for it,” he said. He threw in an intonation of intimidation to boot. It couldn’t hurt, although depending on his age the sycophant he was dealing with might or might not be affected by it. It also depended on when the sycophant had last fed.

Rafe stepped into the alleyway. The streets were empty, but it was best for all involved if this took place in the dark, away from eager eyes.

“Come. Show yourself, sycophant,” he invited the base creature. Rafe then went for the long knife strapped to his ankle, crouching down low and ready for the attack. Sycophants were blitz attackers. They tried to overwhelm you by rushing at you with force. This sycophant proved to be no different.

A wall of pure energy crashed into Rafe so hard that, had he been standing straight it would have bowled him over. But by being prepared for it he managed to keep his feet. The energy of the attack crackled and snapped all around him, fingers of visible electricity jumping along the edges of the trash that cluttered the alleyway.

Rafe was much more conservative. He wasn’t going to blow his entire store of energy in one reckless attack. He would be more thoughtful, more methodical. He started off by shaking his head to clear it of the energy that blinded him then searching the alleyway for the physical form of the sycophant.

But this sycophant was more powerful than expected. Even after his huge expenditure of energy against Rafe, he was still able to remain in an energy state, making it impossible for Rafe to use a physical blow against him. Rafe swore softly. The sycophant was going to force him to use power he would rather not waste. Still, he couldn’t just sit there and let the phant take potshots at him all night.

Rafe transferred the knife to his off hand, gripping hold of it tightly as he opened his right hand and focused on gathering up a ball of electrical energy within it. He was quicker at it than most, and it was extremely powerful. He tracked the alley for the phant, looking for the telltale warble of the air that gave it away, and then let loose with the ball of energy. It struck like a bull’s-eye and the phant screamed as the energy Rafe had thrown crackled and snapped through him. The attack worked ten times better than Rafe had hoped for or expected. The phant became solid and Rafe leaped onto its back as it tried to run away.

“Oh no. You started this, you little lowlife,” Rafe hissed in his ear. “You’re sticking around so I can finish it.”

“Mercy!” the phant squawked when Rafe put his blade to his throat and pressed hard enough to cut a thin line along the flesh covering the delicate arteries and veins beneath.

“Give me one good reason why I should show you mercy,” Rafe ground out as he glared down into the phant’s hollow, watery eyes. The phant was pale and thin, its sallow skin having a jaundiced tinge. It had knobby joints and lackluster, dirty brown hair. Its looks came strictly from its diet. It fed indiscriminately, on both the healthy and the sick. The phant didn’t care how toxic its mark was, it only cared for what it could get. Energy.

Both Rafe and the phant were energy vampires, but there were miles of difference between the two of them. For example, Rafe did not kill when he took the energy from a mark. Phants were often so zealous in their taking that they showed no concern for their mark. To the outside world it would look like the mark had suffered a heart attack, a disruption of the electrical circuits of the mind or some other natural causes, when in truth they had been sucked dry of their life force by an indiscriminate phant. Marks like Renee…

Dread sank low in his gut. Had the phant followed him to Renee’s house? Had he been able to see the abundance of life force and energy she had? It was sometimes the case that a phant would follow more discriminating vampires and target their marks, letting the clean vamp do all of the hard work of finding a clean source of energy.

No. He could not let the phant go. He could not risk putting Renee in danger. The urge to protect her at all costs came over him like a wildfire roaring across a dried forest. He couldn’t explain it, but he heeded the feeling just the same.

“I am not as bad as most,” the phant babbled. “I don’t kill.”

“No. You only prey on the weak. The sick. The elderly. Children,” Rafe hissed into its face. “The world will be a far better place without you.”

“No please!”

But Rafe showed no mercy. He grabbed the phant around his chin and shoulder and yanked in opposing directions. The phant’s neck broke cleanly and he went immediately limp. He sagged to the ground and Rafe let him fall. Then he kicked the phant over onto his stomach, knelt down in the snow, and plunged his knife into the back of his neck where it met the top of his spine.

Electric energy crackled and Rafe made sure to pull away as quickly as he could. He didn’t want to accidentally absorb any of the phant’s poisoned energy. He stepped back and watched as the phant’s body jerked and spasmed, the energy released from within consuming it until finally the body disappeared in a crackle of electric blue light.

Rafe took a moment to scan the alley for witnesses. There were none that he could see. Which was good. He would not want to use hypno when it wasn’t absolutely required. Using it to feed was a necessary evil, but using it elsewhere was unnecessarily dangerous. Leaving blank spaces in people’s minds often allowed them to fill it with nightmares or wild dreams. Dreams that could plague a soul. He did not want to subject anyone to it if it wasn’t necessary.

Rafe cleaned his blade in the snow, removing all traces of blood. He then returned the blade to his ankle sheath. With the prevalence of phants in the world, it was necessary for him to always be armed. With his role in their society, it only doubled the need.

Rafe straightened up and quickly made his way out of the alley. This time he was more alert as he walked the cold, quiet street. Sometimes phants traveled in packs of three or four. In that case he would be sorely outnumbered and would be in a fight for his life. He did not think that was the case in this event, but he couldn’t be too careful.

He rounded the corner to where his SUV was parked and unlocked the doors and started the car before he even reached it, using the key fob in his pocket. Just before he reached the car he took out his phone and began to scan through the many messages that had been left for him. All of them were text messages, no one had tried to call. However, many of the texts were requests that he call them. He recognized every number save one. There was no name in the message, only a direction that he call the listed number. Could this be Renee? No, he decided instantly. She was asleep and would remain so for hours, if not days. No one could regenerate that quickly, not even someone with such an abundance of energy as she had had.

Rafe wondered at himself and his eagerness to hear from her. He should have taken her number, kept the ball in his court. He didn’t like not having control of a situation. He found he wanted to see her again—and soon. Not only did she intrigue him, but he could use her as a source of energy for a while, cutting down on his need to seek out other clean, new targets. It took effort to find a clean energy source he was able to feed off. Americans had such terrible diets and such unhealthy styles of living. But she was active. Healthy. Perfect.

He was looking forward to her call. He told himself this was because then he could easily plan his next transfer of energy, but part of him knew this wasn’t the case. She was independent, strong, and adventurous. Not many women would have gone out on a date with a total stranger. But she had confidence in her ability to take care of herself. To judge other people. Although, in his case she had judged him somewhat wrongly. Not that he was a danger to her…but he was a dangerous person capable of killing.

And, he supposed, he was using her. Staying close to her in order to glean information on just what the cops were aware of concerning the murder that morning. It had been a careless and vicious phant that had killed the man in the alleyway. Attacking in broad daylight and leaving witnesses—it risked them all. It was highly unlikely that the cops would make the intuitive leap that there were actually vampires in the world, but one couldn’t be too careful.

But as for Renee herself…

Yes. He wouldn’t mind spending some time getting to know her even as he used her. He would enjoy his interlude with her and then he would leave her when it was time. It would be a short acquaintance, but it would be an enjoyable one—for them both. Of course, he could always keep her number once he got hold of it and use her as an emergency resource in the future. He could see himself maintaining a pleasant relationship with her—provided she didn’t expect too much from him. But he could not fixate on her. It would be too dangerous for her. And not just because he would wear her out if he took too much energy from her. He had enemies. A great many. A great many who would take great delight in exploiting any imagined point of weakness. An attachment to a human woman would definitely attract attention eventually.

Besides, it couldn’t really go anywhere. He was an energy vampire—an e-vamp as the younger set liked to joke. She was human. They were from different worlds.

Rafe got into his car and settled behind the wheel. He looked around the area, trying to stay aware of his surroundings. He had a great many things he needed to be doing but instead he sat there and thought as he turned on the wipers, both front and rear, to brush away the accumulation of light, fluffy snow.

He had not been lying when he had said he was a liaison for his people. The e-vamps were segregated into many city-states. Almost all e-vamps lived in crowded metropolitan areas. Like New York, London, and Tokyo. They did this because that was where food was most abundant and most varied. Also, it allowed them to feed as anonymously as possible. Sometimes a feed could look like a mugging to someone who had the bad luck to witness it. An e-vamp could always lose himself in a crowd quickly in the event of someone raising some kind of an alarm. But, of course, the ideal thing was to be as discreet as possible. To use hypno to keep a target calm and avoid witnesses. But the fact was, some e-vamps were more efficient and skilled at feeding than others were. And then there were the sycophants, an indiscriminate bunch of lowlifes whose dangerous methods of feeding threatened to expose the e-vamps to the human world.

Often it was left to the bounty hunters like Halo and the cleanup teams led by other righteous e-vamps to keep them under control. But it wasn’t easy. The sycophants were organized like a crime syndicate or gangs, running in groups. It was rare to find a solitary phant like this one had been. But he was grateful the phant had been alone. Rafe was powerful and capable, but even he was subject to the math of many versus one.

Rafe shook his head. He was also grateful the phant had waited until he was alone to attack him. Yet, it also unnerved him. How long had the phant been tailing him? How long had he gone being so unaware of his surroundings that…

He shook his head again. No sense giving himself recriminating lectures now. The problem was dealt with. The phant was history and Renee was safe at home. He would simply have to be more vigilant in the future.

For now he had to get to Simone and give her an accounting of the action he had taken against the phant. If phants were following those of the upper echelon, it must be reported. Sure, this could be an isolated incident, but there was no need to take any chances. He also had to report the fact that he hadn’t made any real headway in tracking the investigation by the human police into the phant killing on Park Avenue.

Rafe turned down the quiet street and headed into the city.

With traffic virtually nonexistent, he made good time into the city and into the parking garage beneath the building that housed the energy vampires’ ruling class and central government. The building acted as both the business headquarters, with large offices taking up more than half of the skyscraper, and residences occupying the top part of the skyscraper. The building had recently been retrofitted to meet all the needs a modern vampire could have and it was an honest pleasure to work and live there. The windows were wide and large, allowing as much sunlight in as possible. Unlike the vampires of mythology, e-vamps thrived on solar energy. The more the better. The only problem was that the energy of the sun was not sufficient to keep them sated and alive. And even in a building with so much glass and so many windows, the center of the building was dark and windowless. True, the building was designed to allow light from the windows all the way to the elevator banks, but it was still darker toward the center of the building. Thus, every few months workers were rotated so that sun-filled desks were circulated to those who had been in relative darkness. Of course, offices like his were not a part of that rotation and were light-filled all year-round, give or take bad weather.

The residences were equally dynamic. With broad walls of glass and views of the city that were incomparable, living there was a pleasure and a privilege. Not all of the e-vamps could claim a residence there. Many were scattered throughout the city and the five boroughs, but the higher echelon lived in that building and enjoyed the luxury that went with it. The penthouse was reserved for their queen, but the rest of the upper building was broken up into luxurious apartments occupied by their government and its most important workers.

Rafe parked and made his way to the elevators. He rode the elevator up to the fortieth floor where he had to switch to a second elevator that took him up the rest of the way. He didn’t go straight to his residence, opting instead to go to the penthouse apartment where the queen would be at this time of night—provided she was in and not hunting. But he seemed to recall her having hunted last night and she shouldn’t have a need to hunt for a few days in that event. With the storm brewing outside, it made sense to expect her to be in. As he got closer to the penthouse floor, his sixth sense told him he was right and she was very much at home. In fact, she was entertaining, and he recognized the energy signatures of many others of the higher government order.

The elevator doors opened out onto a short corridor, at the end of which was a set of carved-wood double doors. Rafe walked up and rang the bell.

In short order the door was answered by Darcy, the queen’s live-in maid.

“Oh, hello, Mr. Rafe,” she said, giving him a sunny smile that warmed her youthful features. She was a bit young to be caring for the day-to-day needs of the queen, but she did her job admirably well and Simone liked her a great deal.

“Rafe! What are you doing here on this cold, wintry night?” Simone herself greeted him as she breezed into the anteroom from the living area.

Simone, the queen of the energy vampires, was a sophisticate of the highest order. She was about five feet ten, had long, beautiful legs and a slim carriage which was held in a very correct posture. She had curves that were right for her build, and long, glorious red hair that went halfway down her back. This was one of the rare occasions when she was wearing it down. She wore light makeup, just enough to accent without overdoing it, giving her a fresh-faced appearance. She looked young, in her late twenties, yet was old enough in her airs to be taken seriously. Rafe had learned long ago not to underestimate her. Though her ocean green eyes were often smiling, she could become stern and serious at the drop of a hat.

“Simone,” he greeted her, taking her outstretched hands in his and kissing her on both of her smooth porcelain cheeks. Hers was a china white beauty, set off by the flame of her hair. There was nary a freckle to be found. “How are you?”

“I am very well,” she said with a winning smile. “I love the snow, even if it does make hunting more difficult.”

“Winter makes hunting more difficult,” he corrected her. “It’s hard to get past all those clothing layers to find the back of the neck.”

“Don’t I know it. Come. Come inside. I was just discussing you with Tomas and—”

“I really shouldn’t stay. I was only coming to report to you before heading to bed.”

“Heading to bed? Fresh off a hunt? It’ll take you hours to wind down. Come spend the evening with us.”

She had a point. Feeding provided a high of sorts, and it would be quite some time before he would come down from it. With a smile he nodded, and she gave him an expression of satisfaction in return. Darcy was taking his coat the next instant and he made his way into the penthouse’s enormous living area. The penthouse took up the entire top floor, the space a piece of premium real estate worth millions in the Manhattan housing market. The living area was nestled in the northwest corner of the building, providing two walls of glass windows looking down onto the Manhattan skyline, the lights twinkling both near and far. On a clear day you could see the rivers and Central Park from these windows. Now all you could see was darkness, lights, and falling snow.

Even so, it gave you a feeling of the vastness of the world beyond, and the humble understanding that your place in the universe was minuscule compared to all that was out there. At least, that was how their queen described it. She said the view kept her humble. Remembering that always made him smile.

“So tell me,” Simone said as she moved to one of the modern white couches and perched on the arm of it. “What have you been up to besides hunting? I have not seen you today but for a few moments. Has anything interesting happened?”

Immediately he thought of Renee. He thought of how much energy she had packed into her. He thought of how easy their conversation had been, even though he’d had to tell only half-truths about himself. Actually, he hadn’t exactly lied; he’d just omitted details. For instance, he was an attaché for his government—just not for the Portuguese government. He had let her draw her own conclusion and had not corrected her.

Usually it was easy to lie and omit. He had been doing so for decades. It was second nature at this point and necessary if he was going to move through a human world. But for some reason he had felt regret about having to mislead Renee.

It was ridiculous, he scolded himself. She was just a woman. A human woman. A source of food and information. He shouldn’t attach anything more to her than that.

“I met with Racine and Farrel today,” he said, deciding at the last minute to keep his dinner with Renee all to himself. Other e-vamps wouldn’t understand his fascination with a human woman. Hell, he didn’t understand it himself. And there was no need to report anything about it since he had no new information to impart.

“And what did they have to say?”

“Well, Racine mentioned that the London vampires are very much on board with the new treaty, and Farrel assured me the same was true of the Berlin vampires.”

“But you don’t trust them?” she asked, sensing his hesitation.

“I trust that they are out for their own interests. This treaty has to benefit them or they will have no interest in it.”

“I think it does benefit them. If we banded together, organized ourselves better, and trusted one another more we could eradicate the threat of the sycophants once and for all.” She frowned with frustration. “I mean, don’t they understand what’s at stake here? Don’t they all? We are in danger of being outnumbered by the sycophants. The sycophants trafficking in drugs and humans must stop. It affects humans as well as us. And we need to protect humans. Clean resources are few and far between as it is.”

“You’re preaching to the choir. I have my regulars that I know I can get clean energy from, but I’m constantly searching for more clean sources and they aren’t very easy to find—even in a metropolitan area like this. At least, there are areas of the city where healthy living is a way of life, but still…And that is to say nothing of when we travel—when we go to places where the population is slimmer and the choices are few. Sycophants compete for these clean sources as well, even though they also indiscriminately take from unclean sources and don’t care if they kill in the process of taking.”

“It is a delicate balancing act to take only so much and leave our resources to recover well,” Simone said. “An act sycophants do not care about. They just rove about in packs, descending on innocents and passing them between one another until the innocent is drained dry and left to die. It’s unconscionable. It makes me sick just to think of it.”

“I know. I know this is a sensitive topic for you,” Rafe said soothingly, reaching out to cover her hand with his, giving it a warm squeeze.

“It should be a sensitive topic for us all. The time for turning a blind eye is over.”

“And it will be. Have faith, Simone. This treaty is the beginning of a new age of peace and understanding between the cities of e-vamps both here and abroad. Each of the princes of those cities must answer to you, my beautiful queen. They will come to the table or they will pay the consequences.”

“Then it will be vampire against vampire and I do not want that.”

“You must hold firm, Simone. You can’t let the princes walk all over you.”

“I know that,” she said, sighing wearily. “I only wish it didn’t have to be such a contest of wills all of the time.”

“As do I. But one day there will be unification. One day all of the princes will fall in line and we will all stop fighting amongst ourselves and focus on the true enemy. That is what this treaty does. And for every signature we gain, we move one step closer to taking out the sycophants entirely.”

“Let’s talk of other things,” Simone said with sudden brightness, her smile strained as she tried to force them onto lighter topics. Her worry over her people was vast and constant, but she functioned well in spite of it. “Tell me, how is your love life?”

He laughed. “Nonexistent,” he said. Again, he did not mention his intriguing dinner. There could never be anything between an e-vamp and a human. It would be like dating your food.

Wouldn’t it?

“Why is that? Why cannot you or I or the dozen or so men and women I am surrounded by daily find love? Are we so cold?”

“Not cold. Jaded perhaps. But what are you talking about? Ramon and Elena have been together for a decade at least.”

“True. But I don’t count them because they bicker so constantly. I think they have fallen out of love with each other and only stay together because they are afraid to be alone. I don’t blame them. It is quite lonely this way.”

“Nonsense. You and I are surrounded by people constantly. Especially you.”

“You can be lonely in a crowded room,” she said wistfully.

“I suppose that’s true. Then why don’t you find someone? Surely there is someone who strikes your fancy?”

“Mmm, maybe as a lover. I have those I exercise my passions with quite regularly.” She gave him a broad wink. “But no one special. Maybe I’m meant to be alone. It is the weight a political crown must carry.”

“Nonsense. Being alone is a choice. You just can’t find someone you trust your heart to. I don’t judge you. I am the same way. But it is worse for you because you have so much more to lose if things don’t work out well.”

“It’s true. I must learn to trust more. As should you.”

“I am inherently skeptical. It comes with the territory of my job. I negotiate these finer details of peace, but I don’t trust they will always be accepted and adhered to.”

“It is your job to extend trust,” she scolded him. “It is Danton and his crew’s job to bring attention to those who renege on the treaties we set in place.”

“Perhaps it’s time I changed jobs then,” he said softly. “I find I am not as optimistic as I once was…or as I should be.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” she replied with a concerned frown. “You are a valuable asset to our team of negotiators, Rafe.”

“I know,” he said, trying on a supportive smile. “But perhaps I will be of better use to you elsewhere.”

“No. You do not need to have faith that the laws will be upheld in order to do your job well. You need only to enjoy the negotiation and the win,” she said.

“I do enjoy that,” he admitted. “I love to argue. I love the victory of winning an argument. But I have little passion for who I am arguing with and still less faith in them. I think that’s important.”

“How long have you been feeling like this? Why haven’t you said anything to me before?”

“I guess I had not realized the depth at which it was concerning me until just now. Suddenly voicing it makes it feel all the more true and real.” He reached out and took her hand. He kissed her knuckles warmly and with intensity. “Don’t worry. I won’t leave you hanging. I won’t leave until after the treaty is signed by all of the vampire principalities.”

“We grow closer every day. The ceremony is mere days away. Princes from all over the world will be arriving shortly. I will need you more than ever.”

“I will be here,” he promised with a smile. “There is one other thing I need to report before going to bed tonight.” He responded to her cocked brow by giving her a very detailed accounting of the attack on him. With each word her frown grew deeper and her eyes grew stormier. Simone always took sycophant attacks personally.

“Do you think you were singled out on purpose?” she asked.

“No. I’m pretty sure it was just a stray.”

“Even so you’d have thought he would have sensed your power and left you alone.”

“He was pretty powerful himself. Perhaps he was just cocky. Anyway, he’s been dealt with, but I thought you should know.”

“Thank you, yes. I am glad you told me.”

“Now, as much as I love to spend time with you, I think I should be going. We’ll talk more tomorrow, all right?”

“All right. We’ll take a meeting first thing. I don’t have my calendar, but call Darcy. She will fit you in.”

“I’ll make sure of it. We have to review some of the arrangements for the summit as well. We have a meeting in the afternoon with Aarón and the security forces. We have a few things to go over still.”

“Double-checking as always,” she said, giving him a fond smile. “What would I do without you?”

“You’ll never be without me. I will always serve you in one capacity or another, my queen. Be assured of that. I am wholly devoted to you.”

“Thank you for that, Rafe. It means a great deal to me. I will see you tomorrow.”

Rafe moved forward and kissed her on her cheek, and then he left her apartment.

He lived only a floor below her, his own apartment taking up the full northeast corner of the building. During the morning the sun would shine so brightly it was energizing and delightful. But tomorrow promised to be overcast and snowing. Tomorrow he would be looking down on a winter cityscape. For now, he went to bed.

He lay there for quite a while, gazing up into the darkness of his bedroom, thinking of many things. But his last thought before falling asleep was of a petite blonde with bright eyes and a keen sense of the world. Before he fell asleep he knew he would be finding her tomorrow.


Chapter 5

It was the ringing phone that roused Renee from the deepest slumber of her life. She sat up in bed, wholly disoriented, as the phone continued to ring. The covers were tangled about her legs, and the first thing she noticed was that she had fallen asleep in her T-shirt and underwear. The next thing she noticed was a pervading weakness that seemed to be riding down the length of her body. She was tired even though she had apparently slept quite deeply. Perhaps, she thought, she was coming down with something.

She struggled out of bed and managed to catch her cellphone before it went to voicemail.

“Hello?”

“OMG hello! You never called me to tell me you got in safe last night! I’ve been calling and texting for hours! I even banged on your door! Didn’t you hear me? I was about to call the cops!”

“Hi, Em,” she said, sighing as she settled down on a barstool at her kitchen counter. She really needed to sit down. Emily was lucky she’d even woken up. She tipped her phone and glanced at it, seeing the string of messages from Emily. She didn’t read them since Emily was right there on the line.

“ ‘Hi, Em,’ she says.” Emily squeaked, “I’ve been worried sick.”

“I’m sorry, Em. I don’t know what happened. I must have been so tired I forgot to call. But you know I can take care of myself.”

“You’re not naked with him are you? He was hot. That picture you sent me…he was smoking. Is he Latin? He looks Latin.”

“He’s Portuguese.”

“How’s his English? Wait. Scratch that. How’s his French?”

“Em!”

“Don’t tell me you didn’t kiss him! Or did you kiss him a lot? Is he still there?”

“He is not still here,” she said with a laugh. “You know I don’t sleep with a guy on a first date.”

“There are exceptions to every rule. For instance, the rule where you’d never go out with a complete stranger.”

Yes, well, she had definitely broken that rule last night, Renee conceded.

“His French is…”

She thought back to their kiss good night. She remembered the heat of it. The depth. The way she had melted against him. She remembered the warm slip of his tongue against hers and how it had stimulated every last living cell in her body. But that was all she remembered. After that she had nothing. She didn’t remember saying goodbye. She didn’t remember going up the stairs to her apartment and she didn’t remember going to bed or why she had gone to sleep without putting on her pajamas first.

“His French is mind-blowing,” she answered Emily frankly with a long drawn-out sigh of pleasure.

“Oh. Wow. Has he called you yet? Have you infected his every waking thought?”

“He hasn’t called me. I…I didn’t give him my number.”

“You didn’t give him your number? Why not? Did he have bad body odor? Crooked teeth? They didn’t look crooked in his photo. Did he push too hard for more than just a kiss?”

“No. He was perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

“Then why didn’t you give him your number?” Emily whined.

“Because he gave me his. He left it in my hands whether I would call him or not.”

“Oh. Well, that’s very gentlemanly of him. It must be a Portuguese thing. And are you going to call him?”

“Yes,” Renee said with a secret smile for herself. “I’m going to call him.”

“Woohoo!” Emily whooped on the other end of the phone “Finally! Your love life has been nonexistent for way too long. It wasn’t just a dry spell, it was a frickin’ desert!”

“Emily!” Renee scolded with a laugh.

“So is he tall? He looked tall. Tall, dark, and handsome.”

“Yes, he is all of those. And well-mannered and well-spoken. If not for his accent you wouldn’t know he hadn’t been born here. It’s very faint though. Just enough of one to make him seem exotic.”

“Oh, he sounds divine!” Emily said with a longing sigh.

“Well…he is divine,” Renee said with another smile. She loved Emily and her unbridled enthusiasm. She always reminded Renee to keep having fun, no matter what.

“So when are you going to call him?” Emily asked.

“Oh. I don’t know. When can I call him that won’t seem too eager?”

“Nonsense. No one worries about that anymore. And anyway you don’t want to wait too long or he’ll think you aren’t interested.”

“Ugh. This is the part I hate about dating. The part where people play games.”

“It’s not playing a game. Not if you don’t want it to be. Just pick up the phone sometime this afternoon and thank him for taking you out last night. Then you ask him out again. Simple. It’s the ABC’s of dating.”

“You make it sound so simple, Em. But it’s actually quite complicated. I mean…there’s got to be something wrong with him. Something I’m not seeing.”

“Something you’ll only discover once you’ve dated him a few times,” Emily said. “In the meantime, just enjoy yourself.”

“I suppose you are right. No sense looking for trouble. I’ll just go about my normal life and see what happens.”

“See? I give good advice sometimes.”

“All the time,” Renee said fondly. “Anyway, it was just a meal. I barely had any makeup on so I looked like a train wreck. I’m sure I didn’t make a very good impression on him. He probably thinks I talk too much about myself.”

“Did he ask you about yourself?”

“Well, yes. But—”

“Then stop worrying. It’s a first date. The whole point is that you get to know each other and you can’t do that without talking about yourself. I’m sure he said a lot about himself too.”

Renee frowned slightly. Come to think about it, he hadn’t had all that much to say about himself. He had kept steering the conversation to her. If they saw each other again, she would see to it that she got to know him better too.

“Next time we’ll talk more about him than me,” Renee said to Emily.

“Ah! So there is going to be a next time! Excellent!”

“Yes, there is,” she said with a chuckle. “I’ll call him this afternoon.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“Good! Keep up the good work. I look forward to meeting him.”

“Oh, Em! Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’ll have to see him quite a few times before I’m brave enough to expose him to you!”

Emily laughed uproariously. “This is so very true! Well, I have faith. I have a good feeling about this one.”

“Calm down. It was just one date and it only lasted an hour or so. It was hardly a date at all.”

“Didn’t he kiss you?”

“Well…yes.”

“Then it was a date.” Emily chuckled. “And just how good of a kiss was it?”

“It was…”

“Divine” was the word that popped into her mind. And mystifying because she could barely remember anything that happened afterward. Should she be worried about that? Had something nefarious occurred that she simply couldn’t recall?

No. She distinctly remembered falling into her bed and going to sleep. So what if she hadn’t undressed. She’d just been really tired was all. That must be it.

No. She’d had a very nice time last night, and he had been a very nice guy. True, she didn’t know him well enough to know if that was going to stick, but she was willing to find out.

“Em, I need a shower. We can talk some more later. Some of us have to brave this weather in order to get to work.”

Renee glanced out the window and saw the world was caked in white and that it was still snowing. The roads looked terrible from where she was standing.

“Be careful out there,” Emily said with concern.

“I always am. Mwah! Later!” Renee hung up in tandem with Emily. She and Emily were two very different people, but they made good friends.

As she stripped and stepped into the shower she was smiling. The date she’d had last night might not have been half so much fun if it wasn’t for Emily. As Renee washed her hair she gave a thought to all the men and relationships she had shared with Emily. The men had changed, but Em had always stayed steadfast. She truly was her best friend and she didn’t know what she would do without her.

Renee dressed for work, fighting through a sense of lethargy that she couldn’t explain. If she weren’t required to make her shift at the precinct, she would have liked to have stayed home, curled under the covers with a good book and a cup of hot coffee. She settled for the coffee and went out into the still heavily falling snow. She woke up her smartphone and got the lowdown on the winter storm. They were expecting it to last another day. She had every intention of remaining inside the precinct until it was all over and a semblance of cleanup had been done, but odds were that wasn’t going to last. Murder didn’t stop for bad weather.

A plow went by her as she walked to the subway, and as she went down the stairs she was bathed in the warmth of the trains racing by. She had a car, but living in the city she tended to walk everywhere or take a bus or train. Her partner had a car and she drove with him when they were working.

The subway stop was right around the corner from the market she had shopped at last night. She was really quite centrally located, even if she wasn’t in Manhattan. Brooklyn was its own little city; it just happened to be connected to a bigger one that was within easy traveling distance.

Renee got to the precinct and the first thing she did after taking off her coat was search for the coroner’s report on yesterday’s murder. It still was not ready but Stella promised her it would be there by that afternoon. They had done the notification of the next of kin yesterday and begun their interviews. So far the vic was well liked and didn’t seem to have any enemies. But it was still early in the investigation and some new leads might turn up. But as of that moment, it looked as though it might be a random killing; perhaps a robbery that had been truncated by the screeches of the witness who had seen the whole thing. Still, she wasn’t ready to discount all who knew him. There was a wife and an insurance policy and a bit of money involved. Quite a bit of money. All of which made for a good motive.

She sifted through other cases during the morning, keeping herself busy and hoping she didn’t have to go out in the extreme weather. Luckily it turned out to be a quiet day for new murder.

The coroner’s report came in around two P.M. She looked through it immediately and saw cause of death was an arrhythmia, a disruption of the electrical functions of the heart. In other words, a heart attack. But it was strange the way Stella had worded it. Why not just say it was a heart attack? She turned the page and read Stella’s further notes on the apparent bite marks on the victim’s neck. It was a human bite mark, likely done by someone with dental enhancements of the upper and lower canines. Stella had taken a bite-mark impression for use as evidence. There were no other wounds or injuries on the body.

So was it murder? Yes. The victim had suffered a heart attack during an attack on his person. She would let the DA figure out the finer details of whether the attacker would be charged with murder or manslaughter, but in her book it was murder. She would treat it as such. She didn’t have much to go on, but she’d done more with less before. That part where he had bit his victim on the back of the neck—it couldn’t be the first time he had pulled a stunt like that. Maybe his MO was on file somewhere. Maybe it was some petty criminal who had never expected the man he was attacking would die.

Renee typed the details of the case into ViCAP and began a search for matching MOs. While she waited, she toyed with the embossed card sitting in front of her on her desk. She had taken it out of her pocket about two hours earlier and had been fondling it off and on since then.

Should she call him now? He was probably back from lunch and in a meeting or something, she thought. She ran her fingers thoughtfully over the raised pattern on the card. She ought to have called at lunchtime when he might have been able to talk more. But she hadn’t wanted to seem too eager. She sighed, realizing she was playing games with herself in her own head. She picked up her cellphone and dialed the number on the card.

“DaSilva,” he said in greeting.

She didn’t know why she had been expecting to get his voicemail…or perhaps hoping to get it. That way she could leave her number and the ball firmly in his court. After all, she didn’t know how he felt about her after last night’s kiss.

“Hello, Rafe?”

“Renee,” he said on an exhale, as if he had been holding his breath waiting for her to call. It gave her enormous pleasure to imagine that was what he had been doing. Her ego was sufficiently pleased. “I’m so glad you’ve called.”

“Are you?” she asked.

“Yes, very much so. Did you think I would not wish to hear from you?”

“I don’t know. You might have had a terrible time last night.”

“I can assure you, I did not have a terrible time.” His voice lowered, though she couldn’t tell if it was from interest or because he was trying to make their conversation more intimate. “I’m pleased you called. I very much wanted to hear from you.”

“You said that already,” she said with a chuckle.

“Well then, it must be true. It must mean I am eager to see you again.”

“Are you?”

“Yes. Are you busy this evening? There is an opening at an art gallery in SoHo. I know of an excellent organic restaurant right around the corner from there as well.”

“Will the opening even happen with all of this snow?”

“Last I checked they had no plans to delay it. Do you enjoy art?”

“As much as the next person,” she said with a smile. “I suppose it depends on the art. I’m into classic paintings and sculptures. Nothing too avant-garde.”

“I think you will like this artist then. He has a classical style.”

“It sounds interesting.”

“It will be. Can I assume then that you will come?”

Renee smiled to herself. She was a simple woman when all was said and done. She liked her coffee and her paper. She liked Facebook and she liked her ten o’clock news. She liked a beer and a basketball game. She had never been to anything as exotic as an art gallery opening, but she had been to many museums. She figured one couldn’t be that much different from the other, and after all it was clear she was going there just to spend time with him. She didn’t need too many social graces for that.

But she wasn’t exactly an upper crust type of person and it was becoming clear that he was. She should have recognized that simply from the job he held. It was obvious from the clothes he wore that he was made of more than a little money and the way he spoke and carried himself only supported that. It wasn’t as if she didn’t think she was good enough for him so much as it was she wasn’t sure she would fit into his life well.

But there was only one way to find out.

“Yes. You can. I am looking forward to it.”

“I am looking forward to you. The art is secondary.”

Renee felt herself warming beneath her clothes. “Charmer,” she accused him lightly.

“Not at all. I speak from the heart. You will discover that about me. I am blunt, and I am honest about my feelings. I don’t cater to others. If I say I am looking forward to seeing you, then rest assured I am.”

“I am the same. And I am very much looking forward to seeing you again as well.”

“Then we make a perfect pair. Shall we say seven o’clock? The gallery opening is at nine. With seven-thirty reservations we will easily make it.”

“Now all that’s left is for me to find something decent to wear.”

“Wear whatever you like. I am certain you will be beautiful regardless.”

“Thank you,” she said with a smile.

“And now I have your number. Have I earned your surname yet so I can add you to my contacts?”

“Oh yes!” she gasped. “I’m so sorry. I really should have left you with it and my number last night. It’s Holden. Renee Holden.”

“Thank you, Detective Holden. I will add your number and address, thus permanently entrenching you in my life.”

She laughed at that. “I will do the same, Rafe DaSilva.”

“I’ll be on your doorstep at seven. All right?”

“Yes, that’s fine.”

“See you then.”

“Bye.”

Renee hung up and sighed with relief. He really was shaping up to be too good to be true. Still, it was early yet. She had to keep the jury out until she had definitive proof as to what kind of man he was.

She only hoped he didn’t let her down.

—

Rafe hung up the phone and stood looking at it for a moment. Why had he asked her out again tonight? He didn’t need to feed again for several nights and in any event he couldn’t take from her two nights in a row. Even though she was clearly able to regenerate her energy rather quickly—another person wouldn’t want to go out so soon; they would be more likely to stay in bed a day or two—he couldn’t risk draining her to the point of putting her in the hospital. He knew vampires who had what were commonly called limited sources that they fed on so regularly they showed signs of wear and illness, their natural bodies worn out and unable to defend against invaders like germs or viruses.

Once a source became sick they were off-limits, of course. Just like any source who took drugs was off-limits to any clean vampire. Phants not so much. Sycophants would feed off anything, sick or well, addict or clean. It was what made them what they were. As a clean vampire he had to be far more judicious. And he had to protect his sources. The best way to do that was to keep a variety of sources in a variety of locations, taking from no one source more than once a month. Of course, a source could theoretically be used once a week, but it was best to play it safe.

So, no matter how sorely Renee and her abundant energy might tempt him, he would not feed from her again for quite a while. Besides, if he showed partiality to a source it could arouse the interests of his enemies or another vampire. Competing for a source was the last thing he wanted. Putting Renee in the crossfire of a war she had no part of would be unconscionable.

Yet he was compelled to see her again. He told himself it was to keep abreast of the police investigation, not because of her beautiful face and her winning smile.

Not to mention her oh-so-sexy kiss.

He had kissed her to give her something to remember even as he made her forget his feeding from her, but he had been taken by surprise by the heat and passion of the kiss. The way it made him crave more still stunned him. And that was to say nothing of the unadulterated pleasure of taking her abundant energy into himself. Her energy had been bright and clear, sexual and sweet, wild and then satiating. He couldn’t remember the last time he had felt like that. He wanted it again. Craved it again.

It was dangerous to want something so badly, and yet it made him feel alive. More so than he had been feeling while struggling in a job that could sometimes seem so pointless.

Strange. It had been such a simple date. So calm and quiet and free of trouble. That was perhaps what had appealed to him most about it. It was normal. Innocent of the war his people were a part of.

It was an illusion of course. Stolen moments. But was it a crime for him to want to steal a few more? Perhaps not a crime in this instance, but maybe unwise. There was no sense in him trying to reach for something he could not have.

Still, he was going to do it all the same. Just for a little while. He needed something fresh and pure and void of all the darkness in his life. It was, perhaps, unwise on many levels, but he was going to defy his common sense. Just for tonight.

Rafe put his phone into his pocket and walked into his afternoon meeting.


Chapter 6

Rafe acknowledged the other players in the room with brief nods. Most of them nodded back. But his attention was focused on the center of the room, on the most important player of all. The queen of the vampires was the sort of woman to whom others gravitated. Dynamic and proud, she arrested the attention of everyone in the room.

The others were equally arresting, but in very different ways. Halo was there, his casual attire in stark contrast to the business suits and higher fashion around him. He wore faded jeans and a plain white T-shirt that clung to the well-defined muscles of his chest, shoulders, and abdomen. The man was fit and strong and he did everything in his power to advertise the fact. Rafe supposed it was part vanity and part intimidation. Anyone going toe-to-toe with the bounty hunter would be scared witless before the fight even began. Of course, Halo’s reputation as a dark and dirty fighter would only add to that. There wasn’t a phant alive who didn’t know who Halo was…and didn’t fear him coming after them.

Then there was Danton, the leader of the authoritarians—the vampire force whose sole job was to keep law-abiding vampires doing just that, abiding by the laws that Simone and the lawmakers passed. Danton was a dark-skinned man with a clean-shaven head and a neatly trimmed goatee. His dark brown eyes could stare right through a soul. He wore slacks and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled halfway up his arms. He didn’t wear a watch, as was true of all e-vamps because they could tell time intrinsically, but he did wear a gold bracelet with three rubies spaced apart in the gold. It was some kind of family heirloom, Rafe had been told. Whatever its value, the vampire wore it well. He too had an aura that said he was not a vampire to mess with.

Also in the room was Skye, Simone’s closest friend and confidante, and also one of her business heads. The vampires had a vast amount of wealth in their dealings with the human world, mostly via banks and intricate stock portfolios. In that building alone there were several incorporated offices of businesses designed to make money and support the e-vamps in style and comfort. Skye was in charge of coordinating these efforts, helping Simone keep track of their investments. Skye had a team to help her do this and they worked seamlessly with human companies, making money and protecting the nature of the e-vamps at the same time.

Then there was the ambassadorial team, of which Rafe was the head. Much of his team was in the room as well, simply to cut down the need for them to hold duplicate meetings as instructions filtered down the ranks. Besides, they were at a critical juncture with the treaty. Everyone needed to be on point and freshly updated.

“We were waiting for you,” Simone said to him without censure.

“Sorry. I had an important call. Please, continue.”

“Thank you. As you all know the treaty is going to be signed at the beginning of next week provided the weather eases and the planes of all our diplomats are able to arrive.”

“The weather shouldn’t be a problem by then,” Rafe said. “Reports say that this will have long passed and cleanup should also be complete.”

“Good. I am glad to hear it. I am determined that nothing will get in the way of this treaty. It is the biggest one of its kind in fifty years and princes from all over will be here to sign it. Finally there is hope that, if we work together, we can eradicate the sycophant threat once and for all.”

“We are already trying our best to weed them out,” one of Rafe’s team members said cautiously. “I don’t see how this treaty will allow us to be any more or less effective at it.”

Simone’s eyes darkened as she glared at the hapless vampire. “Because we will finally be cooperating across political lines. We will be unified against the sycophants. And as you know, unifying to defeat a common enemy also unifies us to do other things. No more backbiting and infighting. No more wars between this country and that country. Bad enough we have to fight the sycophants. Fighting one another only makes it worse. It has taken a lot to get enemies and friends alike to come to this table for the signing. I don’t need my own people questioning the validity of what we are doing.”

“I-I did not mean to—”

“Then what did you mean?” Simone snapped.

“Only…what’s to make them all behave? What makes them adhere to the signing?”

This was the flaw in Simone’s plan. Everyone knew it. Simone most of all.

“We need to make the authoritarians the enforcers of this treaty,” Rafe said suddenly.

“But each principality has its own authoritarians and they will be biased to act on their native country’s behalf. They won’t police themselves,” Simone said.

“Then take them out of their countries.”

Simone’s head swiveled so she could narrow her eyes on Danton. “What do you mean?”

“Implement an authoritarian exchange program as part of the treaty. Take authoritarians out of their comfort zones and insert them in other countries and city-states. It will force them to expand their views from the narrowness of home to include the grand scheme of things. They will be fighting for the laws in general as opposed to how those laws suit their country. Take them out of their homelands. Make the world their homeland.”

“That’s a brilliant idea. But will the treaty signers go for it?” someone asked.

“They are going to have to. The princes may rule their cities, but I rule the princes. It is about time they were made to remember that,” Simone said.

“It’s hard for you to exert control over so many at such a distance. I wish we didn’t need the princes at all. Perhaps then there would be less in the way of personal grudges between city-states,” Rafe said.

“This treaty is meant to eradicate those grudges. If it does not, if the authoritarians fail to enforce these new laws, then we will have to find a more forceful way. I would rather avoid that at all costs. I don’t want the vampire world at war with itself,” said Simone.

“You mean any more than it already is,” Rafe added wryly.

“I mean I’m tired of all this infighting. In less than a week there will be a final end to it, or I and my army of authoritarians will put down anyone who doesn’t step in line. But I do not wish to be a dictator. I want everyone to see the usefulness of peace among us all. We have enough to fear from the sycophants. Not to mention having to hide our existence from the human world. Can you imagine what the human world would do if it found out we were feeding off them?”

“That’s always been a fear. Even more so now in a world of digital surveillance and the threat of our firewalls not protecting us as they should,” Danton said.

“Have you thought any more about coming clean with the human world? About announcing our presence in the world before we are found out in other ways? There is bound to be less fallout if we got ahead of the story,” Rafe asked.

“The logistics of coming clean and announcing ourselves to our one and only food source would be nightmarish. Humans will consider the act of feeding an assault. They won’t care whether we live or die or starve. And I’m sure I’m not the only one who fears suffering the agonies of torpor—I can’t imagine being alive but unable to act or move from lack of energy. All they will care about is themselves. In their eyes there would be no difference between us and the sycophants, even though there is a great deal of difference. No. They would lump us all in together and wage an all-out war to eradicate us. We just have to hope we can remain invisible for as long as possible. We have been skilled at remaining so for centuries. We should be able to continue to do so.”

“There are two very different camps on this topic,” Rafe said. “The movement to expose us to the human world is a very small one, but it is gaining momentum. We need to keep a close eye on those with these beliefs. They have the power to expose us anytime they like. Maintaining the secret is difficult, but exposing it would be all too easy.”

“They know that such an exposure would never be successful unless we had political footholds in place to protect us. I know we are cultivating those footholds just in case but it is best we keep to ourselves for the time being.” Simone looked into each of the faces surrounding her. “Let’s not lose focus on what we are striving for. Unity. Once we obtain that, then we can consider other things.”

“Well said,” Rafe agreed. “One thing at a time. Unity and an adherence to that unity. Then together we can start making decisions that will affect the whole of the vampire nation.”

“Thank you. That will be all for now. I will let legal counsel decide on how the treaty should be worded as pertains to the authoritarians. I expect the rough draft as soon as possible so I may go through it with the rest of you. We’ll schedule a meeting for tomorrow late afternoon where we will review the treaty and make any last-minute changes. Time grows short, ladies and gentlemen. We need to be able to send revised treaties out to all the signers as soon as possible so we can address any issues that might arise before the ceremonial signing on Monday.”

“We’ll have it to you ASAP,” Skye said. “A change this late in the game is bound to rouse protests and give some excuses to withdraw from the summit.”

“They do so at their peril,” Simone said darkly. “I am willing to give a little leeway and take input as far as refining the language of the treaty is concerned, but I will not accept bald refusal or posturing.”

“We’ll work it out,” Rafe assured her. “I’ll start by sending out a precursor letter about the changes being made. That way we can sort through the responses both negative and positive as quickly as possible. A last-minute change like this can expose those who are just giving the treaty lip service. Anyone who is serious about this treaty and what it means will see the exchange of authoritarians for what it is—a means to help.”

“Agreed,” Simone said. “Very well. Have at it. Let me know what the responses are like, Rafe.”

“I will,” Rafe said, pulling his phone out of his pocket and glancing at the screen. There was a message.

Looking forward to tonight! :) Renee

Rafe smiled. The message pulled him away from the seriousness of what he would be doing in the next hours. In a way it bolstered him. He gave Simone a nod and exited the conference room. He hurried to his own office, giving a passing nod to his assistant as he went in.

“Oh, Mr. DaSilva, there’s a phone message from the Turkish prince and the London prince,” Rachel said as he passed.

“Connect me to Leopold first,” he said. “I’ll let you know about Bayram.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll get him for you.”

Rafe entered his office and sat behind his desk. The desk put his back directly toward the south-facing windows, allowing as much unobstructed sunlight to touch him as possible. That is, when there was sunlight to be had. Right then the sky was overcast and it was still snowing. The trouble with inclement weather was that it deprived e-vamps of a vital source of energy. It made it twice as likely the vampire would have to hunt to replenish his energy. How long it took to show signs of torpor varied from vampire to vampire. It could be anywhere from a couple of days to seven or eight. Usually, the older a vampire was the longer he or she could go without replenishing vital resources. Also, it depended on the weather. The sunnier the week, the less the need to feed.

Generally Rafe only needed to feed once every five days or so, depending on how much sun he got. After feeding from Renee, he ought to be good for a while provided the weather broke and the sun came out to play. Unfortunately, according to the app on his phone, the weather wasn’t going to break until Saturday and the sun wouldn’t show itself until Sunday, the day before the vampire summit meeting. That meant there would be an extraordinary influx of potentially hungry vampires arriving in Manhattan all at the same time. Between each diplomat and their multitudinous entourages, it was a logistical nightmare.

However, they had taken all of this into consideration. The summit would last only three days. Each vampire had been instructed to feed in their home territories before boarding the plane to New York. For those who could not make it three days without feeding, assistants had been supplied who would share their own personal resources with the diplomats as needed. As one might guide a visiting friend to a favorite restaurant, the assistant would guide to a favorite human to be fed from. This negated the nightmare of having hundreds of hungry vampires hunting in the streets for clean energy sources.

Yes, New York was a big city with millions of people in it, but still, those who lived the clean lifestyle required in order to be considered an appropriate food source were rare if one didn’t know where to look for them. This was why it was always wise, as well as courteous, to announce your arrival in a city to the prince of that city. True, vampires moved in and out of New York constantly without announcing themselves to the queen or her retainers, but that did not mean it was smiled upon.

The accepted protocol was to visit immigration in the city you were visiting. You were then handed the visiting rules and laws pertaining to that city—including what areas it was wise to avoid and what were the best hunting areas. It also included where the densest populations of sycophants were so that they could be avoided. Immigration had its own department in the busy office building they were currently in.

Rafe’s phone buzzed on his desk.

“The prince of London is on line one,” came his secretary’s voice over the speaker.

Rafe picked up the line.

“Leopold,” he greeted warmly.

“Rafe. It’s been too long.”

“You’ll be seeing me Monday. Why are you calling? Is something amiss?”

“Nothing at all. I was wondering how my cousin is holding up as the big day approaches.”

“Why don’t you call Simone and ask her yourself?”

“You know Simone. She’d just pretend everything is smooth sailing and that nothing bothers her the least little bit. I’ll get a more honest perspective from you.”

“Simone is all right. She is obviously under a great deal of stress. This is very important to her. She just made some last-minute changes to the treaty that she knows some are going to try to use as an excuse for not signing, but the changes were necessary.”

“Would you care to enlighten me?”

“It’s merely giving more power to the authoritarians as far as enforcing the treaty is concerned and forcing an exchange program on native authoritarians so that they are spread across the world rather than stagnant in their home countries.”

“Oh my. That won’t be popular at all. Authoritarians in the eastern European territories are especially loyal to their homelands. They won’t take to being uprooted.”

“We’re not asking them to be disloyal. We’re asking them to open their minds and discard their biases. That is all.”

“That’s all? That’s all? That’s a lot. Sometimes that’s everything to these people.”

“It’s time we stopped fighting amongst ourselves and started focusing on the real problem. The sycophants.”

“Obviously a great many of these countries and city-states agree with you or we would not be having this summit. I only hope my cousin’s last-minute changes don’t spoil the effect.”

“They are necessary changes.”

“I agree. But not everyone will.”

“It is a small request in the end, compared to asking long-standing rivals to put aside their differences for the good of the vampire nation.”

“True,” Leopold said. “When I think of the Hungarians finally burying the hatchet with the Polish, I can see a lot of good and progress coming out of that.”

“Closer to home for me is putting the rivalry between Los Angeles and San Diego aside. They have more in common than they realize, they just have old grudges that blind them to it.”

“Do you have all the arrangements for putting up so many foreign and local diplomats in one city?”

“The local hotels will be bursting at the seams, but it’s been taken care of.”

“Good. It must not have been easy putting up over four hundred spoiled princes and their entourages.”

“Not easy, but not impossible. We found suites for all the princes and nearby rooms for their retainers. We were also very careful that the Polish prince not have more amenities than the Hungarian one. Also, they are not in the same hotel. Just to be safe.”

“A wise idea,” Leopold said with a chuckle. “Well, it seems you’ve thought of everything.”

“We’ve been planning this for the better part of a year. I don’t know why the detail with the authoritarians was left out until now. I suppose it was a matter of not seeing the forest for the trees. We were so focused on creating peace we lost sight of how to enforce it. This will rectify that mistake.”

“At what cost is the question? Simone will have to exert all of her influence to keep these vampires playing ball.”

“She will. And she’ll do it well. I have no doubts about Simone.”

“If only others had the same confidence in her. Or at least gave the appearance of it. Our cousin Sensha for example. Of course she has her own agenda.”

“Sensha will never be content just to rule Brazil. She has her eye on being queen. Simone knows she will have to watch her back very closely while Sensha is in town.”

“Sensha thinks she is next in line for the throne. She conveniently forgets about me,” Leopold said.

“I would not underestimate her. It is not beyond her scope to do away with all obstacles between her and the throne.”

“As if we didn’t have enough to worry about with the sycophants lurking in the shadows. Tell me, any word on Draz?”

“Last I heard he was in Mexico meeting with some of the drug cartels down there. But for all I know he could be back in New York planning some way to interfere in this treaty signing.”

“I highly doubt the crime lord leading the sycophants would pass up the opportunity to cause trouble in the vampire world. Watch Simone’s back.”

“You’ve already warned me to do so. I can assure you, security is at its highest. We’ve even pulled the bounty hunters away from their regular duties to help bolster the security at the event alongside the authoritarians.”

“A wise allocation of resources. Plus, I’m sure there will be those like myself bringing their own security.”

“You can count on it. In fact, it was encouraged. It lightens our responsibility to each individual delegate.”

“Well, it sounds as though you’ve thought of everything.”

“We have. Don’t worry. Your cousin is well taken care of.”

“With you around I do not doubt it, old friend. Tell my cousin to call me if she needs me for any reason whatsoever. I have texted her once or twice, but hearing it from you might bring her around.”

“I cannot make her talk to you if she does not want to,” Rafe said, his fondness for Simone coming through. “But I will make sure she is aware of the resource that you are.”

“So clinical!” Leopold said with a laugh. “I won’t take offense since I know you measure everything very carefully before you take action and don’t commit to anyone in any way that can be held against you. It’s what I so admire about you. Tell Simone I am here for her. You too.”

“That means a great deal to us both, Leopold,” Rafe said, smiling widely.

“Farewell, my friend,” Leopold said before hanging up.

Rafe hung up the phone, feeling good about how the conversation had gone. He always felt that way when it came to Leopold. He wished he could say the same for all of Simone’s cousins. But there were more in her corner than not, so that made the others manageable at the moment.

His next call did not promise to be half as pleasant. He hit the intercom.

“Rachel, get me Bayram.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rafe sat back and waited. As he did, he withdrew his cellphone and glanced at the last message Renee had sent him. On impulse he texted her back.

Will you wear something sexy for me tonight?

He waited as a thought bubble popped up on his phone. Then, moments later, a reply.

I was already planning on it.

Good, he texted back. Although I am sure you could make a parka look sexy.

If this weather keeps up I may have to!

Rafe laughed.

I will keep you warm, he replied suggestively. He was probably pushing it with such a new and young acquaintance, but he was not a shy man. He knew what he wanted. The sooner he relayed to her that she was what he wanted, the better. He ignored the voice in his head telling him she was off-limits.

She didn’t reply at first. Then, after a moment, she texted: I’m going to hold you to that.


Chapter 7

Renee put her phone down on her desk with a smile. She wondered at herself for a moment. It was a little soon to be seriously flirting with the man. She didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. But for some reason she couldn’t seem to help herself. She didn’t think it was because he was so foreign and exotic—she dealt with all sorts of cultures all day long.

But she tended to deal with the worst of those cultures. That was simply the nature of being a homicide detective. It was refreshing to be dealing with someone who was intelligent, sophisticated, and respectful of her and her job. So what if he outclassed her? She could class up enough to meet him halfway.

Besides. It was just a date. A date she shouldn’t be thinking about right then. She had done some legwork and had contacted the dead man’s next of kin and was presently examining his life for anyone who might want him dead. But the victim came from the same world Rafe seemed to come from. Upper class. Rarefied. The one percent. That, of course, made money the immediately obvious motive, but how could this possibly have been a plan? The heart attack and death were a by-product of the attack. It couldn’t have been predicted. It was a very inefficient way to plan a murder. Especially because the coroner’s report said nothing about a preexisting heart condition.

So that left her with the randomness of a street crime. An attempted robbery gone bad. Although, the victim’s wallet had not been taken, nor any of his rings…one of which had been a glaringly obvious diamond. Perhaps the perp had simply not had time once the witness had started screaming. But why rob a man in broad daylight, knowing you were risking being seen, only to come away with nothing to show for it?

And why waste time biting the man?

“I know that look,” Jimmy said from across their desks. “You’re thinking too hard.”

She and Jimmy sat across from each other, the fronts of their desks butted up against each other. It made it easier for them to pass files and notes to each other. Easier to talk and discuss their next plan of action.

“All right, here’s the thing…why the bite marks?”

“The vic just came across a perfect storm of bad luck. Some whack job attacks him, bites him, gives him a heart attack, and he dies. I’d get my heart rate up too if some clown had me in his mouth by the back of my neck.”

“Stella said this guy should have lived to see a hundred. That was how healthy his heart was. This doesn’t make sense to me!”

“It doesn’t make sense to me either, but crime never does make sense. Sometimes shit happens.”

“We need to attack the streets, see if anyone knows about a guy with cosmetically altered teeth doing robberies. It shouldn’t be all that hard to find him.”

“With only that as a descriptor?”

“We have the witness’s sketch.”

“Oh yeah. Like that’s going to help,” Jimmy said dryly.

He had a point. The witness’s sketch had turned out to be very generic in its way. The man was reasonably handsome, like Robert Redford in his younger years, the witness had said. In fact, the sketch was a dead ringer for Redford. It led Renee to believe that the woman had described Redford more than she’d described the perpetrator. She knew Jimmy felt the same way. But outside of the teeth, it was the only thing they had to go on.

They had caught people with less before, Renee told herself, trying to bolster her spirits.

“Let’s hit the streets,” she said, standing up and reaching to take her jacket off the back of her chair.

“In this mess?” Jimmy complained. “No one’s going to be out on the street in a storm like this.”

“Then we hit the shelters. We hit the bars. They will be full of people. Even weather like this doesn’t keep people from their alcohol.”

“We’re gonna freeze our asses off.”

“C’mon, Jimmy. Afraid of a little snow?” she dug at him. A few of the nearby detectives chuckled. Not because she was being particularly funny, she knew, but because Jimmy was beleaguered by the go-get-’em attitude of his partner. He was often teased for being saddled with her dogged personality.

Renee didn’t care what any of them thought. She knew that if a crime wasn’t solved in the first forty-eight hours it was likely to stay unsolved, so she went all out until the first few days had gone by. And even then she rarely let things go. But it was hard when new murders were constantly coming across her desk.

She pulled on her coat, checked her weapon, and looked at Jimmy expectantly. With a loud sigh he got out of his chair and into his coat.

They started with the shelters closest to the crime scene—St. James church being the first. It was one of the nicer shelters in town, and it was just a block over on Madison Avenue. They went in armed with their sketch and descriptions and met with immediate resistance. If these homeless knew who the attacker was, they weren’t talking. They had the same results at the next two shelters. So, they switched tactics and went to the bars. Here they dealt with a higher caliber of people. There were no dive bars on the Upper East Side—not in that section of Fifth Avenue, in any event.

“Yeah. I think I know him,” a woman at one of the bars said as she swiveled in her barstool to look at them. “This guy is a real looker. I don’t know about the teeth though. I’ve never seen anything like that about him, but this guy comes in here every so often. And I should know,” she said with a snort of laughter. “I’m here every night. I get off work and I come right down here. I like this place. It’s my favorite.”

“Are you sure this is the guy?” Renee asked, trying not to get too excited.

“Well, close enough anyway.”

“Do you know which nights he comes in here?”

“It’s completely random. I tell you what, if he comes in I’ll give you a call.”

“Great. Here’s my card. That’s my personal cell on there, so feel free to call anytime. If you remember more or if he comes in. Anytime.”

“Will do, Detective.” She smiled devilishly and gave Jimmy the once-over. “Can I get your number too, honey?” She winked. “Just in case the lady is too busy to pick up.”

“Sure,” Jimmy said with a wolfish grin. He handed his card to the barfly. “Call me as soon as you lay eyes on the guy.”

“Maybe sooner,” the woman flirted.

Jimmy only gave her his best charming smile, then they took their leave.

“A thief that frequents high-end bars?” she said once they were out of earshot of the bar patrons. “Maybe he chooses his marks here?”

“Must be. But it sounds like he fits too. She said he was handsome, well-dressed. Maybe the thing on the street was an act of desperation, rather than a well-planned attack. Maybe her guy isn’t our guy at all.”

“There’s too many maybes. We should see if he’s hit any other bars as well. Maybe he has a pattern and we can pick him up.”

“Yeah. Definitely too many maybes. Let’s check out a few more bars then we can call it a day. I don’t know about you, but I have plans for tonight.”

“In this storm, Jimmy? I thought you’d stay in with pizza delivery and a few hours of Call of Duty.”

“You’re exactly right. Only the girl from the floor beneath me is coming to play with me. In more ways than one.”

“Ugh! I don’t need the details of your sex life, Jimmy.”

“Sure you do. Maybe it’ll make you want to get one of your own.”

“How do you know I don’t have one of my own?” she asked him.

“I would know,” he said confidently. “You’re pretty easy to read.”

Renee forced herself not to think of Rafe in that moment. One kiss did not make for a sex life. But who knew? That might change given enough time.

She pushed those thoughts away too. It was much too soon to be thinking like that.

“Come on. Let’s hit a few more bars,” she said.

—

Rafe’s conversation with Bayram was the polar opposite of the one with Leopold. The prince of Turkey made demands and plenty of them, and it was Rafe’s job to see that those demands were met, within reason. Rafe had assigned an assistant to Bayram to help him organize his visit, but that wasn’t enough for the Turk. He wanted special attention. He wanted Rafe’s time. Rafe gave it to him, but only sparingly. He had an email to write, and he had no doubt that once it was sent out to all the delegates coming into New York for the summit, there would be a massive influx of calls—probably mostly protests. And it would be his job to field all of these calls and respond to each one in such a way as to coax agreement with the new addendum to the treaty. Because he had plans for the evening, it would be best to get it over with as soon as possible. So he drafted the email and sent it to the entire list of delegates. Then he warned Rachel about the firestorm that was about to fall down on them. But his assistant was not easily ruffled, so he had faith she would manage it well.

Ten minutes after he hit “send” the first call came in. They came at a steady pace and Rafe dealt with each.

He was worn out by the time six o’clock rolled around. He sent Rachel home, telling her to ignore any further calls and let voicemail pick them up. He went into the bathroom off his office, shrugged out of his suit jacket and shirt and bent over the sink for a quick shave. He put on a clean shirt from the selection hanging in a closet and skipped a tie. He left the shirt open at the collar and already felt a little better. Winding down wasn’t going to be easy, and his phone kept going off on his desk, but he had already determined he would shut off the ringer for the night, leaving the phone on vibrate only. That way he could surreptitiously glance at it to make note of who was calling without disrupting his dinner date. He would shut it off altogether, but he didn’t want to potentially miss a call from Simone, should she need him. He knew that once callers could no longer get to him, their next effort would be to contact Simone. Simone would take the calls or ignore them as she saw fit, and any fallout from that might need to be addressed by both of them.

By the time Rafe pulled up to Renee’s brownstone, he had successfully shifted his mindset away from work and toward the evening to come.

The opening at the gallery was not formal, so a fresh shirt and shave had been sufficient. But when Renee came to the door he immediately felt underdressed. Not that she was overdressed for the occasion, but to look so deliciously elegant as she did, she must deserve better than him. She was wearing red, a favorite color of his, and one that was quite flattering with her warm skin tone and her honey blond hair. The dress hugged every one of her charming curves, the skirt ending mid-thigh, showing off quite a bit of her legs. She wore a pair of shoes with sparkling red rhinestones and a show of toe, completely inappropriate for the snow-covered ground. She looked beautiful, but she was going to freeze to death.

“You’re stunning,” he said, feeling a little like his breath had been taken away. It was a peculiar feeling. He knew many beautiful women. In fact, it was safe to say he was surrounded by them daily. Why she should affect him this way was beyond his understanding. Still, in that moment none of those beautiful women interested him and none could hold a candle to her. She was just right in so many ways.

He watched her smile at his compliment. The ingenuousness of the reaction spurred warmth into him, even though he was standing in the cold.

“I’m ready,” she said, pulling on the coat she had been holding.

Rafe immediately maneuvered around her in the narrow doorway to help her. It brought their bodies into close contact and her body heat soaked into him. He felt her raw energy and it lit up a craving for her that he might have expected if he had gone several days without feeding, not mere hours after having already satiated himself on her. But her vibrancy could not be ignored and he found it remarkable that she had recovered so quickly. She should have at least seemed duller than usual, had less energy. But here she was, eager and bright and shining with exciting energy.

He wanted to devour her. Feeling her eddy into him like this, he wanted to be a glutton and take so much more that he would burst from overindulgence.

Instead, he took a deep breath, filled himself with the perfume she had lightly applied to her skin, and guided his cravings into a safer place. He focused his energy on her and showing her a good time tonight. He wanted to give her as much genuine pleasure as she gave to him.

He reached out to stroke warm fingertips over the apple of her cheek. “You’re going to catch your death in this outfit. Those shoes alone are highly unreasonable.”

“I know. But I wanted to look nice. I can take it. Will we be walking much?”

“Not much, but still. I don’t want your feet to get wet.”

“Don’t worry about it. Cold toes never killed anyone.”

“I want to insist you put on sensible shoes if nothing else.”

She laughed. “I have nothing else that would look right with this dress. And I’m not about to wear Uggs to a gallery opening.”

“All right then. If you insist you will be fine I will try to forget about it. But I make no promises.”

She smiled at that and he thought to make her smile more often. Her face lit up in the loveliest way when she did so.

Rafe guided her out of the doorway and down the front stoop steps. He led her to his car, which he had left idling in front of the house. Once they were ensconced within, he drove into the city.

“So, did you have a good day?” she asked him.

He hesitated as he thought of the trials of his day. “It was busy,” he said vaguely.

“What did you do?”

“Nothing too exciting. I wrote an email that perturbed a lot of people.”

“That sounds rather exciting actually. Can you tell me what it was about?”

“I can’t go into much detail. Most of it is confidential. But my boss changed an agreement at the last minute and those signing the agreement were a bit miffed by the change. But most of them are using it as an excuse to get out of signing the agreement in the first place.”

“And you had to smooth things over?”

“Yes. A job that I’m afraid does not end at five o’clock. Do not think me rude when you catch me glancing often at my phone. I must be available to my boss if she should need me.”

“I understand completely. I won’t take offense. As long as you pay attention to me the rest of the time.”

“I think it will be hard for me to do otherwise. You are dazzling me tonight.”

“Charmer,” she accused him. “You’re going to turn my head.”

“Good. That’s my goal. I don’t say these things to charm you. I say them because they are the truth. There is no ulterior motive.”

“All right,” she said.

He would have to measure his words to her, he thought, lest she think he was trying too hard to impress her. He had no desire to make her feel uncomfortable. Quite the opposite. He wanted her to enjoy herself, to be at ease. And he wanted to be at ease as well. He needed it after the stressfulness of his day.

He found somewhere to park that was near the restaurant where they had reservations. It was a short walk from there to the gallery, so he would not be needing the car again until it was time to return home.

Rafe guided Renee toward the restaurant, lifting her over any particularly slushy piles of snow in order to protect her feet as much as possible. He made her laugh every time he insisted on keeping her feet off the ground.

“You’re going to slip and fall!” she said.

“I have very sure footing. Don’t worry about me.” He guided her into the restaurant and she exhaled a burst of breath. “Goodness it’s cold out!” She shivered theatrically.

“Certainly too cold for a dress that short,” he scolded her, a warm glint in his eye.

Renee smiled softly. She was flushed from all the times he had put his hands on her to help her through the snow. He was so strong and so undeniably male. She felt protected and cared for. It was a feeling she wasn’t used to. She found herself enjoying it immensely.

“Tonight I’m willing to sacrifice warmth for vanity. I wanted to look good.”

He smiled at that, one side of his mouth kicking up and his eyes warming as he took her in from head to toe. “Then I should mention your unbounded success.”

He reached out toward her, but the maître d’ stepped forward into their space and interrupted the gesture.

“Reservations?” he asked, reaching to help Renee out of her coat.

“DaSilva,” Rafe said.

“Ah yes. Mr. DaSilva. We have the table you requested this way.”

After their coats were checked, the maître d’ led them to a table cozily tucked into the rear of the restaurant. It was private and they would be undisturbed there.

“Sit. Let me warm your hands.”

He held a chair out for her then took the seat across from her. He reached over the table for her hands and rubbed warmth into her chilled fingers. They ignored their menus, leaving their eyes with nothing to do but meet over the table. The intimacy was intense, closing the distance between them. Renee watched as candlelight flickered over his handsome features.

After a minute she withdrew her hands from his and picked up her menu. Staring at him like that had been too intimate. She needed a moment to catch her breath. So she stuck her nose in her menu and began to search for something to satisfy her appetite.

Rafe recognized her withdrawal for what it was. As he too picked up his menu, he tried to think of why the growing intimacy between them did not concern him as much as it should. Clearly she was taken off guard by it. She was pulling back, trying to protect herself from this easy connection they seemed to feel with each other. He should be equally cautious. But for some reason he was not. For some reason he found himself throwing himself into the feelings she elicited by her mere presence.

They communicated their selections to the waiter, and then were left alone again.

“So you had a beastly day?” she asked him.

“Not so bad. Not most of it. The end of it was trying, but it has vastly improved since leaving the office.” He reached out and again took her hand, toying lightly with her fingers. “What about you?”

“I spent it indoors mostly. But I did have to beat the streets a little to work a case I’m on.”

“Yes, a homicide detective, I imagine, cannot spend the day inside watching the snow fall.”

“I would have liked to. I’ve been trying to shake off a sense of lethargy all day.”

Rafe frowned. “Perhaps we should not have gone out tonight.”

“No. I’m fine,” she insisted. “I wanted to do something. I…I had a nice time last night. I thought we could repeat our success.”

“It was a success,” he agreed. “I was pleasantly surprised considering I essentially picked you up in the market. One never knows how things like that will turn out.”

“I confess I felt the same way. I thought I was out of my mind…but as the evening wore on I began to think I’d gotten lucky.”

“I know the feeling.” He smoothed the tip of his thumb along the tips of her fingers. “So do you anticipate equal success tonight?”

“Perhaps even better,” she said a bit coyly.

“That sounds quite promising.”

“I thought so. I am trying out being an optimist.”

“I imagine doing what you do, seeing the worst side of humanity all day long, you do tend to become a pessimist.”

“I have to work hard at not letting it get me down. I remind myself every day that what I see is only a cross-section of the world I live in. I balance it out by playing with puppies and searching for rainbows.”

He laughed. “Is that even remotely true?”

“Well, the puppies part is. There’s a pet shop down the street. I get my fill whenever I want.”

“But we don’t get many rainbows here in the city. Do you travel much?”

“Not as much as I would like and not as far. I’ve been focused more on my career.”

“I imagine you are quite dedicated. Tell me about a case you are working on.”

She withdrew, taking her hand out of his. “I can’t discuss ongoing investigations.”

“Then tell me about something from the past,” he said smoothly. He should have known she wouldn’t talk about the case voluntarily. Now he was being deprived of contact with her. And that was exactly how he felt. Deprived. The perception surprised him. What was it about her that affected him so strongly? She should be nothing more to him than a source of food and information, yet he found himself feeling more. Wanting more. And what was more, he wanted her to feel the same way.

“I suppose I could do that. I once had a serial killer case,” she said. She didn’t sound excited about it, just matter-of-fact. And it was obvious she was gauging his reaction.

“That could not have been easy,” he said. He left his hand palm up in the center of the table, even after the waiter delivered a basket of warm bread to them, leaving the invitation open should she decide to hold his hand again.

“No. In fact, it was quite awful. He showed a level of desecration that none of us had ever seen in our lives. Like something out of a movie. He killed three women before we were able to stop him. Lucky for us he wasn’t trying to hide. He didn’t care about getting caught. He only focused on making his sick fantasies come to life.”

“And that was what drove him? His fantasies?”

“Yes. But he did have an agenda, which we only learned about after we caught him. Those women were practice. He was working up the nerve, honing his skills, so he could go after his childhood crush. We got to him just in time to keep him from her. Thank God. She was a mom with two kids and a husband. She had no idea the psycho even existed; no idea she was in mortal danger. Apparently he had been stalking her for years.”

“How dreadful it must be to be surrounded by so much sickness and death. I wonder that it doesn’t color your world irreparably.”

“It does color my world but I like to think I have balance.”

“I think that you must, or you would not be such a bright, energetic soul.”

She laughed. “That’s the first time I’ve ever been complimented on my soul.”

“Well it’s true. Your soul positively effervesces out of you. You have such amazing energy.”

“I certainly don’t feel that way today!” She laughed. “And I wouldn’t say I effervesce. I know some very bright and bubbly people who would put me to shame.”

“Can you not take the compliment?” he asked.

She tilted her head and looked at him, as if viewing it from his perspective. “You’re right. That was bad of me. I thank you for the compliment. I will do better next time.”

He chuckled. “Good. Because I anticipate giving you a lot of compliments in the future.”

Renee smiled at that and turned her attention to the dessert menu, trying to cover the giddy warmth that seemed to be pervading her. She liked him a lot. Liked the attention he showed her. It had been quite some time since she had felt like this. She was such a brassy woman, she did not often get the proper kind of attention a woman needed to feel pretty and appreciated in a feminine way. Oh, she was good at her job and got many compliments and even commendations, she was appreciated by her friends and loved by them quite generously, but as a woman…she wasn’t often the focus of male attention and attraction. And it wasn’t because she was unattractive or because she felt unattractive. She knew she wasn’t, but it was rare for someone to find themselves equal enough to tell her so. Someone she felt was equal enough. A construction guy whistling at her as she walked by wasn’t exactly the kind of attention she craved.

But she was coming to crave Rafe’s attention. He was her equal; he had class and style and money and came from a world quite a bit above her own. She might have felt as if she were at a disadvantage, if not for the deference with which he was treating her. He knew exactly what she was, a brass tacks cop. He accepted it. At least for as far as he understood it as an outsider. Outsiders had preconceived notions of what it meant to be a cop. Only those on the inside really knew what the policing world was like. Soldiers came close. They knew what it was like to police a country full of hostiles who hated you. That was what policing in the city was like. Only they had to do it within the letter and restrictions of the law. They had to account for every time they discharged their weapons, and it hung over them all every time one of them made a mistake or abused their position.

But she wasn’t expecting him to fully comprehend her work. That would be expecting far too much far too soon. They were still getting to know each other. Getting comfortable. Although, she had to admit he made it easy. She felt relaxed around him. As though she could be herself because that was all he wanted from her.

“What are you thinking about that has you concentrating so hard?” he asked, curling his fingers beckoningly on the tabletop. She gave in to the silent request and slid her hand back into his, laying the dessert menu aside.

“I was just concentrating on the dessert selections.”

“I see,” he said softly. “Tell me: What are the rules here?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The rules. Is it that you are allowed to lie to me, but I must not lie to you, or are we both allowed to lie to each other…and ourselves?”

She bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, moving to withdraw her hand. But he closed his fingers tight around her and kept her there.

“I mean, when I ask you what you are thinking about, rather than lie to me, you tell me ‘I would rather not discuss it right now’ as opposed to giving me nonsense about the menu. I am an intelligent man, Renee. I know when I am being lied to. I would prefer we kept our relationship as honest as possible. I am asking you if you would prefer that as well.”

Renee flushed and squirmed a little in her seat. He was right. She had lied to him. It was a small lie, true, but small ones could easily lead to bigger ones and she could appreciate him wanting to nip that in the bud.

“I’m sorry,” she said earnestly. “I wasn’t trying to outright deceive you. If you say I’d rather not discuss it to some people, they get offended. A little white lie seems the best way to avoid offending someone. But if you prefer total honesty then I will do my best.”

“And I will do my best to return the favor,” he said with a smile. He stroked his thumb over her knuckles. “I want you to be able to take everything I say with the knowledge that I am being honest. This way when I tell you how beautiful you are to me, you will have no choice but to accept the compliment as pure truth.”

Renee couldn’t help herself. She blushed. She wasn’t the demure type, nor the type to be easily flattered, but he made her feel like a queen. Like she was something so much more than her job. A feeling she didn’t get all that often.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“Compliments come easy around you. I am a very lucky man that you have chosen to spend your precious time off with me.”

“I might say the same to you,” she rejoined.

He chuckled. “So it is. We are both honored to be in the presence of the other. We are off to a great start.”

She laughed.

“After all of that, have you decided on a dessert?” he asked.

“I think I will have to wait until I know how much room I will have in my stomach,” she said.

“We can easily split something if you like. I am open to anything.”

“I will keep that in mind,” she said, just as their first course arrived. They had both chosen bowls of fresh tomato and basil soup. “This is absolutely delicious,” she said after a few minutes. “I would love the recipe. Soup is one of those things I am able to cook. It’s hard to mess up and I can do other things while it is cooking down. Also, I can make a very large batch and freeze whatever is left.”

“Would you like me to get the recipe for you?”

“Most restaurants won’t give out their recipes.”

“All they need is the right inducements.”

“That’s all right. You can keep your inducements to yourself.”

“For now,” he volleyed back. “There are some inducements I plan to take out later this evening.”

“To use against me?” she asked.

“That would be telling,” he said with a wink.

The rest of the meal went down a similar path. They flirted with each other, discussed current events, let time slip by unnoticed. Eventually they were splitting a dessert and the meal was coming to a close. Renee couldn’t remember when she had last had such a nice time. And the night wasn’t even over yet.


Chapter 8

At the end of the meal he pulled out her chair for her and held up her coat so she could slip into it. She picked up her clutch and let him lead her out into the cold. The snow was still falling hard and rushed in gusts of icy wind around her bare legs. They hurried toward the gallery. But just as they were passing an alleyway around the corner from the gallery, some sort of electrical explosion struck them both, bowling them over.

When she had gone through the academy, they had all been required to learn what it felt like to have a stun gun deployed into them—so they might have empathy, she supposed. This sensation of electricity bolting through her body was exactly like that—only this was stronger. She found herself sprawled on the ground in the snow, trying to shake off the stunning effect of the blast. As a matter of instinct she looked for her gun. She scrambled toward her clutch and withdrew her weapon just as her vision cleared.

She saw Rafe in the alleyway, fighting with three men. Bursts of electricity lit up the dark alley as she drew a bead on the first perpetrator and staggered to her feet.

“Freeze! NYPD!” she croaked out as loud as she could.

They ignored her completely. She watched with no little awe as Rafe moved like lightning, dodging first one blow and then connecting with his own. One of the muggers took a swing at Rafe’s head and Rafe caught his fist in his hand. Sparks flew when they connected and she watched, stunned, as it looked as though a burst of something exploded out of him and into the attacker, sending him sprawling into the snow and muck of the alleyway.

While that one was stunned, he turned his attention to the two others. He fought them hard and then, as she watched, he went for a knife strapped to his ankle and came up just in time to stab the wicked-looking blade deep into one man’s chest. Renee ran into the alley to face down the man Rafe had stunned earlier, pointing her weapon in his face, her hands shaking with a combination of shock and jangled nerves.

“Stay right where you are, dirtbag!” she yelled.

The man grinned up at her.

“Well, aren’t you a delicious little piece,” he said, slowly moving into a crouch. That was when she got a good look at him. He was pale—ghostly pale—and gaunt, as if he were starving in the streets. But he wasn’t dressed like a street person. He was dressed cleanly in slacks and a button-down shirt and a warm gray winter coat that was finely stitched. He rose up from his crouch and lunged for Renee. She didn’t think twice. She fired her weapon into his chest; the impact of the bullets flung him back against the alley wall. She continued to hear Rafe scuffling with the other two behind her and she stepped forward to check on the man she had shot.

“Renee, don’t get too close!” Rafe shouted.

The warning came too late. The man on the ground kicked out, sweeping Renee’s legs out from under her, sending her down onto her back hard. It knocked the breath out of her and she gasped to get it back. Then the man was on her, scrabbling over her body and grabbing for her weapon as though he hadn’t been shot at all. Panic infused Renee, but she fought it off. This guy must be on some killer drugs, she thought. How else could he shake off being shot like that? She knew he couldn’t hold on much longer. After all, she had given him a double tap in the chest. His heart was bound to give out any second.

But he wasn’t weakening. If anything he was getting stronger. The man snarled above her and she saw the flash of fangs, upper and lower canines extended, matching the extraordinary bite marks she had seen on her victim yesterday. He lunged for her neck, his jaw snapping shut just shy of it when she jerked her head away in the nick of time. Her weapon went off again and his body jerked, but still he struggled with her. He was strong. Damn strong. And he was about to wrench her weapon free. Then he would be crazed and armed and she knew that would mean the end of her life.

“Shoot him through the back of the neck!” Rafe shouted out to her.

“What?”

“The back of the neck! Just do it!”

She didn’t have any better options, so she struggled to aim her gun at his throat and pulled the trigger twice.

Like a marionette whose strings had been cut, he collapsed against her, all of his weight dropping over her and crushing her into the ground. She struggled to get out from under him as a static shock ripped through his body. He jerked and she cried out as the current went through her. She was momentarily stunned, but she struggled to shake it off. To shake him off. She was just thinking she was never going to be free of his weight when suddenly it was gone—gone in a crackle of electricity, as though he had never existed at all.

Renee lay there panting, her heart racing. There was another electrical explosion and she turned her head in time to see Rafe pulling his blade free of one of his attackers. The blade had been in the back of his neck, transecting his spine at the base of his skull. Rafe had no time to regard his kill. Just as the body was disappearing, the final attacker leapt up and with a flashing snarl of fangs he latched onto the back of Rafe’s neck. Electricity crackled, enveloping Rafe’s hands as he reached back and boxed the attacker’s ears, sending the jolt of electricity through him. Stunned, the attacker disengaged from Rafe’s neck and Rafe shrugged him off his back. Rafe threw the man a good distance away, allowing Renee to safely aim her weapon without being afraid of hitting Rafe. She shot at her target, but hitting a moving target in the neck from the ground was nearly impossible. Still, she tried.

She managed to get a shot into the attacker’s throat. It was enough to slow him down as he gagged on his own blood.

The man held a hand to his throat as he dodged Rafe’s feint for the back of his neck with his knife. He then turned and barreled into Rafe, picking him up off his feet and driving him down into the ground. He pinned Rafe’s knife hand and gurgled in a spray of blood, “We won’t stop. We’ll come after her until she’s dead. We’ll kill everything that means something to you.”

Then he placed his free hand on Rafe’s chest and sent a bolt of electrical current through him, locking him up in electrical spasms. While he was recovering, the man scrambled off Rafe and ran to the back of the alley. There was a clang as he made an extraordinary leap from the ground onto a fire escape. It was too dark for her to shoot with any accuracy and by the time Rafe recovered and got to his feet, the man was running away across the roof of the building.

Renee lay there panting for breath, her hands still aiming her gun. Hands that were shaking uncontrollably. Rafe was on his knees by her side in the very next instant, his blade in his left hand as he gathered her up with his right.

“Are you all right? Renee! Answer me!”

“I-I-I…wh-what the fuck was that?” she demanded. Now that the immediate danger was over, she was beginning to process all that she had seen. Her first instinct was to try and explain it. Drug addicts. Muggers. Something. Anything!

But none of that would explain the electrical current that had been thrown around. None of that would explain why the bodies had simply disappeared.

She struggled to get up.

“Give it a minute,” Rafe said gently as he hugged her close. “Just…give it a minute.”

Renee didn’t want to give it a minute. She wanted to be on her feet. Ready to face any more danger that came her way. But there was something very comforting about Rafe’s embrace, not the least of which was his warmth. She was sitting in the snow, her dress worked up around her hips, bare skin sitting against ice. She began to shiver, but it wasn’t all from the cold.

“I need to get up,” she said through chattering teeth. “I’m cold.”

This time he let her up, helping to pull her to her feet, but immediately drawing her into his embrace as she jerked her skirt down over her thighs.

“I need to call this in,” she said numbly.

“And tell them what? There are no victims here save us, Renee,” he said softly. “And if you report what just happened, who is going to believe you?”

“But I—” She cut herself off as she took in the slush and snow of the alley, the disturbance of which made it clear a wild struggle had taken place there. But Rafe was right. There were no victims. The bodies were gone.

“Renee, here, here’s your purse. Put your weapon away. I’m not sure how I feel knowing you came to our date armed, but in retrospect I am glad that you did.”

The tease fell flat. She scowled at him. “Just what the hell happened here? You knew how to stop those guys, the back of the neck. When that last guy attacked you, he went for the back of your neck. My vic from the other morning, he had bites at the back of his neck. You know what’s going on here. Now tell me what I want to know!”

“First, put your gun away. Then we need to find somewhere warm where we can talk. Where you can come down from this adrenaline rush. Then I will explain everything.”

“I’m not leaving the crime scene!” she said, struggling for every word as the cold sank into her so deeply she was afraid she would never get warm again. Her hands and feet felt like ice, every movement of her shuddering body felt slow and lethargic.

“You’re in shock,” Rafe murmured into her ear as he pried her fingers from around her gun, put the safety on, and put the gun in her purse. She wrapped her arms around herself, trying to conserve what little warmth remained. Rafe, his body a wall of heat, drew her into his arms and shared that heat with her.

“Your crime scene, unlike your perpetrators, is not going anywhere. We’ll go just around the corner, into the pizza parlor right there. We’ll sit where it’s warm and we’ll talk about what to do next.”

Renee couldn’t think, that was how cold she was, so she simply nodded and let him lead her out of the alley. They entered the pizza parlor a few steps later and he guided her into one of the hard wooden booths. But instead of sitting across from her, he had her scoot deeper into the booth and sat beside her. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and held her tight and close, his free hand finding hers and bringing them up against the warmth of his solid chest. Here he rubbed her against himself in an effort to warm her icy fingers.

“You knew,” she said through her clicking teeth. “You knew how to stop them.”

“Yes. I did,” he agreed grimly.

“How did you know? What…what were they?”

“What do you think they were?”

“I don’t know! Don’t turn this around on me. Answer the question! What were they?”

“They’re called sycophants. They’re energy vampires that feed off the energy of others.”

“But I saw you throw balls of electricity too,” she said. “A-are you one of them?”

“I am very different from them. We are the same in that we both need to feed on human energy to survive, but we are different in our intent. Sycophants are criminals. They feed off poisonous energy sources like drug addicts. They often traffic in drugs and humans and other types of crime. They have been known to take too much, which kills their resource.”

“Like my victim from a couple of days ago? He had bite marks on the back of his neck like these,” she said, reaching up to gingerly touch the fang wounds on the back of his neck.

“Yes.” He was quiet a moment. “I am an energy vampire. But unlike sycophants I am careful and discerning about where I get my energy from. I protect my resources from harm and treat them with respect and care. Most often they don’t even know I was there. I am careful that there is no trauma involved in the taking of energy.”

“But how can they not know you were there? I think I would remember if someone bit down on my neck.”

“No. You would not. We use hypnosis so you only remember what we want you to remember.”

Renee thought back to the previous night. To how she couldn’t remember the walk up her stairs or why she had gone to bed with only her T-shirt on.

“Oh my god! You did it to me!” She shoved at him, trying to force distance between their bodies. Two of the parlor’s patrons, the only two people there besides them and the man attending the counter, looked over at them as she raised her voice.

“Shh,” he tried to soothe her. “Yes. This is true. But I would never hurt you.”

“You stole my energy without my permission! You…you…” Her hand went to the back of her neck and she felt for the wound that should be there. She hadn’t noticed the sore spot until the moment she touched it.

“Renee, I must always take from my resources without their permission. It is the only way I can survive. Can you imagine? What if you had to ask a cow for permission before you slaughtered it to become your meal? Or a chicken? Or any piece of vegetable? If these things were sentient and intelligent would they willingly volunteer? A lawful energy vampire like me only takes what we need, leaving our resources safe and even content, with good memories of friendship from the encounter. We don’t hurt—”

“It’s a violation!” she hissed at him.

“I’m sorry you feel that way. But if I removed the block to your memory about last night, you might feel differently.”

“Yes! Do that. We’ll see how different I feel!”

“Very well. Look at me. In my eyes.”

“You’re not going to try anything devious are you?” she asked skeptically. “How do I know you won’t just wipe away my memory of all that’s happened so far?”

“I could do that. It would be easier for me. But…” He looked hard into her eyes. “I am trusting you. Everything ingrained within me, everything I have used to protect myself these past centuries, has me feeling I should do exactly that. Wipe your memory. Leave you none the wiser. But I am trusting that you will understand why our existence must be kept secret from the world. At least for now. It is not really my place to choose to allow you to be aware of our existence, but I am doing it anyway. As I said earlier, I do not want any lies to come between us.”

“This is a pretty big lie.”

“It is a secret, not a lie. But I am aware that I sometimes must lie in order to keep this secret. Now I must have faith in your heart and faith in your intellect that you will understand why the secret must be kept.”

“I doubt I will see it the way you do,” she said coldly.

“We will see,” he said. “Now look into my eyes and try to relax. I cannot use hypno on you if your adrenaline is pumping.”

“Or you would have done it already?” she asked bitterly.

“Perhaps I would have. If only to protect you. I don’t think you appreciate the danger knowing this secret will put you in.”

Actually, Renee could imagine quite clearly the danger she would be put in, but she was not deterred.

“Do it.”

“All right. Think back to last night. We were in the snow, standing in front of your door. My mouth touching yours.”

His voice went low, sounding husky and soft, his expression telling her that he was remembering exactly as she was remembering. Then again, there wasn’t enough hypnotism in the world to make her forget that kiss. It had been so deep. So intense. For a moment she doubted whether it had been real at all, doubted whether or not it was a trick as well, but then as the moment replayed in her memory she knew that it was real. As real as the battle moments ago had been. She felt warm at last as he unblocked her memory of what had happened after the kiss.

“Those kisses were amazing. They all but brought me to my knees. I had to taste you. I had to take your energy into me…had to know what it would feel like. And it so fulfilled its promise. You remember now? Yes? The electric feel of you nourishing the starved places of my soul and body?”

“Yes,” she said breathlessly. “I remember.”

It had been so highly sexualized a moment, the act of him feeding on her, that it had felt nearly orgasmic. Remembering it now made her flush with warmth, chasing the last of her chills away. And now she no longer felt violated. Instead she felt craving. What would it feel like, to feel that again and this time be allowed to remember every moment of it while it was happening? The back of her neck tingled at the idea and she had to look away from him as she colored.

“You see? It was not so bad an experience. I am sorry I did not ask your permission. But I promise that in the future I will. That is, if there is to be a future between us.”

“I don’t understand. Why bother with me at all? Why not rob me of all my memories and be done with me? Is it because of my investigation?”

“It may have started out that way, may have begun as a means to an end, but it has since become something more. Something with a life all its own. Something I wish to discover with you.”

He touched her face then, his fingertips caressing the rise of her cheek slowly. It was an intimate gesture and one she felt keenly.

“So what happens now? Why were we attacked?”

“I’m afraid that is my fault,” he said. “I am a man of some importance in my world. There is an historical event taking place amongst the e-vamps—the energy vampires—a treaty of gigantic consequence. Taking me out or taking me captive might have some influence on the queen. I should hope not. I would hope that the benefit of the many would far outweigh the life of a single vampire, but perhaps they think I would be leverage enough to make her reconsider.”

“You must be very special to her.”

“I wrote up most of the treaty, so my hand has been heavy in this endeavor. It may be that this was a random attack, only…”

“Only?”

“I was attacked last night as well, after leaving you in your bed.”

Renee colored as she remembered him undressing her and tucking her into her bed. But her self-consciousness was immediately tempered by the import of his words.

“Two attacks in as many nights cannot be coincidence.”

“No. It cannot, can it?” He sighed and rubbed at the back of his neck. He winced and she remembered he had been savagely bitten there.

“Did he take energy from you?” she asked with new concern.

“A little. Nothing of consequence. Just remember, when dealing with a sycophant it cannot be killed except by severing the electrical connection between the brain and the rest of the body. The back of the neck. It’s key.”

“I will remember that from now on, believe me.”

“I wish that you did not have to. I would prefer to remove you from danger. But now that you have been associated with me…That sycophant threatened you. If I were to wipe your memory of all that happened I would be leaving you out in the cold, leaving you without the awareness and knowledge that you need to protect yourself. I cannot, in good conscience, do that. But that is only part of my reasoning for keeping you aware of our secret existence. It is because I’m afraid I would be missing out on something special without you beside me. And to feel this after only twenty-four hours of knowing you…that says something.”

Renee had to agree with him. There was something about him that pulled at her. True, she feared what he was, feared what it meant to know him and of him, but she was not a woman who was prone to letting her fear control her choices in life.

Still, she wasn’t reckless either. She could see the inherent danger in his life touching hers. Was it worth it? Was this tenuous connection, this draw toward one another, worth the danger they were in?

Renee was surprised to hear the resounding yes in her thoughts. It was clear she was coming to feel very attracted to him, even in spite of his having taken from her without her permission. But she understood his need for secrecy. She also appreciated that he was willing to keep the veil between their worlds pulled back so she could better protect herself. Still, it couldn’t be easy for him. Everything he’d ever done, she imagined, had been centered on keeping others from knowing he and his breed existed. But here he was, willing to remain exposed to her. And not just because he was trying to protect her. He said there was more to it than that. She felt that there was more to it than that.

“We should go,” she said. “Someone will have reported hearing gunshots.”

“Perhaps. But you are right. We should go. We’ll go back to my car and I will drive you home. Hopefully we will make it there without further incident. I am worried, however. I would feel better if that last sycophant had not gotten away. He will report back about all that he saw. He will report back about you.”

Rafe got to his feet and held a hand out to her. She took it and he helped her to her feet.


Chapter 9

They walked out of the pizza parlor and back the way they had come. There was no sign of police as they approached the alley where the fight had taken place.

“My brass!” she cried suddenly. “If the police come they will find the brass casings to the shots that were fired. It could be traced back to my service weapon.”

She hurried into the alleyway, ignoring Rafe’s protests. She reached for her phone and turned on the flashlight, shining it around in the dark. She quickly retraced all of the steps she could remember taking and began to look for the brass casings to her bullets. She recovered all but one. She would just have to hope it was lost in the snow where it could not be found. She then took Rafe’s hand and let him lead her quickly out of the alley and back down the street to where his SUV was parked. They were safely ensconced in just a few minutes. Rafe threw the car into gear and drove away from the scene of the attack.

Silence fell between them for the entirety of the ride back to Renee’s apartment in Brooklyn. Renee’s thoughts were awash in all that she had learned and she could only guess at what Rafe was thinking. This had to be troubling him as much as it was troubling her. He must be feeling exposed. After all, how could he know if he could trust her? Should he trust her? She was a cop. Wasn’t it her duty to tell someone about this?

And what would she say exactly? Oh, by the way, vampires are real. Only they don’t drink blood, they take energy. And they commit assaults in order to feed themselves.

Who would believe her? She barely believed it herself. Had she not seen it with her own eyes, experienced it in her own memories…

And what about her case? Now that she knew what kind of man had attacked her vic, how was she to go about finding the exact vampire who had done the attack? And once she found him, what could she possibly do to bring him to justice?

“What do you do to sycophants who break the law?” she asked him. “If I find the sycophant who killed my vic, would you see to it justice is served?”

“Renee, you can’t possibly be considering going after a sycophant now that you know what they can do to you!” Rafe objected.

“Of course I’m considering it! I can’t just let a murderer get away!”

“You can and you will. Leave the investigation to me and my people. We will see that justice is served. One of the reasons I’ve been watching you was to protect you if you got too close to the truth. To intercept by taking care of the sycophant before you could reach him, should you figure out who he is before I do. Now that you know what you are dealing with the best protection is for you to throw the case. Let us handle it.”

“And just how will you do that?”

“We have our ways. We have our own policing methods. You have to trust us to take care of it.”

“I’m just supposed to let it go? I can’t do that! I have to investigate this murder exactly like I would any other. Otherwise it will look like I’m not doing my job!”

“You can pretend to investigate it as much as you like, but the real investigation should be left to us.”

Renee bit her lip and clenched her fists. She didn’t like being told what she could and could not do. She didn’t like being told to throw an investigation. It went against every grain in her body.

No. She couldn’t just let it go. She had a job to do and she was going to do it. She would find the sycophant that had killed her victim, then she would turn him over to Rafe’s people for justice. She didn’t know what that entailed though. What was their method of justice?

“What will happen to him once you find him? What do you do with sycophants that murder?”

Rafe’s jaw tightened. She could see it as the streetlights overhead flashed light into the car.

“We have capital punishment for crimes of that magnitude.”

“You don’t have prisons?”

“The logistics of how we would feed a prisoner are impossible. They could never be trusted not to take a life again. Once a sycophant has a taste for killing, they only want more. No resource would be safe between their lips ever again.”

“What of lesser crimes? What do you do then?”

“The very act of becoming a sycophant—of crossing over from a clean vampire to one that thrives on the poisonous energy sources all around us—is considered a capital crime. The punishment is the same for all sycophants. Death on sight. Any clean vampire who comes across a sycophant not only has permission to destroy them, but they are obligated to. You have to understand just how deadly and dangerous this breed of vampire is. The choice to become a sycophant is exactly that—a choice. You don’t accidentally decide to start feeding on poison. It’s a conscious act.”

“I see,” she said quietly.

She did see. And when he explained it like that, she could agree. But surely…

“Isn’t there some way a sycophant can be rehabilitated? If they go back to feeding from clean resources? Or—”

“There is a time period during which becoming a sycophant is a mutable thing. But it is a short time period. Days. Maybe a week at most. If a vampire feeds from a polluted source he can undo the damage if it’s corrected immediately. However, there is no going back after a certain amount of time has passed, and there is no going back if the vampire has killed during a feed.”

“I see. But it is possible for a sycophant to become a normal vampire again? What if the vampire can become clean again? How do you know if you kill without exception?”

“Cases like that are beyond rare,” he said.

“But it is possible.”

“Renee, your desire to be fair does you credit, but I promise you the likelihood of this is almost nil. And when faced with a poisoned mind…it’s like an addiction for them. Once they have a taste of the drug they don’t want to let it go. The craving is irresistible.”

“I’ve seen even the worst addicts come out of it, make something of themselves.”

“Inasmuch as this is the same it is also different. I cannot explain it to you in ways you could ever comprehend unless you were experiencing it for yourself.”

Renee fell silent again. In spite of the things she saw in her job every day, she still believed people were inherently reclaimable. Perhaps not murderers or those who gladly committed heinous acts, but most who had lost their path needed only to find it again.

Here she was dealing with a race she knew nothing about. Her only resource to understanding them was Rafe. She was put in the position of trusting him to know better than she did about this. Should she trust him? Had he given her reason to be trustful of him? He had taken from her without permission and then erased her memory of it; he could potentially make her believe anything he wanted her to believe.

However, she realized she did trust him now. Within reason. He had come clean to her when he could just as easily have deceived her further. He could have erased her memory, putting her in danger without her even knowing it. But his conscience refused to let him do that. Would he face some kind of censure for telling her? Some kind of punishment?

“Will you get into trouble for telling me the truth about your people?” she asked.

His long fingers clenched at the steering wheel a moment before relaxing. He sighed.

“It’s hard to say,” he said. “There are some humans who know about us, but they usually have to be approved by a committee before they are told. We do background checks and psych evaluations to see if they are capable of coping with such an enormous secret and the responsibility that comes with it. I’ve broken with the law. It is possible they will send someone else to use hypno on you to clean your mind of our existence. I will do everything in my power to prevent that from happening. As I said, your life is clearly in danger and I won’t leave you out there unsuspecting of the danger you are in. I am hoping that the committee agrees with me. But your profession is a strike against you.”

“Why?” she asked, swallowing noisily at the idea of someone coming to erase her memory.

“Your instinct is to find and relay the truth. Keeping a secret about the crimes you encounter because of your knowledge of us is a lot to ask of you. It no doubt will go against your grain. Many people would find that too hard to deal with.”

She could understand that. And he was right. How could she keep silent about all of this? Crimes against humanity had been committed. Those who committed the crimes needed to be brought to justice.

She sighed realizing she had come full circle again.

“I will find a way to deal with it,” she said firmly. “I won’t betray your secret society.”

“I believe you, but I am not the one you have to convince.”

“Do you have to tell anyone else about me? Can’t it just be between us?”

A frown marred his handsome features. “I am not accustomed to keeping secrets from those around me. I am in a position of trust among my people. If I betray that trust…”

“Of course. Forget I asked.” She fidgeted with her hands nervously. “When are you going to tell them that I know about you?”

“I should be telling them now. I should be driving you to our holding facility where you would be questioned and evaluated.”

“You’re not going to do that?”

“No. Not right now. Right now I’m going to take you home so you can decompress from the excitement of the night.”

“I’d like that. I’m completely wound up.”

“I don’t blame you. I’m feeling that myself.”

“Do you think these people are after you because of this treaty you were talking about or is it something else?”

“I can’t tell. But with the timing, it seems highly unlikely that it’s anything else. This treaty will be the beginning of the end for the sycophants. It will pool the resources of many nations for the express purpose of rooting out the evil that is the sycophants. I don’t know what they hope to gain by targeting me, unless they are targeting the entire upper echelon of the e-vamps. There may have been other attacks I’m not aware of. I’m going to have to make a few calls when we get to your place.”

“Okay” was all she said.

They pulled up to her brownstone a short while later and Rafe parked the car. As they walked up the sidewalk, his hand fell to her waist and he guided her inside. She noticed that his attention was sharp on their surroundings—as was hers. They would not be caught off guard again.

They made it inside the house without incident and began to climb the stairs. They were passing the second floor when Emily popped her head out of her apartment and spied them.

“Hey! How’s it going?” she asked as she stepped into the hallway.

“Oh, Em! Hi,” Renee said.

“You guys are crazy going out in all this snow and cold,” she said, eyeing Rafe slowly and deliberately. She stuck out her hand toward him. “I’m Emily.”

Rafe took her hand and shook it. “Rafe,” he said.

Emily shot Renee an all too obvious look of measured appreciation for her taste in men.

“Meow, aren’t you something,” Emily said candidly.

Rafe laughed and Renee flushed at her forward friend’s antics. “I try my best,” he said.

“Not shy. That’s good. What’s your taste in music? Did she tell you she has an unhealthy fixation on Hootie & the Blowfish? She so needs to move into this decade.”

“I had no clue. I like Hootie & the Blowfish.”

“See? I’m not the only one,” Renee said, threading her arm through Rafe’s and urging him back toward the stairs. “We’ll see you later, Em.”

“Later, guys,” Emily said before ducking back into her apartment.

Rafe and Renee finished the climb to her apartment and Renee let them in. She closed the door behind Rafe and leaned back against it, releasing a long, decompressing sigh.

“Hey, are you all right?” he asked with concern as he stepped closer to her and picked up her hand. He stroked her fingers with his thumb, sending a shiver up her arm. Discomfited by the reaction, she withdrew from him and shrugged out of her coat. She hung it up in the hall closet and held out her hand for his. He obliged her. After she had hung up his coat she stepped out of her shoes and kicked them into the closet. It wasn’t where they belonged, but she would move them later.

When she kicked away her shoes she got her first good look at her legs. She was filthy from rolling around in that alley. She must look like hell, she thought. But there was nothing she could do about it right then. She wasn’t about to shower with him in her apartment.

“I can wait if you want to clean up,” he said, noticing where her attention had gone.

“No. I’m fine.”

He stepped up to her and touched her face with gentle fingers. “Why don’t you go shower? It will help you wind down and I can tell you wish to clean up. I promise to stay here in the living room like a good boy.”

She laughed at the idea of equating him to a boy. He was as far from boyhood as a man could get. And just then a thought occurred to her.

“How old are you?”

“I am afraid my answer might disturb you.”

“I’d rather have the truth than not.”

“All right. I am three hundred years old. Relatively young by e-vamp standards.”

“Young?” She was aghast. “You’ve lived through Prohibition…suffrage…hell, you’ve lived through the War of 1812!”

“Yes. I have. And yet I still talk with an accent,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “I also speak fifteen languages and have been almost everywhere in the world.”

“Why aren’t you married? Why don’t you have children?”

“E-vamps find marriage to be difficult. We are aware of how much people change with the passage of time, that they frequently grow apart. So we do not get married very often.”

“And e-vamps can have children just like anyone else?”

“Yes. Although it is more difficult for us to have children than it is for humans.”

“Why is that?”

“The ovulation cycles of our females are much slower. They ovulate once every three months instead of once every month. Also, the male’s sperm doesn’t survive outside of their bodies for as long as it does for human males. It’s like trying to hit the bull’s-eye on the first try with only one dart.”

“I see. But what about humans? Do e-vamps…you know…with humans?”

“Some do. Some don’t. It’s a matter of taste and conscience. They often cannot tell their partner who and what they are. They are also not allowed to get a human female pregnant. We dislike the idea of half-bred children. Often e-vamp traits are dominant and then special care will have to be taken with the children. They will have both our strengths and our weaknesses and must be raised accordingly.”

“Your weaknesses?”

He hesitated. “We will starve if we do not feed, just like any other living organism on this planet. If we don’t feed as we should we risk torpor, a state where we are aware of the world, but we cannot move or act or take part in it. Like being in a coma. The only way out of torpor is if someone else feeds you energy and it takes a powerful vampire to be able to do that without the risk of draining themselves as well.”

“But I saw you ejecting all kinds of energy in your fight.”

“I am a very powerful vampire,” he said with a small smile. “But it’s all relative. The more powerful the vampire, the deeper the torpor, the more powerful a vampire is required to help that vampire out of torpor.

“As to other weaknesses or limitations, vampires must constantly be exposed to sunlight. And we have to be very careful of the resources we feed from. People like you, who are aware of the chemicals they put into their body, who eat organically, are the best choice. The reason is twofold. One, it makes you pure. Two, it allows you to recover from a feeding more quickly. Look at yourself for an example. Had I taken from a less clean source they might have spent the day in bed afterward, feeling under the weather, possibly getting sick as their immune system lowered.”

“I did feel a little run-down today.”

“I am sorry for that,” he said, his eyes full of genuine regret. “And yet I am not sorry. I would not have traded the experience away for anything in the world.”

The intimacy of the declaration left Renee feeling warm inside. She cleared her throat and ran a hand through her tangled hair.

“I think I will shower after all. I feel pretty mucky.”

“I will make a few phone calls while you do that.”

She hesitated. “Will you tell them about me?”

He didn’t even pause to think about it. “No. Not yet. But I do need to find out if others are being attacked too.”

“Okay. I won’t be long.”

“Take your time.”

She turned and went down the hall and into her bedroom. There were two bedrooms to this apartment, but the spare had become a catchall storage space. There was a bed, but she’d have to move boxes to get to it.

Her bedroom was nicer. She wasn’t much of a housekeeper and there were clothes strewn about the room, but it wasn’t really that bad.

She closed the door to her room then went into the adjoining bathroom. She wriggled to get to her zipper at the back of her dress, then shucked out of it. She got her first good look at herself in the mirror and groaned. What had Emily thought at the sight of her? She looked like she had been in a fight for her life. Her hair was wild, her face smudged with filth. Sighing, she turned on the taps to her shower and waited for the water to grow warm.

She re-dressed herself in a pair of comfy sweats and a T-shirt when she was done with her shower. She let her hair hang loose to dry, the curls springing up tightly in a barely tamed mass. She walked out of her bedroom and found Rafe sitting on her sofa, one ankle crossed onto his knee, his pose relaxed. His presence seemed to take up all of the space in the room. He was just that dynamically male. He was the master of his universe and it showed in every way. Had she been a different person she might have been intimidated by him. But her job forced her to stand up to all kinds of people in all walks of life and she’d had to learn how to command her own universe early on.

She walked into the kitchen and looked over her shoulder at him.

He was watching her every move.


Chapter 10

“Would you like some coffee?” she asked politely, as if he wasn’t a vampire and she hadn’t just seen him shooting electricity out of his hands.

“Yes, please.”

“So, you obviously eat like a normal person,” she said.

“But we derive no energy from ingesting food. We do it strictly for pleasure and to fit in.”

She went through the motions of making them coffee. She probably shouldn’t drink coffee this late, but the odds of her sleeping that night were low to start with. Her mind was practically swimming with all that she had learned.

“Did you make your calls?”

“Yes. I called our queen. She told me that several other members of the upper echelon have been attacked as well. She is telegraphing a warning to all lawful e-vamps to be aware of the attacks.”

“So it isn’t just you. And it isn’t me.”

“Renee, they will try to hurt you to get to me. Tonight’s attackers made that very clear.”

“But why me? I’ve only known you a day!”

“Because you are either a source of emotion for me or a source of food. Either way it makes you a target. If they can’t hurt my heart, they will try to starve me out.”

“I don’t know that I like being considered a source of food,” she said with a frown.

“Then think of yourself as an emotional connection. I know our time together has been short…but you are special to me. And I don’t say that easily.”

She smiled a little at that, his words striking a warm chord inside of her. He was far more intriguing than she was in her opinion. After all, he was a vampire!

She thought of the word, still disbelieving even after all she had seen and all he had said. No. Not disbelieving; it simply felt surreal.

“And you’ll fall into torpor if they keep you from your food sources?”

“We derive benefits from the sun, just as humans do, but it is not enough to sustain us any more than it would sustain you.”

“You can go out in the sun?”

He chuckled. “Yes. In fact, it is a must. Feeding isn’t enough on its own. Although, I can go longer without the sun than I can go without feeding.”

“And how much time between feedings? Do you eat every day?”

“No. Not every day, thank god. There simply would not be enough food sources if that were the case. No. I only need to feed once a week or so. What I took from you will last me many days.”

He said this last without looking at her and she realized he regretted having to mention it again. But would he have been had she not found out about it? He was right though, it would be very inconvenient and unwise if he had to ask permission of all his meals. And this, she realized, was why his people did not simply come forward and expose themselves to the world. She knew what humans could be like. They would be frightened and hostile. And Rafe and his people were merely trying to survive.

She glanced over at him. He took up so much space in the room, his presence strong and confident. Even if she wanted to be self-righteous she found she couldn’t be after all she had learned. She didn’t want him to starve. The idea of him growing weak, unable to be as strong as he was, it was untenable.

That wasn’t to say she was eager to be a food source again. She didn’t know how to feel about that, although she did remember the experience as being one of the most erotic moments of her life. She decided not to examine her conflicting emotions on the subject too closely.

“What else is there about you I should know? Can you see your reflection in a mirror?”

“Yes,” he said with a laugh. “And I can walk on holy ground and holy water only gets me wet. Garlic simply tastes good.”

She laughed too. “So in other words almost nothing we believe about vampires is true.”

“Not to my knowledge. For all I know there are other types of vampires out there. Anything is possible.”

“Yes. I guess that’s true. If you exist then it is possible other races do as well. Well, this is a conversation I never thought I would have! I have always been firmly in the non-believer camp. In fact, it’s still hard for me to process this. If I had not seen it with my own eyes…”

“Yes. I can only imagine what you are thinking and feeling.” He frowned. “I am sorry to have removed your veil of ignorance. You were safer without me in your life.”

“No. Don’t be sorry. I am glad I know the truth. I am glad to be well-informed as opposed to, as you said, ignorant.”

“Ignorance could no longer protect you. I had no choice. Now it is up to me to protect you.”

“I can take care of myself,” she said, bristling.

“Vampires are two and three times stronger than humans. You would not last in hand-to-hand combat.”

“You would be surprised what I can do,” she said, still defensive.

But the truth was she had definitely been outgunned. Yet part of that was her fault. She had let her training slide in the two years since she had become a detective. Oh, she was required to take refresher courses every year and she often practiced at the gun range, but it wasn’t the same as when she had been a beat cop. She would have to rectify that mistake. She would have to spend more time training at the academy in Queens, getting into shape and putting herself back on the edge of awareness and readiness.

But for the time being, the only thing she had going for her was her gun and her knowledge of how to kill an otherwise unstoppable machine.

Still, as a woman cop she’d had to face down men who were stronger than her and her training wasn’t that lax. She simply had to refresh herself. Take it more seriously again.

“I think you know that’s not true,” he said, absently stroking his goatee. He lowered his hand and met her eyes across the room. “You need me and I’m not going to let you down. I will protect you, Renee.”

She shoved her hands into the pockets of her pants, pulling at the fabric a little anxiously. “I don’t like the idea of having to look over my shoulder everywhere I go.”

“I’ll be with you,” he said, getting up and crossing over to her. He reached out and touched her face gently. “I’ll keep you safe.”

“You can’t be with me every minute of every day,” she said with a frown.

“Can’t I?” he asked.

Then he took her chin in his hand and leaned forward. His lips touched hers and she jerked back a little, her heart racing. The touch had been electric, like a static charge. He followed her withdrawal and took her mouth again. This time her whole face seemed to bloom with static energy. But this time she did not pull away. Instead she let him kiss her, feeling the warmth and forbidden excitement on a visceral level.

She felt his electric touch as it glided over her jaw, around her ear and down the side of her neck. The sensations were overwhelming and like nothing she had ever experienced before—save the kiss of the night before. But this kiss seemed somehow stronger than that one. It was more open and honest with no secrets between them.

His tongue touched her lips and she opened her mouth for him, gave him ready entry. Her breath quickened as he stroked that exciting electric sensation against her tongue. He kissed her deeply, their mouths becoming more and more heated. Her hands went to his chest. She felt dizzy and off balance, but he was there, pulling her in tight to his body, supporting her weakened knees. His strength radiated into her. He was so very fit beneath his clothes. Not overly muscular, but strong and solid. She felt the play of muscle beneath her fingertips. His body was hard and male, everything that would attract her had he been a normal man.

But he wasn’t normal.

The thought brought her out of the mesmerizing heat of the kiss and she pulled away from him. He stepped forward as if to follow her, but her hand on his chest held him at bay. Her other hand came up to press a warm finger to his damp lips.

“Please,” was all she said. She implored him with her eyes, begging him to understand. She wasn’t ready for the way he overwhelmed her. She didn’t know if she ever would be. She wasn’t the type of woman who flung herself into out-of-control relationships. She was very thoughtful about whom she was with.

Still, her body was singing with the craving to get closer to him again. She missed the contact with him almost instantly, feeling as though she were depriving herself of something.

“Of course,” he said then, taking a step back. “You have experienced a great deal tonight. I didn’t mean to compound your feelings of—”

“No. It’s all right. I…I enjoy kissing you very much. I would love to lose myself in it. But I can’t do that. I can’t afford to jump into this willy-nilly. There’s too much at stake.” At the dejected look in his eyes she stroked her fingers from his lips to his jaw. “I’m not saying that I will ignore the way you make me feel. I-I just need time.”

“Yes. I understand,” he said. But she could tell he wasn’t satisfied with having to put distance between them. “Still you should know I’ll try to kiss you again…and often.”

She smiled at that. “All right,” she said.

He then, quite suddenly, put an arm around her waist and jerked her forward into his body. Their breastbones clashed and his mouth swept down onto hers. He kissed her breath away, sweeping her up into the maelstrom of his emotions and desires, picking her up like a tornado and shaking her loose. Her entire spine seemed to disappear from her body, making her limp in his hands. So it was with some difficulty that she found her feet and balance just as he suddenly thrust her away. She was clinging to his arm, panting for breath when he said, “All I ask is that you do not deny there is something hot and irresistible between us. I won’t let you lie to yourself about that.”

“I…I won’t lie to myself or to you about that,” she promised him. She brushed a shaking hand through her still damp hair. She was aware of just how hot her body was, her temperature having risen by a couple of degrees.

Or at least that was how it felt. And it was like nothing she had ever experienced before.

“I am going to stay close to you. I am going to protect you. I promise you that.”

“That isn’t necessary. I just need to remain in the presence of others. Surely they won’t attack me in a room full of people.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But you will not always be in a roomful of people.”

“I will be safe at the precinct. I will be surrounded by cops. No one can get to me there.”

“And when you are in the field?”

“I won’t go anywhere alone. I will have my partner with me at all times.”

“That isn’t good enough. He has no idea what to expect or that you are even in any danger. No. There is a better way and I will find it. As for tonight, I will stay here.”

“That isn’t neces—”

“It is necessary,” he cut her off firmly. “I refuse to leave you alone.”

“And it doesn’t matter what I want?” she asked, her temper irked.

“Renee,” he said on a sigh, “I’m not trying to curb your wants, desires, or freedoms. I am trying to keep you safe and alive.”

His words cooled her temper, leaving her touched by how much he obviously cared about what happened to her. She supposed he could have easily left her out in the cold. All of his choices, even those that went against the tenets of his people, had been for her benefit. Had been an effort to protect her. He was willing to face whatever sanctions there might be just to allow her to keep her memories and her awareness. She should be thanking him, not giving him a hard time about it.

“All right. You can stay. In the guest bedroom,” she said firmly.

“Of course,” he said with a chuckle.

“I just have to clear away some boxes so we can get to the bed.”

“That’s not necessary. I can just as easily sleep on the couch.”

“No. It’s no trouble. It’s just a few boxes. I’ll get some clean sheets.”

She went into the hall closet and fished around for clean sheets. She was aware of him following her closely as she went into the bedroom. He helped her stack boxes out of the way of the bed, then helped her make the bed. It was such a normal domestic thing to do, as if he wasn’t a vampire and she wasn’t just a human living a normal human life.

But she would no longer be living that normal human life, she realized. Her life had changed on a fundamental level. It would never be the same again. All because of this one man. This vampire.

And yet she felt no hostility about it. She did not feel as though he had wrecked her life or cheated her out of a normal existence. As she had said, she was glad she knew about him and his people. She was glad to no longer be in the dark. But being in the light came with a price, she knew. Not only for her, but for him as well.

“When will you inform the committee that you’ve told me about you?”

“I’ll take the matter up with my queen first. She is a logical and reasonable woman. I’ll get her on my side and we’ll approach the committee together.”

“What about you? What will they do to you?”

“I hope they see the logic in what I’ve done. I hope they find you worthy of knowing the truth.”

“I don’t know that I like the idea of being judged. Especially when it is so critical to me that I be judged well.”

“They will look into your life. They will want to interview you. It’s a little like closing the barn door after the horses have already run out, but it makes them feel better. They have to know you can be trusted not to tell anyone about us. Something you might find very difficult. Especially when it comes to hiding things from a justice standpoint. But hopefully you will learn what our methods of justice are like and you will be satisfied that it’s enough to make up for what you must conceal from others.”

“I hope so. I don’t think I can let a murderer go free, no matter who or what he is. It’s not in me to do that.”

“Renee, you must promise me to be careful. If you stumble across a sycophant in your investigation it may feel cornered and attack violently. Please, leave it to us to find him.”

“I can help,” she said stubbornly. “I can at least locate him. Then you can do the rest.”

“No. Absolutely not. I forbid you to put yourself in harm’s way!”

“You what?” she demanded dangerously. “You forbid me? Who the hell do you think you are?” She was exploding with outrage. “You do not and cannot tell me what to do!”

“Aren’t you telling me what not to do just by that very sentence?” he argued back. “Forgive me if I seem overbearing, but you do not appreciate how critical and deadly this is!”

“I think I can appreciate it well enough,” she said, still seething. “I get the picture, okay? You want me to throw my investigation into idle. But I don’t know if I can do that. If a tip comes in I have to chase down the lead. It will look suspicious otherwise. People I work with know how dogged I am. They know how much I want to catch the bad guy and that I’ll do just about anything to get them. Anything within the legal system anyway.”

“I’m sure you’re clever enough to find ways of slowing down the investigation.”

“I already have a lead I’m chasing. I have to follow through on it.”

“Tell me what it is.”

“A bar. There’s a possibility our man frequents a bar not far from the murder scene.”

“Give me the name.”

She did. And she gave him the description of the man who had been witnessed at the crime scene.

Rafe frowned. “Just one vampire was there?”

“That’s all the witness saw.”

“That’s odd,” he said.

“How is it odd?”

“Because a single vampire would find it nearly impossible to kill a human like that. It would glut him, make it impossible to continue feeding. Usually when sycophants kill it’s in groups of three or more. They share the energy out that way; killing the victim by draining him of every last electrical impulse including the ones that send impulses from the brain to the vital organs. In effect, they are paralyzing them, then shutting down their brains. For a single vampire to do this…” He shook his head. “It’s not right.”

“Well, maybe there were others but the witness didn’t see them. Maybe they fled the scene before she put eyes on the attack.”

“Maybe,” he said slowly. Then more strongly, “Yes, that must be it.”

But there was a lot about the attack that didn’t make sense to Rafe. Like…why in daylight? Vampires—even sycophants—hunted under cover of darkness. And why on a busy street corner? Had the sycophant been starving and desperate? Those were the only reasons he could think of for why he would attack in daylight with witnesses about. But even starving there had to be dozens of better ways, better places to take a meal. He had been on that street corner. He could pick out half a dozen places close by where he could have gotten a more secluded meal.

But perhaps it was that the sycophant didn’t care if it was caught. Maybe it had a death wish of some kind. Either way it would have to be stopped. Otherwise it would continue to kill with impunity.

“I’m going to go to bed,” Renee said. “Going to try to wind down.”

“I could help you with that,” he said softly, reaching to brush her hair back from her cheek.

She laughed. “I’ll bet you could.”

He chuckled. “I meant I could give you a foot rub or something.”

“Oh. Well…” She flushed as she thought about his hands rubbing pleasure into her feet, the electric sensation of his touch radiating up her legs. It was far too tempting. Too tempting to pass up. She smiled and nodded. “I think my feet would like that after being in heels in the freezing cold tonight.”

He smiled and she felt an answering response. There was something about that handsome smile that did her insides in. She turned and led him into her bedroom by his hand, pausing a moment on the threshold. He was directly at her back and must have felt her hesitation because he put his hands on her shoulders and rubbed them warmly. He bent his head and whispered in her ear. “I promise I’ll behave.”

“It isn’t that. It’s just been a while since I invited anyone into my bedroom for any reason. Come in,” she said, stepping in and turning as she did to pull him in.

He followed her and she led him to her bed. She sat down and slid in and he took a seat on the edge of the bed by her feet. His hand closed around one of her bare feet and he picked it up and put it in his lap. She could feel the muscles of his thigh beneath her heel, then she felt the strength of his fingers wrapping around her tired foot. It was immediate invigoration.

As he firmly massaged away the aches of the day, she found herself sighing in contentment. When was the last time someone had done this for her? Had anyone ever done this for her? Not that she could remember. Very often she had been the one catering to the needs of others. He added her other foot into his lap and she began to feel drowsy. It was a combination of coming down from the adrenaline-pumping attack and the relaxation of the moment. He began to include her calves in the massage and she just about soared to heaven. She definitely began to float away.

She was drowsily aware of him finishing and she reached out to stop him from leaving.

“Stay,” she said. “Just…for a little while.”

So he stayed, kicking off his shoes and sliding in beside her. He gathered her up in his arms and hushed her softly, kissing her forehead, her cheek, her lips in gentle unassuming ways. She closed her eyes and began to fall asleep.

“I’m here for you,” he whispered against her temple.

“I’m here for you too,” she whispered back.

Then she fell asleep.


Chapter 11

Renee woke up to the smell of coffee brewing. Oh yes. The elixir of the gods awaited her. She had her coffeepot set to auto brew, but she had forgotten to refill the tub with fresh grounds after making coffee last night.

Last night!

She sat up sharply in bed as memories of the night before hit her full force. She launched out of bed, stumbling a little as her legs got tangled up in her comforter. She grabbed her robe up and hurried into the hall. A glance into the open door of the guest bedroom confirmed that Rafe was up, even if the smell of coffee hadn’t already told her so. The pot could easily have just re-brewed the old grinds. Wait, had he even slept in the guest room? Last she knew he had been in bed with her.

She entered her living room and saw him sitting on a barstool at the kitchen peninsula. He was looking at a laptop; he must’ve returned to his car while she was sleeping to fetch it. She groaned inwardly as she thought of Emily hearing him come and go. She knew exactly what her friend would be thinking.

Well, that was the least of her worries, Renee told herself. She had much more pressing concerns. Not the least of which was her own safety.

“Good morning,” he said when she came close enough for him to notice her. “Did you sleep well?”

“Surprisingly. I didn’t even hear you walking about the apartment which troubles me. I didn’t know I was that heavy a sleeper.”

“It’s the crash after an adrenaline rush. I always sleep like a rock afterward.”

“So you sleep? I mean, of course you sleep. But I mean…Oh, I don’t know what I mean!”

“Don’t worry. I understand. You’re still trying to wrap your head around the whole vampire business. I get it.”

“I wish I did,” she said with a sigh. Then she beelined to the coffeemaker and poured herself a much needed cup. He already had one sitting on the counter in front of him. “Whatchya doing?”

“Some work. Smoothing out details of this treaty.”

“Tell me more about this treaty.” He hesitated so she followed up her request with a quick, “If you’re allowed to, that is.”

“I don’t see why not,” he said after a moment of thinking about it. “The cat’s already out of the bag, you might as well be allowed to watch it play.”

“Nice,” she said with a laugh.

“The treaty brings together all of the vampire nations, unifying them on a level not seen since long, long ago. You see, the vampire nation is run by principalities. There are princes in each country and in various sections of the United States, each prince responsible for his own region. The queen presides over all of these princes, holding veto power over them if they come to clash over territory or some other issue. Now, notoriously there have been principalities at war with one another for various reasons—some of the same reasons humans go to war. Land. Resources. Religious beliefs.”

“You believe in God?” she asked, surprised for some reason.

“Well, it’s different for each individual, as it is in your society. Me personally, yes, I believe in God. I believe there is a creator in this universe. I don’t know that I believe in the Christian God, but I am spiritual. What about you?”

“I…it’s hard for me to believe in a benevolent God when the word is so rife with violence and bad things. If God exists, why let so many bad things happen to good people? Like that man the sycophant killed. He had a family. Now they don’t have him any longer all because some animal wanted a meal.”

She could tell her words stung him, but she could not retract them once they were said.

“Not that you’re like that,” she added quickly.

“Renee, I appreciate your efforts to soothe me, but I am well aware that I am very different than a sycophant. Phants have no moral code, whereas I do. It’s as simple as that. But that is all that separates us. I could just as easily betray my moral code tomorrow and become a phant. It is a choice. I choose to be law-abiding. I have the free will to do that. But still, my laws are not your laws. Although part of our laws is to blend into the human environment as seamlessly as possible, there are things like our capital punishment that humans may not agree with. The fact that any law-abiding vampire may take out any sycophant he comes across, for instance. Your people would never allow an individual to take the law into his own hands.”

“This is true. So you have no court proceedings?”

“We have tribunals for those who break vampire law—aside from the sycophants. For example, I might have to face a tribunal for exposing you to our culture without being given leave to do so by the committee.”

She frowned. “Who will decide if you have to face a tribunal?”

“The committee. It really all depends on you, on whether they accept you as a safe recipient of knowledge of us.”

“Geez…no pressure,” she said rolling her eyes.

“You’ll be fine,” he said with a smile. “I have faith.”

“So this treaty is meant to put aside all of the bickering between vampire cultures?”

“Yes. Bringing us closer together. Unifying us so we can focus our collective attention on the sycophants in this world. We will once again become one.”

“Again?”

“There was a time when there was only one vampire nation. We lived together in one place, in one village. But that was a very long time ago.”

He looked away from her and she got the feeling he was omitting something. It was just a gut feeling, but as a detective she had learned to trust her gut. It had served her well.

Just the same she let it slide. He was being pretty transparent. She couldn’t fault him if he wanted to hold back at least a little bit. But what was it he could possibly be holding back? He had told her so much already. Why stop now?

Still she did not press. He had broken the law for her. What more could she ask of him?

“Well, I better get dressed and get on with my day.” She took a large sip of her coffee then carried the cup with her into the back bedroom.

She was pretty much a no-frills woman. With the exception of times like last night, she preferred jeans and a casual shirt. But for work she went with a blouse of indigo silk. She dressed her hair up into a knot at the back of her head and quickly applied her makeup. Like her it was light and casual. She brought a purse to work but didn’t carry it to crime scenes. Instead she carried a zippered binder to write her notes as the crime scene developed. She left her binder in the car whenever it wasn’t in use, which wasn’t often. The binder usually went with her everywhere she went. At present it was sitting on her kitchen counter where she had left it in order to peruse and add to her notes before heading out to dinner the night before. She was currently working about thirteen open homicides, but her focus had been on the most recent. Now she knew what her killer was, she simply didn’t know who. And now Rafe was asking her to throw the case. To be incompetent. She wasn’t sure she could do that. But she supposed she would have to try. The last thing she wanted to do was corner the wrong suspect and get one of her fellow officers hurt. Or worse, killed.

She finished getting ready and hurried back into the kitchen. Rafe had closed his laptop and was waiting for her. He got to his feet when she entered the room.

“Ready?” he asked.

“As I’ll ever be.”

They went out to the car and she found it had been cleaned of all the snow that had accumulated in their sleep. Rafe must have done it when he had gone for his laptop. She stepped in the deep snow to get to the passenger side, immediately getting her pants wet at the ankles. But she made it to the car and, with a quick stomp of her feet to shed any snow she had accumulated from the side of the running board, she tucked herself into the car. She took out her phone and texted James. She wanted to make certain he was driving today so at least one of them would have a car. He texted back that he did indeed have wheels and that he was on his way in. He also wanted to know who was giving her a ride to the precinct, but she dodged the question with a quick No one you know. Then she checked her texts and found several from Emily. As expected she was all atwitter about the fact that Rafe had apparently slept over last night. She wanted all of the details…especially the dirty ones.

Renee didn’t know how to respond to her friend. Yes, Rafe had spent the night, but not for the reasons Emily thought. She could explain that it had simply been too unsafe to drive home and that he had slept in the guest room. Yes. That was a good idea. It would avoid the real reasons why he had stayed and derail Emily’s misconceptions. She shot her friend a quick text only to have her respond just as quickly with an Oh poo! Now I’m all disappointed! and then Are you SURE you didn’t have hot monkey sex? You really could use it! She followed it up with a monkey emoji. Renee laughed out loud in a burst of bright humor.

“Something funny?” he asked.

“Oh. It’s nothing. Emily thinks, well, she knows you didn’t leave last night so she assumed…” She trailed off meaningfully.

“Ah. Well, tell her I stayed because I was too drunk to drive home or something. I don’t mind being the fall guy.”

“I told her it was because of the weather.”

“Also a good idea.”

“I like yours too. I’ll use that tomorrow.”

She realized the minute she said it that she had assumed he would be spending the night with her again. But the truth was he had already said he was determined to protect her. Still, this couldn’t go on forever.

“We have to do something about these attacks. Cut them off at the source. Only then will I be safe again.”

“We do not have to do anything. I will alert our authoritarians and they will look into the matter.”

“Authoritarians?”

“Our police force. They will find out who is behind this and then they will direct our bounty hunters to bring them in.”

“I could help. I could—”

“No! Absolutely not.”

“Rafe, this is my skill set! This is what I do! Let me at least research—”

“I said no!”

“You know, you aren’t my boss,” she snapped back. “You don’t get to tell me what to do!”

“I think in this case I do. Come on, Renee. Use your head and not your heart. Your heart wants to hunt for these dangerous phants, but your head should tell you that in spite of your impressive skill set, you are no match for whatever sycophant is out there waiting for you to cross its path.”

Renee seethed silently, but it was because she knew he was right. Still, she had held her own last night. She could protect herself now that she knew how to kill the bastards.

“Fine. Whatever,” she said sullenly.

After a moment he reached across the car and took her hand in his. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know how frustrating this must be for you.”

“I really don’t think you do,” she said, temper still in her tone.

“Do you think it will be easy for me to turn over the investigation into your safety to someone else? To trust them to do a good job? It will be one of the most difficult things I will have ever managed. But I must make myself aware of the differences between my head and my heart. My heart wants to tear these phants apart and make you safe again, my head understands that this is not a battle I can win on my own.”

She set her jaw and didn’t answer him. He sighed and paid attention to his driving. They drove in silence for the entire distance to the precinct. But one thing he didn’t do was let go of her hand. Instead he laced his fingers through hers and held on tightly. It was an intimate, connecting gesture, and by the time she reached her job she was no longer mad at him. Actually, she hadn’t been mad at him in the first place. Just frustrated at the situation.

“Remember, stay in crowds at all times today.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

She could see the worry in his eyes. Felt the tension in his hand. He was incredibly concerned for her.

“I promise, I’ll be fine.”

“Call me at regular intervals today so I know you are well,” he said.

“I’ll text you,” she said.

“No. I want to hear your voice. Anyone can send me a text.”

“All right,” she said, her tone softening. “Please don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

He reached out with his free hand and caught the side of her head in his large palm. He pulled her close and swept her lips up against his in a heated, almost desperate, kiss. By the time he was done, she was breathless, her mouth burning. Then he let her go. She slipped out of the car with her binder in hand and hurried away.

As soon as she was out of sight, Rafe made a phone call.

“Fallon,” the man on the other end answered by way of greeting.

“It’s Rafe. I have a job for you.”

“Will it be as fun as the last one?”

“I anticipate it will be quite boring overall.”

“What the hell? I have better things to do, more exciting things to do.”

“I will make it worth your patience and your time.”

“Hmm. What’s the job?”

“I want you to keep an eye on a human woman. A police detective.”

“What gives? Is she getting close to exposure?”

“I’m afraid it’s gone beyond that. No. She’s in danger. She has been attacked by phants and the one that got away promised he would be coming back.”

“You shouldn’t have let him get away,” Fallon said.

“No shit,” Rafe said wryly. “But it’s too late now to fix it. She’s exposed. We’re exposed. I can watch over her at night, but during the day…”

“Right. You have world peace to negotiate. I get it. So what are you going to do for me if I do this?”

“I could talk to Danton, get you moved up in rank.”

“No thanks. Upward mobility means playing politics. I’m better off in the field. I prefer to kick ass and take names.”

“What would you like me to do for you?” Rafe asked, even though he knew it was dangerous to leave an open-ended possibility out there.

“I’ll think of something. Let’s just say you’ll owe me one. How big of a one will depend on just how boring the job is.” He paused a beat. “And how cute the target is.”

“Hands off, Fallon. I’m serious about that.”

“Don’t worry,” Fallon said with an easy chuckle. “I won’t play with your food. I’m assuming that’s what she is. Food?”

Rafe hesitated just long enough to give Fallon a good impression of the situation.

“Wow. So you’re the one who’s playing with his food. Never thought I’d live to see the day.”

“And you still might not live to see the day,” Rafe said dangerously. “Keep your impressions about the situation to yourself.”

“Right. Got it. Although it’s killing me not to tease you about it.”

“Don’t make me have to kick your ass, Fallon. You know I can do it.”

“You’re one of the few. Give me the info on the woman.”

Rafe did so, telling him what precinct she was at and her name and all the other vital statistics he could think of.

“I’ll look up her picture on the DMV site. Anything else I should know?”

“Just don’t get made. She’s sharp. And she’s on edge. She’ll notice if someone is following her too closely.”

“You’re not going to tell her I’m there?”

“Not right now. I’ll tell her…later. Just watch your six.”

“Got it. Watching my back. And hers. Trust me, I’ll take good care of her.”

“I wouldn’t have called you if I didn’t think you could. I’ll pick her up at the end of her work day. Once you see me with her you can back off.”

“And how long am I doing this for? With all the delegates coming into town, Danton is probably going to ask me to guard someone’s safety.”

“I’ll take care of Danton. You just worry about what I tell you to worry about.”

“If you say so. I’m leaving now. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

“I’ll wait until I see you.”

“See you then.”

—

After Fallon arrived, Rafe drove directly home. He showered and dressed, then packed some things into an overnight bag. Enough to last him a couple of nights. He wasn’t about to let Renee spend any time alone after last night. It was bad enough he’d had to let her go today. But he had things he needed to do. Things she couldn’t be a part of.

He then took the elevator down to his work floor, knowing the queen would no longer be in her home. She would be working, smoothing out any last-minute wrinkles with the new changes to the treaty. It was Friday and the signing of the treaty was taking place Monday. Delegates from all of the vampire city-states would begin arriving as soon as tomorrow. They needed to find whoever it was that was taking potshots at lawful vampires before the city began to fill up with the sensitive lives of foreign royalty.

Rafe dropped his overnight bag into his office then went directly to Simone’s. Her secretary stood up as he walked past her and tried to get him to stop before going in.

“She’s in a meeting,” she said hurriedly.

“I don’t have time to wait,” he said brusquely as he pushed past her.

He opened Simone’s door and walked through it, surprising the queen and the man who was massaging her back. Simone was lying facedown on the massage table, nude save for a towel draped over her backside. She looked up at Rafe’s entrance and after a single look at his face she said, “Reynaldo, give me my robe.”

The masseuse did so immediately and Simone unabashedly sat up and slipped into the robe. Rafe could appreciate the queen’s finely sculpted nude body, but that was where his appreciation ended. He had no desire where Simone was concerned, even though she had tried once or twice to tempt him.

She tied her robe on and dismissed Reynaldo. The masseuse folded up his portable table and hurried out of the office.

“I needed to unwind a little,” Simone explained needlessly. “I’ve been fielding phone calls since last night, explaining myself over and over again to stubborn leaders and soothing so many frayed nerves that mine became frayed too.”

“I understand,” he said. “But we need to talk. It is a matter of great urgency.”

“More urgent than the treaty? My, that does sound serious.”

“It is serious. It’s about these attacks on lawful vampires.”

“Oh. That. I’ve put Danton and his troops onto the matter. He will get back to me as soon as he knows what is provoking these attacks on vampires.”

“That’s just it, it isn’t just vampires. My…food sources are being threatened.” Rafe didn’t know how else to describe his relationship with Renee. Not in any way the queen might understand. While it was not unheard of for vampires to dally with humans, it was seriously frowned upon to develop any kind of serious emotions where they were involved.

Not that he had developed serious emotions, he told himself quickly. But he was growing quite fond of Renee and he would hate to see anything happen to her because of him.

Because of a war she had nothing to do with.


Chapter 12

Simone took this news very seriously. Pristine food sources were hard to come by in a society full of fast foodies and sedentary lifestyles. Not to mention recreational and serious drug use. Even alcohol was considered somewhat toxic, although not as much as the others. A vampire who fed on a slightly intoxicated human was not in threat of turning phant, but he would become drunk off that kind of energy himself. It was best to be avoided. They couldn’t really drink alcohol themselves, most vampires being lightweights and easily intoxicated. Again, it was best avoided altogether.

“How do you know?” she demanded.

“One of my sources was with me last night when I was attacked. The phant made a direct threat on her life.”

“I see,” Simone said with a serious frown. “This is awful news.”

“Humans we feed from are completely unprotected. Everyone who has fed since these attacks began yesterday might have put their source in jeopardy.”

“I will have all lawful vampires check on the well-being of any recent sources right away. This is dreadful. Utterly dreadful. It’s not as though we can keep from eating and exposing those sources. We will start to starve.”

“I think that is the plan. And if they have been planning this for a while, if they have been watching us feed, they can systematically eradicate all of our food sources. It will be a bloodbath and can expose us to the human world. There has already been an incident with a witness.”

“Yes, the human murder a couple of days ago. In broad daylight. I don’t know what they are thinking or who is behind it. Let me call Danton in here and perhaps he can shed some light on the matter.”

It turned out that Danton was out of the building, and it would be a few minutes before he got back. It was the perfect opportunity for Rafe to come clean about Renee and the fact that he had exposed their world to her.

“Simone…there has been a direct threat to one of my sources, as I said.”

“Yes.”

“We were attacked last night…together.”

“You said you were not alone.”

“I wasn’t. I was with the detective working the homicide by the phant in broad daylight.”

Simone went still, then her fingers began to tap out a rapid tattoo of sound. “I hope you were just gathering information.”

“I fed from her the night before and used hypno to find out where she was with the case.”

“So it just so happens she is a clean source?”

“Actually yes. A fortuitous thing for me, not so fortuitous for her. Last night the phant said he would get her. If not him then someone else.”

“First, why were you with her last night? Gathering more information?”

“Partly. I wanted to know if she was getting close. What the coroner’s report said. Things like that.”

“Partly?” Simone asked archly.

“Yes. There were other reasons. More…personal.”

“Ah. So you find her attractive.”

“Very much so,” he admitted.

Simone chuckled. “Rafe, you are like a schoolboy admitting he has a crush on a girl. I will not judge you. I find humans to be very attractive.”

“She saw things last night. She saw me use electroshock and was forced to kill a phant to save her life.”

Simone slowly stood up out of her chair.

“Tell me you used hypno on her afterward.”

Rafe could only shake his head in the negative.

“Rafe!”

“What was I supposed to do?” he asked, suddenly explosive. “Leave her with no means of protecting herself? The phants made it very clear she is a target! At least this way she knows they are gunning for her and she knows how to kill them.”

“Then she knows how to kill us,” Simone said darkly. “And she’s a police officer. Rafe, what were you thinking? Exposing us just to protect one woman?”

“She won’t say anything about us. And anyway it’s better that she knows. Now she’ll stop investigating that phant murder she is working on.”

“And just like that she’s willing to give up on her investigation? She doesn’t sound very dedicated to her job,” Simone said.

“She is highly dedicated. It wasn’t easy to convince her to let it go.”

“And you’re sure she is going to listen to you? To behave herself as far as our concerns go?”

Rafe hesitated. “She didn’t exactly give me her word about it. But then, I didn’t ask for it either. We simply agreed it would be what was best.”

Simone sighed and rubbed at her temples a moment. “You know I have to report this to the committee, don’t you? I can’t show you any favoritism or support. This is too critical an act. She will have to be rigorously vetted. They may not approve and may wipe her memory all the same. I can only hope no damage will be done in the meantime. But, Rafe, there has to be more to it than you feeling she was in danger and needed to protect herself. Do you have feelings for her?”

“Simone, I’ve only known her a couple of days.”

“Sometimes it only takes one.” She watched his expression carefully so he made certain there was nothing for her to see.

The truth was, he did feel connected to Renee. On some level even he didn’t understand. And if he didn’t understand it, he could hardly explain it to someone else. Not that confiding in Simone would be his first choice in any event. They were friends—close friends—and he trusted her, but her people would always come first. That made her a bad person to confide in. Then again, she was the closest friend he had. If he couldn’t turn to her, then who could he turn to?

Feeling suddenly bereft, Rafe turned from her and walked to the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that looked out onto the city. It was such a vast cityscape encompassing so many lives, and yet even though he was standing in the middle of millions of people he still felt alone. Lonely. He hadn’t felt that way last night while in the company of a beautiful, strong-willed blonde, however. He had felt easy. Relaxed. He had, for a short time, forgotten about the pressures of his life and the import of things to come. Then it had all changed and his life had come crashing down on them.

“I don’t know how I feel,” he lied to her. Partly lied. There was definitely something there, but he didn’t know what. He should turn his back and leave it at that. Relationships between vampires and humans were fairly doomed from the start. First, they needed committee permission to carry on the liaison; second, there was no escaping the stigma that came with essentially dating your food. To many vampires, having a love affair with a human was akin to a human having a love affair with a cow…or a stalk of broccoli. Rafe didn’t feel that way. He assigned much more depth to humans. Both good and bad. For instance, a cow would never start a charitable organization to take care of homeless cows. A stalk of broccoli wouldn’t murder another stalk of broccoli.

“Perhaps you should not see her again,” Simone said. “At least not until the committee has vetted her.”

“I can’t do that. She is out there, unprotected without me. Surely you can see why it would be wrong of me to leave her to her own devices.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps we should send someone else to watch over her.”

“I’ve already arranged for someone to watch over her during the day, Fallon. But she doesn’t know about him yet. I’m not certain she would trust him. She trusts me. I’ll take over during the night.”

“And you don’t trust anyone else to do this for you? What about Halo?”

Rafe scoffed. “Halo would try to bed her in a heartbeat. He goes after anything female. He might protect her, but he’d use her at the same time.”

“Rafe, be careful,” Simone warned gently. “You’re sticking your neck out for a woman you hardly know.”

“She says she won’t tell anyone about us and I believe her.”

“It doesn’t matter whether or not you believe her. It matters if the committee believes her.”

“When will you tell them?”

“As soon as you leave my office. Unless you prefer to do it?”

“I do. I won’t be tattled on like an errant schoolboy. I am capable of owning up to my own actions.”

“Very well. I will trust you to do it after we meet with Danton.”

Simone left her desk and walked into her bathroom. She came out a short time later fully dressed in a smart business suit and blouse. She had let down her hair and it now floated freely about her shoulders and down her back. She was a beautiful woman. Sharp witted and well-grounded. Yet she too was alone in the world. Perhaps even lonelier than he was because she had the lives of the vampire nation in her hands.

Danton arrived moments later and they sat down close to the windows where Rafe had been standing. Danton was tall and had a commanding presence even when he was seated.

“Danton, we need to be updated on these attacks against lawful vampires,” Simone said. “Also, were you aware that food sources are being threatened as well?”

“I was not aware of that, no. I will look into it immediately.”

“Vampires should be told to surreptitiously check on the well-being of all recent food sources,” Rafe said. “I will get the message out.”

“Leave that to me,” Simone said. “It will carry more import if it comes directly from the queen. Danton, have you any idea where these attacks are coming from?”

“I do actually.”

“Where?” Rafe demanded to know.

“From a phant named Killean. He is in charge of the phant gangs down along the waterfronts. Word is he is organizing a coup on behalf of Draz while all of the representatives of the city-states are here to witness it. Draz is aspiring high, perhaps because he has been in control of the phants of this region for so long. Killean does have numbers on his side. Almost every phant in those parts of the city are under his purview. It used to be that he was content to just run drugs and traffic in humans, to be the king of his own little phant world, but something has changed and he is planning on making a big move. Taking out our food sources could be just a first step in weakening us.”

“You must do something about him. Do you know where to find him?”

“That’s just it. He’s constantly on the move, his location always kept secret except to his inner circle. I have tried to get close to him, believe me. But you know we can’t send in a lawful vampire undercover. The minute they are forced to feed from an impure food source to prove themselves trustworthy is the moment they will be lost, making all our efforts worth nothing and coming at too high a cost.”

Rafe clenched and unclenched his fists in agitation. There had to be a way. He knew that even he could not protect Renee every minute of every day indefinitely, no matter how many people he assigned to her.

“What of the humans he surrounds himself with? Could you potentially put someone on him that way?”

“There are precious few humans who know who and what we are. And those who do know understand how dangerous the phants are. They also know a phant can use hypno on them and extract the truth from them.”

“Unless a hypno suggestion from a stronger vampire is used to cover over the truth,” Simone said.

“It would have to be a damn strong vampire. I wouldn’t risk anyone unless it was the strongest of us.”

“I am a damn strong vampire,” Simone said. “I can do it.”

“All right. Say you do. Say you put in a suggestion that protects them from Killean’s hypno ability, you’d let a human go in there all alone? Unprotected? No backup? What if a group of them wants to feed off that human? Because, that’s really the only purpose humans serve in Killean’s inner circle. Food. And vampires like that prefer unclean sources. Drug addicts and the like. Send in a clean source and they’ll get suspicious.”

“We can dirty up a human. A dose of heroin or crack will do the trick. Maybe some painkillers or liquor, something less addictive.”

“God, what a thing to ask of someone,” Rafe injected.

“It’s better than the alternative. Risk the life of one to spare the lives of many.”

“Who do we ask to do such a thing?” Rafe asked.

“I’ll find someone,” Danton said. “In the meantime, we have to be very protective of our sources.”

“That’s going to be hard with an influx of vampires coming into the country. Our sources are going to be used to feed those vampires who need it.”

“This is going to heavily tax our already stressed authoritarians. I have every available body working security in one form or another. I even have the bounty hunters recalled into service. Not that any of them are happy about it. The lot of them are adrenaline junkies. Working security detail to them is boring and tedious.”

“Too bad,” Simone said sharply. “I don’t care how boring it is. They better do their jobs.”

“They will. I have the hunters assigned to the most high-risk targets. Just to keep them interested.”

“Is that wise? These are diplomats. The more high risk they are the more sensitive they are likely to be. We don’t need someone like Halo responsible for the safety of, say, the prince of Egypt. He is temperamental and would see Halo as an uncouth barbarian.”

“I took all of this into account. I assigned like to like. Halo will be watching over the diplomat from Sydney, Australia. Taron likes his fun rough and his women rougher. That’s right up Halo’s alley.”

“Wonderful. So the two of them will raise hell together,” Simone said dryly.

“Halo has been warned to keep things sane. I think he understands.”

“You think. But there’s no reining in Halo when he doesn’t want to be reined in,” Rafe said.

“We’ll have to see. It’s not perfect by far, but it’s what we have to work with.”

“What are your plans for Fallon?” Rafe asked. “I have him working protection for something else. I won’t need him at night, but…”

“But you’d like access to him the rest of the time? I think I can cover his detail. What is he working protection on?”

“A human woman. A compromised source of mine. A phant made a direct threat to her life. It cannot be ignored.”

“We’re not going to be able to provide twenty-four-hour protection for all of our sources,” Danton protested. “Especially not this weekend!”

“As of yet there have been no direct threats to anyone else’s sources. We are simply being careful. Proactive,” Simone said before Rafe could get worked up. “However, this was a very specific threat. It cannot be ignored.”

“If you say so then of course you can have use of Fallon,” Danton said. “As I said, I can move someone else into his place.”

“Thank you. That is much appreciated,” Rafe said with no small amount of relief.

“Well, if that is all, I will be going. There are still many finer organizational details I have to work out. The first diplomats begin arriving tonight.”

“Very well then. We’ll talk about this again as soon as you have found a suitable human to penetrate Killean’s defenses. But for now concentrate on the diplomats and the treaty. If Draz is planning on making a move against me, we must protect everyone as best we can.”

“Including and especially you, Simone,” Danton said. “I will double up your guard.”

“That isn’t necessary. I’ll be swamped by people and their security details all weekend long. No one is going to be able to come near me without penetrating a wall of people first.”

“They don’t have to get near you. They only need to aim at the back of your head,” Danton said darkly.

Simone paled a little at that. She swallowed a bit nervously, then regained herself and held her chin high. “Then nothing you do will be able to protect me. Let’s focus on the diplomats and getting this treaty signed. And should something happen to me…Rafe, I am counting on you to see this through to the bitter end. You will carry on my work. See that it is done.”

“Don’t talk like that, Simone. You’re going to be fine.”

“Promise me, Rafe. Please.”

Rafe took in Simone’s desperate plea, the way she had reached out to grasp his wrist. He covered her hand with his and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry,” he said. “This treaty is getting signed come hell or high water.”

Provided he wasn’t censured for blabbing about them to Renee. There was still that to deal with, but he knew he didn’t have to remind Simone about it.

“Thank you,” Simone said.

Danton got to his feet, and left the office, leaving Simone and Rafe behind. He was still holding her hand. He gave her fingers a squeeze.

“I suppose I ought to be going as well. I have a committee to face.”

“Rafe, if there’s anything I can do, you know I will do it.”

“Thank you, but I knew what I was getting myself into. All that’s required now is for Renee to prove I have placed my faith in the proper place. Actually, I should catch up to Danton. He is, after all, on the committee.”

“Hopefully the committee will have more pressing concerns than punishing you with a tribunal.”

“I suppose that makes this a good time to break the rules. I’ll see you later.”

Rafe kissed her cheek and hurried out of the office.


Chapter 13

Renee was poring over one of her open cases when Jimmy parked his ass on her desk.

“So you’re pretty subdued today,” he observed.

“How so?” she asked, looking up at him. A nervous quiver jumped into her belly. Was she not acting normal? She was trying to act normal. As if she didn’t know this huge secret.

“Yeah. Usually you’d be out pounding the streets really aggressively after we’ve caught a new case. Today you’re just looking over cases that are going cold or are almost closed.”

“Well,” she said, tapping the file in her hand. “This is the Grovener murder. Tommy Grovener is coming in at three for an interview.”

“So what’s to review? We already know he’s guilty. You ought to have issued a warrant for him already.”

“It’s better this way. He comes in voluntarily, so we don’t have to chase him down. He thinks he’s going to get information out of us, when in fact we are going to get a confession out of him. And if I’m going to get that confession, I better damn well know the case inside and out. So should you. You’ll be in there with me.”

“I already know the case by heart. And so do you. C’mon. What gives? Why aren’t we out scoping more bars or whatever? Our doer is getting farther and farther away every minute we waste.”

“It doesn’t help the case to run around without direction. We’ll wait until we hear back from one of the bars we already went to. That one seemed like a good line.”

“Yeah. Maybe. But shouldn’t we be interviewing the family and his work? Maybe it wasn’t a stranger at all. Maybe he knew his killer.”

“Of course. We’ll do all of that. I just want to get this Grovener thing under our belts, then we’ll focus on our new one. Okay?”

Jimmy seemed to think about it, taking a moment to narrow his eyes on her and scrutinize her face. “And you’re sure that’s all it is? You just want to get this one done?”

“That’s all it is,” she assured him.

“All right. I’ll buy it for now. But I want this guy. He did the vic in broad daylight. A guy like that doesn’t care who he hurts and he doesn’t care if he gets caught. That makes him dangerous.”

“Tell me about it,” she said darkly.

“Don’t worry. We’ll catch him. Hopefully before he does someone else.”

“Yeah,” Renee said with an internal wince. “Hopefully.”

“C’mon. It’s lunchtime. Let’s get out of here a little while.”

“Oh. No. I’ll eat here.” She indicated her desk.

“C’mon. We’ll go to Mrs. Pho’s. You love pho.”

Renee’s stomach rumbled in response to the suggestion and Jimmy chuckled. He snatched up her coat from the back of her chair and pulled her to her feet, forcing her to drop the file onto her desk.

“No really, Jimmy. I have to stay in,” she said, Rafe’s warning resounding in her head.

“The only thing you have to do is eat. Come on. Move it. Go.”

Jimmy slipped her jacket onto her arms and was guiding her out of the precinct a moment later. Renee felt her stomach clench anxiously as they hit the cold outdoors.

It should be all right, she told herself. It was daylight and the street was full of people. Then again, the phant that had killed that man had not cared that it was daylight or that there were witnesses. Was she putting Jimmy in danger? She would never be able to live with herself if something were to happen to him. He didn’t know what they could potentially be walking into. He didn’t know how to kill a phant. He didn’t even know they existed.

Ignorance was bliss, she thought with a sigh. She wished, for a moment, that she didn’t know anything about e-vamps and their world. But the next moment she knew that she would much rather know than not. She had never been one to enjoy ignorance. She had to know. She had to know everything. It was what made her such a good detective. She never stopped until she solved her case, until every detail was revealed.

Renee drew herself to attention. She became sharply aware of her surroundings, looking for signs that anyone was following her…or was lying in wait.

Luckily, Mrs. Pho’s was only a short block away from the precinct. They walked into the restaurant in the middle of a large lunch crowd.

“We should get this to go,” Renee said, trying hard not to look or sound as nervous as she felt.

“No, look! There’s a table. Let’s go.”

They caught the table as another couple left it and sat down before it was even cleaned up. A waitress with a calm demeanor came up and wiped down the table. She took their drink order and Renee looked anxiously around the crowded room. She realized she had no way of knowing the difference between a human versus a vampire versus a sycophant. The sycophants that had attacked them last night had reminded her a little of drug addicts with their gaunt features and poor complexions, but she didn’t know if that was normal for them, and she still wouldn’t be able to tell them apart from a human junkie.

Over the years she had been a cop, she’d gotten pretty good at picking a junkie out of a crowd. But for every one that looked the part there was one who looked as normal as any middle-class person could look. Or upper class. Or any class. Just…normal. Was that the same for phants? If so, how long did they have to be feeding on tainted humans before they started to look the part?

“All right, what’s up with you?” Jimmy demanded of her. “You’re as jittery as a virgin at the prom. Relax. It’s just lunch.”

Renee forced herself to pay attention to Jimmy and smile. “Nice analogy. I’m not jittery. Not that much anyway. I’m just anxious to get Grovener.”

“Yeah, but you’re usually better at hiding your emotions. You can’t go into the interview like this. You need to find your calm or this will blow up in your face.”

“I will. I am.” Renee exhaled a long, slow breath. “There. See? I’m calm.”

Jimmy chuckled, but it was clear he was watching her closely. He was right. She needed to find her calm. If a phant did attack her in broad daylight, she needed to be able to act wisely and with deadly accuracy.

And within the guidelines of human law.

That was going to be tricky. Especially in daylight with witnesses like Jimmy around. And what about Jimmy? What if he got caught in the crossfire? She and Jimmy had been partners the entire two years she had been at homicide. He was like an annoying younger brother…or older brother. She wouldn’t know as she’d only had sisters growing up.

Sisters! How was she ever going to explain this to her sisters?

Wait. She couldn’t explain it to them. Rhea and Sondra had to be kept in the dark just like everyone else. Just like Jimmy. Jimmy was in danger just being around her but at least he could take care of himself to a certain degree. Her sisters, both of whom were teachers, had no training or anything. She could not see them again until this was all cleared up. She simply couldn’t risk their well-being.

The waitress returned with their drinks and both she and Jimmy ordered their favorite pho. She preferred chicken in her pho along with a ton of vegetables. Mrs. Pho’s was completely organic, one of the reasons why she enjoyed it so much.

The knot in her belly tightened and she began to wonder if she’d be able to eat once her food came. But she had to. Jimmy was already noticing odd things about her behavior. Lack of appetite from a woman known to eat anyone under the table would certainly stand out.

“Jimmy, will you go over some hand-to-hand with me later?”

“Plan on getting into a fight?”

“No. I just have this feeling like I should get a refresher course under my belt. Get back into top shape.”

“A feeling, eh? What brought this on? Is someone harassing you? Is that what this is all about?”

“No one’s harassing me. Geez, Jimmy, will you stop it. The only one harassing me is you! Now will you help me or not? I can just as easily ask one or two of the young bucks fresh off the street to do it.”

“Those jackasses? They couldn’t wrestle their way out of a paper bag,” Jimmy said with a wolfish grin. “You know I’ll always help you out. We’re partners. I’m here for you. No matter what you need, whenever you need it.”

Renee smiled at that. Jimmy was so sincere it touched her. He was a good man and she was putting him in danger. True, he was a cop and he knew his life was on the line at any given moment. But they weren’t on the street any longer. Jimmy too would have let his senses dull. Although, Jimmy did keep himself in top condition—better than she did—but working out and working smart were two totally different things.

Their pho came and they both began to eat, Jimmy slurping his noodles like an enthusiastic child. Renee chuckled at his antics. She relaxed just a little, but she continued to let her eyes drift over the crowd.

“So are you going after Grovener hard or are you going to be his friend?”

“I’m going to go at him hard. We played friends last time and he did nothing but lie to me. He thinks he’s getting away with murder. He’s in for a rude awakening.”

“Last time he wanted to know what we knew,” Jimmy said. “Him coming in…I think he thinks he’s getting another shot at learning what we know. And this time I’m happy to tell him. We have a witness. We have a weapon.”

“What kind of idiot kills someone in front of his girlfriend and thinks he’s going to get away with it?”

“He thinks he has her completely under his thumb. And he was right. Until he decided to beat her up two nights ago. We’ll put her in protective custody and she’ll testify against him.”

“I know we told her that we wouldn’t charge her as an accessory after the fact for cooperating, but we don’t have enough to charge her with accessory anyway. She was only supposed to get rid of the gun. Lucky for us she didn’t. Now we have it. And now we have him. It’s all over for Mr. Grovener. And I for one am going to be delighted to tell him so.”

Jimmy and Renee finished their pho, continuing to talk about the Grovener case until they were outside in the cold.

“What about this Cooper murder? What are you thinking?”

“Still too soon to tell anything. Let’s start calling in his closest family and see if they know of anyone with really sharp teeth who might have had it in for Arnie.”

“This is going to be one for the mystery books.”

She laughed. “Jimmy, it’s one for the history books. Not mystery.”

“No, this is one for the mystery books. ’Cause frankly it makes for a good mystery. The Mystery of the Vampire.”

She groaned. “Jimmy, let’s not talk about vampires in this case, okay? I don’t want some idiot from the papers overhearing you and suddenly there are headlines about vampire killers.”

“You’re right. Of course. Sorry. We both know it’s not a vampire—just someone who thinks he is one. Although, he did get it wrong. Isn’t it supposed to be the side of the neck? Why the back? It’s a pretty awkward place to reach if you’re face-to-face. And our murderer probably didn’t expect he was going to scare old Arnie into a heart attack.”

“Whoever it is, he’s still guilty of murder, no matter how unintentional it may have been.”

And perhaps it had been unintentional. Maybe it was a lawful vampire who had unexpectedly caused a heart attack in his victim. But then, if that was the case, why would a lawful vampire be attacking someone in the cold light of day? No. Only someone careless and desperate would risk revealing everything about the vampires to the public.

But maybe that’s part of the sycophants’ plans. Maybe they were trying to out the entire vampire race.

But what good would that do them? What purpose would it serve? Humans would very likely turn on vampires the moment they found out about them. They often feared what they could not control or understand. That fear would lead to violence.

“So when we get back I’ll start calling his next of kin. We’ll arrange for the interviews to take place around four. We should be done with Grovener by then.”

“Great. We’ll catch this guy,” Renee said, even though she was pretty sure they wouldn’t. If anyone was going to catch him, it would be Rafe’s people. And only they would have the capability of bringing that person to justice.

They made it back to the precinct without incident and Renee breathed a little easier. Rafe probably would have a fit if he found out she had gone out. But she had promised him to stay in a crowd and Mrs. Pho’s had definitely been crowded.

As the afternoon wore on, she got back into her usual groove. She put Tommy Grovener away and was content when the silver bracelets were finally around his wrists.

That left the interviews with the Cooper family.

Services for Arnie Cooper would be held that Saturday, tomorrow. As a matter of ritual, Renee attended the funeral services of her victims. It usually helped her to be surrounded by all of her victims’ loved ones. Sometimes information came her way that she might not have yet come across, other times she was simply showing her solidarity with the family and proving to them that she was invested in their loved one’s case.

Arnie Cooper had left behind a wife and a daughter. Both showed up, the two women practically holding each other up as they walked into the interview room together. The daughter, barely eighteen, was just as distraught as her mother…if not more so. She ought to have done the interviews separately, but she already knew that they would have nothing to offer her in the way of clues to his murderer.

Then again, maybe they did know this vampire. He could be a friend of the family and the family wouldn’t even know it. After all, they looked just like humans, didn’t they?

“Mrs. Cooper, Ms. Cooper,” she greeted them as she entered the interview room.

“Detective Holden, please,” Mrs. Cooper begged her immediately. “Please tell me you know who has done this to my poor Arnie!”

Andrea Cooper was a rather elegant older woman. That she came from a significant amount of wealth was obvious. The gemstones in her earrings alone had to equal a full year’s salary for Renee. But that didn’t make her pain any less. Money meant nothing when it came to grief. Ms. Cooper was slightly softer, a little rounder in the face and body. Her eyes were red and her cheeks splotchy. Both women were redheads, although it was probable that Mrs. Cooper got her color out of a bottle. Both women carried tissues in their hands and both were obviously distraught at the idea of having to talk about their loved one’s death. All of their reactions were normal. She traded a look with Jimmy. They weren’t looking for a woman, but that didn’t mean one of these women wasn’t responsible in some way. For all she knew, Mrs. Cooper might have hired someone to kill her husband…and that someone just happened to be a vampire.

The possibilities were endless until they began to narrow down the truth of what had happened.

“Mrs. Cooper, is there anyone you can think of that had a problem with your husband? Perhaps a business partner or someone he had an argument with?”

“No. No one. Arnie was a very friendly man with a good, warm heart. Everybody loved him.”

If she had a dime for every time someone said that to her, she would be a painfully rich woman. It just reminded her that everyone had someone who loved them, who thought the best of them.

“If you think of anyone or anything, no matter how small it might seem, will you tell us about it?” Renee asked.

“Of course,” the young Ms. Cooper said. “Do you have any leads? Do you know who killed my father?”

“Not yet. But it’s still very early in our investigation. Things might turn up as we move along. However, if this was a truly random crime, it will make things far more difficult. Fortunately there were cameras on that corner. We’re hoping one of them caught something. The recordings are due in before the end of the day today. We’ll start to review them and then maybe we’ll have a better idea of who we’re dealing with. And we do have a very good witness. She said she saw his face and could pick him out of a lineup.”

They reassured the family again that they would do everything in their power to see the killer brought to justice. All the while, Renee couldn’t escape the feeling that she was lying to them. She wasn’t going to be doing everything possible. And the idea of it irked her.

What if she just investigated a few of these leads and found out where the actual vampire was…and then did not approach him? Leave it up to Rafe and his people from that moment on. She could be very helpful in discovering who the murderer was. It was her job and she was very good at it.

The trick would be allowing Rafe’s people to bring the man to justice before Jimmy got a warrant and went barging in on a creature that could potentially kill him. That was the dangerous part of all of this.

But she didn’t like making promises to a family that she would do her best, only to not do her best at all.

Yes, that was what she would do. She would have to be careful, very careful. But she could be careful and useful at the same time. And she wouldn’t tell Rafe what she was doing until it was necessary. She knew he wouldn’t approve and would try to talk her out of it.

Renee got to her feet and said goodbye to Arnie’s family, shaking their hands. She met their eyes and saw the pleading in them. They wanted justice. It wouldn’t bring Arnie back, but it would make them feel as if it hadn’t all been for nothing. What she knew, and what they didn’t realize, was that it wouldn’t make them feel all that much better. But she also knew that if she let Rafe take justice into his hands, they would never know the outcome and would never have the satisfaction of seeing their loved one’s murderer behind bars.

Yes. This was going to be a very, very tricky situation indeed.


Chapter 14

Rafe went in front of the committee that afternoon. He had to defend his position and his actions, and he had to face possible retribution in the form of a tribunal. The tribunal wouldn’t be held that weekend since there were far more important things going on in the vampire world, but if he did not convince the committee of his reasons for letting a virtual stranger into their fold, he would definitely be facing that tribunal after all the other vampires had gone back to their respective countries.

Rafe entered the committee chambers with confidence. If he showed weakness of any kind, it would be pounced upon and he would be batted about like a mouse by a cat. On the other hand, he could not come off too arrogant. That would be equally bad. And he could not be contrite, that would mean he felt he had done something wrong.

“Rafe DaSilva,” the leader of the committee said once he had entered the brightly lit room. The committee was sitting with their backs to a window, making it so that light glared behind them as the sun sank for the day. It forced Rafe to wince in the harsh light and made the faces of the committee difficult to see.

Damn it, he should have done this in the morning. He needed to be able to see their expressions. It was important to be able to read them. But he’d had to come within hours of his revelation of his having broken the rules. To wait would have only made things worse.

“Come forward,” the leader of the committee instructed.

As he did, he realized the change in position helped a little. Allowed him to see them better.

“You have something to tell us?” the leader said, even though he likely already knew exactly what Rafe had done.

“Yes. I have revealed the vampire race to a human woman.”

“This is a very serious flouting of vampire law. Only a human who has been vetted by this committee can be told of our existence. What makes you think your judgment supersedes ours?”

“Honestly, I was not thinking about it like that. I wasn’t purposely flying in the face of vampire law.”

“That was exactly what you were doing,” the leader said. “Couch it however you like, the fact is you broke the law.”

“I did so to protect the well-being and safety of an innocent woman.”

“A human woman,” the leader said with disdain.

“Yes. But she is an extraordinary human woman. And she is worth saving and able to be trusted with our secret.”

“What makes her so extraordinary?”

“She has the heart of a vampire. She is strong and clever, trustworthy and keen. She was able to kill a sycophant even before she knew exactly what it was.”

This sent murmurs up and down the committee table. There were five members of the committee—one of whom was Danton, a longtime friend of Rafe’s. But Rafe knew that his friendship with Danton would not serve him well in this instance. Danton would try to overcorrect his potential bias. His attempts to be fair would only end in difficulty for Rafe.

“So she knows how to kill a sycophant? That means she knows how to kill us.”

“Yes, she does. But anyone—any human—could figure out that cutting off our heads will do the trick. It isn’t that much of an intuitive leap.”

“So it is nothing special then, that she was able to kill the sycophant.”

Rafe clenched his hands into fists. He had walked right into that one.

“It is special because she was in the middle of being attacked by a creature she did not understand and yet kept her head enough to follow my instruction on how to kill the sycophant.”

“So you told her how to kill us?”

Frustration built inside of Rafe. This wasn’t going well at all. It didn’t seem to matter what he said, it was coming out all wrong and making both him and Renee look bad.

“I had no choice,” he said stiffly. “I was outnumbered three to one. I needed help. She was being attacked too. It was only fair that she be told how to save her own life.”

“Say that we accept that. How do we accept the fact that you did not use hypno on her and erase her memory afterward?”

“It wouldn’t have been fair to her. The sycophant that escaped warned me that they would keep coming after her until she was dead. Erasing her memory would have left her out there unprotected. She wouldn’t know she was being targeted and she wouldn’t know what to do to save her own life. I could not, in good conscience, let that happen.”

The committee exchanged a series of whispers amongst themselves.

“This woman, if she is so extraordinary, will have no trouble being vetted by us,” Danton said.

“I have faith in her. I have explained to her the process she will face. She is ready to prove herself worthy. She already knows that if she fails you will wipe her memory and leave her out in the cold. Although, I should warn you that if you do that I will use every resource at my disposal to see she is protected.”

“So you are not contrite in any way about any of this? You have broken the law, vampire.”

“I am aware of that. And I am not sorry to have done so. Given the same circumstances I would do the same thing. I know that many vampires look on humans as feeding stock, but I do not share that view. I see humans as innocent, intelligent, soulful creatures who are very much like ourselves.”

“Innocent creatures who murder, fall into the abyss of addiction, abuse and misuse one another, including their own offspring.”

“We, as a society, face similar issues.”

“Sycophants are not members of our society. They are lost to society,” Danton said.

“But they were once exactly like any law-abiding vampire. They made a choice using free will. The same free will given to humans who make similar choices. No society is perfect. Every society has its bad eggs. We may disassociate ourselves from the sycophants, but they are still a part of us. A shameful, degrading part of us, but a part nonetheless.

“I am begging you to spare her life. She and all of our other food sources are in danger. We are going to need humans and vampires alike to protect them. Renee is a police officer. She is trained to fight and use a weapon. She would be invaluable to us.”

“She is an officer of the law? Human law? And you think she is capable of maintaining such a difficult secret? It seems it would go against the grain of human law to keep our existence secret.”

“I can see where it might clash, but it is up to you to decide whether she has the wherewithal to face that challenge.”

“Yes. It is up to us. Not you. In the future you will come to us first before you reveal our existence to humans.”

“I assure you this was a special circumstance. It will not happen again.”

Rafe held his breath. This was when they would decide if he would face a tribunal.

“We must see if your judgment was worthy this time around. However, if she fails to meet the committee’s approval, there will be serious repercussions.”

“I understand that,” Rafe said, trying not to let his relief show. “I have every confidence in Renee.”

“Just how long have you known this woman?”

Rafe hesitated. “A few days,” he said somewhat honestly. It was more like forty-eight hours, but he was trying not to make it sound as reckless as it probably was.

“A few days?” The committee leader was aghast. “And after so short a time you think you can judge a person’s character?”

“I could judge her character after a single evening,” he said, confident in the assertion.

“She must be quite a woman indeed then. But we will be the judge of that.”

“Thank you,” Rafe said, giving the committee a short bow and exiting the room.

Once he was outside of the room and entering the elevator, he stepped back against the rear of the car and exhaled a slow, steady stream of breath. Now the rest was up to Renee. And even though he had portrayed confidence in front of the committee, he was afraid she wouldn’t pass muster. She was a strong-willed woman. She might clash with the equally strong-willed committee. That would be bad. The consequences were unthinkable. Not the consequences he would face, but the consequences she would face.

They would erase her memory without delay. She would leave that room with no knowledge of the past day. Perhaps even without knowledge of him altogether. It depended how deep they were going to go. The idea of her not knowing who he was made him more than a little sick to his stomach. He wanted her. For himself. He didn’t think it was right for them to take her away from him. He didn’t know what pulled him to her so strongly, but the pull was there all the same.

He wished he could figure it out. What was it that connected him to her? He had lived a very long lifetime, all of it in secret. Sometimes it had been difficult to keep the secret of who and what he was from the humans around him, but never to the degree that he would break the law willingly. Now he had done so. For a woman he barely knew.

And yet he couldn’t escape the feeling that he knew her on a different level than anyone else in his life. It wasn’t just sexual—although there was plenty of that—it was more. But he could not explain it, and he was giving himself a headache trying to figure it out.

Maybe it wasn’t meant to be figured out, he thought then. Maybe it was simply meant to be enjoyed. Yes. He would enjoy discovering her. Unless…unless they took her away from him and demanded he never see her again. Then he would be powerless. If they judged against her and therefore judged against him, he would be severely punished if he tried to strike up a new friendship with her afterward. And it was one thing to break the law, and quite another to do it again while flying in the face of the committee. As it was he was potentially facing a tribunal.

No. A lot rested on Renee, and it wasn’t fair to her. She would be under enormous pressure to perform well for the committee and all he wanted was for her to have the freedom to just be herself.

He wondered when they were going to call her to them. It had to be today. The longer she was out there without their approval, the longer they were in danger of exposure to the world. At least, that was their thinking anyway.

He made it back to his office without collapsing under the weight of his thoughts and found a stack of messages awaiting him. More delegates responding to the additions to the treaty. He was returning calls when his secretary rang through to him.

“Danton is here to see you,” she said.

“Send him in,” he replied.

Danton walked into the office and greeted Rafe with a nod of his head.

“Can you bring your human woman to the committee within the hour?”

“I’m not certain. She has a job, you know.”

“Yes, a job which risks our exposure. Get her and bring her here. You have two hours.”

With that, Danton turned and walked out. It was an unfriendly exchange, but Danton wasn’t his friend right then.

Rafe found his phone on his desk and dialed Renee’s number. It was nearing five o’clock and he thought she should be calling him to come and pick her up. She had promised him she would stay indoors and stay in touch. She had called him once early on in the afternoon, but since then there had been nothing.

When she didn’t pick up, he immediately began to worry. He hung up on her voicemail. He couldn’t leave her any messages just in case they wiped her memory of him. Otherwise she would be listening to a message from a stranger and wondering who he was. As it was her phone would have to be wiped as well since they had texted back and forth and she had taken his picture.

He tried calling again and when she didn’t pick up he decided to go straight to the station. It wasn’t exactly wise for him to be seen by all of her coworkers, but he didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, they could go back into the memories of all of the humans he had met through her and try to erase him from her life. Maybe, just maybe, some part of their acquaintance would survive and she would be compelled to find him again.

But the odds were better that the committee would allow her to remember him as a brief dating acquaintance and then implant the memory that they had not clicked. He would be nobody to her.

Rafe ignored the remaining messages on his desk and grabbed his coat. He pocketed his phone and headed out of the building.

It was a relatively short ride to her precinct since they were on the same side of town. It was surprising that a sycophant had killed in that precinct, one that was close to the building that housed many of the lawful vampires in the state. A sycophant would have to be mad to hunt prey in lawful vamp territory.

But clearly all of the sycophants had gone mad and those invisible boundaries between their side of the city and the e-vamp side of the city were dissolving. The e-vamps had to do something and they had to do it quickly.

He arrived at Renee’s building and found out which floor the detectives were on. He found homicide easily, as it was labeled quite prominently, and began to look around. The detectives were sitting in cubicles, some immediately visible and some blocking his view of whoever was seated within. He moved forward so he could see better and searched for a shining blond head amongst the balding and graying ones. It made him realize how young she was to be a detective. She had to have excelled in her career to be where she was right then. It made him inexplicably proud of her.

One dark head popped up and took notice of him. He got up and walked over to him.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“I’m looking for Renee Holden.”

“She and her partner are in an interview at the moment. They should be out soon. If you want to have a seat…” He gestured to a row of chairs where others were seated and waiting as well. Rafe was impatient, however, and felt the need to stress, “This is very important. A time sensitive issue.”

“I’ll go see what I can do to speed her up,” the officer said, “but these things take as long as they take.”

“All right. I’ll wait,” Rafe said, finding a seat and trying not to let his frustration and worry show.

Luckily it wasn’t long before he saw Renee emerge from one of the side rooms. She was talking to two women and a man, making him wonder which of them was her partner. It only took a few moments of reading body language for him to realize it was the attractive male. She had mentioned her partner in passing during their first dinner, but she had just referred to him as her partner and not by name.

He wondered now why that was. Had it been a purposeful omission? Was she reluctant to bring up another male because they had a romantic history? As they said goodbye to the two women, Rafe realized they made a very attractive couple. They were in sync and seemed to work together smoothly. But then, she had said she and her partner had been together for two years now, ever since she had made the homicide unit.

Renee looked over and noticed him immediately. She stopped talking almost instantly and her partner followed her gaze to him. She said a final farewell to the women and walked up to him.

“Rafe, what are you doing here? I said I would call when I was ready to leave.”

“Who’s this?”

Renee’s partner had followed her to stand in front of Rafe, who rose to his full height, which was distinctively taller than her partner’s.

“Rafe DaSilva,” he introduced himself, holding out a hand. Her partner ignored the gesture and it ratcheted up Rafe’s suspicion of a romantic entanglement. Was he jealous? He turned to Renee. “I’m sorry, but it couldn’t be helped. Remember our meeting? It’s been moved up. We have to be there within the next half hour.”

“Our meeting?” Renee said blankly.

“With the committee.”

Renee’s cloud of confusion lifted and she immediately grew tense. “Oh. That meeting. Well, I still have some things to do here…” she hedged.

“What committee?” her partner asked. He was trying to come off as if he didn’t really care if they told him or not, but it was clear he was eaten up with curiosity. And suspicion.

“Oh, well…um…” Renee stammered.

“It’s for a charity foundation that I run. We help the homeless in the city. We asked Renee to give us her perspective, as a cop, on how better to serve the homeless in the area.”

“What areas are you serving?”

“Oh, we are all over the city.”

“But what shelters in particular? Most of the shelters are church run or city run.”

“We make donations to those organizations but we are curious if we are best spending our money that way or if there are better ways. That’s why we want to hear from city workers who deal with the homeless every day.”

“But what—”

“Jimmy, geez, what’s with the twenty questions?” Renee broke in. She wedged herself between the two men, who had moved closer to one another as they spoke. “Rafe, I just have to jot down a few notes then I’ll be ready to come with you.”

“I’ll keep DaSilva company while you do that,” Jimmy offered, giving Rafe a cool smile.

“No. You won’t. He’s a friend, not a suspect, Jimmy. Go write notes of your own. Rafe, come with me. You can sit with me at my desk.”

Rafe followed Renee. Jimmy trailed after them and took the desk across from hers. Rafe noted that their desks weren’t in cubicles, instead they were butted up against each other off to the side along a wall. The desks were old and heavy wood. Practically antiques.

“Why don’t you have cubicles like everyone else?” Rafe asked.

“Just luck of the draw. When these two detectives retired their desks came up and it was just as I was coming in. Jimmy was already here, but they moved us over here together. But we get to stay here because we have a ninety-one-percent solve rate. We don’t let many murderers go free.”

“Wow. That’s impressive.”

Renee pulled out a chair and indicated he should take it. Then she drew up another from an empty desk and sat in it herself. She put down her binder, which she had been holding all along, and opened it. She began to write in it, her attention fully on what she was doing. Rafe was satisfied to just watch her. She was really quite beautiful. Her face was so soft and round, her skin dusted with freckles. Her brows were drawn as she focused on what she wrote, her lips plump and pouty as she held them pressed together.

He wanted to kiss those lips. The desire hit him so powerfully that it felt like it had come with a hurricane blast. He wanted to hold her to him, keep her safe and close. He wanted to be inside of her, feel her around him, her legs clutching him tightly to her. He grew hard just thinking about it. Then he thought about what it would be like to take her energy at the peak of their climax.

He shifted in his chair and crossed his legs. It took all he had to keep a calm exterior. This wasn’t like him. He was a man of great control. He kept his appetites in check at all times. His position in the vampire world did not allow for passionate behaviors. Just look at where it had gotten him these past few hours, acting with his heart and not his head.

After a few minutes she tucked her pen into her binder and zippered it shut.

“Done?” he asked, trying not to exude impatience.

“Yes. I can’t work with you staring at me like that,” she said softly. “So we might as well go.”

He didn’t bother to deny that he had been staring. They both knew he had. He just wondered how much she had seen into him. Did she know how much he wanted her right then?

“I’m leaving, Jimmy. We’ll pick up tomorrow.”

“Don’t do anything I would do,” Jimmy said with a genuine grin for Renee. But when he looked at Rafe the grin faded. “Call me if you need anything.”

“Good night, Jimmy” was all she said as she grabbed her purse from her bottom desk drawer and snatched her coat from the back of her chair.

“No locker?” Rafe asked.

“Oh, they have them but I don’t really use them except for holding a change of clothes. Let’s go.”


Chapter 15

They left the homicide department and headed for the elevator. They got on just as a couple of cops were getting off, leaving the car with just the two of them. Rafe pressed the button for the parking structure. The minute the doors closed, he reached for her. He clamped two hands on her upper arms and dragged her forward until their bodies collided. She let out a little sound of surprise just as he covered her mouth with his and kissed her.

Rafe groaned at the pure pleasure of the feel of her. He felt as though he had been craving her forever. She resisted him at first, pulling away a fraction of an inch to protest, “Not here!” but then she closed the distance between them again and reached for his mouth. He kissed her as if his soul were on fire and she was the only way to quench the burning rage of it. But instead she made the fire burn all the hotter. The kiss went on and on, leading from one to another to another.

They turned as one and her back struck the wall of the elevator car. She reached out blindly, her hand slapping at elevator buttons until she hit the kill switch that stopped the elevator in its tracks. It jolted to a stop just as he was dragging his hands down the sides of her body and then curving them over her backside. Renee moaned as his tongue glided over her lips and slid into her mouth with silky eroticism, with deadly hunger. He cupped her rear in his hands, dragging her up into his body until her feet lifted from the floor. It was a matter of instinct that had her wrapping her legs about his waist, her thighs holding tightly to his hips and her calves clutching at his backside. She drew him in tightly and she could immediately feel how hard he was beneath the soft material of his pants. He surged up against her, using the wall to keep her in place as his hands slid up her sides and around to cup her breasts. She was a very curvy woman, had very full breasts, and they were very sensitive as well. His hands were burning hot through the silk of her blouse and she squirmed with pleasure.

All the while their mouths dueled together. Their breath came fast and hard. Renee’s hands were in his hair at first, the luxurious strands sifting through her fingers. But now her fingers were gliding down over his slightly stubbly jaw and then the length of his neck and throat. She stroked over the ridgeline of his shoulders and then continued down to his chest. His body was fit and well-muscled. She wondered if this was the case for all vampires. Did vampires need to work out to maintain their incredible physical strength?

She didn’t care. He felt delicious. And he thought the same of her apparently. His hands couldn’t get enough of her, stroking and kneading, his fingers then working to unbutton her silky blouse so his hand could dive into her bra and find her nipple.

She gasped at the bold sensation, the brash confidence of his touch. He reached with his free hand to unclasp her bra from the front, freeing both her breasts in a single tug. He finished opening her blouse to the waist, his free hand caressing the warm skin of her belly while the other focused on her breast. He caught her nipple against his palm, rubbing her and then catching her with his fingers and pinching her in an erotic tug.

Renee’s hands went to his shirt and began to unbutton it. Distantly she was aware of the elevator bell ringing. The alarm that alerted others that the elevator was stuck or stopped. But she wasn’t worried. It could take the better part of an hour before someone would come to fix the “trapped” elevator.

He broke away from her mouth and she took in a large gulp of air. His lips and tongue traced down over her jaw and throat. She closed her eyes and panted for breath as he licked and kissed his way down to the tip of her breast. He jogged her body up a little higher against the wall, bringing her into easier reach of his mouth. His whiskers tickled against her skin as his hot tongue danced against her nipple. Her nipple became a hard, almost painful point, and he flicked and bit at it in light erotic touches. Renee went wet with pleasure and her spine began to tingle.

That was when she realized that all this while he had been giving off small electric charges every time they kissed or touched, but she must have been growing used to it because she only noticed it on a conscious level when it began to run up and down the length of her back. Her whole body felt like a live wire, snapping and crackling and arcing with electric current. It wasn’t painful, but it was a pleasure that bordered on pain. Too much more of this and she didn’t know what she would be doing.

“Rafe, please!” she gasped, not even knowing what she was begging for.

Her nipple filled his mouth and he was sucking on her, his tongue swirling against her in turns. Then he switched to her opposite breast and did the same to it.

Frantic now, she tore at his buttons. She wanted to feel his bare skin. She wanted to feel it against her own. She unbuttoned him blindly, his head blocking her line of sight. When she looked down all she could see was his pleasure-filled face as he drifted from one breast to the other.

As soon as she had bared enough of his skin, she flattened her palms against him and stroked the warm skin of his chest. He was slightly hairy and extremely muscular. His muscles were flexing with the strength he was using to hold up her weight. They tightened and twitched, jumping beneath the touch of her hand.

She ran her hand up to his shoulders and began to push his suit jacket down; he let go of her only long enough to shrug out of it. Then she was pulling his shirt out of his waistband and pushing it down his arms as well. He growled in frustration when he had to leave her in order to unbutton the cuffs of his shirt and help her shuck it off his body. But before he went back to her, she took a moment to look at him in all of his half-naked glory. She touched his face, absorbing the fierce passion in his gaze.

Rafe held her gaze as he settled his hand on the button of her jeans. He undid it with purposeful slowness, giving her every opportunity to resist or protest.

She did not.

He lowered her zipper, exposing the pink fabric of her panties.

“I wouldn’t want to do this here, like this. But I don’t want you to forget me without first having this. I…If they take you away from me, I want something to hold on to. Even if it’s only ever this, I will remember it for the both of us.”

Inexplicable tears leapt into her eyes. She understood. This committee might wipe her memory a short while from now. She would be forced to forget all about this…all about him. She couldn’t leave him without first knowing him.

“I won’t forget you,” she whispered. “Some part of me will remember. Some part of me will be missing you. Missing this.”

He nodded, swallowing visibly. Then she unlocked her legs from around his hips and allowed him to shuck her jeans down her legs and off her body. He did the same with her panties, exposing her to his sight. His fingertips brushed at her lower belly and then through the groomed curls of her mound. He caught her mouth with his once more as he let his fingers slip between her legs. She gasped into his mouth as his fingertips ran along her wet folds. Then they moved back and found her clitoris with unerring accuracy. She exhaled, a sense of relief washing over her, as if she had been waiting for this forever. She felt that static sensation zinging across her clit and the secret places of her body. Her hands went to his waist, working at his belt and then freeing his zipper. She fished for him with a single hand, finding him just by the sheer heat of him. He was radiating body heat at what felt like ten times what should be normal.

She wrapped her fingers around him and her eyes widened slightly at the significant size of him. “Boy. Vampires have it going on, huh?” she said.

He chuckled at that, but it was a strained sound. She couldn’t see his eyes because his lids had lowered, but his pleasure was written all over his face. She stroked him and he groaned.

“Enough!” he barked suddenly. Then he was pulling her up off her feet again and pinning her to the wall with his hips. She pushed his pants and underwear down his hips, just enough to free him, then she moved his hand aside and guided him toward the empty place in her body. That was how she felt. Empty. So empty. She needed to be filled…by him. By them. By something bigger than themselves or the committee or the vampire queen.

She brought him to the cusp of her body and without any preamble he thrust into her. She gasped, her body needing more than a moment to adjust to him. He eased into her the rest of the way after that initial thrust, checking her expression the entire time.

“Am I too much for you?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

“No. You’re just right,” she purred.

“So are you,” he groaned soulfully. “Damn, you feel good. I wouldn’t trade this for anything in the world.”

“Tell me,” she whispered hotly, “do all vampires give off electric sensations when they’re kissing and touching?”

“Is that what you feel?” he asked, looking surprised.

“Yes. All over. Everywhere. My whole body is alive like a wire. And now that you’re inside of me, I’m twitching with the sensation.”

A contented smile spread across his lips. “I knew you were special. From the moment I met you, I knew you were extraordinary. Now you’ve proven it true.”

“How so?”

“I’ll explain another time. Right now, I just want to feel you and give you pleasure.”

“Yes, please,” she breathed out.

He withdrew from her slightly, then thrust back up inside her. She gasped as a tingling sensation skipped across her clit and her cervix. Another thrust and she was swooning. She moaned with her pleasure and he chuckled.

“Feels good?”

“Beyond good,” she agreed.

“For me too. Now hold on. Things are going to get a little wild.”

“Ooh. That sounds fun.”

“Oh, it will be,” he promised.

He grasped hold of her firmly, braced his feet against the floor and crushed his mouth down onto hers. Then he surged up into her, pinning her hips to the wall of the elevator. He withdrew and thrust again. Suddenly he was in a hard, heated rhythm, each inward stroke rocking her body. He had a hand on her bottom, holding her up along with the rest of his body; he wedged his free hand between them and stroked her with his thumb in taunting circles and teasing flicks. She cried out, but his mouth was there to muffle the sound. He caught her excitement against his tongue with pleasure.

Things grew increasingly hot and frantic from there. She tightened her legs around him, as if she could get him even farther inside of her, while his thrusts tried to do the same. Renee began to fall into an abyss of pleasure; her whole body wired with it and the electrical current seemed to intensify as their frenetic pace increased. The most intense electric sensation was where he touched her clit. Soon she couldn’t take it anymore and she crested in an explosion of eroticism and sparks. She came so hard he had no hope of silencing her…and anyway he was far too focused on his own pleasure. It clawed through him as he felt and heard her come, giving way to a mind-blowing orgasm that left him grinding his teeth to keep himself quieter than she had been.

She went weak and limp against the wall, her head ringing and pounding with her elevated blood pressure.

Ringing and pounding.

The elevator alarm was ringing and someone was pounding off in the distance. Against a door nearby perhaps. Renee sucked in a breath of reality and shock.

“Oh my god. We have to get dressed!”

“In a second,” he said lazily, kissing her at her temple. “I want to take a moment to enjoy this.”

“We don’t have a moment. Please,” she pleaded with him. “This is where I work.”

He met her worried eyes and gave her an understanding nod but he felt immediately bereft as she unwrapped her legs from around him. She scrambled down to the floor and found her panties, sweeping them up her legs as fast as he could blink. Then her jeans followed suit. They were both tucking their shirts in when they looked at each other. Renee was stepping into her shoes when Rafe hit the emergency stop button. She hastily smoothed a hand through her hair and then did the same to him. He smiled and caught her hand to kiss her palm, but she jerked away and took two steps back when the elevator came to a stop. The doors opened to a crowd of people. There were two elevators in the bank servicing the building, but taking one out of service always backed things up.

Instead of offering excuses or explanations or fumbling for some kind of apology that would give away their guilt, Renee just announced, “I’m glad that’s over!” and grabbed him by the hand and led him out through the crowd. It wasn’t the right floor, so she led him to the stairs nearby and scanned her ID card for access to the stairwell. They were hurrying down the stairs moments later and Rafe began to chuckle.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, without looking at him. She was focused on her travels down the stairwell.

“I don’t know if I ought to be insulted.”

“Why? Because we didn’t snuggle afterward? We were in an elevator. An elevator that services one of the busiest precincts in New York City!”

“No. I meant ‘I’m glad that’s over!’ ” he said with another chuckle.

“Oh.” She colored a little then laughed herself before meeting his eyes. “You know I didn’t mean that. I didn’t mean you. Us.” She sobered then. “I don’t want us to be over.”

He grew serious as well, taking her hand in his and drawing her close. They had come to a halt on the stairs and he wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and pulled her forward until their lips met. The kiss was hungry and tinged with desperation. “It won’t be over,” he whispered against her lips. “You’ll do fine. All you have to do is remember to be honest. They will be able to see through lies. You simply have to gain their trust the same way you gained mine. By being yourself.”

“Yes, but you had motivations that they don’t have. Unless you want me to seduce them. Are they all men? I guess I could do a woman too if it came down to it.”

Rafe smiled down at her. He couldn’t help himself. She was being completely serious, and yet funny as hell.

“They are all men and you only have to seduce them into believing you are sincere and trustworthy. A little charm can’t hurt.” He then stepped down onto the next landing and urged her to follow him. He could tell her head was filled with worries other than where to put her feet, so he guided her safely down the next flight. They reached the garage level he had parked in and they exited the stairwell.

She was wrapped up in her thoughts as he opened the car door and urged her into the passenger seat. He buckled her in, but before he could pull away and close the door, she came to her senses and grabbed hold of his face with her hands. She held him still as she searched his face, for what he didn’t know, but she seemed to find it. She smiled softly at him, meeting his eyes so directly he felt his chest tighten. She was by far the most breathtaking woman he had ever known. He wasn’t sure why he felt that way. There had to be others more beautiful, more clever…

But right now, for him, there were none. It was an awesome sort of realization. It put her up very high in his esteem and could very well bias him in the future. He had to be more cautious of being swept away by her—didn’t he? Wasn’t he the one who should be sweeping her away? Was he? Did she feel the same exhilarating fear and excitement that he did every time he looked at her?

“We’re going to be fine,” she said. “No one’s going to be wiping my memory today. You’ll see. We’ll be fine.”

He wasn’t sure if she was trying to reassure him…or herself.


Chapter 16

Rafe was silent for most of the ride back to the vampire center, but it was okay because Renee had threaded her fingers through his and was holding his hand on top of the gearshift. It helped him feel connected to her. Like they were in this thing together, which he supposed they were. The solidarity went beyond just their own individual well-being. It included whatever it was that was developing between them. Whatever it was that they wanted to keep between them. They may not know the exact nature of their relationship, but they knew enough to know it was not something they wanted to lose.

Rafe parked in his designated spot in the underground lot. He then alighted and took Renee with him to the elevator.

“This entire building is owned and occupied by the lawful vampires of New York City,” he told her.

“Does every e-vamp in New York live here?”

“No. This is mostly the higher echelon. There are others in the city and in the outlying suburbs and off on the other side of the state in Buffalo, but this is the place to be if you are a vampire living in New York. We offer food, shelter, and an occupation. Vampires have a zero unemployment rate. Those who don’t work do so by choice, not because there is a lack of jobs being offered.”

The elevator opened and he keyed his card again and chose his floor.

“Not every e-vamp has access to every floor. I do, but many don’t. It is to protect the queen and those in higher government positions. I can name the handful of vampires that have access to every floor. We live here as well as work here, so the highest floors are the private residences of the queen and others like me. The queen’s apartment takes up the entire top floor.”

“The whole floor?” She was astounded. “That’s an enormous amount of square footage in this city. That apartment must be worth millions!”

“Yes, it is. But she is queen and she deserves it. It is no small task, ruling over all of the vampire nation.”

“I can imagine. You’ll have to tell me all about your government.”

“You will learn a great deal about it if…” He trailed off. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. A chill walked down her spine. This meeting was critical. Not only to her safety, but for Rafe’s peace of mind. And for her own. She couldn’t escape the idea that no amount of hypnotism could ever fully erase him and her knowledge of him and his people. But perhaps it was very naive of her to think so. Very arrogant.

In truth she had very little idea of whom and what she was dealing with. She did know he had used hypnotism on her once already, and had used it again to help her remember what he had made her forget. It was a very powerful tool and he had employed it quite adeptly. There were bound to be those who were even better at it than he was. And if she failed this test, she was sure to meet them.

She reached out for his hand again, anxiously weaving their fingers together and holding on tightly to him. She should have written something down somewhere. A letter to herself explaining all that was happening so even if she did get hypnotized she would be made aware again. Anything to keep her from walking around in the world in ignorance.

But in good faith she had not done so. Committing something like that to paper, where anyone could find it, would be putting his race in jeopardy and she had promised not to do that. In fact, that was what this was. It was a test to see if she was capable of keeping such an enormous secret. It was a test to see if she respected it and them.

The elevator ride was long enough to allow her nerves to run amok. By the time the elevator doors opened she was as anxious as she had been when she’d had to pass her exams at the academy. Everything had been on the line then. Everything was on the line now.

“Promise me something,” she said as they walked toward a pair of large double doors.

“Of course,” he said.

“Promise me you won’t let me die because of my ignorance. If I fail this and they take my memory I won’t know that I need to protect myself. You don’t have to be obvious about it or anything, just…promise you’ll keep me from dying a senseless death.”

“I would never let anything happen to you. Even if they order me to stay away from you, I will make sure you are protected. I would even risk their wrath and their punishment to see to it myself.”

“Okay,” she said, exhaling a shaking breath. “Okay. I believe you.”

“But that’s not what’s going to happen,” he said firmly.

He stopped in front of the door and turned her to face him. He wrapped his free hand around the side of her neck and tipped her head back with the stroke of his thumb. He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her with aching poignancy. The kiss was his way of telling her he would be there for her no matter what. She could feel it radiating off him, comforting her.

He lifted from her mouth a fraction of an inch and looked into her eyes. “We’re going to be all right. You’ll be stellar.”

“I hope so,” she whispered.

Rafe moved away from her and keyed his card into the door. The lock unlatched with a click and he pushed the door open.

When they walked into the room the committee members were standing in different places holding conversations either with one another or on their phones. Some of them were speaking in languages completely foreign to Renee. There were five of them in all, one of whom was dark skinned. This surprised Renee. For some reason she hadn’t thought vampires would have races like humans did. She assumed their origins were in a single place, a single evolutionary thread. In a way, she was glad to see there was diversity amongst the vampires. It meant that they were more like humans than she had thought. They had differences. They had to overcome those differences in order to work together. If they were able to do that, then maybe they were able to accept a human into their ranks and into their secret world.

The committee members fell silent one by one as they turned to look at Renee and Rafe. Renee felt her throat go dry and she tried to swallow past the sensation. The committee moved as one to sit behind a long table situated with its back against a wall of windows. The sun had set, so the city was growing darker with every passing moment. The lights in the buildings beyond were lit in the background. They had come up so many stories that there were few buildings in competition with this one height-wise. It made for an extraordinary view.

“Sit,” the shortest of the five invited her, pointing to a lone chair facing the long table they were taking their seats at.

“If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather stand.”

“You are fighting our desires already? This does not bode well,” the leader said gravely.

“I am not here to cower from you,” Renee snapped. “Let’s get that straight first off. I am here for you to evaluate my character. Nothing else.”

The leader looked surprised that she would talk back to them, but it didn’t seem to rouse his temper. At least, not on the outside.

“Please,” the black man said softly, his demeanor quiet and firm. “The interview might take a while. If you sit you are less likely to grow tired and will need fewer breaks. We all want this over as soon as possible. We all have other places we would rather be at this time of day.”

Renee let his words sink in and then slowly moved to take a seat in the chair. “You see?” she said. “I can be reasoned with. Rather than give me a bald command, you can explain your reasons behind your request and I will weigh them accordingly.”

She crossed her legs and settled back in the chair. She glanced at Rafe. “Doesn’t Rafe need a chair?”

“Rafe won’t be staying. He will be waiting outside.”

Anxiety immediately clutched at her belly. She wanted to argue with them, she wanted to insist that he stay, but she had no power to insist on anything. She was completely at their mercy and if she wanted this to go well she had to turn herself over to them entirely. She gave Rafe’s hand a squeeze then let go of it. He paused briefly to stroke her hair, then walked toward the exit in the room. At the last moment he turned back to them and said, “Remember, all of you, that her life is on the line. If you judge against her, you are consigning her to death. I hope this is not a decision you will come to lightly.”

“You do not need to tell us how to do our jobs or what our responsibilities are,” the leader said sharply.

“Thank you,” the black man said firmly. “You can trust that we will take all information into our decision.”

Rafe nodded and then left the room, the door shutting softly behind him.

“Let us start with proper introductions. I am Danton,” the black man said. “Our leader here is Josef. These other three are Tomas, Carlton, and Frazier.”

“It’s nice to meet all of you,” she said with her very best manners.

“We are glad to meet you as well,” Danton said warmly. “Although, this is quite the reverse of what we usually do. Tell me, have you told anyone about us since you were made aware of our existence?”

“No one,” she assured him.

“Were you tempted to?”

She thought of Jimmy and how he was walking around in ignorance. She thought of how his being close to her could put him in danger he wouldn’t understand.

“I was tempted, yes. But only inasmuch as I wanted others to be aware of the danger they were in just by being around me. I was worried for the safety of my friends. I thought that maybe if they knew they might be able to better protect themselves from a sycophant.”

“But in the end you decided not to tell. Why?”

“Because knowing about you would be putting them in just as much danger as not knowing about you. They are damned if they do and damned if they don’t. That and…it’s not my secret and not my place to say when or if it should be revealed. That should be up to you and your people entirely. Although, I do hope that one day you find humans worthy of your trust. I understand why you feel you must stay hidden, and knowing people the way I do, with my unique perspective as a homicide detective, I don’t disagree with your thinking.”

“How so?” Josef asked.

“I see a lot of crime driven by prejudice and hate. Almost twenty-five percent of the murders I deal with are motivated by hate or bias in one fashion or another. Bias against color. Religion. Gender. Sexual orientation. You name it. The human race, for all its diversity, really sucks at accepting that diversity.”

“We have seen this for ourselves,” Josef said. “But it is not just a matter of diversity. For us it is a matter of survival. We need to feed off humans. Can you imagine how humans would feel if they realized we were feeding from them?”

“They would feel used and would be afraid. Rightfully so, I might add. I know how I felt when I found out that I was fed from.”

“By Rafe. And yet now you accept him and what he has done to you. You accept him in spite of the necessary deceptions he has been forced to carry out.”

“I accept him because he came clean with me when it really counted. Even though he knew he was breaking your laws.”

“And now that you know, would you let Rafe feed from you again?” Danton asked.

To Renee’s surprise, she didn’t even hesitate. “If he had no other choice, if he truly needed me, I wouldn’t turn him away. In fact, I would offer myself to him. And I think you might find that there are many people in the human race who would do exactly that. They would volunteer to feed your people. The would groom themselves to be the proper vessels you needed just for the pleasure a feeding would give them.”

“That would be considered deviant behavior by your people no doubt,” Josef said grimly.

“There is much we do in our society that is considered deviant behavior by some, yet accepted wholeheartedly by others. BDSM, for instance. There are those who are disgusted by it and those who cannot live without it. But it is all legal for the most part. There are other things, like child pornography, that are illegal, but even they have their little societal niches. It’s sick, but it’s there.”

“Are you comparing us to child pornographers?” Josef asked harshly.

“I only said there would be a niche of people who might find the idea of being fed on as exciting and thrilling and something they cannot do without. There are people who will like being a food source.”

“This is true,” Danton said. “We already have several humans who have been exposed to what we are and who gladly—even enthusiastically—give themselves to us for feeding. But it’s not nearly enough to survive on.”

“That’s only because the world at large doesn’t know about you. You are giving yourself away to only a select few when the world is full of millions who might feel the same way.”

“Or millions who might feel threatened and would then seek to eradicate us.”

“Yes. I understand that this is an even more likely possibility. Like I said, this is why I understand why you wish to remain hidden in our society. But consider this, in this age of people easily spying on one another, of lives being hacked and information being stolen, it is only a matter of time before someone is discovered writing about vampires in the wrong email or talking about them on the wrong open line. Then you will be exposed without getting out in front of it, without you being in control of the release of information.”

“We have some of the best encryption money can buy. And we are very careful not to mention ourselves in any written form. We never mention the word ‘vampire’ out in the open. Should you be allowed to retain your memory of us, you would not be allowed to do so either. Do you think you could control yourself?”

“Of course I can. I’m not a child.”

“And you haven’t written anything down about us? Say, in a journal or diary? A letter to yourself that will explain everything and undo whatever hypno we might use on you?”

She bit her lip as she remembered her impulse to do exactly that. But impulse was one thing, acting on that impulse was something else entirely.

“The thought did occur to me. But I do not commit to paper anything I am unwilling for someone else to discover. In a job where such clues lead to convictions all of the time, I have learned to be cautious.”

“Let’s talk about your job,” Josef said. “Do you—”

“Yes. Let’s talk about my job,” she interrupted him. “I am in a unique position. I know about your people. I know a crime has been committed by one of them. I also know that I am so good at my job that I could find this criminal to both our species. But I also know that no human would be able to bring in or punish a vampire. Not without great threat to the lives of many. So I propose this…let me look for the perpetrator. Let me use my considerable skills for your benefit. Let me find this guy and then let me turn over the information on how to find him to you.”

There was silence for a long minute, then Danton said, “What you are suggesting is very dangerous for you and those who are working the case with you.”

“Yes. That is why you need to act quickly when I find him. You must get to him before my people do.”

“And you are all right with our type of justice?” Danton asked.

“Your justice is your business. As long as it fits the crime.”

“The very act of being a sycophant is a death sentence,” Josef said coldly.

Renee hesitated, remembering what Rafe had told her about the rare few who might be rescued from a life as a sycophant.

“As long as you are certain they are irreclaimable.”

“I haven’t ever heard of one being reclaimable,” Tomas said.

“Maybe because you kill them with impunity. You don’t take the time to find out if they are able to be rehabilitated.”

“You see. Already you judge us for our justice methods,” Josef said.

“I judge my own people in the same way. Only usually it’s the opposite. I feel that our punishments are too lenient. There are just some people who should never be allowed out on the street again.”

“That is a harsh worldview. Not too dissimilar to our own.”

“It is a harsh world. I believe in the death penalty. An eye for an eye. A life for a life. That’s just my personal opinion. But that doesn’t keep me from performing my job as fairly and competently as I possibly can. I face killers and liars every day. A liar isn’t always a killer but a killer is usually a liar. Although, you’d be surprised how many simply want to unburden themselves of the crime they committed. It happens more often than you might think.

“As I understand it sycophants are always lawbreakers, but not always killers. There has to be a way to make your punishment fit crimes more properly. Death for feeding from a tainted source? That seems a bit harsh and a little extreme.”

“The thing is, you can’t tell a sycophant who is just dirty from a sycophant who is a killer. They all smell the same,” Danton said.

“Smell?” Renee asked.

“Vampires can smell the taint of sycophanthropy. It’s rather like the smell of a sweaty old tennis shoe. Musty and fungal and wet.”

Renee wrinkled her nose. “How delightful,” she said.

“It isn’t. And neither is this naive conversation,” Josef said coldly. “Who are you to tell us our punishment methods are wrong? You overstep yourself.”

“I didn’t say they were wrong. I simply said there had to be a better way of determining wrongdoers from pure evil. It’s the same struggle humans deal with every day. But can you imagine what it would be like if we put every drug user to death for their weakness? Every purse snatcher? Every shoplifter? There are degrees of crime and there should be degrees of punishment.”

“This is an ongoing argument in the higher echelons of our government, Renee. There are many who feel as you do. We are not a perfect society—far from it—but the law is the law as it stands now. All sycophants are subject to capital punishment,” Danton said.

“Then I will adhere to your law. I will do as I do in my everyday life…uphold the law and the legal system in spite of my personal feelings about crime and punishment. In fact, there are many detectives who feel as I do. But we do our best to see murderers punished to the fullest extent of New York State law.”

“And you are willing to ignore human law and allow vampire law to take precedence in the matter of sycophants and other vampires who are breaking the law?”

She didn’t hesitate. “I am. After last night I realized there is no way the police can go one-on-one with a vampire. If I had been alone in that alley—alone and unaware of how to kill a sycophant—I would be dead. And even if they did know how to kill one, do you know how hard it is to make a shot like that? The electricity they use is like getting hit by a Taser. Completely incapacitating. And it can be done from a distance and doesn’t need to be as accurate as aiming a Taser has to be.

“No, we don’t have the means or the strength to fight off sycophants alone. However, I do think I can help you catch them. If you allow me to, I can use my skills to lead you to them. Like this case I am working on now where a sycophant killed a human in front of witnesses. Surely this creature is a danger to you all, threatening your exposure with its recklessness. If you let me I can lead you right to him.”

Josef leaned forward. “We don’t need the help of a human to police our own.”

“Don’t you? Do you know where he is?”

Josef shifted. “That is a job for the authoritarians. Men like Danton here pursue such creatures. Turn over your information to him and let him do the rest.”

“But that’s what I’m trying to tell you. I can find him for you and then I can let the…the authoritarians take over.”

“It is very dangerous, what you are suggesting,” Danton said.

“My job is dangerous. I live and breathe danger every day. I’m not going to be cowed by a little risk.”

“What about if I asked you to do something that was even more dangerous than hunting down a single sycophant? Something that could bring down a whole network of them. They are drug dealers and human traffickers, so you would be helping to solve human crimes at the same time.”

“I say point me in the right direction. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

“It might take some time.”

“Then I’ll take some time off work. How much time?”

“That will depend on you and how quickly you can enter their network. However, it might require you to do drugs.”

Renee hesitated. She prided herself on her clean living and clean body. And messing with drugs, even once, was asking for a world of trouble she might not be able to escape from. She didn’t know how to feel about it.

“It’s not something I would enter into lightly. I’d have to think about it very carefully.”

“A wise choice. This is a very critical matter and time sensitive. Think about it and give me an answer tomorrow morning,” Danton said.

“You…you mean you’ll allow me to keep my memories intact?” She was floored that it had taken so little to gain the privilege. She had thought it would be harder. She and Rafe had worked themselves up over this so much.

“We have to take a vote. My vote is yes. We can use you. You will be very valuable to us.”

“I vote no. She is reckless. She has been continuing to hunt for the sycophant in spite of being told how dangerous it would be,” Josef said.

“I vote yes.”

“I vote no.”

That left it in a tie. Renee held her breath, looking at Tomas and praying he said yes.

“I vote yes. But keep in mind this privilege can be revoked at any time.”

“Yes. Of course. I will respect your faith in me. You can trust me. But you can also trust that I won’t keep silent if I disagree with something. I am not a lapdog willing to do anything and everything you say without question. I can be reasoned with, so appeal to my logic and we should get along quite well. I will let you know about this assignment you are asking me to go on.”

“It will be very dangerous. If you are found out, you will be killed like that.” Danton snapped his fingers.

“As I said. I’m used to it. I worked two years undercover in a theft ring. I know what I’m getting into. I’ll let you know tomorrow. And…thank you. For letting me keep my memories. You don’t know how much that means to me.”

She got up from the chair and hurried toward the door before they could change their minds. She was through the portal and shutting it an instant later.

Rafe, who had been pacing the hallway, turned in surprise at the sound of the door. He audibly caught his breath and stood there unsure for a moment.

For all he knew they had wiped her memory, giving her the hypnotic suggestion to walk home and remember nothing of where she had just been. He stepped up to her and spoke her name softly.

“Renee?”

“Hmm? Oh! Who are you?” she asked.

Anxiety clawed through him. For a moment he was absolutely crushed. He had lost her. They had taken her away from him.

But then…then he saw the mischievous gleam in her eye.

“Renee!”

“Rafe!” she countered.

He reached for her, sweeping her up against himself and kissing her soundly. After he had left her breathless he pulled away and said, “That wasn’t funny.”

“It was a little funny,” she said, laughing as she patted his chest to comfort him.

“A very little.” He sighed on a big exhalation of breath. “But I am relieved you still remember. What did they say to you? That was quicker than I thought it would be.”

“I just told them how I felt about things. Told them my take on crime and punishment. Then they asked if I would be willing to go undercover for an assignment.”

“Undercover?”

“Something about drugs and sex trafficking.”

“No! Tell them no! I know exactly what they want you for and you need to tell them no!”

“I will do no such thing. Not without thinking it through first. And who are you to tell me no? You’re not my keeper!”

“Well someone ought to be. Do you know what they’ll be asking you to do?”

“If you mean take drugs, then yes. I do know.”

“That is far from the worst of it. They want to send you into a pit of vipers that even some of the bravest vampires would shy away from.”

“You’re trying to scare me. It won’t work. If you want to inform me further then be my guest, but you will not tell me what to do. I’ll make the choice on my own.”

Rafe realized he was going about this all wrong. She was an intelligent woman. He had to appeal to her intellect. And the more he told her what she couldn’t do, the more she would want to do it just to spite him. He needed her to think clearly about this. Not emotionally. He could not react emotionally. But how to stay dispassionate when her life was on the line?

“You’re right,” he said, his arms squeezing around her. “I don’t have the right to tell you what to do. But I can try to appeal to your logic. We’ll discuss it more later. Right now I want to get you safe at home. Here. I live here and there is no safer place for you on earth. Will you stay with me?”

“Oh. I…I thought we were staying at my place. I don’t have anything to wear and I—”

“We’ll go pick some of your things up. Then we’ll come back. Please. I will just feel safer if we are behind these walls and the heavy security we have.”

“All right. We’ll stay here. Let’s go get my things.”

Rafe let her out of his arms, but as soon as he did he wanted her back again. The possessiveness of his desire floored him. He had never been the sort to slather someone with affection. But it seemed instinctive to do so when Renee was around. Hell, having sex in an elevator? At his age?

But he smiled just from the memory of it. And suddenly he wanted her alone—in his bed. Where he could make love to her properly.

“Is something wrong?” she asked him when he didn’t seem to be following her.

“Hmm? Oh. Nothing. Let’s go,” he said, guiding her to the elevator. The sooner they got to her place the sooner they would come back.

And right then that was all he wanted.


Chapter 17

Rafe followed her into her apartment a short while later and waited somewhat impatiently for her. His hunger for her was growing exponentially with each passing moment. They’d had a narrow escape that day. The committee could have taken them away from each other forever. He wasn’t about to squander a minute of what they now had.

“So tell me more about this undercover assignment, since you seem to know so much about it,” she called from the back bedroom.

Rafe cringed inside. He didn’t want to talk about it. He didn’t even want her thinking about it. Considering it. But he was determined to appeal to her logic and the only way he was going to be able to do so was to make it sound exactly as dangerous as it was.

“There’s a sycophant that leads all of the sycophants out of the waterfronts. His name is Killean. There are many very powerful sycophants beneath him, but he is the main sycophant for that area. He, however, answers to a phant named Draz, who’s in charge of all of the sycophants on the Eastern Seaboard. Draz’s network of confidants would be impossible to break through. So all we can do is go for his lesser lieutenants. Like Killean. If we can find him. He is constantly on the move, keeping his location secret so we cannot pin him down.”

“And why can’t you send a vampire after him?”

“We can smell a phant from a mile away and they can smell a clean vampire the same way. The only way to fit in would be to become a phant ourselves. And once you do that you are lost to that world. There’s no way for us to go undercover. That means only a human could go undercover. Drug addiction is something humans can recover from—albeit with difficulty. Sycophanthropy is not. At least, not in the time it would take to worm into a position close enough to make a difference. Listen, this is a long-term con. That means long-term drug abuse. What about your job? It makes no sense that you would even consider a thing like this.”

“Here’s the thing,” she said, coming in from the back room with a duffel bag in hand. “I have a lot of time coming to me. Vacation, personal days, sick days…or I could transfer to vice and have them put me in undercover. Kill two birds with one stone. There are options.”

“In all of those options you have to pump poison into your body. I know you keep your body pristine and you do it for a reason. Are you going to fly in the face of all that discipline?”

“That discipline is what I will need to come back from drug addiction. And besides, I won’t have to use a lot. Just enough to get by. How often does a person have to use before they’ll be deemed ‘too dirty’ for a lawful vampire and dirty enough for a sycophant?”

Rafe frowned. She was taking this far too lightly. He didn’t like it.

“It only takes once for them to be ‘too dirty’ and it takes about a week to get clean again…depending on how clean the person was to begin with. But that’s pushing it. It would be safer at two weeks.”

“Great. So all I have to do is use once a week. Just enough for me to come off dirty.”

“And if others ask you to use while you’re undercover? It will look suspicious if you turn them down. You’re supposed to be a junkie. A junkie goes for a fix whenever he can get one. Anything less will blow your cover.”

“I’ll take each situation as it arises. You know, I used to work vice before I came to homicide. I know how it works. I never went full-blown undercover like this but I would dress as a prostitute and walk the corners. I realize that this would be different, but I’m fully capable of pretending to be something that I’m not. And I’m fully capable of remembering who I really am in the process, of not getting lost in it.”

“This is different. Very different. I don’t think you fully appreciate the lure and temptation and danger of hooking yourself on drugs. And what drugs would you use? Heroin?”

“God no. Needles leave track marks and are hard to come by clean. I’m not out to give myself AIDS or blood poisoning. And heroin is tough to control. Meth is just as bad. That stuff…I don’t hear of too many people coming back from using that stuff with any success. I would pick crack as my drug of choice. Crack is smoked. You can fake smoking. It will help me keep it down to the bare minimum.”

“This is all moot,” Rafe said with frustration. “You haven’t even known about vampires for two days and you’re willing to throw all in with us? Doesn’t that sound a little reckless to you?”

“I’m a cop. If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s how to judge a situation and come to a quick conclusion. Your people need help, help I can provide. And besides, it’ll still be cop work. Stopping crimes. Catching bad guys.”

“Wouldn’t going to vice again be like stepping backward? Won’t it hurt your career?”

“Not if I direct the reasons for my switch. I can do it without too much damage. I can say it’s only temporary. They’ll go for it. It’ll mean switching precincts to get closer to the action, but I can switch back once this is over with. You can bet if your guy Killean is running an illegal operation of the magnitude you’re suggesting, then they have already got guys in play trying to get him. All I have to do is jump in. But what I need to jump in is something they don’t have. I need Killean’s location. If we find out where he is—or how to anticipate where he’s going to be—I can use that as an in. Because you can bet if you guys are having trouble finding him then humans are doubly so.”

“This is crazy,” he said, his frustration clear in his voice. “I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all. How are we supposed to find him? How are we supposed to do what no one else has been able to do?”

“We’ll figure it out. I just have to learn about the structure of their enterprise first. Vice’ll have surveillance equipment, but I won’t have access to it until after I switch departments.”

“I can get you surveillance equipment. State of the art. Far better than anything your police will have. And I know for a fact that our authoritarians are surveilling key places for Killean already. They are also following Draz as best they can. He is just as elusive as Killean. They are taking pages from each other’s books.”

“There. See? If we work together we can figure this out.”

“Renee, this isn’t a goddamn social club! It isn’t a game. It isn’t safe or fun or anything like it! It’s not exciting and interesting. It’s one thing and one thing only: deadly. And dangerous. If you did this you couldn’t be more unsafe.”

“Deadly and dangerous are two things,” she said cheekily, before growing serious. “You think I don’t know what I’m signing up for but you’re wrong. I know. We all know. All of us cops who go undercover…we all know. We know we’re risking our lives every single minute.”

Rafe reached out to snag her hand and yanked her forward until she slammed into the front of his body, the air ejecting from her lungs. He let his hand curve over her hip until he was grasping her backside. He pulled her hips into his own, rubbing himself against her.

“And what about sex?” he murmured against her ear. “These are sex traffickers and you are a very beautiful woman. They could easily decide to sell you for profit. Or they could demand sexual favors as you climb the ranks. Or they could just gang-rape you because that is what they feel like doing. Do you know how at risk drug users are for such things? And you’d have no backup. No one to protect you.”

She wrenched away from him, shoving at his chest to put distance between them. “I am well aware of what could happen, Rafe. I can accept it,” she said, though there wasn’t a lot of conviction in her voice. “If that’s what I have to do then that’s what I have to do. But if I’m smart, if I play it right, I think I have an idea how I can make this work where I won’t be in danger. Not much in any event. Not from that.”

“What idea?” he asked with a dark frown.

“I’ll set up shop as a madam. I’ll run some girls in a reasonably nice place, provided you will fund it. Nice, clean girls. I’ll pick up some of the working girls I know from my vice days and give them nice rooms and a steady clientele to work with. I’ll definitely gain some attention if I am working a competitive gig. I might not even have to do drugs that way. I could say I run a clean shop. With clean girls and a clear head. Yes. This is a great idea!”

“Until they kill you for daring to compete in their marketplace. This idea sucks.”

“They won’t kill me; they’ll force me to give them a cut of my take. And then they’ll look on me as an equal—might even let me meet the boss myself, in order to do business. I’m much more likely to get close to him as a business partner than I am just being some junkie girl.”

“If you stay clean they’ll suspect you.”

“Not if I play the part right.”

“And you’ll just crop up overnight?”

“I can build up slowly over time. Start small so they don’t notice me at first. Then grow a little every day until they can’t ignore me any longer.”

“You know what I hate most about this idea?” he said, reaching for her again.

“What?” she asked, her body language stiff as he pulled her close.

“That you’ll be in danger. That I’ll have to keep away from you…and that it just might work.”

She smiled at that and relaxed against him. She stroked her hands up over his pecs, feeling the strength in him as the muscles twitched in response to her touch.

“I’m not going anywhere yet. If I’m going to work something on this big of a scale, I’m going to need a lot of planning and a lot of help. A lot of players. I’ll need to get vice on board. I’m not about to risk my entire career going rogue and getting caught doing something I could go to jail for. Not something this big that’ll draw attention from all corners. Let me talk to my captain. I can tell him it’s connected to a murder I’m working, the one I’m working with the vampire killer. I can have you send someone to the station as a CI who’ll tell them that the killer is part of Killean’s inner circle. That’ll motivate them to want to get someone in there. I’ll make sure that someone is me. I’ll have to go about it just right but I think I can pull it off.”

When she spoke she got an excited, almost glazed expression on her face. It was as if she were talking to herself. Part of him felt, rather petulantly, that he need not even be there.

“The thing is, something like this takes time,” he said. “What if Killean is planning something this weekend when all the delegates will be in town? We need someone in there fast and now.”

“That quickly? It can’t be done,” she said with a shake of her head. “Maybe if I’d had a week I could have done something in time, but no one can establish that kind of trust that quickly.”

“If it can’t be done then it can’t be done,” Rafe said, his relief hardly hidden. “There’s nothing you can do about it.”

Renee bit her lip and her eyes unfocused for a moment.

“What I need is an intro. From someone on the inside. Maybe if we make a few arrests I can get some leverage and get an intro. I still have some contacts through vice. I think I can figure out who to squeeze.”

“Renee, can we talk about this later?” he asked softly. “Right now I’m really tired and I want nothing more than to get you into my bed where I can make love to you properly. I’m not discounting our time in the elevator, but it wasn’t exactly up to my usual par.”

She smiled slyly at that and finally focused all of her attention on him as she sidled in close to him. “If that wasn’t up to par, then I’m dying to know what your usual game is like.”

He chuckled as he kept her close and reached to take her bag. He lowered his head until his mouth was hovering just above hers, his breath coasting over her lips and face. “There’s only one way to find out,” he said invitingly.

“Let’s go,” she said a bit breathlessly.

Rafe didn’t hesitate. He stepped away from her, took her hand in his free one, and led her out of the brownstone.

—

A short time later Renee was standing in the middle of Rafe’s plush apartment completely in awe. Seeing that much square footage in New York City was stunning all on its own, but add to it the fine furnishings and rugs over expansive wooden floors and it was absolutely breathtaking.

Renee walked over to the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that looked out onto an awe-inspiring view of the city. It was dark and it was snowing again, little flakes bouncing off of the cold glass. She shivered a little even though she was perfectly warm.

Rafe watched her as she took in his home and all of her surroundings. She looked as though she belonged there—she seemed like the sort of person who could make a home anywhere she stayed. Even if it was someone else’s apartment for only a night.

Rafe had put her bag down on a coffee table and now walked up behind her. He grabbed hold of her hips, pulling her into him, her back meeting his chest and her rear end nestling against his thighs. She instinctively rose up onto her toes and that brought her bottom snugly into the lee of his hips, erasing the disparity in their heights.

He enjoyed the sensation of holding her for a moment, enjoyed the intimacy of their spooned bodies. Then he stepped back and turned her around. He touched a hand to her face, tracing the line of her jaw with his thumb. He tipped her head back and lowered his mouth to hers. He kissed her gently. Slowly. Savoring every moment of it. He put aside his upset with her and simply enjoyed her. They would talk more about this insane plan of hers to get close to Killean, but right now he just wanted to spend time with her. To hold her. To feel her.

“Are you hungry?” he asked her.

“Not for food,” she said breathlessly.

The response pleased and inflamed him. He wrapped an arm around her waist and hauled her up off her feet against him. She laughed, her arms going about his neck and her legs wrapping around his hips.

He kissed her again, savoring the flavor of her. Their tongues dueled hotly and one of her hands crept into his hair, mussing it thoroughly. He stepped forward and her back hit the cold glass window. She gasped and surged forward into him. He chuckled and placed a hand on the glass. She leaned back against it, using his hand as a buffer between her and the glass. He continued to devour her mouth, his breath coming fast and deep. He could smell her, the scent of her day clinging to her. Coffee, something with garlic, the perfume she wore. He could smell and taste her cherry lip gloss, which he had seen her apply in the car on the way to meeting with the committee, and her hairspray that helped tame her curly hair. All of these little details added up to equal her, and he wouldn’t change a single one of them.

Renee could feel the hunger and desire radiating from him. It was like a fast-burning sun, scorching her every nerve ending. Add to it the tingles and sparks that came every time she kissed him or was touched by him and she was easily overwhelmed. She broke away from his mouth, gasping for breath as he immediately began to kiss down her jaw and the side of her neck. He sucked and kissed and licked her as if he was still engaged with her mouth. Renee squirmed at the heat and intensity of his mouth and the sparking sensation as his hand pulled her blouse free from her jeans and slid beneath the silk.

“Mmm, no,” she murmured, reaching to place her hand over his through her blouse, the silk a flimsy barrier between their contrary desires.

“No?” he asked, his head lifting from where he’d been pleasantly attacking her collarbone.

She could hear both the surprise and the consternation in his voice and it was all she could do to not laugh aloud…or torment him. But she quickly put him out of his misery.

“Not here. Not like this. You haven’t a single curtain on these walls of glass, and I don’t feel like putting on a show for all of New York City.”

“No one can see in here. That’s why there are no curtains. We face out over the city and this part of the building is above all of the others.”

“There are things like telescopes,” she persisted.

“There are no curtains in the bedroom either,” he said, chuckling as he burst her bubble.

“Oh. I see.” She ruffled her fingers through his hair and then slid them down the side of his neck. He really had an excellent neck. It was long and strong, muscles and tendons flexing tightly, leading into the strength of his shoulders which bunched up as they supported her weight.

“Fuck it,” she relented in a rush of heat, then began to rapidly undo the buttons on her blouse as she caught up his mouth. He groaned, his excitement growing exponentially as she released herself into the moment. Now, without any other sign of demureness, she stripped open her shirt and unclasped her bra. She took his hand in hers and brought it to her breast. She squeezed her hand around his, massaging her breast with his hand. With her free hand she began to deftly unbutton his shirt.

This time he pulled away slightly. “Easy,” he breathed. “We have all night.”

“I don’t want to take it easy,” she countered. “Not right now. We can save easy for later. Right now I want you hot and hard. I want to know you can’t keep your hands off me. I want to know you can’t breathe unless I breathe for you.”

Rafe groaned and attacked her mouth with renewed vigor. He launched them away from the wall of glass and staggered over to the nearest piece of furniture, a plush couch. They fell onto it, Renee beneath him as he got his knees under him and loomed up over her. He stripped back her blouse and bra and took a long moment to look down on her as his hands slid all over her skin. She was pale and freckled and he was dark, the contrast significant in their skin tones as they both watched him touch her. His fingers came up and clasped her breast, kneading her intensely. His fingers caught at her nipple and it became a hard, excited point. Then he moved his hand aside and framed her breast as he leaned forward and put his mouth on her. He tongued her nipple in a flat sweep, taking her onto his taste buds, savoring the sweet salt of her skin. Then he caught her with his teeth, making her gasp and her back arch. He felt how she was breathing so desperately hard and it excited him to feel her so out of control for him. His free hand went to work on the button and zipper of her jeans even as both of hers finished unbuttoning his shirt and pushed it from his broad shoulders. He lifted away from her only long enough to unbutton his cuffs and strip himself free of the fabric completely.

She held him away from her for a moment, devouring him with famished eyes. He truly was a beautiful man, she thought. All of that hot skin and tight musculature. She ran her hands over him, touching him everywhere while he waited patiently for her to get her fill. That would be impossible, she decided. She didn’t think she could ever get enough of him. She finally relaxed her arms and let him come down to her. She arched her back and pressed her front all along his, her sensitive nipples rubbing through the coarse hair of his chest. She drew his mouth to her neck and he obediently kissed her there.

She realized he had successfully undone her jeans when his hand slipped into the fabric and cupped her mound beneath her underwear. His fingertips teased her, toyed with her, slid through the ready wetness he had inspired in her. She moaned as his other hand embraced her breast once more and he tugged on her nipple in time to his fingers finding her clit and circling it slowly. Her legs were on either side of his hips, so she was spread open for him, and he was taking full advantage. She was breathless within minutes, her whole world spinning off its axis. Then he worked a finger inside of her and she exploded into a hair-trigger orgasm.

Never had she come so fast in her life. She’d had a pretty decent sex life in her history, but never had she been so hot or so sensitive.

“Oh yes,” he growled into her ear, “that’s what I like to hear.”

She realized then that she had shouted out his name. She was dizzy in the aftermath, so she was limp and compliant as he pulled free of her long enough to strip her clothes the remainder of the way off her body. As soon as he was back above her, her fingers went to work on his belt and the front closures of his pants.

Suddenly she went still and her eyes flew up to meet his. Two flags of color appeared on her cheeks.

“Do vampires get…sick?”

“Not in the same way humans do. Why do you ask?”

“I know it’s a little too late to ask but…do you get things like AIDS? We had unprotected sex earlier and I…I don’t usually do that. In fact, I don’t ever do that. I don’t even know where my head was at.”

“Hey. We were both a little desperate,” he said soothingly. “We don’t get AIDS or any other venereal diseases. What we should be worried about is pregnancy.”

“I’m on the pill,” she said. “I take it to manage my cramps. They are pretty aggressive.”

He chuckled. “Well, then, we should be good. But if it will make you feel better, I can wear a condom. I have some inside.”

“No. I’m fine. We’re fine.” She slid her hand into his pants and fondled him assertively. He caught his breath and the way he looked at her was positively scorching. “Take off your pants. I didn’t get to see you earlier. I want to see you.”

He pulled away from her and obediently kicked off his shoes and stripped out of the remainder of his clothes. He came back to her slowly, letting her look her fill even as he did the same to her.

“My god, you’re beautiful.”

They said it in unison and they both laughed.

“I didn’t think men were supposed to be beautiful,” he said with amusement.

“You don’t subscribe to that,” she said with confidence.

“No. I find men and women to be quite beautiful. I have lived a long time, experienced many pleasures. I’ve seen beauty some can only dream of and some appreciate to this day. This is a varied world we live in and it should be enjoyed on every level.”

“Have you traveled a lot?” she asked as her hands roamed his skin and then sank below his waist once more.

“I’ve been almost everywhere on this planet that’s worth going to…and some places that are not.” His voice caught as she circled her fingers around him and stroked him slowly. “Are we really talking about this now?”

“I find you fascinating. The idea of someone being alive for centuries, it’s astounding.”

“Then we are equals,” he said. “Because I find you fascinating and astounding.”

“Me? What could I have that you haven’t seen a hundred times already? A thousand times.”

“You are as unique as a fingerprint. There has never been anyone like you and there will never be anyone like you. Each individual is precious and extraordinary. There are no two people alike. There are no two things alike. Even things that look the same have minute imperfections or differences that make them unique.”

“But those are small imperfections…hardly discernible to the naked eye.”

“Your differences are far more evident, it is true. For instance, I have never seen eyes like yours. The way they hover between blue and hazel. It’s extraordinary.”

“You sure know how to turn a girl’s head,” she said with a smile.

“Shall I tell you what part of me you’re turning?” he asked wickedly as he bent forward and took her mouth with his. She chuckled against his lips.

“It’s comforting to know there are some universal things between the males of the species.”

“We are not so different,” he said, raining small kisses on and around her lips between each word. “We all appreciate women in our special way.”

“Not all men appreciate women,” she corrected with a little frown. “I have seen that. Some men despise women and then take it out on them.”

He pulled back and met her troubled eyes.

“I’m sorry. I did not mean to be glib. That was an erroneous statement. Clearly.”

“No. I appreciate what you were trying to say. Forgive me. My job creeps in at the damnedest times.”

He stroked a finger down the side of her face as he met her eyes. “It’s a part of you. Just another piece of you to appreciate. Don’t regret it.”

“I don’t. It’s just…sometimes I wish I could have the luxury of being naive.”

“No. You are too practical for that. You want to be aware of the world around you.”

“And how do you know this?”

“By the way you question me so thoroughly about my species. Now that you know about us you want to know everything. Knowledge is power and you know it.”

“True. But you are right. We shouldn’t talk about this now. I simply want to touch you. To drink you in. To feast on you.”

He chuckled. “I was going to say the very same thing. Funny how alike we think.”

“I rather like it,” she said.

After that they fell silent, communicating with looks, mouths and hands on skin. His mouth broke from hers to trail down her throat, his tongue dipping into the hollow at the base of it. Then that tongue traced her collarbone and he kissed her shoulder. He came back to her breast and took her nipple between his gentle teeth. He moved on quickly, trailing down her breastbone to her belly. She had a flat belly for all she claimed to be out of shape, and he followed the tautness of it to her belly button. He could smell the erotic scent of her growing stronger the closer he got to her core. She smelled of sweetness and musk and dampness. He trailed a tongue straight down through her curls and into the honeyed valley below. Taking the taste of her on his tongue was delicious. She was like sweet syrup, warm and viscous, wet from top to bottom. She was heady and bright. Dark and sultry. A contradiction all her own.

He found her clit with his tongue and danced attendance on it. All the while his hands roamed every inch of her skin, from shoulders to breasts to belly to thighs. She felt surrounded by his touch and her whole body squirmed with pleasure. His mouth on her was pure ecstasy and all she could do was let herself fall into the pleasure he was creating. All of her worries melted away. All of their differences disappeared. In that moment they weren’t vampire and human, they were purely man and woman. Renee burst into orgasm with a shout. He kept his mouth on her from the beginning of the crest to the end, until she was so raw with sensation that she threaded her hands in his hair and pulled him back away from her body.

“Please,” she panted hoarsely. “I need you inside me.”

She didn’t have to ask him twice, although part of him thought it might be enjoyable to make her do so. There was something about the way she begged him that excited him. Gave him extraordinary pleasure. Then again, everything she did gave him extraordinary pleasure. And he was determined to reciprocate.

Rafe crawled up her body, his eyes stalking her as he moved over her with the fluidity and intent of a panther. His hips worked their way between her thighs, keeping her spread open for him. She was panting for breath and he could feel the energy of her arousal rolling off her. It made him crave her in all new ways. Made him long to feed from her, this time with her complete awareness and memory of the situation. But he couldn’t do that. It was far too soon. She would hardly have the energy to move the next day. Unless…

He pushed the thought that whispered through him aside. No. That was a contemplation for another time.

Instead he focused on what he knew to be true, on what was right before him. She was positively glowing and so damn beautiful it hurt to look at her. So instead he closed his eyes and burrowed his nose against her fragrant neck and began to enter her body. But she was having none of that. She pulled his head back and said breathlessly, “Look at me. I want you to look into my eyes.”

He could only obey her. He wanted to obey her. In many ways and in many things. He surged into her just as he opened his eyes and stared down hard into the blue-hazel of hers. He felt her surround him like a tight glove and it made parts of him ache with pleasure. He had one arm bracing his weight above her, leaving his left hand free to enjoy her any way he wanted to. He traced his thumb over her bottom lip when she gasped at his invasion into her body, his fingers skied down her throat as she released a throaty moan of pleasure. His palm caressed her down her breastbone and then cupped her trembling breast. All the while he split his focus between watching himself touching her and holding her gaze so he could meet her pleasure head-on.

Renee held his gaze whenever she could. He was moving inside of her now and she just wanted to close her eyes and revel in the sensations he inspired. But at the same time she wanted to be connected with him on a soulful level as well as a physical one. It was so different than the wild heat of the elevator, and yet somehow twice as impactful. When he dropped his head to suck her nipple into his mouth she wrapped her legs around his waist and clutched him tightly to herself every time he surged forward into her. She consciously tightened around him, grasping at him with her body and her roaming hands.

He let her nipple go with a small pop of sound then surged up and caught her mouth with his. As he kissed her she began to orgasm around him, her body so tight he could barely move. But he did move, quickening his pace. He thrust deeper and harder and listened to her cry out his name as a second orgasm followed the first. Damn but she was responsive. He couldn’t begin to describe how that made him feel. The pleasure it gave him. He was drawing hard for breath, trying to control his release, wanting to sustain it for as long as he could. But it was no use. He came in a blinding rush of sensation, his head spinning and his body awash in spasms of ecstasy. He thrust into her until every drop was spilled and he could no longer maintain his position above her. He collapsed on top of her, his weight falling heavily onto her as he gasped for breath and some semblance of control. But he didn’t want to be in control just then. He wanted to stay this way. Abandoned into her. Giving everything he was to her. Listening to her as she gasped hard for every breath.

Renee wasn’t crushed by his weight in the least. In fact, if she had the strength and wherewithal to do so, she would have held him on herself even tighter. As it was her whole body was limp, her arms completely lax, a perfect lassitude washing over her from head to toe.

They lay that way for long minutes, each catching their breath, each looking into the other’s eyes. She eventually found the strength to reach up and caress the wing of one of his brows. Once she did that it was easy to begin tracing the contours of his face. His well-defined cheekbones, his long aristocratic nose, and his finely sculpted lips. His eyes that were the most beautiful stormy gray.

After a while, he sat up, pulling her with him. Leaving all of their clothes scattered to and fro, he carried her into the bedroom. He settled her down into his bed beneath the covers and kissed her lightly on each of her cheeks.

“Stay. Rest. I’ll make us something to eat.”

“Excellent,” she said with a contented sigh. “I’m positively famished.”

“And I’m a very good cook. I’ll have something for us in no time. Relax. You’ve had quite a day.”

“You can say that again. Go on. Make me something,” she said, shooing him away with her hands. “I’m hungry.”

As he stood up in all his naked glory, she realized she still had an appetite for him. He reached for a robe draped over the foot of the bed and slid into it, hiding himself away from her.

“Not going to cook naked?” she teased.

“Even vampires are vulnerable to accidents at the stove. I’d rather protect my parts, thank you very much.”

“You do that. I like your parts just the way they are.”

“I know the feeling,” he said, his eyes sweeping over her from head to toe in a way that built renewed warmth beneath her skin. “I’ll be right back.”

Rafe left her behind and went into the kitchen.


Chapter 18

They made love twice more after dinner before finally falling into a very deep sleep. Renee was awakened by the sound of music playing over and over again.

She sat up, disoriented for a moment, pushing the wild curls of her hair out of her face. Sunlight was streaming into the bedroom, cascading over a gorgeous sleeping man whose chest she had just abandoned. She slipped out of the covers and grabbed his robe, hurrying into it as she padded barefoot toward the familiar music.

It was her phone playing the theme from Sherlock. Emily had programmed it in one night after a few glasses of wine. It was the least offensive choice, the other being “Baby Got Back.” Renee had put her foot down saying it wasn’t professional. Could she imagine that song playing as she was informing a family their loved one was dead? Absolutely not.

She scrambled around her discarded clothing until she found her jeans and pulled the phone from her pocket.

“Hello?”

“Hey. We’ve got another one,” Jimmy said.

“Another what?” she asked.

“Another body. What else? And the deets sound very familiar. You coming?”

She hesitated. She didn’t have to go. It was her day off. In fact she had the entire weekend off. So did Jimmy. But Jimmy was like her. He never shut off the job completely. He always showed up to work even when he wasn’t called in.

“I’m coming,” she said at last. “But I have a very busy weekend planned. We’ll have to hand this off to someone else until Monday.”

“I just figured you’d want to be there while the scene is fresh.”

“I do. I want to be there. What’s the address?”

“Ready for it?” Jimmy relayed the address and Renee typed it into her phone.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” she told him, trying to calculate how long it would take her to shower, dress, and travel the few blocks to Fifth Avenue. She would have to work fast and even then she was pretty sure her time frame was unachievable. But she would do her best.

She hung up with Jimmy and fetched her overnight bag from where she had dropped it the night before. She snuck past a still-sleeping vampire and hustled into and out of the shower. She dressed in clean jeans and a sweater.

She then hunted for a piece of paper and a pen. He was sleeping so soundly she didn’t want to wake him just to say goodbye. The only thing she found was a whiteboard on the refrigerator, so she quickly jotted a message. Then she texted him just to be sure he got the message. She stuffed her phone and her wallet into her purse and clipped her gun and badge to her belt. She had gone to bed without securing her weapon last night, very much unlike her. She made a mental note to not be so careless in the future. She didn’t even remember taking her weapon off. It had just been discarded as frantically as the rest of her clothes.

There was time for self-recriminations later. Right now she had a crime scene to get to. She then stopped in the center of the room.

Damn it. Rafe had used a keycard to use the elevator last night. Was the card required for going down as well as up? Should she just take the card from his pocket and bring it back later? Hell, depending on how long he slept, she might make it back before he even woke up. Maybe he had a second card somewhere so he wouldn’t be trapped. It made sense that he would have one. There were security guards at the entrance to the building. He could always call one of them to come get him. But would he be embarrassed about that?

She sighed. She hustled into the bedroom after finding his card and knelt by his side of the bed. She touched his shoulder and gently shook him awake. He opened his eyes slowly and she waved the card in front of his face.

“I have to go. Can I take this?”

He blinked then sat up slowly.

“You’re dressed,” he noticed.

“And late,” she added. “Can I take this?” She waved the card again.

“Yes, but…let me come with you.”

“I don’t have time to wait for you,” she said impatiently. “And it’s not like I can bring you to a crime scene.”

“You’re going to a crime scene? I thought you said you had the day off. The weekend off. You cannot go anywhere alone. We’ve already established this.”

She huffed out a sigh of frustration.

“I’ll be fine! The streets are way crowded this time of day.”

“I’m coming with you,” he said, getting out of bed. He was all deliciously naked and for a minute she was thoroughly distracted.

“You can’t,” she insisted. “Aren’t you listening to me?”

“I’ll stay on the sidelines. In the crowd of onlookers. I’m watching out for you whether you like it or not.”

He went into a drawer and pulled out a pair of jeans. He pulled them on, going commando, and was in the next drawer a moment later. He withdrew a cable-knit sweater and had it on before she could blink. Honestly, she was pretty impressed with his speed. He ran a hand through his hair to settle it and then brushed that same hand over the stubble on his jaw along the edges that were not a part of his goatee. But he didn’t even ask if he could shave; he simply took the keycard from her and went in search of his socks and boots and wallet and phone.

She realized he was just as comfortable in casual clothes as he was in a suit. He wore them both very well and she couldn’t decide which she liked better—the sharply dressed businessman or the casually dressed weekend man. She decided she didn’t have to choose, she could clearly have both, so she was content to enjoy him either way.

He made a quick trip to the bathroom and she was tapping her foot impatiently by the time he emerged. He took her hand and guided her into the front room. He took their coats from the closet and she slid hers on quickly. She realized then that he had been very quiet this entire time. As he led her out into the hallway she remarked on it.

“It’s nothing,” he said, clearly lying. It was definitely something.

“Liar,” she accused lightly.

A corner of his lips kicked up as they stood waiting for the elevator.

“It’s just that, with all that’s going on, I can’t believe you were thinking of going out there without me to protect you.”

“I can take care of myself. What will you do if I go undercover? You can’t protect me then.”

“Don’t remind me,” he said darkly. “And anyway, who says you can go undercover? If they have someone watching you already, they know your face.”

“I hardly think the leader of the phants is going to personally know my face.”

“You don’t know that.”

He had a point, but she wasn’t ready to admit it.

“He has flunkies to do his dirty work. And it’s not just me being targeted. He can hardly get to know all of his targets’ faces. He has his little army doing it.”

She was probably right but he wasn’t going to let it go.

“You’re different. You’re mine. I’m third in command under the queen. Only Danton is ranked above me, and that is only because he is in her protective detail and in charge of all of the authoritarians everywhere.”

Then something occurred to her. “If you all came from the same place all those years ago, why doesn’t Danton have the same coloring?”

“Danton is…special. I’ll explain it one day.”

“We have time, why don’t you explain it now?” she said as the elevator arrived.

They stepped inside. Rafe scanned his card and selected the sky lobby. They would switch elevators and head down the rest of the way from there.

“I want to explain it, but I’m not certain I’m allowed to. We very closely guard our secrets. You’ve been let inside, but that doesn’t mean I can tell you everything.”

She understood his reasoning but for some reason it still hurt her. She wasn’t usually so sensitive, but this stung.

“Let me think about it,” he said. “Let me consult with my queen. It’s not that I don’t trust you,” he added firmly. “It’s that others do not trust you.”

She gave him a nod, but she looked away from him. Rafe could tell she was injured by his recalcitrance, but there was nothing he could do about it. He had gotten into trouble for telling her so much already. If he crossed the line again, he would most certainly face a tribunal. And by the time a person reached a tribunal, their guilt was pretty much a given—as was their punishment. And since capital punishment was usually the way things went, he had no desire to lose his life. He had risked it once for her already—and he would probably willingly do so again if it meant her life or death, but he would not be the only one facing a tribunal in this instance. Now that she had been let into the inner circle, she was subject to vampire law. He was certain no one had explained that to her as yet.

“Has anyone told you that you are now, as an insider, subject to vampire law?”

She went still and looked up at him quickly.

“What does that mean for me?”

“It means if you break any of our laws you are bound to face a tribunal and receive punishment.”

“But I don’t know what vampire law is!”

“Ignorance will not be an excuse.”

She sighed. “That’s true with human law as well. Maybe you should start telling me what vampire law is.”

“Well, luckily there is a very short list of laws that, if broken, will put you in front of a tribunal. They are rules such as telling a human being about us. It seems I have escaped that fate thanks to the committee’s approval of you.”

“But the committee only approved of me because they want to use me.”

“Yes. I am aware of this. This is usually the case when the committee decides to let a human into our world. It is so that they can use that person to the benefit of vampires. Granted there is very little your race can offer us, which is why humans who know of us are so rare, but still…”

“I don’t know if I should be honored to be let in on this little secret or pissed off.” Renee huffed out another sigh as they switched elevators. “Tell me more.”

“No vampire can reveal what it is I am not revealing to you now.”

“I kind of figured that one out already,” Renee said rolling her eyes.

“There are special exceptions. I believe you can be one of those exceptions. But as I said, I have to consult with the queen.”

“I find it relatively amusing that you have a vampire queen. It’s so…B movie of you. And rather archaic. Ever hear of democracy?”

“We do have a democracy of sorts. The queen has the last say in almost anything, but she is also put into her position by a vote from all the princes all over the world. She does not inherit her title by blood, although Simone comes from a long line of blood royalty, which means we tend to elevate vampires from her family first. Her line is the most powerful, both politically and literally. She is a wicked creature in battle. I know I would not wish to face her alone in a dark alley.” Rafe flicked his keycard against his fingertips, a sign of his anxiety. “There is a hierarchy. Every ten years we elect a queen or king and a successor in case they should die. The successor would serve out the ten-year term of the queen or king and another vote would be taken. If the successor dies too then a new vote is taken and a new head of our government elected. So you see? We are a democracy after all.”

“So it seems. Only, our president can’t make unilateral decisions. He has others to answer to. An entire nation, the Senate, the House. Heads of other countries.”

“The queen may have unilateral power for her tenure, but she does answer to others. For instance, she will not be re-elected if she abuses her power. Also, if enough princes get together, they can overthrow her government.”

“How many princes?”

“Ninety percent. Anything less is considered a rebellion and a coup that must be put down using any means necessary.”

“Well hell, I’m going to get myself killed my first week here.”

Alarm crossed his features. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I am known to protect laws I feel are unjust or punishments that are too severe—or not severe enough. I love my job. I’m very good at my job, but I don’t always agree with it. I don’t always like it. Because we have free speech here I am allowed to voice my opinion quite loudly.”

“But you wouldn’t be where you are in your job if you railed against the system too much,” he said knowingly.

“This is true. I pick my battles and I don’t fight when I know I cannot win. But I will speak up. I will protest. Even if it’s just to complain. Otherwise I use my voting ability and other such methods to express my agreement or disagreement. It seems in vampire land, there’s no such thing as a protest. A protest goes against the queen. Going against the queen gets you in trouble.”

“These are all false assumptions,” he said with a wry chuckle. “You are jumping to conclusions about us. We do not punish you for speaking your mind or protesting our ways, we only punish you if you physically or politically try to undermine the queen. And when I say politically I mean a rebellion of massive proportions. Rather like what the phants are trying to do now. Speaking against the queen is one thing, trying to overthrow her is something else entirely.”

“Okay so…what else? What other vampire laws are there?”

They had reached the parking lot and he let her out of the elevator before him, guiding her toward where he had parked in case she didn’t remember.

“One is we don’t discuss vampires outside of the building unless it is an emergency. It is too easy for someone to listen in on a conversation.”

“Wait, what about the vampires who don’t live here?”

“This rule is specific to each of their locations. No vampire is allowed to live out in the world alone. They must work out of a protected environment.”

“That sounds very restrictive.”

“There are protected environments all over the world. Vampires can live in many places and can travel anywhere for short periods of time. They could conceivably live outside of a protected environment, but they would never be allowed to say the word ‘vampire’ to anyone else. That kind of life would be too isolated. So every vampire lives in a protected environment. Also, it allows us to sleep easy when there are phants out there looking to attack us.”

“I see. But phants have the freedom to do anything they wish?”

“Phants have their own protected environments. But we hunt them actively. There are very few safe places they can lay their heads without the threat of an authoritarian or a bounty hunter on their ass.”

“You have bounty hunters?”

“For very special cases who manage to elude the authoritarians or who have inside knowledge of our working government. We recently lost someone who gave in to the sickness. We believe that’s how the phants learned of the treaty.”

“Who was he?”

“His name was Roth. Is Roth. He’s still out there…if Halo hasn’t gotten to him yet. Halo’s one of the best bounty hunters we have, so it’s conceivable he’s already gotten Roth and I just don’t know about it yet. Roth’s betrayal was a bad one. We still don’t know why he gave in to the sickness of sycophanthropy. Then again, why does anyone?”

“So this Roth guy was important?”

“Yeah. Really important. If he’s found his way to Killean, the damage will be massive…as you can see by Killean just learning about the treaty and the fallout you are caught up in because of it. Roth was pretty high up in the queen’s service. He had access to a lot of sensitive information, not the least of which was the queen’s entire schedule. The logistics and personal inconvenience of her being forced to change her entire routine was a nightmare.”

“And Roth’s stomping grounds before all of this was here in this building? In Midtown?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Well, if he’s gone rogue, he sounds a little like my perp.”

He frowned deeply. “All the more reason to stay away from this.”

“So you think it could be him?”

“It could be. He matches the description you gave me, looks like your picture.”

“Then it could be him! We have to stop him!”

“He’ll be stopped. As I said, we have our best bounty hunter on his tail. If it is Roth he’s being dealt with. But it could just as easily be a vampire wholly unrelated to all of this speculation.”

“I know. It just seems very coincidental that you have a vampire go rogue one day and the next bodies start popping up.”

“I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m just saying there are hundreds of sycophants out there. It could be any of them.”

“True,” she admitted. They got into the car and buckled up. “So once we leave this building we can’t discuss vampires?”

“That’s the idea.”

“But I have so many questions,” she said with a frown.

“Just use the word ‘friend’ instead of vampire. Try it.”

“All right. So when you told me all about vampires, er, friends while sitting in the middle of a restaurant, you were breaking the law?”

“Yes. But telling you about friends was the worst crime.”

They drove out of the parking structure after she gave him the address.

“What else?”

“I can’t think of anything more important than what we’ve already discussed.”

“But there are other things.”

“You’ll learn those along the way. These are the ones with the stiffest penalties.”

“So let me get this straight. It’s possible you can be put to death just for talking about va—friends outside of this building?”

“It is a serious infraction. No mention of it in emails. Texts. Over the phone. None of it. All of these things can be compromised.”

“All right. But what about your treaty? How did you tell all those other princes in all those other territories about your treaty?”

“It is carefully worded in an electronic format that is protected by very advanced encryption. The words ‘friends’ and ‘nation’ are used in place of the word ‘vampire.’ ”

“Ooh, you said the word,” she teased.

“It’s the last time, I assure you.” He reached across the gearshift and took hold of her hand. He brought it to his lips, kissing the back of it. It was oddly intimate all of a sudden and she flushed warmly with unexpected pleasure. She didn’t know what to make of the reaction. She wasn’t one to get all flighty and fluttery over a man’s attentions. She was a practical woman. Down to earth. She didn’t swoon or whatever it was they did in romance novels. Hell, she’d never even read a romance novel. Not on purpose anyway. She’d read stories with sex and romantic elements, but not one geared specifically for romantic fluttering.

She turned her gaze away from him. It hurt to look at his handsome face just then for some reason. Confused, she blinked hard. What was wrong with her? She barely even knew the guy when it came right down to it. Sure, the sex was fantastic, and sure, she’d never jumped into sex so fast in her life, but there had been special circumstances.

At least…that’s what it had seemed like at the time. Really, would it have been so tragic if she’d had her memory of him wiped? It wasn’t as though she had any feelings for him. No. She’d just been worried about the danger aspect, she told herself.

It was far too soon to have developed feelings for him. That is, she cared about his well-being and safety as she would any other human being’s, but she didn’t feel anything outside of a grand case of lust and, in spite of his being a vampire and she being human, a warm sensation that the possibilities for the future were very good.

She shouldn’t feel that way. Hell, any sane person would have walked away the minute the word “vampire” came into the picture—before that even. When he had brought danger into her life. Apparently she wasn’t a sane person. She was a crazy person. Crazy to be attracted to such danger. Then again, she’d never really been the type to say no to an adrenaline rush. She’d even bungeed off a bridge over the Colorado River. Well, an offshoot of the Colorado River. Still it had been high and dangerous and thrilling.

Was that what this was? Was Rafe high and dangerous and thrilling? She suspected he was. But he was also much more than that. She could tell he was a kind and caring person. He’d been nothing but polite and forthcoming, almost to his own detriment.

No. There was no almost about it. He had risked everything for her. Realizing that vampire justice often required capital punishment, he had risked his life for hers. There was no looking at it from any other direction.

She squeezed his hand as she tried to imagine a world without such an incredible man. Not only was he beautiful on the outside, but he seemed to be a treasure on the inside as well. She wanted to get to know him better, and he needed to stay around in order for that to happen. He needed to take better care of himself.

They arrived at the crime scene in short order and as expected there was a large crowd pressed up against the police barricades. There were several officers controlling the crowd and she showed her badge to one of them, leaving Rafe behind at the barricades.

She found Jimmy easily—right next to the dead body. This time it was a woman in an alley in the snow, slumped forward over her own legs. Her hair was in a bun, which was pulled to the side off kilter and half hanging loose. Clearly visible on the back of her neck were bite wounds.

“Another alley, another body. Only it’s a female this time. Our guy doesn’t seem to have a sexual preference. I hate to say it, but I think we’re looking at a serial killer.”

“Any witnesses?”

“Not that have come forward. ME says it took place about six hours ago. She’s been sitting here freezing in this alley all night long, poor thing. Damn, I want to get this guy,” Jimmy said fiercely.

“I do too,” Renee said, glancing over at Rafe.

Jimmy followed her gaze.

“Isn’t that the same guy who came to the precinct yesterday?”

Renee refused to look at Jimmy, crouching down to inspect the body a little closer.

“Do we know who she is?”

“Oooh, avoiding the question. It must be serious. Well, you’re not wearing the same clothes as yesterday, so that’s a plus.”

“James, mind your business. Who is she?”

“Iona Carter. Twenty-six. We have to inform the family.”

“My favorite part,” she said with a sigh.

“I know. But I gotta say, you always do it as well as can be expected. They prefer hearing it from you than me. Maybe it’s because I’m too pretty,” James said.

“Ha! Hardly. Give me some gloves.”

Jimmy handed her a pair of gloves and she snapped them on. She reached out and brushed back the straggling hair from her bun.

“Maybe we can get DNA from the saliva,” Jimmy said.

“Maybe,” Renee said noncommittally. She didn’t even know if vampires had DNA. They had to have DNA. Everything had DNA. And what would that DNA look like under a microscope? Would you be able to tell it wasn’t human? Was Rafe’s entire race in jeopardy just because of a little saliva?

“Well, Stella will swab the wound. She’ll find something. It doesn’t look as though she fought much. Other than her hair being mussed, there’s no sign of a struggle. Maybe he used a weapon to subdue her before he bit her.”

“Maybe,” Renee said again. “We’ll have to see if Stella finds any bruising. I think he just overpowered her.” Or used hypno on her, Renee thought. It was something they would never be able to see in a physical exam. “Outside of this bite we’re not sure it’s the same guy. Stella will have to compare dental impressions.”

“C’mon. It has to be the same guy. There can’t be two people running around biting people on the back of the neck. What I can’t figure out is why.”

Actually, there could be hundreds of people running around biting people on the back of the neck, she thought, once more glancing in Rafe’s direction. His expression was serious and brooding. This had to be stressing him out. Every body put his people one step closer to exposure. They had to find this guy and fast.

“Here’s the kick in the pants,” Jimmy said. “With the first guy it was a heart attack that killed him. I figured he got scared to death and it triggered a heart attack. But this girl’s young and looks healthy. There’s no sign of trauma other than the bite. Who gets bitten to death?”

“There must be something else,” Renee lied. “Maybe he smothered her or cut off her air somehow.”

“Wouldn’t we see bruises around her mouth? Inside her lips where her teeth might have cut into her?”

“Maybe there is but we just can’t see it yet. It’ll be up to Stella to tell us what’s what. Makes no sense to stand here guessing all day.”

“Hey. We’re detectives. Guessing is an integral part of what we do.”

She laughed softly. “I supposed that’s true. But we guess with facts. Draw conclusions more than guess. Let’s canvass the crowd. Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone saw something. Doesn’t hurt to hand out a couple dozen business cards.”

Jimmy nodded and they both rose up to full height. They tackled the crowd together, Renee working as if it were a case needing to be solved instead of one she already knew most of the answers to. Jimmy wanted to know why and she already knew the answer to that. All she wanted to know was the who and how she was going to handle it once she found out who the perpetrator was. She supposed she would have to go to Rafe with it. She didn’t know anyone else other than the members of the committee and most of them had made it clear they weren’t interested in having much contact with her. Except the one who had wanted her help.

The coroner came and took away the body. The crowd dwindled now that there was nothing to gawk at. Renee was thoroughly chilled by the time she met up with Jimmy again.

“Anything?” she asked, even though she could tell just by looking at him that he had nothing to be encouraged by.

“Zip. But maybe something will shake loose once we leave. We get calls into the tip lines all of the time.”

“Yeah…when we can sort through them all and weed out the crackpots.”

“Hey, aren’t you the one who is supposed to think positively and I’m supposed to be the cynic?” Jimmy asked.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just cold.”

“Well, head on home. I’ll notify the family. We’ll tackle this when we get the ME’s report on Monday.”

“Are you sure? I can come with you on the notify.”

“I’m a big boy. I can handle it. I’ll be very sensitive.”

She looked at him dubiously a moment, but she knew he was fully capable of doing it on his own. Hell, he had taught her how to do it.

“All right. I need to get somewhere warm.” She gave Jimmy a fist bump, then turned and walked toward Rafe.

He was staring steadily into her eyes as she approached him, his look intense. She couldn’t read if he was angry or worried or both. He just seemed somehow…darker…than before.

“Come on. Let’s go warm you up,” he said, making her wonder if he had heard her tell Jimmy she was cold. Was his hearing somehow as supernatural as the rest of him, or was he just empathetic to her situation?

“Our friend has struck again,” she murmured.

“It may not be the same guy.”

“Same hunting ground. Same MO. We’ll compare bite marks to know for sure.” She rubbed the back of her neck where she knew she had similar bite marks. She’d had to wear her hair down because of them.

She thought then of what would have happened to her had someone other than Rafe found her. Maybe they had. Would she even know if another vampire had fed from her?

“How do I know you’re the first and only friend to…to use me for energy.”

“Because we can tell when a friend has been there before us. It’s sort of like marking territory.”

“So there’s been no one but you?”

“No one. Probably because of your job. We tend to steer clear of those in investigative professions. Just in case.”

“In case?”

“It’s not as though we leave zero trace. Hypno is very strong, almost unbreakable except by the friend who instituted it in the first place. However, it wouldn’t be the first time someone noticed something was out of place. For instance, if a friend feeds too often from the same place. The source becomes depleted, open to any number of diseases and conditions it normally would fight off. Have you ever heard of someone incredibly healthy suddenly turning ill for no reason? Like I said, we leave traces. No one has figured it out as yet, but we take no chances.”

“You took a chance and look what happened.”

“I did. And had we not been attacked you would never have known the difference. I would have just been an acquaintance or friend.”

“It felt more like dating,” she corrected him.

He smiled at that, a smooth secretive smile.

“I suppose it was. I was too fascinated by you to treat you any other way. Believe me, I was not trying to deceive or mislead you.”

“If I felt that you were I wouldn’t be here. I understand why you did all that you did. You were protecting yourself and your nation.”

“I’m very glad you see it that way. I would never hurt you.”

“I know that,” she said softly, looking up into his eyes. He stopped their progress, turning her to face him. He cupped her face in his gloved hands and tipped her head back. He bent his head and touched his lips to hers. It started out as a gentle kiss, but it quickly grew more intense. More heated. But before they could get carried away, he pulled himself away from her. He reached down and took her hand. Then he chuckled and held up their joined hands.

“Are you going to take these off?”

Renee looked at their hands and saw she was still wearing the blue latex gloves from the crime scene. She laughed sheepishly and stripped them off, stuffing them into her coat pocket. She pulled out her winter gloves and tugged them onto her stone-cold fingers.

“Better,” she said.

“No doubt.”

Rafe led her to the car and before she knew it she was inside and the heat was on, warming her cold bones.


Chapter 19

“Do you have a nice dress?” he asked her as they were driving back toward his building.

“Define ‘nice.’ ”

“A gown.”

“Yikes. I haven’t worn a gown like…ever.”

“There’s a diplomatic dinner tonight and the attire is formal. I was hoping you would come with me.”

“Oh no. I don’t think so,” she said adamantly. “A human in a roomful of va—friends who want nothing to do with her? No, thanks. I’ll stick out like a sore thumb.”

“Those human colloquialisms always amuse me. One would think someone would protect a sore thumb by covering it, not sticking it out. Now, as for that, you will not be the only human there. And no one will make you feel unwelcome. You are accepted now.”

“Accepted as what? A canapé?” She rolled her eyes. “There’s still a chance someone will want to eat me.”

“There’s a chance of that if you go undercover as you are planning. A far greater chance. A far riskier proposition. You will be protected by me at this party.”

Which was more than he could say if she were to go undercover. The very thought of it made him ill. He had been trying not to think about it and since she had not brought it up he had put it out of his mind. But now he had brought it up and he knew he was going to regret it.

“I would much rather get this undercover thing under way. You said it was crucial we get close and find out what the plan is this weekend. So stop wasting time and help me figure out a cover. Something fast. Something believable.”

“We’ll have to consult with Danton. He already texted me that he wanted to see you.”

“Really? When were you going to tell me this?” she asked irritably.

“I’m telling you now. You were a little busy a few minutes ago.”

She settled. “So what do you think he’s going to say? Will he have suggestions or is he expecting us to come up with one?”

“I’m sure he’ll have a suggestion. He probably has a network already in place so you won’t be going in cold. But the odds of you getting close enough to find out where Killean is and notifying us are very small. Not in the amount of time you have.”

“Well, I can at least try. Take me to Danton.”

“We’re going there now. He’s in the same building.”

“What kind of work do you all do in that building?”

“The kind that makes enough money to keep all the New York friends living in comfort.”

“Do you have communal earnings?”

“And living. We work together and support one another as a community in all ways. None of us go hungry. None of us are out in the cold. We are always welcome as long as we follow the law.”

“So you’re a bunch of hippies living in the city,” she teased.

“Basically.” He pulled into the parking garage and parked in his spot.

“But some of you are more important than others.”

“Even hippies need leaders.”

They alighted from the vehicle and headed toward the elevators.

The attack came out of nowhere. Someone came up behind them and slammed into them. Both went sprawling onto the concrete floor as heavy weights crushed down on them from above. Renee felt and saw a sack of some kind being pulled down over her head, blinding her with darkness. She struggled to get free, but there were too many hands grabbing on to too many of her appendages. Then she was being lifted and thrown into what she assumed was a vehicle. A metal van to be exact, judging by the feel of the van’s bed along her body as she was pinned down. Someone tied her wrists together behind her back using a zip tie. They did the same to her feet and then lifted away from her, leaving her lying on her belly on the cold metal floor with the sack still over her head.

There was a jerk of movement and the squeal of tires as the van raced out of the parking garage.

Renee tried to get her bearings. She wondered if Rafe had been taken as well, or if he had been left there…or worse, killed. Panic tried to creep over her as she thought of him losing his life.

“Rafe? Rafe!” she cried.

But there was no response other than a sharp kick in her ribs.

“Keep quiet. Unless you want me to eat you. Wouldn’t you like that, guys? To eat her? She’s all fresh and clean. She’d be pretty tasty.”

“Yeah,” said a female voice. “Tasty.”

Someone reached out and stroked the back of her neck beneath the sack and she felt her stomach clench with panic once more.

No. She had to keep a cool head. They were trying to scare her. They would get off on it. She couldn’t give them the satisfaction. It would give them all of the power.

“I already belong to someone else,” she said boldly.

“Oh, we don’t care about that. We don’t care if a hundred vampires have come before us. We’ll still eat you. Suck you dry until you die,” the female said wickedly.

“Yeah. You’ve seen our handiwork haven’t you, nosy bitch? You know what it looks like when we suck someone to death.”

So, they knew who she was and what she was investigating. Did that mean it was two different vampires that had attacked her two victims? Were these attacks somehow systematic? Had they captured her because she was getting close to some answers? But how could that be? She didn’t think she was that close at all. They had only just begun their investigations. They hadn’t had time to unearth even the smallest clue.

Unless…unless she had seen and done something she wasn’t aware of. But what? What could it be?

It might not be that at all. This might have nothing to do with her. It might have something to do with Rafe. Where was he? Was he captive as well? She had to know!

“Where are you taking us?” she asked, fishing for information.

“The boss wants to see you. And don’t ask us why. We don’t know and we don’t care.”

That didn’t tell her much. It didn’t even tell her if Rafe was with them.

“Who’s your boss?”

“Shut up!” She got another kick in the ribs, making her curl up protectively with a groan.

All she could do then was lie quietly and take in everything around her. She became aware of every pothole they hit. Aware of every turn they took. She tried to keep a map in her head, but after a while there was no telling where they were or what direction they were going in. Instead she listened to the people in the back of the van, who proved to be very talkative.

“Take us down Sixty-Fifth through the park,” a new voice from the back of the van said.

So that meant there were at least four actors. One driver and three in the back of the van. She figured there was probably one more riding shotgun.

“Don’t tell me how to drive,” a voice from up front barked.

“It’s going to take forever if we go this way.”

“Are you really in a rush to get back?”

That won a moment of silence and she got the feeling they weren’t in a rush at all. Maybe she could use that. Maybe they weren’t happy about this assignment they had been given.

Even so, they had carried it out quickly and smoothly. As if they had done it before. But then again, it had been a blitz attack. The many outweighing the few. She and Rafe hadn’t even gotten off a single punch or kick. At least, not that she’d seen. She hadn’t heard sounds of Rafe fighting. She didn’t know what that meant.

Was he with them?

Was he well? Was he dead?

She didn’t know. And she didn’t know how to find out. She grew angry. What good had all her police training done her? She hadn’t even had time to react.

But she still had her gun clipped to her belt she realized. They hadn’t disarmed her. They were clearly banking on the fact that she was subdued and tied up. But the thing was…she knew how to snap a zip tie. She had learned it in a training scenario. At the time she had wondered when she would ever need to know this but now she was grateful for the lesson. The only question was when she should go after her weapon. She would have to break free, pull off her hood, and draw her gun within a matter of seconds to keep from being overpowered again.

She could do it, she thought, gearing herself up. She rolled over onto her back and sat up. No one kept her from sitting up, so she pushed her luck further and came up onto her knees, trying to keep her balance as they took turns hard. The driver was beyond a typical New York driver. You would think he was in the Daytona 500.

“Killean is going to reward us good for getting them,” the female said.

Renee froze. Killean? Killean was behind this? Was that where they were going? Were they finally going to learn where Killean was? And she’d just said “them.” That meant Rafe was with her.

Her plan changed. She would take someone captive and have him or her take her to Killean. Take both her and Rafe. And an army of others. They could call in Danton and any number of vampires. They could finally get him and make them all safe. Make Rafe’s queen safe. All the diplomats safe. She would do what she had promised to do: She would help the vampire nation.

But were these people armed? Were they simply depending on their strength and numbers or did they have weapons as well?

It was clear they saw her as no kind of threat as she backed up against the wall of the van, hiding her hands from view as best as she was able to tell. She twisted her wrists in opposing directions, bearing the pain happily. Then with a jerk of her hands she snapped the ties. She reached up and yanked off her hood while simultaneously drawing her weapon. Her police training kicked in. She took in all of her targets at once and started shooting the nearest one first. She remembered she needed to do brain-stem shots so she aimed for the backs of their head or their throats, whichever was facing her.

Pop! Pop!

Two targets down in rapid succession. The other two froze as their compatriots fell over. It gave her time to take out the third vampire. Then the fourth surged forward, rushing her. She moved forward into him, bringing her elbow up into his face. He grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled painfully hard, skewing her ability to aim. She brought her gun up by feel, popped off a shot, sending the vampire back with a jerk. He let go of her hair as he gaped at her in surprise, his hand going to his chest where she’d shot him. That moment of surprise was all she needed. She aimed for his throat and pulled the trigger. She then aimed at the driver and shot him in the arm. He cried out and the van careened wildly. She was sent lurching forward, but she kept hold of her gun as she rolled across the van floor. As she rolled she snapped the tie around her ankles, came up and aimed at the driver again.

“Stop the van or the next one’s right through your neck!”

The driver hit the brakes hard, and Renee used the momentum to propel herself to her feet and forward. She grabbed the driver by his shirt and pressed her weapon to the back of his neck. The van was halted and she looked out of the window to see people staring and yelling at them for the erratic driving.

“Now turn us around and take us back to the parking lot you took us from,” she instructed him, pressing the gun more firmly into his skull.

He quickly did as she asked, taking them around the block and heading back in the direction of the vampire’s building. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Rafe lying there, unmoving, a hood on his head and his hands and feet bound. But she resisted the urge to go to him. She had to keep control of the driver. He was their only source for finding Killean.

“Rafe?” she called to him.

No response. She gritted her teeth and said to the driver, “If you’ve hurt him, I’m going to take pleasure in personally shooting you in every joint of your body. Kneecaps. Elbows. Wrists. You get the idea.”

“Y-yes.”

“Why did you kidnap us?” she asked. “Why me?”

“I-I-It wasn’t about you. It’s about him. You’re just collateral.”

“So why do you want him?”

“I-I think it’s because he knows where every lawful vampire diplomat is staying.”

Renee frowned. She hadn’t realized Rafe was so full of such sensitive information. He was a target. The target. That was why he’d been attacked twice in as many nights. Not just because they were all being attacked. That had to have been a red herring to cover who their actual target was. But what specific information was Killean after?

“Why does Killean want to know where the diplomats are staying?”

“I don’t know,” he said shakily.

Renee nudged the gun against the back of his head.

“I swear I don’t know!” he cried.

“We’ll see,” she said as they pulled into the underground garage once more. They found a spot and parked. Then Renee yanked the driver out of his seat and dragged him into the back of the van. “Untie him,” she instructed him, pushing him toward Rafe. By this time the other vampire bodies had disintegrated. This seemed to shake up the driver more than anything.

“Please. I don’t want to die and disappear into nothingness.”

“Then do as I say. Untie him.”

The vampire shakily withdrew a knife from his belt and Renee pressed the gun even tighter to his skull.

“One wrong move and you’re dust. If you hurt him, I’ll kill you. Cut the ties then hand the knife to me.”

She followed his every move, watching him carefully for signs he might use the knife in a dangerous way. She would cut the ties herself, but she didn’t want to turn her back to this vampire. He was stronger than she was. Faster. She couldn’t afford to move her gun even an inch away from his head.

They moved carefully in tandem, the vampire reaching to pull off Rafe’s hood and then cut the tie at his feet. Renee bit her lip when she saw Rafe was bleeding from the head. He had been hit hard enough to knock him out cold and cause a deep gash in his head. It made her angry all over again.

“Now his hands.”

The vampire hesitated and tensed. She suspected he might try something so she took her advantage in her hands. If Rafe could be knocked out, then so could this vampire. She raised up her gun and then brought it back down hard on the back of his head. The first strike only dazed him it seemed, so she had to hit him again. Finally he slumped over, unconscious.

She snatched up the knife and, without turning her back on the unconscious vampire, she cut Rafe’s bonds free. Then she softly patted his cheek, trying to rouse him. When that didn’t work she tried slapping him harder.

“Rafe! Wake up!”

He stirred and opened his eyes with a groan. He rolled onto his back and looked up at her.

“What the hell?” he asked.

“Blitz attack. But I got us out in one piece. Listen, this vampire knows where Killean is right now. He may be our only chance at getting him but we have to act quickly. If they don’t show up with us in tow within the expected time Killean might cut bait and run.”

“Why the hell does Killean want you so bad?” Rafe asked, sitting up and taking in his surroundings. There was blood spatter all over the inside of the van from her having blown out the vampires’ brains. “How many were there?”

“Five total. But now we’re down to one. And they don’t want me. They want you. I think they took me to use as a means to get you to cooperate with them. They would’ve probably tortured me in front of you to coerce you into giving away information about the diplomats that are in town.”

Rafe touched the back of his head where his wound was. His fingers came away bloody.

“Those sick bastards,” he said with feeling. “They’re lucky you killed them first. I might not have been so kind as to end it quickly. But it was smart thinking to keep this one alive.”

Rafe reached out and opened the door to the side of the van. He got out then reached in for the body of the other vampire. He hauled him up over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry and they left the van behind and headed for the elevators. Rafe scanned his card and they went shooting up to the sky lobby. There they switched elevators and went up to the penthouse. Meanwhile, Renee found herself having a hard time putting her gun away. She felt the need to be in a constant state of readiness, something she had learned in the academy. However, it could be exhausting to remain in that state for long periods of time. She had to behave judiciously.

She followed Rafe out of the elevator and down the hallway to a pair of grand double doors that obviously led into the penthouse apartment. Rafe rang the bell then pounded on the door for good measure. After a short while the door opened revealing a petite woman.

“Darcy, I need to see the queen.”

“Yes, sir. Of course. She’s in her office.”

To Darcy’s credit she didn’t bat an eye at the unconscious man draped over Rafe’s shoulder. She simply turned aside and let them enter the house. Rafe was obviously familiar with the place because he headed straight down a nearby hallway and arrived at a second set of double doors. He pushed them open without knocking and they entered the room.

A beautiful redheaded woman sat on a sofa in a large conversation area, her bare feet tucked up beneath her and a book open in her lap. She looked up at Rafe with a small measure of surprise. She arched a brow when Rafe hoisted his baggage off his shoulder and dropped it hard on the unforgiving wood floor in front of the couch. The unconscious vampire groaned softly at the abuse. The groan made Renee worry that he was coming out of his forced sleep.

“Well, Rafe, what have you brought me today?” the woman—Renee could only assume she was the queen—put her book aside slowly, dog-earing the page she was on as if she had all the time in the world and there was nothing to get excited over. She was a graceful woman. By her smart, elegant suit, it was clear to see she was sophisticated and fashion forward. Her long red hair was swept up into an elaborately coiffed style that lifted her mass of hair off her shoulders and onto the top of her head. Renee envied her the look she seemed to wear so easily. Her own curly hair would never behave long enough to be so beautifully styled and her figure was far from elegant.

“This sycophant and his companions just tried to kidnap me and Renee only minutes ago.”

Alarm struck the queen’s serene features. “Are you okay?” She was on her feet in the next instant and was suddenly mere inches away from Rafe, her hands cupping his head as she inspected it. She noticed the blood and gasped in a small breath. “Rafe!”

“It’s nothing,” Rafe insisted, catching her hands in his and drawing them down to rest against his chest.

Renee felt the hot lick of jealousy pulse through her before she could think to check the emotion. The queen was far too close to him. Far too familiar with him. There was clearly a lot of intimate history between them. Renee could see it in the way they met each other’s eyes and modulated their voices. The queen was precious to Rafe.

Did that mean they were intimate on a physical level? She had no idea what Rafe’s ideas of intimacy were. Was he one of those men who slept with whatever woman struck his fancy? Was she just the flavor of the week? She had not thought to ask him what the nature of their relationship was to him. If it could be called a relationship. They’d known each other a few days, they’d had sex a few times. She had no claim on him.

So then why did it feel like she was on fire with jealousy over how close they seemed to be? She wasn’t even the jealous type! What was wrong with her? There were other more serious problems to be worried about.

“Call Danton. And Halo. We’ll need every good man we can get. This phant knows where Killean is this very moment. We have no time to waste. If he doesn’t return with us soon Killean will know they failed and he’ll move on,” Rafe told her.

“I’ll call right away. This might finally be the chance we were looking for! Thank you, Rafe.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank Renee. If not for her and her police skills, we would still be held captive. Killean would have used me and killed us both when I didn’t give him what he wanted.”

“Thank you then, Renee. I cannot express to you how special Rafe is to me. You have saved one of the true treasures of this nation. Not to mention my own personal feelings.” The queen blinked her eyes rapidly and looked away, but not before Renee could see the tears wetting her lashes. Renee’s feeling of possessiveness grew stronger and she couldn’t help herself when she moved up beside Rafe and pulled at his arm a little. He stepped away from the queen and moved closer to her and she felt immediate relief. But all the same he reached out a hand and stroked his fingers over the queen’s face fondly.

“Don’t be upset,” he soothed her. “I am fine. We are all fine.”

Renee had been on the receiving end of that touch herself and she felt wickedly angry emotions roiling beneath her surfaces. Did he touch all the women he knew like that? With that intimacy that made them feel like they were the only one in the world who mattered to him?

“Now I need to focus on getting Danton here with as many others as possible,” Rafe said, moving away from the queen and facing Renee. He touched her down the length of her throat and she felt her breath catch beneath his hand. Maybe he did touch every woman he met like that. Maybe she shouldn’t assign so much meaning to it. Still, it hurt to not be special in his eyes. Especially when he had grown so special to her.

Renee hesitated and examined that thought and the feeling that went with it. He really had become important to her, never mind the shortness of their time together. Their relationship had been forged in excitement and strife, and it had drawn them together into an undeniable intimacy fast and fiercely. At least, it had for her. She didn’t know about him.

Rafe stepped away from her after placing a soft kiss on her lips. She was thrilled that he did so in front of the queen. She felt like it marked the nature of their relationship to the other woman. She would have preferred if he had been more heated, the kiss more of a brand. Something that showed on the outside what she was feeling on the inside.

To that end she grabbed hold of his arm and turned him back to her. She rushed her body up against his, cupped his face in her hands, and drew him back to her mouth for a hot, blistering kiss. Her body curved into his aggressively, her hand sliding down his neck to his shoulders as his arms wrapped around her. He took over the kiss in the next heartbeat, dragging her in tight, his hard body pressed all along her softer one. Their tongues tangled and their bodies heated. But after what seemed like too brief a time, he lifted his head away from her and drew in deep breaths.

“Soon,” he murmured breathlessly against her temple as he kissed her there lightly.

She nodded, content for the time being with their extremely public and possessive display. She drew away from him and looked toward the queen, ready to gauge her reaction. But Simone wasn’t even looking at them. She was focused on her phone and the texts she was sending. Frowning in consternation, Renee stepped away from Rafe and crossed the room to where Rafe had dumped the body of the sycophant. She checked on his state of consciousness until she was satisfied he was genuinely out cold. She wouldn’t put it past him to fake it.


Chapter 20

Both Rafe and the queen were on the phone, speaking rapidly in a variety of languages until people began to show up. The first was Danton, the tall black vampire from the committee. He nodded to Renee in greeting then moved toward Rafe and the queen. He took in the unconscious phant and raised a brow.

“Keeping a pet, are we?” he asked.

“This phant knows where Killean is right now,” Rafe explained shortly.

Tension immediately whipped through the other man.

“How long?”

“About twenty minutes. We’re running out of time. If we don’t get ready and get after him now, we might lose him. He might move before we even get a chance to mobilize.”

Just then the sound of a phone going off filled the room. It wasn’t a full ring, but it was definitely the sound of a notification. No one checked their phones, already knowing that it wasn’t any of their personal phones. Rafe knelt by the phant and searched his body. He found the phant’s phone and read the text message that had come through.

“It says ‘report,’ ” Rafe said.

Rafe swiped at the phone and tried to access it. It was locked with a passcode.

“Try his thumbprint,” Renee suggested.

Rafe did so and he smiled when the smartphone unlocked and the text messages bloomed across the screen.

“Killean. The texts are from Killean.”

“What should we do? Answer it?”

Rafe scanned through the previous texts.

“There’s something off about these texts. They seem a little awkward. Some of them don’t make sense to me. It must be some kind of code. If we answer we might be breaking the code and tipping Killean off.”

“If we don’t answer the same thing will happen,” Renee said.

“Wake him up,” Danton said to Rafe.

Rafe spent the next couple of minutes trying to rouse the phant. During that time the queen’s penthouse became a hotbed of activity. More and more people arrived. Until even the spacious penthouse began to feel a little crowded. With each arrival the queen explained what was happening.

“Simone,” Rafe said, “get me a glass of water.”

Simone did so herself, rather than delegating the task as Renee might have expected a queen to do. She came back with the water and Rafe slowly spilled it over the phant’s nose and mouth until the phant gagged and woke up, spewing water and coughing hard.

“There we go. He’s awake,” Rafe said with a cold smile for the phant. “We need you to text your boss and tell him you’re still waiting on my arrival. And you need to do it,” he said as he handed him the phone, “in code. I know you’re talking in code to him. Tell me what it is.”

“It…every first word of the text has to use the next letter in Killean’s name, and then it starts again from the beginning. I’m on the second L. See?”

The phant turned the phone toward Rafe who quickly reviewed the messages to see if he was telling the truth. He nodded when he was satisfied that he was.

“Tell him…‘Leave it to me. We’ll have him shortly.’ ”

Rafe nodded at Danton’s suggestion and took the phone from the phant to type in the message. He hit send and held his breath.

The phone made a sound as the response appeared. Hurry up.

“I don’t think he suspects anything yet,” Danton said. “But he will if we don’t get our shit together.”

“You’re going to take us to Killean,” Rafe said to the phant.

“He’ll kill me!” the phant cried.

“So will we. Look at it this way, you’ve had a good run. You’ve gotten the chance to run wild and debauch yourself. You’ve lived your life fully.”

“Not so fully. We only get what Killean gives us…and that isn’t very much. I…I miss being a legitimate vampire.”

“Too bad for you. But here’s your chance to do one last good thing for the vampire people. Take us to him, let us kill him. If you’re lucky and we win the day, maybe we’ll let you go.”

“But I’ll be branded a traitor. I’ll have nowhere to go.”

“Maybe not on the East Coast. But there’s worlds of phants just like you out there. They aren’t long for this world after the treaty is signed, but you might be able to buy a little extra time for yourself.”

“How are we going to do this?” Danton asked.

“Well, they want me. I say we give them what they want. Tie me up, send me in with this guy. We’ll take the opportunity to get Killean talking, maybe we can find out what Draz is really up to. If anyone would know it would be Killean. He’s his major lieutenant.”

“So you want us to send you in there tied up and alone?” Renee asked, aghast. “No way! You cannot be serious!”

“I won’t be alone for long. You’ll all be right behind me. I just need a few minutes to get some information. We can wire me up so you can hear everything that’s happening. If I’m in the slightest danger you guys can come crashing in.”

“I won’t let you go alone,” Renee said. “I’m coming with you. Besides, they’re expecting me to be there. Collateral,” she said. “They were going to use me to coax you into talking. Maybe we can make excuses for why the other kidnappers aren’t there, but we can’t excuse me not being with you.”

“What am I supposed to say about the others?” the phant asked, panicked.

“Tell Killean they were killed in the fight to get us under control. Most of them anyway. Say one of them ran away and left you to deal with us…that you managed to finish subduing us all by yourself.”

“He’ll be furious!”

“At the others, not you. You’ll have listened to him, done what you’re supposed to. Like a good dog. In fact, he’ll be very impressed by you.”

“You’ll think he’ll believe I did it all by myself?”

“Like I said…you finished subduing us. The others helped before dying. Say you got me from behind just as I was killing the last of your compatriots and the other ran away in fear long before that. It’ll be very believable.”

“What’s your name?” Renee asked the phant.

“What does it matter what his name is?” Rafe asked irritably.

“Hush. What’s your name?”

“Joss,” the phant replied.

“Joss, you can do this. You can bring us back and act like everything is normal. If you do that for us, we’ll let you go. We’ll even give you a plane ticket to the West Coast where you can start over.”

“S-she’s right,” Joss offered. “If I come back with only one of you, Killean might know something isn’t right.”

“You’re not coming with me, Renee.”

“Why not? I can take care of myself.”

Rafe clenched his hands into fists. “I won’t be able to concentrate if I have to worry about your safety. There’s a chance Killean could use you to keep us at bay. I don’t want you within touching distance of that warped bastard.”

“Oh, but it’s okay if you’re within reach? It’s okay if you can be used against the strike force?” She scoffed. “We don’t have time for sexist BS, Rafe. I’m going and that’s final.”

“She has a point,” Simone said. “They will be expecting both of you. Killean might accept the rest of his crew missing, but he won’t accept any failure on their part.”

“I won’t lead you to him if you don’t both come. You might as well kill me now. I can’t show up with only half the package and expect him to let me live. At least you people will kill me quick. Killean will make it last.”

“I guess it’s decided then,” Renee said, ignoring Rafe’s glare.

“So we both go in, tied up and wired. I get Killean to talk and then you all come in as the cavalry once I say a code phrase.”

“What phrase?”

“ ‘Simone will come looking for you,’ ” Renee said.

“Come on. Let’s get you two wired up and put a GPS tracker on the van. Just in case Joss gets any ideas. So, Joss, where is he?” Danton asked.

“At the east docks. I’ll have to show you where. It’s a small shipping office. He runs all of his shipments out of it.”

“Give us an address,” Danton said darkly. “It has to have an address.”

“It doesn’t! It’s in the middle of a bunch of warehouses! Please, we have to hurry. There isn’t much more time.”

“Let’s go gear up,” Danton said. “Renee, come with us. Rafe, you too. We’ll wire you.”

The entire group of men and women, all strong and capable looking, filed out of the penthouse and into the elevators. They dropped only two floors before getting off. Danton led the way into a locked room, an armory, Renee realized with awe as she looked at the amount of weaponry available.

“This can’t be legal,” she said softly.

“You gonna tell on us?” one of the men asked. He towered over her, his long black hair braided thickly at the back of his neck and his bright blue eyes raking over her hotly. She had heard someone call him Halo.

“No. I was just observing. You’ve got tear gas and everything! Tasers? Why would you need Tasers? I thought we could only incapacitate by killing.”

“Well, we use them as a sort of adrenaline shot. If we’re injured badly we just shoot it in the leg and bam…instant energy.”

“You shoot yourselves?”

“Makes no sense to shoot electricity into an enemy that feeds on energy,” he said as if he were speaking to a simpleton.

“If you can feed off voltage, why not feed off electricity instead of people?”

“It’s a false high. Like adrenaline, the effect wears off quickly, usually leaving us weak and shaking.”

“What’s quickly?”

“About twenty minutes or so.”

“That isn’t a lot of time at all,” she said. “But can you do it more than once?”

“We can but it’s painful and when we come down from doing it twice the effect is twice as debilitating. I’m Halo,” he said, reaching out a hand. Renee took it, thinking he was about to shake it in greeting. Instead, he used it to yank her close against his body. He pressed a hand to her back and held her in place. “And who might you be, you delicious little morsel of humanity?”

“I’m Renee. And I know a half-dozen ways to incapacitate you—including and not exclusively kneeing you in the balls. So I’d let go if I were you.”

“Ooh, feisty. I love me a feisty woman.” But he did let her go and stepped back with a chuckle. “I’m just messing with you. I can smell Rafe all over you. And by the way he’s glaring at me, I’d say he’s made his claim on you pretty apparent.”

Halo reached back behind him without looking and picked up an assault rifle. He hefted it, slid back the action bolt and peered into it to check it for cleanliness. Then he reached for an ammunition cartridge, slapped it in, and put a round in the chamber.

“You’re gonna have to give that up,” he said, nodding to the gun on her hip.

“I know,” she said. She pulled the holster off her belt and tried not to let her nerves get the best of her as she laid it down on a nearby surface.

“I’ll carry it for you. I’ll give it back as soon as we breech Killean’s.”

Halo took her gun and snapped it one-handedly onto his belt near the small of his back. He could still pull the weapon if necessary, but a moment later he had two Desert Eagles strapped to his thighs that would be much handier for him to draw. Seeing the capable man armed to the teeth settled her nerves a little bit, but not by much. She saw Rafe taking off his watch and replacing it with another and she raised a brow.

“It has a microphone in it. Come here,” he said, crooking a finger at her. She obediently walked over to him and he wrapped an arm around her, hugging her tightly before letting her go. Then he reached into a small case and withdrew a pair of glasses. He put them on her face and adjusted them while looking into a computer screen. She glanced over at it and realized it was showing everything from her perspective. The lenses were fake and there was a camera in the frames. She looked at Rafe and the camera looked at Rafe. She grinned.

“Wow. Ain’t technology great?”

“It’ll do,” he said. “What it won’t do is work if we get separated. I’ll have the mic and you’ll have the video.”

“Maybe I should have a microphone too?”

“We don’t have another mic. And I can’t wear glasses. Killean would know they are fake. Vampires have 20/20 vision.”

“Lucky you. I get to go blind after forty.”

“Blind?”

“Well…sort of. Both my parents and my grandparents became incredibly farsighted in their forties.”

“Well, maybe it’ll skip you,” he said reassuringly.

She laughed. “Maybe. Okay so, let’s do this thing.”

“Are you sure? You don’t have to.”

“I’m sure.”

“You’re not ready,” Halo said. He knelt down in front of her and lifted one side of her jeans up. He strapped on a very thin ankle holster and slid a small .22 into it. “It isn’t much, but it’s better than nothing. And it has a small enough profile that it won’t be visible.”

“I have one too. For all the good it’ll do. We’ll both be tied up,” Rafe said grimly.

“I’ve snapped those ties before.”

“Yes. And I have the strength to do so as well. Strange, why would they depend on zip ties to hold me?”

“Maybe because they expected you to be unconscious the entire time. Just until they got you in front of Killean.”

“Maybe. But why take the risk? Handcuffs would have been the better choice.”

“No one said they were smart,” Renee said dryly.

“This is true,” Rafe agreed. But he didn’t look entirely satisfied. His mistrust of the situation was warranted, given that they were about to stick their necks out.

Halo came up to them. “We’ve got the gear for the follow vehicle. We’ll stay far enough back that we won’t be spotted, using the GPS and the camera and mic to keep on top of you. I don’t entirely trust that little weasel that’ll be driving you, so we’ll stay as close as we can.”

“Sounds good. Let’s get this show on the road before Killean gets suspicious and decides to move,” Rafe said.

As a heavily armed group, they left the armory and headed for the elevators. They stopped on the queen’s floor to fetch the phant driver and then went back down to the sky lobby and then the parking garage. Halo was going to be driving one of the follow vehicles—the one that would be closest to them. Danton would be in the back of the van keeping track of the input from their mic and camera.

Halo grabbed the driver roughly by the arm and physically shoved him into his seat.

“One wrong move and you’ll be an ink blot on the wall. Got it?”

The driver nodded vigorously. “Just promise me I’ll live through this.”

“I won’t make that promise. What you’re about to do is deadly and dangerous. Just try to keep out of the line of fire and maybe you’ll come out alive.”

The driver nodded again. Halo then came around to the side of the van and loosely zip-tied their hands behind their backs.

“No. Tighter. As tight as you can make them. It makes it easier to snap them,” Renee said.

“Looser is better. That way you can slip out of them without the struggle that would draw attention to your actions. Your wrists are small enough for it. Rafe can snap his easy, but your wrists are already damaged from the first time you escaped the ties.” Halo ran a thumb over her wrist where the tie had cut into it. There was an aggressive sound from her right and she realized Rafe was growling in warning. Halo leisurely glanced over at him and chuckled. Without a word he picked up the hood lying on the floor of the van and jerked it down over Rafe’s head. Then he turned to Renee, hood in hand. However, before he put it on her he wrapped an arm around her waist, pulled her close and kissed her soundly. He let her go and jerked the hood down over her head before she could work herself up into a protest. She heard him chuckling as he stepped out of the van and slid the door shut with a clang of metal.

Flushing furiously she sat down on the floor of the van next to Rafe. She took comfort in the warmth of his body and leaned into him.

“When we get there I’ll have to pretend to be unconscious. But I’ll be with you. We’ll make it through this in one piece.”

“You can’t promise that,” she said realistically. “But this is too important. We can’t afford to think only of ourselves. This is for the greater good.”

“I just wish the greater good didn’t have to risk your life as well as mine.”

“We’ll do our best to stay alive. That’s all we can do.”

He fell silent after that and they leaned against each other as the van went into motion. It was several long minutes of driving before he said softly, “You’re an incredible woman.”

“Really? I feel like a pretty dumb one at the moment.”

He chuckled on a soft breath. “True. This isn’t exactly an act of self-preservation.”

“It is for the nation.”

“Ah yes. The bigger picture. How remarkable that you would care enough about us in so little an amount of time.”

She was quiet a moment, her world dark and insular.

“I’m not doing this entirely for them.”

“Oh?” he said.

“I’m doing it for you. You…you’re special to me. I…really like you.”

“I like you too,” he said with another chuckle. “In fact, I would dare to say it goes far beyond liking.”

“After so short an amount of time?” she asked quietly, knowing she was asking herself the question more than she was asking it of him. Her feelings toward him, she realized, were very strong. As they drove toward uncertainty and danger, she was forced to face the idea that he might be killed. That he might be taken out of her life as suddenly as he had entered it. The idea gave her great pain. A pain she didn’t fully understand.

They had only known each other for a few days! How could she feel so strongly after only a few days? It must be an effect of being placed into danger with him. Their relationship being forged in a conflict they had to unite against.

And yet…it seemed like more than that.

“We’ve only known each other a short time,” he said, echoing her thoughts, “but it isn’t the amount of time that matters. It is the quality of it. You’ve burst your way into my heart. You’ve hit me like a powerful wave of energy. I’ve never felt anything like this in all of my long years on this planet.”

Beneath her hood Renee was flushing. She felt incredibly warm. Incredibly good. His words made her feel special. Treasured. It was not a feeling she was used to. She wasn’t normally the type of woman who was swept up by pretty words. But the thing was, she believed him. In fact, she couldn’t imagine doubting him. With the exception of the necessary deceptions at the beginning of their relationship, he had been completely and baldly honest with her. She had no reason to doubt his words and she had no right to laugh off his emotions.

Especially when she was feeling the same way.

“I know the feeling,” she said into the dark of her hood. She leaned her head forward until she connected with him, then she nuzzled him warmly. She could almost hear him smiling when he said, “I couldn’t ask for a better woman in my life.”

“Not even your queen?” she fished.

He chuckled. “Simone and I have a special relationship, more like brother and sister than anything else. She is precious to me, but not in the same way that you are precious.”

“I’m precious?” she asked, her warm feelings increasing until she began to feel hot and stifled beneath her hood. She wished she could see his face, look into his eyes as he said these things to her. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe him; it was just that she wanted that special connection. She wanted to be able to recall his eyes and his expression whenever she thought of his words to her. But instead she was trapped in fabric.

“You are. You are extraordinary and amazing and precious.”

“No. I mean…precious to you.”

“Haven’t I made that clear?” he asked softly, his face nuzzling against her ear through their hoods.

“I like to hear it,” she admitted.

He laughed softly. “Then yes. You are precious to me. And to no one else if I have my say. No one save your family. I’ll allow them to treasure you as I do.”

“Well, thank you for your permission,” she said dryly. She wondered at herself in that moment. That sort of possessiveness would normally send her running for the hills. But with him it made her feel cherished.

“Tell me about them.”

“About who?”

“Your family.”

“I thought I have told you about them.”

“Tell me, would they accept someone like me in your life?”

“Well, since I can’t be a hundred percent honest with them about who you are, they might feel you were hiding something from them.”

“Only if you let it show. I have been lying about who I am quite easily for many decades. The trick is to be as truthful as possible, lying only where necessary. And since ‘Are you a vampire?’ is not a question most people ask, then there is little to lie about.”

“What about your work?”

“Is it a lie to say I am a cultural attaché?”

“Well…no.”

“And that is why I introduce myself as such. I never get specific as to which culture I am attached to. People do what you did. They assume because I am Portuguese I am an attaché with the Portuguese government. I do not correct the assumption.”

“And if someone calls the consulate looking for you?”

“That rarely happens. I provide business cards that encourage them to call me directly. My secretary does the rest. I find that people are willing to believe the easiest answer. I have yet to come across someone who has not.”

“I don’t know that I should feel comforted by the fact that you are a convincing liar.”

“No more so than you are. You have had to lie to your partner.”

“I have omitted more than I have lied.”

“Splitting hairs.”

“True. But knowing what might happen to him if he were exposed to your world makes it easier.”

“Exactly. Still, he would not be harmed. He would just undergo hypno.”

“I’m not entirely convinced that is harmless.”

“I have used it on you and you are no worse for wear.”

“But I was missing hours of my life. It couldn’t have been entirely safe, leaving me in a hypnotic slumber. What if someone had tried to break in?”

“You would have woken up. It was merely a suggestion, not a dictate.”

“Maybe the sleep was, but the altering of my memories wasn’t.”

“Are you still angry with me about that?”

“No,” she assured him. “I never was angry. I suppose I should have been…but I wasn’t. I understood. I still do understand.”

“I’m glad since there is little I can do to change it.”

“No. You don’t need to worry. All is forgiven.”

“I am glad to hear that.”

“We’re coming up on it now!” the driver called back to them.

Instantly tension ratcheted through them both. This was it. Make or break time. They had to get Killean to talk about Draz’s plans. They had to find out what Killean was planning in order to keep the diplomats safe this weekend.

“Be safe,” Rafe said to her softly. “Take no chances.”

“This whole setup is about taking chances.”

“I know. I meant no more than necessary. I won’t let them hurt you, but they may hurt me. You have to roll with it. I can take whatever they dish out, as long as it’s not a shot to the brain stem.”

“I can’t just let them beat on you!”

“You can and you will.”

“And if they beat on me?” she countered.

“You are infinitely more fragile than I am. I will call a halt to the whole operation if they so much as touch a hair on your head.”

“That’s ridiculous. I can take a little punishment. Believe me, I’ve dealt with a lot of abuse over the years as a cop.”

“This is different. Killean is sadistic. He will want to hurt you to get to me. But first he’ll try hurting me. He’ll get his kicks. He’ll try to assert dominance. Just roll with it.”

“I will if you will.”

He was silent for a long minute. “All right. But say the word ‘coffee’ if it gets to be too much.”

“I will.”

“Promise me you won’t let it go too far,” he demanded of her as the van pulled to a stop.

“I promise,” Renee said, her breath hot and harsh in the confines of her hood. She suddenly felt like she was desperate for a breath of fresh air. For a little bit of light.

They heard the driver get out and both were poised to act. Rafe collapsed beside her, pretending to be unconscious. She sat up on her heels, facing the van door. This was it. The driver could go along with the program or he could give them away. She strained to hear but there were no voices nearby.

Not at first.

Then suddenly there was conversation coming toward the van. A rowdy group of loud men and women.

The side door to the van slammed open.


Chapter 21

Hands were reaching for her a moment later, jerking her out of the van and jostling her roughly. She tried to hear everything, to keep herself oriented to the world around her. But she was blind and there was no telling where she would end up. She immediately found herself fearing for Rafe’s safety more than her own when, in fact, the odds were she was the one under most threat. They would use her to get to him. They were counting on his lawful behavior. Otherwise, how else did they expect to use her against him? It wasn’t as if they knew of any emotions he might have for her.

She was walked some distance. She heard the people around her moving, but none of them talked except for a male who laughed uproariously when one of the people holding her tripped and fell. She felt him pick himself up, heard him growl under his breath, then felt him grab her arm painfully hard again and jerk her forward. Suddenly she was stopped and strung up tightly between two men who had brutal hold of her arms, and the hood was whipped off her head.

Renee winced at the bright light all around her, her eyes having grown accustomed to the darkness of the hood. But she blinked rapidly and adjusted to the blinding light until she was looking into the face of a stranger. He was thin and gaunt and looked unhealthy. He was sitting in a chair—more like a throne—about ten feet away from where she stood. He looked inherently bored, as if she were a waste of his time. His legs were crossed indolently and his posture in the chair matched.

“Kneel,” he commanded her.

She was shoved down to her knees. That was when she realized Rafe was a short distance behind her and to her right. Being forced to kneel turned her head enough to see him. He was kneeling as well, his hood removed, but he hung limply between those who held him, feigning unconsciousness.

“Wake him,” the sycophant commanded.

Renee watched as a sycophant, one much bigger and fuller bodied than the one giving the commands, went up to Rafe and backhanded him across the face. Rafe’s head whipped to the side and he let out a grunt of pain. He stirred and opened his eyes, no doubt to avoid another attempt at rousing him.

“Well, Rafe,” the sycophant in the chair greeted him, “it’s about time you came to visit me.”

“Killean, I would have preferred to avoid you for the rest of my days. I only wish you had felt the same.” Rafe tongued the corner of his lips where the slap had drawn blood. She noticed then that it was because the striker was wearing large rings on his hands.

“But we have so much to talk about,” Killean said, sounding amused.

“I have nothing to say to you.”

“You have everything to say to me. And you will tell me all I wish to hear if you want your meal to remain safe.”

Killean stood up and walked the few short feet to Renee. He reached out and took her chin in his hand. He stroked her lips with his thumb.

“My, my she is a pretty one. I can see the appeal. She’s a bit too clean for my tastes, but we can fix that.”

He nodded to the men holding on to her and they jerked her up off her knees and over to a table. They slammed her down, the metal of the table echoing loudly in the vast room. That was when it registered on Renee that they were in a warehouse of some kind. There was no activity at present, probably because it was the weekend…or maybe because Killean wanted privacy for what he was about to do. Renee tried not to panic when they reached around and cut the ties holding her hands and pinned her arms to the table. They rolled up the sleeve to her sweater and a female sycophant came up to her. She was brunette with garishly painted red lips and heavily lined eyes. She was trying to make her thin face look normal and pretty—but she was failing at it miserably. It was a shame, Renee thought inanely, she had probably been very beautiful when she had been healthy.

But all thoughts of her potential beauty fled when she leaned down and kissed her on the lips. Renee balked and jerked her head away. The sycophant raised her head and laughed. Renee tasted lipstick where it had been smeared across her mouth. She could imagine that the transfer of the lip color made her look like a demented sort of clown now, just like the phant in front of her.

“She’s feisty,” she said on a seductive growl.

“Behave yourself, Katrine…for now. Rafe, Katrine has a present for your nibblet. Show him your gift, Katrine.”

Katrine held up a syringe and Renee could see it was loaded. God only knew with what.

“Now, I won’t tell you what’s in it. I’ll let you guess. It could be heroin. Or it could be a big dose of AIDS-infected blood. Or maybe we’ll just pump her full of air bubbles and see how she likes that.”

Renee swallowed hard, but she wasn’t all that afraid. Unlike Rafe, she could see the liquid in the syringe—it was loaded with the muddy brown of heroin, not the bright red of blood. She had seen enough heroin on the streets when she’d been a beat cop to recognize what she was looking at.

“What’s a little heroin going to hurt me?” she asked loudly, hoping Rafe got her message, that she was identifying the substance for him.

“So you’re not afraid of a very addictive drug?” Killean asked. “Will you be afraid when I pump it into you and try to balance your pure body between a high and an overdose? You’re not used to drugs. You’re not built for them. That makes you more susceptible to their effects…and their dangers.”

“Why are you doing this, Killean?” Rafe demanded, taking the opportunity to get the information they needed before things got too out of hand.

“Don’t you know? I thought all you lawful vampires had spies watching my every move.”

“That’s your paranoia,” Rafe said coldly. “You know we can’t get close to you.”

“Not unless you use a human,” Killean said as he moved closer to Renee. He reached out to stroke her hair. Did he know? Renee wondered. Did he know they had been planning to send her in to get close to him?

No. He couldn’t possibly know that. They had only just hatched the plan. And it had been spur of the moment. They hadn’t even come close to a cohesive plan. They’d barely even spoken about it.

“I thought I would return the sentiment. I thought I would use a human to get the information I want for a change. That’s where you come in, my dear.”

“Me?” she asked, making herself sound shaky. “I think you’re all cracked! There’s no such thing as vampires!”

“I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but there are. We’ll be proving that to you a little later on. You see, I know Rafe. Quite well. He is as lawful a vampire as there has ever been. One of the most important tenets of vampirism is to let no harm come to a resource.” He leaned in and whispered to her. “That means you. And it means it would absolutely kill him to know that all he has to do to stop me from hurting you is for him to break another tenet of vampire law. Protect the nation at all costs.” Killean raised his voice on that last. “So what will he do? Protect his resource or protect his nation? Sacrifice the one for the many? Or sacrifice the many for the one? It’s a fascinating philosophical conundrum. But it’s more than philosophical. In this case it’s actual.”

“You haven’t answered my question. Why are you doing this?” Rafe tried again.

“To gain power of course. Power over you, over the nation, over that spoiled little holier-than-thou bitch you call a queen.”

“To what end? A sycophant can’t rule the nation.”

“Says you. A sycophant can do anything a lawful vampire can do. More even, because we are not restricted in our diets to those precious few resources like you are.” He patted Renee’s head again. “But you don’t know that because you’ve never tried it, Rafe. You’ve never walked on the wild side. You really don’t know what you’re missing.”

“You’re an addict, Killean. Plain and simple. You’re just looking for your next high…and you don’t care where it comes from. Don’t you remember? Don’t you remember the clean high of taking from a clean source?”

“That high that you speak of is nothing compared to what I feel now. You don’t appreciate that. But you will.” He turned to the female sycophant. “Do it.”

Katrine smiled maliciously and stepped forward. Renee struggled as they held her arm down and Katrine found a vein. Renee felt the prick of the needle and she cried out in panic. Her heart was racing madly as the plunger on the needle sank.

“I know this isn’t for you,” she heard Rafe say, and she could hear the fierce tension in his voice. “This is for Draz. You’re just a low man on the totem pole. You’ll never rule the nation as long as Draz is pulling your strings.”

“Draz knows nothing about this!” Killean snapped sharply. “I don’t need him. I’m strong enough on my own.”

Suddenly, to Renee, it felt as if the world was slipping away. Numbness washed over her and her head began to spin. The voices she heard seemed to come from very far away and she felt incredibly sleepy.

No! She had to fight it! Rafe couldn’t take them on his own. She had to be here for him. She had to help.

She reacted. She kicked up her feet and ringed a knee around the neck of the phant holding down her right side. Using all of her strength she yanked him downward, slamming his head into the table. The minute her arm was free she backhanded Katrine. Then she reached across to shove a hard palm into the nose of the phant holding down her left side. He fell back, dragging her with him and she fell off the table hard.

“Get her!” a warped voice yelled from very far away. She reached for the gun at her ankle but she knew it was only a .22 and the odds of her hitting the brain stem were slim to none. The bullet would tumble and bounce around and go wherever it wanted to once it entered the body. With a .22 she’d be lucky to penetrate the skull if she was too far away.

The gun cleared the holster just as a wave of paralyzing warmth rushed through her. It seemed the harder she fought, the faster the drugs were working. She’d be a drooling mess in another minute or two. Every moment counted. So did every shot.

She brought the gun up to the throat of the phant that still had hold of her left arm. She pulled the trigger and his entire head jerked back. He dropped like a rock.

Renee rolled and slid her knees under herself. She sat up on them, wobbling as she looked around. The room was complete bedlam. Rafe had snapped his cuffs and was fighting off what looked like scads of sycophants. She realized she could best help him by not falling into the hands of another sycophant. Otherwise they could use her to get him to stop fighting. When she turned her head she could see Killean heading for her, clearly intent on doing just that. She aimed shakily at him, keeping him instantly at bay. He held up his hands in acquiescence. But he smiled as if he knew a secret. She got her feet under her and staggered to Killean. The floor dipped suddenly beneath her and Killean lunged at her. They fell to the floor together and she fought with him. He was so strong and she was getting weaker by the second.

She grabbed hold of his arm, as much to steady herself as to hold him in control. She placed the nose of the pistol in her hand into the back of his neck and concentrated strongly on keeping on her feet in the here and now. It was so hard. Especially when her mind wanted to float away and care about nothing.

She remembered her training, what it had felt like to face men who were inherently stronger than she was, but it had never been like this. This man was a vampire. His strength was superhuman. Self-defense tricks could help for only so long.

“Stop!” she commanded him.

He turned sharply even as she said it, ruining whatever aim she had at the back of his neck. He fearlessly grabbed for her gun hand. Of course he was fearless! Without a hit to the back of the neck he was invincible. She had lost her moment. But she had wanted power over him, not his death. Power over him was the only way she could get his minions to stop attacking Rafe.

Killean rolled with her, pinning her gun hand to the floor, looming up over her. Everything was spinning around her, but she forced herself to work through the high. She reached up with her free hand and raked her nails across his face. But rather than cause him debilitation it made him eject a sound of glee.

“Ah! Aha! I love it hard and nasty, bitch.” He had her completely pinned a moment later, his weight crushing down on her chest. He wrenched the gun from the weak fingers of her right hand, though she didn’t let go without a fight. She squeezed the handle and trigger hard as she tried to hold on to it, ejecting a bullet from the gun.

It was useless. He pulled the gun from her nerveless fingers and was suddenly armed, changing the dynamics of their situation fluidly. How many times had she been warned? How many times had she warned gun owners of how easy it was to find themselves on the bad end of their own guns? But this shouldn’t be happening to her. She was a cop. She was trained. This shouldn’t happen to her.

It wouldn’t happen to her.

Because he was holding her down with only one hand, the other trying to get better hold of the weapon he’d just taken from her, it gave her the advantage of having better leverage than him. She bucked her body, throwing him off her, even as she rolled and reached for the one universal weakness of both vampires and humans.

His dick. She grabbed on to him through his soft slacks and squeezed with all of her remaining strength. She yanked and twisted, holding on for dear life as he bellowed and fell onto his back on the floor, the gun flying out of his hand and skittering across the floor. He was no longer trying to keep hold of her, his only desire at that point was to get her off him. He kicked at her, bucked hard, and shoved her until she was rolling across the floor away from him.

She rolled in the direction her weapon had gone. Killean had curled up, protecting his abused privates, holding a hand between his legs and groaning. It wasn’t any wonder. She had held nothing back. She had ripped at him savagely. She had to have herniated something or torn something delicate.

The warehouse doors burst open right then and Danton and his crew of intimidating authoritarians came flooding in. No one had spoken the code, but the sounds of fighting over the mic had been obvious and clear, no doubt…not to mention the ejection of bullets. Renee knew the best thing she could do was get out of reach of anyone who might try to hold her hostage, stopping the authoritarians in their tracks. That desire and a need to figure out where Rafe was propelled her to her feet. She tried to look around, but it was impossible. Rafe reached her just as she swayed and weakened. She collapsed into his arms. She was so glad he was there. She was so relieved to know he was in one piece, that he had somehow made it through, tears rushed through her. She had acted so impulsively, so rashly, giving him so little notice in the face of such excruciating odds.

All in all, however, the struggle had taken only a couple of minutes…although it had felt like forever to her panicked and drugged mind. Everything had moved so slowly. She had moved so slowly. But it was over and it had ended well. There was no reason why it should have, but thankfully it had.

Halo came over to them and took Killean into custody, slapping a pair of silver metal cuffs on him before dragging him up and away.

Renee felt the world spinning away from her and she had the distinct impression she was drooling. The last coherent thought she had was of Rafe bent over her, his voice soothing her.

“It’s all right. I’ve got you,” he said softly.

She was glad somebody did. For the first time in a long time she knew what it meant to not be able to care for herself. And even as her mind went soaring to other places, she knew this was something she never wanted to feel again.

But she could easily see why some people would want this. Would want this escape. As she floated she found herself holding on to the anchor in her life. Rafe. He had become a solid point in her existence. He had become a fixed point that she kept returning to. She realized then how much she had needed someone like that in her life. Oh, she had Jimmy and Emily and her sisters, but it was different with them. Different with Rafe…

She tried to tell him how she felt, but she couldn’t speak. So she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.

Rafe hated to see her like this. Hated knowing she was weak and defenseless. He could and would take care of her of course, but this helplessness felt wrong on her. And he knew she would hate it. When she came to later on, she would hate having been so vulnerable in front of so many others.

To that end he protected her from the curious gazes of the other vampires. He picked her up and carried her out of the warehouse. He brought her out to one of the staging vehicles and sat on the tailgate with her in his arms and lap. He let the others do the cleanup of Killean and his crew. He had done his part. He had gotten the information they needed. Killean had been acting on his own. That didn’t mean that Draz wasn’t still a threat, but the more immediate threat, Killean, was now neutralized. They could go about the business of signing this treaty and advancing the cause of lawful vampires in the fight against sycophants. Harmony between different factions of the nation would take time and patience and understanding, but the treaty would be a very important step to that end.

And they had one very special human woman to thank for it.

“Is she all right?”

Rafe looked up at Halo and lifted a brow at the gruff, hard man’s display of concern.

“What?” Halo demanded when he saw the look. “I’m just impressed by her. She’s tough. Skilled. I like her. Plus she has a mighty fine ass.”

Rafe glowered at Halo.

“I get it. She’s yours,” Halo said with a chuckle as he held up his hands to show him he wasn’t putting them anywhere near her. “I’ll mind my distance.”

“See that you do,” Rafe said darkly.

“So? Is she going to be all right?”

“I think so. They didn’t give her enough to kill her. They just wanted her dirty. Whether it was to feed on her or to keep me from feeding on her, I’m not sure. She didn’t let it get that far.”

“She fought well in spite of the poison that’s in her. I’m really damn impressed.”

“So am I,” Rafe said softly. He cradled her in one arm and brushed back her hair with his free hand. She was so beautiful, even in this drugged-up state. Her face was so relaxed, she looked like a blond angel. All she was missing was a pair of grand white wings. She had flown into his life like she had been on fast, divine wings. She had changed him…and all for the better.

To be touched by such divinity had to change a man. Even a vampire. He had her now, and he wasn’t going to let her go. Of course, keeping her was going to be tricky business. She was too independent to allow someone else into her life completely. He knew that much about her. For all her bravery, she was scared of the one thing she couldn’t control…her feelings. Oh, she could tell herself quite firmly what to make of a situation emotionally, but the more intense emotions—the ones she couldn’t control—those she wouldn’t want to deal with.

Well, he would be both patient and determined. He would find his way into her heart as slowly or as quickly as was needed, and he would make her realize it whether she wanted to or not. It would simply take some time.

And time was something he had plenty of.


Chapter 22

The treaty was signed four days later. One prince after another stepped up to the table and signed his or her name to the treaty. Renee was gifted with a front row seat as the queen was the last to step up to the document and sign her name with a flourish.

Afterward there was a grand ball and Renee found herself dressed in the most expensive dress she had ever owned and an equally posh pair of heels—both thanks to Rafe. He had also given her a teardrop diamond pendant to wear with the dress’s décolletage. She had protested all of it of course, not wanting to take advantage of his wealth. She didn’t need to be kept. But he had requested she accept the gifts and appealed, of course, to her logic. He had pointed out how much she would hate standing out like a sore thumb if she were dressed differently than those around her. At least this way she could blend in, not be noticed as much.

She had pounced on that reasoning. She didn’t want to be the center of attention anymore. Ever since Killean’s defeat she had been an object of curiosity and adulation. The vampires were fascinated by her, by the fact that a human had the power and wherewithal to bring one of the most powerful sycophants out there to heel.

But to her mind it could just as easily have gone another way. Had she not caught them by surprise—had the drugs affected her more quickly—there was no telling what would have happened. True there had been vampires waiting in the wings but she had still gotten lucky. When she had gone into the situation she had known enough to make her peace with the world; she had known she might not make it out in one piece.

But that had been a familiar sensation for her. She’d felt it dozens of times before as a street cop when facing down a perp with a gun or being a female cop outnumbered by men. She knew every time she put on her gun that something could happen. That each day could be her last. She was willing to put it all on the line for her job in order to do the right thing. And that was what she had done in the sycophants’ nest. She had done what was right, no matter the cost to her.

She had been sick from the heroin for two days. She had called in sick on Monday, something she never did, and stayed curled up in bed with Rafe the entire day. She had protested his presence, knowing there were dozens of diplomats out there that he should be taking care of, but he had hushed her and ignored his responsibilities, telling her he would not be missed. She didn’t believe him, but she hadn’t had the energy or the desire to fight him on it. She liked being snuggled up with him. She liked sitting and talking to him and sharing their dreams of the future. His dreams for the vampire nation and hers for her career. Although there was a shift in her desires for the future. There had to be if she was going to continue to go through the world with the knowledge of his species.

For instance, her two murder cases. They would have to remain unsolved in the human world. Video of the area during the crimes had shown nothing, and all other avenues of the investigation had led nowhere. It would be up to the vampires to police the sycophant doing those terrible things. She still suspected it was Roth…but she had to leave him to Halo. She trusted Rafe to know if that was what was best. Humans would have very little hope of bringing a phant in for justice. She had only done so through pure luck and with a lot of vampire backup. And with a keen insider’s knowledge of what she was dealing with. Human cops like Jimmy would never know that they couldn’t hurt a phant or a vampire unless they severed the brain stem. It was a very specific action—one not likely to be stumbled upon by chance.

Renee still couldn’t shake the feeling she wasn’t clean on the inside. Rafe said it would fade with time and she knew that it would, but for the moment she felt like it was an inescapable sensation. There were those who said all it took was one time using drugs in order to get hooked on them. But she wouldn’t fall into that way of thinking. That trap. She was stronger than that. Besides, she knew Rafe wouldn’t let her.

She caught herself in the thought and it made her laugh softly to herself. Since when had she come to depend on him for something so vital? Well, that was an easily answered question. Since she had bet her life on him coming through for her with Killean. And even though she had taken very good care of herself, she never would have pulled it off if he hadn’t been there to distract all the other sycophants in the room. He had saved her just as much as she had saved him. They had worked in concert. They had been partners.

It was a good feeling. It was like what she felt toward Jimmy. That she could depend on him no matter what. But she also knew it went beyond what her relationship was with her partner. With Jimmy there had never been this hungry attraction like she felt with Rafe. It seemed the more they made love, the stronger it grew. It was actually a little frightening. She didn’t know what to do with the strength of her feelings. She couldn’t help but wonder if he felt the same way.

Oh, he made it easy for her to let her feelings run away. He was as attentive and loving as she could hope for. In all things except for the words—the words. But it was silly of her to expect such depth of emotion and the expressing of it after so short an acquaintance.

Wasn’t it?

It was. It was wholly unrealistic and fanciful. It was very much not like herself. It made her pulse race and her skin grow damp whenever she thought of it. Why? She needed no validation outside of herself, so why was she looking for it in him?

Just then the crowd parted and she saw him coming toward her. Her heart immediately jumped with excitement and nothing she could do or say to herself would calm it down. By the time he reached her she couldn’t catch her breath. She had never seen anything quite as gorgeous as he was. It wasn’t even his classically handsome features that did it for her. It was the entire package. The lover. The thinking man. The empath. All of it rolled into one tuxedoed vision.

He came up close to her, his hand falling into the curve of her waist and pulling her forward into the length of his body. He was warm, oh so warm, and she couldn’t help but snuggle closer to him. Even in front of a roomful of people who, in spite of what she had worn in her efforts to blend in, were watching her with fascination. Rumors about her had circulated the room at the signing of the peace treaty. Now they all wanted to get a look at her. The women wanted to talk to her. The men wanted to dance with her. And the reverse was also true. One of the female princes had asked her to dance and she had politely declined. She worried about it every time she declined an invitation. Would they think she was a snob? The truth was, there was only one person in the room she wanted to dance with and he was, at present, holding her very close in spite of all those watching eyes.

“I feel like a prize cow on display at the county fair,” she murmured to him as he bent his head and nuzzled her ear.

“They are merely fascinated by you.” He kissed the shell of her ear. “I think we have been polite enough for the night. Would you like to go upstairs?”

“No, I’d rather stay here and be gawked at,” she said with a chuckle.

“Come with me,” he invited her, taking her hand and threading his fingers with hers. He guided her out of the ballroom and led her to the elevators and as soon as the doors shut, he was pulling her close, drawing her mouth beneath his, gliding his lips over hers.

“I already miss touching you,” he murmured against her.

“You’ve done nothing but touch me,” she corrected with a soft laugh. “You’re always touching me. Even if it’s holding my hand.”

“I stand corrected. I should perhaps define touch a bit more thoroughly.”

His hand curved along the swell of her backside and he used the grip to pull her hips into his. His mouth joined fully with hers and he kissed her with a depth of passion and heat that took her breath away. Her hands clutched at his biceps, the muscles playing beneath her touch, flexing, and he held her near, relaxing when she came to him readily.

He turned them slightly so her back hit the wall of the elevator. As he grew more heated, more urgent, she broke away from his mouth and gasped for breath.

“Not another elevator,” she said breathlessly.

“But I so enjoyed the first one,” he purred seductively.

“So did I,” she said with a moan as his teeth nipped at her earlobe and then nibbled down the length of her neck. “But I like to think we’ve evolved beyond that.”

“Hmm. If you insist,” he said, lifting his head and stepping back a fraction of a step. She immediately grew cold.

“I didn’t say you should stop kissing me,” she said softly.

“You can’t have it both ways,” he said with a chuckle. “If I keep kissing you I’m going to end up taking you in this elevator, the rest of the world be damned.”

“We are just floors away from your apartment. Can’t you wait that long?”

“I suppose,” he said with a beleaguered sigh. “But you’re asking a lot.”

She would have laughed, but he was covering her mouth hotly that very next instant. They were so clinched together that they were unaware of the elevator stopping until it dinged and announced the floor it was on. Renee broke away from him just in time to catch the door and keep it from closing on them. She crossed the elevator’s threshold and he followed behind her. She walked down the carpeted hallway and reached his door first. She pulled out the keycard he’d had made for her and let them into his apartment. As soon as the door was closed behind them, he swept her up against him and kissed her breathless. All the while he walked toward his bedroom and she danced a quickstep backward in order to keep up with his pace. Then before she knew it he was backing her up against the bed.

He suddenly knelt in front of her, kissing her down the center of her body as he did so. He caught up the hem of her gown and slid his hands beneath it, touching her skin. She wore no hosiery, so it was simply a matter of warm skin against warm skin. His hands skimmed up the backs of her calves then up along the backs of her thighs, all the while raising her dress. He reached her hips, his fingertips stroking her backside while his thumbs toyed with her hip bones in front. Then he moved on to her waist, exposing her thighs and panties to his hungry eyes. He looked at her, subconsciously licking his lips.

She reached to thread her fingers in his hair, her other hand stroking along his jawline. He had shaved his jaw, save for his goatee, so it was smooth and clean at the hinge. She had watched him do it. It had been such an intimate thing, watching him groom. She remembered how right it had felt. She had never felt that way before. There had always been something…something that told her to hold back. It frightened her that she couldn’t find that something now, that she couldn’t protect herself with it.

Rafe hooked his thumbs into the sides of her panties and then reversed his track along her legs. He pulled them down and helped her step out of them. Then he gathered her dress and once more brought it to her waist. This time he leaned forward and kissed her bare mound right at the crest where her legs met. He then took a moment to breathe deeply, taking in her scent, letting it ride through him. Renee picked up her dress from his hands and skimmed it off her body the rest of the way, leaving her naked except for her heels. She stepped out to the side, separating her legs, encouraging him forward.

He burrowed his face into her, his lips and tongue spreading over her until she felt as if he were devouring her. The wetness of his tongue delved into the wetness of her labia. He made a sound of pleasure and she gasped when he found her clit and hardened his tongue against it, flicking and fluttering until her knees went weak. He supported her with his hands, then tipped her backward until she was falling onto the bed. His mouth left her only long enough to see her settled and to draw her knees up to his shoulders. He hooked her legs around his neck and back and returned to tasting her, this time with more enthusiasm and more focus.

Renee’s back arched off the bed, her whole body alive with sensation. She built to a crest fast and hard, crying out as an orgasm ripped through her. He removed his mouth from her almost immediately, allowing her to swim in pleasure without fighting her own hyper-aroused body.

Rafe climbed up her body, watching her flushed face and panting breaths. He had never seen anything more beautiful than Renee succumbing to passion and her own desires. Her ability to throw herself completely and utterly into pleasure was what he clung to. If she could be devoted to him in passion, perhaps she could be equally so in emotion.

He found her mouth and kissed her deeply. Softly. Letting her taste herself on his mouth. He knew she appreciated the eroticism of it by the wicked little moan she released. Her hands were in his hair, mussing through it thoroughly, gripping at the strands with absent enthusiasm as his hands ran up and down the naked skin of her body. She was laid out for him, erotic and perfect, and he took advantage of her display of her charms. He petted her. Stroked her.

Renee began to do the same, only to realize he still had his clothes on. She tugged at the collar at the nape of his neck, stroked the shoulder of his jacket with frustration.

“Get undressed,” she demanded of him.

He had been placing lazy kisses down her breastbone when the demand interrupted him. He shifted upward and brought them face-to-face. He reached up and traced his fingers along her hairline, her curls having been dressed up that night. It left her neck, especially the back of it, tantalizingly bare. He traced over her ear and around to the back of her neck.

“I’m going to feed from you tonight,” he said huskily.

Her eyes widened.

“You can’t!” she cried, even as an excited thrill rushed through her, a wave of answering pleasure sparking along her highly aroused body.

“Are you denying me?”

“No. I mean…I’m dirty.” She frowned at him. “It’s not safe for you.”

“You’re not dirty,” he countered. “Usually it would take longer, but your system has processed the heroin out already. I can tell. You have your healthy lifestyle to thank for that. The only taint that’s left is what’s in your mind.”

Rafe rose up over her onto his knees and, keeping her gaze, he shrugged out of his jacket. He untied his tie and let it fall to the floor after his jacket. When he reached for the buttons of his shirt, she stopped his hands. She took over, smoothing her hands along the seam of buttons, releasing them one by one.

“I should be more concerned about the effects on you,” he continued. “Weariness, lowered immune system, taking from you too often in too short an amount of time. These are things you should be worried about, not the cleanliness of your energy.”

“It didn’t affect me like that at all the first time you did it. I’m not afraid of you doing it again. In fact,” she said, her voice lowering in register, “I very much want you to do it again. Only this time I want to be aware of every minute of it.”

He shrugged out of his shirt once she had all the buttons undone, all the while keeping her gaze.

“There’s something I haven’t told you,” he said, catching her hands where they were on his chest and holding them there. “Something about vampires and humans.”

“Oh?”

“It is possible, in rare instances, for a human to become an energy vampire.”

Renee went still with her shock.

“But I thought you had to be born a vampire!”

“How do you think e-vamps came about in the first place?”

“Well…I don’t know how,” she admitted with some consternation. Why had she never asked that question?

His hands went to his belt and he worked the buckle free.

“Once, a very long time ago, on a ship full of men and women, there was a terrible lightning storm. Lightning struck the metal hull of the ship and sent electrified energy throughout everyone’s bodies.”

“A metal ship? Over three hundred years ago they had metal ships?”

He smiled. “You are so smart,” he praised her.

“It doesn’t take a genius to know there weren’t metal ships when you were born. And since I assume there are other e-vamps even older than you are…”

“There are. And the metal ship…it didn’t come from this world.”

“Aliens! You’re telling me you’re aliens?”

“I suppose I am. We came about five hundred years ago, in a metal ship, two hundred of us. We landed in a terrible lightning storm, and the hull of the ship was struck and electrified. It electrocuted everyone on the ship, changed our alien DNA on a fundamental level. Made us the energy vampires you know today. And believe me, it wasn’t easy. First we were strangers in a backward world that didn’t have the technology and advanced space travel that we did. The electrical storm damaged the ship beyond repair and we couldn’t leave. We were stuck here. So we made a colony. A colony that began to die off quickly as we starved from energy malnutrition. It took an act of violent desperation for us to figure out what needed to be done to feed ourselves. But that is a story for another time. The point is this: We started out as close to human as you are, with only a few fundamental differences. It was the electrification that made us what we are, our alien DNA simply allowed us to survive the process. There are some humans that we find have this same fundamental difference.”

“Alien DNA?” she asked skeptically.

“Not that I know of. Simply a strong series of strands that would allow them to go through the same process that we did. It is possible that there were other aliens that landed here and mated with humans, leaving behind alien DNA. Maybe that’s what we are finding in those rare humans who are compatible. I don’t know. All I know is that some humans are capable of going through the change.”

“How do you know if a human is capable of surviving the change?”

“Well, any human who survives a lightning strike is a dead giveaway. Those people become e-vamps. Another sign is if a human is not weakened as easily by an energy vampire feeding from them. They regenerate quickly. Also they tend to be very strong people in life. In both physical endurance and in personality and self-sufficiency.”

“You mean…someone like me,” she said, understanding dawning on her.

“Yes,” he said softly. “Someone like you.”

She sat up, pushing him back farther.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Believe me, I’m normally not supposed to. Our origins are a closely guarded secret from even the humans who do know what we are.”

“So you’re breaking the rules. Again. Do you have a death wish or something?”

“No. This time I have special permission. From the queen herself. I told her a couple of days ago that I thought you were one of the special humans who could be brought over to our world.”

“Why would I ever want to be brought over to your world?”

“You would inherit all of our strengths.”

“And all of your weaknesses.”

“True,” he said with a momentary frown. “But one of the strengths would be a long life.”

“And you think immortality is something I would want?”

“No one is eager to die. I would think you would like to avoid it if you can have that advantage.”

“I see,” she said. “What does this change entail?”

“It requires electrocution. It is not a pleasant experience, that much is certain. But you won’t die. Not with your makeup.”

“I don’t know why I would want to subject myself to that,” she said with a delicate shudder.

“Because you could live forever…or close to it. And you would get to spend that time with me.”

He never once looked away from her, needing to see her reaction. He watched the changes that swept through her face and eyes and held his breath. He didn’t know what she was feeling and thinking in spite of the expressiveness of her features. Did she want what he wanted? Did she want to spend a long life with him by her side? Or was the suggestion about to send her running for the hills? Was he asking too much of her?

“That’s a very long time,” she said softly. “You barely know me. How can you want what you’re asking for when you barely know me?”

“I know you. I know everything that matters. And what I don’t know will only make for exciting surprises through the years. I know you are strong and willful. I know you are fiercely loyal and dedicated. You are independent and yet soft enough to depend on another if needed. You are passionate both emotionally and physically. Yes, Renee, I know you.”

Her breath caught and he heard it. He held his as well. What would he have to do now to convince her? Would it have been wiser to introduce her to it more slowly?

“I’m glad you’ve told me how you feel. I’m…I’m glad you know what you want. And I’m happy that I am what you want. I’m just not sure…”

“That you want me in the same way?” he asked, trying not to sound hurt.

“No! It’s not that at all. You’re asking me to change everything about who and what I am all at once. You have to give me time to think about all of this!”

“I don’t expect you to make a decision right away about everything. But what I do want to know right now is…do you feel the same way about me that I feel for you? Do you feel as though the world would stop turning if I were to suddenly leave? Do you feel like you wouldn’t be complete without me? Is this the first time in your life that you finally feel like you’ve met someone you want to spend a lifetime with?”

Renee watched the passion in his expression as he spoke his words of devotion and she felt her heart swelling in response. She tried to rein in the feeling, tried to warn herself not to get carried away. Did she even know him as well as he claimed to know her? Could she even consider the wild things he was suggesting? She had learned so much in just a moment of time that proved how little she knew about him and his people. She couldn’t possibly consider otherwise.

“I love you,” she blurted out in spite of her logical intentions. And in the end, that was what it boiled down to. She had fallen in love with him. For better or worse, for alien or human, she loved him. She didn’t know when exactly it had happened; perhaps from the very first moment, perhaps when their lives had been in danger and she had been afraid of losing him forever. All she knew was that she loved him and wanted him more than she had anything else in her life.

“I love you,” he said softly, reaching to pull her up against his bare chest, hugging her tightly, his face buried against her fragrant neck. He breathed deeply of her. Of all the wonderful scents lifting from her beloved body. “I’ve never said that to anyone before.”

That floored her. “Not in three hundred years?”

“Outside of my parents and siblings, never.”

“You have siblings?” she asked with surprise.

“One living. A brother. You will meet him one day. He is abroad at the moment. I had other siblings, but they are no longer with us.”

“They died?”

“Most of them.”

“Most?”

“I…” He wanted to say he’d rather not get into it, but this was the woman he loved. He needed to be transparent with her. “My other brother…he became a sycophant. That is why I wish sycophants were reclaimable. I would do anything to recover my brother. But anyway, he is far beyond all hope. He has chosen an evil path.”

“Oh! I’m so sorry,” she said with deep feeling. She could feel how much it hurt him to talk about it, so she shifted the conversation back. “Where is your lawful brother?”

“He is an authoritarian in Portugal. He works very closely with the prince there. She rather dotes on him. He is presently running the country while she is here signing the treaty.”

“It is a shame he could not be here to visit you.”

“I will see him soon. I want you to meet him.”

“I have sisters,” she said.

“I know. You told me.”

“Yes, you seem to know much more about me than I know about you.”

“You are far more interesting.”

She laughed. “I doubt that. Come,” she invited him before sliding back on the bed out of his reach. “Come into bed.”

She didn’t have to ask him twice. He stripped off the rest of his clothes and climbed onto the bed. He drew himself close to her side, his lips raining kisses over her shoulder and collarbone. She let her head fall back with a pleased sigh.

“So…you love me?” he asked.

She chuckled. “Don’t get cocky now.”

“Never,” he assured her. “I just like hearing you say it.”

“I do love you. I’m just not sure what to do about it.”

“That will work itself out in time. As long as you want to be with me, that is enough for now.”

“I do. Possibly forever. But forever is a long time…”

“You are too practical to believe in forever?”

“I suppose I am. Mmm, that feels nice,” she said as his mouth trailed up the side of her neck.

“Then I will make it my duty to convince you to put your practical side aside. I will make you believe in forever.”

She pulled back to meet his eyes.

“I would like that,” she said breathlessly.

“Then consider it done. I can be very persuasive.”

He kissed her lips with heat and fervor, dragging her into a haze of need almost instantly. She forgot what they were talking about as his hands began to roam her body. She gathered up the wherewithal to say, “I believe you. I have faith in you.”

“What more could I ask for?”

“For me to become an e-vamp?”

“In time. I am much more interested in your feelings. The rest will come in time.”

“You are very confident.”

“I am now that you’ve told me how you feel for me. Moments ago I was unsure…I was afraid I was in this alone.”

“You are not alone,” she said before melding her lips to his.

He believed her.


Epilogue

Draz petted the head resting on his thigh. He was sitting in a chair and one of his favorite sycophants was on her knees between his feet. He enjoyed her immensely. And he needed a little enjoyment in his life.

Losing Killean to the forces of self-righteous good had struck a critical blow to his empire. But it served the little upstart right. If anyone was going to unseat the queen it was going to be him, not some two-bit lowlife soldier. He was in charge of every sycophant on the northeast coast. And his territory was widening every day.

He wasn’t overly concerned about losing Killean. There was always someone eager enough and competent enough to take his place. Perhaps they would do even better than Killean. Perhaps they would be less ambitious.

The signing of the treaty meant nothing to Draz. It would take decades for the vampires to achieve a real peace. Signing a paper didn’t just magically make it happen. It was a start of course. And it could be dangerous for his kind in the long run. But he planned to usurp the throne long before it ever became a real problem. All he needed was to bide his time and wait for the right opportunity to present itself.

In the meantime, his brother could create as many treaties as he liked. Whatever made it easier for him to sleep at night. The easier he slept, the more vulnerable Rafe would become. As it was, he was hearing about some interesting developments between Rafe and a human woman. Now, there vulnerabilities abounded.

“My brother turned his back on me. They all did. One day I will make them all pay for it. We are no worse than they are. We are better, in fact. We are not limited in what we can do, whom we can feed from. We are not the self-righteous ones telling others how they should live. We are better than that. Better than they are.”

“They will work in concert now to destroy us,” the female at his feet said.

He had not really been talking to her as much as he’d been talking to himself, so her response irritated him. He clenched his fist around her hair and pulled her head back.

“They have tried to destroy us for centuries. They will not have any more luck now than they did before. Now be quiet. I don’t need your opinion.”

“Yes, of course,” she said meekly. “I’m sorry.”

Her meekness irritated him just as much as her boldness had. He wished she would pick one and stick with it. It would be interesting to have someone stand up to him for a change. He would destroy them of course, but it would still be interesting.

Just as he would destroy Rafe and the queen he served.

Given time.

All he needed was a little time.
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Chapter 1

Halo rolled over and winced as the sun struck his eyes. He sat up, his head ringing and his body slow. He didn’t like it. He’d been drinking last night, more than usual. E-vamps were notoriously lightweight when it came to alcohol, but his tolerance had always been better than that of the average e-vamp. Better than that of the average human. He was just better.

He looked around at his alien surroundings and took in the details of the room. He couldn’t remember where he was.

He didn’t like that either.

Sure, he played fast and loose with a lot of the e-vamp edicts, skirting the edges of what made for a lawful energy vampire, but he was a hunter. He hunted for a living.

He was damn good at what he did. The best. He supposed that was why the queen and the authoritarians put up with him. However, not knowing where he was wasn’t smart behavior. It was not the behavior a hunter should be engaging in.

He looked around again, trying to remember the night before. There had been a woman. Hell, there was always a woman. Pretty much every night when he wasn’t hunting. He wasn’t a snob. He loved women—all kinds of women. Most of his fellow vampires looked on human women like humans would look on cattle. They were meant to be food sources. And one did not fuck one’s food. Then there were those who loved humans like a master loves his beloved pet—but still one did not fuck a beloved pet.

Halo was much more earthy than that. Women were women—food or otherwise. They had all the necessary parts that made them women. Vampire snobbery was just that…snobbery. Vampires who looked down on him for his habit of fornicating with human women could bite his rock hard ass. Or they could try. The bonus about being the best in the hunting biz was that no one dared say anything to his face about his choice in sleeping partners. Hell, they didn’t even dare say it behind his back for fear it would get back to him. Oh, there were those who weren’t afraid of him, those who dared, but he couldn’t care less about them if he tried. And he was always up for popping someone in the face for being a gutsy wiseass.

Halo sat up and the room spun. That was definitely not a good thing. He looked around again and noticed the room was a bit Spartan for a woman’s bedroom. There was the queen sized bed he was lying on, a pair of recliners in front of a wall-mounted television, and a small round table with two chairs pulled up to it. He would have thought he was in a studio apartment, but there was no kitchen. There was a single door leading out of the room, which meant there were no closets. That must utterly suck, he thought. He may be a low-class hunter, but he had ultra cool digs and the money to furnish it with everything he wanted…like an enormous flat-screen TV that put the one on the wall to shame.

Actually he had four TVs. But who’s counting?

He threw back the cover hat had been tossed haphazardly over his hips and realized he was naked. He looked around the room, but there were no clothes to be found.

Now he was just irritated. He got to his feet and again the room spun, only this time it seriously rocked him and he sat back down again as nausea rushed over him. He swallowed hard against it then got back up. He gritted his teeth against any further lurching of his stomach and staggered to the door leading out of the room. He yanked it open and found it led to a bathroom.

Blinking in confusion he rechecked the walls of the box room for another door. There wasn’t one visible. There was one window covered by heavy floor-to-ceiling drapes and another long high one that ran the length of the room on the east side allowing that damnable sunlight into the room. It was barely six inches in height…if that. So he walked over to the floor-to-ceiling drapes, thinking maybe there was an exit behind them. A porch slider or something. But when he pulled the curtains apart they revealed what had once been a window but was now completely bricked in.

“What the fuck?”

Halo felt a sense of dread invade him as he stared at the freshly blocked-off portal. He placed a hand against it and pushed, checking to see if there was any give, any way to get out. It didn’t budge and his feeling of dread intensified. As did his anger. He was pissed. Mad pissed. If what was happening was what he thought was happening, someone was going to die. Painfully. Slowly.

Twice.

He left the window and began to pace the outer perimeter of the room. It didn’t take him long to find the seam of what appeared to be a door over on the south side of the room near where the table and chairs were set up. It also didn’t take him long to realize there were cameras in all of the upper corners of the room, protected by clear, thick plastic bolted into the walls.

He ignored the cameras for the moment and examined the seam to the hidden door. He pushed at the drywall covering it and knocked on it. It was solid. No sound of an echo or a hint that there might be hollow space behind. He continued all along the walls searching for any hollow sound only to be frustrated by the lack of it.

He still didn’t consider himself in trouble, however. It would take much more than a sealed room to make him panic. Okay, so a sealed room and being naked and watched was pushing his comfort level, but he wasn’t known for being easily ruffled. What he needed to find out was who had put him there, how he had even gotten there, and what the person’s endgame was.

“All right,” he said aloud to the cameras. “You have my attention. What the fuck do you want?”

He waited, glaring up directly into one of the cameras.

And waited.

And waited.

After about ten minutes without a response he began to get antsy. He looked around the room and took in his surroundings again. What caught on his attention was that there were two recliners and two chairs at the dining table. That meant someone was eventually going to join him…whether it be his captor or someone else. He discarded the information as unimportant for the moment. He walked over to the little table between the two recliners and picked up the remote that was sitting on it. He clicked on the TV and it blinked on. To a screen split into quarters. Four different angles into a room as exactly square as his was. In fact, the room was so identical it could have been his…except in this room was a woman.

She was sitting in one of the recliners in her room, naked, with her legs drawn up tightly to her chest. The picture was in black and white, so all he could tell was that she had dark hair and was white skinned…or so it seemed. It wasn’t as though he could see gradations of skin tone. But she definitely wasn’t black.

“Please…”

That was when he realized he could hear in the room as well as see.

“Please tell me what you want!” she yelled.

She was crying. He heard her breath hitch and saw her wipe away tears. Damn it she looked scared to death. Who was she? He could imagine all kinds of reasons as to why he had been taken captive, but he couldn’t imagine why she would have been. He knew nothing about her. He had never seen her before in his life. The picture was not exactly big or clear so he couldn’t be one hundred percent certain, but he was almost positive she was a stranger. She wasn’t his type—she was far too pretty to be his type. He liked them mediocre and desperate. Made things easier. Pretty women expected too much.

But she was his favorite body type. Full. Round. Plump. Had he been in a bar under the right circumstances he might have forgiven her her prettiness and gone for her anyway. So maybe she was more his type than he thought. Still, he preferred blondes. Washed-out though they may be, he had a thing for blondes. This woman had dark or black hair…he couldn’t tell which.

She was curled up into herself, hiding her nakedness as best she could. He glanced over at his bed and wondered why she didn’t cover up with a sheet. He narrowed his eyes on the screen and was able to determine that she didn’t have sheets on her bed.

That angered him for some reason. Bad enough they had trapped her like a rat and were watching her, they couldn’t allow her a little dignity?

She reached out for the remote on the table beside her and flicked on the TV. He watched as she dropped her legs, stood up and reached out to touch the TV screen.

“Hello! Hello can you hear me?” she cried.

“I can hear you,” he said aloud, guessing that he was on her screen just as she was on his.

“Oh my god! What’s happening? Why are they doing this to us?”

“I don’t know,” he replied, frowning darkly. “How long have you been here?”

“A day. At least.” She then seemed to realize he could probably see her and she hurried back to the chair where she could hide her nakedness behind her own legs. “You weren’t there last night. Last time I turned on the TV the room was empty.”

He absorbed the information. It seemed right. Last night he had been at a bar doing god knows what with god knows who. It was all a little fuzzy.

“Yeah. I just woke up. Have you seen anyone? Talked to anyone?”

“No. And I’m really hungry.”

That gave him pause. It had been four days since he’d last fed. He could usually go a week between feedings, but that time was shortened the more he drank. He didn’t suppose the girl was a vampire. Vampires didn’t get as scared as this girl was unless they were facing down a sycophant.

Law-abiding vampires drank energy from clean resources—humans who engaged in healthy or organic lifestyles. Humans who did not pollute themselves with drugs or other unhealthy things. Sycophants, or phants, were not anywhere near as discerning. They fed from anything and everything, searching for the cheap high of feeding off a junkie or some other such thing. Any law-abiding e-vamp could become a phant, but no phant could cross back over the line and become law abiding. Once they were lost they were lost forever. Or pretty much.

Still she could be a vampire. Maybe a weaker one. But he couldn’t tell through a monitor and he wasn’t about to ask her. Keeping themselves hidden from the human world was paramount on the list of vampire to-dos. Giving themselves away in any way was at the top of the to-don’ts.

“Where do you work?” he asked her. Most vampires in New York City worked at vampire headquarters in Midtown. Maybe by asking her that he could figure out who and what she was.

“What? What does that have to do with anything?” she asked.

“Humor me.”

“I work at Felice’s Antiques in Kingston.”

“Kingston, New York?” he asked.

“Yeah. Where are you from?”

“The city,” he said absently. Where was he? Upstate? Still in the city? What the fuck?

“What’s your name?” she asked.

Niceties. Ok sure, he could do niceties. “Halo.”

“Like…the game Halo?”

“Yeah,” he said with a beleaguered sigh. “Like the game.” If he had a dollar…ever since that fucking game came out.

“I’m sorry. You probably hear that all the time.”

Well, at least she was keen enough to realize it. And polite enough to apologize. Not that manners meant all that much to him. He did return her niceness for the moment.

“What’s your name?”

“Oh. Sorry. It’s Felice.”

“As in Felice’s Antiques?” he asked.

“The one and the same.”

He absorbed that a minute. A small business owner from upstate New York. What the fuck did a small business owner from upstate New York have to do with a vampire from New York City?

“Do you have any clue as to why you are here?” he asked her even though he was pretty sure he knew the answer.

But she surprised him. “I thought it was my stalker ex-husband. It seemed a little high tech and well-thought-out for him, but I don’t know. What do you do? Why would you be here?”

He couldn’t answer that. Oh, he could think of a half-dozen reasons why, he just couldn’t tell her those reasons.

“I’m just as in the dark as you are, sister.”

“Call me Felice. Please. I need someone to call me by my name. To make me feel human again.”

“It’s going to be all right, Felice,” he said, even though comforting others was not his strong suit. He rather impressed himself with the attempt.

“Thank you, Halo, but I’m not sure I believe you.”

“Yeah. I can see how it sounds like total bullshit. But I’m not the kinda guy who lets others get the best of him. If there’s a way out of here I’ll find it. Then I’ll come for you.”

“How do you know we’re even in the same building? Or even the same state? These could be webcams shooting from anywhere.”

She had a point. Maybe he wasn’t so good at the comforting thing after all.

“I don’t know. But I’ll promise you this. If I get out I won’t stop looking for you till I find you.”

“That’s awful nice of you to say but you don’t owe me anything.”

“Hey, we’re companions in captivity,” he said, once again walking the perimeter of the room, testing the walls and then the door leading to the room. “Do you have a door leading into your room?”

“There’s only one door and it leads to the bathroom. Thank god there’s no camera in there…at least not that I can see.”

“Did you check around the walls? For a door that blends into the wall? I have one here.”

She sprang up out of her chair and hurried to the nearest wall. “Where?” she asked.

“On the wall to your right. Try there.”

She slid along the wall to the one on her right and her hands began to trace over the drywall.

“Hey! I didn’t see this before!” she cried in triumph. “I figured there had to be a way in. I mean…we got in here somehow. I just couldn’t find it.”

“It was easy to miss. I only found it by checking every seam in the wallpaper. I gotta give cred to the guy who had the patience to paper this room…even if the floral pattern makes my eyes hurt. But I think that was deliberately chosen to distract the eye from the seams.”

“You sound like this is nothing new to you. You sound so calm.”

He supposed he did. It didn’t pay to get worked up. Anger and frustration only clouded his thinking.

“I’m not about to kick and scream. I won’t give whoever is watching the satisfaction.”

“So you think they are watching too? That it’s not just us seeing each other?”

“Of course they’re watching. That’s half the fun isn’t it?” He ran a hand back through his hair—his only sign of agitation. But it was enough for her to notice.

“I’m sorry. That was a stupid question.”

“Yeah. It was,” he said.

“I said I was sorry!” she bit out.

“All right! So you’re sorry. That doesn’t change things. Look, you have to get a grip. There’s no room for being all soft and apologetic. That won’t get the job done.”

“What job?” she snapped. “And there’s nothing wrong with being polite. You might try it sometime.”

“I don’t have time to be polite,” he said. “And the job is getting us out of here.”

“How are we going to do that? Like you said, someone is probably watching our every—”

She gasped suddenly and lurched back away from the doorway she was standing near. She scurried over to the chair and ridiculously hid behind it.

“Someone’s coming!” she hissed.

“Here’s a clue. They’re going to be able to find you,” he said dryly.

“Shut up! You’re a real—”

She gasped, cutting herself off from calling him an asshole. He supposed that was exactly what he was, he thought a moment later as someone all in black opened the portal and stepped inside Felice’s room. Felice screamed as he approached her—and it was a he, Halo could tell by his bulk and the way he moved—and she scrambled to get away from him. But it was no use and Halo knew it, even if in the moment of panic Felice didn’t.

A second figure entered the room behind the first just as the first, the bigger of the two, grabbed hold of Felice. She screamed and fought, her naked body twisting and squirming. Halo’s fists clenched as he watched every second of what was happening with burning eyes. Now he felt frustration. He wanted to leap through the screen to help her. He wasn’t the type to rescue damsels in distress, but he wasn’t the type to ignore them either.

This was unbearable for him, terrifying for her. He hardly knew her, but he knew he would do anything to switch places with her.

“You fuckers!” he shouted at the screen. “Why don’t you come after me?”

She was a fighter, he’d give her that. She kicked out, catching one of the men in the nuts. He grunted and fell to his knees, cupping his abused privates in both hands. That left the meatier of the two men to control the writhing, screaming woman in his hold. Tired of listening to her, he backhanded her. She immediately went silent as her head snapped back, then hung limply. He’d either knocked her out or she’d fainted, he couldn’t tell which through the screen.

Now that she was still, the bruiser threw her down on the bed. Halo gripped the remote so tightly he just about crushed it, but he barely kept himself from doing so. He needed it. He needed to be able to watch over her.

The second man recovered slowly as the bruiser arranged her naked limbs out on the bed. He did something with her arm and then pulled something out of his back pocket.

A syringe? He couldn’t tell but the actions of the bruiser seemed like those of someone giving a shot or taking blood. He bet on giving a shot. Something to further subdue her no doubt. The bruiser stood up and faced the camera in the upper north corner of the room. He was masked, so Halo couldn’t identify him.

“Don’t worry. You’re next,” he said.

“Just try it, fucker. Be prepared to hurt.”

“We’ll see,” the bruiser said smugly.

He plucked his partner up by the shoulder of his shirt and dragged him out of the room. Halo stood staring at the screens, watching her carefully. At least they hadn’t…he’d been afraid they would really hurt her. Rape her maybe. His mind went over dozens of possibilities of ways they could hurt her. He hated every sick thought that entered his mind. He had seen people hurt each other in hundreds of ways. It was what had jaded him so thoroughly. He could imagine every one of those hundreds of ways…spend days imagining them. What did that make him? He didn’t know. However, he did know that she didn’t deserve this. Whatever and whoever she was, she didn’t deserve this.

He stood there watching over her for an hour or so, waiting every minute for his door to open. But standing there in a state of readiness would quickly become exhausting, so he forced himself to relax. He took a seat on one of the recliners and settled in. He wished he could see her better, see her breathe. Why had they drugged her? If indeed she had been drugged. Obviously it was to prepare her for something. But what?

Then suddenly the screen blanked out, as if someone had shut off all the cameras. More than likely they had just shut off his access to them. Frustration welled within him as he tried changing the channel. It earned him basic cable, shows he wasn’t interested in, so he flipped back to the screen in case they allowed access to her once more. He wanted to be able to see her the minute they let him do so again. In the meantime he tried not to imagine all the things they could be doing to her out of his sight.
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