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				Detour

				CYN BIT HER lower lip, struggling to conceal a smile that threatened to become a laugh as she watched

				Raphael reassure Juro one last time that he would be perfectly safe without a bodyguard, or five, to watch over him.

				“I’m sure my Cyn will protect me. Won’t you, lubimaya?” he added, raising his voice so she could hear from where she stood waiting on the other side of the Land Rover.

				“Hey, don’t get me involved in this,” she called, laughter bubbling over despite her best efforts.

				Raphael shot her a thanks a lot glare, but there was no heat to it. Once upon a time, he’d have been mortally insulted at the suggestion he was incapable of protecting himself. He was, after all, an extremely powerful vampire lord, and very likely the most powerful vampire alive. But Juro was one of his closest friends as well as his security chief. He’d gone along with this romantic getaway vacation, but that didn’t mean he liked it. Hell, Cyn fully expected to see familiar faces peeking around corners at every stop.

				She had to cover her mouth when the thought doubled her amusement and the volume of her laughter.

				“I should go,” Raphael said dryly. “Before amusement tumbles my mate to the ground, and we’re delayed even further.”

				“Very well,” Juro sighed. “Should you have any doubts as to your safety, please call. I can have a team there, wherever you are, in moments.”

				Well, that’s an exaggeration, Cyn thought. Not even Raphael was supposed to know where they were going. She’d been super careful in making the reservations. Had gone so far as to make her calls from off the estate, and had used a burner phone, for fuck’s sake. There was no way Juro could know, much less have quick response teams set up everywhere. For all anyone knew, they were driving to the airport and flying to fucking Finland! Not that they were, but only because it was too far for a quick getaway. She’d thought about it though. She’d seen pictures of glass huts in the snow, with the dark winter sky lit up in psychedelic colors. The long nights wouldn’t have been bad, either. But Raphael hated the cold.

				Besides, he couldn’t go off radar for more than a week these days without everyone freaking out and thinking he was dead or missing. Again. Well, the missing part, anyway. Though he hadn’t really been missing, even the one time that had spooked everyone else. She’d known where he was and who the fuck had him. And she’d made sure they paid for every minute they’d tried and failed to hold him captive, too.

				She didn’t have the strength or speed of a vampire, but Raphael was right. She was his fiercest defender. Now it was her turn to glare over the top of the SUV, directing it at Juro for daring to doubt Raphael’s safety as long as she was with him. The big security chief gave her a puzzled look, then closed his eyes in resignation.

				Good choice.

				Finally out of patience and aware the night would only last so long—it was winter, after all, and California didn’t have Finland’s long sunless days—she stood on the running board and slapped the vehicle’s roof. “Okay, Juro, I know you’re getting that empty nest feeling, but it’s time to redecorate the house or something, and let him go. Kiss, kiss.” So saying, she stepped down and into the passenger seat, then rolled her head to one side like a bored teenager and stared at the two vamps. Then she leaned over and pushed the gas pedal with her hand to rev the engine impatiently.

				Finally, the two of them exchanged a manly handshake, and Raphael slid behind the wheel.

				“Quick, close the door!” she hissed.

				He slid his eyes in her direction, but he didn’t waste any time pulling the door shut, either.

				“My God,” she muttered. “I half-expected him to grab you and run back upstairs.”

				“Cyn.”

				She leaned over and kissed his perfectly chiseled cheek. “You want me to drive? It’s been a while since you drove yourself, hasn’t it?” she asked with the utmost sincerity.

				“Are you going to be like this the entire journey?”

				“Maybe. Are you going to pull away from the house?”

				He uttered a filthy Russian curse—which only made her laugh—put the vehicle in gear, and accelerated smoothly up the long, curving driveway. The gate opened before they got there, the vampire guards stiffly aware that this was their lord and master driving past. Raphael gave a single, sharp nod and turned onto the tree-shrouded and very private road to the highway. The road was unlit. Vampires didn’t need much light, and the shadows helped deter any humans who might think to spy on the famous vampire lord.

				Raphael wasn’t actually famous. At least, he wasn’t trying to be famous. But he and Cyn did sometimes mingle with the rich and famous, and magazines loved to include the usually secretive vampires among the beautiful people they splashed across their pages. Not without reason. Vampires were beautiful, for the most part. Cyn had seen a few that weren’t, either because they were too young for the vampire symbiote to have worked its full magic, or because they didn’t have enough power for the symbiote to maximize its effect. But the only ones who were truly ugly were those whose souls were so corrupted and black that not even the symbiote’s magic could make them pretty.

				“Which way, my Cyn?”

				She gave him a happy smile. This trip had been her idea. They had so little time alone, and most of that was in their private suite under the main house. Whenever they went out, they were surrounded by security people, and at home it was sometimes worse. She longed for a few days with just the two of them. No guards every twenty-five yards down the hallway, no ringing phone or business meetings that only he could deal with. Just Raphael and Cyn on holiday like a normal couple. Or, as normal as a billionaire vampire lord and his stunningly beautiful mate could be. Her smile became a grin. “You think they’re watching to see which way we go?” she asked.

				“Probably, but it’s a big state.”

				“Who says we’re staying in the state?”

				“I know you. You won’t want to waste time driving.”

				She snorted, but he was right. “Left. We’re going north.”

				He made the turn onto Pacific Coast Highway and hit the accelerator, unconcerned about speed limits. He could whammy any police or patrolman who stopped them into bidding them a fond good night and walking away. Besides, every driver in California considered speed limits more of a suggestion than a rule.

				“What is our destination?” he inquired.

				“Hmmm. I think I should wait until it’s too late to turn back before I tell you.”

				His brows arched. “You don’t think I’ll enjoy it?”

				“Oh, I know you will.”

				“Then?”

				“Just drive. We’re free.”

				He shot her a quick, concerned glance. “Do you not normally feel free?”

				She sighed and reached over the console to rest her hand on his leg. “Do you remember when cars didn’t have center consoles? When you could snuggle up while you drove?”

				“I do, yes. But you shouldn’t.”

				She laughed. “I’m not that young. It was a while before every car had these things.” She slapped the console. “Bench seats were nice.”

				“Really? Did you have many nice times on bench seats?”

				She patted his hard thigh. “No. Boarding school, remember? By the time I really started dating, bench seats were gone,” she said wistfully.

				“I’m sure we could retrofit your car if that’s what you truly want.”

				Cyn smiled again. “You’re too good.”

				“Only to you.”

				“Of course.”

				“Answer one question.”

				She just looked at him.

				“Will we reach our final destination tonight?”

				“Oh, my God. Yes. Happy?”

				“No.”

				“Relax, fang boy. I’ll keep you safe. You’ll see.”

				He growled softly but covered her hand with his own and squeezed her fingers as they rolled down the dark highway under starry skies.

				RAPHAEL DROVE steadily, unbothered by the absence of light on the dark road. The moon had come and gone early this night and had been no more than a waning crescent at that. Tomorrow would be a dark moon, a vampire moon some called it, although that was a misnomer. Vampires had no problem with moonlight. People sometimes conflated vampires with the werewolves of popular myth. Or so he considered them. He’d never met a werewolf, or any other were animal. That didn’t prove they weren’t real, but he’d been alive a very long time, more than five hundred years, and he’d lived all over Europe and much of North America. It seemed likely that had were-creatures truly existed, he’d have met one by now.

				Vampires did exist, however, and the only celestial body they had trouble with was the sun. The vampire symbiote—which only a very few people knew existed—disliked sunlight and chose that time to rest and rebuild itself. No vampire—not even him, with all his power—could resist the shutdown of his body during that time. He could delay it longer than most, and he was aware of Cyn even when he slept, but that was the extent of his daylight existence. It had troubled him long, long ago when he’d first been changed. But no more. He enjoyed his life, especially now that he had Cyn to share it with. He hadn’t known he was lonely until he met her.

				He stroked his thumb over her slender fingers. So delicate a hand for such a strong woman. She was a contrast within herself—tall, slender, and beautiful. Most men wanted to protect her, to own her. He was no different. He simply knew better than to try. She would have said they protected each other, which was closer to the truth.

				“We should stop for gas at the next exit,” she said quietly, “so we can drive the rest of the way without stopping.”

				They’d travelled about a hundred miles, he figured. If she expected to drive the rest of the way without stopping, and if they were sticking to Highway 1—

				“I can hear you calculating our destination in your head.”

				He laughed. “No, you can’t. You just know me that well.”

				Her smile was satisfied, though whether at having called him out, or because she really did know him that well . . . probably a little of both. He knew her, too.

				He glanced at the exit sign and gave a mental shrug. He knew of this place but had never visited it. His own Malibu estate pre-dated the immigrant settlement which had become this thriving small city and tourist attraction. He wondered if there would be anything open this late at night, but very quickly saw the lights of a lone twenty-four-hour gas station. He pulled under the canopy and turned off the engine. Without a word, they both exited the vehicle. Cyn might joke about protecting him, and he, her, but the truth was they were each too careful to sit inside unaware while the other was distracted with the gas pump.

				It was Cyn who slid the credit card into place and selected the fuel type, while he lifted the nozzle into the tank and clicked it. After a quick glance around, she stretched her arms over her head, then bent over and touched her fingers to the ground, legs perfectly straight. “Ugh,” she said, coming back up and twisting from side to side. “I love road trips, but I hate the road part.”

				He came up behind her and crossed his arms over her chest, tugging her against him. “Will we have time to exercise when we get there?”

				She laughed and leaned her head against his shoulder. “Maybe. If you drive fast.”

				“In that case—”

				“My lord?”

				They both spun at the unexpected and unfamiliar voice.

				CYN’S HAND WENT to her gun as she turned, but Raphael lifted a calming hand, telling her there was no danger. She wasn’t sure she believed him, but now that she had a better look at the vampire, she had to agree. He was definitely a vampire, and not a strong one, either. The red gleaming eyes told her that much. There was also the respectful and diffident way he was refusing to meet Raphael’s gaze, while still doing his best to look his fill. He’d called Raphael “my lord,” rather than “Sire,” which meant he’d been turned by someone else. But that didn’t matter if he was living in Raphael’s territory. Which it seemed he was.

				He was dressed simply, in dark khaki trousers and a white collared shirt, with a black zippered jacket over it all. His age was indeterminate to her senses. He appeared to be in his late thirties, but that meant nothing when it came to a vampire’s age. He was shorter than she was, no more than five feet, eight inches. Which in all fairness had probably been on the tall side when he’d been human. His head was bare, his white-blond hair shining under the overhead lights, and his eyes a blue so pale they looked almost colorless.

				Raphael tilted his head in an inquisitive pose, as if rolling through his memories trying to place the vamp’s name. “Jannick Bork,” he said easily, as if they’d spoken only a day ago, rather than the years, maybe decades, Cyn knew it had to be.

				“My lord Raphael,” Bork said in an awestruck whisper. “I’m honored you remember.”

				“I know all my people.” He reached back and tugged Cyn to his side. “You won’t have met my mate, Cynthia. Lubimaya, this is Jannick. He and his nest have lived in this area for some time.”

				Jannick dipped his head in her direction. “Just over a hundred years, my lady.”

				“How did you know I’d be here?” Raphael asked, his voice as calm as ever, but Cyn knew him far better than Jannick. She heard the potential for violence underneath the question.

				“I didn’t, my lord,” he hurried to answer. “I frequently walk these streets late at night. That’s the only time it’s quiet anymore. Especially this time of year. The town needs the tourists, and so I welcome them. But they do bring noise and disruption with them.”

				“But you recognized Raphael,” Cyn stated.

				“Of course, my lady. I would never forget, though it’s been decades since he honored us with a visit.” His eyes widened. “I don’t complain, my lord. The territory is huge, and with the Europeans trying to shove their way into places they don’t belong . . . well, Lord Raphael’s strength serves all of us better far from here.”

				“Be easy, Jannick. My mate is . . .” He smiled. “Protective.”

				The vampire’s eyes widened again, as if shocked that a mere human would think to protect the mighty Lord Raphael, and even more that he permitted it.

				“So you were taking your nightly stroll and saw us pull into this fine establishment,” Raphael commented dryly.

				“Just so, my lord. I hardly believed my eyes. There are those among us, even vampires, who would say their prayers have been answered. I am not one of those, but this is amazing good fortune.”

				“Is there a problem? Are you in danger?”

				“Not I. But another.” He glanced at Cyn when she shuddered hard. “It’s very cold tonight, my lord. My home isn’t far, and my own mate would be honored to meet you.”

				“Your mate is human?”

				“Yes, my lord. As are our children and grandchildren.” The vampire’s face transformed with pride as a huge smile split his face. He gave a cheerful laugh. “I see your confusion, my lady. Our children are adopted, of course. But blood doesn’t make a family. Love does.”

				Cyn’s heart tugged. No one knew that better than she did.

				“Does your family live here?” Raphael asked, seeming less affected by the shorter vampire’s earnest declaration.

				“Not anymore,” Jannick replied easily. “They went to college and moved away. But they have good lives, and they come back to visit.”

				“If it would not disturb your mate, we would be pleased to visit your home.”

				“Thank you, my lord,” he effused. “It’s not far. I can give you directions—”

				“Ride with us.” It was an order from Lord Raphael, for all that it might have sounded like a suggestion to anyone else.

				“Thank you, my lord.” He shot a look at the gas pump. “Are you finished here?”

				Cyn had heard the gas pump click off a couple sentences ago but had ignored it. “Done,” she said, then looked at Raphael. “Who’s driving?”

				“You.” Raphael’s decision was predictable. If she was driving, he’d be free to react if Jannick turned out to be something other than he appeared.

				She returned the gas nozzle to its place on the pump, as the two vampires walked around the Land Rover. Twisting the cap on the tank until it clicked, she pushed the fuel hatch shut and stepped forward to slide behind the wheel. “Seatbelts,” she called, just for the hell of it. Vampires didn’t wear seatbelts. For one thing, they could probably survive any crash, but mostly, they hated being restrained if everything went to shit and they needed to leap out of the vehicle to attack their enemies. No one was more paranoid than a vampire. At least not in her experience.

				She clicked her own seatbelt and started the engine. Every vehicle in Raphael’s fleet had the damn seatbelt warning bell disabled. She wore her own, because she wouldn’t survive a crash, and vampires tended to drive really, really fast. But then, so did she.

				“Where we going?” She met Jannick’s pale eyes in the rearview mirror.

				“Turn right out of the driveway, but then take that street just there on the left.”

				TWO TURNS AND ten minutes later, they drove a hundred yards down a gravel driveway to a two-story house nestled against a grove of fruit trees that formed a half-circle around the building. She didn’t know what kind of fruit. But as it was December, even she knew there’d be no fruit hanging on the trees.

				“You have an orchard?” Raphael asked.

				“Just for ourselves. My mate loves to garden, and she sends most of it to the children. Preserved by canning or preserves for spreading. Some she sells at the church fundraisers.”

				“Church?” Cyn repeated. “You go to church?”

				Jannick smiled. “Only the midnight services,” he chuckled. “Usually twice a year, though my mate attends every Sunday.”

				Interesting, Cyn thought. Most religions either denied the existence of vampires or considered them evil at best, and minions of the devil at worst. Apparently, this town was more tolerant. Maybe because vampires had been among the founders.

				“Were you turned before you settled here? Or after?” she asked. Vampires sometimes got tetchy about their transformation dates, but with Raphael in the car, Jannick could hardly complain.

				“Soon after. All of us were.”

				“All?”

				“Twenty or so men mostly. A few had wives. They were turned, as well.”

				Cyn pursed her lips and glanced at Raphael, but he seemed content to let her ask the questions. She’d already parked in front of the house but turned in her seat to ask one final question. “How many survived? How many vampires live here now?” It seemed like information Raphael should have. Although it was very possible he already knew the answer. He could stand outside a building and say exactly how many hearts beat inside—how many human . . . and how many vampire.

				“The journey to this place was hard, and not everyone was strong enough to survive their rebirth. Some remained for years, decades even, but eventually moved on. Others discovered us by chance, found our quiet community to their liking, and stayed. We are now thirty-two. Twenty-one male, eleven female.”

				Cyn was surprised by the number of women. Most vampires were male, simply because in the olden days most powerful vampires had wanted soldiers for their armies and protection. But if every woman in the original community had been turned, that would account for the unusual number.

				“Are the others mated, like you?” she asked as lights came on around the front door. Motion-activated, she assumed.

				“Most,” he agreed.

				The door opened and a small black woman stood there, her long dark hair twisted into slender braids that were piled on top of her head. Wearing loose trousers and a bulky sweater, her welcoming smile turned to worry as her eyes met Jannick’s. “Jani?”

				He hurried over and put an arm around her. “It’s all right, Kinzi. This is Lord Raphael.”

				Kinzi clearly didn’t find that bit of news reassuring, as her eyes widened in alarm and she moved even closer to Jannick and tightened her arm around his waist.

				“Mrs. Bork,” Raphael said gently. He was capable of incredible compassion when he wanted to be. He also had more than enough magic and just plain natural charisma to soothe any fears Kinzi might have. “Jannick chanced upon us at your local gas station.” He added just a touch of humor, inviting her to share the unlikelihood of such an encounter. “But he tells me your community needs my help, that there is some danger. If fate brought us here, then it was fortuitous, because it is my duty to protect every vampire under my care. Including your mate and you.”

				Kinzi’s worried brown eyes shot to Jannick, who gave her a nodding smile. “I’ve invited Lord Raphael and his mate, Cynthia, into our home to talk about Werner.”

				She jerked as if coming out of a daze and all but yanked Jannick backward in her urgency to clear the doorway. “Jani, we’re being rude. Forgive me,” she said glancing from Raphael to Cyn and back again. “I wasn’t expecting anyone, though that’s hardly an excuse.”

				“Of course, it is,” Cyn said, stepping forward. “We’re the rude ones for dropping in on you like this.”

				“Please, come in.”

				She glanced at Raphael to be sure that was invite enough, although there was a caveat to the whole invitation thing since Raphael was Jannick’s lord. He didn’t need to be invited, but he was polite enough to wait for it. And apparently, Kinzi’s welcome was sufficient, because he slipped an arm around Cyn’s waist and ushered her out of the cold night and into the warm house.

				RAPHAEL SENT HIS awareness searching through the house and surrounding area. He’d trusted foolishly and been taken unaware in Hawaii, risking not only his own life, but Cyn’s. That would never happen again. Even knowing it had taken three vampire lords and more than 100 master vampires to trap and hold him, he didn’t trust anyone on face value. Jannick hadn’t lied to him. That much was easily proven. But conspirators could be concealed in the surrounding groves, any one of whom could be more powerful than the unassuming vampire who’d invited him into his home.

				Cyn’s arm came around him, a firm hand stroking up his back as she leaned close enough to whisper, “Trouble?”

				He smiled when Jannick gestured to a somewhat faded couch, then took Cyn’s hand and pulled her down next to him, his arm going around her shoulders. When the vampire left to help his mate with the tea tray, Raphael murmured, “There is no one near enough to pose a threat, except these two, and they are no danger to us.”

				“Okay, so what’s the deal?”

				“I believe we’re about to discover that.”

				He forced himself to wait as tea was poured and condiments offered, as a plate of homemade holiday cookies was passed from Kinzi to Cyn. Jannick sipped his tea but skipped the cookies. Vampires could eat food, but preferred not to, since it had no taste. Liquids were another matter. Raphael and many other vamps enjoyed alcohol, but mostly for the initial flavor and burn. There was no sustained effect, and no such thing as a drunk vampire.

				Cyn on the other hand crunched several of the small cookies, making him wonder if she’d eaten dinner before they’d left Malibu. Neither of them had planned on stopping for any more than the time it took to fill the gas tank. And now he wondered if they were going to make their destination tonight, or at all.

				“So, Jannick,” he said more abruptly than he’d intended, “tell me of the situation that made you seek me out.”

				The vampire sat forward on his seat, hands fisted between his knees. “It’s Werner, my lord. Werner Thorsen. He’s one of the original settlers, and now, of course, a vampire, like myself.” He waited, as if expecting Raphael to recognize the name and respond. When he didn’t, Jannick continued. “Werner is a quiet man. Even before we came here, he kept to himself. A kind man, but shy, I guess you’d say. He’s a woodworker, a master craftsman. His carvings sell for hundreds of dollars sometimes in the gift shop. They could fetch more, but Werner insists he doesn’t need more. He only sells what he does to fund his true passion, which is toys. And those he gives away for free every Christmas.”

				“Sounds . . .” Cyn’s voice faded away without finishing, but Raphael knew what she’d been about to say. It was the same thought he’d had, hearing Jannick’s description of Werner Thorsen. He sounded too good to be true. And if he was so saintly, then why was he in such danger than Jannick had involved Raphael?

				“It’s the truth,” Kinzi insisted, as if hearing their unspoken doubts.

				“Yes, it is,” Raphael commented, his gaze on the woman. Jannick would be aware that he could not lie to a vampire lord, especially not his own. But she might not be.

				“What happened to Werner?” Unlike him, Cyn made no attempt to conceal her impatience.

				“He’s gone. Taken, we think.”

				Raphael studied the vampire. “Taken how? When?”

				“Every year the town has a holiday festival. It draws a lot of tourists, the only winter event that does,” he added almost apologetically.

				Raphael waved away the implied apology, then indicated Jannick should continue.

				“Werner is the center of the festival, not just for the toys he gives away, but he is our Julemanden, the Yule Man. Our Father Christmas or Santa Claus, if you will. Families fill the parking lots and clog the streets, bringing children to visit him. The highlight of the festival, the arrival of the Julemanden, was to be this coming weekend. Werner was almost ready. We all helped move the toys from storage into the barn where he was to greet the children. It’s too cold, you understand, to make them wait outside.

				“But this morning, when we arrived at the barn to finish the decorations and set everything up, Werner’s car was in the lot, the door open, and the engine running. But no Werner. We searched the entire town, drove up and down every road, visited every remote winery and farmhouse. It’s as if he vanished from the earth.”

				“Take me to this barn. Is Werner’s vehicle still there?”

				“Yes, my lord. We have no independent police here. We contract with the county sheriff. Still, I don’t have to tell you about the risks of inviting human authorities to investigate a crime involving our own.”

				“But you do believe there’s a been a crime,” Cyn stated.

				“What else could it be?”

				“Right.” Cyn stood alongside Raphael. “Let’s get this done.”

				RAPHAEL KEPT CYN close as they followed Jannick out of the house. Moments later, the local vampire was leading the way in his own car, giving the two of them time alone as they followed him through the night. He half-listened as Cyn called the hotel she’d reserved for this first night of their getaway, letting the front desk know that they wouldn’t be arriving until the next night, and that of course the hotel was authorized to charge her card for the usual expenses, including the room they wouldn’t be using that night. Her words were friendly, her tone businesslike, but he knew her too well not to hear the note of disappointment that she tried to hide.

				“We’re good,” she informed him somewhat absently as she scrolled through her cell phone screen. “Jannick was right about how busy this place gets this time of year. Fortunately, it’s not the weekend yet, and we’ll be gone by then.”

				She paused long enough to shoot him a glance which he caught in his peripheral version. She’d drawn breath to ask him something but had changed her mind. He didn’t even have to wonder what she’d been about to say. She wanted to know if they really would make it to their getaway destination tomorrow night, or if this delay was going to call off the trip altogether.

				“Well,” she said somewhat dryly, “I managed to book the best place in town here for a couple nights, but—” Again she swallowed what she’d been about to say. “So, what do you think happened to old Julemanden? Would that be the Julemanden? Or is he just Julemanden, like a name. Like Santa Claus.”

				“The latter, I believe. No ‘the.’ As for what happened to him, that’s what we’re going to discover. As quickly as possible, I might add.”

				“I never thought about this before, but if he was already dusted, will you be able to tell? You’ve never even met this guy.”

				“If there are remains—dust, as you say—near the abandoned vehicle for example, I will sense that. And if not, then my power will certainly facilitate any wide-ranging search for him. We can be sure he didn’t simply disappear. And all signs seem to point at foul play.”

				“Uh huh. So if he’s not dead, and he didn’t leave under his own power, then he’s been taken. And then, the question becomes . . . by whom?” She began tapping and scrolling on her phone again.

				“What are you doing?”

				“Checking for any vampire hate groups around here,” she said absently. “Crime stats, that sort of thing. A lot of these sheriff departments with widespread or mostly rural counties post a police blotter that’s essentially a blog of what happened and where, including a surprising number of details.”

				“If that’s what happened here . . . it would be unfortunate.”

				“Ya think?”

				“This is serious, my Cyn.”

				“I know that. I’m just a little . . . never mind.”

				“A little what?” he demanded more harshly than he’d intended.

				She was no longer looking at her phone. She’d lowered the device and turned away so that all he could see was the sleek fall of her dark, shoulder-length hair. His gut tightened. His mate rarely held back her words, especially with him.

				Finally, she sighed and said, “I wanted just a few days with you. Alone. Just us.” She paused, then added, “It’s selfish, I know. Werner’s life could be at stake. But, Raphael, when isn’t someone’s life at stake? Does it always have to be you who fixes things? When will it be enough?”

				The taillights of Jannick’s mid-size sedan turned off the main road ahead of him, and Raphael could see a barn in the distance. Making a decision, he pulled to the side of the road they were on, the SUV’s tires digging into the soft dirt shoulder. Leaving the engine running, he put the vehicle into park and took Cyn’s hand. The other vampire might wonder what had delayed them, but this was more important.

				She didn’t fight his hold, but didn’t meet his eyes, either. And he knew she didn’t want him to see the salty tears he could scent filling her eyes.

				“Are you sorry?”

				She lifted her head at his question and stared at him in confusion. “Sorry for what?”

				“Sorry I walked into your office that night. Sorry you took the job?”

				Fury drove her fist into his shoulder hard enough to hurt, and he had no doubt she’d have punched his jaw if she’d been facing him head-on. “What the fuck? How can you ask me that? Why would you even think that?” She grabbed the handle and opened the door before he could stop her, cursing when her foot hit the downslope of the roadside ditch, and she grabbed the door to avoid falling.

				Raphael was around the vehicle and steadying her before she’d taken two steps, his arms holding her against his chest too tightly for her continuing punches to gain power.

				“I love you, you asshole. I’ve never loved anyone else, and I never will.” And then she was crying. His Cyn had only ever cried when he was the one in danger. But now she cried as if her heart was breaking. And he’d been the one who’d hurt her.

				“Fuck,” he swore harshly. He held her even more closely, giving her his heart all over again in whispered words of Russian. “Forgive me. I love you. You’re my life, my light.” Over and over again, the same sentiment in different words, until she pulled away enough to punch him again—but lightly this time—before dipping to wipe her nose on his jacket shoulder.

				“Just remember,” she muttered, still not looking at him, “I know where you sleep.”

				“I am suitably terrified.”

				“Obviously not,” she growled under her breath.

				But then she hugged him hard and long, and he held on for all he was worth. Because he hadn’t exaggerated when he’d said she was his life. He’d never intended to fall in love with anyone. But from the moment they’d met, he’d wanted her. Not for a night or a month, but long enough that no other male—vampire or human—would ever claim her. He’d fought that pull with every strength he possessed, but in the end. . . . In the end, once he’d met her, once he’d been inside her, his life had dimmed when she wasn’t around. And now, he knew that if anything happened to his Cyn, if tragedy struck and stole her life, he’d destroy whoever had caused her death. And then he would follow her.

				“Come, lubimaya. It’s cold, and the night is growing short.” He opened the SUV’s door and waited until she was seated once again, then closed the door firmly and sped around the front end and got into his own seat.

				As she was fastening her seatbelt, she said, “Remember what I said about the bench seats in old cars? This is one of those times when I wish we had one. I’m tired of sitting like this, and my legs are too long to curl up the way I want to.”

				“I love your long legs, especially when they’re wrapped—”

				She slapped her hand over his mouth. “Don’t say it. I don’t see any of that in our near future.”

				“You underestimate me yet again.”

				She made a distinctly harrumphing sound and picked up her phone as he pulled back onto the road, once more tapping through her news sources on hate groups. Her frown grew as they neared the turn-off. Just before they stopped, she said, “I think we have a problem, fang boy.”

				CYN WAS GLAD FOR the darkness when they reached the barn. There were no lights on, inside or out. Neither Raphael nor Jannick required them. The bit of moon from earlier was long gone, but this far out from a city, the sky was bright with stars, which was more than enough light for vampires to see by. She, of course, couldn’t see shit, but then this phase of the investigation didn’t involve her much. Raphael was doing his uber-powerful vampire lord thing. Maybe it was because they were mated and utterly tied in with each other, or maybe she’d just been with him long enough that she was sensitive to his power, but she could feel him searching the night like a slow beat against her senses.

				Curious, she walked over to stand just behind him and to one side, waiting until she sensed a downbeat in his power before placing her hand quietly against his back. She didn’t worry about startling him. She’d never seen Raphael startled by anything, let alone her presence. He always knew where she was, even when she’d rather he didn’t. There was no surprising her gorgeous vampire mate.

				“What are you searching for?” she murmured, oddly reluctant to break the silence of the night around them. They were alone for now, Jannick having gone into the barn to relock the doors he’d opened for Raphael’s examination.

				“Any vampire beyond the cluster of life forms in this town. A vampire alone, hurt or frightened. Perhaps surrounded by human minds.”

				“The car gave you no clues about what happened?”

				“No dust, which is good. There was blood, however. Human and vampire, which tells me Werner fought someone, most likely his captors.”

				“Shit.”

				“Yes.” He took her hand without turning. “We may be here another night, my Cyn.”

				“I know,” she said readily. “Look at it this way, at least I got you out of the office.”

				He turned to face her then, his black eyes meeting hers for a long moment, before he smiled. “You did that. What more did you discover about the vampire hate groups in this area?”

				“Enough to give me something to pursue while you get your beauty sleep.” She grimaced. “And to make a suggestion that you won’t expect,” she added.

				He regarded her for a long moment. “You want to bring in our daylight security people.”

				She gave him a disgusted look. “How do you know that?”

				“Tell me why you think we need them.”

				She held up a hand with index finger raised. “One, we’re sleeping in a completely unsecured hotel, surrounded by humans, mostly from out of town, and that we have no knowledge of.” She raised a second finger. “Two, if I’m going to be effective, I need to move around during the day—interview people, talk to the local cops, listen at coffee shops. The usual. And I will not do that, unless there’s someone we trust guarding your sleep. Three . . .” She held up a third finger. “You will freak out if I don’t have a trusted bodyguard with me during my daylight investigation. And four . . .” A fourth finger was added. “Someone, most likely a group of someones, took down what I’m told is a substantial male vampire, which is not an easy thing to do. I don’t care how much vamp power he did or didn’t have, vampires are physically stronger than humans. And I could go on, but I’m running out of fingers.”

				“I’m sorr—”

				“Don’t say it,” she interrupted. “This is our life, my love. This is who you are, and who we are together. I knew that from the beginning, and I still fell in love with you because life without you would be empty and gray, and . . . I can’t imagine it, honestly. So, how about this?”

				Raphael circled her waist with both hands and tugged her against his chest. “What?” he asked against her lips.

				A rush of desire stole her breath, and she had to kiss him before answering. When she spoke, their breaths mingled as her words drifted past his lips. “What will Jannick think?” she teased.

				“That I’m not only powerful but brilliant for having mated the most beautiful woman in the world.” He took her mouth again—slowly, thoroughly—and she almost groaned aloud at the hard press of his erection against her abdomen.

				“Right,” she gasped, and tried to remember what she needed to say. “Right,” she repeated. “Okay, first we go directly to the hotel so I can fuck your brains out before the sun rises.”

				He gave a low, masculine chuckle.

				“After that, you—if possible, but if not, I’ll do it—call Steve Sipes directly, ask him to send a team on the down low, and to tell no one—especially not Juro—blah, blah, blah, just for a day or two. I’ll call Robbie. He can slip out with no one noticing since Irina is working. And with me gone, no one will expect to see him around.”

				“Juro is no fool. He’ll figure it out.”

				“Good for him. He can just pretend not to, then. You are the lord and master, you know.”

				His chuckle was plainly amused this time. “So they tell me. Very well, I like your plan. You know where the hotel is?”

				“Does my phone have Google maps?” she asked rhetorically. “Of course, I know.”

				He rubbed her ass playfully. “You’re cold. Get back to the heater in the Land Rover. I’ll tell Jannick what we’ve decided.”

				CYN ENDED UP driving while Raphael made the call. She could have called Robbie with no blowback, but if she made a request to Sipes directly, he might have questions. Like why couldn’t Raphael call for himself, and had something already happened that the security chief needed to know about? It was much easier for the orders to come from Raphael, reassuring everyone and getting the job done at the same time. Sipes also said he’d call Robbie and add him to the team on the pretext of some drill or other. It wouldn’t fool Juro for long, but then they didn’t expect their missing Julemanden crisis to take long.

				The hotel turned out to be nicer than expected, set away from the town by nearly two miles and surrounded by vineyards. It would have been romantic if they hadn’t been chasing vampire hate groups.

				Cyn grabbed the lone duffle which was the only luggage they’d brought, since they hadn’t exactly planned on going out on the town. Or she hadn’t. Raphael still didn’t know their ultimate destination, which was beginning to seem a lot less important than it had when they’d been speeding up the coast in a getaway dash.

				Raphael, of course, took the bag from her before she’d even stepped back from the cargo compartment. Frail female that she was, she couldn’t be expected to carry that heavy bag. She rolled her eyes but smiled too. She actually loved that he took such care of her.

				“Thank you.” She kissed his jaw, then slammed the cargo hatch and clicked the remote to lock the doors. The soft beep seemed loud in the quiet night, and she hoped no one had heard. They wanted to slip into their room with no fuss, calling no attention to their late arrival. The security team was expected to arrive shortly after sunrise, depending on traffic, but they’d be discreet. She’d already booked two more rooms, one on either side of their own, on the pretext of unexpected family arrivals. The front desk clerk had been too thrilled to care who was coming, as long as Cyn’s credit card cleared. And she’d checked into all three rooms so the team wouldn’t have to walk through the lobby. She and Raphael could have passed for just another couple, if necessary. But a team of hulking security guys would definitely raise some questions.

				They went up the back stairs conveniently suggested by the sleepy-voiced desk clerk, since the small hotel had surprisingly upgraded its door locks to accommodate digital keys. She figured someone in management was a tech geek, desperate to liven up their nighttime shifts.

				The room was on the second floor. They dropped their bag in the middle room, then checked out both of the others to be sure there were no interconnecting doors or outside stairs. With that done, they closed and locked their door, and shoved a tall, probably antique, dresser in front of it.

				“What if—” Raphael said.

				Cyn cut him off. “I can move it. Don’t insult me.”

				Laughing, he pulled her close and, stepping backward, tumbled her to the bed in his arms.

				The only light in the room was from a small lamp near the door, but the silver glow of Raphael’s vampire eyes was the only light she cared about. She was breathless by the time he eased his mouth away from hers with a slow lick of her lips. A few hundred years of experience taught a man how to kiss, especially a man who was a sexy-as-hell vampire lord. “How much time do we have?”

				He always knew where the sun was and didn’t hesitate to say, “An hour, more or less.”

				Cyn’s response was to grab onto him and roll them both across the king-size bed until she was on top, where she immediately reached for his zipper. But Raphael had other plans. Before she could do more than unbutton his fly, he’d continued their roll so he was on top again.

				“Not this time, lubimaya. This time you’re mine.”

				“I’m always yours,” she whispered, her heart already beating so fast that it nearly drowned out her voice.

				“Yes, you are,” he agreed with smug satisfaction, a moment before he grabbed the edge of her sweater and stripped it off over her head. His eyes were brighter than the stars as he pulled down the cups of her bra and surveyed her naked breasts with blatant possession, making her nipples harden with desire.

				“Take off your shirt,” she demanded, and watched with equal possessiveness as he grabbed his shirt over his head and tore it off with a flex of smooth, gorgeous muscle. “C’mere.” Gripping the back of his head, she threaded her fingers into the short hair at his nape, and tugged him down, wanting to feel the press of his chest against her breasts, the delicious pain of hardened nipples scraping over hard, flat pectorals. God, she loved that feeling.

				Raphael obliged, but not for long. As he’d noted, time was short and they both wanted far more than kisses before then.

				MESMERIZED BY THE erotic press of Cyn’s swollen nipples against his chest, Raphael slid back and forth a few seconds longer, until his cock hardened beyond the point of pain, imprisoned by the rough fabric of his jeans and the even rougher teeth of his zipper. He’d gone commando, as always when he wore jeans, having grown to adulthood in a world where men didn’t bother with such things. With a snarl of impatience, he left the warm softness of her breasts, grabbed the waist of her leggings as he rose to his knees, and dragged them down and off her long legs, tearing away her panties as he pulled. Leaving it all hanging from one slender ankle, he loosened the metal button at his waist and lowered his zipper just far enough not to scrape her delicate skin, and without any warning or foreplay, shoved his cock as deep as it would go into her tight body.

				Cyn cried out when he slammed into her, with pleasure at their final joining, but also at the erotic pain of his thickness. They both paused for an instant with him deep inside her, her inner muscles stretching to accommodate his intrusion, even as he reveled in the tight glove of her body, remembering the first time he’d ever had her, the first time he’d felt the searing heat of her pussy. He’d known at his first thrust that he’d never let her go, that no other man could be permitted to know the fire and satin of her.

				Straightening his arms and rising above her, he began to thrust faster and faster. Her knees tightened around him in welcome, her hips lifting to meet his every downward plunge. There was nothing tender or loving in him in that moment. He was driven by a hard, demanding lust, a need to claim her that seemed never to go away, never even to lessen. But his mate matched his urgency and desire, her hunger equaling his, her moans filling his ears as he drove into her again and again, his cock straining for a release that he denied, wanting to prolong their joining as long as he could.

				When he released his arms to lie flat on top of her, nothing moving but his hips as he continued his hard, deep thrusts, their mouths met in a clash of teeth, more violent than a kiss. Lips tore and blood mingled, the scent and taste of her causing a rumbling growl to develop in the depths of his chest, rising slowly to his lips, vibrating against the skin of her neck as he tasted her with his tongue. Her breath caught at the wet touch below her ear, and his eyes narrowed to slits of gleaming satisfaction, his vampire brain telling him that he had her. That she was his to do with as he pleased, to take what he wanted. Her blood, her body, her very life, if he demanded it.

				Hard fangs slid from his gums to brush against the velvet softness of her skin, her heart tripping with a terror so deeply instinctual that she couldn’t suppress it, no matter the years and emotion between them. And just as she couldn’t stop her shiver of fear, so he couldn’t hold back the raw pleasure it brought him, the brutal vampire that was at his core wanting to tear into her throat and drink down her fear along with the hot rush of her blood.

				But he was no longer the feral creature he’d once been. His fangs sank with silken ease into her vein, the warm nectar of her blood rolling down his throat as she bucked beneath him, thrown into an orgasm that had her nails digging into his back, while her legs crossed behind his hips as if to hold his cock as deep into her body as his fangs were in her vein. The only thing separating them was a sheen of sweat, his one hand under her ass, holding her open to his thrust, the other behind her neck as he forced himself to drink slowly, to prolong the thrill of their joining.

				Until finally, he could hold back no longer. His balls ached with the ecstasy of his release as her body clamped down on his rigid length, the hot walls of her sheath pulsing around him, pumping and squeezing until she’d wrung him dry.

				Raphael collapsed on top of Cyn, knowing he was crushing her with the weight of his much bigger self, but unwilling to release her. She made no complaint, her strong fingers cruising up and down his back in firm strokes that held him in place as he lifted his mouth from her neck. Her pussy shivered once more as viciously sharp fangs withdrew from her vein, and he licked the wounds shut. And when he turned to gaze down at her, heavy lids opened in a slow, languorous blink to reveal sex-drowsed eyes of green.

				She smiled slowly. “Are we still wearing clothes? I can’t tell.”

				He bit her full lower lip, his gut tightening with fresh desire. “I am. You’re naked. I like you that way.”

				“Still?”

				“Always.”

				They kissed again, and this time, it held all the love they shared, and the knowledge that there would never be anyone else for either of them.

				With a final lick of her lips, Raphael pushed himself up and rolled to his feet. Pulling the covers from beneath her, he covered her sweet body, then stripped off the rest of his clothes, leaving them lying wherever they ended up. He climbed into bed with his Cyn and pulled her warm, willing body into his arms, but before the sun took him, he put his mouth to her ear and whispered one final warning, “The investigation is yours, lubimaya, but the killing is mine.”

				And then he slept.

				CYN’S CELL RANG four times before she managed to wake up enough to struggle out of Raphael’s embrace, figure out where she was, and reach for the damn phone. Catching it just before it would have gone for five, she croaked, “What?”

				A familiar man’s laugh greeted her. “Good morning to you, too, sunshine.”

				She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed, changing her mind when the room’s cold air hit her bare skin. Curling them under the comforter instead, she pulled it up to her chin with a muttered curse, and said, “Where are you, and what the hell time is it?”

				“Nearly noon, and downstairs as requested.”

				She pulled the phone away to check the time. “Noon, my ass. It’s not even ten yet.”

				“Tell it to someone who didn’t get yanked out of bed before dawn to get here on time.”

				Cyn grunted. “Right. I’m guessing Steve’s with you?”

				“Steve and six of his finest.”

				“Good.” She fought to think through a blanket of exhaustion. “We’re upstairs. Take the outside staircase to avoid the lobby. Wait, you’ll need a key.” She drew a long breath. “Okay, give me five minutes to throw on some clothes, and I’ll meet you at the top of the stairs. There’s only three rooms up here, so you guys have two, one on each side of our room. I’ll give you keys so you can set up while I shower. Yes?”

				“Yep.”

				“See you in five.”

				Huddled under the comforter, Cyn searched the room for her discarded clothes, calculating how long it would take and how cold she’d get before managing to yank them on. Too long. “Rip it off, Leighton,” she muttered to herself, then slid out of the bed’s warmth and tried not to make too much noise. Not for Raphael. She could sound an air horn and it wouldn’t wake him. But there were people sleeping downstairs, maybe kids, and she wasn’t selfish enough to force them to keep her ridiculous schedule. Although, okay, ten a.m. wasn’t that ridiculous, unless you’d been up all night doing mostly un-fun things.

				She didn’t bother with boots, just tugged her socks on, checked the peephole to be sure the hallway was empty, then slipped out and hurried the short distance to the stairway door. The muffled thump of boots told her the guys were outside and trying to be quiet, so she hit the release and opened the door enough to hand over the room keys. “I’m cold and I have to shower. Find coffee, please.”

				A hot shower did wonders to warm and loosen her muscles, though not much for her ability to think. Mostly, it made her want to crawl back into bed, but she’d been smelling coffee for several minutes already, and that was temptation enough. She stopped at the bedside long enough to pull the comforter over Raphael—even though he didn’t really need it—then she kissed him good-bye with a promise to be careful, since “good” was entirely out of the question, and left to join her security team.

				One of Sipes’s people was in the hallway, facing the door from the opposite wall. “Anyone outside?” she asked.

				He nodded at the end of the hallway, near the outer stairway door. “Right below that window. Steve did a circuit. Only other way up here is the inside stairwell.”

				Cyn followed his nod to the stairway up from the lobby. “Steve’s in there?” She pointed at the open room door between her and those stairs.

				He nodded again, then grinned. “They have coffee.”

				“Thank God,” she said and followed the delicious scent to the open door and familiar voices.

				IT DIDN’T TAKE long for Cyn to explain the situation, since other than the Julemanden angle, it wasn’t all that unusual. Many of the vampires in Raphael’s territory were originally from various parts of Europe and had been dealing with superstition and fear—and the hatred that resulted—from their earliest days. Raphael had freed more than one vampire in the past, and taken revenge for others.

				It was decided that Cyn and Robbie would follow the evidence trail she’d worked up so far, while Steve Sipes and his team would provide for Raphael’s security.

				“And, of course, two of my guys will be going with you and Rob,” Sipes said, finishing his plan.

				“What?” Cyn almost spilled the coffee she’d been about to drink. “No. This is a small town we’re going to, rural. One bodyguard I can explain, but three?”

				“You’re not going to the mall or lunch with a friend. This is a hostile situation.”

				“Hostile,” she scoffed. “It’s me having coffee at the local Denny’s or whatever.”

				“And asking questions they might not want to answer, since we’re investigating a crime.”

				She thought about that for a long moment, thought about the kind of people who’d think it was just fine to kidnap and torture another living being, and just how far from assistance she and Robbie would be if it all went to hell. Two years ago, she wouldn’t have bothered, but now? Now she and Raphael had been through too many scares, too many close calls for her to indulge her taste for risky adventures. But this simply wasn’t that dangerous, and if she wanted answers, a phalanx of bodyguards wasn’t going to help her get them. “Just Robbie,” she insisted. “We’ll stay in contact, and we won’t be gone more than two-three hours tops. Agreed?”

				Sipes heaved a longsuffering sigh but nodded. “Rob, I want regular check-ins. An hour passes and I don’t hear from you, we’re coming in.”

				“Will do,” Robbie said, then turned to face her. “Ready to rock and roll?”

				“Huh. Be careful what you wish for. I’m not sure all these roads are paved.”

				CYN SAT IN THE Range Rover’s passenger seat, studying her notes, while Robbie drove. She’d already called Sipes once, just to verify their phone reception. She didn’t expect anything to happen during this visit, but it paid to be careful when dealing with people who were threatening to kill a seemingly good man whose only crime was being a vampire.

				“You got a plan yet, Cyn?” Robbie asked.

				“Sort of. I did some more or less legal internet research when we were getting ready for this trip. You know, in case we got a flat tire or something. So, in my head I already had a map of sorts of the towns we were passing and how they felt about vampires.”

				“You’re getting clever in your old age, babe.”

				“Fuck you.”

				He laughed.

				“Anyway, it’s a bit too coincidental that vampires would be disappearing so close to the place where there’s been a fair amount of anti-vampire chatter recently.”

				“How do you know it’s local to here?”

				“The first posting I found was on a public forum that had the town’s name. You know, bake sale on Sunday kind of stuff. But someone had posted an ad promoting an anti-vampire protest. They wanted to, and I quote, ‘Run them out of Santa town.’”

				Robbie gave a disgusted grunt but waited for her to finish.

				“I made note of it at the time, but Raphael and I had no plans to stop here on our way north, except maybe to fill the tank, so I didn’t think much of it. Until that’s exactly what happened, damn it.”

				“And then this Jannick vampire recognized Raphael.”

				She sighed. “Yeah, Jannick Bork. Nice guy, actually. Nice wife. Good cookies. And now, here we are.”

				“Here we are,” he agreed. “And I know you. You’ve already dug into our anti-vamp internet poster enough that you probably know more about him than he does.”

				“I know his name and that he lives nearby. And I think he’s young, based on the text-style abbreviations he uses, and he’s not the brightest bulb.”

				“And? What else?”

				“And that’s it, except he lives where we’re going,” she said simply. “There’s a café, probably serves as the local bar, since they serve drinks. Figured I’d mosey on in—”

				Robbie snorted a laugh. “You couldn’t mosey if you tried.”

				She glared at him. “And buy a cup of coffee, maybe talk to the bartender, server, whoever’s there. Sound things out.”

				“Just talk.”

				“Yeah. To start with.”

				“Uh huh.”

				“That’s it. Besides, Raphael says this is his kill.”

				“Kill? Isn’t that a little harsh for kidnapping?”

				“Not if they’re responsible for other disappearances, too. In the past few months, several vampires have gone missing without a trace, leaving friends and property behind.”

				“That’s not good.”

				“No, it’s not. But I’m not going to stomp in and start breaking heads either. We’ll just talk to a few people and report back to Raphael. Unless they’ve hurt Santa.”

				“Santa?”

				“The vampires’ Julemanden. The missing vampire. He plays Santa Claus every Christmas for the town’s winter festival. People show up just to bring their kids to see him.”

				“They know he’s a vampire?”

				“What do you think?”

				“Some do maybe, but most never look beyond the red suit. What kind of guy is he?”

				“He spends the rest of the year carving toys that he gives away to the kids who come see him.”

				“Well, shit. It’s like we’re rescuing the real Santa Claus, then. You better get this one right, Cyn.”

				“Gee, thanks. Just drive.”

					THE TOWN WAS A typical small city, though Cyn wasn’t sure you could call it that. More like an unincorporated part of the large county to which they belonged. Robbie pulled to the curb near the café/bar, looking up and down the quiet street before he turned off the engine.

				Cyn stretched obviously when she stepped onto the sidewalk, then looked up at the hand-painted sign above the café’s big glass window. She waited until Robbie was next to her, then walked to the door, letting him hold it open. Once inside, she stood next to the wall, while he scanned the small, mostly empty room. This wasn’t their usual routine, but today wasn’t their usual outing, either. Robbie recognized Cyn’s ability to protect herself in most situations, and under normal circumstances, they both used that to their advantage. But today, Cyn needed him to be the very obvious bodyguard to a very spoiled rich woman. Hence the unnecessary security protocols.

				That didn’t mean he couldn’t eat, however. They both sat at the counter and ordered breakfast, with Robbie’s meal being easily twice what Cyn ordered. That was nothing new. Her regular training routine burned a lot of calories, so she probably ate more than one would expect from her slender build, but Robbie had 100 pounds of muscle on her. He straight up needed more food than she did.

				The waitress was a pretty teenager with a ponytail of dark hair, tired brown eyes, and a nametag that read “Michelle.” She was a bit wary of Robbie, but Cyn thought it had more to do with his size than anything else. And once he flashed his killer smile at her, she relaxed. Robbie had that effect on people. She set down thick mugs and filled them with coffee, gestured toward the sugar and creamer packs, then walked away to ring up one of the two other customers in the café. She disappeared into the kitchen after that, emerging a few minutes later with their breakfast.

				“No cook today, Michelle?” Cyn asked, unwrapping her rolled-up paper napkin and extracting flatware.

				“He goes on break after the morning rush. His house is five minutes from here, so he takes food to his wife. They just had their first baby, the cutest little boy you’ve ever seen.”

				“That’s a nice thing he’s doing,” Robbie commented.

				She gave him a nod of agreement and said, “You need anything else, just call. I’ll be in the kitchen.”

				They dove into their breakfasts like starving people, or Robbie did, at least. Cyn forced herself to eat slowly since she was supposed to be a wealthy, pampered wife who presumably ate nothing but organic fruits and nuts to stay skinny. The truth was she liked food. She was almost jealous of Robbie’s huge pile of French toast and bacon.

				They finished eating without conversation or interruption, and when Michelle reappeared to cash out the other remaining customer, Robbie put his fork down and gave the girl a meaningful glance.

				Cyn nodded.

				“Be careful,” he mouthed, meeting her gaze and returning a disgusted look when she winked back at him.

				Holding her mug with both hands, Cyn spun on her seat to watch him leave, then waited until he’d disappeared down the sidewalk before spinning back. He wouldn’t go far, but their young waitress didn’t know that, so Cyn wasn’t surprised when the girl showed up with a carafe to freshen coffee that didn’t need freshening, or when she leaned against the counter and asked in a friendly voice, “He your husband?”

				Cyn looked up from pouring sugar. “Oh no, he’s my bodyguard.”

				The girl drew back in a doubletake and studied Cyn’s face. “Are you famous?”

				She laughed. “No, just rich. My husband doesn’t take me to breakfast, but he does worry about me.”

				“Wow. Nice.” Michelle fiddled with the sugar packets for a bit, then shot a glance through the window, as if making sure no one was watching, and said, “Your . . . bodyguard. You want to be careful around here.”

				Cyn frowned. “That’s kind of his job.”

				“Yeah, but . . .” She bit the side of her cheek, then blurted out, “This town . . . they’re mostly good people, but there’s a few.” She shook her head. “They don’t like that sort of thing.”

				Cyn knew exactly what she meant, because Robbie was black. But she pretended not to. “You mean people with bodyguards?”

				The girl laughed in surprised. “Hardly. They love tourists, the more money the better. The rich ones are the easiest targets for—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

				Cyn waved away the apology. “I’ve traveled enough to know what you mean, and I’m not worried. I’m not here to buy trinkets or take wine country tours.”

				The pretty waitress gave her a curious look. “Why are you here, then? If you don’t mind my asking,” she added quickly, a blush riding her cheeks.

				“I don’t mind.” Cyn gave an easy shrug. “We brought the family up from L.A. to go to that winter festival they hold down the road. So the kids could see Santa and all that. It’s a bonus for us that we can pick up some nice wine at the same time.” She chuckled. “You probably get that a lot here, what with the vineyards and all.”

				“Some,” the girl agreed. “I don’t drink much wine, but my mom always gets a nice bottle or two as a gift from her work.”

				“That’s handy. She ever take you to the festival to see Santa? When you were little, I mean.”

				“No, he’s only there for one weekend every year, and this is Mom’s busy season. She works most of the time.”

				“Well, he’s not real anyway, right?” They shared a laugh. “Of course, I’ve heard he won’t be showing up this year. Pisses me off actually. Kids aren’t going to be happy. We’ll have to figure out some way to make it up to them. Fucks up the whole trip.” She paused, then said, “Sorry about the language.”

				“As if I don’t hear worse every day,” Michelle scoffed. The phone rang then, and she spent several minutes writing what sounded like a take-out order, then said, “Thirty minutes, hon. Cook’s on break.”

				She stuck the check on one of those spinning clip things they had in coffee shops, then came back to chat some more. “You hang with celebrities or anything? Go to those big parties, like the Oscars and stuff?”

				Cyn gave a rueful grin. “Sorry, no. We might live in the same place on the ocean, but my husband’s in finance not movies. Most of our friends are the same.”

				“Probably just as well. Those pop-razzi—” she said, mispronouncing the word, “—follow people around everywhere, even going to church.”

				“The only people following me are my kids and my bodyguard,” Cyn said easily.

				Michelle leaned a little closer. “What about them vampires?” she whispered. “They’re in those magazines all the time, too. Don’t they live in that Malibu place? That’s on the ocean, right?”

				“It is, and supposedly there are some vampires living there, though I’ve never seen any. Again, different friends, I guess. And another reason you’ll never see my picture in those magazines.”

				“You’re pretty enough, though,” the teenager said loyally.

				“Thank you! I’ll tell my plastic surgeon you said so.”

				The girl’s eyes went wide. “You did that?”

				“Sure did. It’s the only way to stay young, even if you’re not going to be in magazines.” She pointed a finger at Michelle. “But you’re much too young to worry about that.”

				“Them vamps . . . they stay young.”

				What was it with this girl and vampires? Cyn wondered, hoping she wasn’t involved with the wannabe vampire killers. “They drink blood to stay that way, though.” She shuddered dramatically. “I’d rather have surgery.”

				“I guess,” the girl said unconvincingly, then looked up and said, “What about Santa?”

				Cyn frowned at the seeming non sequitur. “Well, Santa’s not real,” she said slowly. “He’s just some guy they hire to wear a suit.”

				The girl-child laughed. “I know that. I mean the one from the festival. Rumor has it, he’s a vampire.”

				Cyn feigned surprise. “Really? And people let him . . . touch their children? Do they know?”

				She shrugged. “Like I said before, my mom never took me there, so I don’t know for sure. But that’s what Keith Tyler says.”

				“Who’s Keith Tyler? Your boyfriend?”

				Michelle blushed hotly and said, “No. He’s way older. Twenty-five at least. He wouldn’t give any notice to me.”

				But Cyn could tell from the way she said it that she sure as hell wouldn’t mind if he did.

				“This Keith, does he work at the festival? Maybe helping Santa set up or something, so he knew the guy personally?”

				She shook her head vigorously. “Oh, no. He’d never do that. He hates vampires. Bunch of people around here do. That vampire Santa and his friends in their cute little town suck up all the tourist dollars. By the time they pass us, they’re done seeing things and just keep going to Monterey or wherever.”

				Cyn nodded. “I can see how that would piss someone off.”

				An instant later, Robbie opened the door behind her and said, “Ma’am, we’ve got to get back.”

				She shared a conspiratorial wink with Michelle. “That means my mother-in-law has had enough grandmother time and wants to hand the kids back to me.” She stood and placed a fifty-dollar bill on the counter, which was more than twice the price of their food. “Thanks for breakfast, Michelle. And for the conversation, too. I enjoyed it.”

				“Thank you,” the girl said, eyes wide on the money, before she looked up and said, “I hope your kids like Santa.”

				Cyn pantomimed fangs, then turned and walked to the door Robbie was holding open for her, as Michelle’s laugh floated behind her.

				ROBBIE DROVE A few miles out of town before pulling into the parking lot of a closed vineyard and turning to Cyn. “What’d you learn?”

				“Guy’s name is Keith Tyler.” She spoke without looking up, her focus on the laptop she’d brought along for the trip. Her cell phone was handy and useful for a lot more than it would have been just a few years ago, but she had links and database logins on the laptop, and she needed those for her next round of research.

				“What guy?”

				“The one who’s apparently behind this anti-vamp campaign. Michelle has quite the crush on him. Totally one way according to her, because she’s too young.”

				“How old is he?”

				“Old according to Michelle. Like twenty-five!”

				“Oh, geez. Old enough to know better anyway. I wasn’t looking forward to whacking some fifteen-year-old.”

				Cyn hummed in response but was busy snooping in places she shouldn’t be. “There we go! I am so damn good at this.”

				“Stop, please, you’ll make yourself blush,” Robbie said in a flat voice.

				“Jealous,” she said absently, now scanning the local high school’s website. She was hoping for a link to their yearbook but found something better instead. Apparently, Keith Tyler had been a hot football star, not only in his small town, but at the divisional level as well. Which meant lots of pictures. “Our boy was a big football hero.”

				“Big physically or socially?”

				“Both. I wonder why he didn’t play in college. Seems like he’d have been recruited.”

				“Maybe he tried. Washed out.”

				“Maybe.” She switched from the school’s website to Instagram and got no luck. There were a lot of Keith Tylers, but none were the right one. She searched the moniker he’d used for the public bulletin board, but still found nothing, and so ran her search on TikTok instead. “There you are, you big creep,” she muttered. “Perving on teenage girls.” She began scrolling through a series of quick videos starring the right Keith Tyler. They were primarily boastful posts calling out one or more specific girls by name, with a few angry anti-vampire tirades thrown in. He didn’t go into why he hated them, but he sure was angry. Angry enough to kill maybe. Shit.

				“There’s a grocery about a mile on the other side of town. He works there. Let’s go.”

				“Why?”

				“What do you mean why? It’s the reason we’re here.”

				“To investigate, not go after a twenty-something Hitler wannabe with a bug up his ass.”

				“I’m not going after him . . . yet. And that bug up his ass just might be a murder conviction.”

				Robbie put the car in gear. “All right. But if he gets physical, I’ll take care of it, not you. You show up at the hotel tonight with a black eye and Raphael will kick my ass.”

				“I wouldn’t let him do that.” She patted his shoulder.

				“Yeah, that’s great. That’ll work.” He pulled down his sunglasses to make sure she saw his stern expression, then pushed them up again and started back toward town.

				MUCH TO ROBBIE’S relief, they had barely taken two steps into the store before Cyn found what she was looking for. A regular cork bulletin board hung just inside the door, and among the usual babysitting and dog-walking offers was an all-black flyer with a set of exaggerated vampire fangs in a bright-red mouth and dripping blood.

				“Yeah, ’cuz vamps are all messy eaters,” she muttered, while Robbie scanned the store around them, looking for anyone paying too much attention. She snapped one of the phone tabs off the flyer and immediately strode out of the store. “I have an idea.”

				“God save us.”

				“Hey, you’re the one who didn’t want a fight in the grocery aisle.”

				“Yeah, but am I going to like your next idea any better?”

				“I’m going to call our future prison inmate, to see if I can find out where this meeting is.”

				“Don’t know why you think he’ll end up in prison. I’ve never known Raphael to take prisoners.”

				“He takes prisoners. They just don’t stay that way very long.”

				“Exactly. What are you going to do once this guy gives up the meeting location?”

				“I’m going to pass it along to my favorite big, bad vampire lord.”

				“Any reason I can’t drive while you’re making your call?”

				“Nope. In fact, I’d prefer it. I might even catch some sleep before sunset. Now, shh. I’m going to Facetime him, so no music or talking.”

				Cyn did a quick check in the mirror, finger-combed her hair, and freshened her lipstick, then entered the number.

				Tyler accepted the call almost immediately, even though Cyn’s ID was a random name that he’d probably never heard before. “Who’s this?” he demanded.

				“Keith Tyler?” she enthused. “Are you the man in charge of tonight’s rally at city hall? The one opposed to vampires living among us?”

				His chest puffed out as he answered, “That’s me all right. Who are you?”

				“I’m a reporter from down south and just happened to see one of your flyers when we stopped for lunch. I’d love to do a piece on you and your organization. Especially now that I’ve met you. It takes courage to challenge such an organized community, like vampires, and especially you being so young. It’s just remarkable.”

				“Well, ma’am, I’m probably not as young as you think, but yeah, I’ve been forced to change my lifestyle, you might say, since I started my crusade.”

				“Oh, a crusade. Is that how you see it?”

				“Yes, ma’am. I’m fighting for the future of the damn human race. I don’t care how much money those vamps have. If we don’t stop what they’re doing, they’ll take over the government and everything else. Just like the—”

				He swallowed whatever he’d been about to say, which make Cyn think it was probably some other racist rant. “Well, I’d love to interview you, and any of your followers—”

				“The people who believe in my cause prefer to remain anonymous. Too dangerous, you understand.”

				She understood that he wanted the spotlight all to himself. “Of course, but what about you?”

				“I have a calling. It’s my job to be the face of our fight.”

				“That’s wonderful. My people will eat this up. Do you have time for an interview? I hate to rush you. I know you must be busy, but we have obligations up north that just can’t be put off.”

				“Seems you called at the perfect time, then, ’cuz our big rally’s tonight.”

				“I’d love to be there. It’d be a perfect backdrop for my story, especially with you up there leading the crowd.” Too much flattery? she wondered, then almost immediately thought, Nah, he’s eating it up.

				“I can text you the address right now. It starts at eight o’clock, giving folks time to get off work, have some dinner. It’ll be cold out there.”

				Her phone dinged with an incoming text, and she scanned the address.

				“I just got your text. Thank you so much, Mr. Tyler. I so look forward to meeting you.” She managed to keep the distaste out of her expression until she hung up, then turned to Robbie. “Too much, you think?”

				“Hardly. Dude saw a beautiful woman and lost control of his mouth. He couldn’t blab every detail fast enough. Didn’t even ask your name, for fuck’s sake.”

				Cyn flipped her hair with one hand. “Gotta use the weapons you’ve got, right, soldier?”

				His response was to roll his eyes to heaven, as if seeking help. “Can I turn the music on now?”

				WHEN RAPHAEL WOKE that night, he found Cyn curled up against him, sound asleep. Not wanting to disturb her, he kissed the top of her head with its mane of silky hair and slipped carefully from the bed. He knew she’d been out most of the day following up on Werner Thorsen’s abduction, on top of a mostly sleepless night. He also knew the security team had arrived from Malibu, because there were several human signatures in the rooms on either side of the one he’d slept in, and for all their attempts to be quiet, he could hear recognizable voices, and not so recognizable heartbeats. No vampires were nearby, however, which was oddly uncomfortable. To wake in a strange hotel room with no other vampires nearby—he couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. He traveled frequently and occasionally stayed in a hotel, but always with his vampire guards, as well as either Juro or Jared, and sometimes both. It was precisely that constant security presence that had driven Cyn to propose this getaway. He only hoped they’d be able to find Werner alive and deal with his abductors in time to fulfill at least part of Cyn’s escape plan. Even if it had to be cut by a day or two.

				He turned on the water in a shower that was less than half the size of the one he and Cyn shared at their home in Malibu. The water pressure was better than he’d expected. He only hoped the hot water would last through his shower, and then immediately laughed at himself for worrying about it. There hadn’t been any running water in homes for the first 400 years of his life, much less hot water or even a shower. Hell, there hadn’t been bathrooms inside the houses. Nevertheless, he let the water run hot while he shaved, something Cyn always did because she claimed the steam was good for her skin. And since her skin was perfection, it clearly worked.

				He’d finished shaving and was in the tiny shower cubicle washing his hair when a cold draft hit his skin. He smiled when her hand touched his back, when her arms slid around him as she pressed her naked body against his.

				“You were supposed to wake me up,” she murmured, kissing the back of his shoulder.

				“You were out most of the day and awake all night. You couldn’t have gotten more than three hours sleep.”

				“I’ll sleep when I’m dead. I’d rather make love to you.”

				He growled. “You won’t be dying for a very long time, my Cyn.”

				“You’re grouchy for a guy who slept all day.”

				He ducked his head under the water, using both hands to rub the shampoo out of his hair, then reached back and put his hands on her hips, holding her in place. “Only when you talk about leaving me.”

				“I didn’t,” she murmured, leaving a trail of kisses against his back from one shoulder to the other.

				He turned and gathered her into his arms, reversing their positions, so she faced him directly, her breasts soft and full against his chest, her firm thighs between his spread legs. “There will be no more talk of dying.”

				She twined her arms around his neck, sliding her hard nipples over his pectorals and pressing her hot pussy against his groin. “No one’s dying, fang boy. You’re not getting off that easy.”

				Bending his head, he pressed his mouth to hers. “I don’t want easy. I want you.”

				She laughed. “You got that right. You want to know what I found out today?”

				“No. I want to make love to my mate.” Before he finished speaking, he lifted her off her feet and pressed her against the wall, her long legs spreading to wrap around his hips as he freed one hand to guide his cock through the slick heat between her thighs. He lingered there a moment, the tip of his penis barely penetrating her entrance as he gripped her ass with both hands and, meeting her eyes, thrust into her hot, tight body until their hips met with the slap of wet skin. Her gasp of surprise ended on a pleasured moan.

				Her heart was pounding against his, her breath warm against his neck. “I was dreaming about this,” she whispered, licking the water from his skin. She bit him. “I love the taste of you.”

				“Hmm. And I, you. Though you are far too delectable for only one taste.”

				She bit him harder. “There’s no room in here for that sort of thing.”

				“You think not? I could lift you to my shoulders, place your delicious pussy right in front of my face, and lick to my heart’s content.”

				“Oh, God. Don’t—” Her protest was a breathy moan as her legs tightened and her hips flexed in a silent demand for his to do the same and pump his rigid shaft into her heat. “Don’t say things like that,” she finished.

				Wanting her as much as she did him, he put one hand under her sweet butt, pressed the other against the wall, and began thrusting. The feel of her around him, so silky and slick, so fucking hot and welcoming, nearly undid him every time they joined like this. It was a battle every time to stop himself from erupting inside her like a lust-driven teenager. To make love to her, to enjoy every moment of her arousal, her soft cries of hunger, the way her sheath squeezed around him as if she wanted to hold him inside her and never let go.

				“Raphael!” Her cry was desperate, needy. Her body beginning to ripple against his as the first contractions rolled over her abdomen, her womb pulsing against his cock when he shoved deep, her arms squeezing him wildly, too overcome with the flood of her climax to do anything else.

				Raphael closed his eyes and crushed her against him, burying his length inside her as she orgasmed in a flood of heat so intense that he felt it in every cell, every muscle, and every throbbing jet of his climax as their bodies met in a conflagration of sense and emotion that he wanted with no other. Only his mate. His Cyn.

				WHEN THEY’D BOTH showered off the sweat and slickness of their climax and were dressed once more, Raphael stood in front of Cyn where she sat on the bed lacing her boots. “So what did you discover during your investigations today? I’m assuming there was something, else you wouldn’t have slept even the few hours you did.”

				“I think there’s a compliment in there somewhere,” she said, laughing as she finished her boots and stood to face him. “Yeah, it was productive. You want me to tell you here, or brief the whole team at once? Robbie’s probably told them some, but he knows I wanted you to hear most of it first.”

				“Is it that bad?”

				“Potentially, yes, at least for Werner. But for the other missing vamps . . .” She shook her head. “The news isn’t good. I don’t have any confirmation yet, but I have to tell you, I don’t hold out much hope.”

				Raphael eyed her somberly. “I had little hope once Jannick explained the nature of their disappearances. Taking nothing, leaving friends behind without a word?” He shook his head. “I’ve seen it too many times before. The best we can hope for is confirmation one way or the other.”

				“We should be able to get that, and Werner Thorsen, too. I spoke to the lead hatemonger of this anti-vamp group in a small town nearby, and—” She paused as his eyes narrowed into a silver glare. “No, no,” she said, stroking his arm in an attempt to soothe him. “Not in person, on the phone. I was never in danger from anything except too many carbs from eating a second breakfast.” She gave him a disapproving stare and said chidingly, “Now let me finish, and you’ll understand.”

				“Proceed.”

				“Really?” She shook her head. “I won’t bore you with the details of my brilliant deductions, but the outcome is that I know where they’re holding tonight’s meeting of the ‘We Hate Vampires’ club. And I have a suspicion we might find Werner at the same location. Keith Tyler, the founder and president, thinks I’m a news reporter from L.A., who was just passing through on a vacation with my boyfriend, when I saw his brilliant statement of purpose on a bulletin board at the grocery store, and was so impressed that I simply had to interview him before I continued my trip.” She grinned. “So, what do you say? You want to go with me?”

				He made a dismissive noise. “As if I’d let you anywhere near someone like that without me . . . that is, by your side.”

				“Nice save there, fang boy. Let’s go talk to the others and make a plan.”

				WHEN SHE AND HER “film crew” had first arrived at the rally, Cyn had eyed the dingy strip mall with its empty storefront and wondered if this had been a sneaky plan by Raphael to keep her safe. She, Robbie, and one of Sipes’s men who was holding the camera had arrived a few minutes before the meeting began so they could interview group leader Keith Tyler before his speech and ensure that he was too caught up in his Hollywood moment to backtrack and check on his prisoner, assuming he had one . . . and that the prisoner was vampire Werner Thorsen.

				Things hadn’t gone quite that smoothly.

				Keith Tyler had certainly turned out to be a fervent believer in the cause. What he wasn’t was the man in charge. That honor belonged to a forty-something guy right out of central casting. Bald, with a messy beard and a big belly, he wore a leather vest, jeans, and chunky motorcycle boots, along with enough chains wrapped around his right wrist to build at least three bicycles, had he had the inclination, which she was certain he didn’t. Clichéd appearances aside, he definitely talked the talk when it came to hating vampires, and her instincts told her he did a hell of a lot more than talk. There was a mean edge to his cold eyes when he’d stared at her across the room, and when she’d walked over to introduce herself to Keith, the other man had stepped up, wrapped his thick fingers around Keith’s neck from behind, and yanked him bodily away from her, nearly knocking the younger man to the ground. He’d then not only put himself in Keith’s place, but had taken the half-step closer that pushed the boundaries of polite conversation.

				Cyn had fought the urge to move back. She knew this kind of man. He was a bully who intimidated everyone he met. Or at least, he tried to. What he didn’t understand was that she played in a much tougher league than he did. She’d killed a damn vampire lord. There was no way she was going to permit herself to be fucked around by this two-bit bully. She held her position and granted him the cool regard of someone who’d just seen a cockroach at a wedding reception.

				“Joe Powell,” he said, holding out a hand with a glare that dared her to take it.

				She was tempted to crush his fat fingers, but he’d hurt her back if she did that, and then Robbie would get involved, and maybe her make-believe cameraman, and that wasn’t their job here tonight. She was supposed to be a distraction to the bad guys, not to Raphael and his team. So she offered one of those limp female handshakes that said she was simply too delicate for the real thing.

				He responded with a lifeless handshake of his own, but not before giving her a sneering up-and-down look that lingered much too long in the wrong places.

				Yuck. Cyn was glad she’d foregone dinner, or she’d have lost it right there on big Joe’s motorcycle boots.

				Robbie was not as circumspect, however. He’d seen the leer and didn’t like it. Appearing out of the crowd behind her, he asked, “Everything good here?”

				“Perfect,” she said cheerfully. “Robbie, this is Joe Powell. Turns out he’s the genius behind all of this.”

				“Is he?”

				“That’s right,” Powell snapped, as if someone had challenged his title. “You work for . . . her?” He jerked his head in Cyn’s direction.

				“With her. We both work at the same studio.”

				Joe grunted. “You’re a big one. Looks like you can handle yourself. You interested in taking down some vamps? Or are you just here for the story?”

				Cyn couldn’t tell if he was trying to recruit Robbie or dismiss him as some lightweight news producer.

				“I’m interested in getting my girl here—” he nodded at Cyn “—in the right time slot. She’s got talent.”

				Joe didn’t seem to have a comeback for that one, so he changed the subject. “I do the same thing around here. I let the boy be the front man ’cuz he’s so pretty.” He grabbed Keith again in a move that pretended to be playful, but if Keith’s grunt of pain was any indication, no one was playing. “Girls like him. That brings in the boys, and them, I can use.”

				“Use for what?” Cyn asked. She lifted her microphone, which wasn’t connected to anything, then gestured at her supposed cameraman. “Do you mind?” she asked. Not that it mattered since the camera wasn’t working any more than the microphone.

				“No, go ahead. But make sure you treat us right. No lies about what we’re doing or why. No tears for the poor helpless vampires,” he finished in a mocking croon.

				“I only want the real story,” she said.

				“The real story, huh? All right then, let’s have a drink in the back room. It’s quieter.”

				Cyn gave Robbie a quick nod. She wanted no confusion about who was going into that “back room” with Joe Powell. She wanted all the muscle she could get on her side.

				THE VAMPIRE HATE group gathered in the empty store wasn’t that large, even if Raphael counted those lingering on the sidewalk out front. He assumed they’d trail inside once the rally got underway.

				He knew Cyn was in there somewhere. He could find her anywhere, but that wasn’t necessary tonight. She was tall enough, especially in the high heels she’d donned as part of her costume for the evening, that she was visible over the heads of almost everyone else. He’d lost sight of her a few minutes ago, but since he’d seen her talking with the man she’d identified for him as Keith Tyler, and since Robbie and one of the other guards was with her, he assumed she was doing what she’d said she would—occupy the organizer’s attention so that Raphael and the others could search for Werner. Which meant he couldn’t stand there all night watching over Cyn.

				He’d already used his power to search for any vampire minds in the vicinity and found three. Two were in the row of one-story houses behind this strip mall, but he didn’t think they were his target. There had been humans with both of them, and he’d sensed no stress or pain. Still, he wouldn’t make an assumption that could cost Werner his life, and so he’d sent two of the human guards to knock on doors and find the two vampires.

				But he’d also found one lone signal, weak and starving but fighting to stay alive. That one seemed to be within this strip mall somewhere, but he couldn’t pinpoint it any better than that. The wounded vampire might be so delirious that it affected his strength and personality. Or it could be he was somehow concealing his appearance on the psychic plane. That was certainly possible, but Raphael didn’t know if Werner possessed that or any other particular talent. There was only one way to find out. Find him.

				“All right, fan out. We’ll start with these other stores. Tyler would want to keep his prisoner close. This is his shining moment. He hasn’t kidnapped some random vampire—this is a man who’s well-known. A man who, in his twisted mind, has deceived humans for years, getting close to their children and influencing their susceptible brains with vampire propaganda.”

				“My lord, not every store is empty. They’re closed for the night, but—”

				“I don’t care. For all we know, he works at one of those other places, or maybe one of his family does, and that’s how he knew which stores would be empty. I want to find Werner Thorsen.” He turned to Steve Sipes. “Steve, I want you with me. I may have to go deep, and I want someone alert enough to tell me if there’s an inbound threat.”

				“Of course, my lord.”

				As the guards rushed to check the entire line of stores, Raphael and Sipes walked to the very center of the parking lot, roughly thirty yards from the closest store entrance. With a nod in Sipes’s direction, Raphael dropped out of the physical world and into the power that made him a vampire lord. Shutting out everything around him—traffic on the nearby street, people walking to their cars and talking, the smell of garlic from a pizza joint—he sent his awareness searching. Knowing that Werner might be too weak to broadcast a plea for help, he started at one end of the strip mall and slowly, methodically scanned every building, every room, every mind he touched. He found nothing and was beginning to fear the vampire was dead, when he touched on the gathering of humans where his Cyn was still masquerading as a reporter. It was a small town with, presumably, little to entertain its citizens, especially those young enough to be looking for excitement. Or sex. And the anti-vampire rally promised both.

				Someone was speaking over a microphone, which had drawn the parking lot lingerers into the empty store space. It wasn’t a big store and so they were crowded fairly tightly, but they were all human. No doubt of that. Cyn wasn’t in that room, however. He followed the beacon that was his mate to a much smaller room in the back, where she sat with several human males. One was her bodyguard Rob, identifiable because of his link to his own mate, Irina, who was a vampire in Raphael’s service. The other standing close to her he judged to be Sipes’s man, which left two unknown men a few feet away. His magic didn’t give him a seating chart, but based on their relative positions, he assumed the two men were leaders of this hate group, being “interviewed” and thus distracted by Cyn.

				He cocked his head, as if he could hear the heartbeat of everyone present. He could, though he couldn’t separate one from the other. Except perhaps Cyn’s. Everything about her left a stronger impact on his senses, but the others were simply noise.

				At the same time . . . his mind was trying to warn him. There was something beneath the surface, not obvious unless one looked. He dropped deeper into his magic, counting on Steve to protect him, or to force him back to the real world, if necessary.

				Heartbeats. There were too many in the first room to bother with. As for Cyn and the others, there were five hearts beating in a complex rhythm that told him only their number and that they were all human. But there! He heard it again. No, he didn’t hear it, he sensed it. A vampire’s heart beat far more slowly, but that wasn’t what distinguished them from humans. Every vampire had some magic. Their very blood, the thing that healed them and kept them alive and young, regardless of how many decades or centuries had passed, was magic. It coursed through their veins. And that, he realized, was what his own magic was trying to tell him.

				There was a vampire in that building, behind the crowds, behind even the place where Cyn sat. . . . Christ, Cyn was in there.

				He forced himself back to awareness, ignoring the brief instant of disorientation caused by his abrupt return to the real world. “In there,” he told Steve. “Get the others, go in the front. I’m going in the back. And be careful. Cynthia’s in there, and she’s with whoever probably did this.”

				Sipes ran toward the building, shouting commands into the headset that connected him with everyone else, while Raphael put on a burst of vampire speed and raced around the length of the strip mall until he zeroed in on the empty store where someone was holding a badly wounded vampire prisoner.

				Raphael had a very strong telepathic gift. He could read any human’s mind, and most vampires’, though he rarely did. And he used his gift on Cyn even less often, since she’d decided it gave him an unfair advantage in their personal dealings. In times like this, however, it came in handy. “Lubimaya.”

				Her mind was suddenly alert. She had no special telepathic ability. In fact, her shields were unusually strong. But his was a familiar mind, and so she asked, “Raphael? Did something happen?”

				“I’m coming in the back. You and the others, duck.”

				He walked up to the locked steel door facing the alley, slammed his hand against it with a bolt of hard magical strength, and smashed it to the ground. People were shouting from the other side of the building, men and women both, which told him his guards were breaking up the crowd and giving no quarter. Those didn’t worry him. There’d been a different kind of shout from the door at the other end of the short hall. A man’s deep voice bellowing curses, while Cyn was demanding to know what was going on. Raphael knew his mate could defend herself. Moreover, he knew Rob would die for her, and Sipes’s man was, at a minimum, exceedingly well-trained and experienced.

				What concerned him, however, was the raspy breathing he could barely hear below the shouting, and the fading heartbeat of a very old vampire. The room door was plain wood, with nothing but a locking doorknob. He kicked it in using ordinary physical strength, and found a vampire lying propped in a corner as far away from a small barred window on the back wall as he could crawl. A quick scan of the vamp’s brain told him this was Werner Thorsen, and he was very badly wounded.

				Werner’s eyelids lifted slowly, as if it took every bit of his energy to do so. “Who?” he breathed, his voice a bare whisper of sound.

				“Raphael. I’m here, Werner.”

				“Have to tell you—”

				“Later. Let me see what they’ve done to you.”

				“No. My lord. The others.”

				“I know. Now be quiet.” Tamping down the fury that urged him to storm into that other room and tear every responsible human limb from limb, he forced himself to calm. Werner couldn’t wait while he raged against the humans. He would die if Raphael didn’t do something soon.

				Drawing a deep breath, he sent a tiny fraction of his power into the vampire, to relieve his pain and keep him alive while Raphael did the healing. If he offered too much power, Werner’s heart would explode, his blood never having been strong enough to bear that much magic. Too little and he might as well not bother. But Raphael wasn’t a vampire lord for nothing. He had nearly 500 years of experience controlling the power that raged in his veins. Werner Thorsen was one of his people, a vampire he’d sworn to defend and protect.

				And so, he did. The room was dark, but he was a vampire, reborn into a form that was designed for the night.

				Soothing Werner into a sort of sleep, he pulled the filthy blankets away and saw what they’d done. Fury threatened to overwhelm him once more, the silver glow of his eyes spotlighting the injured vampire in pitiless clarity.

				He’d been beaten to start. Not just one man, but several had all taken the vampire and pounded him viciously, until bones stuck through the skin of his arm and his face was a mass of cuts and bruises, swollen beyond any human norm. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The smell of burned flesh drew his attention downward to Werner’s left leg. His shoe was mostly gone. What was left of the leather had melted into his skin, leaving raw leathery blisters over blackened flesh. Glimpses of pink muscle stood out among the black, as the vampire symbiote struggled to heal the damage. Such a healing would have required massive amounts of blood as fuel, and Werner hadn’t been fed since his capture.

				The sun,” Werner rasped. “I couldn’t escape it.”

				Raphael glanced up at that small, barred window and realized what he meant. The room was too small to evade the sun altogether. Whoever had locked him in here had known that. The bastards would die for this. All those people out there who’d thought to have a little fun at the expense of vampire lives? They needed to learn the price of their viciousness. No one, human or vampire, had the right to kidnap and torture one of his people.

				“I’m here now,” he growled. “You’ll heal. My blood will heal you.”

				“My lord, I couldn’t—”

				“You can and you will. I made a vow when I took this territory for myself, and I . . . will . . . honor it,” he snarled, then raised his wrist to his mouth and, using one fang, ripped the skin and opened his vein. “Drink,” he commanded, holding the bloody wrist to the vampire’s mouth. “Slowly. It’s more potent than you’re used to.”

				Werner’s lips pulled back from his teeth as his fangs emerged, drawn by the scent of Raphael’s blood. A vampire lord’s blood. It was intoxicating and irresistible. The vampire drank weakly at first, the pull of his fangs barely moving the pooling blood on Raphael’s wrist. But eventually, the tug strengthened, until Raphael had to stroke a hand down Werner’s cheek to get him to slow down. Because he hadn’t misspoken when he’d said it was too powerful for the injured vampire to tolerate. He didn’t want Werner undoing all the healing Raphael’s magic had achieved so far.

				Finally, he eased his wrist away from Werner’s mouth altogether. The vampire was barely conscious at this point, his weary body seeking the rest it had been denied for days, while Raphael’s blood sped through his system, healing new and old wounds with equal fervor. When he was finished, Raphael took off his jacket and placed it on the floor, resting Werner’s head on it while he straightened the vamp’s limbs to ensure proper healing.

				“Raphael?”

				He’d known Cyn was there the minute she’d stepped up behind him, but he’d been too deep into Werner’s healing to pull his attention away. “Do you have them?” he growled.

				“Yes,” she said simply. “Hogtied and growling. At least, in Joe’s case. Keith is more terrified than anything else. Says it was all talk. They didn’t mean to hurt the old man and blah blah.”

				“You believe him?”

				“No. I don’t think he did this.” She placed a hand on Raphael’s shoulder where he still knelt next to Werner. “But I think he helped kidnap vampires, and I think he probably helped beat them up. Whether he killed them or not, I don’t know. So, it’s up to you what you do with him.”

				“And the other? The one you call Joe?”

				“Evil. He’s been hurting people his whole life. I’d bet on it.”

				“Is Sipes out there?”

				“Yes. The others are guarding the front, making sure the rally-goers leave. But Steve is here.”

				“Tell him to have a couple of his men load Werner into one of their vehicles. Carefully. I want him taken to Jannick’s house. He can’t be alone, but I want him to wake up to a face he knows.”

				“Of course. Robbie can help. Is that all right?”

				“Yes. You stay.”

				“You bet I’m staying.”

				He reached up for her hand, squeezing it tightly when she took his. “They tortured him, Cyn. And they call us monsters.”

				“I’m hoping you’ll give Joe and his cronies a taste of just how monstrous you can be.”

				He grunted in amusement, his lips curving into a deadly smile. “Oh, I will.”

				RAPHAEL WAITED UNTIL Werner had been carefully bundled up and taken to the largest SUV, where he could be comfortably placed in the cargo compartment. It wasn’t far to Jannick’s home, but some of the roads were rough, so Robbie offered to ride in back and hold him steady against any bumps and jolts.

				He sent the rest of Sipes’s men back to the hotel, as well. He’d told Sipes to go, but Sipes had refused, saying Raphael hadn’t brought him all the way here to sit in a hotel when things got rough. He hadn’t even tried to get Cyn to leave. First, she wouldn’t have anyway. But second, he wanted her with him. He’d need her with him. Need her to soothe him back from the raw edge of cruelty that tried to take over when he was forced by circumstance or desire to torture someone. He didn’t fool himself into believing he was a good man. He wasn’t a man at all anymore. But Cyn loved him, and she made him better, at least.

				“Steve,” he said, rising to his full height, “let’s give our prisoners a taste of their own hospitality.”

				A grin flashed on the human’s face. “Yes, my lord.”

				Sipes dragged Keith Tyler in on his own, but it took both of them to haul Joe Powell’s heavy carcass into the small room.

				“Do you know who I am?” Raphael asked Powell.

				The human glared above the gag someone had placed over his mouth. Raphael nodded at Sipes, who dug a finger under the fabric and yanked it down. When Powell immediately opened his mouth to yell, Raphael silenced him with a hint of power. The human’s eyes widened, and fear flickered within them for the first time.

				“Now do you know?” Raphael crooned.

				“Vampire,” the man snapped.

				“Oh, much more than that.” He turned to Keith Tyler who was shaking so hard, his bones were rattling. “Keith Tyler, is that right?”

				Tyler jerked a nod of agreement.

				“I’m going to ask you a question, Mr. Tyler. If you lie, I will know, and you will suffer. Do you understand?”

				A choked sob sounded from behind his gag as he nodded.

				“Did you help abduct Mister Thorsen from the barn near his home?”

				Tears were running freely down Tyler’s cheeks. He nodded again.

				“Did you help beat him, kick him? Break his arm?” he added fiercely.

				His entire face was scrunched into a mask of fear, but he shook his head. His breathing was so rough that Raphael feared he’d suffocate.

				“Remove his gag,” he told Sipes. “I don’t want him to die before I’m finished with him.” He gave Tyler a flat, cold look as he spoke. The scent of urine rose into the stifling air of the small space.

				“I have one last question, Tyler,” he said softly. “This one’s important.”

				“I punched him when we took him, but I didn’t do none of that,” the young man cried, nodding at the place where Werner had laid in agony. “And I didn’t kill nobody, either.”

				Raphael tilted his head as he studied the human. Every word Tyler had said was true. Even without his magic, he’d have known that. The boy was too afraid to lie. “Very well. Hold him for me, would you, Steve?”

				Sipes did so with grim efficiency and not an ounce of remorse. He’d worked for Raphael for too many years to show sympathy for anyone who thought vampires were less than humans, that they deserved to be tortured and killed for what they were.

				“Please,” Tyler begged. “Please don’t kill me.”

				“I won’t,” Raphael said, and then he reached out with his mind and broke Tyler’s arm, just as Werner’s had been broken. Snapping every bone in his forearm with deliberate consideration, one bone at a time so that the human felt every individual break, every rip in his skin, and every snapped and torn tendon. He silenced the screams before the first one had left Tyler’s throat, and then broke his jaw and shattered his cheekbone. When he finished, he studied the small-time thug thoughtfully, then turned to Cyn, who was leaning against the wall in silent observation. “Fair, my Cyn?”

				She inhaled, then licked dry lips, and nodded. “Fair,” she said softly.

				“Put him in the parking lot,” he told Sipes. “Call 911. It’s more than he would have done for a vampire.” He waited until Sipes was gone, then turned to Joe Powell. “You,” he said with bared fangs, “I am going to kill. But not until I’ve scrubbed your pathetic brain clean of every thought you’ve ever had. Not because I care about who you are, but because I want you to feel every second of your life slipping away.” He walked around the man who’d murdered at least three vampires that they knew of. Werner’s thoughts had told him as much, during the healing. Powell had bragged about it, while beating him. Werner himself would have been the fourth murder if Raphael and Cyn had not happened to stop for gas.

				The killer twisted his head from side to side as he struggled to keep Raphael in his sight.

				“Who helped you kill the others? It wasn’t Mr. Tyler. He was telling the truth about that.”

				The human was struggling to answer, so Raphael gestured with one finger, and the gag slipped far enough to permit an answer.

				“How would you know?” the human demanded. “Your kind lie as easily as they breathe. Except you don’t do that either, do you?”

				Cyn gave the man a disbelieving look. “Are you kidding me?” she demanded, but Raphael raised a hand. He didn’t want her to participate in this part of his life. She was involved, because she insisted, and because he was weak enough to let her. But she was never going to be part of the process, not as long as he drew breath. And, yes, vampires definitely did breathe. The ass.

				He hooked the gag with one finger and yanked it back into place.  “You will tell me what I want to know. You’re telling yourself it won’t happen, but it will. Though I don’t need you to tell me. I can scrape it out of your brain, which would be a lot more enjoyable for me, but I happen to have plans for the next few days that definitely do not include spending any more time than necessary with you.” He kicked Powell in the ribs, the way Werner had been kicked . . . repeatedly.

				The man howled.

				“Typical of your kind,” Raphael commented. “No pain threshold.” He took Cyn’s hand and guided her to a chair in the corner, kissed her hand before letting it go, and then walked the short distance back to where Powell lay grunting, though whether in pain or in a futile effort to free himself, Raphael didn’t know. Or care.

				He crouched down next to the human, balancing effortlessly on the balls of his feet. “Time’s running out, Powell. Tick tock.” He flicked a finger, and half the man’s cheek was suddenly flayed open to the bone, blood running down to soak into the gag.

				Powell screamed and began nodding frantically, grunting in his effort to form words. Another flick of Raphael’s finger and the gag split apart. “I’ll talk, I’ll talk!” he shrieked.

				Raphael shrugged. “So talk,” he said in a bored tone. “I want names. Anyone who helped you, even if it was just spying out the vampires’ routines.”

				Powell began reciting names as fast as they could spill from his lips, a gush of information that made him pause after a moment to eye Raphael cautiously. “Are you recording this? Don’t you want to write it down?”

				“Well, aren’t you helpful? Don’t worry about me. I have a good memory. What about phone numbers? Everyone has a phone these days, always with them. It’s better than an address, really. Your friends have phone numbers?”

				The human nodded, eager to please. “In my phone. They’re all there, under their names, just like I told you.”

				“Where’s your phone?”

				“In my pocket, my, my coat pocket.”

				“Are you sure? You don’t seem sure.”

				“Yes, sir. It’s there. She can check.”

				Raphael studied him closely, then spoke without turning. “Do you see a coat in this room, my Cyn?”

				“On the back of the door. Should I—”

				“No,” he said sharply, then turned. “Apologies, lubimaya. But I will get the coat.” He took a step back and reached behind the door, aware of Powell watching him with rapt attention. Taking the coat from the hook, he held it in two hands, one to each shoulder, and weighed the two sides to determine where the phone was located. And then, with a smile for Powell, he tipped the phone onto the man’s stomach.

				“Noooooo!” Powell’s cry was drowned out by the crack of a contained explosion as his gut erupted in a spray of blood. Agonized screams burst from between his lips, until he finally passed out and the only sound was the dripping of blood.

				Cyn was on her feet, eyes wide. “Are you okay? What was that?”

				Raphael wrapped her in his arms. “I’m fine. It wasn’t me he was trying to kill.” His voice was hard as iron. It was one thing for a snake like Powell to try to hurt him. But another entirely, when he tried to harm Cyn.

				“I want to leave, Raphael. I want to go back to the hotel, pack our things, and leave. Tonight. I don’t care anymore. I want us gone.”

				“Let’s go. We’re finished here.”

				“Are you going to call the authorities?” she asked, glancing at Powell, who was still alive. Barely. And not for long.

				“No,” he said. “That gut wound will kill him. Eventually. Before that, the scavengers will come. They’ll dig into his bleeding gut like a twelve-course feast. And when they tire of that, they’ll start on the rest of him. It’s what he deserves. It’s not my job to take out the trash.”

				She studied him a moment longer. “Okay,” she said easily. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

				CYN KEPT A WARY eye on Raphael as they drove back to the hotel. And when they showered together, he let her wash away his sins once more. The clothes they’d been wearing went into a heavy plastic bag, which Steve Sipes would throw into their private incinerator on the Malibu estate. In the meantime, they each pulled on the clothes they’d been wearing on the trip from Malibu the day before, since those were the only other clothes they had in the hotel room. And neither of them felt like unloading the big suitcase, when they’d be spending the next several hours in the car. They wouldn’t make it all the way up the coast that night. There weren’t enough hours left.

				She didn’t care. She just wanted to be alone with Raphael, away from this place. It was nothing against the people—vampire and human—who lived there. But too much had happened for her to ever think of it fondly. She was glad they’d saved the Julemanden and the town’s winter festival, but she was so done with it.

				Jannick met them in the parking lot, with a box of his wife’s cookies for Cyn. “Thank you, my lord,” he told Raphael. “Thank you both,” he added, including Cyn. “We won’t forget this.”

				“Thank your wife for the cookies,” Cyn said, pulling one out and biting into it. “So good. I’ll wait for you in the truck, Raphael. Good bye, Jannick.”

				She watched in the rearview mirror but didn’t know what transpired between the two vampires. She assumed Jannick repeated his thanks, with all the proper vampire-to-his-lord flourishes, with Raphael ordering him to call if there were any future problems, and not to wait until it became deadly as this matter had. And then the two shook hands and Raphael was climbing into the passenger seat and sighing deeply.

				“When you first proposed this vacation for us,” he said quietly, as she locked the doors and turned onto the main street heading back to the highway. “I didn’t see the need. I did it for you. But now, after . . . all this, I understand. And I’m glad we’re still going.”

				She took the hand he held out to her. “I love you, fang boy.”

				He smiled crookedly. “And I love you. Just one question. Where are we going?”

				She laughed. “You’re just not that sneaky, darling. You’ll have to wait and see .”

				Big Sur, California, two nights later

				Cyn and Raphael sat on a starlight-drenched deck, sipping ice-cold vodka, and listening to waves crashing against the rocks fifty feet below. “You realize, my Cyn, that we live on a cliff above this very same ocean,” he said in a contented voice that was lazily at odds with his question.

				She hummed in agreement. “But there we’re surrounded by your many minions and ringing phones. While here,” she put her head on his shoulder. “It’s just us, and I’m selfish when it comes to you.”

				“Lubimaya,” he whispered, and then swept her up into his arms and carried her into their very private getaway, while the ocean thundered its applause.

				To be continued . . .
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