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Sardinia

The vampires all look hell-bent on revenge as they contemplate the night, preparing to catch and send the rogue vampires to the burning depths of hell they so rightly deserve. Overmaster Descallia’s gavel comes down, signaling the end of discussion, and the time to hunt our age-old enemies and bury them in the ground. 

Descallia gives me a curt nod, one silent gesture of complete trust. A responsibility to take the lead as we make the journey from Rome and head west across the sea to the island of Sardinia. A playground for the rich and elite, where billionaires and princes come by yacht and private jets to play. The rogue bastards will rue the day they decided to hide out in my region of the world.  

All of us are prepared. Each of the vampire masters knows our role and what’s expected when we find the vampires who have turned our world upside down. My fellow purebloods stand, some who will come with me and others who will await a call in case we need their help. I quietly observe as the masters gather their partners who’ve been asked to join us on this quest.

Overmaster Descallia, his right hand Lucas, Masters Romano and Campania all prepare themselves, snugging weapons into the holsters that hang on their waists and chests, while ensuring their females are geared and ready to go. 

It’s as though my once single-loving brothers have lost all faculty of their senses, becoming enamored by psychics and witches as their mates. Being tied to one woman may not be the life for me, but they seem happy even though they were once united with me in keeping ourselves free from the ever-looming threat of feelings for a female. Something we all know can be used against us by our enemies at any moment. 

Clearly, the ones coming along tonight have decided that the chance is worth it. They prepare their females with the finest weaponry, the least they can do if they’re going to put them in such a dangerous situation. At least, as far as I’m concerned. 

It’s not my cross to bear, nor my mission. Mine is to lead this group into my region and find the brutal and violent vampires who have terrorized society for centuries. The rogues who want to run the vampire masters into the ground and take over. Who will revert us all to the vampires of yesteryear who spent their nights roaming the dark to quench the thirst for pure blood, as they have done for centuries. 

I only hope my brothers do not come to regret their decisions to love, because try as we might, we will never be able to steer clear of the evil that tends to follow our dark- hearted souls. There is always someone lurking, waiting for the right opportunity to snatch someone we hold dear in exchange for power. 

My jaw locks in irritation for the millionth time, contemplating how the rogue bastards managed to sneak onto the island without me being aware. Heads will roll when I find out who on the Island of Sardinia knew about this and didn’t come to me with the information. Overmaster Descallia may think it will be easy finding the rogues rumored to be hiding out in one of the luxury estates overlooking the sea, but there are vast coastal properties settled into the hills above the Tyrrhenian Sea. If they got onto the island without me knowing, chances are, whoever helped them will do everything in their power to keep them concealed, fearing the wrath of me.  

We will need to infiltrate the high-end night clubs, scattered from coast to coast, where all the billionaires, royalty, and stars bring their pretty little dolls to play for a long weekend and avoid the mainstream paparazzi. Where good drink and food are plenty, bare- skinned females abound, and opportunists looking to make money or a play for power are all too willing to accommodate. 

The vampires are loyal, though, staying clear of all the power plays and opportunities to make a dollar, owning many of the global interests that make us a powerful player of our own. At least, that’s what we could have said up until many months ago. Now, it’s hard to know who to trust with so many of our allies turning traitor.

I inwardly grimace as the others join me with their mates, preferring to slip back into Sardinia alone to allow me time to find the traitors in my region. It’s clear that’s not going to happen. It’s all-hands-on-deck now that we have a possible location for the rogues, whether I like it or not. 

Descallia’s eyes flash red as I meet them. 

I give him a nod of understanding, feeling the impatience rolling from him in waves. I turn to the group. “Now, we go and find out where the no-good fucks are hiding and who helped them get into my region undetected. We leave no stone unturned, clear?” 

Overmaster Descallia nods his approval as we prepare to transport. Any other time, he would caution, or even demand traveling the human way. Ensuring we blend in with those who have accepted us over the centuries: human, the syndicate, people who have accepted us into their world. Tonight, though, we are this much closer to the rogues, and there is no time to waste. 

He doesn’t need to tell us the importance of finding and bringing these rogue vampires to heel and how important it is to our future. We’ve all seen the damage they’ve done to our reputation with the humans, the betrayal they’ve created among our ranks, and the threat that looms ahead if they are not stopped. I fully intend to find them and everyone who helped them breach my region, as quickly as we can. So tonight, we make the journey our way. 

The transport from Rome west over the Tyrrhenian Sea and to my estate takes more energy than most would assume. Lara greets us the minute we walk through the door of the Mediterranean style home that sprawls far above the crashing waves below. She wipes her hands on the white stained apron she’s seldom without. “I was hoping you would make it before the storms. When you’ve settled in, come into the dining room. Chera and I prepared food and have some blood ready for you all.” 

Her gray eyes meet mine; it’s clear she was worried about us making the journey in the storm. “We weren’t too far ahead of the weather. It will hit the island soon. Lara, this is Overmaster Descallia and Lucianna, Lucas and Embry, Master Romano and Raven, and Master Campania and Willow. They’ll be staying with us for the unforeseeable future.” I turn to the group. “This is Lara. She’s been with me for centuries, managing the estate, all the employees, and everything else in my life. Ladies, she’ll show you to the rooms she and Chera have prepared for your stay, and then we’ll meet in the dining room to replenish.” 

I don’t miss the eye roll Embry throws to Lucianna, Willow, and Raven, but they don’t argue. Instead, they follow Lara with their small bags stuffed as full as they could be on such a long but hurried journey. I lead the men across Lara’s freshly mopped white marble floors, where they flow into the great room and beyond to the dining room. The long black marble bar tucked into the corner has been set up with decanters filled with Descallia Red, quarts of pure blood to replenish from our journey, regular wine for those who won’t partake of blood, and meat and cheese neatly rolled for snacking. 

The men settle into the luxurious gray couch and patterned wingback chairs that sit to either side. I hold up a cold quart of blood at the bar as a sign of commencement to the meeting before the ladies return. “A quart for everyone to replenish.”

“Before the ladies return, gentleman, I want everyone to be on their guard. Until learning the rogues had managed to get onto the island, I would have sworn that the vampires on this island, their families, and even all the humans were loyal to me. That’s clearly not the case. We have more traitors in our midst than we know; everywhere it would seem. I know the ladies are well skilled in battle and the like, but keep them close and protected.” 

Romano and Campania look to each other and then back to me. “If you’re concerned about Willow and Raven, you needn’t be. I can assure you, they may be witches, but they’ve both proven their loyalty to us time and time again. They will fight by our side fearlessly.”

Lucas takes a glass of blood and downs it with barely a swallow. “Everyone here knows that Embry fights better than most of our warriors did. At least, before they defected. But, of course, I’ll keep my eye on her as well.” 

“Good. I suggest the group relax and recharge for the night. I have some calls to make tonight to vampires who may be able to shed some light on the rogues’ whereabouts. Tomorrow we can meet and lay out plans for tomorrow night. We’ll move swift and take them by surprise. No one knows I’m back on the island yet, except Lara and Chera.” 

It's a good idea to fully recover from the long journey, and no one argues the point. A night spent replacing our energy, planning our next moves, and getting some much-needed sleep before heading out to find the rogues tomorrow will be time well spent. We’ll still manage to catch them by surprise, while being at our best at first sign of night tomorrow.  

I reach for the buzzing cell in my pocket, listening to one of the vampires in the region, as the ladies return. My jaw clenches the more he speaks. I can barely contain the anger in my voice. “The mangy shifter bastards may have their way in other regions, but they don’t call the shots here. Don’t engage them in the club, but don’t let them leave. I’ll be there shortly.” 

I disconnect and turn to Descallia. “I need to go take care of this personally. The shifters are taking over one of our clubs here on the island. They know the vampires and humans both frequent Club Benalli and are scaring the hell out of everyone. It sounds like a fucking mess.”

Lara gestures for the ladies to take a drink of their choosing from the selection of pure blood, Descallia Red, orange juice and water. Overmaster Descallia downs the pure blood he’s been replenishing with. “We’ll all go with you.” He turns to Lucianna as the others gulp down their drinks in preparation for another flight. “Sardinia is taking us to one of the most elite clubs on the island tonight. The shifters think they can show up and take it over as their new place of business. Imagine their surprise when we all appear.” 

Lucianna’s eyes glow bright green. “The shifters are growing bold for a reason. They must be working with the vampire rogues here on the island. Maybe they can lead us right to them. Everything happens for a reason.” 

We all prepare for battle. The masters snug their weapons back into the holsters that hang on their waists or at their chests, while the females do the same. I look down at the incoming text. “We need to hurry. The shifters are getting violent. I’m not about to let a lot of innocent people get hurt just so they can show their muscle, not in my region.”

Overmaster Descallia looks from one to the other of us. “I was going to allow Sheba to get a handle on the shifter packs, but Lucianna’s right. They are growing bold, which means they believe they’re protected by the rogues. Sheba may be ineffective against the numbers of the rogues and their powers of persuasion with his shifters. We’ll handle it, and I’ll inform him of it later.” 

A deep growl rolls from my sternum. “Sheba has had plenty of time to get his packs in line. After the mangy shifters tell us where the rogues are hiding, the time has come to send them all to the fiery hell they so rightly deserve.”
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Madria

The beat of the music piped in through the overhead pulses around the crowd who are out for a good time at Club Benalli, as I sit behind the bar of my father’s club.

The song changes, causing me to look up from my research, watching the humans, vampires, and others from the underworld moving to the rhythm of the beat with secret lovers, mingling with clandestine business partners, all far from the eyes of the ever-present paparazzi.

I turn back to the addicting lore, clicking on the page I was in the middle of reading. The dark-haired vampire staring back at me sends a shiver of apprehension down my spine. It’s impossible not to wonder if he, or any of the vampires among us in the club, were friends of the one who killed my ancestors years and years ago. 

The barkeep taps me on the shoulder. “Your uncle’s here. Let’s hope he and your father keep it civil this week.”

My uncle makes his way through the throng of patrons dressed to the nines in their suits and accompanied by women wearing sexy heels and fancy mini dresses that leave little to nothing to the imagination. Another weekend, another group of billionaires, royalty and filthy rich mafiosos who come to play and fly out on their private jets late Sunday night so they can be back to their towers in the sky come Monday morning. 

He settles himself on one of the chrome and black bar stools in front of me, adjusts the suit that rivals any of our patrons’, and gestures to the notebook I close down. “Learn anything new?” 

I sigh. “No, but every once in a while, this feeling comes over me, and it’s like I can feel there’s a connection somehow. My mom said it was the same way with her, and she could even connect with people. The visions seem so much more active now that I’m wearing the stone again.” 

His eyebrows raise, but he’s kind enough not to belittle me like others who don’t believe in psychics and the like. He gestures toward the balloons still floating at the other side of the bar from the week before. “I thought when you turned twenty-one, my brother was going to let you start doing more of the administration work at the club. He should put that super intelligent IQ to work, if you ask me.”

I roll my eyes and pour him his favorite. The bartender at the other side of the long bar taking care of another customer raises his eyebrows, catching me in the act. 

I give him a grin. It’s not like he’s going to go running to my father. And, I am twenty-one now.

My uncle looks tired tonight. As an eligible bachelor, I’m sure he has better things to do with his time on a Saturday night, but he always manages to find the time to stop by week after week. I give him a rueful smile. “Nothing’s changed since last week. I always hear the same thing from Dad. Madria Benalli, why do you want to worry your pretty little head with the business when some handsome man is going to sweep you off your feet?”

I toss the rag next to me in the bin underneath the bar with the others gathering to be washed at closing. “Did you really think it was going to change with my birthday? All he can see are the dollars that he could use to infuse into this place if I married one of those hard-playing suits who just loves the Emerald Coast.”

He spins his drink. “If he’d just ask, I’d give him more money than he needs to keep this place at the top of the trendy list. Look at me, all the money in the world and not a soul to share it with but you and a brother who hates me. And would it be the worst thing in the world to find someone to spend your life with?” 

I slap him playfully on the shoulder. “Uncle Bain! I’m his daughter, not a bartering chip to be used to expand and beat out the one club that rivals him for the business of high rollers who come to the island with pockets full of money.”

He swirls the amber liquid in his glass but leaves it alone. “All I’m saying is it would be nice if you found someone you care for. The world’s a lonely place otherwise.” 

I roll my eyes. Nothing’s ever going to change between my father and me or between him and his older brother, but they both care for me. “This is my legacy, not just his. We worked as a family, side by side turning this place into what it is today, no matter my age. I swept floors, cleaned, polished, and did whatever it took before we turned it into a place that could compete for the high-end patrons. I’m here every day, keeping the books, making sure all the details are in place, no matter that he would prefer someone else to do the work he sees as beneath me these days.”

His eyes meet mine. “The offer to come work for me still stands. Mainland Italy is a world of opportunity. You could get a fresh start, without my brother trying to marry you off to the man with the deepest pockets. Every college there would give you a full ride to have you attend, and no employer would require it. They want your numbers knowledge, not your degree. They’ve heard the rumors of the math you do in your head.”

I roll my eyes. “That one contest and no one can forget about it? Seriously, I never should have let my mom talk me into doing it.” I stroke the oval bauble on the end of the gold chain that never leaves its place next to my heart, comforted by its presence as though she were in the room with us now. 

“We all miss her, Madria, but burying your head in those vampire books isn’t going to change the past or bring her back. She would want you to move on, do something that fills that emptiness of her loss.”

I sigh. “Every time I think about striking out on my own and leaving the island, my heart aches. Sardinia is where all my memories are; every single thing about my mom is here. Every single great thing about my dad before Mom died and he became so protective and overbearing. It should be my choice whether I want to work here or go to school and do something different. At twenty-one, I’m old enough to make my own decisions, right? All I’ve ever wanted to do is run the club when I’m older.” 

Uncle Bain gives me a wry smile. “Same conversation, different day, no?”

I nod toward the employee entrance. “He seriously can’t stay away for even one day. Don’t you dare tell him I poured you that drink. I’ll hear about it for an hour later. ‘No daughter of mine is going to be serving drinks, cleaning tables or for god’s sake running the books. She should be wearing a crown, blah, blah, blah.’  When Mom was alive, she would have fought to let me have more independence. She would have convinced him to let me use my talent with numbers to help the family business. He hasn’t even let me look at them since Mom passed away.”

Uncle Bain gives a chin nod toward the back entrance of the club. “Speak of the devil.”

My father saunters into the club, shaking hands with one wealthy prick after another. Every single one of them spills obscene amounts of money just for the privilege of being in the club. That’s what Dad has to safeguard. He has to protect his number one place on the island against the competition because those men aren’t loyal to anyone but the almighty dollar and their reputations. If a different club becomes trendier, they’ll move there without a moment’s hesitation, and my father knows it. 

He’s smart enough to do business with all high-end players. The one who makes sure that all the mafia boys who come here as a safe haven to get their deals made for guns and other illegal products they steal or produce, moving money and distribution from one country to the other like dominoes to avoid being caught. Yeah, it’s not all play for the rich and elite; the island is off the grid for most people, and every one of them knows it. Far less likely to be followed or caught with a hair out of place here on the island than Sicily or mainland Italy. 

My father’s eyes meet mine over the crowd but turn hard at the sight of his brother. One day, maybe these two will be able to see eye to eye, but until then it’s best to stay low when they’re in the same room. My uncle leans over and gives me a kiss on the forehead. “If this is where you want to be, you need to stand up to him. You don’t let him railroad you into marrying some schmuck, understand? Tell him what you want, demand it.” 

I smile warmly at the one person besides my bestie who I can always rely on to listen to my woes. “You better get out of here unless you want to help me with that conversation because I’ve had it with walking on eggshells around here, ducking every man he introduces me to because I know his ulterior motives.” 

Uncle Bain gives me a smirk as he tosses some bills on the counter and shoves a few in the tip jar. “Give him hell, Madria, and don’t back down. Your mom would have wanted you to follow your heart. If working here side by side with your dad is it, he needs to understand that once and for all. He should appreciate that you know numbers better than most and the value that you can already bring to the club.” 

I nod, sucking in a determined breath as he leaves, summoning the courage to broach the same conversation with my father that we’ve had over and over. This time, though, I’m not backing down. Come hell or high water, we are going to have this out. I’m done being the pawn in his devious scheming to keep this club the number one place on the island.

The flow of conversation in the room changes, couples stop their conversations mid-sentence, and glasses pause half in the air. I turn my attention from my father, following his and the multitude of eyes now focused on the mangy shifters stalking through the front door. 

Their sunken yellow eyes scan the club. They make their way to the front table, bumping into patrons, weaving their way through the square tables scattered throughout the club. The gray wolves stop at a table closest to the stage where the sexy dancing girls are still slowly peeling out of their clothes, unsure how to react to the obvious intrusion. 

The wolf with a white stripe down his back swipes the sign from the table reserved for none other than our highest paying member and his guests. He and the other wolves don’t sit down. They’re more interested in the crowd who has stopped dancing with their partners, or turned from their seats to take in the show on stage and are now watching the wolves with obvious interest instead. 

The shifters don’t know my father if they think he’s going to stand for them coming in and disrupting his business, scaring all the wealthy men and women away. My dad’s eyes turn hard as he watches the shifters staking claim on his beloved club. A motion that could ruin his status as the most sought-after place to be the moment word gets out to folks. 

One of the waitresses hovers in place, her eyes widened with fear. The wolf snatches her by the hair and tosses her onto the stage at the feet of the half-dressed woman. “When we want something, you’ll know it. Until then, stay out of our way. Going forward, consider this table ours.”

The entire room is frozen, all eyes on the horrifying scene before them when all they did was come here to have a good time. There’s no way this doesn’t make front page news tomorrow, and by tomorrow night this club will be as empty as it is at closing time.

The door of the club flies opens as an unexplainable chill overtakes my entire body. A tall dark-haired vampire stands in the doorway, his fangs descended and eyes of fire scanning the entire club. I’d recognize him anywhere from all the pictures that I’ve seen. He wears a black sweater and vest with a chest holder filled with daggers and longswords hanging by his side. 

Master Sardinia, the vampire master who rules this island with a group of lords and warriors who report directly to him. He sends a shiver of fear snaking down my spine.
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Sardinia

My eyes scan the club, homing in on the wolf pack who think they can walk into a club in my region and take it over. The customers part as I head straight toward the mangy shifters I could smell from a mile away. “You dare accost a club in my region. You’ll deal with me now, shifter!” 

The yellow-eyed bastard leaps onto the table, but even that elevation doesn’t put him at eye level with me. I glare at the insolent wolf, seeing the pack start to surround me out of my peripheral vision. Spreading out, instead of staying in a bunch, will just make it that much easier for the rest of my group to take on the mangy bastards. Overmaster Descallia and the others don’t need to say a word; they’ve been in more battles than they can count over the centuries, and this one is going to end badly for the wolves. 

Overmaster Descallia and Lucianna, Lucas and Embry, Romano and Raven, and Campania and Willow are all in sync; not one step is taken without careful thought as some of us close in ranks and surround the lousy bastards. The wolves didn’t see it coming, didn’t realize there were so many of us among those in the crowd, until it was too late. Now, they’ll pay sorely for trying to take over what does not belong to them on the island of Sardinia. Lucianna and a couple of the ladies have hung back, guarding the doors, ensuring that no one comes in or out until this mess is done, and the shiesty wolves tell us what we want to know. 

The wolf on the table tosses his head back, and his long gray tail swishes in anger, while the other wolves turn to face their opponents as if they have a chance in hell of getting the upper hand. “Tell us what we want to know and save yourselves. You’re not going to win a battle against all of us.” I don’t tell him that the mangy bastards wouldn’t fare any better if they had their whole pack here, which is why they will never get the power they so desperately want.

Their silence tells me everything I already know. They’re not going to give anything up without a fight, and a fight they will have. I draw the sword that’s been at my waist for centuries. “You’ll tell me what I want to know, one way or another, wolf.” 

He snarls, and a glob of saliva pooling on the side of his jowls runs down the side of his face. “Not likely, vampire. Do your best, but remember we’ve got witches on our side now too!” 
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