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      Revenge, that and only that will allow me to begin to heal. An act I’ve been thinking about since the very first day they took me. A churning emotion that will not rest until every last one of those responsible pays dearly for what they’ve done.

      Tuscano has not left my side for days, worried, concerned, and attentive, caring for me as though what I’ve been through makes me as fragile as a piece of glass.

      Perhaps I should feel more, let the tears come for me and the others who were so poorly treated at the hands of the syndicate, yet the shields of my heart will not allow it, at least not now.

      Not until the images of where we were kept and the ghastly things that occurred begin to fade. So different from my surroundings now. Master Tuscano’s estate boasts expansive views of the coast from nearly every window in the four-story mansion nestled on the top of the hills of Italy.

      The luxurious silk of my nightgown and softness of the sheets and bedding are all in direct opposition to the cold, dark concrete floor of the prison. I should be content to spend my time recovering in such opulence, only my vengeful heart will not allow it.

      The minute the door closes downstairs, and Tuscano has left for his trip, my feet spring into action. A plan thought out since arriving here to be nurtured back to health. Finally, he’s allowed himself to leave my side to return to work while his staff are left to care for me until his return.

      My long blonde hair shines in the mirror as I dress. Tuscano and the house staff brushed it to a glistening sheen night after night. My strength is returning, little by little. I have no doubt my physical strength will be regained without scar.

      It’s my internal scars that keep me up at night. Those are the ones that need to be healed. There’s only one way to do that, one way to make those fuckers pay. I let the anger work as a balm, allowing it to sooth my internal wounds as I gather my things and walk down the stairs of the home that can’t possibly be mine, at least until my heart has healed. I begin the letter that I knew would bring me to tears when it was time. Dear Christian…
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            Christian

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally! Alone with the human who had Delilah taken. Alone with the syndicate boss who should have known better than to cross a vampire, or to hurt anyone that I care about. Rage boils in my veins as I glare at him in the cage, broken and bloody, lying in his own urine and feces. His eyes are closed, but his evil heart still beats—something I plan to remedy very soon.

      He has endured days of punishment as retribution for his sins against our kind. But now, Overmaster Descallia has allowed me to take my revenge alone.

      Now it is between me and this human, Benetti, head of the Vegas syndicate. He’s going to tell me what I want to know. And he will be reminded of his sins, the atrocities that were done to Delilah and the other women he ordered to be taken. And he will wish like hell he never gave that directive. He will wish to the heavens that he never lived, before I end his miserable fucking life.

      As I open the cage, the clang of the metal bars awakes the asshole, but his eyes are barely slits behind layers of beaten and swollen flesh. The gun holstered at my back would bring too easy a death. Instead, I slowly draw my dagger, letting him see my fangs descend and the sharp steel edge glinting in the dim warehouse light.

      “You have a choice. Easy or hard. I want names and locations, and if you tell me what I want to know, I will end your life quickly. If not, we will be here for an exceptionally long time, and you will get to know my friend very well.”

      His listless eyes focus on the steel.

      “Who runs the trafficking industry in your region? Who’s the power that gives you orders?”

      Benetti’s gaze falls, and his mouth stays sealed.

      I am nothing if not a man of my word. I grab him by the hair and drag him to the opening of the cage as I slash at his barely closed knife wound, causing fresh blood to bubble onto his chest. His dry throat renders his scream as a crackling gargle.

      “I have no desire to be here any longer with you. I’ll give you three minutes, and then we go again.”

      “Lazareth.”

      Fuck me! The word comes out garbled, but I couldn’t have misunderstood. I keep my face stony, unwilling to show my surprise. I want to believe he is too far gone to lie, but one can never tell.

      I open a new wound, this time cutting deeper into his flesh. “I don’t think you’re telling me the truth.”

      “Truth,” he croaks from dry, split lips.

      “Why would Lazareth associate with you, of all people?”

      Benetti glares sullenly at me with hate-filled eyes.

      “Why Delilah?” I demand.

      His eyes close in silent denial.

      My fangs out with rage, I slice again, slower and deeper. A strangled, guttural sound leaves his throat as blood pools on his belly. But I don’t feel a bit of remorse. There is much to say for the old adage, an eye for an eye. It is a good one and should be remembered before hurting someone in the vampire community or those we care about and protect, because if you do, we will hunt you until we find you. His pain is penance for his order against my mate.

      “Answer me,” I growl. “Why did you kidnap Delilah?”

      He chokes out, “A message to the vampires.”

      It’s all I need. A dying man in Benetti’s condition does not lie. He’s told me everything of value. Now I will find Lazareth, the fucker who gave the order for Delilah’s kidnapping, who’s responsible for the treatment she and the other women endured. He will pay, and far greater than Benetti.

      I promised Benetti a quick death if he spoke, and I never go back on a promise. But it will not be painless. The first stab is deep, and he screams as I rip around the center, tearing flesh as I harvest what I’m looking for. Benetti’s pulse ceases, but his eyes remain half closed as I sever the remaining arteries and pull his heart from his chest. After tossing it into a clear plastic bag, I don a fresh pair of gloves and place the bagged organ into a larger black bag.

      Covered in Benetti’s rotten blood, I strip off my clothes and throw them into the incinerator against the back wall of the warehouse, and head to the shower, where I soap every inch of myself from head to toe, scrubbing well to ensure the scent of the bastard doesn’t stay with me, as my mind absorbs what I was just told.

      Lazareth! His hatred of me is well known across the globe. My voiced opinion opposing his nomination as a member of the consulate will not be soon forgotten. Lazareth is a coward, and that was but one of many reasons Overmaster Descallia did not add him to the consulate.

      Even so, Lazareth is the last person I would have thought behind the coup to frame the vampire community for kidnapping human women, to provoke the humans into driving us all out of society and back into hiding in the shadows. And being the coward he is, Lazareth is the last person I’d have thought would even dare abduct my mate.

      Descallia will need to know, and I will make good on my word to the overmaster. But avenging Delilah is more important than anything else now, and I will not rest until it is done. I know exactly where this fucker Lazareth lives—in a mansion in the Windy City, a city where Benetti ruled other men just like himself; men who run thousands of girls, snatching them from anywhere they can, sending them to anyone who pays the most at the time of the sale.

      I take one last look at Benetti’s body, which Descallia wants left in the cage to show those he believes need closure. Descallia is a solid and revered overmaster; fierce, strong, and capable of ruling over the group of us who govern our kind with fairness and strength. If he wishes to show the body to the women who were taken and defiled, that’s one less thing for me to do today.

      I transport back to Tuscany, a distance that takes much effort and energy even for a vampire of my agility. Upon my arrival just inside the tall wrought-iron gate of my estate, I’m hit with my body’s need for blood and rest.

      The night is cloudy, and there’s a steady mist falling in the air. I take a deep breath, inhaling the beauty and serenity of the hills and grapevines surrounding the vast property that goes on for miles and miles, high above the coast. The four-story mansion calms me, a steady factor in my life, my home for centuries, and a bachelor’s seclusion until I brought Delilah inside its walls.

      My fangs descend in anger, and my chest beats with unbridled fury, knowing the very act of making her my own caused her to be a target—to be taken, beaten, and left in a pile of her own blood, feces, and someone else’s semen. My vengeance on Benetti did nothing to absolve the guilt festering in my heart for being the cause of her capture. Pushing down the remorse for what happened to Delilah is not something that will come easily. The image of her bruised and battered body, flesh torn from being carelessly tossed in the cage, still sends white-hot lightning through my veins.

      But since her rescue, it’s her eyes that have troubled me most. Before, they looked at me with pure, unadulterated love, lighting up every room with brightness, always shining like the iridescent blue sea. But now, they’ve been dim and empty, and for that light in her eyes to return, it will take care. And time. The first is easy to give. But the second will only come with patience that I seldom have for anything or anyone else but Delilah.

      As I cross the grounds toward the mansion, I watch the clouds making their way across the valley and contemplate our future. I swear, Delilah will once again know happiness, if it’s the last thing I do in this life.

      I enter our home and close the door, taking a deep breath, anxious to see her, yet not wanting to concern her with where I’ve been and what I’ve done. Instead of taking the marble elevator, and despite my fatigue, I transport to our room upstairs—a bedroom suite that encompasses the entire top floor of the house. It used to hum with sexual excitement, but now it feels more like a hospital room. Or morgue.

      Soon, the doom will begin to lift, I tell myself, and we will make new memories to replace the old.

      I find the bed empty, although that is where I left her, with strict instructions not to move without help, and to never leave this very room. The bathroom door is open. Alarmed she’s taken a fall on unstable legs, I rush to check, but the room is empty.

      “Delilah?”

      I search the rest of the floor, my pounding steps expending the worried energy floating through me—at least some of it.

      “Delilah?”

      “Master Tuscano, Miss Delilah has left the estate.”

      I turn to Bernard, who’s been with the Tuscano clan for at least two centuries and is the only one I trust to work and live inside the mansion; a faithful servant I can depend on to be my eyes and ears when others come to do any work inside the estate. “What did you say?”

      “Miss Delilah, she left. I couldn’t stop her, Master.”

      “Why? Where did she go?”

      He shakes his head solemnly and hands me a small pastel envelope with my name scrawled across the center. I rip it open in haste, my chest pounding with fear and my throat burning with unspoken agony and need.

      Dear Christian…
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      As the jetliner finally lands at my destination halfway around the world, I reread for the fiftieth time the letter imprinted on my soul and memorized by heart.

      Dear Christian,

      I hate writing this instead of telling you in person, but I’m not sure when you are returning, and I can no longer wait. Every minute I don’t do something, the ache and rage inside of me grows more intense. You can’t imagine how horrible the experience was. I might have been one of the lucky ones, having not been raped, but I had to watch it happen to others, and I can’t get the images out of my mind. I feel so guilty knowing those animals spared me when those poor women were treated so brutally. All the suffering they went through at the hands of those bastards! They were paid to do that, Christian. They took money for raping those women, defecating and urinating on them, and they should pay dearly for that.

      But it’s the person at the top, the one who paid them, who’s responsible. I need to find him and end him. That way, he can’t hurt anyone else ever again, and you won’t have to live with the consequences for the rest of your life.

      I know you, Christian. You will take matters into your own hands. You will try to stop me. Please don’t put more conflict in our path. We’ve only just started finding our way again. I don’t want to jeopardize what we are building, or for you to have an unrighteous death on your conscience. If you kill him, you will have to answer to the consulate and Overmaster Descallia. I do not.

      Please, just give me some time. Give me a little space to deal with this in a manner that helps heal some of the wounds. They won’t close until I do. When I’ve done what I need to do, I will return to you.

      I’ve given our relationship a lot of thought while away from you. I’ll be ready to have a serious conversation about our future when I return. I love you, Christian. I will always love you. I can only hope that you can understand and that you will abide by my wish. Give me this, my love. We’ll work on our future when I’m done.

      Love always,

      Delilah

      I wipe the tears from my eyes, stretch, and stand, joining the other passengers who wait impatiently. Some are on their feet, and others are sitting on the edge of their seats. They are all restless, as eager as I am to exit after being cramped in the crowded jet all night.

      I glance around the sizeable three-aisled plane, unable to shake the feeling of someone watching me. The vampires have the uncanny ability to blend in with their surroundings. There are so many of them in every city across the globe. I wouldn’t put it past Christian Tuscano to have someone watching me, but damn if I can tell. No one looks like they’re scrutinizing me, but it’s not likely I would be able to tell either.

      The little blonde girl with curls in front of me looks up at me with big blue eyes. “What’s your name?”

      “Delilah,” I say to the bundle of cuteness. “What’s yours?”

      “It’s Hannah. My mommy and daddy named me that together. Wanna play dollies?” She’s already tugging a Barbie out of her bright pink purse.

      “Sure. I rarely ever get to play dollies anymore.”

      The little girl smiles widely, showing me a mouthful of small white teeth. Her mother gives me an apologetic look. She has just finally managed to get her all packed up after having done a great job keeping this curious little spitfire occupied during the long flight from Rome, and the deep, dark circles underneath her eyes show the effort it took.

      I try to keep up with the spirited girl’s dance moves, using the arm of my chair for a stage, as she talks all about her exciting plans while visiting Chicago. Her mom gives me a thankful smile.

      “You’re never too old to play dollies,” I say to her.

      A woman across the aisle laughs. “Sometimes, you just have to take time for the important things!”

      When the cabin door opens, the line begins to move.

      “Say thank you to the nice lady,” the little girl’s mom says, pulling her bags from the overhead bins as the people in front of her move to get off the plane. She has to keep nudging her chatty little daughter along to keep her moving. I try hard to keep a straight face every time she does.

      “Have a great vacation. I hope you get to do all the fun things!”

      “You too!” the little girl says, and she’s about to launch into another story, I can just tell, but her mom rolls her eyes at me and takes her gently by the hand.

      “Hannah. We have to go now.”

      “Okay, but I was gonna tell Delilah about the zoo and all the animals I’m gonna see,” she sing-songs as her mom guides her toward the exit.

      Grabbing my pack and following them forward, I try to keep my emotion in check. Having a little girl of my own is not likely to happen now. Even if the consulate could get past the fact that I’m human and Christian’s not, they would never condone us bringing a child into the world. And after what I’m about to do, they’ll never permit a member of their precious consulate to be associated with the likes of me.

      And that heartbreaking decision will be with me until the day I die.

      It feels good to be upright, power walking the couple-mile distance through the air-conditioned airport, among all the hurried travelers as I work the stiffness of my body out.

      Stepping outside, the muggy summer heat of the North American city blasts me with full intensity. I pull my sunshades down over my eyes. Daylight, after being with Tuscano, will take some getting used to, at least for a while. The departures area in front of the airport is packed with taxicabs in various colors, vying for the next fare.

      I move to the edge of the concrete walkway and gesture with a flip of my hand, and the closest cab lurches to a stop in front of me. The cabbie jumps out and comes around to my side, opens the rear passenger door, and places my bag in the trunk while I get situated. As soon as he’s settled in the driver’s seat, he glances in the rearview mirror at me. “Where to, ma’am?”

      I try not to scowl at his address. Surely mid-twenties is not so old. “You can drop me close to Millennium Park.”

      He turns the radio up, a local sport’s station. That’s fine with me. The fewer conversations I have here, the less chance anyone will have of remembering me if asked later. And that’s going to be crucial, especially if Tuscano is looking for me because that vampire will not let anything or anyone get in his way when he wants something.

      The traffic on the highway is not as daunting as it could be at the start of rush hour. We make it close to the lake in under forty minutes, far quicker than I planned for. The downtown traffic is bumper to bumper, though, slowing us to a crawl as we make our way toward the water, passing shops, street vendors, and pedestrians out enjoying the sun on this beautiful day, regardless of the humidity.

      The cabbie pulls as close as he’s going to get to one of the openings of the park. “This work, ma’am?”

      “Perfect. Thanks for the ride.” I slide the card with my new alias through the reader on the back of the seat and add a generous tip. He’s getting my backpack from the trunk before I can even get out.

      “Have a nice day!” he says as he jumps into the cab, not about to waste time exchanging pleasantries when there are other paying fares to pick up.

      I step past the park’s main entrance and walk toward the other side—before venturing off the beaten path and into a small clearing of bushes and trees. I glance carefully around to make sure no one can see me before I tug out the little pins holding my well-coifed short black wig into place and toss it into the garbage, shaking my long blonde hair, and switch sunglasses for the trek to the hotel. Hopefully, in a couple of hours, the cabbie will have forgotten all about me among his stream of other passengers, but if he does remember me, at least the wig will help keep my obscure identity.

      My destination ahead stretches high into the clouds, a mammoth skyrise made of glass and steel proudly displaying the world-renowned name for all the world to see, but the walk there is just under three miles. Counting a quick stop to pick up a coffee and protein bar, it takes me less than an hour to reach.

      I hand the receptionist the credit card I used to reserve the room, and as she checks me in, I glance over my shoulder. I’ve been careful, but vampires can smell you coming from a mile away in the most literal of ways. Their senses are ten times that of a human, and if Lazareth gets even an inkling that I’m coming for him, he’ll have all of his warriors ready to hurl me back to the nightmare he sent me to.

      The keycard opens the room on the thirtieth floor. Not quite the penthouse, but an impressive suite with a fantastic view of the Chicago River just the same. Appearances are important, and for that, no expense in the upscale hotel has been spared. The credit card and the high-end hotel both will lead them back to another person altogether. If someone looks into the name of the person who rented this room, they won’t find a clue that leads back to me, keeping them busy and allowing me precious time before I’m found.

      I know Tuscano, and it won’t be long before he comes looking for me. My mind races with all the things I need to do and have been thinking about for days.

      I empty the contents of my backpack onto the king-sized bed, going through the items intended to be left behind. I leave a pair of white lace-trimmed panties and a condom—not just any condom, but the kind that says we’re having fun here. I tear open two of the foiled packets and toss them on the floor, mess up the bed, and fling the panties into the mix.

      A shower is next. The warmth of the water pouring over me and the smell of the eucalyptus-scented body wash feels refreshing after the long journey and all the worry. I inhale, letting the fragrant aroma settle over and calm me while I wash. Anything to keep my mind off Tuscano and what he must be going through right now. Tuscano will be okay. He may be angry as hell when he reads my note, but deep down he will understand. Maybe the old Delilah would have taken the first flight back to Italy and let the vampire master settle the score, but the new Delilah, the one with a heart of seething rage, will see this through.

      I run through my mind the list of things that I still need to purchase. A gun. I need a Magnum; nothing but the biggest and best, because the hole that I put through this fucker should send a very specific and gruesome message.

      The storage rental I’ve already reserved will work to keep the body on ice. The map I pulled up with a quick internet search showed very little traffic around the business located on a deserted piece of land way off the highway—the perfect out-of-the-way spot to hide anything, especially a body.

      I dry off and wrap the towel around my head turban style, letting it soak up the remaining water while donning the long white courtesy robe and calling room service. I order a glass of wine and a glass of beer. It’s not just any beer. It’s the only beer that will do in this particular situation, because if Tuscano has someone following me, he’ll know I would never drink that bitter concoction, and hopefully it mixed with everything else will cause him to move on.

      I’ve barely started getting through a few other things on my list when someone knocks on the door. I pad to the door in bare feet and see through the peephole a uniformed man. Parting my robe, purposely showing more than a little cleavage, I don a different wig before opening the door, giving him a shy smile as I glance at the tray with the beverages. “I better take that. Thanks for bringing up our order so fast. My boyfriend and I were dying for a drink before the next round, if you know what I mean.”

      He grins as I sign the bar bill with the fake name I’m registered with, adding a nice tip, then he heads back to the elevator to the left. Before closing the door, I glance the other direction, checking out the distance to the stairway in case I need to make a speedy getaway.

      It’s doubtful that anyone will find me, but word on the street is that no one defies Lazareth. And I don’t doubt for a minute that he or those who work for him are already searching for me around the globe, especially if they know I’ve left the safety of the Tuscano estate. If they get this far, hopefully this little charade will throw them all off the track.

      The ringtone of my phone isn’t Tuscano’s; he’s already been blocked. If he knew what was happening, he would rip this world apart to get to me, and doing that would ruin everything.

      I answer the call, and my blood turns cold with fear.

      “This is Lazareth. Next time I call, you’ll answer on the first ring, bitch.”
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