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      I am everything you fear. I am vampire.
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        I am everything you fear.

        I am terror in the darkness.

        I am the beginning and the end.

        I am vampire.

      

      

      Rome, 410 AD

      

      Smoke billowed into the air above the government buildings of the once great city of Rome. Ramiel's lungs filled with the charred scent of parchment and flesh, but he breathed deep anyway, a sigh for the world around him.

      His people had done this—brought down the mightiest city to ever grace the Earth. Visigoths who had suffered far more than he had finally rebelled against the repressive Empire and taken Rome for their own.

      Dead bodies lay strewn everywhere in the streets, Visigoths and Romans who had paid the ultimate price for the foolish decisions of those deemed far greater than they. As he marched over them, women huddled in doorways, fearing he would finish what those before him had taken pity on. Others screamed in horror at the sight of another Visigoth, but Ramiel passed them with little more than a glance. These Roman women who for so many years had fawned on him as one of their own meant nothing to him.

      He was never one of them. Born the son of a Visigoth warrior, he was Visigoth and had never forgotten.

      Thoughts of his mother and father weighed heavily on his mind tonight. His father would be proud of his people's triumph over the men and women who had taken his life and then taken his son like the spoils deserving of a victor. Every Visigoth life given up to the Romans hadn't been lost in vain.

      If only his mother could see he'd never forgotten his heritage. Did she still draw breath or had the Romans taken that too? Nineteen years in a Roman family hadn't erased the memory of her dark eyes full of tears as the soldiers pulled him from her embrace, a scared boy of just five torn from his mother as he struggled against their hold and screamed in terror as the last sight of her faded from view.

      He'd heard the boys scream like that each day and night for years. In exchange for being allowed onto Roman territory, his people had been forced to give up all male children to the Romans. Desperate to keep him safe, his parents had hidden him away far from prying eyes. Never allowed to play like other children, he was forced to hide in a cave during the day and sleep in a hold under their shack on a damp bed of straw.

      But he was loved.

      Then his father was murdered at the hands of the Romans. It wasn't long before his mother and he were found and whatever life they'd had was taken away.

      In its place he was sold to a Roman family and sent to live a life never meant for him. Fate had seen him delivered to a woman blessed only with daughters and cursed with a husband who was home too infrequently to change that, gone in favor of business and other more interesting pursuits.

      Ramiel was the name she gave him that first day he was brought to the house he'd call home for the next nineteen years. In spite of his jet-black hair and eyes as black as the Devil's himself, she proclaimed he had the face of an angel and gave him the name Ramiel after the archangel.

      Technically always no more than a slave, he was dressed in the clothes of a Roman boy and allowed liberties like no other slave in the Pulla household. His presence was explained by the name he was to call her—Amita, meaning paternal aunt—but no matter how many times he uttered that word, she was always Domina to him.

      Mistress. Wife of the man who owned him.

      He bore no ill will toward her or her daughters who adored him like he was one of them. They had shown him kindness each day of his life with them, but no matter how much they playacted, he was not Roman or their brother.

      As he climbed the hill toward the house, he thought of their fates at the hands of his people. Perhaps they'd been spared like the women he'd seen near the square. Called barbaricus by the Romans, his people still knew it wasn't the weak and helpless in the Empire that had subjugated them. Their husbands, no doubt, had experienced Visigoth justice at the end of a knife, however.

      And what of the man he'd been required to call Dominus for almost twenty years? The bitter taste of hatred filled Ramiel's mouth now. Sextus Pulla was nothing like his wife, and with every glare he made sure Ramiel knew what his true place was in his home, regardless of what his wife and daughters pretended.

      Servus. Slave.

      Ramiel relished the idea of him finding his rightful place on the sharp point of a Visigoth sword. His adoptive father possessed every trait he hated about Romans. Their decadence. Their greed. Their belief in their own superiority. That he hadn't been forced to see him except occasionally did nothing to decrease the enmity he felt toward the man.

      He approached the entrance to the Pulla household and stopped to listen for the moans of the injured but heard nothing but the shrieks of terrified women below in the streets piercing the air. The door stood open a crack, and he slowly pushed it open, his eyes scanning the entryway for signs Amita had been spared. Broken pottery and smashed statuettes of Pulla's ancestors littered the floor. Ramiel splintered the broken pieces even more as he walked toward the center of the home. There, near a fountain he'd loved as a child because of its mosaic of the sea, lay Sextus Pulla. Beside the pale blue and green tiles, blood trickled from his mouth and stab wounds across his chest seeped the last remnants of his life.

      As Ramiel looked down at the one who had helped to keep his hatred alive all those years, a sense of satisfaction rose in him.

      "May all like you suffer the same fate."

      No sooner had those words left his mouth he saw Amita slumped against a far wall, a stab wound to her shoulder quickly taking her from this world. Regret replaced satisfaction, and he hurried to comfort her. He hadn't wished this for her.

      Falling to his knees, he quickly examined her wound. A deep gash, it would kill her soon.

      Her voice barely more than a whisper, she said, "Ramiel, you wear the dress of the ones who did this."

      Avoiding the pained look in her eyes, he stared down at his plain brown tunic and rope belt. The dress of the Visigoth.

      Her hand grasped his collar and closed in around the fabric, tugging him closer. He looked up and saw the pain begin to fade from her eyes.

      "Forgive us. We thought to give you our life in place of the one taken away."

      He could forgive her, the rare Roman who wasn't vicious or ruthless. Sextus would receive no such gift.

      "I have always been this. I have not been treated poorly at your hands. I am saddened this happened to you, Amita."

      "That you call me that even now makes my journey to God easier, my little angelus."

      Her words sounded strangled, but a peaceful look came over her now. Never a believer, he nonetheless hoped the God she'd spent her life praying to now ended her suffering and embraced her.

      Without a sound, she left the world, believing he was her angel to the end. If she knew how many Romans he'd killed this day or how he felt nothing for the death of the man she'd called husband, she may have seen the real man her adoptive son was.

      Not angelus. Diabolus. Furor.

      Rage was who he was. Rage at the loss of his real family. Rage at every Roman who had seen him as a proper Roman boy destined to grow into another fine Roman man. Rage at the actions he and his people were forced to take this day and that innocents had suffered for the evils of those in power.

      Ramiel scrubbed the day's sleep from his eyes and grabbed a pillow to cover his head. It had been years—no, centuries—since he'd thought of that August day in 410 when he'd joined with the Visigoths to sack Rome. It had been even longer since he'd thought of Amita.

      That life wasn't part of him now. He was vampire, had been since soon after that night. The wars of humans meant nothing to him anymore.

      A heavy knock on the door was the sign that reminiscing time was over. Something told him it wouldn't be the last time his memories from those days in the Roman Empire haunted him, though.

      Two more bangs on his door set his mood on edge. "Stop fucking beating on my door! If it's so damn urgent, come in!"

      For a moment, he felt guilty at the thought that he'd just barked at Sasa, but the hand that had made the banging noise was too big to be a woman's. And only one male in the monastery banged on his door like that.

      From underneath the pillow, Ramiel heard the door open, the sound of a few footsteps across the hardwood floor, and then a voice saying, "You don't plan to stay in here all night, do you? We have work to do before we leave."

      Still shielded by the pillow, Ramiel knew without even looking that the fellow Son stood smiling at him. "Thane, do you wake up this fucking happy?"

      "No, not usually, but tonight's different. We're finally getting our chance to take on the Archons. I think it's worth a little happiness, isn't it?"

      Ramiel threw the pillow off his head to see Thane standing there staring at him with that boyish grin plastered on his face. "Chance at the Archons? What we really get to do is track down some guy who may be able to help us and a damn kid who, if we're lucky, isn't still in diapers."

      Thane threw his head back and laughed. "I don't think five-year-olds wear diapers, Ramiel. C'mon. Let's go."

      He wasn't going to let him stay in bed, obviously. Tossing aside the covers, he swung his legs off the bed and sat up. "I don't think two Sons of Navarus should have to fucking babysit at the same time they're working to solve the Prophecy of Idolas."

      Thane shrugged. "It does seem like we have a lot to deal with. We can handle it, though."

      Ramiel found his happiness hard to understand. "Always Sammy Sunshine. Jesus, Thane, doesn't anything get to you?"

      Laughing again, Thane turned and walked toward the door. "Not if I can help it, and I think that nickname might be better off for our resident clyten. See you downstairs in five."

      Ramiel grimaced at the thought of Dante. He had a better nickname for him, and if he made one more joke about the girl or called them the Prophecy Twins one more time, he was going to let his fists spell out that name on the youngest Son's face.

      The idea of dealing with him and everything else about the Sons and the prophecy made Ramiel's nerves bristle. He needed to take the edge off before he had to sit through some meeting talking about fucking keys and little girls.

      He needed someone to take the edge off.
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      Ramiel dressed quickly and opened his bedroom window. The earthy smell of the night air hit his nostrils and then he was gone from the monastery. His mind focused on his destination, he was hundreds of miles away in the Ural mountains at the doorstep of a cabin in seconds.

      Raising his arm, he positioned his hand to knock on the door but stopped. He didn't want to do the "How you been?" thing, wasting time on unnecessary pleasantries. Larissa never liked all that shit either. That was one of the best things about her.

      No. What he wanted was more raw, more pure.

      Concentrating, he felt her inside and focused his energy on hers. A vampire like him, she would know he was there before he appeared. She always did. But that was part of the game they played.

      In the blink of an eye, he was standing behind her, inches away from the body that would bring him such pleasure. Long blond hair fell toward her waist in loose waves he'd soon tug on. No woman was supposed to have a body like this. Nearly as tall as he, her legs went on forever, stopped only by the most perfect ass. He had no idea who she fucked when he wasn't around, but he was sure they'd taken that ass. As he slid his gaze over those firm, round globes, he could certainly understand why a man would enjoy it.

      He reached over to a dresser where a blindfold lay waiting. The feel of the red silk on his fingertips excited him, and he cupped his balls and stiff cock trying to find a more comfortable position for them. It was no use. Her naked body beckoned, and he rid himself of his clothes in seconds.

      "I knew you would come tonight. I dreamed about it today," she whispered as she remained face forward with her back to him.

      As he tied the blindfold around her head, he bent down to kiss her ear. "You know what happens when you talk before I say so, Larissa."

      She knew. She did it on purpose. She liked what he did when she misbehaved. Not exactly submissive, Larissa liked it rough.

      Fisting a handful of those pale locks, he tugged her head back as he pressed his cock against her ass. Looking down, he watched as her beautiful pink tongue that had lapped his cock more often than any other in years slid across her lips.

      This was Larissa—hot, excited, and sexy as hell.

      Tugging again much harder, he brought her head back until it fell against his chest. He imagined those soft brown eyes filled with tears behind the blindfold, but if she wanted it softer and sweeter, she didn't act like it as she wriggled to rub against his stiff cock.

      "Tell me how I fucked you in your dream."

      He released her hair to slide his hands around to palm two full breasts. Pert nipples stood excited by his touch, and he pinched them between his thumbs and forefingers. Larissa remained silent, except for a needy moan. Two hard squeezes of those pretty pink nipples and he reminded her of who had the control.

      "Larissa, I know you heard me. Now tell me how I fucked you in your dream."

      Breathlessly, she answered, "Hard."

      Just as he liked it.

      "And without my blindfold."

      That would never happen. She'd never seen what he looked like, not even that first night when he'd met her at a club in Frankfurt. In the dark as the crowd watched an old vamp sex show that should have closed down centuries earlier, he'd spotted her, innocent looking with eyes wide with arousal as the bodies writhed against one another on the floor in front of them. Pressing against her back, he'd held her jaw tightly, forcing her to watch the scene playing out before them as he pushed under her skirt to her drenched entrance before backing away, sure she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

      He'd been right. That night they'd lost themselves in one another, a man in need of a particular kind of release and a woman who unlike most of her sex enjoyed what he demanded without fear or guilt.

      Since then they'd given each other that harder pleasure, but never had she'd seen his face. Unlike the other Sons, he couldn't trust anyone, not even one who'd proven her devotion to his happiness beyond a shadow of a doubt time and again. He had no idea how Thane handled his business, but this was the way he dealt with their responsibility.

      Ramiel slid his hand up to clutch her throat and felt her pulse as it pounded against the pad of his thumb. "No."

      Turning in his hold, she faced him without saying a word and slowly lowered herself to her knees. Tilting her head up, she smiled and ran her tongue across her fangs.

      "As you wish, sire."

      Larissa gripped the base of his cock and squeezed as she guided it toward her mouth. Her lips encircled the swollen head, and Ramiel watched in awe at how beautiful the sight of her on her knees in front of him was.

      Her tongue danced over his skin, performing its magic with a mere touch, and he struggled to keep his eyes from rolling back in ecstasy. He liked watching her mouth slide up and down his shaft, her cheeks hallowing as she took his entire length into her.

      Fisting her hair, he held her to a pace that would let him enjoy the pleasure that beautiful mouth delivered. A rough tug elicited a moan that went straight to his balls. Yanking her off his cock, he calmed his body.

      He didn't want this to end just yet.

      "Sire?" Larissa's face turned up toward him, her lips in a tiny pout. "Is something wrong?"

      No, there was nothing wrong. How could a gorgeous woman sucking his cock ever be wrong? But something in him needed more...something more raw. More savage.

      Pulling her upright, he spun her around, ordering, "Hands on the table."

      Larissa flattened her back and her long blond hair teased the very top of her ass. Ramiel slid his hands over it as he grasped her hips and thrust into her in one rough push. Wet and ready, her cunt took every inch of him. With each push of his hips, tiny squeals followed the head of his cock hitting that spot deep inside her.

      Gathering her hair in his hand, he pulled, and she arched her back, screaming, "Ramiel!"

      "You said you wanted it hard," he teased, knowing her reaction was laced with surprise more than pain. Withdrawing from her slick heat, he left just the tip of his cock inside and held her firmly in place. "You want me to stop?"

      She struggled against his hold, trying to push back against him to give her what she wanted, but she was no match for his strength. "Tell me what you want."

      Larissa turned her head to face him. "Ramiel...please."

      "Tell me."

      She bit her lip as he slid just an inch into her before backing out again. "Don't stop. Please."

      "Tell me what you want, or I stop."

      He enjoyed this game they played. They'd done it for years, but each time that beautiful mouth begged him to fuck her was like the first time.

      "Fuck me. Please, Ramiel. I need to feel you inside me."

      Her body waited for him as he stood savoring the sound of those words. A tiny moan told him she ached to have him as much as he did her.

      One firm thrust and he sunk into her, her body welcoming him completely. Larissa's hands grasped the edge of the table and with every plunge of his cock into her wet channel, she moaned softly.

      Ramiel could honestly say this was one of the times in his life he felt truly happy. Somehow, whatever he and Larissa had become was something he'd grown to want.

      To need.

      But that couldn't be. The responsibility of being one of the two Sons charged with figuring out the Prophecy of Idolas meant blindfolds and stolen moments, not love and happiness.

      The first tender squeeze on his cock told him she was ready. His fangs slammed into his mouth and then into her neck, filling his mouth with the sweet blood of one of his own. As her orgasm took over, she held his head to her neck and whimpered "Yes" again and again while her body shook with pleasure.

      His release was just as powerful, and as the last of it left his body tired but sated, he slowly slid out of her and slumped back on the nearby couch. Eyes closed, he wished this could be his life—a quiet existence with a woman who made him happy and who he made happy.

      "Ramiel?"

      Opening his eyes, he saw Larissa standing in front of him still blindfolded, blood trailing from the holes in her neck he'd carelessly not closed. He reached out and took her hand to guide her to him.

      "Come."

      He enjoyed this part of their time together as much as the sex. Giving her blood gave him something in return. It was more than power, more than being a sire. As the only vampire of his he still visited, she was his connection to the gentler part of being vampire. As he fed her blood, she fed his soul.

      That was what he'd miss most.

      Larissa curled up on his lap and tenderly nuzzled his neck. "I hope I dream of you tomorrow. Maybe you'll come to me again."

      "Drink. We don't have much time."

      Raising his arm, he pressed his wrist to her soft lips. Her fangs pierced the skin, and she eagerly sucked his blood into her mouth. As she took the only thing he could give, he began to say his goodbyes.

      Stroking her silky hair, he searched for the right words to say. "Larissa, you've always been my favorite, my proudest moment as a sire. But I can't be that for you anymore. I release you."

      For a moment, she stilled her mouth on his wrist, and then she looked up at him and he imagined the look of confusion and fear in her eyes. "I want you to stay safe. The Archons are dangerous, so stay away from them."

      "What do you mean you release me? I don't want to be released. No! Ramiel, why? We make each other happy. Don't do this!"

      "I don't have a choice. I've known for a long time that this would have to happen someday."

      "No!"

      He pulled her to him and held her as she fought him, bearing her punches and feeling like he deserved everything she could do to punish him. He'd known for longer than he wanted to admit that his responsibilities to the Sons would force him to let her go.

      "Listen to me. I need to know you understand what I'm saying. Our world is on the verge of coming apart. I want to know you'll be safe. If I stay with you, you'll be in danger."

      Pushing him away, she shook her head. "I don't understand. Doesn't releasing me put me in danger? I'll have no sire."

      "It's better this way."

      Larissa's voice was barely a whisper. "Please don't do this."

      Ramiel gently took her by the chin and drew her to his mouth to kiss her. As his lips met hers, a tear slid down her cheek.

      "I've never even seen what you look like," she admitted sadly.

      Rising, he quickly dressed and turned back toward her. She sat with her face in her hands quietly sobbing. Unsure if what he was about to do was wise, he thought of the trust she'd given him for so long. She deserved some from him for once.

      He took her hands in his and pulled her up onto her feet. Pressing his lips to hers, he slid his tongue into her mouth, loving the feelings she brought out in him as he undid her blindfold. For just a moment, she stood stunned, her eyes still closed, but when she opened them, he saw everything he'd been missing all those years.

      As she began to speak, he took one last look at the one who'd given him so much. Hopefully, he'd given her something too.

      Before he vanished, he saw in her eyes he had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc Verrater pretended to listen to Emily as she chattered on about something involving some woman or another she'd met in a shop in town. That she thought he'd give even the slightest damn was fucking baffling, but even Emily's idiocy couldn't dampen his spirits this evening.

      "I loved her idea for a faux wall treatment, Marc. I know everything has to be white in the offices, but can there be a little color in the bedroom? I was thinking a nice mauve. What do you think, Marc? Marc, are you listening?"

      He looked up to see her standing in front of him, one hand on her hip and a look of irritation on her face. "Emily, I have work to do. Don't bother me with stupid nonsense."

      Her mouth turned downward into a pout and everything in her posture seemed to deflate. As if he fucking cared. Sidling up next to him, she ran her finger over his tie. "Are you angry with me? Did I do something wrong?"

      Marc caught her hand and held it tightly. Tears came to her eyes as he squeezed her index finger. "I told you. I'm busy."

      Releasing her finger, he waved her away and returned to the fantasy he'd been trying to enjoy as he blocked out her inane decorating ramblings. He hoped the meeting he'd have in just a few minutes would make his daydream a reality.

      His phone buzzed and pressing the speaker on, he heard Emily's dejected voice inform him that his guests had arrived for his nine o' clock meeting.

      "Send them in."

      Marc waited, ready to move to the next stage of his career. Tonight would bring that to him.

      Two dozen men filed into his office and stood against the empty back wall. Each one looked much like Knull did, big and brutish. Marc had begun to get used to the presence of such animals, but he hoped they'd have more luck than his former hunter, who better keep as far away as possible, if he had any sense at all.

      Taking a seat behind his desk, Marc motioned to them to move forward. "Gentlemen, welcome. I'm going to need you twelve on the left to wait in that room next door. I'll be with you shortly."

      The men filed out, leaving the other half standing in line waiting for their orders. As the last of the first group closed the door behind them, he began. "I'm sure you've been briefed about what I want. Here are the details. I need two teams. One will be in charge of looking for four vampires. That's all of you. You're to find the four vampires who at this moment are the most important in our world. They are the ones who know about the Prophecy of Idolas, and if we aren't successful in stopping them, they will eliminate all you and I believe in."

      One man stepped forward. Big, he had the kind of face only a mother could love with unsightly pock marks that scarred his cheeks and thick nose. Marc silently wondered if it was a requirement that Archon hunters be hideous.

      "Do you want them captured or dead, sir?" the ugly man asked in a booming, flat voice.

      "Dead. I want nothing left of these four. Do you understand?"

      Marc scanned up and down the line and saw nods from each man. "And I want this done quickly. No mess. No fuss. You're looking for two men, maybe three. The other one is a female."

      The big, ugly man spoke again. "Female, sir? Do you know how old?"

      "A child. Five years old."

      For a moment, he thought he saw a few of the men in front of him flinch. Jesus Christ! How the fuck were they supposed to take over the vampire world with this bunch helping them?

      "That's not going to be a problem, is it?" he asked sharply.

      Big and Ugly answered quickly, "No. We know our job, sir. It's just that some of the men are new. They'll be fine."

      "Good. We don't know where three of them are, but we know one of the males is in Italy and they're going to be looking for him. I don't want any screw ups with this. Check in with my secretary and leave her your contact information. Be sure to get anything you need from her. She can give you the details about where in Italy."

      "Will do, sir. I'll be in touch as soon as we find something."

      Marc sat back in his chair and closed his eyes. Everything was coming together. Soon the four who the Prophecy of Idolas said would be the key to it all would be eliminated, and the Archon takeover would be cleared for success. That the assassin of Alexander Regas had been successful in finding out that detail before he was sentenced to death was a stroke of luck the Archons desperately needed. Knull's silence was likely due to his death at the hands of the Sons, so his task of finding the last of Sampson's vampires was also likely a failure.

      But now the tide seemed to be changing. This new group of hunters would hopefully fulfill their assignment and rid them of that problem, at least. And with that chore out of the way, the Archons and Marc would be able to implement his plan to subjugate all vampires to their rule.

      A knock on his office door roused him from his daydreams and he yelled, "Enter!"

      At his command, the second set of twelve men filed in. Just as big and brutish as the last group, their assignment would be slightly different. They did as their predecessors had and stood silently against the back wall waiting for his orders.

      Marc stood and approached them, looking to see who the leader of this group was. One man with pale eyes and very blond hair stood straight and looked ahead with the air of a military commander. Something in his posture told the Archon he was the one to deal with.

      Stopping in front of him, Marc asked, "What's your name?"

      Without missing a beat, the man answered, "Albert Parker, sir."

      "Mr. Parker, are you the leader of these men?"

      "Yes, sir. We've been sent by the adjutant to Magistrate Consera."

      "Very good." Marc walked up and down the line of men and studied them to see the sorts who would be hunting such a precious commodity. Competent enough looking, they appeared to be slightly better than the first group, and Marc felt more confidence in their leader than the pock marked one from earlier.

      "Your assignment is to find a woman. One single woman named Solenne Durand." Cringing, he added, "She may be going by the name of Solenne Collins."

      "Yes, sir," Albert answered. "Do you have a picture of her?"

      Shaking his head, Marc said, "No, but I can tell you what she looks like. Red hair, blue-green eyes, average height, well-built. She has a house in France, but I don't suspect she'd be there. My advice is to look in Greece, near the Order's headquarters outside of Athens."

      "What do you want us to do with her when we find her? Is this a kill job or a capture?"

      "Capture. She is not to be harmed. I want her brought to me here, but I want you to contact me first. Do not do anything with her until you've contacted me." Marc grabbed a piece of paper from his desk and scribbled a phone number. "I want you to call me at this number only. I don't want anyone to know about this. Mention it to no one. Do you understand?"

      Nodding again, Parker asked, "If we need anything, are we to contact your secretary?"

      "No, only me and only at this number. Am I clear?"

      "Yes, sir. Is there anything else we should know for this assignment?"

      "Fail and I'll have you every last one of you killed along with every vampire you've ever sired."

      Albert Parker's face may not have shown fear at that statement, but the men around him looked stunned, as if his threat was unlike anything they'd ever heard. Marc smiled at them and waved his hand, satisfied that the meeting was over.

      Alone, he thought about what he'd say and do when Solenne was once again in front of him. Even now, after months of being away from her, the mere memory of her blood on his tongue made his cock harden. The sweet taste of it as it slid over his taste buds toward his throat...the feel of her as he fucked her again.

      Marc adjusted his pants to accommodate his excitement, but what really thrilled him was the thought of having her blood inside him again. Like a junkie, he craved what she possessed and dreamed of the moment when he'd have her again. Even better, when the Archons' doctors got their hands on her blood, they could isolate what was so powerful in her blood and his plan for all vampires could be implemented. The idea was as thrilling as the thought of having her again.

      "Marc, may I come in?"

      The sound of Emily's plaintive voice coming through the speaker on his phone yanked him back to reality, and he winced. He was still rock hard and there was little chance the hunters would find Lena tonight, he admitted to himself disappointedly.

      Emily will have to do.
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      Ramiel slipped back into his room and stood at the window looking back toward the mountains in the distance. His thoughts still on Larissa, he silently let his mind travel across the miles to the cabin they'd shared so many times. He felt her sadness even now and hung his head as the reality of life without her settled into his mind.

      By the time he made his way down to Vasilije's study, he hoped the meeting would be finished. He'd grown to dread these meetings when everyone looked to Thane and him and all they could report was the same old bullshit. Things had improved with Kali's arrival, but what did that say about the two of them?

      The idea that some vampire who was probably thousands of years old had decided he and Thane should somehow be able to solve some ancient prophecy none of the Order's eggheads had been able to make much headway with pissed him off. It would have been nice if someone had asked them before thrusting this responsibility onto their shoulders. If they had, he would have been glad to tell them to go fuck themselves. This job was meant for someone who knew about those ancient vampires and their tricks, not him.

      Opening the door to the study, he saw everyone waiting for him and braced for Vasilije's sharp reprimand. He may not have been the official leader, but he sure as hell was the de facto one since they all got to stay at his house for the time being while they played at saving the world. Instead, he heard nothing. Vasilije and Terek stood near the desk, all smiles with their women and looking like newly married men. Sasa was laughing at something, and Vasilije pulled her close to kiss her while Terek and Ilona shot each other moony-eyed glances.

      Jesus Christ. This looks like some deranged version of The Bachelor.

      "Sorry I'm late. Something came up."

      Vasilije laughed out loud. "In your room?"

      "Now that Ramiel is here, let's get going. I'm eager to set out," Thane said, his voice edgier than usual.

      The lovebirds took seats near one another while Ramiel found a chair near Sion, whose expressionless face always seemed so calm. Or maybe bored. He could never figure out which. Thane and Dante sat next to one another on the wall, the reason he didn't make an effort to join Thane in the discussion this night. That younger vampire was like nails on a chalkboard, and he wasn't in the mood for his juvenile ribbing tonight. One wrong word from him and he'd take out all his frustrations on that boyish mug.

      "Okay, Thane, since you seem to be chomping at the bit tonight, you can take the lead," Vasilije said as he put his arm around Sasa.

      "Here's what we know from Nico. Ramiel and I need to find a vampire named Tarquin. He's one like us. The Order believes he lives on a farm in Sicily. The other one we need to find is a girl named Noele. She's five years old and a born vampire."

      Thane put an emphasis on the last words—born vampire—but none of the others seemed to understand his intention. Ramiel couldn't blame them, really. It's not like it was their duty to figure out the prophecy and had to spend hours on end working on it. But Sion had spent enough time with them to know the importance of those two words, and Ramiel saw out of the corner of his eye that Thane's meaning had registered with him.

      "You don't see why that's important, do you?" Thane asked in a voice tinged with disappointment.

      Terek leaned over to say something to Vasilije, Sasa, and Ilona, and they quickly nodded to show their understanding. "Do you really think this is the born vampire you believe is mentioned in the Prophecy of Idolas?" Vasilije asked.

      "We're hopeful. And if it is, she may be able to help us find the key we need to figure out the rest of the prophecy."

      "A five-year-old girl is going to do all this?" Dante asked with his usual snideness.

      Thane's thin smile showed even his growing impatience with Dante. "We have to at least try. If she isn't the answer, maybe she'll be able to help in some way."

      Thane continued on to explain what he and Ramiel had to do and said, "We'll be staying at one of the Order's spies' homes. Nico says this Hadrian will be able to direct us to possible sites where we can find the key, whatever it is. You'll be able to find us there if you need us."

      Ramiel sensed Thane's meaning and stood, ready to leave. "Let's just hope it's not a needle in a haystack mission. Wish us luck."

      Sasa silently rose and left, and Ramiel saw the sheepish look on her face. He had no real idea what was going on, but he quickly looked over to see if her sire had seen her expression. He seemed more impatient to speak but waited for her to leave. Once she was gone, Vasilije changed the subject quickly. "We'll be doing what we can here while you're gone. Delilah will be using her talents working to spy on the London Archon. Now all we have to do is find a position for Elizabeth."

      "I can think of a position perfect for her," Dante said with a devilish grin.

      "That position and many others are taken already by another," Thane said without missing a beat.

      Rage exploded from Vasilije. Fangs bared, he barked, "What the fuck does that mean? Be a fucking man, Thane, and say what's on your mind."

      Before Ramiel knew it, Thane was out of his seat and standing toe-to-toe with Vasilije. Taller by a few inches but much bigger in size than the Romanian, he could tear him to pieces, if he chose. The blazing anger in his eyes told Ramiel he might just do it now. Stepping in behind Thane, he readied himself to pick a side in the fight between them.

      "You don't want me to do that, Vasilije. And this time, Terek isn't going to be able to keep you safe."

      At the mention of his name, Terek stood and took his place behind his friend. Leaning in next to him, he whispered, "Vasilije, this isn't the time for this. Let it go."

      Vasilije stared straight ahead, focused on Thane, whose fangs had lowered, ready for the fight. "Thane doesn't seem to understand who he's fucking dealing with."

      "I know exactly who I'm dealing with. A shitty sire."

      A deep growl sounded the end of Vasilije's patience, and he swung at Thane, connecting with his jaw. Thane leveled him with a punch that sent Vasilije flying back against the wall, and in seconds, the two men were rolling around on the floor at each other's throats.

      "Guys! Guys! What the hell is going on? We're all on the same side here," Dante chimed in, clearly oblivious to what everyone else in the room knew or suspected about Thane's feelings for Sasa.

      Ramiel and Terek pulled the two men apart, and as he held Thane back from taking another shot at Vasilije, he saw the door open and Sasa gasp at the scene in front of her. As Thane turned to see her, Ramiel pushed him away toward the side of the room, away from her. "Let it go. This isn't your fight."

      "What's going on?" Sasa asked as she walked to the side of her sire. "Vasilije, what is this?"

      His focus turned immediately to her, and he pulled himself from Terek's hold to take her in his arms. "Nothing, love. Just our usual meeting. See what happens when you're not next to me?"

      

      An uncomfortable feeling hung over the room, and as the group broke up, Dante looked like he was about to make wisecrack. Ramiel felt the need to teach the son of a bitch a lesson, and he curled his right hand into a tight fist. One wrong word and he was finally going to learn the price of being a smartass.

      Thane clapped Dante on the back as he spoke. "I wish they'd let me go with you. I know I'm not a chosen one like you guys, but I'd give anything to do more."

      "We're going to need you once we find this key, Dante. That's when being a clyten will make you the most important of us all."

      Jesus, Thane. The kid doesn't need any more help with his ego.

      "Thanks, Thane. Keep safe guys." Dante turned to face Ramiel. "You wouldn't want to miss your chance at kicking my ass, so stay alive, okay?"

      "Something tells me I'll have a lot of chances," Ramiel said half-jokingly.

      "Kid's growing up, don't you think?"

      He turned to see Thane's grin, as if one moment of not being a pain in the ass redeemed Dante.

      "I'd like to talk to you two privately."

      Ramiel spun around to see Terek. His expression showed he was serious about whatever was on his mind. Unsure if it was about the problems between Thane and Vasilije or something else, Ramiel nodded, his suspicions on high alert. "Okay. What's up?"

      Terek waited until everyone but them had left and they were alone. When he spoke, his tone had a hint of worry to it. "When I was human, I wasn't able to read minds until after my wife and son died. But for years I'd had dreams about demons and vampires. I didn't know they were vampires at the time. I just knew they were beings always in the shadows. Then one night I saw a child in my dreams. My wife told me we were to have a child, and I assumed it was a coincidence."

      A look of pain came across Terek's face and then disappeared. Ramiel knew about his losing his family as a human, but he'd never heard him speak about it like this.

      "I stopped having that dream right after my son was born. Until now. For the past three days I've had that dream again. The people in the shadows are vampires and there's a child."

      "Do you think it has to do with the little girl we have to find?" Thane asked. "Maybe you're reading something in our minds. I don't know about Ramiel, but I can't think of much else than this trip to find her and Tarquin, asleep or awake."

      Ramiel silently admitted that while he didn't seem to be subconsciously thinking of their trip or kids, his dreams had become odd in the last few days. He'd naturally assumed it had to be because of where they were going.

      Terek shook his head. "I don't know. The child in my dreams is a male and he's a baby."

      "Please don't tell me you think there's a chance we'll have to deal with an actual baby. A five-year-old is bad enough. Hell, I'm still hoping Thane isn't joking when he says kids that old don't wear diapers."

      Smiling, Terek rolled his eyes. "I don't know who to be more worried about, you or her, Ramiel."

      "Me. Thane and I already have enough to do. We don't need babysitting added to it."

      "Well, I wanted to let you know. I don't know if it means anything, but it did last time."

      "Thanks, Terek. We'll keep it in mind," Thane said sympathetically.

      Ramiel knew that Terek hadn't brought this up when everyone else was around because of Ilona. Although it had never bothered him in the least, the realization that there could never be a child was often devastating to newly turned female vampires. He'd heard Jasmine and her talking about it in hushed tones the night before when he'd gone to the kitchen to scrounge up a late-night snack, and if the look on Ilona's face was any indication, she was having a hard time dealing with the reality that she and Terek would never have a child of their own.

      "Take care of yourselves. This could be what we need to finish the Archons off, once and for all."

      Terek shook both their hands and walked out, leaving them alone. As he watched Thane busy himself with a mess of papers they'd spent far too many nights with, Ramiel felt a twinge of regret for how little he'd truly done to help with figuring out the Prophecy of Idolas. He'd been there night after night with him, Kali, and Sion, but it had really been Thane and Kali who'd done most of the work. Hell, Sion had probably done more.

      Thane neatly stacked the papers that may hold the still hidden answer to how to defeat the Archons and grinned that silly smile he wore when he was feeling good. "I think we should check in with Kali before we leave. She's going to have to keep working while we're gone."

      "You're really looking forward to this, aren't you?"

      Standing up, his arms full, he nodded and smiled even broader. "I am. It'll be a nice change from that cellar. And it's not every day you get a chance to be a hero either. This is our chance."

      Ramiel snorted in disgust. "Hero, my ass. We're going to be lucky if we don't end up fucking dead. If it were just you and me, fine, but the two of us with a kid and some guy? Fuck, I bet you he's an old rickety thing."

      Thane laughed out loud and moved past him toward the door. "Thank God one of us is positive. I've got too much to live for, thank you." Stopping, he turned around with an expression more serious than Ramiel have ever seen from him. "This is happening, Ramiel. It's our destiny. We might as well meet it head on and show it we mean business."

      He didn't wait for Ramiel to answer, probably knowing he'd see this whole destiny thing in a far different light. Alone, Ramiel looked around Vasilije's study and wondered if he'd ever see it again. As much as he'd thought he'd hated living here with so many others, somewhere along the way he'd gotten used to it.

      But leaving the monastery didn't fill him with sadness so much as dread. He was returning to Rome for the first time since he'd been made vampire just months after he and his fellow Visigoths had laid waste to the city that held nothing but bad memories for him.

      Just once, he hoped things would be different.
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      Ramiel found Thane already discussing Terek's dream with Kali when he arrived at the cellar. What had meant nothing to them seemed terribly important to her. Usually subdued, Kali buzzed around the table flipping through the pages of books he definitely was not going to miss when they left.

      "A baby's a very interesting symbol in dreams. Did he mention if pregnancy or the actual birth was involved?" she asked as she ran her finger down the side of a page.

      "No, just a baby," Thane said as he sank down in his usual seat at the table.

      "Well, some think there's nothing but wish fulfillment at work in dreams, especially baby dreams. I disagree, though." Tapping her finger on the page, she looked up. "For example, the birth of a child can symbolize a new beginning."

      "He said it was a male child, if that makes any difference," Thane added.

      Kali appeared to think about this for a moment. "Well, male babies usually symbolize new achievements. You know, the masculine thing."

      For some reason, she was looking in Ramiel's direction now and the confusion he felt must have been obvious because she explained even further. "Males are more about achievement and conquering, whereas females are associated with feelings and relationships. If we're to believe that the child in his dreams is symbolic, then maybe it refers to you two having success on your trip."

      "I'll stick with that interpretation," Ramiel mumbled. At least it didn't add any more hassles to his life.

      "But let's not be hasty here," she warned.

      Fuck. Here come the hassles.

      Kali was nice and had definitely helped them, but her tenacity with research had an irritating side to it in times like now when he didn't want any more bullshit heaped on his head. She moved toward the table to the papers Thane had just returned. Pushing the stack toward him, she ordered, "Find the passage we were working on the other day. I'm curious about something."

      While Thane did what she wanted, Ramiel watched with a growing sense of uneasiness as Kali scanned one of the oldest scrolls they had in their possession. He recognized it as the one that had helped them figure out the reference to a born vampire in the prophecy.

      "Here it is. A gift from two, parallel lines to one. He reigns over Selene and the warmth of all will be his."

      Kali looked first to Thane and his stack of papers and then to Ramiel. "You don't see it?"

      "See what?" Ramiel no longer even tried to pretend he knew what to do with the prophecy. More obvious lines than these had stymied him. "You aren't actually saying this has to do with Terek and his dreams, are you?"

      "I guess I can understand not seeing parts of it," she conceded.

      "Parts of it? I have no idea what any of it means."

      Kali gave him a look that appeared almost apologetic. "Let me explain. The words gift from two are a clue that point to a child being born."

      Ramiel looked over at Thane, who shrugged his shoulders and smiled. Turning back toward Kali, he said, "Really? Why couldn't it just mean two of us give someone a gift? Why does it have to mean a child?"

      Her expression changed to show she didn't understand why he couldn't see the things she did. Of the three of them, Ramiel saw one thing clearly. Whoever had chosen him to be one of the four responsible for solving the prophecy had made a mistake.

      "You always want to fight this, Ramiel," she said with a laugh. "If you'd only open your mind, you'd find this would come naturally. You were chosen by the Order for a reason. This is what you're meant to be."

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Thane nodding. "I told you. It's your destiny."

      Part of him wanted to fight them, to tell them they were fucking crazy and to go fuck themselves and this goddamn prophecy. But another part just didn't want to fight anymore. He'd been fighting forever, and he couldn't do it another night. He was alone, without the only vampire of his he'd kept for so long, and about to leave vampires he'd grown to actually like. No, for once in all his miserable life, he didn't want to fight.

      Slumping down in a chair, he exhaled heavily and closed his eyes. "Destiny."

      "I think it's possible Terek's dreams are prophetic."

      Kali's words made him open his eyes. "Because he had them before and then a child was born?"

      Thane grinned a sheepish smile. "I didn't get to tell her that yet."

      Nodding her head excitedly, Kali added, "You're forgetting where you come from, gentlemen. Idolas is your ancestor, a seer who got that gift from his father, Apollo. It seems perfectly right that one or more of you would have the same gift."

      Thane seemed to think it over and in his usual optimistic tone agreed. "I'd never thought about it, but she's right. Too bad neither one of us has it."

      "So we take Terek's dreams seriously? Then a baby is in our future?"

      Damn. There will definitely be diapers then.

      Thane shuffled papers in front of him. "That passage...was there any indication who the parents would be?"
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