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CHAPTER 1

My name is Dante Sonnier and I’m a Hollywood agent. I’m also a friend to and often fixer for the vampire community. Being an agent is easy. Working with the vampires? Not so much. In fact, just being around the vampires can get downright life-threatening.

Three months had passed since Robin Shepherd—leader of the Children of Judas, the reviled vampire sect who had threatened my life as a means of ‘persuading’ me to take over leadership of the general vampire community—had made her dramatic declaration that she would bring down the Promise of Darkness upon the world. The Promise of Darkness was some ancient vampire curse which could bring about total war and devastation and such unpleasantness. Robin made this dramatic declaration whilst she broke my wrist on a sunny Beverly Hills street in the middle of the day. Which made her lunacy all the more frightening. You just don’t expect to be attacked by an insane vampire bent on world domination on a Beverly Hills street in the middle of a Wednesday.

So far there had been some scattered incidents of sabotage and, regrettably, some vampire and human deaths, but nothing that you could really call devastating or even war-like. I was inclined to believe—as were the vampires—that Robin had been a little overly ambitious in her plans. Still, the vampires were taking no chances; they had doubled my protection detail and made me travel everywhere in a limo armored out the wazoo with bullet-, bomb-, and fireproofing. For all I knew it could have been kryptonite-proof too. I do know that I felt conspicuous and silly being driven around in that big-ass boat of a vehicle by Ollie, my new driver. Ollie was a strange guy, kind of quiet and deep, but nice enough. 

Nothing had been heard or seen of Robin in those three months. She had effectively vanished from the face of the planet, much to Voshki Kevorkian’s chagrin. Voshki wanted nothing more than to take the rebel vampire’s head off at the neck, and then burn her lifeless torso to ashes.

“Jesus, Vosh, do you also want to display her severed head on the gates of your estate?” I asked the vampire leader.

She gave me a coolly considering look. “Hmm, sometimes you do have good ideas, Dante.”

Never piss off a vampire. Especially a very ancient and powerful one like Voshki.

I was beginning to think that my life might get back to normal—or at least as close to normal as your life could get with vampires in it—when I met Jude Kevorkian, the other sister that I never knew Voshki had.

Have you ever experienced an instant, all-consuming desire for someone? You take one look at them and know you will just die if you do not fulfill this end-of-the-world need which they have ignited in you? It’s frightening and it’s exhilarating and it’s damned confusing all at once. Especially if you thought you were already in love with someone else and that even thinking about sex with anyone else could make an unbelievably large mess out of your life.

That’s how it was for me when I met Jude Kevorkian. But I’ll get back to that in a minute.

Around the time that Robin was threatening my life and trying to convince me that I would be better to side with her and the Children in the coming war (trying unsuccessfully, I might add—breaking my wrist has never done much to make me see another person’s point of view), I also discovered that at least one of my ancestors was a vampire and that through him I might be related to those psychotic, murderous, red-haired Children of Judas. I hadn’t shared this knowledge with anyone other than my best friend Lydia, and my vampire girlfriend Ellis. And I only told her because I was feeling lonely under the burden of the knowledge and I figured that a burden shared is your loneliness halved, and so, one night I spilled everything to her.

My sudden loquaciousness on a subject I’d vowed to keep from the vampires might have had something to do with the fact that Ellis had just asked me to marry her.

Right out of the blue, while we were watching some idiotic quiz show on television because Ellis loves quiz shows. I hate them. Hyperactive adults making loons out of themselves and simpering over some smarmy perma-tanned host who couldn’t get a real acting job. Anyway, in the middle of one of these dire shows, Ellis announced, “I need to ask you something, Dante…” and then she frowned, shook her head. “No, I mean, I want to ask you something.”

I hoped she wasn’t going to ask me to get her the autograph of a smarmy, perma-tanned quiz show host.

“There’s a ceremony that we have…vampires, I mean,” Ellis began. I had no idea what was coming next, which was why I didn’t make some excuse to run away whilst I still had the chance. “It’s not an official thing…well, it is, for us. It’s a ceremony of union. Oh fuck it!” Ellis scowled at the TV screen as though it had offended her somehow. I know it was offending me in a variety of ways. “This isn’t coming out the way I planned at all.”

“Things rarely do,” I sympathized.

She took a deep breath of air that vampires don’t actually need and started again. “I want you to marry me, Dante,” she stated.

I wished she had asked me to get her the autograph of a smarmy, perma-tanned quiz show host.

I stared at her. As marriage proposals went, I suspect this one had to rank right up there as one of the clumsiest and least romantic of all time. The kind of proposal which might become embarrassingly immortalized on You Tube—were vampires not fiercely publicity shy and would probably kill anyone who put them or their business on You Tube. My response wasn’t exactly girly hand-clapping and high-decibel squealing either.

“You, uh, want me to…what? Marry you? Uh, same-sex marriage isn’t legal, not in this state,” I stuttered. I felt my lips try to twist themselves into something resembling a smile, an effort which I got about halfway to completion and then gave up on when Ellis began to look concerned and asked if I were all right, or was I having a gas attack?

“No, I’m not having a gas attack,” I told her irritably. I sat up in bed and massaged my temples with my thumb and forefinger. “I just think it’s all a bit…soon.”

“Are you saying no?”

She sounded so dejected, and looked so hurt, her dark eyes turning all liquid and soulful, that I was immediately undone. Crying women and puppies, either one of those things will get me every time. “No, no, of course I’m not saying no,” I hastily assured her. What was I talking about? I was saying no. I was saying “Hell no!” I was just trying to say it nicely. “I mean, I’m not saying no, I will never marry you. It’s just…we’re not even living together yet, Ellis. And—and I barely know anything about you.”

She scowled. “What do you want to know?”

Vampires can be truly exasperating sometimes. Okay, they can be truly exasperating a good deal of the time. Which was another reason not to get married to one of them: I am frequently irritated out of my wits by Ellis. True, in the past few months of seeing each other I had begun to appreciate even her more irritating qualities, but the question remained, would I stop being so willing to put up with these irritations if I felt obligated to do so? After all, that’s really what marriage is—an obligation to put up with another person’s shit and nonsense. The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer wrote that to marry is to do everything possible to become an object of disgust to each other. Of course, Schopenhauer was a notoriously curmudgeonly old dude who preferred the company of poodles to that of human beings…

As patiently and as simply as I could, I explained to Ellis that most people at least meet one another’s parents before they get married…hell, before they even get engaged or begin living together.

“My parents are long dead. I assumed you had figured that out…what with me being a three-hundred-year-old vampire and all, Dante,” Ellis stated.

“Yes, I did sort of figure that out. Very funny.” I took a deep breath. “I still don’t know anything about them. Dead or not. Nor do I know a great deal about you.”

“I see.” Ellis’s tone cooled several degrees. “So it’s fine to sleep with someone you don’t know much about, but making any kind of commitment to them is out, is that it?”

I shook my head. “You’re making this into something bigger than it is.”

“Asking someone to marry you is kind of a big thing. What would you like to know about me anyway?” Ellis demanded.

Many things crowded into my mind. I rapidly sorted through this crowd of questions until I found what seemed to be the most salient of them.

“Well, where do you come from? I mean, where do you come from originally? Not the US, I imagine?” Ellis was giving me an odd look and I tried another of those largely unsuccessful smiles. “Not many of us come from the US originally, do we?”

“No,” she agreed. She looked away, frowning. Her face darkened and I saw a flare of some bitter, angry emotion deep in her eyes which warned me more effectively than any words might have to take care if I intended to pursue this subject. After a brief pause Ellis replied to my question; but not without some reluctance. “Hungary. I came from Hungary originally. Small town, very rural, completely unmemorable.”

I let it go at that, but you had better believe that my curiosity burned. I changed the subject, pointing out once again how most people lived together before marriage…or at least they did these days. Perhaps it was different three hundred years ago in rural Hungary when Ellis was still a human. So, by ‘most people’ I really meant humans, which Ellis sneeringly pointed out. “Would that be the same humans who feel it’s fine to sleep with a relative stranger but not to marry them?” she inquired.

I sighed. “You can stop with that now. I get it. I’m being fickle.”

“No shit you are.” Ellis smiled slyly. “So why don’t we live together until we get married? Would that not cover all of your bases?”

Apparently my vampire girlfriend thought it should be as simple as that, and in an ideal world it probably ought to be just that simple. But we do not inhabit an ideal world. We inhabit a very, very flawed world, one which is filled to the brim with irrational beliefs and ridiculous traditions. I hemmed and hawed, tried to make a rational argument out of it all, until Ellis, both increasingly dejected and exasperated herself, accused me of using this ‘human thing’ as yet another excuse not to make our relationship official.

I bit back another sigh. “I’m not making the ‘human thing’ an excuse, Ellis. I’m not making any fucking excuses. I’m simply trying to tell you that you have taken me rather by surprise and I’m not prepared for this yet. Give me some time to…prepare.”

Jesus. Why couldn’t a simple “thank you but not yet” have sufficed? Ellis scowled at me. Which was still better than her crying, I suppose. “Is there someone else?” she demanded. I stared. “That’s it, isn’t it? Or maybe you want there to be someone else? Voshki, perhaps? Or that sheriff? You liked her, I know you did!”

Oh dear sweet Jesus-Mary-and-Joseph! I shook my head. Finally, here was some high ground that I felt that I could rightfully obtain. “Are you serious? You think that I don’t want to—to—” I had some difficulty even choking the word out—“marry you because I want someone else? That’s ridiculous. And you should know that it’s ridiculous. It doesn’t matter how I might feel about Vosh…I’ve never—I would never. Not even after drinking her blood.” The sentiment of what I was saying was certainly true. Voshki Kevorkian might be damned attractive and quite charming when she wants to be, but there is an unquestionable darkness at her core, albeit a very well -managed darkness. It scares me anyway. I have been resisting Voshki’s advances for some time and I really have no intention of ever giving in to them, but then we all know what the road to hell is paved with, don’t we? As for Sheriff Lois Bartlett, that ship had very definitely sailed. 

“Okay,” Ellis said slowly, “then why do you not want to make our relationship official?”

Damn, but she would not let it go. I gritted my teeth, knowing I couldn’t tell her the real reason for my reluctance, realizing that she would not stop asking until I did. Because people change when they get married, that was what I wanted to tell her. I have long believed this to be so. It has nothing to do with my parents’ own marriage, which was strangely loving and loyal, yet rocky and filled with betrayals of various sorts. If I based all of my relationship preconceptions on the examples I witnessed growing up in Hollywood, I would have given up on love and sex altogether and become a nun. Or a serial killer. Just because I love Ellis (well, I think I do), and just because she had popped the question, did not make me any the less inclined to my own beliefs about the institution of marriage, which are that two people change when they make a pact to become one united entity. It doesn’t matter whether or not that pact is officially sanctioned by a church or a government or a vampire council, the resulting changes still occur. Oh, everyone says that they won’t change; just like they say their relationship will be the one to last, the one to weather all the storms, the one to endure through anything, that they will remain together, loving and faithful always…yeah, that works out all the time. The we-will-never-change-each-other vow is just as shaky. The changes happen gradually, and they might be subtle, too subtle often to be noticeable immediately, but they happen. Friends are drifted away from, activities are dropped, hobbies neglected, and even opinions and tastes change.

And all of this because they got married and started doing couple stuff.

Explaining this to Ellis was neither easy nor did it go down particularly well.

“Why in hell would you think that I would want to change you, Dante?” she demanded. “I like you the way you are. And you can hardly accuse me of being the sort to insist that we spend our every free moment doing ‘couple stuff’ together. Christ, what is ‘couple stuff’ anyway? Going to the Pottery Barn on weekends? Buying toilet paper in bulk from Wal-Mart? Or do you think we’ll be getting a puppy and maybe having a couple of rug rats?”

Well, any of the above would certainly qualify as ‘couple stuff,’ but the image of me and Ellis shopping for bulk-buy toilet paper struck me as so absurd that I started to laugh.

Ellis glared. “You can laugh at a time like this?” But a corner of her mouth twitched too.

“You don’t like puppies,” I snickered.

“I don’t like Pottery Barn either. I think you might be making my point for me, Dante.”

“I’m not saying a definite ‘no,’ okay?” I repeated when my laughter had hiccupped to a stop. “But how about we just work on getting to know one another a little bit better for the meantime? No puppies or Pottery Barn required.”

She settled for that, albeit reluctantly, and with the vow that she would be asking me again to marry her…and again…and repeatedly until I caved in and said yes. About that I had no doubt. Vampires are very persistent.

Anyway, it was this bizarre proposal which led to me telling Ellis about my conversation with Robin Shepherd (if ‘conversation’ is a word you can apply to a situation where a psychotic vampire is slowly breaking your wrist whilst she talks and you are forced to listen), which I made her promise not to tell anyone else about. She solemnly swore she would not tell a living soul.

She told Voshki Kevorkian. The very next day. Told her everything.

Of course, Voshki is Ellis’s sire and that does create a certain bond of loyalty, but Ellis had defied her sire to become involved with me in the first place so the least I thought I could expect was for her to keep my fucking confidences.

She confessed her tattling when we were in the heavily armored limo on the freeway, in rush hour traffic, on the way to a meeting with one of my clients. I’m an agent—I represent various actors, writers, etc. The usual neurotic, self-absorbed Hollywood types. Unfortunately the limo was not rush hour traffic-proof. We had been doing the stop-go dance for nearly forty minutes.

Already irked by the slow-moving traffic, I was stunned into momentary sheer fucking outrage when Ellis, very matter-of-factly, informed me that she had told Voshki about my conversation with Robin.

“You did what?” I shouted at her.

She seemed perplexed by my ire. “What are you getting so wound up about?”

I gave her a quick lecture on the nature of confidences and the expectations attached to them, specifically that they should not be disclosed to anyone else. She shook her head. “Voshki isn’t just ‘anyone else,’” she pointed out. “She’s my sire. I had to tell her. Besides—”she smirked—“I said I wouldn’t tell another ‘living soul.’ Voshki isn’t a living soul, strictly speaking. And she might just be able to help. I mean, how are your inquiries going?”

It was true that my own inquiries into my origins were not going anywhere startling in any great hurry. Vampires are a pretty secretive lot and not even my good standing within their community was enough to get me within knocking distance of the kinds of doors which Voshki could open effortlessly.

Still, I didn’t need to be reminded of this by my smug, tattling girlfriend, and I grabbed my thighs and dug my fingers in hard there to prevent myself from just grabbing and throttling her. I did contemplate opening the limo door and pushing her out into the traffic, but considering how slow it was moving and how fast a vampire can move, the gesture would have been redundant.

“Suddenly you’re obedient to your sire,” I sneered instead. “Christ, you pick your times to rediscover your loyalties!”

Next thing, we were having our own Stanley-and-Stella shouting match in the back of the limo whilst it played a game of musical-chairs-but-with-cars accompanied by a blaring symphony of horns and cursing drivers. The argument ended with me accusing Ellis of being a “typical nitpicking, hair-splitting, conniving, untrustworthy, annoying fucking vampire!” and her just shrugging like, Yes, and what would be your point?

Then the limo suddenly surged forward as a break opened up in traffic, pitching me violently off-balance and straight into the lap of the annoying vampire. Normally I wouldn’t find that a bad place to be, but I was mad at her and determined to stay mad at her, and her lap is no place to be mad in.

Ellis grabbed me, ostensibly to catch my fall, but she held on and pulled me all the way into her lap, her hands managing to find parts of me that had nothing to do with catching someone’s fall. I’m sure she did it deliberately to distract me from further yelling. It mightn’t have worked except that she also kissed me, and that always works to distract me. Damn it. Just the touch of her lips on mine will send an army of shivers marching up and down my spine and start a conflagration a little way south of that. 

“Sorry for telling Vosh,” she murmured against my neck. She nibbled my earlobe gently, then let her fangs slide out, licking the tip of one suggestively. “Can I continue with what I was doing?” She leaned forward and grazed my throat with her fangs, even that enough to send an army of shivers marching up and down my spine. Much as I would have loved to allow her to carry on, I was on my way to an important meeting, one which I did not want to arrive at looking like I had been mauled by a hungry tiger on the way.

Reluctantly then, I ducked out of her hypnotic kiss, shaking my head at her. “We can’t, Ellis. Not now.”

She pouted, but released me from her grip and I quickly scooted back to my side of the seat, my heart still beating a little too fast, my skin still flushed. It would have been so easy to acquiesce—one look into her melting dark-chocolate eyes and I too often lose the ability to either reason or refuse.

“Tell me again why this meeting is so important,” she huffed.

So I told her. It gave me something to think about other than how gorgeous she looked in a pale charcoal business suit and open-necked shirt, sitting there pouting at me.

I was on my way to meet with Lauren Cooper. Lauren Cooper is a thirty-two-year-old actress on a runaway success TV cop show, Federal Case. She’s also married and a mother of two kids, for which reason alone she would have shot down the unwelcome sexual advances of the show runner, the executive producer, Barney Brattles. Of course there was also the fact that Barney is a fifty-two-year-old, overweight, balding little lech, and a coke addict to boot. The only reason that the network puts up with his shit is because the show was his and he could walk away with it, lock, stock, and barrel, should they fire him. Barney’s wife put up with his behavior because Barney is a very wealthy man and many Hollywood wives are as much married to their husbands’ bank accounts and credit cards as they are to the men.

At the end of the show’s seventh season, the network suits had announced that they were terminating Lauren’s contract. They cited ‘lack of popularity of her character’ and budget constraints as reasons. The latter was a crock because they could have made the necessary budget cuts elsewhere—they could have curbed the allowance of one of their leading men for the Italian designer suits he liked, just for starters, saving themselves several thousand dollars per episode. I bet not too many of the average viewers in Bumfluff, Ohio, would notice that the suit was a knock-off and not genuine Prada. As for the claim that Lauren’s character wasn’t popular enough, that was plain bullshit. Lauren had been part of the cast since the pilot episode and her character was very much loved by the fans, who had voted her the heart of the show many times.

That a major network would use such flimsy excuses to fire someone did not surprise me in the least, however. I have represented actresses before who found themselves fired from long-running TV shows for even less plausible reasons than that. One was told that she “looked too young to be” a character she had been playing for five seasons. Another was fired for changing her hairstyle. Admittedly, I had some sympathy with the network for that decision. When you are in charge of a long-running production you need to be very aware of all possible manifestations of hair. Women change their hairstyles on a startlingly regular basis, and actresses especially are a breed of women with notoriously low staying power. Hence, they change their hair, fashion, partners, and minds more often than most of us do. What starts out as long blonde in the pilot show can easily morph into short brunette by episode three if you are not careful to ensure that a very specific no-drastic-hair-changes clause is written clearly into a contract. In the case of my client, the clause was written into her contract but not anywhere near clearly enough for her naturally blonde brain to comprehend. Nonetheless, even my negotiating prowess was strained to the breaking point on that occasion.

The decision to fire Lauren came right out of the blue, shocking everyone on the cast and crew, not least of all Lauren. Her manager and the agency that repped her both tried to fight the decision, but the fight they put up was weak. Lauren, feeling she had been cheated twice, fired the lot of them and called my agency. 

I’ve dealt on various occasions with both Barney Brattles and the particular network for which he works. I know the network’s leading lawyer, Cal Denning, on a professional level, and would even go so far as to call him a friend were he not a network lawyer and therefore ultimately not to be trusted as a friend. Anyway, I called Cal to ask him what was really going on? I knew there had to be something more to the situation than what the suits were telling the media. I was right—there was more.

Cal told me, “I like Lauren and I like you, and I think your new client is getting a raw deal, so I’m going to tell you what’s really behind it.”

After Lauren rejected his advances, Barney, in the best tradition of spoiled little boys, had gone off in a sulk, vowing revenge on the woman who had the audacity to say ‘no’ to him. He used his influence to force the network to fire her off his show.

“Personally, I hate the guy,” Cal confessed to me. “He might be a creative genius but he’s a dumb-ass human being.”

“You know I intend to get Lauren her job back, and I’ll use what you just told me to do so if I have to,” I warned Cal.

“Have at it,” he said cheerfully. “I hope you nail Barney and the network to the wall on this one. Just don’t quote me on that, huh? I need my job even if I don’t always like it.”

So we were on our way to meet with Lauren and her lawyer to finalize her contract with my agency, and I wanted to make a good impression, meaning I could not allow Ellis to savage my clothing, or my person. If I could score a victory against this network and really get Lauren back her job, I would enjoy some serious kudos. Not to mention coin. Not that the latter impresses me all that much, not after growing up Hollywood-rich and watching my mother shovel a good chunk of that wealth up her nose and my father waste it on whatever trinkets could keep him amused for a few weeks before he grew bored and moved onto the next million-dollar trinket. But it impresses clients and potential clients, and those are, after all, my lifeblood.

“Can I come into the meeting with you?” Ellis asked. She had come along under Voshki’s orders. The vampire leader refused to allow me to meet with anyone unknown to me or to her without a vampire escort.

“How long is this situation going to last?” I had demanded when she announced this new ‘safety measure’ would become part of my life.

“At least until my people have located that psychotic bitch Robin Shepherd and eliminated her, thereby eliminating the threat to your life,” she told me, and her tone had brooked no argument. Not even a discussion of the matter.

I hesitated to allow Ellis to attend an actual meeting but she gave me such a pleading look, begging that she was ‘bored’ with having to wait outside in various reception areas and corridors, flattering me that she really wanted to see me at work…and so I relented. “Fine. But you stay quiet,” I warned her. “And no glamouring anyone,” I added hastily.

“Not even to help you?” Her dark eyes glittered with mischief.

I shook my head. “It’s cheating.”

“I thought any advantage was a good thing in Hollywood?” She frowned.

“Not in my playbook. Just behave…or I’ll make you stay in the damned limo with Ollie for company.”

Ellis grimaced. “Fine. I’ll behave. But you’re boring, you know that?”

Yeah, yeah. That wasn’t what she’d said last night.

* * *

My meeting with Lauren went well—so well that the young actress hugged me at the end of it, much to Ellis’s obvious chagrin. It equally irked and amused me that she would be jealous even of someone as sweetly unassuming as Lauren who, I had heard, treated everyone around her like they were her own beloved family.

“I’ll have my assistant set up a meeting with Barney and the network and we’ll hammer out a new contract for you,” I told her. A better one than she’d previously had, you could bet on that.

Back in the limo, on the way to my next meeting, Ellis remarked, “Voshki has sent for someone to come to LA and discuss your concerns with you.”

This was turning into yet another of those days all too frequent in my life since the vampires had become a big part of it—one filled to the brim with surprises, not too many of them pleasant. I blinked, my brain needing a moment to play catch-up on Ellis’s dizzying conversational twists and turns, and then I asked impatiently, “Which concerns would those be? I have lots of concerns, Ellis. You’ll need to be a little more specific.”

“About your ancestry and all the stuff Robin told you,” she clarified.

“Who did she send for? Her father…Lucien?”

Ellis shook her head. Somewhere outside I heard the cymbal crash of metal kissing metal as two vehicles collided on the overcrowded, ill-tempered freeway. A few seconds later sirens wailed in the distance. “No, not Lucien,” Ellis said. “Lucien rarely leaves the casino resort in Vegas.”

Ever since finding out that Lucien and Miriam Kevorkian might be better aware of my ancestry than either I was or my parents were, I had made discreet inquiries into the lives of Voshki’s vampire parents. Which means mostly I gently prized information out of Ellis at opportune moments. Vampires are secretive—they don’t exactly have Facebook and Twitter pages. 

Lucien and Miriam own a very large, luxurious, and lucrative casino-resort in Las Vegas. That vampires would own business interests in Vegas made a warped sort of sense, Vegas being second only to Hollywood in terms of its wackiness quotient. In a town where people dress up in tassels and rhinestones to impersonate a dead singer, and where people can get married in a chapel tricked out like the bridge of the Starship Enterprise by a guy dressed as Captain Kirk, a casino-owning vampire seems almost mundane. Also, Lucien is a much older vampire than Voshki, and although he has evolved like the rest of his species to tolerate daylight, he dislikes spending a lot of time abroad during those hours, preferring to sleep by day and conduct his business by night in the best vampire tradition. Where better, then, for him to do so than in an establishment where there are no windows and no clocks?

“It’s Jude who’s coming,” Ellis added blithely. As though I should know who ‘Jude’ was. I frowned at my persistently cryptic girlfriend. She sighed. “Jude. Vosh’s and Amelia’s half-sister.”

They had a half-sister? I was intrigued. “Why have I never heard about her before?” I asked.

Ellis shrugged, looking away as if suddenly uncomfortable. “You’d need to ask Vosh about that,” she said stiffly.

Irritation made my back teeth ache and my palms itch to smack her. “If we’re going to be married…or whatever this vampire union is…then you need to start being a little more forthcoming with me,” I told her tartly.

That got her attention. Beaming, she scooted around on the seat and leaned toward me, eyes alight with a soft red glow. “So you’re saying ‘yes’ then? You’ll marry me?” she asked eagerly. “Oh, I should tell you that we would have to go to Venice for the ceremony. That’s where the Vampire Council have their permanent headquarters. How romantic is that?”

I was distracted by this news. “Venice, California?” I asked.

Frowning, Ellis shook her head. “God, no. What’s romantic about Venice, California? I mean Venice, Italy. You know, the one with the canals and the gondolas and St Mark’s Square?”

“Yes, I do know,” I snapped. I shook my head. “But I wasn’t saying yes to anything.”

The idea of traveling to Venice, Italy, the most romantic city in the world, for any reason, let alone to get married, should have given me a serious case of the warm fuzzies, because everyone loves a city with canals and gondolas and a square full of pigeons, right? In fact, the thought of it just made me feel a little nauseous. Once, my parents took Milt and I on a trip to Catalina Island and I got sick on the ferryboat going over. I got sick coming back too. Then they took us on a friend’s yacht, and guess what? Yeah, I got sick. Apparently I have no sea legs whatsoever. After a few more abortive attempts to introduce me to the joys of sailing, my father gave up with the opinion “You’d get seasick on a wet blanket, Dante.” I held up a warning hand as Ellis started to pout again.

“I am not discussing the marriage thing with you right now. Nor am I discussing the Venice thing right now either, but we will have to discuss that, I guess. Otherwise, more information, less cryptic. Understood?”

She nodded. The glow faded out of her eyes. Doesn’t matter, they’re still incredible.

“Perhaps I’ll ask this Jude herself why Vosh has never mentioned her to me,” I suggested slyly, changing the subject and casting out a new fishing line at the same time.

“You do that,” Ellis muttered, going back to staring out of the side window at the clot of traffic oozing along on our left.

I tried to prize more information out of her but she was having none of either my sweet talking or my bullying. The subject of Voshki’s mysterious half-sister was closed. “Ask Vosh,” she insisted.

“Vosh, who has never even mentioned to me that she has a half-sister,” I sighed.

My nit-picking, hair-splitting, conniving, untrustworthy, annoying vampire girlfriend just shrugged again.

“You’re impossible,” I huffed.

That wasn’t what I’d said last night either.




CHAPTER 2

At the end of the day, with my meetings over, I sent Ellis home and returned to my office to make a couple of phone calls and take care of some paperwork. I didn’t need either a bodyguard whilst I was at the office, or the distraction of Ellis. Besides, my assistant dislikes vampires. Poor Roz, she tries to tolerate them for my sake, but every time Ellis or Voshki or any other vampire is around the office, she gets tense and twitchy and I feel bad for her.

I was at my desk, signing a batch of contracts, when I heard a commotion from the outer office; Roz protesting loudly to someone that they couldn’t see me without an appointment, and that someone apparently not listening since Roz’s voice got louder, her tone more strident as it came closer to my closed door. Frowning, I started to stand, intending to sort out whatever the fracas was, but I only got halfway out of my seat before the door crashed open and a woman I’d never seen before strode into my office. Roz trailed her, continuing to protest at the invasion. Whoever the unannounced visitor was she ignored the strenuous objections of my assistant with no less ease than you would ignore the distant buzzing of a small, pesky fly.

“Dante Sonnier,” she inquired imperiously. Well, maybe it was not so much an inquiry as an announcement of a fact already known.

I hovered half-in half-out of my chair, nodding wordlessly, uncertain what to say. Not that it mattered, because I had abruptly lost the power of speech anyway. I’m not one for having extreme reactions to the women that I meet—okay, vampire women sometimes produce a reaction, but you try not to react to those women, I dare you—but I just could not seem to help the reaction I had to this woman. 

She was tall, at least five-ten in flat-heeled shoes—Gucci, I noted—statuesque with broad shoulders and generous hips, everything nicely accentuated by tight blue jeans and a man’s style pink shirt worn under a brown leather jacket, also Gucci. Everything else was Armani. Long limbs, swinging loose and easy, and slim hands with strong fingers. She had emerald green eyes of a slightly darker shade than those of Robin Shepherd, a long aquiline nose, a wide mouth and flaming red hair which set against her skin (so pale it was almost like marble), stood out like a beacon.

She was, in a word, stunning. She strode straight up to my desk and thrust a hand toward me, introducing herself as “Jude Kevorkian. Pleasure to meet you” as she let her emerald green eyes zero in on me with a gaze sharp enough to cut diamonds. A shaft of sunlight falling through the window behind my desk cut across her face, accentuating the strong planes and angles of her features, picking out the red-gold highlights in her hair. Her voice was low pitched, dark and husky. A Lauren Bacall voice. Its effect on me was like a long, low oily note blown on a saxophone in a dark speakeasy smelling of cheap booze and rich perfume. My head spun a little.

There was very little to suggest that she was related to either Voshki or Amelia, except perhaps a touch off familiarity around the mouth and nose, and in the firm bone structure. But she was still stunning…I did mention that, didn’t I?

“N-nice to meet you…” Damned if I wasn’t stuttering! I hitched in a breath and started again. “Nice to meet you, Jude. I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”

Roz had come to a halt behind the visitor and was shuttling a narrow gaze between Jude Kevorkian and me, still trying to work out what she ought to be doing about this unforeseen situation. I turned a reassuring smile to her, my own outstretched hand still hovering across the desk just short of clasping that of my visitor. “It’s okay, Roz. I can handle this.” Apparently neither my smile nor my words were convincing because my assistant bored a look into me, one eyebrow tilting upwards.

“It’s fine,” I insisted. “Take the rest of the day, Roz. I’ll close up the office.”

“Are you sure?” My assistant glared at my unexpected visitor, who smirked back at her in a way which was so instantly and familiarly infuriating that I realized of course this woman could be none other than a relation of Voshki.

I nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Roz.”

As my assistant left the office—not quite slamming the door on her way out but certainly closing it hard enough to let my visitor and me know that she was displeased with us—I finally took Jude Kevorkian’s hand in mine to shake. She had a firm grip but not too tight, her skin smooth and slightly warmer than I would have expected of a vampire…I just assumed that she was a vampire, because she was a Kevorkian…but as soon as I made physical contact with her, I realized this was a mistaken assumption. She was supernatural, but just not a vampire. Or at least, not like any vampire I had ever encountered: She was something more than that.

The contact between us could only have lasted two or three seconds at most, and yet time seemed to slow down, almost to stand still. The flesh of my hand and arm tingled as though some mild electrical current had passed from her to me. My thinking became momentarily foggy. A hot rush of desire erupted through me and I felt my heart start to beat faster and my legs shake, just a little, but enough to make me lean forward, my thighs pressed against the desk edge for support.

What the fuck is happening? I thought hazily. 

Whatever it was, it was more than just simple lust for an—admittedly exceptionally—attractive supernatural woman: I felt as though I was connected to Jude Kevorkian in some way. Believe me when I say that I am even less inclined to find weird and wacky psychic connections with the people whom I meet than I am to take extreme lustful reactions to those people, but I could no more deny feeling that way about Jude than I could deny being thrown off my game by her beauty.

What was even more baffling and unnerving was that she felt it too. Her head made a barely perceptible tilt and her brows furrowed slightly. Her green eyes abruptly began to glow, a bright golden glow starting at the center of the pupils and spreading outwards through the irises until it consumed the green color there except for a few random flecks interspersed through the gold.

“What the hell—?” she muttered and abruptly let go of my hand. She took a step backward as I slumped and leaned with both palms onto the desktop to prevent myself from simply falling down. The iridescent glow faded quickly from her eyes.

“What was that?” I gasped. I shook my head. “And what the hell are you?”

Jude Kevorkian shook her head, her expression vacillating between disturbed and baffled. She gestured to the vacant seat on her side of the desk. “You mind if I sit?”

“No, please do. How about a drink, would you care for one of those? I know I would.” Ignoring the fact that I was babbling and without waiting for her to answer, I tottered on unsteady legs to the wet bar in the corner of my office, and there I poured a bourbon for myself, noticing how unsteady my hands were also. I took the liberty of pouring the same for Jude. I made both doubles. It hadn’t escaped my notice either that she had avoided answering my second question—what kind of creature was she? I wasn’t about to let that slide. I toted the drinks back to my desk, handed hers to her—careful not to make more than fleeting physical contact—and sat down with mine, downing half of it in one unashamedly greedy gulp.

“So what are you then?” I raised both eyebrows. “Not a vampire.”

Jude hesitated, then shook her head. “No. Not quite. Would it be horribly cheesy of me to say that has never happened to me before?”

I gave a faint smile. “No. It’s never happened to me either. So what was…it then?”

“We shared a psychic connection of some kind obviously,” Jude said slowly.

“Obviously,” I agreed. My gaze strayed to the firm, sensual outline of her mouth, the clean line of her jaw and throat, and I felt my gut tighten and a warmth spread across the skin of my thighs. I recalled the fluid, graceful way in which she had moved toward my desk, reminding me of an apex predator, a big jungle cat or a wolf, everything about her perfect in symmetry. Whatever she was, whatever kind of supernatural creature, I knew that she was both more dangerous and far more complex than even the vampires.
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