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      Our greatest weakness lies in giving up. The most certain way to succeed is always to try just one more time.

      
        
        Thomas A. Edison

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For my readers…never be afraid to follow your dreams. Grab that brass ring and fly!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Athens, Greece - current day

      

      I stood on the pier and watched the boat steer toward the north dock of Aetos Island. The calm waters of the Aegean Sea sparkled blue in the late afternoon sun. Did the Family not use the south side dock anymore? The satellite pictures hadn’t shown any indication of there being more than one pier on the island, which was suspicious in itself. The smart vampires—and Gaius was more than that—always maintained more than one exit. The larger Houses kept several.

      It was easy enough to dismantle a dock and pretend it never existed. Depending on when Gaius had it removed, centuries would have erased the remaining evidence hidden deep in the bay waters. But it wasn’t as easy to erase tunnels. Perhaps block the entrance with rubble from an explosion or cover it with the native bushes. But tunnels, once dug, wouldn’t completely disappear. No ancient vampire would remove an escape route unless they’d completely lost their mind. And based on my recent visit with Gaius in San Francisco several months ago, he was far from senile.

      “Miss. Will you be much longer?”

      I ignored the cab driver as I considered my next move. The request for a meeting with the House leader had been denied. It wasn’t completely unexpected. I hadn’t presented myself as cadre to House Trelane. Still, while Gaius might not be getting his emails, he wouldn’t turn me away from his home if he’d been in residence.

      The cab driver didn’t say anything more, but the constant shuffling of his feet over the gritty pier grated on my last nerve. With Cressa’s constant admonishments floating around in my head, I turned and gave the male my most gracious smile, remembering to keep my fangs in check.

      “Sorry. I’m ready to go.” The fact that Cressa was in my head at all was annoying, and I did my best to cast her aside as I marched after the driver. I silently cursed as I squeezed into the back seat, my long legs forced to bend so tightly that the persistent dull ache in my right hip flared to life. Now, the reason why the dreamwalker had been in my head all morning made sense. I hadn’t run through my tai chi program. If I had, there wouldn’t have been a pain in my hip, regardless of being twisted up like a pretzel.

      “Back to the hotel?” the driver asked.

      “Yes.”

      He’d only driven a couple blocks when I asked, “Is the Emperor’s Lair still open? It’s been some time since I’ve been here.”

      The driver glanced at me through the rearview mirror with a concerned expression before making a quick sign of the cross. At least he’d heard of the place.

      He nodded his head. “I know it, but you don’t want to go there.”

      “Do I need to call another cab?”

      “No. No. It’s just not safe. Bad neighborhood.”

      He was likely more concerned for his own safety than mine, but perhaps I should have more faith in humanity. I managed to hold back my snicker.

      “I can take care of myself. If you don’t want to take me all the way, get me as close as you can. I’ll walk from there.”

      He didn’t say another word, and I was surprised when the cab pulled down the dark alley that ended in a large circular driveway at the club’s entrance. I glanced up at the building as the cab circled toward the front. It was still early, another couple hours until sunset, but the place was as foreboding in the daylight as it was at night.

      The old castle, completed in the 15th century, just before the Ottoman Empire stormed Constantinople, appeared just as cold and dank as anything built during the Dark Ages. It wasn’t easy to make a fortress look pleasing, and the vampire who owned this building—or perhaps his legacy now—wouldn’t want it any other way. No human in their right mind would feel encouraged to knock on the front door.

      When the cab stopped, I reached over the seat and handed the driver double the fare. “If you simply drive away once I’m out, you’ll be fine. No harm will come to you.”

      I exited the cab, stepped up to the curb, then stopped. A sweet and spicy scent floated in the breeze as I let my senses reach out. No human scent. No shifter scent. Just the perfume of a recent patron coming or going. I gave a quick glance over my shoulder to see if anyone had followed us. The cab hadn’t sped away, maintaining a respectable speed. He was braver than I’d given him credit. Sometimes, humanity surprised me.

      I strode toward the doorway where two immense, frowning vampires stood as sentinels—and muscle. My sea-blue caftan floated behind me, and my high-heeled boots produced a rhythmic staccato on the flagstone walkway. When I reached the door, I flashed my fangs and sneered.

      The vampire on the right immediately opened the door. I didn’t bother thanking him as I marched past. Vampire propriety reigned in a vampire club. No one thanked the help.

      The darkly imposing exterior of the castle transformed into a brightly lit château on the inside. If I blinked and woke here, I might believe I was in a casino in Monte Carlo or Macau. I was greeted by white marble floors, alabaster walls, and high ceilings with sparkling crystal chandeliers. Everything was finished off with just the right touch of burgundy and gold trimming. And I was only in the foyer. The other rooms on the first two floors would be dressed in similarly expensive decor. The other three floors belonged exclusively to the Family residents and were well-guarded.

      The first two floors were open to club members, with a limited number of areas available to VIP members. The rooms were divided to accommodate various preferences: gambling, private meetings, a social club with music and dancing, intimate settings to satisfy anyone’s kink, and one decorated to mirror an old English pub.

      It was the pub that drew my attention. The highly intellectual philosophers who debated over their chessboards, and ancients who gathered to share old battle stories were the typical guests who found their way to this room. It was also where vampires met contacts for the more dangerous games. At least it used to be.

      I stopped just past the doorway to survey the area and found very little had changed. The clientele appeared to be what I’d expected to see. The darkly lit, half-circle booths hid the individuals occupying them by design. With luck, I’d be sitting in one before the night was over.

      I turned toward the bar that ran along the far wall, ending at a hallway that led to the back offices. It was still early for most vampires, especially here in the old country, and several stools were open. I settled onto one a third of the way down and between two empty seats.

      I tapped my fingers on the polished wood counter and perused the customers more slowly through the long mirror that hung behind the bar. Two vampires looked familiar, though I couldn’t recall their names. Perhaps I never knew them. But they sat at the same table, hunched over their chessboard, as they debated vampire politics.

      They might be worth a quick chat if I didn’t find what I was looking for. If they kept up with local politics, they might provide a clue as to why Gaius was ignoring me.

      “What’s your poison?”

      The deep, sultry female voice instantly stopped my musings. I slowly turned toward the speaker, not ready for who stood behind the bar. In a flash, memories from centuries ago slammed into me like the silver bullet had a couple of months ago.

      “Are you still using that old line? It’s nothing more than a cliché.”

      The blonde leaned over, the tips of her fangs showing, and in a low tone replied, “Not if I’m the one who first said it.”

      We stared at each other for several seconds before the blonde stepped back and chuckled. “God damn, Simone, but it’s good to see you.” She grabbed a Boston shaker and poured alcohol into it, followed by ice.

      “I could say the same of you, Edie. I would never believe you’d still be working behind a bar.” When Edie only stared with a wicked grin, I shook my head. “Not Gianni.” When she nodded, I added, “After all this time?”

      “You know the saying. The heart wants what the heart wants. And before you say anything, he’s not the playboy he used to be. We both have our faults—and kinks.” She winked and shook the container. “But we’re as solid as the day he asked me to be his consort. Of course, we made it official a little over a century ago.” She poured the clear liquid into a martini glass, added a spear of olives, and placed it in front of me.

      “I had no idea. Remaining in contact with friends has never been my specialty.” I stared down at the drink before picking it up, anticipation swirling as I took a sip. I closed my eyes. My expectations had been perfectly met. I opened them to catch hers. “No one makes a dirty vodka martini like you.”

      Her beast glowed for an instant at the compliment. “It’s not your fault. Vampires don’t focus on personal relationships. Not unless there’s a business transaction to be had. We live such long lives that sooner or later, we eventually cross one another’s paths.” She wiped down the bar and poured a dark beer from a tap, pushing it in front of a customer three seats to my left. “I hear you’re in line for your own House.”

      Her words rocked me. “I didn’t think it was common knowledge.”

      Edie laughed, but when she leaned over the bar again, her tone became serious. “You know Gaius has kept track of you through the centuries. Not stalking, or worried you might fall and stub your toe, but because he knew you’d be someone great. You’re one of us. The lower born. The vampires who had no protection until a House needed servants or an army.” She grabbed an empty glass from another vampire who was standing to leave. “Have a good evening, Hugo.” The male waved a hand as he turned away, but then he stopped and gave her a wink before putting his hat on and shuffling to the door. “I just adore that old male. Now, what was I saying?” She considered it for a second, then continued. “I don’t miss those old days. And here you are, soon to be a leader with your own House. That makes us all proud.” When she noticed my discomfort, she added with a wink, “But not everyone is lucky enough to have their own Gianni.”

      I chuckled, still uncomfortable by the conversation, and turned the topic to why I was there. Devon’s words of strength and honor before I left Baywood came tumbling back, and I straightened in my chair, pushing Edie’s words of praise away and taking the opening she’d given me.

      “You said Gaius has been watching me?”

      Her grin wouldn’t go away, and I couldn’t blame her. She’d always been a vivacious vampire. We weren’t all morose and stubborn. “He was aware of your presence the last time you were here. How long has it been?”

      “The Siege of Kastania in the late eighteenth century, if memory serves.” That had been such a long time ago, yet, at the same time, only a blip for the long-lived. The haunting memories had hit hard after that trip, and Greece had been the last place I’d wanted to think about. I ignored the need to apologize again for not reaching out. Communication hadn’t been the most reliable back then. When Cressa’s voice inside my head admonished me for the lame excuse, I pushed her aside. Sometimes I wondered if she eavesdropped in my thoughts, but dreamwalking didn’t work that way. That didn’t make it any easier to get rid of her silent rebukes. “If Gaius had known I was here, why didn’t he reach out to me?”

      “Why didn’t you reach out to him?” When I turned my focus on my empty martini glass, she tilted her head. “Perhaps he wasn’t sure you’d be receptive.”

      “He hadn’t deserved my attention.” Why had I made that past tense? Because he’d been a different vampire when I’d met him in San Francisco just a few short months ago. And we’d parted on good terms. Hadn’t we? If so, then why the ghosting? “I was denied entrance to the island.”

      She frowned. “That doesn’t make sense.” She clicked her long, midnight-blue polished nails on the bar. “Though…Gianni mentioned something seemed off on the island.”

      “Like what?”

      “He couldn’t pinpoint it. It was little things he’d overheard. Some of the rumors were about business problems, but others claimed someone in the Family had the blood disease.”

      My chest clenched, and my stomach flip-flopped at the thought Gaius had contracted the blood disease.

      “Nothing substantiated, of course. But something’s going on that no one wants to talk about.”

      I glanced around and, assured no one was paying any attention to us, leaned in. “I’m only in town for a couple of days. I need someone good at infiltration. Know anyone like that?”

      The blue glow of her beast returned, and she grinned. “I know several. In fact, there’s one in the back room as we speak.”

      The back room was for high-stakes gamblers. Everything was legal within the club, but the gambling rooms were mostly for amateurs who didn’t mind losing a few hundred dollars in an evening. The antes in the various back rooms started at ten grand. This would be a serious contact.

      “Are they any good?”

      “He thinks so. And I mean, he thinks he’s good at everything. If you catch my drift.”

      “Great.” The last thing I needed was a male who thought too highly of himself.

      “But he truly is one of the best around. Take a seat at one of the open booths, and I’ll have him come out as soon as he finishes his game.”

      “Send a martini over when you have a minute.”

      Thirty minutes and two martinis later, a tall male with curly dark hair, skin a couple shades lighter than mine, and filling out a dark-gray suit in all the right places slid into the booth. He scooted along the leather seat to meet me in the middle, allowing us to keep our voices low. “Simone, is it?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m Marco. Edie said I might be of assistance.” He gave me a long, cool stare, and though I caught a flash of lust in his gaze, it quickly disappeared. He was a handsome vampire, but it was easy to tell he was cocky as hell. More than I wanted to deal with, even for one night.

      “I need a specialist in infiltration.”

      He waved for a server, who immediately brought over a bottle of top-shelf tequila and two shot glasses. Marco was a regular here. The server filled both glasses and bowed before leaving us to our privacy.

      I sighed. I would have to show fortitude in keeping up with him. It wasn’t like the alcohol would impair either of us. It was more a show of respect. Though he’d have to prove his worthiness with more than a high-priced bottle of liquor.

      I downed the shot and set the glass on the table. “Before we get much further, I need to know you have what it takes to fulfill a one-time drop-off to a specific location protected by deadly security.”

      Marco swallowed his shot and refilled both glasses. “There’s nothing we can’t do for the right price.” When I held my stare, he tossed back the second shot and continued. “We use the most current technology—computers, transportation, surveillance systems, drones, explosives, weapons, and spyware. If you’re more interested in espionage, our hackers are the best in their field. We also have two professionally trained spies on our payroll.”

      He talked a good game, but anyone could run down a list and claim they had the best. Though his list had covered a broad range of all the right tools. I drained the second shot and gave him a tight smile that included the tips of my fangs.

      “Give me the details on two of your most difficult infiltrations. Without names, locations, or time periods, of course.”

      His brows shot up. When I didn’t blink, his gaze narrowed. I almost laughed. Did he think I was with the Council’s Eliminators, or perhaps their Sentinels, attempting to lure him into confessing deep, dark secrets?

      I leaned close and placed a hand near his. “I’m not playing games. I have one mission I need to complete within the next two days, and I don’t have time to screw around finding the appropriate services I require. Edie says there are several players who could help me with my problem. If you’re not serious, I’ll move on.”

      I held his stare, begging him to make some move that would tell me if I should stay or ask Edie for a second option. He glanced at the room of patrons and then back to me, scooting closer until our knees touched.

      He told me of two jobs his team had recently completed, and I listened intently, stopping him when I had a question. I didn’t catch any fabrications. It was clear, whether he was boasting or not, his words weren’t those of an amateur. In fact, if he proved to have the skilled resources and tech he promised, Devon might be interested in his services, depending on how far their war with Venizi extended.

      “If you like what you hear but are unforgiving on the time frame, I’ll require double our normal fee.”

      I continued my stare. “If you can deliver what you promise, then not a problem. Fifty percent once I’ve met your team and reviewed your plan. The final fifty at time of drop-off. Each payment will be transferred to the bank of your choosing.”

      “The fee is two hundred, not including any special equipment necessary to complete the job.”

      Two hundred thousand was a reasonable sum, considering how quickly I needed to complete the mission.

      “I need the job completed no later than the day after tomorrow, preferably before dawn.”

      If he expected me to squabble about the amount, he didn’t show it. “What’s the mission?”

      “I need you to drop me off, sight unseen, on Aetos Island.”

      His brows shot up, and then he grinned with sharp fangs. “Now, I remember where I heard of the vampire called Simone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Santiga Bay - One week earlier

      

      Dawn was just breaking, and the ocean appeared more gray than blue as long, thin clouds trailed across the slowly brightening sky. I leaned back in the patio-style chair, pulled my wrap tighter to fend off the cool breeze, and rubbed my right hip. It tended to twinge when I sat in one position for too long.

      Troubles disappeared with each new morning, but their loss never lasted long. Something would crop up in a security report, or an unexpected call would shift an entire schedule. Today, this anticipated meeting would herald the same result.

      The soft footsteps made me question what I was doing. But who else could do this?

      No one.

      I waited, allowing the quiet peace of the moment to continue as my visitor approached. When an insulated mug appeared, I took it and stared into the dark liquid. He would let the silence lengthen, forcing me to start the conversation, so I sipped the coffee and gave in, keeping my focus on a distant container ship traveling south.

      “You asked me to advise you if I continued to have difficulties locating my friend.” I considered my personal agenda for this meeting, already knowing the words I’d planned to share would fall to ash as soon as the questions began.

      “I assume we’re having a clandestine meeting on the widow’s walk to avoid any potential eavesdroppers.” Devon’s tone was calm and reassuring, though I sensed the tension behind the words. Whether it was this discussion or some other matter bothering him, I didn’t know.

      “Your office is secure enough, but I need to reacclimate my eyes to the sun.”

      “Do you come up here every morning?”

      I grinned at the surprise in his question. “For the last week. Usually at midday as well.”

      “High noon?”

      I nodded. “Give or take an hour. I find the reflections of the sun off the water to be a test.”

      He chuckled. “It’s always the hard way with you.”

      “Always.” And there was a playful note in my voice. Perhaps that was the best way to begin.

      “How can I help?” His change of topic, directing me back to the point of the meeting, was typical Devon.

      “Do you have time for a story?”

      His chair creaked as he settled in. Devon loved stories. Chances were, he wouldn’t like the ending of this one.

      “I have all the time in the world for you.”

      His words weren’t a platitude. It was a factual and heartfelt statement. He always made time for those in need, whether physically or mentally. His focus was always on the Family.

      “You know I was lower born. A vampire child born from those without a House.”

      “A time, long ago, when our current vampire society was only beginning to form, most vampires were considered lower born. Today, many of those Families would be considered small Houses requiring protection from stronger ones.”

      “There wasn’t a way for a lower-born to achieve much.” I let the words settle and allowed myself to lean back.

      “No, there wasn’t.”

      I wasn’t sure whether he said the words to comfort or encourage, but I was grateful for them.

      “My family sold me into servitude. It was good money back then.” I took a sip of coffee, wishing it were something stronger, even if the alcohol wouldn’t have softened the edges. “Some say I was lucky that I remained at one House and wasn’t traded around. It’s hard to say. Most humans, of course, didn’t have it any better.

      “The House I served kept an estate on the far edges of Rome, built in a region where caves were prevalent. Our leader kept most of us in those caves, only allowing us to come up for work assignments. After some time, many were transferred to one of his other country estates, where they worked the fields, or so I was told. I always thought it would have been better had I been sent there, just to see more of the sky, though back then, vampires still preferred the darkness.”

      This hadn’t been the direction I’d wanted the conversation to go, so I corrected course. My personal trauma wasn’t the point of this discussion.

      “Gaius is a true ancient. He spent time with Octavian in Rome and Cleopatra in Egypt. He debated with philosophers and negotiated with kings. He was my owner, and for a short period of time, my lover.”

      Devon didn’t respond, giving me time until I was ready to continue.

      “I was in his service for eighty years. The first decade was spent as a house servant until a raid changed that. Four enemy vampires slipped past the door to the kitchen.” I chuckled at the memory and slapped Devon’s arm when he gave me a knowing smile. “Don’t start.”

      “I always knew you were born a warrior.”

      I gulped the lukewarm coffee and scanned the water. The container ship had traveled farther south, a dark speck that would soon disappear from sight. “Apparently, Gaius’s Captain of the Guard thought the same thing. They found me standing in front of the remaining kitchen staff with a knife in one hand and a long blade in the other. I was drenched in blood, with eight of Gaius’s staff dead around me. Somehow, I’d saved six and managed to kill all four of the enemy.”

      “And you were ultimately transferred to the Guard.”

      “Before the end of that very day, followed by long days of training in weapons and hand-to-hand combat that lasted for decades.”

      “And you loved every minute of it.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my grin. I’d reveled in it. When I’d first arrived at the House, I’d been weak and passive. But I’d been allowed to use my own voice, and though I received punishment at times when I crossed the line, I’d quickly learned where the lines were. My first steps in claiming my own power.

      “That day in the kitchen also brought me to the attention of Gaius. Although I received the same training as the men, his House never used women in his army. I was used solely as protection to the House and eventually one of his personal bodyguards.”

      I was getting off track again. I didn’t like talking about my past. No vampire did. We lived long lives, and with that came burdens and regrets that lasted just as long. When I studied the ocean, the container ship was gone.

      “During that time, I traveled wherever he went. He was known to always pack three specific items that adorned his rooms. His own personal mementos.” I let my wrap fall down my arms to pool at my waist. Beads of sweat threatened my brow.

      “I never thought much about them and was surprised when I met Gaius in San Francisco that he’d brought those same items to display in his hotel suite. I never considered their significance. One was a battle scene, though he never said which one. The second was a statue of an Egyptian cat that was said to be a reminder of Cleopatra.”

      I lifted my face to the sun and breathed in the deep scent of the warming day before turning to Devon. “If I hadn’t believed, like so many of our society, that the stories of our early years had only been myths, I would have said something sooner. When Colantha explained the symbols on the dreamwalker medallion and their translation, it was like a gut punch.”

      “I don’t understand.” Devon’s brows scrunched with concern as he searched my pained expression.

      “The third item that Gaius always kept with him was the Dagger of Omar.”
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        * * *

      

      Devon left the mansion an hour after Simone dropped her bombshell.

      The Dagger of Omar did exist.

      Between the symbol of the dagger on the dreamwalker medallion and the truth revealed in the De første dage, he believed it all to be true. But to know the dagger truly existed and who held possession of it—it had knocked the wind out of him.

      He’d left Simone, who’d still been in a pensive mood, on the widow’s walk and called for a motorcade. He’d left a message for Cressa, who was busy with her temporary security duties, to notify her that he was leaving the manor. He wasn’t ready to speak with anyone about his discussion with Simone. He needed time to think, and he wouldn’t get the peace he required while at the manor.

      He could have taken the helicopter, but the drive gave him time to consider how to deal with this new revelation. Lucas had been notified, so when Devon arrived at Oasis, the motorcade bypassed the main house and drove to a cabin near the lake.

      It was an upscale cottage with all the amenities of a five-star hotel, available to guests or any of the vampires or shifters who lived at Oasis. Only one rogue shifter preferred to be this far away from the main buildings, and he lived in one of the cabins on the other side of the lake.

      Lucas had the kitchen stocked with food, alcohol, and other beverages, not knowing what Devon’s mood called for. And other than acknowledging his arrival, Lucas left him alone.

      He shut off his phone and ignored his tablet for the rest of the day. If there were an emergency, Lucas would send someone.

      He spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing in an Adirondack chair on the deck overlooking the lake, replaying his conversation with Simone, and focusing on the one question that had disturbed him the most.

      “How many people know he has the dagger?”

      Simone had taken a long time to answer, and it was the answer he’d both expected and dreaded.

      “Many. Gaius was proud of the dagger. He had no qualms speaking about it when asked. He never mentioned why he traveled with it or why he considered it special. By the time I came to live in his House, several centuries had passed since the rumors of dreamwalkers and a truce with them. Even then, the Battle of Omar had become more myth than reality.

      “I can’t tell you if anyone truly believed the stories, and until I saw the dagger in San Francisco, I wouldn’t have thought he’d still be traveling with it. It’s possible, considering the aristocrats today, that most believe the dagger to be fake, and that Gaius is no more than a tired ancient with gaps in his memory from the blood disease.”

      Her last words worried him. She was correct that most vampires in today’s society either never heard of the Dagger of Omar or believed it nothing more than a vampire fairy tale. Yet there were still ancients from those early years who would believe, and a handful who’d want it for themselves. However, stealing it had its downside. Why bother stealing something that everyone believed to be a fantasy?

      He had no illusions that Venizi wasn’t aware of it. The question was whether Venizi knew who had the dagger, and if others might be interested in ensuring it was hidden forever.

      Now, Gaius appeared to be missing, or at least, wasn’t returning Simone’s emails. There could be dozens of reasons for that, but Simone’s worries were enough for him to be concerned. The question was what to do about it. Sergi had only begun his mission, and Devon needed Lucas at Oasis. That left Bella as his only other cadre member, besides Simone, not on a mission. Venizi could attack at any moment or continue his games with the Council. Either way, House Trelane needed to show a strong front.

      When the sun slipped into the horizon, Devon opened his phone and sent two texts. One was to Cressa, requesting satellite images for Aetos Island in Greece, and to call Harlow for his attendance at a mid-morning meeting the following day. The second message was to Simone to confirm a meeting before the mid-morning one, and to come prepared with the required elements for a mission to locate Gaius.

      The next morning, when he arrived back at the coastal manor, he was refreshed and certain of their next move. Everything they’d gathered to this point relied on the dagger.

      When Simone arrived in his office, he asked her to lock the door. Her brow lifted, but she did as asked before taking her normal chair by his desk.

      “I’ve asked for satellite images of Aetos Island. Cressa should have them available for our next meeting.”

      “They’ll be helpful, though I’m not sure I’ll need them.”

      “Best to be prepared.” He picked up the white crystal he kept on his desk and moved it back and forth in his hands. “I’m not sure who to send with you. Do you have any suggestions?”

      “I need to go alone.”

      “No.”

      Simone turned her head to look out the window. He waited. She hadn’t given in. She was deciding the best approach to sway his decision, though he didn’t think it possible.

      The Dagger of Omar was critical to everything they’d been working toward. Lucas and Ginger had been trailed when searching for the De første dage. Venizi had maintained a constant barrage of raids against their House, including vampires waiting for him in Spain. At this very moment, Sergi and Rafael were on a dangerous mission in Romania. While Gaius might not be responding for many reasons, the timing seemed suspicious, and sending one of his cadre for something so critical without backup was unthinkable.

      “The mission is as much personal as it is business. I might have to meet with a few of his contacts, and they won’t be pleased to see me. If I arrive with support, it will be perceived I’m there on House business, whether I say otherwise or not.”

      “If Venizi knows about the book and has guessed my reason for being in Spain, then it’s most likely he’s aware of the dagger. He might not know who has it, but it won’t take long before he receives word you’re in Greece.”

      “Don’t you plan on putting a GPS tracker on me? Isn’t that why Harlow is here?”

      “That still leaves you alone.” He didn’t want to mention that she hadn’t fully healed from the gunshot wound. Her swagger was back, but there were times when she misstepped. He understood the ramifications. There was nothing worse than having a leg or arm that functioned perfectly 95 percent of the time. It was the 5 percent that could mean the difference between life and a missing head.

      “While it might be risky, you know it’s easier for one person to hide than two. I still have contacts in that part of the world.” She leaned toward him, but gave a glance at the clock before saying, “I don’t know what’s going on, and won’t until I visit his House. With this new revelation from Colantha, he could have been playing a dangerous game all this time. Or maybe this is simply for his own amusement, which puts him in grave danger.”

      “I didn’t think Gaius was someone you felt beholden to.”

      Her focus returned to the window, and he barely heard her words. “I didn’t either.”

      The knock at the door brought them both to attention. Simone, apparently eager to end their conversation, opened the door and returned to her seat as Cressa, Bella, and Harlow filed in. Cressa and Bella took their normal chairs while Harlow glanced around.

      Seeing the barstools were empty, he pulled one out and sat facing the room so he could lean his elbows on the bar. “So, what new mess have we found ourselves in?”

      “Simone is going on a special mission for me.” Devon’s stern gaze lit on everyone except Simone. “This is to be kept between those of us in this room for now. No exceptions.”

      Cressa gripped her tablet, biting her lip to stop from asking for more details. Bella didn’t appear to hear him as she connected her laptop to the display screen on the wall, and Harlow met Devon’s gaze, his grin never fading.

      “Harlow, if you don’t have a job and Roxie is available, I’d like her to come over this evening to implant Simone with a GPS tracker. In fact, why don’t you invite your entire crew? It’s been some time since we’ve relaxed over a nice meal.”

      He glanced at Simone, and neither had to say a word. The relief in her gaze told him he’d made the right call.
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      I stared at the dark island as the modified fishing boat, upgraded with powerful engines and hi-tech surveillance equipment, approached Aetos Island from the west. It was two hours from dawn, the sky still dark, but I’d caught a glimpse of a few lights by the main dock and the manor as we left port.

      “We’re fifteen minutes out.” Marco stepped next to me, his feet planted wide to stabilize him against the rocking motion. When I nodded, he glanced down at my thin, wet suit. “Do you plan on taking a dip before accessing the tunnels?”

      “I like to be prepared.”

      I repressed a grin but wasn’t sure I hid it sufficiently. Marco had grown on me over the last day as we prepared our infiltration plans. His bravado had mellowed to a mild irritation once the discussions began, and he became a no-nonsense vampire. He ran a tight-knit group of highly skilled vampires—all rogues. From the small talk, what there was of it, it appeared they all lived together, rogues in a communal structure. Who would have thought it possible?

      The morning after I’d hired Marco, the team brainstormed possibilities, and we narrowed the options down to one by lunchtime. We shared a meal at a public restaurant overlooking the bay and Aetos Island. While there was no discussion about the mission, the vampires didn’t mind discussing the changes they’d recently observed on Aetos.

      Six months ago, the island had been open to all. Each guest required a reason for the visit, but few were turned away. Then, when Gaius returned from his trip to the States, the island was shuttered, and official requests were required to visit.

      The timing was suspicious, but as I recalled the short meeting I’d had with Gaius in San Francisco, there hadn’t been a single moment where he’d appeared concerned about the future. In fact, he’d been a very different vampire from how I’d remembered him. Without a moment’s hesitation, he’d given me a name that allowed us to save Devon’s life. So what had changed from the vampire of my long-ago memories and the vampire who’d gone out of his way to help me? I had a niggling idea, but I wasn’t ready to seriously consider it.

      After lunch, the team was back to strictly business. The plan was nailed down within two hours, and we spent another four going over it, searching for gaps and evaluating risks, until I was convinced we had a solid plan. The group broke at midnight to prepare for departure at four a.m. On the way back to the hotel, I stopped by a human nightclub and found a couple of unaware blood donors, who had left the club euphoric. Since I was too hyped up to nap, I spent the rest of the time switching between my tai chi routine and the martial art movements Sergi had taught me.

      My limp was barely noticeable, and though my leg could easily bear my weight, it wasn’t fully healed. Unreliable was the better word—though I wouldn’t admit it to anyone. It was bad enough that Cressa kept a close eye on me.

      The team had quickly agreed to ignore the heavily guarded main dock and focus on the rest of the island, which was sparse of structures but not completely unprotected. After heading west out of port, the boat turned toward open waters. Once we’d ventured some distance out, the boat went dark and turned for the southern side of the island.

      The satellite images of Aetos reflected eight large objects at various points on the island. Bella had been able to identify them as remotely controlled weapon stations equipped with cameras. Marco’s team had determined the range of the weapons and found a slim blind spot to access the cove where the southern dock had been. From where the boat could safely let me disembark, I would still need to traverse part of the rocky terrain.

      I raised each knee, over and over, feeling the stretch in my hips, as I watched the boat draw nearer to shore. My hip wasn’t as sore as the day before, and my concerns about reliability lessened.

      The captain cut the main engines, allowing the tide to do most of the work. A smaller engine allowed him to keep the boat from smashing into the rocks.

      “Let’s get you geared up.” Marco handed me a vest that contained climbing rope, carabiners, spikes, and a small hammer.

      I had no plan of using any of it, but I couldn’t take a chance on a leg spasm that could result in a fall. The first thirty feet up would be the hardest, as it was almost a vertical climb. After that, the incline reduced and the rocky terrain allowed for open pathways where I could pick my way through to reach the old dock area, where I was convinced there’d be a tunnel.

      I pulled on the vest, my focus on the rapidly approaching shoreline. The crew tossed out the bumpers just before the boat grazed the rocks.

      “We’ll move out of range of the weapons and keep an eye on you. We put two glow sticks in the vest.”

      I nodded. If I couldn’t find the tunnel entrance or ran into some other interference, I could light up a glow stick. I had no intention of using those, either.

      “Are you sure you don’t want us to wait longer?”

      “Once I get into the manor, I’ll either walk out as an ally or be killed. If my House leader doesn’t hear from me by this evening, he’ll search for either me or my remains.”

      I pushed the last clip of the vest into place with a solid click. “Let’s finish this.”

      Marco studied me for some time, perhaps reassessing his original appraisal, before pulling out his phone. After typing for several seconds, he handed it to me. I entered the appropriate account number to initiate final payment for his services.

      “I wish we had more time together.” He took the phone with only a quick glance to confirm the transaction completed. “You fit our team nicely.”

      I grinned. “I already have a job. If I’m still alive after this mission, perhaps we can find future projects to pursue.”

      “But will you call?” His smile was wicked, and it made me laugh.

      “Edie knows how to reach me.”

      He gave me another perusal, the smile still playing on his lips, adding an enduring quality to his dangerous bearing. “I wish you all the best. The vampires need Gaius to be safe. He keeps the peace here.”

      I bumped against the rail when the boat bounced off a rock. Marco grabbed my elbow to keep me upright. I stepped back but nodded my thanks. I hadn’t expected his comment about Gaius. Peacekeeper hadn’t been an attribute I would have associated with him. Yet, even back in the days when war was as natural as breathing, he’d never seemed fond of it. He was an excellent warrior. I’d seen firsthand the muscles that could only have been honed by someone who trained hard. I’d felt them.

      I banished the thoughts and turned to look at the cliff that awaited me. “No promises. But I can’t remember the last time I failed a mission.”

      “That’s better.”

      I turned back to Marco.

      “The arrogance.”

      My brow lifted.

      He nodded at my leg. “I don’t have to tell you that it’s not the body but the mind that completes the mission.”

      I wanted to argue, if only to save face. For that brief moment, he reminded me of Sergi, who was on his own perilous mission. And it deserved the same response I’d give him. I pulled on my gloves, my focus back on the cliff. “Get me off this boat.”

      Two team members temporarily anchored the boat to the rocks as Marco helped me onto the rail, keeping me balanced as I reached for the rocks. With a quick boost from Marco, I was lifted into the air, and I tightly gripped one rock, then another, as my feet sought purchase.

      My breath caught as my left foot slipped before finding a hold. My right leg held. This time. Now that I’d completed the first major hurdle, I forgot the boat behind me and focused on the climb, ensuring each hold was secure before moving on.

      It didn’t take long to cover the thirty feet of climbing, but I breathed a sigh when I reached a narrow ledge that allowed my legs to rest while I searched the darkness for the best path forward. The ledge I stood on disappeared out of sight, and it could either be the easy route or one that led to a more difficult climb.

      The incline leveled off farther up, so I continued to climb. My instinct paid off when I’d only climbed another ten feet before a wider ledge offered me a path toward the tunnel, along with a view of where it ended.

      Safety was more critical than time, but I refused to dawdle. As I traversed the cliff, thankful for the advanced climbing wall in the manor’s training room, I focused on each movement, pushing all other thoughts aside.

      I closed on the spot where the tunnel should be and began my climb down when a warm wind blew across my cheek.

      “Tanaquil.”

      My left foot slipped off a rock, and my right knee buckled. I grabbed for an edge and screamed out the pain as I forced my right leg to straighten, bearing most of my weight as both feet settled on the edge of a boulder. I leaned against the wall of rock.

      I shut my eyes but couldn’t dispel what I’d heard. While the tone had been soft, the word was as clear as if he’d been standing beside me. Gaius whispering the name he called me during the heat of his desire after he’d ravished me with his passion. The only vampire to make my body sing.

      I stood there for some time until the memories faded. I was on a mission. I was cadre.

      Focus.

      With my head back in the game, I continued down. Another twenty feet and I’d be standing on solid ground. When I reached the last five, I ignored the waves that splashed the edges of the landing and scanned the area for cameras. Not seeing any, I jumped down from my perch and walked across forty feet of stone. I didn’t bother looking for evidence that a dock had once resided here because it only required one pass along the cliff wall to see where someone tried to hide the double-wide door. Within minutes, the debris and fake vegetation had been moved aside. I slowed as I searched for security devices that could be triggered when I opened the door. Not seeing any, I tugged on the door, expecting it would be difficult to open from disuse. That wasn’t the case. The hinges didn’t even squeak. The door was well-maintained.

      Before entering, I pulled out a glow stick and bent it until a bright green light emitted from it. I waved it in the air, and, within seconds, a matching glow stick was lit in response. Satisfied that Marco’s team would leave, I threw the stick into the frothing waves.

      I slipped inside the tunnel and waited for my sight to adjust to the deeper darkness. My vampiric sight wouldn’t be enough once the door was closed, and before I could turn on a flashlight, I smacked my shin into something hard. The narrow beam of light reflected off a shiny surface. I ignored the object until I searched for security devices, but once again, found none. If I ever tracked Gaius down, I’d have a long talk with him about appropriate defensive measures.

      I understood his reasoning. Ancients tended to believe themselves untouchable, and for the most part, that was true. From what Edie had shared, after decades, possibly centuries, Gaius’s only interest outside his House was with the government officials. If that were true, it was tied to peace among the vampires—nothing more—according to Marco.

      I pushed my musings aside, yet again, and refocused on the object I’d run into, flashing the light over something that was larger than I’d expected. I released a laugh.

      A fourteen-foot fiberglass speedboat was tucked next to the wall. The entryway was large enough to fit the boat and leave a path that narrowed as it stretched into darkness. The boat was covered with canvas, but a bit of fabric had slipped from the bow, leaving the shiny blue-gray surface. A perfect color to blend with the Gulf waters, adding to a successful escape.

      Now that I’d confirmed Gaius had at least one additional exit off the island, it proved something else. The tunnel would lead me to the manor.
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        * * *

      

      The tunnel stretched for a mile, making several turns along the way. I’d found two alcoves with doors, and though tempted to look, decided to continue on, not wanting to waste time.

      Twenty minutes later, the tunnel ended at a single door. This one didn’t have any security either, and I could only shake my head with disappointment. With all the obvious neglect in security, I wondered how Gaius had managed to survive this long.

      I tucked the flashlight away and pulled out my dagger before opening the door, not surprised to discover it opened to a storage room. A rack on wheels had been positioned in front of the door, and several items crashed to the floor when I pushed it aside. I closed the door and considered my next move, deciding to wait a few minutes to see if anyone from security came running on the off-chance I’d missed hidden cameras.

      Marco wasn’t able to obtain the current floor plan for the manor, but I had one from the last time I’d been in Greece. While that might have been from the late eighteenth century, I doubted much had changed other than decor or modernization. Significant changes to architecture tended to be difficult with historical structures.

      I didn’t want to think about why I’d bothered with acquiring floor plans back then after telling Edie I’d had no plans to seek out Gaius. That had been a lie. The only reason I hadn’t pursued contacting him was my inability to restrain my uncontrolled anger with him. I hadn’t wanted to kill him by accident. I refused to think about why that would have bothered me.

      When no one came to see what the noise was about, I ventured farther, moving into the hallway, which led to stone stairs. I crept up them to find myself in another basement. The tunnel access was in the subbasement, which, with no security monitors, would explain why no one heard the noise I’d made.

      I spent the next ten minutes working my way through the manor. From the sounds coming from the kitchen as I scurried by, the staff was already at work preparing the daily menu. Many old-world vampires preferred keeping late hours and sleeping until noon. I had no idea if that was the case in this House.

      I ducked into unoccupied rooms twice to avoid other staff members before I reached what I assumed to be Gaius’s main office and slipped inside. The drapes were closed, and a lit desk lamp did little to dispel the shadows. The sound of a semi-automatic pistol being racked was the only thing that stopped me.

      A male stepped out of the shadows, a book in one hand, the pistol in the other. He was vampire, and—based on his height and the way he moved—for a brief moment, I thought it was Gaius. But when his dark eyes glowed, they were a bright green rather than the golden glow of Gaius’s.

      “Who are you?” The voice didn’t belong to Gaius either, though it was calm with a clear British accent. One that someone gains from attending Oxford.

      “I’m Simone from House Trelane.”

      After a short pause, the male laughed and lowered the pistol. “I should have known.”

      “Who are you?” It only seemed fair.

      “I’m Thanos. First son of Gaius.”
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      I wasn’t sure how to respond to Thanos’s statement. Cressa once said I had a poker face. She was most likely referring to my normal expression, and I never understood if that was a compliment or one of her taunts, but I relied on it at this moment. I didn’t blink as I processed his words.

      Gaius had a son? Did he have other children? Was he mated?

      “He never mentioned he had a son.” Had my voice fluctuated? I didn’t think so, yet something caused his lips to twitch. He stowed the gun in a drawer, laid the book on the desk, then waved an arm toward a sitting area near a large picture window.

      Dawn was just breaking, and as I drew close, the light touch of rose that lit the sky revealed an expansive garden. Not just any garden. A rose garden. And even with the light touch of fall, the bushes and vines were full of blooms, representing every color imaginable.

      I passed by a chair to take a closer look. I’d never fussed with flowers even though I’d always been drawn to roses. The problem was that they’d become a cliché. This garden, however, would be far from common.

      “It’s Father’s favorite pastime.” Thanos stepped next to me, close enough to feel the power rolling off him. And though we couldn’t scent or feel a vampire’s emotions like we could humans, it was easy to tell something worried him.

      “Gaius is a gardener?” My tone reflected not only my surprise but my doubt.

      Thanos chuckled. “It’s one of his best-kept secrets. Though he tends to have a lot of those.” The last words reflected irritation, though he’d tried to hold it back.

      I let the silence linger, unsure where to go from there. Perhaps start at the top and ask if Gaius was in residence. I didn’t have a chance.

      “I should have expected you to not take no for an answer.”

      “And I would have expected better security. I paid a lot of money for the best infiltration team when I could have simply walked through the front door.”

      Thanos threw back his head and laughed. “Father thought of you many times over the centuries, though he never shared very much about you. I’ve heard your name in certain circles over the decades, and I have to say, I’m not surprised or disappointed.”

      A knock at the door stopped me from responding.

      A male stormed through without waiting for permission. “Sir…” He stopped short. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how we missed her.”

      Thanos waved him off. “If she has time before she leaves, perhaps she’ll share how we could have prevented her stealthy arrival. Though I can think of a possibility or two.”

      The male, who was most likely cadre or head of security, frowned and gave Thanos an irritated glance that was gone in a flash. Something told me they’d had many discussions regarding island security.

      “Have Elana send up coffee and something light.” When the male left, Thanos returned to his desk. “Please take your time admiring the garden or reviewing the books. I need to make a quick call to rearrange my morning appointments.”

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt your schedule.”

      He waved her off. “I wouldn’t miss this opportunity for anything.”

      Unsure what he meant, I turned to the bookshelves that covered two walls, interested in knowing what he, or perhaps Gaius, read. I’d assumed this was Gaius’s office, but considering I had no idea he had a son, I wondered if I knew the vampire at all.

      Several minutes later, we sat and nibbled on fruit served with a yogurt dip and thick slices of lightly toasted bread sprinkled with olive oil as we looked out over the garden. I wasn’t sure what Thanos was waiting for, but there was a duplicity coming off of him that made me pause my own questioning. I considered his willingness to change his schedule to meet with me.

      “Why was my request to have a meeting denied?”

      If my question surprised him, he didn’t show it, nor did he back away from it. “The current status of the House has made for some uncomfortable decisions.” He wiped his hands on a linen napkin, pushed his plate aside, then picked up his cup of coffee before leaning back. “The male who entered earlier is one of my Father’s cadre. In essence, as the only heir, they agree that I should be seen as House leader in my Father’s absence. However, they believe he’s simply on one of his grand adventures, so while I preside over the House, I have no power to make changes or even decide who should or shouldn’t be allowed on the island.”

      “So Gaius isn’t here.” I considered what that meant. I didn’t know what his grand adventures might be, or if they always required shuttering the island, but it piqued my interest. “The rumors in town are that someone on the island is suffering from the blood disease. I thought…” I glanced out the window.

      “As far as I know, my Father is as healthy as he was centuries ago. We’ve been lucky. So far, no one in the Family has been afflicted, including my mother, who lives in Milan.”

      When I lifted a brow, Thanos chuckled. “Mother and Father are friends and nothing more. And, as far as what they’ve both told me, it’s never been more than that. She visits, but it mysteriously happens when Father isn’t home.” His lips twitched again, seeming to find humor in it. “It works for them, and it doesn’t bother me. They were both there for me when I was a youngling.”

      “I take it no one knows where Gaius went. I’ve reached out several times over the last few weeks, but there hasn’t been a response.”

      He gave me a long perusal. Whether he perceived deception on my part, I couldn’t tell, though I hadn’t said anything that wasn’t true. But I was hiding something. Had he picked up on that?

      “After all these long centuries, I don’t remember Father ever saying you’d reached out to him. Not until earlier this year.”

      I nodded. “I was searching for someone, and I sent emails to several of my contacts.”

      “Ah, yes. I remember now. Trouble with the Council, wasn’t it? All that messy business with Boretsky. The Council certainly attacked House Trelane rather quickly.” He shifted as he set his cup on the serving tray, but his focus never shifted from me. “And you decided to answer Father’s response.”

      “He was the only one who responded.”

      He threw back his head and laughed again as he leaned into his chair, and I couldn’t help but smile. His laughs were honest if a bit theatrical, but not too dissimilar from Gaius’s. This male took joy in life. “Now, that makes it believable.” His smile faded. “He was quite happy when he returned from the States, but there was an underlying worry. He was relieved when Trelane was absolved of any wrongdoing. But not a month later, he started reaching out to old friends. Contacts he hadn’t spoken to for centuries.” He gave me a thin smile. “Don’t ask. He never told me what their communications were about. I don’t think he even told his cadre.” He cocked his head to the side. “Maybe he told one or two.”

      “Was he concerned about the Council?”

      He barked a laugh, and bright green lit his eyes. “I spit on the Council. As do most of the vampires I know.” He shook his head, and his smile returned, but he didn’t speak again until he’d refilled his coffee, a thumb worrying the silver ring on his thin middle finger. “That’s not the right answer. He wasn’t worried about the Council from an individual perspective. We’ve heard rumblings of civil war for years, but Father believed they were growing louder, specifically in the States. Even here in Greece, we’ve heard about the aggression between House Trelane and House Venizi.”

      He set down his half-empty cup, his eyes unfocused. “Would you mind warming the coffee while I take care of something?”

      I gave him a polite nod, curious what he was about.

      He strolled to an entertainment center. “I’m not sure I can say anything more about Father without playing one of his favorite concertos.” He thumbed over a remote control as the music flowed. I recognized it immediately—a violin concerto and also one of my favorites. I winced at the increasing volume, loud enough to make our conversation difficult.

      Rather than return to his seat
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/simone-ebook.jpg
LAl
A

/‘lf\ ‘ A
SEMONE

D

KIM ALLRED





