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Jada Long is hours away from the biggest audition of her life, the chance to perform for the judges in a top-rated TV talent show, when the bottom drops out of her world. Everything she’d run away from – an alcoholic mother, a life of one dumpy neighborhood after another and finally a disgusting proposition – is supposed to be behind her. But when her mother appears on a television news show with the cop heading up the cold case, everything changes again. 

Except the love and protection of her vampire Ancient mentor. 

When an attack by fellow Ancients leaves his life hanging in the balance, circumstances force Jada to rely on Detective Bristol Thomas for protection. Her attraction to the man wars with her need to keep her identity secret. The balancing act teeters out of control when she’s snatched from under his nose by an Ancient minion and her worry over losing her heart is overshadowed by the fear of losing her life. 

The Dedication 


For Adam and John, my dream personal enforcers, who are two darn good critique partners to boot. 
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July, Louisville, Kentucky 







“Willem, stop the car.” 


THE SLEEK BLACK SEDAN pulled to the curb in one of Louisville’s less savory neighborhoods. Leyos Baldefoure lowered the interior shade covering his window and stared through the tinted glass. The child was there again. He snapped his fingers; Willem silenced the opera coming through the car speakers. Leyos closed his eyes and listened. His superior hearing allowed him to catch every nuance of the little girl’s singing despite the distance between them. 


Her voice was exquisite. 


The tune was unfamiliar, perhaps one of those songs made popular by the terrible, pretentious young stars of the day, yet he recognized the innocence beneath the innuendos, admired the perfect pitch with which she formed each note. The sensible thing was to leave before the child saw him or a passerby became suspicious. But her singing drew him like a rat to the Pied Piper. He threw away good sense and stepped from the car. 

The child stopped singing as he crossed the street, yet she didn’t seem frightened when he sat at the other end of the bench and greeted her. 


“Hello.” Her voice was far more childish when she spoke. 

“Your song was pretty.” Leyos smiled. “And so are you.” 

“My mommy says pretty is as pretty does.” 

“Oh? Is your mommy pretty?” 

The small head of dark curls bobbed up and down. “She’s beautiful.” 

“I’d love to see her some time.” 

The girl pointed across the street toward a building lit up with neon beer signs. 


“She’s shopping. I stay here and play with my toys when she shops.” She picked up a cheap plastic doll and showed it to him. “This is Missy. I play with her most. But I like to color too.” 

Anger rose in Leyos. What horrid wench would leave her child alone as night approached to satisfy her own pleasures? So much evil lurked in the dark. He feared less that this little one would be harmed by his people, the vampire race of Ancients, than by the scum of her own short-lifer society. 

“Mommy is getting me French fries and pop tonight.” The child sighed. “I wish it didn’t take so long for the man to make them.” 

Fighting anger, Leyos curled his hands, his hard nails biting into his palms. The young of these mutant short-lifers were innocent. They knew nothing of the deceit, cowardice, greed and neglect their elders inflicted upon each other. He knew to bring the child into his house as a pet would enrage the council. It had a strict decree of separation of the two human races. Yet to leave her to the streets would be an act of cruelty. 

Willem. He called to his personal aide and driver with the mental empathy that linked his people. I wish an enforcer. Preferably a female. 

He settled more comfortably on the concrete bench and asked the child about the games she played with her doll. The tyke was still talking when he heard She’s here in his mind. 

Tell her to guard this child without being seen, he thought back. And I want them followed when her mother finally appears. 

He stood and bowed to the child. 

“My name,” he said, “is Leyos. I hope we can talk again.”

The mass of curls bobbed again. 

“My name is Jayneanne, and I’m five years old, and next year, I go to school.” 

“I am very pleased to meet you, Miss Jayneanne.” 

The child giggled. 

Leyos wondered again how she could possibly belong to a mother who preferred saloons and the company of men over an enchanting creature such as this child. He would have her watched, he decided, and intervene if he must. He would not allow her to be sacrificed to a wicked world when he possessed the power to prevent it. 
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September, Seventeen years later

Paradise, Louisiana 






JADA HAD LEFT THE MUSIC room door open. Her voice drifted to the study where Leyos pored over financial statements from his European hotels. The awe he’d felt the first time he’d heard her sing returned even now. She was simply phenomenal. 

He laid down his pen and walked down the hall to watch her. She was an attractive young woman, true. More beautiful were her character, her ability to see only goodness, her acceptance of the world as it is rather than as she might have wished it to be. 


What had she said so long ago? Ah, yes, “pretty is as pretty does.” 


“Bravo.” Applauding, he stepped into the room after she finished. “The others might as well stay home from tomorrow’s audition.” 

“I’m afraid you’re biased.” Jada flashed him a sassy smile. “I hope you aren’t thinking of paying the rest of the vocalists to not show up.” 

“Ah, you’ve discovered my secret.” Leyos threw his up hands in mock surrender. “Now I suppose I must give up my plan.” 


“I thought your plan was world domination.” 


“Once, yes,” he confessed. “When I was much younger. Over the last hundred years or so, I’ve realized ultimate power would be far too exhausting. I’m satisfied with my little fiefdom.” 


Jada gave a mock curtsey. 


“I hope you’ll excuse me, my liege. I must return to my mundane world and the throng that awaits me at the Midnight Cafe.” 

She left with a wave of her fingers, her heels snapping against the hard wood of the central hallway. How could he ever have imagined that being summoned to a meeting of the council of elders all those years ago would have resulted in such a precious relationship? If he had not driven down that street and heard that small melodious voice...he refused to imagine what the world might have been like now. 

He sat at the grand piano and began to play. Although he could perform Mozart or Brahms in a more than passable fashion, he felt like a mere beginner when Jada played. She could recreate any tune after hearing it once and never forgot a song once she learned it. If she had chosen the keyboard, she would have been on the concert circuit. But the world would have lost the beauty of her voice. 


“Sir?” Willem’s voice interrupted. “It is nearly dusk.” 


“Ah, yes.” Leyos lifted his fingers and left the final notes unplayed. “I do so hate these early meetings. Yes, yes, I know they are necessary, but certainly, there is a less obscene hour to meet.” 

The last orange and pink rays of twilight streaked the sky as the men left the estate for the drive into Paradise. With only a few hundred residents and a two-block downtown, the place barely qualified as a town. Its isolation was one of its attractions for Leyos and his fellow Ancients. Another was the Midnight Café. The upscale club served as a restaurant for locals during the day, a semi-cabaret during the evenings and a gathering place for Ancients in the wee hours of the night. Leyos was a regular. After he’d moved there seven years ago, he’d traveled to New Orleans to socialize with others of his species. Now, having them come to Paradise was, well, almost paradise. He would head to the Midnight as soon as his damnable meeting was over. He realized the need for security. Last year’s plot to overthrow the council and declare Louisiana sovereign was still raw even though the perpetrator had been killed. He agreed with Misha Tsarentza, the council’s high elder, that such a scheme had to have been the work of more than one man. That belief was why the Midnight was still in operation and why the greater Paradise area had one of his people’s best enforcers in residence. 

Leyos wondered again why any Ancient aspired to become clan elder. He would consider it a relief if Misha relieved him from the appointment as special liaison to the council. Let some other Ancient, any other Ancient, take his place. Politics and intrigue had never been of great interest to Leyos. 

Maintaining the power of the council however was vital. Leyos was too young to remember the chaos that had nearly claimed his species. But his father had told him of the resulting battles as groups of Ancients formed and attacked others of their kind to gain possessions and assume power. The formation of the twelve clans, each with a ruling elder who sat on the council, had ended the bloodshed and allowed his people to slowly increase in number. 

“We were once the most powerful creatures on earth.” His father had stared into his snifter of brandy-laced blood as he talked. “When the mutations began, few had the strength to kill the abominations in their midst. Had the mutants been stopped before reaching adulthood, they would not have reproduced. They would not have become the dominant human species.” 

Looking into the eyes of his only son, Leyos’ father had said, “Forming the council kept the Ancient race from extinction. But the cost is heavy, my child. To be banned from killing not only our own but our inferiors reduces us to mere shadows. What good is a thousand years of life if the world is denied to us?” 

Leyos had heard only anger and resignation in his father’s voice. It wasn’t until he was long past his changing that he understood the bitterness festering inside his sire and decided to follow a different path. He would not resent this other race that lived wildly and considered longevity a mere hundred years. He vowed to embrace it. To hide his own origins from the shortlifers, of course, but to allow the lesser humans a right to exist. 

“Drive past the café,” he instructed Willem. If Jada’s car was there, he would know she was safe. He seldom worried, but tonight there were new Ancients in Paradise, some of whom might consider the small town a feeding ground. Those Europeans were a different type, accustomed to the old days and old ways. He suspected some still sampled fresh blood from the veins of short-lifers rather than relying on packaged blood as civilized Ancients did. 

The jaunty yellow convertible that was Jada’s last birthday present from him was parked in its usual spot. Willem drove back onto the main street before making several turns and stopping in the drive of a white-columned house. This was the home of Reggie Portland, a council enforcer and manager of the Midnight. Dim light shone through the tall windows with their wavy glass. Although modern by Leyos’ standards, this was said to be the oldest house in Paradise. At least by Reggie, if no one else. 

A familiar enforcer walked to the end of the sidewalk to escort Leyos as he stepped from the car. He murmured a greeting to the petite and beautiful Belle, the unique short-lifer who straddled the two worlds. The woman was fully short-lifer, it was said, yet she was already into her second century and looked no older than thirty. She was fast, she was ruthless and she was the high elder’s primary link with the world of his inferiors. 

“Security must be tight if you’re standing guard duty, Belle,” Leyos said as they walked to the front entrance. 

“Mr. Tsarentza likes to make an impression when we have visitors, especially when they request to meet him outside council headquarters,” she said, her voice low. He knew she was aware of the acute hearing of those inside. “He says my reputation is legendary and having me along makes him look more powerful.” 


“You did save his life and that of the former Prophetess,” Leyos pointed out. 


“Only because your high elder owed me money and the Prophetess had guts,” Belle retorted. “Had it been you, now, I would have just billed the estate.” 

Leyos’ laughter rang into the night. She was indeed one of a kind, which was good. He didn’t think the world could survive two of Belle. Neither her world nor his. 

* * * * 
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THE MEETING LASTED far longer than Leyos would have liked. The problem once again was two elders who chose not to come to Louisiana but sent their clan seconds instead. That meant someone – unfortunately, Leyos himself tonight – was forced to start the meeting with a summary of why this section of nothingness presented such a threat. 

“Let me see if I understand.” Mordelain, the woman standing in for the elder of the European clan, leaned back in her chair. “One of our people, now dead, declared Louisiana to be a sovereign state and named himself king.” “Yes,” Leyos replied. 

“So to keep him from killing our own kind, a trap was set in this village. The trap was sprung, he was neutralized and the threats ended. Yet the council maintains the club in fear the madman has followers. Am I correct?” 

Ah, there was the rub. She had summed the situation up well. He knew that being from another continent, unaccustomed to the ways of the Ancients who had immigrated here nearly three centuries ago, she couldn’t understand. Neither the high elder nor his enforcers could pinpoint the reason for their concern any more than one could catch a raindrop and say that it was the first in a storm. The very atmosphere in this region had changed. The ease with which local Ancients enjoyed New Orleans had now become wariness. Here in tiny Paradise, where Ancients typically came to visit and not to stay, tensions among his people were high. 

Their caution was a matter of trust. Reggie was certain the dead Ancient’s minions were regrouping and refining Plan B. And if an enforcer with Reggie’s instincts and experience cautioned them to prepare for trouble, the council couldn’t ignore the possibility. 

The streets were empty at two a.m. when the meeting broke up. Leyos joined the others at the Midnight after Jada had finished her last set for the short-life crowd. The sight of her car still in the lot filled him with disappointment. He preferred her to leave as soon as she was done. He wanted her safe in her small bungalow on the grounds of his home before the blood drinking began. 

He found her deep in conversation with Tatiana Petrinova, the high elder’s goddaughter and a spirited young Ancient. As soon as Jada spotted Leyos, she ended their talk and came to bid him good night. 


Misha replaced her beside Tatiana. 


“I understand the young lady sang the blues magnificently,” Misha said in greeting. 

“That she did.” Tatiana smiled. “If anyone wonders why Leyos takes such an interest in Jada, they should listen to her let loose just once. No one suspects her talents go far beyond the blues and jazz she performs here. She can as easily sing an aria from an opera.” 

“One more sign that our people have become more progressive,” Misha answered. “Two centuries ago, she would have been killed simply for knowing we exist. Someday perhaps both species can exist as one race.” 

“And I shall flap my arms and fly to the moon. For every Leyos, there are a dozen 

Ancients who see the other humans like milk cows, a source of nutrition and nothing more.” 

With a smile, Misha excused himself to join his guests, stopping to speak for a moment with Leyos’ protégé. The girl was not only beautiful and talented but trustworthy. She had remained in the background during all the years she had been under the other man’s protection. Only the council elders and a few others knew of that relationship. Only Misha knew the reason for Leyos’ involvement. 


The two reasons, he corrected himself, which went hand in hand.     
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Chapter Two 
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JADA POURED HERSELF a glass of orange juice and snapped on the kitchen TV. She was too nervous to eat a real breakfast. Her suitcases sat by the door, and in an hour, she’d leave for the airport and a plane that would take her to the auditions in New York. To a chance to begin the career she’d dreamed of for so long. 

Yeah, it was probably a long shot. Thousands of people showed up for a chance at fame when “The Best Stuff” came to town. But she was willing to pit herself against fire eaters and break dancers to get the magic pass the show’s nationwide exposure could provide. 

Her attention was only half on the news program as she ran through a mental list of what had to be done before she locked up and left for a week. Then came a voice from the past, one she’d thought she’d left behind over six years ago. Jada dropped into one of the wooden stools at the counter and stared at the small screen, a knot forming in her stomach. 

“What the hell are you doing, Mother?” She spoke the words out loud even though she knew the woman couldn’t possibly hear her. Unable to snap off the show, Jada wrapped her arms around herself and listened as her mother lied on one of the top national networks. 

“Jayneanne was a great kid, although she could be trying at times.” A soft laugh followed the words. 

Jada leaned forward. Her mother looked sober. That was startling, considering that for the fifteen years she’d lived with her, the woman had always been either drinking herself into oblivion or doctoring the hangover and depression that followed. Listening to her mother, seeing the familiar mannerisms, drew Jada back into a world she wanted desperately to forget. 

Marybeth Lewiston was a master manipulator, able to hide her multitude of sins behind the façade of an ordinary person. Somehow, she’d managed to pull herself together enough to attend Jayneanne’s parent-teacher conferences and to maintain the illusion of doting mother on the rare occasion they visited her grandmother. Jayneanne had played her part, too. She hadn’t learned yet that not everyone lived like she and her mother did. 


Jada forced herself away from the past and back to the television screen. 


“When Jayneanne became a teenager, people thought we were sisters instead of mother and daughter.” Again came the self-deprecating smile, as if Marybeth Lewiston hadn’t created that fantasy herself. Once Jayneanne had been too old to wear lacy dresses and buckle shoes, they’d moved to a different section of Louisville. Their new neighbors had been told Jayneanne was Marybeth’s niece. A year later, after the next move, she had somehow become her mother’s sibling. 

Jada’s only salvation during all those years was her music. First came the private lessons and eventually her acceptance into the arts magnet school. There, Jayneanne Lewiston found herself, and she began the transition into the woman she was today. 


Into Jada Long, who had no parents. 


The man beside her mother on the studio couch was a stranger. Jada knew it couldn’t be Marybeth’s boyfriend or husband. The woman liked the using, abusing, grungy kind who left without notice and broke her heart. This man wore a suit, his neat hair had been cut within the last five years, and he was clean-shaven. Those were all things Jada liked in a guy. 

What she didn’t expect was the compassion in his dark, intense eyes when he looked into the camera. Looked right at her as if he knew she was there. As if he wanted her to understand this was his job and he had to do it. 


“So, Detective Thomas, was it hard for you to decide to reopen this case?” 


The knot in the pit of Jada’s stomach became a landmine. She so did not want to hear the answer. 

“When Ms. Lewiston walked into my office, I saw a desperate mother who loved her child deeply and needed answers,” the man answered. “Any police officer will tell you when a teenager disappears completely and isn’t heard from for years, that child is most likely dead.” 

“Did you try to convince her of that?” asked the reporter whose name Jada couldn’t remember. 

“Tried hard.” The detective chuckled. The sound reverberated with Jada. “She tried harder, though. By the time she was done, I’d agreed to launch a new investigation into her daughter’s disappearance.” 

“Because I know she’s out there.” The camera came in tight on Marybeth’s carefully made-up face. “Jayneanne, baby, Mommy loves you so much. If you can hear me, know that I’ll be looking for you until the day I die.” 


The reporter was quick with a new question. 

“What happens if you don’t find her?” 


The detective seemed to choose his words with excessive care. She wasn’t sure if it was self-editing or to keep from telling the truth in front of her mother. 

“I intend to find Jayneanne no matter what,” he said in a firm voice. “My great hope is that we find her alive and reunite her with her mother. In the worst scenario, we give her family closure and give her a proper burial.” 

“Thank you, Ms. Lewiston, and thank you, Detective Thomas,” the reporter intoned. “Now stay with us, because after the break, we’re going to learn how to make the perfect quiche.” 

Jada stared at the actors debating laundry stains in the subsequent commercial without absorbing any of it. She felt like she ought to be on one of those Old West posters, Wanted Dead or Alive. 

Her mind flashed back to news reports over the last couple of years. That woman in Florida, who had simply walked away from her family, leaving them to believe she’d been stolen away and killed. Those poor girls in Ohio, who were held prisoner for years by a madman. All those TV dramas and reality shows about young women being grabbed off the street for prostitution or sex slaves. 

What was her mother’s angle? The years of hard living were beginning to catch up with Marybeth. The easy way she’d found suckers to pay her rent or “loan” her a hundred until payday must have disappeared with her looks. Maybe she figured on selling interviews once her darling daughter’s disappearance was solved. Heck, she might even be planning to write a book. Jada had no idea what it might be, but of course, their brains weren’t wired the same. 

A blast of music from her purse made Jada jump. Her hand frozen as she reached for her cell phone. What if someone had called the tip line and the detective had managed to already locate her? What if her mother was on the other end? 

She let the call go to voice mail. If she didn’t recognize the number or voice, that phone was history. She’d find a different provider, get a new number, maybe start her life over for the second time far from here. 


“Dammit, how could you do this to me?” 


Jada buried her hands in her hair and fought back tears. She couldn’t go to the audition now. She was a pro. She could still perform. But she could be recognized. Yeah, the picture they’d shown on the program was taken when she was sixteen, but she hadn’t changed that much. One camera close-up and that was that. 

A new dread filled her when she heard the crunch of tires on the shell drive of the cottage. She didn’t want a sheriff’s deputy walking up to her door with the cameras from the local TV affiliate behind him. She didn’t want to be Jayneanne. That life was over. 


“Jada?” 


She turned toward the doorway. Leyos stood there with open arms. She rushed into the embrace of the only father figure she’d known and tried to absorb his quiet strength. This man had been in her life since she was six years old, opened doors for her that would have otherwise remained nailed shut and offered sanctuary when she needed it most. His was the only pure, unselfish love she’d ever known. 

* * * * 
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“I SAW THE SHOW.” LEYOS sat on the small sofa in Jada’s living room. She curled up in the overstuffed wing chair across from him. “Your mother was quite presentable.” 


“All she lacked was a halo over her head. She was trying hard to look like a saint.” 

“Sinners don’t wear scarlet letters, my dear.” 


“True enough.” Jada sighed. “I wish I knew why she started looking for me after all these years. My mother’s not one for sentiment.” 

“Quite right, my dear. She didn’t file a missing person report on you for over six months.” 

Jada nodded. “When it was time for my case worker to make a home visit. She’s a good liar. She probably convinced him I was at a sleepover or something until then.” 

Leyos studied Jada’s troubled face. He was certain somewhere inside the polished young woman was a vestige of the child who’d waited patiently for her mother to finish her “shopping.” 


“Perhaps your prolonged absence has made her regret the past.” 

“Yeah, right.” Jada scowled. “You remember why I left. So you know I can’t go to New 


York. Not today. Not after my damn picture was shown to millions of people.” 

She grabbed up her phone from a side table in what he suspected was an attempt to compose herself. 


“Sorry,” she said without looking up. “Got a call a little bit ago.” 

“Important?” he asked. 

“Just an old friend wishing me luck in New York.” 


He caught the tears behind her tough exterior. Jada wasn’t given to crying. Sixteen years in her mother’s household had taught her to hide her emotions. The only times he’d seen her completely joyful was when she was performing, whether it was on the stage of her arts school or at the Midnight Café. Singing for an audience fulfilled her. And he’d be damned if that woman and some detective bucking for chief were going to take that from her. 

“The audition can
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