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It’s been two thousand years since a lover’s betrayal stole her life and her hope...

Vampire elder Stacia has been alone for millennia, chased by the memories of the night she had been turned into a creature of the night. Stacia yearns for love, but her nights are filled with only loneliness and quick bites to sustain her.  To escape the boredom and her aloneness, Stacia escapes to South Beach. But there she comes face-to-face with the handsome DEA agent whose life she had once saved with her vampire’s kiss.

DEA Agent Alex Garcia battles real-life demons every day, like the kind that are kidnapping women and selling them into slavery. Determined to put an end to those crimes, Alex has to avoid the beautiful woman who can’t possibly be what she says she is: a vampire. But when Stacia reveals what she really is to drive him away, Alex instead finds himself drawn ever closer to the complex woman who is courageous, passionate, and yearning for the love she lost so long ago....
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The nightmares had sucked life from him for months.

Then they had stopped abruptly.

Tonight’s bad dream was far worse.  It sank its teeth deep and refused to let go.

Maybe it was wrong to call it a dream, Alex Garcia thought as he walked into a scene that was so vivid, he could smell, taste, and feel all that was around him.

The apartment he entered was dank and reeked of urine from the many squatters that had used the place for shelter.  Only the chill of the winter night kept his discomfort to a tolerable level in the abandoned apartment.  His cold sweat on the grip of his Glock turned the stock slippery.  His gut tightened as he held his breath.

He was nervous.

Not a condition he was used to.  He had grown accustomed to danger in his many years as a DEA agent. This mission was different.

Failure on this mission meant the possibility of death for hundreds of innocent civilians.

Never again.

He repeated the vow he had made after September 11th, the one that had been the reason he had accepted this assignment.

He gripped the Glock tighter and moved farther into the apartment.  He and his fellow Cuban Democratic Army member were supposed to pick up a stolen hand-held smart bomb delivery system that the CDA planned to use in the terrorist attack that he intended to prevent.

The weapon was not in the empty apartment as it should have been.  As he turned to look at his partner, wondering if they had gone to the wrong location, another CDA member stepped from a back room and opened fire.

The force of the blow to his chest had him reeling backward. The pain was so intense, he nearly blacked out from it.  When a second blast immediately followed, ripping into his midsection, his knees buckled.

He fell back against the wall, slowly sinking to the ground in a sitting position, the body of the other CDA member sprawled beside him.  The man's lifeless stare confirmed that he was dead, much as Alex expected to be shortly as his assailant trained his weapon on Alex's head for the coup de grace.

The loud sounds of gunfire and an explosion outside the room distracted the shooter long enough for Alex to raise his weapon and fire.

With a surprised look, the armed man lowered his gun and stared at the blossoming trail of blood down the middle of his chest.  It was the last thing he saw as he dropped to the ground, dead from a direct shot to the heart.

Alex had little time to ponder what to do next.

He was too badly wounded to move.  Already he could feel the growing warmth of the blood soaking into his clothing and leaving a chill behind in his body.  He was going to die there, alone, and unable to do anything else to help stop the terrorist attack.

He had failed in his mission.

Outside the apartment all hell had broken loose judging from the noises reverberating in the winter night.  The FBI must have moved in and the CDA was likely fighting back, determined to complete their plot.

A second later, the door to the apartment burst open, slamming against the wall.

His eyesight was fading, but he saw that a man had entered the room.  He was holding something.

Someone.

He forced himself to focus and realized the man held Alex’s ex-lover, but Diana wasn't moving.  Blood covered the man's arms and hands as he embraced her.

Diana's blood.  Too much of it.

Alex forced himself to take a painful breath, attempting to speak.  It managed to get the man's attention and as his gaze wavered, he finally glimpsed the man's face.

Only it wasn't a man.

Shock gathered his senses, bringing Alex to painful alertness.

He had to protect Diana from whatever that was. He tried to raise his gun, only his body refused to cooperate.  He couldn't move his arm.  Couldn't even feel the Glock in his hand anymore as awareness fled his dying body.

A voice suddenly penetrated his fading consciousness.

They weren't alone in the room any longer.

He trained his attention on that voice – a woman's husky tones.

"This one's still alive."

Alex realized she was referring to him, not that he would be alive for much longer.  That realization didn't bring fear for himself, but for those he had failed.

"Unlike your friend will be shortly," the woman added and motioned to the monster holding Diana in his arms.

"Leave," the demon commanded, pain evident in every word, but the woman just laughed and sauntered over.  Crouched before the demon and Diana.

Alex's hearing and vision were dimming quickly.  Only a confused murmur of voices came to him, but then the woman shot upright and strode angrily across the room toward him.

Her bright almost phosphorescent blue-green gaze locked with his, her fangs clearly visible.  A vampire, he thought for the barest of moments.

Only, vampires weren’t real.

What he was seeing had to be a product of his blood loss, he thought.

But as the women leaned closer, there was no denying what stood before him.  She stared at him hard and for a moment, reverted to human form.

She was quite beautiful as a human, he thought, before the vampire returned and bent toward him.  Sharp fangs grazed his neck as the warm kiss of her lips slipped across his skin, awakening ardor.

Bestowing passion that twisted together with the pain in his body and soul as her fangs broke through his skin.

Alex shot up in bed, drenched with perspiration. Shaking from the reality of the waking nightmare and the desire that was always associated with it.

As he wiped his hands across his face, clearing the cold sweat of fear mixed with unwanted passion, he tried to scrub away the memories of the demon as well, but they refused to leave.

Refused to depart in much the way that the recurring memories of that winter night had not left him.

Alex cursed beneath his breath, hoping that he could muster enough control by the morning to pass his psychological review tomorrow.  He had been itching to get back into the field for months.  If the DEA psychologist picked up on the vibes from his nightmare, Alex was worried that the shrink wouldn't clear him for undercover duty.

Who could trust an agent in the field who worried that vampires roamed the darkness?

He had to get a grip, he told himself, lying back down and willing himself to go back to sleep.  An untroubled sleep free of the nightmare of the failed mission and the monsters that haunted his nights.

But even as he was finally able to drift off, the vision of her face – both vampire and mortal – wove itself into his subconscious, leaving him to wonder if he maybe wasn’t losing his sanity.

#
[image: ]


AFTER NEARLY TWO THOUSAND years of immortality, life had become predictably boring.  Possibly even depressing.

Not that being a vampire didn't have certain benefits, Stacia considered, trying to convince herself of why being a vampire elder rocked.

First, her age bestowed vast powers upon her.  Incredible physical prowess and strength coupled with the ability to mentally control others, especially those vampires and humans she had gifted with a bite or a taste of her blood.

Even better, her elder status also brought sexual pleasures and lust beyond anything she could have ever imagined.

So what if the price paid for those powers by a shy virgin had been not only the loss of her innocence, but her life?

She should revel in all that her elder powers could bring, Stacia thought as she perused the crowd passing before the veranda of her South Beach hotel.  Excitement rose up at the thought of burying her teeth into the soft skin of a willing partner and drinking deeply.  Maybe even creating a playmate to keep her company for awhile.

Unfortunately, in her nearly two millennia of life, there had been not one partner worthy of offering a true vampire's embrace and the kind of existence that could follow.

What was worse, Stacia didn’t believe it was even worth the challenge after so long.

It was why she had opted to come south since Manhattan had gotten extremely... bothersome lately.

All those wanna-be human vampires with their goodness and love.  Still trapped in the denial stage she had survived long ago.  It was totally disgusting that so many of her men had succumbed to Cupid's senseless entreaty.  Even Diego, nearly an elder by virtue of his own lengthy existence, had fallen for a mortal.  A dying one at that.

At least Diego had had the sense to turn the human and bind her to him.

Not that it mattered to Stacia that Diego now had a lifelong companion.  The human monogamy of her friends and all the melodrama that Manhattan seemed to offer lately had grown too tiresome.

She had needed a change of pace and Miami had seemed like just the place to visit, especially after a disturbing and violent winter in New York City.  The two cities couldn’t be more disparate and Stacia welcomed that change.

She stepped from the veranda of the Park Central Hotel and out into the almost pleasant air of a South Beach spring night.  Almost pleasant because the humidity was building even this early in the season, gathering strength for the hot and heavy days of summer that would be there in just over a month.

It had been nearly a century since she had done a Miami summer, Stacia recalled, gliding down Ocean Drive as dusk settled over the city.  Flagler's railroad had brought the rich and wealthy down to the tropical climes, helping to create the metropolis which had provided a wonderful playground for her visit during the Roaring Twenties.  Forty years later the diaspora of Cubans fleeing Castro would make their mark on the city and launch a new direction for Miami's growth.

Ah, the Cubans.  Her mouth watered at the thought of something so deliciously different.

She hurried down Ocean Drive, hunger and need driving her toward Lincoln Road and the nightclub the hotel’s concierge had recommended.  As she reached the location, she noted the long line of humans waiting to enter and the muscle-bound bouncer guarding the door.

Smiling, she walked up to the man and sent him a mental command.  With a dazed look, he obeyed, lifting the velvet rope to permit her to enter despite the grumbled complaints from those at the head of the line.  With a sharp glance their way, Stacia silenced them with another blast of elder power.

Inside the club, dozens of couples moved to the beats spewing from the club's sound system.  Speakers were mounted everywhere, creating not just a cacophony of noise, but an almost physical assault from the pounding music.  Pings, chirps, and shouts emanated from some rather avid electronic gaming in an adjacent room. An odd combination of noises and while Stacia would have preferred a quieter venue, the push of vampire power confirmed to her that others of her kind were present.

Not many vampires, however.  And not one of the vamps she sensed was as powerful as she was, Stacia thought as she threaded her way through the crowd.  That was just as well. She didn't want to spend the night in a pissing contest with an elder worried about her moving in on his territory.

Plus, the presence of vampires in the club confirmed it was a good place to satisfy undead needs in a variety of ways.

Pleased, she continued onward, seeking her satisfaction for the night.
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THE WIDGET PROVIDED an odd combination of entertainment, from the dancing and night life in one section of the club to the electronic gaming and gadgets in another.

Of course, since certain sections of Miami had once dubbed themselves Silicon Beach, it only seemed natural that someone would one day meld that aspect of the city with those for which the city was more familiar – the beaches and nightclubs, Alex thought as he slipped from the low-slung seat of his customized Crossfire convertible.

Even though he was supposed to be on desk duty, Alex wanted to stay in touch with what was happening at his old haunts.  A visit to the various clubs would help him be ready when he was cleared to return to his undercover assignment.

As those coming and going on foot passed by and the noises of activity within the club filtered out into the night, Alex hurried down an alley to a side door.  It was guarded by a familiar face.  The man smiled as he realized who it was.

"Hola, Alejandro.  Good to see you."

The security guard embraced Alex heartily, clapping him on the back.  He had the build of a Sumo wrestler, was a good half a foot taller than Alex’s six feet and twice as broad as Alex across the shoulders and waist.  He was also one of the drug dealers along the Ocean Drive strip and an informant Alex had relied on during many an investigation.

"Good to be alive, Pedro, unlike the guy who shot me," he said, playing the little game they always did.  As far as most of the locals in South Beach knew, Alex was part of the underground that fed the sinful pleasures to be found as part of South Beach's night life.  Only a select few knew he was an undercover agent.

With a playful jab to the other man's rotund middle, he freed himself from the bouncer’s embrace, stepped through the door and into the club.

The Widget was packed.  Alex ducked and weaved through the throng, searching with keen eyes for signs of any illegal activities.  As he passed through one section close to the video games, he caught sight of a familiar silhouette, but quickly lost sight of the woman amongst the crowd.

He peered over the people lingering close to the dance floor, searching for another glimpse of her and thought he spotted her once again near the bar.  As he elbowed his way past the bodies milling nearby, he confirmed that she stood at the bar, apparently waiting for service.

Her hair was dark and short, nearly seal black, and cropped close to the elegant line of her neck.  The dress she wore was lethally feminine, hugging her very generous curves and providing enticing glimpses of pale creamy skin beneath all the black.

Something infinitely sexy about this woman called to him.

Dangerously sexy, he thought as his gut tightened with a need so intense that his knees wavered.

His powerful reaction made him increase his pace toward her, eager to find out why she affected him so and why she seemed so familiar.  But then the woman turned and smiled at someone beside her.

She wasn’t alone.

He stopped dead in his tracks.  He wasn’t one to poach on another man’s territory, only...

The woman's profile rang a powerful chord from him.

She seemed to sense his interest for she slowly dragged her gaze from the tall, well-built man next to her and transferred it to him.  A moment of puzzlement narrowed her dark and exotic almond-shaped eyes before a dazzling smile stole onto her lips.

A smile that appeared to be challenging him to come over.  The pull of it was so strong that he stepped forward until she once again turned away to attend to her date.

Was she playing with him? he wondered for a moment before it came to him again that he knew her.  He was certain of it, but Alex was at a loss to place the intriguing woman.  He chalked it up to the brain fog he had experienced for months after the surgery he'd had to endure to repair his body from his wounds.  He blamed that lack of clarity for his failure to identify the alluring creature standing just yards away.

As the crowd shifted in front of him, blocking his view, he sidestepped a few people and then pushed forward, searching for her again. Needing to see more of her. 

But she was gone.

He dropped back into the crowd, questioning where she had gone.  Wondering how it was that they were...connected.  There was no other way to describe the reaction he’d had at the sight of her.  However they knew each other, it had to have been something more than just a chance meeting.

Pity him for being unable to remember.
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HER VAMP RADAR DETECTED the powerful thrum of interest.

She glanced away from the man next to her to survey the crowd for the origin of that sensation as they waited for the bartender to bring their drinks.

Her petite stature had her peering through the throng of bodies lingering nearby and moving on the dance floor.  She peeked between the humans, then rose on tiptoe until her gaze collided with that of a handsome Latino.

Tall and well-built, he had dark hair that was short on the side, longer up top and stylishly gelled into place.  His olive skin lacked the tan of many in the establishment but was creamy against the pale beige of his guayabera shirt.

He was intently staring her way, his deep green eyes narrowing to examine her as their gazes met and held.  Her own was puzzled as she explored his features, trying to imagine why it was that he seemed familiar.

Puzzled that she couldn’t remember someone so deliciously attractive.

She hadn't been in Miami in nearly a century which meant that if they had met, it had to have been somewhere else.

His stare was so intense – so desirous – that it dragged a sexy smile to her face.  A smile that dared him to come visit and explore whatever connection was happening between them.

When he returned that invitation with the determined glitter in his gaze, it roused desire, making her question how she could fail to remember him.  Maybe Manhattan?  She searched her memory, but her companion dipped his head close, dragging her attention back to him.

“The drinks are here,” her erstwhile dinner date said, nuzzling the side of her face, the heat of his human state pulling her attention back to him.

She smiled, the handsome Latino man forgotten as the words from an old song—about loving who you’re with if you can’t have the one you love—played in her brain. 

It didn’t matter where she had seen the handsome Latino or why he was calling to her so strongly.  For tonight, the man beside her would be the one to share her bed and be her meal.  The attractive stranger would just have to wait until tomorrow.

The delay would only help tenderize him. Make him even more susceptible to her charms in the future.

After all, there would always be another tomorrow in her undead life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


The call came in the late afternoon on his office line, well after the DEA psychologist had cleared him for duty.  The relief from the outcome of his visit to the shrink that morning was disturbed by the sound of his ex-colleague's troubled voice.

"Garcia.  Heard you were back from leave," Dan McAnn said, striving for an upbeat tone, but failing miserably.

"Back and ready to head undercover again." 

"Good to hear," Dan said, but then an awkward pause filled the air.

Alex leaned forward and tightly gripped the phone, his head hunched downward as he contemplated the reason for his old friend’s call.  Dan had retired a few years earlier after the stress of the job and family problems had created one too many issues at the office, including troubles with Dan hitting the bottle way more often than could be tolerated.

"Is everything okay, Dan?  Do you need anything?"  His inflection was conciliatory since Dan had been a good agent at one time and Alex had liked him on a personal level.

Another pause came on the line followed by a heartfelt sigh. "I'm okay.  Got a great job as a security guard over on Star Island."

"Must be rough hobnobbing with the rich and famous," he teased, grateful to hear that his life seemed back on track.

"It's my kid, Alex.  She's been missing for almost a week."

He reclined in his chair, now understanding the reason why Dan was calling.  "I guess you went to the police, but they don't want to do anything."

Dan let out an abrupt exhale.  "You know that Andrea and  I... She's been a problem child.  Some drugs.  Ran away right before I...retired."

Alex was well aware of the problems.  Talk around the office had been that Dan's daughter had been the major reason he’d started drinking heavily and missing work.  More than once Dan had run out of the office to deal with one of Andrea’s scrapes with the law.

"Local law enforcement thinks she ran away again and won't investigate," Alex surmised.

"Last time, Andrea was only gone for a couple of nights and she left a note about leaving.  Took some things with her."

"And this time is different?" Alex prompted while reaching for a pad of paper and pen.

"She's been going to AA with me and we’ve both been sober for over a year.  Andrea is really trying to keep her act together.  But a friend asked her to go to a club – the Widget."

Alex had visited the nightclub last night.  It was also where he had seen – and then lost sight of – that very fascinating woman.

"We've had our eye on the place for some time."

"Her friends say she met a man there.  Went off with him into one of the private gaming rooms and never came back out."

"Can her friends provide a description of the man?" When Dan replied affirmatively, Alex continued.  "Can you give me their names and numbers?"

"You're willing to help me find Andrea?" Dan asked, surprised happiness lightening the timbre of his voice.

"I can't make any promises, but I'll ask around.  See what I can find out.  Check with the local LEOs as well." 

"Thank you, Alex.  You can't imagine what this means to me."

But Alex could imagine what losing someone so special did mean.  He had lost someone dear twice in his lifetime now and he had survived.

But barely.

And somewhere along the way, he had lost pieces of his heart and soul. It would be a long time before he opened himself up to more of that kind of heartbreak, he thought.

As he took down the information from Dan, it occurred to him that Fate might just be finding ways for him to get his life moving forward once again.

First there had been that sexy woman from last night and now he had a worthwhile case to investigate.  Maybe a combination of both would help drive away the demons and nightmares that plagued him.

With renewed purpose, Alex dialed the number for the first name that Dan had given him.
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FROM HER OCEANFRONT suite in the Park Central Hotel, Stacia peered past the edges of the thick blackout curtains she had asked the hotel to install.  Considering that some of their patrons spent the night partying and the day sleeping, it wasn’t such an unusual request.

But unlike the party animals nestled in their beds after their night-long binges, she was up and about after only a short daytime rest, her elder powers giving her stamina beyond that of other vampires.  It was a double-edged sword since what did one do with all that energy and wakefulness if you couldn’t go out in the sun?

Especially the strong Miami sun.  Stacia stayed at the window as long as she could before the strength of the afternoon rays on her skin became more than she could bear.

It had been another gorgeous late spring day beyond the curtains.  The cerulean of the ocean bright beneath a cloudless sky.  A sweet ocean breeze rustling the deep green fronds of the palms through Lummus Park.

There had been hundreds of bodies on the beach, soaking up the daylight.  She imagined the heat of their skin from the punishing rays.  Imagined how such a sun-toasted body pressed to hers would take away the chill from her skin.  Fantasized about sinking her teeth into that heated flesh and savoring sun-warmed blood.

A shiver of need danced through her at the thought, tightening her insides.  Demanding that she find satisfaction. But the solar rays were still too strong for her to venture outside.

Satisfaction would have to come in some other way.

She strode to the small refrigerator tucked into the entertainment center in the room.  Inside were half a dozen or so blood bags she had obtained from the local hospital a few nights earlier.  It hadn’t taken much effort.  With her elder power, she had slipped past hospital security with an implanted suggestion, found the blood bank, and helped herself to some fresh O neg.

Removing the blood from the fridge, the chill of the plastic was a taunting reminder of how this snack was second best to those solar worshippers outside and of how cold she was.

Blood bag in hand, Stacia walked to the bathroom and eyed the tub.  Decided a nice long soak would go a long way to eliminating the nip in her body.  She filled the tub with water as hot as her undead flesh could stand and added a packet of bath salts that the hotel had left for guests.  When the bath was ready, she returned to the room, slit open the top of the blood bag and poured a hefty portion into one of the wine glasses from the mini-bar.  Some blood remained in the bag and rather than waste it, Stacia quickly drained the container dry.

The energy of that small bit of blood surged through her body, awakening it.

Awakening needs of various kinds.

She sipped the blood in the glass as she strolled back to the claw-footed tub and placed her beverage on a small, filigreed stand.  Whirls of steam rose from the water as Stacia slipped off her robe and then eased into the roomy tub.

The heat enveloped her, but it was a poor substitute for a lover’s embrace.  That would have to wait until tonight’s encounter.

Maybe she would run across the handsome man from last night. The one who had seemed so interested in her.  The intense look on his face had stayed with her long after she had lost sight of him in the crowd and then left the club.

For a few moments she let herself imagine how that intensity might feel directed toward her.  How his long lithe body, so much bigger than hers, would surround her and how he might lift her up against him with those muscled arms.  Take her to her bed and fill her night with pleasure.

With a sigh, she reluctantly eased her arm out of the warmth of the water to grab her glass.  Took a bracing gulp of the blood which sent a wave of energy crashing through her insides.

Stacia gasped from the force of it and as she sucked in a steadying breath, the scents from the baths slipped into her consciousness.

Eucalyptus.

Orange blossoms like those on the potted trees tucked into the niches of the walls in her family’s bath.

Memories assailed her of those baths, driving away the pleasant daydream about her mystery man.

The scents recalled the times she had shared the baths with her family.  With Hadrian when she had turned him, centuries after she had lost her life and her innocence.

Lost both of them in those waters.

With her hand shaking from the blood’s life force running through her veins, she brought the glass to her lips and took another deep gulp, nearly emptying the glass.  She placed the drink back on the stand and eased beneath the water’s edge, the temperature of the liquid feeling almost cool now that the vampire’s heat surged through her body.

The desire stirred by the blood became unbearable and as Stacia slipped her hand down between her thighs to satisfy that desire, the warm wetness and scents of the water transported her back to that fateful day.
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Rome, nearly 2000 years earlier

“STOP IT, CASSIUS.” Stacia giggled as she dodged her intended’s amorous advances along their moonlight-lit stroll.  They had been walking for close to an hour, through the Forum and then back to her family’s home near the Tiber.

Cassius grabbed hold of her hand and dragged her into the shadows by the door to the building holding the baths in her home.  “The ceremony is tomorrow, beloved.”

Tomorrow being the day her father would place her hand in Cassius’s, turning over control of her to her intended along with the substantial dowry her father, a Senator, was bestowing upon them to start their married life together.

Not that Stacia would be controlled.

At seventeen she was past the age when most of her friends had been married.  Wiser than them, she thought as she snared Cassius’s hand as he slipped it beneath the edge of her sleeveless tunic and pressed his body to hers.  The obvious proof of his desire butted against the softness of her belly. 

“Cassius,” she warned again, but her beloved would not be dissuaded.

He inched closer and bent his head, bringing his lips to her neck.  He dropped a line of kisses up to the shell of her ear where he whispered, “I have something I want to show you.”

Stacia shivered as he tugged on her earlobe, desire awakening despite her better sense.  There was something different about Cassius lately.  In the last few weeks, ever since he had spent time with some new friends out in the country, he had been...

Sexier.

More demanding.

Infinitely darker, with a dangerous air he had not possessed before.

He must have sensed she was weakening since he reached down, cupped her breast and unerringly found the tip, rotating it between his fingers and dragging a strangled moan from her.

“You are so beautiful.  Let me show you how beautiful, my wife,” he said huskily, the low tones of his voice strumming alive greater need within her.

“Wife now, is it?” she teased and pulled on a longish lock of his dark hair to draw him away.

“Tonight, you are my wife.  Tomorrow is only a matter of ceremony, no?” He smiled, his deep brown eyes glowing with a strange new light.  The paleness of his skin a startling contrast to the darkness of his jet-black hair.

Had his skin always been that bloodless or was it an illusion from the moonlight? she wondered for a moment before he tightened his fingers on her breast, creating a sympathetic tug between her legs.  The pull of desire was so intense she had to close her eyes against the strength of it, which just caused Cassius to chuckle.

“Do not deny yourself, Stacia.  You are a woman of immense passion.  I can show you great pleasure tonight.  The kind of pleasure we will share forever, my wife.”

Forever, she thought, imagining the life she would be starting with Cassius come the morning.  Eager to begin a new phase since she had gotten bored with the mundane tasks of helping her mother run their household.  It was long past time that she should have a home of her own and a husband to warm her bed.

“Show me,” she said, and he chuckled once more, grasped her hand and led her into the baths.
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STACIA DRAGGED HERSELF away from the painful memories of her once beloved Cassius.

As something wet trickled down the side of her face, she brushed it away, but was surprised as she encountered the salt of her tears and not the bath water.

Dashing away the tears, she rose from the bath and dressed quickly, needing to leave before the reminiscences brought more pain and disillusionment.  She had no desire to let those emotions cloud the bright Miami days she had escaped Manhattan to enjoy.

As she dressed and shot one last look in the mirror, imagining how she might appear, another image pulled at her memory.  The vision of her tall handsome Latino – the one she had connected with briefly at the club the night before.

Yet again it occurred to her that there had been something familiar about his face, much as his expression had given away that there had been something recognizable about her.  As she finally left her hotel room and escaped into the night, she tried time and again to place the man, but each attempt failed.

The identity of her mystery man would have to wait until later.  It wasn't as if she didn't have an eternity of nights to find him, although she hoped it wouldn’t take her too long.

Something about him whispered to her that he might be able to fill the nights that loomed before her, eternal and empty.

Predictably boring.

Recalling the determined glitter in his eyes, she decided that the handsome Latino would be anything but boring.

Because of that, Stacia hastened her pace, eager for the night to begin.
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Chapter 3
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Alex handed the artist’s sketch to Miranda, the final one of Andrea’s friends he had to interview.  The very last person who had seen Andrea entering the private area with the man they called “The Sheik.”  Miranda had agreed to meet him at one of the cafes along the Ocean Drive strip where they sat at an intimate table for two tucked beneath an umbrella .

Miranda took but a cursory glance at the sketch and immediately shoved the drawing back in Alex’s direction.  “This is the guy.” With shaky hands Miranda reached into her purse, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, and offered him one.

He held up his hand.  “No, thanks.”

She lit up and took a deep drag, her actions skittish.  Her eyes hidden from him by the sunglasses she wore.  She blew out a breath of smoke and he watched it drift into the darkening Miami sky.

“You’re sure Andrea was with this man at the Widget?” he pressed just to confirm.

Miranda bent forward, perused the sketch again before nodding and taking another nervous drag from her cigarette.

“I’m sure.  We had seen him there before.  He always had a harem and lots of money so we nicknamed him ‘The Sheik’.”

“Do you know his real name?”  Alex picked up his espresso cup and blew across its surface before taking a tentative sip.

Miranda glanced around, almost as if fearful to answer.

Alex tracked her gaze but observed nothing suspicious.

“Are




































[image: ]






























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NY Times & USA Today Bestseller _






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





