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      A foreboding of what is coming wraps itself around me like a cloak of grief as I watch from the ceiling-high windows of the Descallia mansion as the ordinarily calm Tyrrhenian Sea pummels the Amalfi Coast.

      Even under the clear moonlight, the windblown froth signifies a brewing catastrophic storm. My thoughts are halfway around the world, though, on the city that has become a melting pot for various vampire clans and human syndicates alike, where a storm of another type gathers force, preparing to destroy everything the vampires have worked for and hold dear.

      Humans and vampire leaders are all enamored with the cash flowing into Sin City, where money and power flow as fluidly as the bets on the table and drinks in their hands. And now suddenly, everyone has sprouted visions of controlling the city that never sleeps—one of the largest growing criminal hubs in North America.

      The recent string of incidents in the States bear all the signs of a well-planned coup by our enemies, regardless of what the papers say. I must handle it personally, with swiftness and discretion, to ensure balance is maintained throughout the land and it does not pit vampire master against master. Or escalate human animosity toward all vampires.

      A ferocious growl emanates from deep within me, escaping with thunderous rage and rattling everything on the walls around me. It is time to put an end to the orchestrators for good.

      My phone vibrates, and I answer it after only one ring. “Descallia.”

      “Everything is prepared for your trip to Vegas, Overlord Descallia,” Edmundo reports. “Your passport and travel documents are in order. Your baggage is downstairs, and the car is pulling around now. The jet will arrive at the private strip in less than an hour.”

      I disconnect, having no patience for mundane details. The last thing I need is to waste thirteen hours in a bullet-shaped bus in the air. It would be far faster to transport myself directly to Las Vegas, and it’s almost tempting despite the quarts of blood it would require afterward to recover. Unfortunately, paper and digital trails are necessary to keep humans amenable in this day and age. “Adjust and adapt with time” is a motto we must continue to remember, so I will fly to the fucking desert halfway around the world.

      As soon as I reach downstairs, Edmundo steps outside and snaps open a large umbrella, and walks with me through the swirling wind and rain to the long black Town Car that awaits. I slide into the soft leather backseat, and after he closes the door, I swipe away the drop of rain that landed on my Armani suit and adjust my tie and cuffs.

      As the car pulls away, I connect via cell with Lucas, my second-in-command and friend for as many centuries as I can recall—one of the few worthy of my trust.

      He answers on the first ring. “This is Lucas.”

      “I’m on my way to the airport. What did you learn?”

      “The situation is escalating, Salvatore. Another woman has been abducted. I don’t have a lot of information yet. The cops have been keeping it quiet as hell. But all the regional heads are clamoring for control of the city. Vince is telling me women throughout the city are disappearing at an alarming rate. And we’re not just talking ladies of the night, who are more vulnerable to predators. There’ve been women taken at clubs, or just walking along the street. This latest abduction was of a woman last seen grocery shopping. She never made it back to her house. We knew trafficking was still going on in small pockets, but nothing of this magnitude since you put your foot down with the syndicate. All of a sudden the police can’t keep up with the reports.”

      “And they’re all taken at night,” I growl, my frustration growing as I read his thoughts.

      “Exactly.”

      “Have the police questioned any of the vampire clans yet?” I ask.

      “Not yet. Vince said they don’t want to start a finger-pointing war or get the humans all stirred up. But it doesn’t look good. Each woman taken has some tie or has had a previous relationship with one of us. The police know this, but so far they’re keeping it under wraps, using all their pull to keep these cases out of the news. I sent Vince underground to see if he can get any details.”

      I nod, silently approving. Lucas is formidable as underboss, overseeing the business’s operations, ensuring, as a clan, we maintain balance and harmony with the humans—a critical necessity. As long as we are the minority, we must fight for our very existence. And Vince has been with our clan since the old times. He has developed a knack for blending into environments. “Make sure he knows to report only to us.”

      “Of course.”

      It won’t be long before every law enforcement agency will start looking at the vampire community as the guilty ones. It seems every half-century, an unsolved string of crimes happens, and humans start fearing they will be our next meal. Then we’re put on the defensive, scrambling to protect our name and honor in communities that never accept us for what we are, preferring to believe we are the root of all evil.

      A sense of foreboding returns.

      “Something else you should know,” Lucas says. “Metro is sending a detective to our resort to work undercover, let her put her ear to the ground, and see what she can find out.”

      I snarl, “One human woman? Stupidity!”

      Lucas sighs heavily.

      “Speak!”

      “You’re not going to like this. The woman has powers.”

      “Powers?”

      “She’s a clairvoyant police officer who has helped solve numerous cases.”

      My chest tightens. “What is she? A witch? A fairy?”

      “I’m not certain, Salvatore. I just learned about it myself. They want her to begin with our clubs and casinos because we’re the largest. And they know you’re the overmaster of all the clans⁠—”

      “Wait!”

      I place the phone on mute as the car pulls up to the airport’s private check-in point on the tarmac. Edmundo opens the window and hands our papers to the gate attendant, who flips her blonde ponytail, bats her caked-on eyelashes, and licks her lower lip as she glances from the documents over to me. The smell of her arousal is heavy but doesn’t flicker my interest at all. I give her a small conciliatory smile. She returns the papers, and Edmundo pulls forward the short distance to the sleek silver Gulfstream with the Descallia family crest proudly displayed on the tail.

      I unmute the phone. “It’s good the police are sending this woman to our club first. It will be easier to control the situation. Find out who she is. Get a detailed report on her, and I want it yesterday. I’ll find you when I arrive.”

      “I have her official police bio and photograph⁠—”

      I disconnect and get out of the car.

      Within moments, I’m settling into a recliner in the jet’s main cabin, leaving Edmundo to talk with the crew as I try to relax within the familiar windowless gold walls and decorative historical carvings of the plane.

      A short-skirted redhead attendant enters, swaying her hips suggestively as she crosses to the sleek black bar in the corner. She rearranges a few things on its surface. “Would you care for a drink?”

      “Red wine,” I tell her, nodding approval of the bottle she holds up for my inspection.

      She pours the dark liquid, glancing in my direction. I can sense her pulse quickening, and the scent of her arousal fills the air. She saunters my way. “I’m Kallie, and I’m happy to service any need you might have during the trip.” My short-lived interest in her exceptional body fades away as fast as it came.

      “Leave me.”

      Her bright pink lips tighten before she makes her way out of the cabin. The culture is changing. Human women are becoming more aggressive, comfortable in their sexual prowess and combative skills. While intriguing, I prefer a woman in my bed and underneath me to be soft, supple, and less the pursuer.

      I unlock my iPad and skim for any news of the abductions in Vegas. Not a word of even one missing person. The police keeping this all quiet signals just how precarious the situation is. An all-out war could ensue without careful handling of every detail.

      A message alert from Lucas pops up. I tap it, and my screen fills with a picture of a young woman with the creamiest skin, long dark hair, and startling green eyes. I glance at her bio. Lucianna Denaro, a human of twenty-six years. I don’t read further. The depth of the dark pupils in her kaleidoscopic eyes draw me back in with mesmeric power, creating energy that grows in force the longer I gaze, traveling to my loins, awakening the desire to both consume and feast.

      I avert my stare with effort, inhaling, profoundly startled by my hungering desire for this creature with powers, and gulp the last of my wine. From the refrigerator behind the bar, I retrieve a quart of blood and immediately drink it down, only to devour another, and then another, before the first signs of satiety begins to form. I finish a fourth and make my way to the luxurious master bedroom.

      Closing the door, I transport to the center of the room and open the long rectangular coffin. The pillow and bedding are lined in rich red velvet, a welcome sight after many sleepless nights. While usually a bed will do, thirteen hours of solitude is an occasion to hibernate in undisturbed luxury.

      I whisp into its folds, bring the lid down, and dream of a human with mesmerizing kaleidoscope eyes, a creamy neck, and ethereal energy I’ve not seen or felt for more than three centuries.
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            Lucianna

          

        

      

    

    
      The station is full of activity. Toting two coffees, I weave my way through the throng of wooden desks filled with detectives who seem to be doing their best to live up to their reputation for wearing suits and sitting on their asses while us peons hit the beat. They claim detectives don’t make more money than us, but I call bullshit on that. There’s more to it than being able to sit at a desk, in air conditioning, out of the sun, that motivates everyone to do whatever it takes to make rank around this joint.

      I pass a few regulars filling out paperwork in triplicate, trying to get released after a weekend raid, no doubt. The visitors are always surprised to learn prostitution isn’t legal in Vegas; it’s only allowed at licensed establishments. Conveniently for the city folks and their businesses, people are usually astonished to find these places are nowhere near the strip. The local regulars are always more than pleased to keep the visitors happy, though. The men and women in blue keep rounding up the girls, issuing fines, and sending them back out onto the streets to do it all over again—all the while lining the pockets of their pimps and establishments in the game.

      At the back of the station, I slip into my well-worn battleship-gray chair facing Neal over our shared metal desk. He looks tired and is just getting off the phone. “Long weekend?”

      “One of the busiest I’ve had in a while.”

      I pass him one of the coffees. “Black, no cream. I thought you could use it after weekend duty.”

      “Thanks,” says my partner of three years before pulling off the lid and taking a scalding gulp.

      I sip my concoction fully loaded with hazelnut cream and a dash of nutmeg and cinnamon and nod at the bustle up front. “What is it about this time of year that brings out all the loons?”

      Neal rolls his eyes. “I didn’t even have time to finish the paperwork. I came in early to catch up before I take Candy up to the mountains for a few days of relaxation.”

      I glance around and say in a hushed voice, “How’d you get out of here without filing last night? If the captain learns you skipped out without putting them on his desk…”

      “Morgan’s not going to find out. It’s all done and on his desk. He’ll scan the reports, pencil whip his name, and no one will be the wiser.” He narrows his eyes at me. “Unless you keep yammering on and on about it.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Famous last words. If you get us hauled into the captain’s office, you’re going to wish you hadn’t.”

      “You worry way too much, Luce. You need to relax, and you know what they say about rules.” Eyes twinkling with mischief, he lets out a deep belly laugh.

      The captain’s blinds clanking against his window interrupts our banter.

      “Denaro, in my office now!” Captain Morgan bellows.

      “Damn it, great start to the week,” I mutter to Neal, who’s barely able to contain his chuckling behind a stern exterior. “Paybacks are hell,” I mumble as I head to the captain’s office.

      A foreboding sense of dread comes over me, and the station fades as my mind swirls, ebbing and flowing with a veiled premonition of what’s to come. I try centering the force, attempting to calm, and barely succeed as I close the captain’s door behind me and take a seat across from the tall, lean dark-haired man who likes to give the impression of running the department with an iron fist despite the humor in his last name.

      Morgan skims the pile of paperwork on his desk, flipping and signing page after page before he hands the stack to me. “Tell Neal that next time he skips out before completing his end-of-shift paperwork, I’m gonna put his ass on traffic patrol.”

      I would smile, even laugh outright, but the images swirling through my mind bring up a nauseating despair. I swallow the lump in my throat and focus the energy, allowing it to permeate my senses. I witness a mother crying for her daughter, a sister praying for her loved one’s return, and other similar scenes that don’t quite clarify…

      And the force dissipates with a swoosh of unfelt air, gone as quickly as it came, leaving me with a void that takes time and focus to close.

      The captain is watching me intently, his brow knit with concern. “You know what I need to ask you, Luce?”

      I try to clear the visions from my thoughts and the murkiness of depravity that taints my soul. “Not the details,” I say. “Missing women, at least two, Anna and Laurel, but there are shadows in the clouds, many more. Anna’s mother sews for a living, or something similar, perhaps a quilter. Laurel’s sister is on the verge of dying. She’s using drugs—no, she’s heavily medicated. And sick. She won’t survive this.”

      The captain nods. “Are you okay?”

      I let out a deep breath. “It takes a lot out of me sometimes. Other times, it’s like talkin’ to a next-door neighbor you’ve known all your life.”

      He shuffles some papers but then gets right to the point. “Alright, so let me fill in the gaps. We’ve got five missing women, all from the Vegas area, with no clues to go on. I would have called you in sooner, but the brass upstairs wanted to keep it quiet.”

      “This is a one-story building.”

      He stifles a grin and averts his gaze. “Anyway, let’s say for whatever reason the higher-ups wanted to keep it under wraps. We’ve got two detectives working it night and day, but they’re not gaining traction fast enough. Orders roll downhill, and we’ve just gotten ours. You start working the cases with your unique insights.” Without rising, he extends a hand across his desk. “Congratulations, Detective Denaro. This promotion has been a long time coming and well deserved.”

      I hesitate. This is what I’ve wanted, what we all want when we start as beat cops. I lean forward and accept the brief handshake. “Thank you, sir,” I say, sensing this unexpected promotion is too easy. “You didn’t mention Neal. We’re a team, a damn good one. I trust him and know he’ll have my back if things get rough. Assign us both to the cases, Captain. I promise you, it’ll go much faster if we’re together.”

      He doesn’t even pretend to negotiate. “I was contemplating it before bringing you in here. I’ll talk to the boys upstairs and smooth the way. One more promotion isn’t going to ruffle any feathers in light of the severity of this case and potential impacts to the city if we don’t solve it quickly.”

      I nod, determined to rescue these women, or at least find who’s responsible.

      “A couple of things before we bring Neal in.” Morgan levels me with a stern gaze. “Keep this extraordinarily classified.” He turns his computer monitor so I can see, but I’m filled with images of women, despair, crosses, and blood—copious amounts of blood in every imaginable context roiling through my mind as the captain speaks. “Our center of focus is on the vampire and mafia communities.”

      As I struggle to rein in the visions, I nod to let him know I’m listening.

      “The syndicate and vampires are more alike than they are different, Luce. They’re all entrenched in every large city here and abroad, just like their families before them. They have agreements with one another on territories, rackets, and several other business dealings.

      Including trafficking...

      Once they learn about the abducted women, they’ll blame each other. The vampires will think the syndicate is doing it to arouse suspicion around vampires and create a divide among them. And the syndicate will think the vampires haven’t kept their word. They’ll feel threatened that the vampires intend to cut them out of this lucrative business. This could spark an out-and-out war between all the factions.”

      A permeating darkness filled with images of carnage presses in. Maintaining control with effort, I swallow the lump in my throat. “This would be bad, Captain. The war we’re talking about could be of a magnitude we’ve not seen in all of our years on this earth.”

      “That’s why you start your investigation undercover at Club Descallia. If Salvatore Descallia, overlord of the vampire masters, discovers who’s behind the abductions of these women before we do, he will without a doubt descend on this city with a wrath we’d have a hell of a time containing. The vampire community will do anything and everything in their power…”

      I hear the captain’s voice, but Salvatore Descallia’s brooding eyes staring at me from the computer monitor hold my gaze instead, their dark depths capturing me. The intense energy surrounding him feels so close it’s as if he were sitting in this very room. I tremble as new visions find their way into my psyche, swirling with more images of servitude, blood, and a deep-seated desire that sends a shiver of anticipation straight down my spine and right to my center.
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      I glance down at the large-faced gold watch and straighten my cufflinks as the private elevator takes me from the penthouse to Pleasure Haven, an exclusive lounge in the casino reserved for the most important VIPs of Club Descallia. The music pulses throughout the lounge with sexual energy. The low-key designer lighting showcases the waitresses’ well-toned topless bodies as they move gracefully among the guests, taking orders and delivering drinks.

      My eyes scan the familiar faces, executives from all over the globe, both human and vampire. A man in a black suit pours a drink into a crystal bowl at his feet as a dark-haired woman, nude except for a bright red collar adorned with studs, waits obediently on her hands and knees. She bends to drink from the dish, turning her upended backside to those around her, seductively displaying the long fluffy black tail trailing from between her ass cheeks.

      I catch sight of Lucas walking through the door. He saunters over to me and extends a hand across the table before taking a seat. “Good to see you, Salvatore. Did you have a good trip?” He smiles at the tall nipple-pierced waitress with vibrant purple hair who stops to take our order.

      “Red wine for both of us,” I say to the female, sizing her up as she stands before me.

      “Overmaster Descallia,” Lucas says, “allow me to introduce Embry, who started with us recently and has been a welcome addition to the resort family. Embry, this is Salvatore Descallia, Overmaster of the vampire consulate, as well as owner of this hotel and casino.”

      “Embry,” I say, listening to the thoughts floating through her mind. While her goals of being turned are flattering, they are not likely. She may have heard stories of her mother or grandmother’s friends turned from human to vampire, which was a much more common occurrence in years past. These days, though, only very few ever meet the criteria, and they must bring something unique to the table.

      “Thank you, Master. It’s an honor to meet you. I’ve dreamed of this day for a very long time,” Embry says, head lowered with a heartfelt reverence that gives me reason to reevaluate my previous assessment. I sense something more in her, something unclear pulsing right below the surface of her thoughts that leaves me watching her with more than slight curiosity.

      Lucas waits until she’s across the room before turning to me. “Embry’s grandmother was almost turned years ago. Do you recall the young woman who was killed intervening on my behalf with humans when we were in Chicago for the first consulate meeting held in the States?”

      I nod, having a clear recollection of the fateful night when we lost so many of our young warriors to hatred and needless slaughter. They were ill-prepared before and after their transformation into our world—the first thing I changed when rising to the position of overmaster. All young vampires shall be properly prepared and trained so such tragedy never happens again as long as I lead our kind.

      “The woman who died helping me was Embry’s grandmother. I didn’t have the power to save her at the time, but I promised her that I would look after her family. Embry’s mother has shared these stories openly with her daughter, and Embry has always had a strong desire to cross.” Lucas shrugs. “So, I introduced you.”

      The situation floats through my mind with gravity, recalling how fond he was of the woman. “You’ve asked for nothing in all these years. I’ll keep it under careful consideration, Lucas.”

      “Thank you, Salvatore. That means a great deal,” he says before Embry returns to the table with our drinks.

      “Lucas,” she says, “a young woman by the name of Luce Denaro is at the reception area. The woman claims she has an appointment with you but is a little early.”

      “Very good. I’ll bring Ms. Denaro back when we’re ready for her.” As Embry makes her way to the next table, Lucas turns to me and says in a low voice, “Lucianna Denaro is the clairvoyant police officer we discussed. She’s here looking for a job as a bartender. Vince says she’s pretty talented in that area too.”

      “Why so soon?” I growl. That damn woman with kaleidoscope eyes already invaded my dreams the entire flight to the States, and now she interrupts my drink.

      My right-hand man smirks at my irritation, the only one who gets away with that. “My guess, you. It’s not a secret, your role on the consulate. She and the captain probably want to enlist our help.”

      I toss back a swallow of my drink and place my glass on the table. “Bring her to me.”

      Lucas grins. “Enjoy the show until I return. Sheri’s up next,” he says, gesturing with his head toward the stage, where the lights are beginning to dim again. The lounge gets quiet with hushed anticipation as Sheri walks onto the raised platform, enticing the crowd with her sexy, catlike walk. Her bright silver G-string is enough to keep the red-blooded humans’ attention and spark my own after three days of abstaining. She prances around the horseshoe-shaped stage, seductively tossing her long blonde mane for the audience.

      Her eyes connect with mine, and she sends a suggestive wink my way before lowering herself to the floor. She teases us all, sliding and writhing on the polished wood, then pausing, making the audience wait before rising to give us all an incredible view of her upended ass.

      She captivates the group, keeping the crowd on edge, tormenting the men, caressing the dainty strings that hold up her skimpy top as she slinks to the pole. Quiet anticipation ripples through the air, filling the lounge with its lusty energy.

      But there’s another presence, a much stronger one with an intangible and fiery intensity, drawing my attention toward the door, where my eyes land on Lucianna Denaro.

      Lucas escorts her into the lounge, and the blood in my veins races with unprecedented speed. The woman’s long dark hair flips slightly against her pale-green-sweatered breasts as she walks. Her three-inch heels add to her medium height and tilt her ass in a way I find more than pleasing. I linger on the tight jeans that mold to her body, showcasing the slim waist and exquisite shape of the magnificent creature.

      Lucianna radiates a fascinating energy throughout the club, the flow of it wafting through the air and swirling around us, surrounding everyone with the heat of its electricity. It enraptures me as I allow it to mingle with my own, feeling the spiral as the energy from both of us connects and melds.

      Lucas guides her to my table. I watch the human intently as she nervously stands before me. Before Lucas has a chance to formally introduce us, I say, “Welcome, Officer Lucianna Denaro.”

      Her eyes fix on mine. “It’s Detective, actually.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      She swallows, and I follow the line of her creamy throat, where her pulse is visibly racing, mesmerized by the visible beat of her blood.

      Lucas coughs and offers late abbreviated introductions. “Overmaster Descallia. Detective Denaro.”

      She abruptly presents her Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department business card from her purse. I accept it, continuing to watch her with unveiled interest. Lucas holds a chair for Lucianna, and she settles into it.

      “I generally go by Luce,” she says with a pleasant smile. “Not Lucy, but Luce.”

      I gesture for Embry to bring another drink, because I too can have manners and fit into society if necessary, and if it suits my purposes. “Red wine for Lucianna.” Her name rolls off my tongue seductively, the same way it did in my dreams. My jaw clenches in annoyance at the distraction of the memory that invades my thoughts even now.

      “That would be lovely; thank you,” Lucianna says softly, not pushing against the use of her formal name the way I thought she might—something I find intriguing and alluring. I watch her intently, silently sizing her up as Embry returns with a bottle and pours our visitor a glass of wine before refreshing glasses for us all.

      I hold those deep green eyes captive with my own, keeping the connection, even while attempting to focus on the business at hand. “I’ll save you the trouble of a long-rehearsed request to work at the club. I know why you’re here, and we will aid in your efforts. It will undoubtedly save you from lying to me, which you do not want to do, Lucianna.”

      Her surprise is evident, and she doesn’t try to hide it or even acknowledge my warning, an attempt to fluster her that didn’t hit its mark. “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Descallia,” she says, addressing me by neither Overlord or Master.

      I stare at this innocent who is supposed to have powers and hide my scorn. “Kindness has nothing to do with this. If word gets out of … the situation,” I say, tactfully avoiding any public mention of abductions, “there could be far-reaching implications for the vampire community as a whole. You understand the severity of what the vampires are dealing with?”

      Lucianna contemplates this and nods. “In fact, it’s good that you’re fully aware. Nobody at the department thought you would know of the situation this quickly, or that you would extend yourself in this way. I think the captain will be pleasantly surprised and will appreciate your help. As do I.”

      I watch her eyes as they change from light to deeper green. Her pupils dilate, and her coursing blood causes a hunger and need I haven’t felt for years—except in my dreams of this damn woman. I inhale, willing my desire for this human to settle, striving instead to explore her energy, to find out if her power is nothing more than an ability to see things in the future but not communicate and connect at a deeper level.

      “No, it’s more than that, Mr. Descallia,” Lucianna says, answering my unspoken question and surprising me with her ability to hear my thoughts. “Not just the future. I see and feel more fully, at least when the energy allows.” Her brows knit. “Although you were able to block the pathway a few moments ago. I’ve never had that happen.”

      I focus on the pupils within the kaleidoscopes of brilliant green. “Just how do you plan to use those unique powers of yours to find these women, because I assure you, me and my kind”—I gesture with a glance around the club—“are not the ones you are looking for.”

      “The department is gathering personal items from the victims’ families. I can connect with the women through those articles and hopefully see what has transpired. Sometimes I see clues as to where a crime has been committed. In one case I even saw a killer’s face. We were able to run my description through our databases and get information that led to the arrest.”

      I grunt, unable to keep the pathway locked. I try to focus on the issue at hand as the energy flows through our connection, causing my blood to pound and tenacious excitement to head straight south until my dick pushes painfully against the seam of my pants.

      “The captain asked me to take the assignment and try to use bartending as a cover. I’m a little on the overeager side. I stopped by to see if I could persuade Lucas to allow me to start right away, because I think the cover makes sense. You and Lucas will be of great assistance if you’re willing to help.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      “My partner, Neal, will also need a job here at the club.” She glances at the stage. “He probably wouldn’t make a good stripper, though.” Lucianna laughs, a tinkling sound that reverberates in my ears and sends a jolt to my crotch.

      Sheri has finished her set. A long-haired blonde now parades onto the raised platform, wearing nothing more than a pair of white lacy panties and matching pasties. The lady is the wet dream of every hot-blooded creature, human or vampire, and possibly would have held my interest and found herself in my bed, feasted upon until we were sated well into the night.

      But all I can focus on now is the raven-haired beauty across the table, emitting a sexual energy that calls to the beast in me to rise, capture, and consume the very thing that I want.
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      Salvatore Descallia has locked me in his stare, and for all my abilities, I’m unable to break free or avert my gaze. Below his dark wavy hair draped across his forehead, his deep, almost black eyes begin to surge with color, gaining vibrancy until they glow with a deep red hue.

      My heart picks up its pace, beating with feverish intensity. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck rise, sending a chill down the length of my spine. My nipples pebble as I shiver, inhaling deeply, trying to gain some semblance of self-control, a way to calm myself under the power of Salvatore’s gaze, but the desire he stirs is tangible and has a strength that will not be easily tamed.

      His eyes turn a deeper crimson, and his lips part. I gasp, glimpsing two points that descend, envisioning him sinking them into my neck in the middle of an extraordinary climax. I try to shake the connection, but he’s a strong overmaster, and I feel all the way to my center that he will allow the bond to diminish only when he is ready.

      And then, just as quickly as it happened, his eyes fade to their deep black color, and his fangs slowly retract. In their place is a smirk—his amusement at my obvious arousal.

      I look down in shame, trying to regain my composure without embarrassing myself further. I inhale, shaken profoundly, but the deep timbre of Salvatore’s voice brings my gaze to him. “Look at me, Lucianna.”

      His eyes are searching, still hazy with the transition, but Salvatore blocks his thoughts before I can tell what he’s thinking.

      “I’ll allow you and your partner to work in my club, on one condition: you provide me with updates prior to reporting to your boss.”

      The captain will certainly be surprised at Salvatore’s knowledge of the situation. Still, I’m confident he will want me to do whatever is necessary to ensure I can work here undercover. “I won’t need to check in with my captain on that request. He’ll have no qualms about that arrangement, especially since it’ll keep communication lines open between us.”

      Salvatore’s gaze is steely and unwavering. “Lucas will show you the bar, employee areas, and get you settled in officially.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Descallia. I appreciate the offer.”

      He stands to his six-feet-four-inch height, gives me one last look, then abruptly scowls and turns away, blocking my attempts to penetrate his thoughts as he stalks out of the lounge.

      I’ve always known vampires have special powers, but in all the interactions I’ve had with them in the last few years, not one of them could block my entry into their internal deliberations. Not one, until Salvatore Descallia.

      And not one has ever before crept into my psyche or caused my body to tremble with unleashed need at the thought of being taken in the manner his need demands.

      As I bring my breath and heartbeat back to normal, Lucas waves over our young topless waitress. “Embry, do you have time to show Luce around? She accepted the open bartender position, so if you could give her a tour of the back area and get her acclimated to the policies and procedures, I’d appreciate it. I’ll pop back around in a short while and get her paperwork completed. Welcome aboard, Luce.”

      “Thanks, Lucas.” I appreciate his easy manner, especially compared to that of his boss.

      “You’ll be in good hands with Embry.” Lucas leaves us, crossing to the other side of the lounge to converse with a tall man in a black suit.

      “Welcome aboard,” Embry says, generating a positive vibe. “You’re going to love working here. Everyone is friendly, and the executives treat us all like family. I mean that quite literally. I’ve only been here for a few months, and everyone gets along. I just met Mr. Descallia today, but Lucas is an old friend of the family. He’s been encouraging me to take a job here for longer than I can remember. Come on. I’ll show you around backstage and grab some clothes.”

      “Sounds great.”

      I follow the cheery woman down an employee hall into what looks like a Hollywood backstage studio set. An oblong gold-embossed full-length mirror extends across one wall, with eight leather chairs like from a high-end hair salon arranged before it. I am seriously impressed with the amenities and luxuries provided for all the women who work here. “Wow, nice setup.”

      “We can’t complain about anything, that’s for sure. The casino even employs stylists who do our makeup and hair.” Embry shrugs. “I told you, they treat us well.” She leads me to the dressing areas and without pulling the curtain, slips on a dainty pink bra and shrugs into a tight-fitting gray tee. “This is Pod A. There are six pods designed just like it on this side of the resort, and another six over on the other side.” She opens a drawer and wipes her face with a matte powder before dabbing gloss on her lips. Then she runs a brush through her purple mane before fluffing it with her fingers. “The far-end chair and dressing station are vacant, so consider them yours. You might have to give it up if we fill up with dancing girls, but until then, it’s fair game!” she says, giving me a wink.

      I open the drawers to the right of the station. They’re filled with anything and everything a top cosmetologist could ever dream of having. “Pretty impressive. Let those dancing girls dare try to steal it away.”

      Embry laughs, pointing to the bottom drawer. “The key down below is yours. You can keep your purse and valuables locked up when you’re working, or if you prefer, there’s a safe in the employee area behind every bar at the resort. Enough money runs through this place that it’s a necessity. The guards do a pickup a few times a night, but still. You wouldn’t think this was the era of plastic, with all the green that gets thrown around here at the resort.”

      I would most definitely believe the amount of cash a place like this would see. Everyone on the force knows the best place to launder money quickly is through a casino. A criminal can walk in, throw a bunch of dirty money down in exchange for some chips, play a few games, cash out, and away they go with money that’s clean as a whistle, only leading back to the casino. Only a handful of resorts scan cash into a registry before taking it in and dealing it out. The bad guys know this, and if that’s not happening, they will often walk right out that door with thousands and thousands of clean bills, without anyone batting an eye. It’s not the least bit surprising that the cash flow is so abundant in a large joint like this.

      “Lucas isn’t back yet. I’ll show you around the casino a little bit,” Embry says.

      “You sure you don’t mind? I hate to be a bother if you’ve got other stuff to do.”

      “I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t want to show you. I’m a pretty open book. You get what you see, and I say what I mean. Besides, otherwise I’ll just mope back here after getting the cold shoulder from Overlord Descallia.”

      My job ears come on. “What do you mean by that? Descallia certainly wasn’t friendly, but I have heard horror stories about how rude he can be. He seemed at least controlled tonight.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Master Descallia was cordial, but that was about it.” She sighs. “Lucas knew my grandmother, and I guess I thought that would mean something to Overmaster Descallia too. But he barely gave me the time of day.”

      “You kinda into him?” I ask, smirking because damn, I can’t get my mind off Mr. Tall, Dark, Sullen, and Dreamy myself.

      She spins, and her face is already a pale rose red. “Oh my God! No, totally no! Well, not like that! I do have a thing for him, but it’s for the entire clan.”

      Now it’s my turn to smirk, because an entire clan of men like him is probably my and every other red-blooded American woman’s dream. “Well, that’ll work too. I mean, the more, the merrier.”

      Embry’s blush deepens, and her grin grows wider. “Stop it! That’s not what I meant!” She looks conspiratorially at me. “I mean, Master Descallia and his clan have been revered for centuries, and they’ll go on that way, living and sustaining through time, while we mortals will turn to ash before we even live out a century. I’ve dreamed of being one of them since as far back as I can remember. I was hoping Lucas would have some pull with Overmaster Descallia, convince him to let me become a recruit, but it sure didn’t seem that way. It’s not fair, that’s all.”

      “You may have a point there,” I say, having read some of the folklore, but not nearly enough to feel comfortable weighing in on a topic such as this.

      I pocket the key for my return. We opt for the escalator that takes us to the main floor, where mostly slots and small dollar tables dot the entire level.

      “This is where most of the general public plays. The casino has rooms upstairs for the VIPs, but it takes a whole lot of bank to get through those doors, and even more to get admitted to the private dungeons.”

      “Dungeons … as in a play club?” I ask, intrigued, picturing myself in some play club, having Salvatore Descallia dominate me with his will. My cheeks feel hot at the thought, and I hope they haven’t colored. Seriously, that vampire is making me delusional! Luce Denaro does not do that! Not yesterday, today, or ever!

      “It’s the best-kept secret in Vegas,” Embry says, “and the most exclusive one in North America. The wealthiest vampires and humans come from all over the globe to play at the Pleasure Haven, but only the elite are allowed entry. The Club Descallia girls are different from many of the clubs across the world.”

      I give her wide eyes.

      “You’re blushing, girl,” Embry says, smirking at me.

      “That sort of thing is new to me.”

      “Well, don’t worry. The Descallias won’t throw you down there with the wolves. Well, unless we get really short-staffed. Then they’ll dress you up in a little thong and pasty set and send you down to get your ass spanked by the rich boys using their implements of choice.”

      My cheeks heat with even greater embarrassment. “Embry!”

      She laughs out loud. “I’m kidding, prude girl. The club is renowned for the selection that works the club, and if we were ever short, they’d pull from the dancers first. And some of them do already work both, so your ass is safe, for now.”

      Embry gestures to the rows of slots and tables being operated by dealers wearing either black slacks or a skirt, a white shirt, and a red suit jacket with the Club Descallia emblem on the right lapel.

      We watch the men and women gathering around the table and waitresses wearing short skirts, skimpy tops, and high heels, serving them drinks.

      “They may get to keep their tops on, but they don’t bring in the bank that I do,” Embry says.” And besides that, the VIPs don’t try and handle the merchandise up in the private area. They know it would cost them their membership. Out here on the main floor, these jokers can find another club down the street to gamble and get a drink at if they get tossed out on their ear.”

      The resort sprawls over a significant share of prime real estate space, so it takes us a while to get around just the main floor, navigating in and around the various slot machines, roulette tables and card games.

      I take in the upscale restaurants and fast-food stores that line the perimeter and the large tastefully scrolled signs for other establishments along the adjoining mall, away from all the excitement and clanking of the machines.

      “Thanks for showing me around. Hopefully, Lucas will let me begin work tomorrow. I’m anxious to get started.”

      Embry checks her phone. “He still hasn’t texted me. He might have gotten held up. I don’t know how that guy keeps up. Lucas takes care of all the operations at Pleasure Haven. This one and the ones in other cities too. That in addition to being Overlord Descallia’s right hand for everything else.”

      “Descallia must trust him a lot,” I say.

      Embry nods. “He should. Lucas is a good man.” She looks at me and shrugs. “Man, vampire, whatever you want to call him. I’m going to grab an iced coffee downstairs. Join me?”

      “I could go for a coffee.”

      “Great!” Embry leads the way. “The place is right next to the casino’s main entrance, so you’ll remember where it is if you want to go by yourself. It’s a little mom-and-pop shop owned by a family who rents the space. They have the best flavors in the world. The Italian mocha I order is to die for.” She dramatically runs her tongue across her upper lip.

      We follow the red-and-gold-patterned carpet until we emerge into a mall of sorts. Embry gestures to Cafe Classico a short walk across the tiled floor of the mall. “There it is.”

      People start yelling from the casino we just left. Suddenly we’re pushed so hard from behind that I have to grab Embry’s arm to keep from tripping in my heels.

      Embry screams as she’s yanked roughly from my grasp. A man wearing a face mask holds her by the neck and clamps his hand over her mouth. “Shut the hell up, bitch,” he yells as his partner turns to take a rifle shot at an armed guard barreling toward us, blowing him back into the now-blood-and brain-spattered glass that separates the mall from the casino.

      My blood runs cold, but years of training kick in. If these men aren’t stopped, they will kill Embry. Killers don’t leave loose ends or let their hostages go, no matter what the movies say.

      There are only two of them. I retrieve my service pistol from my bag, but the man with the rifle comes at me too fast. I drive my elbow into his face as he turns toward me, taking him by surprise, which gives me a chance to grasp his hair and bring him down. I slam his face full force into my knee once, and then twice, hearing the bone and cartilage of his nose break, before tossing him unconscious and bleeding to the ground.

      “Put the gun down,” the man holding Embry screams. “You want your friend to live, then you put that fucking thing down, now!”

      He expects me to do as he orders, too scared for Embry to do anything else but comply. I can hear every devious thought he has crawling around in that dark pit of a mind, and as far as he’s concerned, she’s not walking out of here alive. I have to take this fucker out.

      The man grabs Embry’s hair, shaking her and screaming at the top of his lungs for me to put down my gun. He yanks Embry’s head again and gives me the perfect shot. With one clean round to the chest, I watch him fall, releasing Embry as blood spews from the artery I hit.

      Embry crumples to the hard floor, sobbing uncontrollably. I help her to her feet, trying to balance her weight and assess her for any injuries.

      Another round of shots ring out from behind us. A bullet from a sawed-off shotgun catches Embry dead center in the chest, throwing her back onto the unforgiving tile floor.

      I turn toward the casino, gun ready, but my legs give out under me, and I collapse as a sudden sharp pain in my neck leaves me gasping for air and coughing up blood.

      Two more men in the same black masks race out of the casino, flying by us, not even glancing down. I raise my weapon, using Embry’s fallen body to brace my trembling arm, to aim and shoot. One man falls to the ground with a well-placed shot to the back of the head before I’m sucked into a shroud of darkness, a vacuum of shadows where only voices, spirits, and ghosts exist.
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      The magnetic draw between the undercover detective and me is a tenacious mystery. My dreams of the green-eyed temptress linger, hot and sultry, and meeting her in person did nothing to diminish my need. On the contrary, feeling her energy in person fueled the desire coursing through my veins and pulsing in my loins. I growl with frustration and stalk back to my penthouse office to cool off, needing time to absorb my thoughts.

      I text Isala, instructing her to meet me there. She is as close to me as a sister—the only family I will ever have. And in an official capacity, she has been my clan’s loyal consigliere for over four centuries, trusted with the vampire community’s most confidential information. Her powers of sight inform the strategy behind many decisions.

      When I enter my penthouse office, she’s already there, waiting, donned in a bright red Dior skirt suit, pearls, and matching heels, her silver waist-length hair in a bun. Her brow knits with concern.

      “What troubles you, Salvatore?” she asks, her violet eyes watching me, her powers seeking what I’m not ready to share. “You met with the undercover agent. How did that go?”

      I scowl at her uninvited intrusion, close the door behind me, and take a seat behind my desk. “She was forthright and answered me with honesty. I didn’t think the police department would have learned of my arrival this soon. I wondered how she would react to that, and she didn’t lie. She told me that her captain would be surprised but happy for our help.”

      Standing across from me, she crosses her arms. “So you’re going to let the undercover cop play detective in our resort? Honestly, Salvatore.”

      I glare at her but tread lightly, only because if she senses danger from the human, I need to know. “Lucas said he briefed you on the situation. If we don’t cooperate, we’ll be suspect, Isala. Surely you understand that?”

      “What if the masters learn of your knowledge of the situation? Or your aid to the humans, especially this cop?”

      My mind swirls, and I recall the whispered plea of my long-lost mate, as though she were in my arms again and not lost to all eternity at the hands of our enemies: “End the killing in our name. And, Salvatore…” I push the hair from her face as buildings burst into flames around us. “…Wait for me…”

      Isala clears her throat, bringing my focus back to the table. I glance at her, and she’s watching me intently. I grind my teeth. Nothing but questions and more questions, always from Isala! I temper my aggravation. Isala is truly dedicated to our clan, but sometimes she pushes me to the very limit.

      Restraining my roiling emotions, I give her a grim smile. “If the masters dare question my authority, they’ll find themselves sent back to the ranks. It is we who need to locate the perpetrators, and we will use any means necessary. Do you not understand that?”

      Isala’s right eyebrow shifts. “So while the police play their little games, we do what?”

      “Enough!” I roar, rising to my feet. “We will do our own investigating. The fact they want to put a plant, undercover or otherwise, in our midst speaks volumes. The humans will seize on anything they can use to pin this on the vampire community. This is why I will do everything in my power to ensure we find the real culprits first and punish those who would blame us for this crime.”

      Her voice is scornful. “And this girl? We know little to nothing about her.”

      I hand her Lucianna’s business card. “Lucianna Denaro has a degree in psychology, with an emphasis in criminology. She graduated top of her class and has been with Vegas Metro for over three years. She’s young, without a lot of hands-on experience, but her record says she’s a good cop.”

      Looking over the business card, Isala sits in the chair across from my desk. She levels a piercing gaze at me. “And?” She has always had the most uncanny ability to sense when I’m holding something back.

      “And the humans use her every once in a while to solve crimes using her powers.”

      Isala frowns. “Powers? What powers, Salvatore?”

      I sigh, having hoped to avoid this becoming an inquisition. “When we met earlier tonight, Lucianna was able to enter my pathways. I was able to block her, but it was difficult.”

      Her mouth purses. “This human was able to enter your pathways? That’s what you’re saying?”

      “Careful, Isala.” I narrow my eyes at her. “You walk a fine line with your attitude today.”

      Her eyes flash, not backing down for a moment. “Could she communicate through your pathways? I need you to be specific here, Salvatore.”

      “We could communicate. It was murky and came slowly but then started to clear. Lucianna knew what I was going to say before it came out of my mouth.” I remember how her energy felt and take a breath to push my desire for this pesky human out of my mind. There’s a power Lucianna wields over me, and it leaves me disconcerted.

      Isala’s eyes have gone deep purple. “She can connect and enter your pathways? Read your thoughts?”

      I nod. She’s not going to stop until she’s satisfied with the answers. “Except when I consciously block her.”

      Isala’s eyes close.

      “A witch, a strong witch?” I ask.

      “Perhaps, Salvatore, perhaps, but this is so much more.” She rises. “Do you have something more that belongs to this woman? A picture?” She tosses Lucianna’s card onto my desk. “I need something more personal from this human.”

      I unlock my phone and find her picture—the one Lucas sent me, the very one that kept me from sleeping peacefully on the long flight over, filling my
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