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Synopsis

 Vampire Victoria "Tory" Grey
hides among the books in the Library of Congress where life is safe
and simple—until a medieval New Testament shows up on her desk.
Someone is sending her a terrifying message with a chilling
significance only she understands. With no one to turn to, she goes
somewhere she hasn't been in centuries...church.

Ex-vampire-hunter turned lay minister, Naomi Rand's
midnight services at the National Cathedral cater to
preternaturals. Still, she's surprised by the mysterious, lovely
vampire who touches her heart. Attraction between them grows, while
around them the body count mounts. Calling for help from the
Spiritus Group, they struggle to stop a killer before war breaks
out between humans and preternaturals. Tory unknowingly holds the
key, but will she find it before it's too late? Or will Naomi lose
the love she's waited for all her life?
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To my pal Vickie Gregory

I treasure your friendship, your encouragement, and
that you let Loba sleep with me whenever I come to visit!

 



Much wisdom,

much grief;

the more knowledge,

the more sorrow.

 


(Ecclesiastes 1:18, The New Jerusalem Bible Reader’s
Edition)

 



Prologue

St. Louis Cemetery

New Orleans, LA

October 31, 1805

 


Victoria pulled her cloak tight against the wind
that whipped and pushed her small, lean body. With her head down
and her bag held tight, she hurried down the darkened street. The
night was black as coal and the howling air unseasonably icy. The
earlier storm had washed the air clear but left a chill in its
wake. No warmth threaded through the wind to give her comfort. No
stars guided her path.

More than just the frigid air made her shiver.
Something else weighed heavy on the night, uncomfortably familiar
in a way she didn’t want to acknowledge, and she didn’t like the
feel of it. She’d been happy here, safe. Now a thread of something
close to fear passed through her heart. She walked on, her senses
on alert. Beneath the hanging boughs of a tree, she paused and
listened. Was it a whisper? Was it calling her name?

No. It couldn’t be. He couldn’t be. He wouldn’t
dare. She touched the stake tucked into her belt, and the solid
feel of the hardwood against her fingertips comforted her. He’d not
get another chance. Even he had to know that. She was stronger than
she’d been before, ready to do the distasteful though necessary
task. This time, she wouldn’t hesitate. With a deep breath, she
stepped from the canopy of leaves and began to walk again, her step
quick and sure.

The gate to the cemetery creaked as she pushed it
open. It all but screamed its protest at her entry, as if telling
her to turn and run far away. How she wanted to do just that.
Instead, she stepped through the gate and hurried between the
crypts, the stones uneven beneath her feet. No one else walked the
ground this night, not that she expected to see anyone, alive or
undead. She came in the deepest night to do what had to be done,
what she owed him. She came because she loved him.

The door to the crypt was as yet unsealed, as she’d
known it would be, the pounding rain of the storm making it
impossible to set the mortar. In the morning, the workers would
return to seal it shut, and none would be wiser for her visit. This
was the only chance she’d have to make things right. Once her task
was complete, she’d leave this place and the life that for a brief
time had made her feel almost human. This would be the last night
she’d walk the streets of this glorious city.

It wasn’t fair, though not a great surprise to
Victoria. Life had been unfair to her from the beginning. Why
should this be any different? She should be grateful for the years
of love and safety that he’d gifted her with. And they had been a
gift.

In her heart of hearts, she’d always known it
couldn’t last. Her kind didn’t belong in the human world. Never
had. Trying to pretend otherwise always ended badly. The bitter
reality of this night was how it all came crashing to an end. She
never saw it coming.

Inside the crypt, she let her eyes adjust to the
deep blackness, and the cloying scent of death filled her nostrils.
The howling winds faded, blocked by the thick crypt walls, the near
silence eerie. Within moments, she had her bearings and was as
ready as she’d ever be to complete the grisly task. She stepped to
the side of the coffin and slowly lifted the lid. Tears filled her
eyes at the sight of his peaceful, familiar face. Though pale, he
looked as though he was simply sleeping, and in a way he was. It
wasn’t the sleep she wished for him.

But delaying the inevitable wouldn’t help her, and
it surely wouldn’t help him. With a heavy heart, she pulled from
her bag the salt, the herbs, the tools she needed to cast her
circle. Slowly, carefully, she began calling up from memory the
power that a witch had taught her so many years ago.

Once it was done and the words spoken to protect his
soul, she once more stood at the side of the coffin. Only one thing
remained for her to do. From her belt, she pulled the stake she’d
carved from a branch of the tree behind the parsonage. The wood was
solid, cold against her palm…powerful. Tears blurred her vision as
she held the stake in trembling hands, high above her head, and
aimed right at his heart.

She dared to take one last look at his beloved face,
so familiar and comforting even in this place of death. If only
things could have been different. If only she could have given her
life instead. But it wasn’t to be, and now she had to do the one
thing she could to protect him. Tears fell from her eyes as she
brought the stake down with all her might, and as she did, he
opened his eyes.


Chapter One

New Orleans, LA

November 10, 2005

 


It was easy here—easy to blend in, easy to be part
of the night. Not a soul even gave him a second glance as he came
and went in darkness.

Yes, it was easy here.

Easy to be a vampire.

The hurricane that freed him from the grave also
served up sustenance in endless quantities. Within a fortnight, his
body was healed and his strength restored. Nothing could stand in
his way now. He was back and ready to rule the world.

As the city emptied, he had helped himself to
whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted it. When the press reported
a total of 700 bodies recovered as of last month, he’d laughed.
Authorities classified all of them as victims of the levee
breaches. Only he knew how inaccurate those reports were. Just
thinking about the incredible feast brought to him by an act of God
had him licking his lips. What was a disaster for the city was a
grand coup for him.

Things had changed while he slept, and he
approved—so much better than when a black eternity had shrouded his
entire existence. Once the roaring waters of Hurricane Katrina had
set into motion the perfect conditions to free him from the
confines of the crypt, he acclimated quickly and took only a little
more time to establish a financial base from which to work.

He’d considered himself successful in life before,
but nothing like this. A personal catastrophe had put everything
into perspective, and a natural catastrophe had given him an
opportunity to put this life back together. All he’d needed was a
little time and imagination. Fortunately, he was blessed with
plenty of both.

At last he was ready.

Through the curtain of rain, he peered into the
darkness and smiled. The night was so like another many years
before, and it seemed only appropriate. Things did have a way of
coming full circle. He smiled and tipped his head to the starless
sky.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he
whispered.


Chapter Two

Washington, DC

Present Day

 


Tory Grey left the Metro stop at Union Station and
began to walk south. The daytime hustle and bustle was long gone,
and quiet had settled over Capitol Hill. Her bag slung over one
shoulder, she strode briskly. She didn’t worry about danger on the
streets of the city but didn’t feel the need to linger either. If
trouble came her way, she’d deal with it as she always did. Better
for everyone involved if she didn’t have to.

As she crossed the street, a figure huddled in
layers of dirty clothing almost blended into the shrubbery that
bordered the park. Tory reached into her pocket and pulled out the
twenty-dollar bill she’d tucked there before leaving her house.
Instead of avoiding the obviously homeless person, she walked
close.

She crouched and touched the bundle with the tips of
her fingers. “Hello, Belle.” She kept her words low and gentle.

A throaty voice, nearly inaudible, came from beneath
the folds of cloth. “Go away, I’m invisible.”

Tory kept her voice even. “Yes, Belle, you’re
invisible. I can’t see you at all.”

“Invisible.” The bundle of thrift-store clothing
quivered and seemed to draw farther into the shrub.

Tory waited and, after a moment, a hand with broken
nails and spotted skin snaked out from beneath the pile. She
pressed the bill into the trembling, dirty palm. The odor of
unwashed body and clothing caught on the air, but Tory didn’t
wince. “Go get something to eat, all right?”

“Can’t…the food…poisoned. Danger.”

She held Belle’s hand when she tried to snatch it
back and gently stroked until the trembling subsided. “Belle, you
have my promise the food will be safe. I’ve made sure of it just
for you. I talked to them before I came here tonight.” Belle never
inquired who them might be, which was
good. The important thing was to get her to eat.

“Truly?” Her voice sounded old.

“Yes, truly.” Some nights it worked. Some nights it
didn’t. This appeared to be one of the good nights.

Helping Belle to her feet, Tory watched her amble
down the street. In the darkness, Belle moved slowly, her gait
uneven and hesitant. When she disappeared around the corner of
Union Station, Tory sighed and began to head up the street again.
It was all she could do for the moment, even though she worried
that one night she’d reach the park and Belle wouldn’t be here. The
thought sent a chill up her spine. To worry about one mentally ill
homeless woman didn’t really make sense, but she couldn’t help it.
Belle touched her heart for whatever reason, and in her lonely
world, it was enough. She didn’t have to come this way each night.
It was a long and convoluted way to her office, yet she did, always
looking for Belle.

Tory’s path tonight took her up First Street past
both the Russell and Dirksen Senate Office Buildings, where lights
still glowed in about half a dozen windows, past the Supreme Court,
and across the street to the Library of Congress. She continued
around to one of the employee entrances and waved her keycard in
front of the small gray pad next to the door casing. A tiny light
on the pad changed from red to green. When she heard the click, she
pulled the door open and stepped inside, inhaling the scent of old
books and polished wood. God, she loved this place.

It was funny how things worked out even when someone
was technically dead. Before walking down the hall, she looked up
and gave the security camera a wave. The night crew was relatively
small and hence they’d become pretty tight-knit. Well, except for
one little secret she kept to herself. What woman didn’t have a
secret or two?

Downstairs in the outer office, Tory grabbed a pair
of white cotton gloves from a supply box and slipped them onto her
hands. Though she preferred to wear them, they weren’t required for
her work. The rare books she dealt with daily wouldn’t suffer harm
from the touch of human hands. It was one of those
better-safe-than-sorry things for her. She didn’t need her
fingerprints left behind. Too many questions would be asked that
she didn’t feel inclined to answer. That little secret thing and
all.

She didn’t know when it would happen, only that it
would. Discovery was inevitable, and when the day came, she’d have
to move quickly and leave as little of herself behind as humanly—or
rather inhumanly—possible. By now she was getting pretty damned
good at imitating a ghost. Of course, she’d had a fair amount of
experience.

As she crossed the threshold into her private
office, the lights flicked on automatically, thanks to the nifty
little sensor installed by the General Services Administration a
couple years earlier. If she was gone from her office or simply
failed to move for more than ten minutes, the lights would go out.
More than once, she’d had to wave her arms like a crazy person to
catch the sensor’s eye and get the lights to come back on. A little
annoying, but who was she to complain about energy conservation?
Besides, she still remembered all too well when the only light was
a single candle. Lights that turned themselves off and on beat
candles any day of the week.

In the middle of her desk someone had placed a
nondescript cardboard box. She couldn’t recall ordering anything or
even being told that something was coming to her. It’d be nice to
know where it originated, but no one was here to ask at this time
of night. These days anonymous packages could be scary—way too many
people with misguided ideas they put into things like mail bombs.
Still, even with no return address, the package had gone through
security, so it was probably fine.

It was a real coup to land a job here at the LOC.
The work was interesting and treasures were plentiful, even if they
did come unannounced. She clicked on the desk lamp she used to
examine books and opened the box. An unpleasant odor drifted up as
she began to remove layers of packing materials. Okay, maybe
something could slip through security. She
wrinkled her nose and tried not to inhale too deeply. The acrid
smell reminded her of the underground crypts of old Europe. She’d
honestly rather not remember those.

The old books, on the other hand, were a different
story. Some brought back incredible memories, including reading
first editions…when they came out. Though it would be fun to be
able to share that tidbit with someone now, she had to keep that
knowledge to herself.

Just like she’d have to enjoy this treasure all by
herself. Anticipating the find, she folded back the last layer of
packing. Nestled in a bed of cushioned foam and wrapped in a final
protective paper was a fifteenth-century New Testament produced by
the Brethren of the Common Life, maybe eight inches wide and eleven
inches long. Her hands trembled as she picked it up and turned it
over. She didn’t have to open its pages to know it was written in
Latin. With a hiss, she dropped it back into the box.

It isn’t true a Bible would scorch a vampire’s skin.
In fact, most folktales about what would harm a vampire were pretty
much a crock. Take holy water. If Tory wanted to, she could take a
bath in the stuff and it would only make her wet. She dropped the
Bible now and jumped back from her desk as if it had indeed
scorched her palms because the Bible had been a gift from Tory to
her father—or, rather, her surrogate father.

Even that wasn’t the worst part. No way in hell
should it be here on her desk. Over two hundred years ago, she’d
personally buried him with this very book. By all accounts, the
book should be locked inside a beautiful black casket with whatever
was left of the body of Roland Lyle.

How then did it end up on her desk?

She ran her hand over the cover, and the rough feel
of the old leather against her fingertips sent chills up her arms.
Published around 1435, it looked pretty much as it did the night
she left it on his chest and closed the casket cover. A dedicated
bibliophile even back then, she had felt pain to see the fantastic
medieval book locked away forever. Given how he’d died, Tory’d
believed it the right thing to do. She still did. That long-ago
dark night, she’d said good-bye to both the man and the
fifteenth-century New Testament, never expecting to see either
again.

For the tenth time tonight, she inspected the
package it had arrived in—a simple heavy-duty brown box with her
name printed on a white label in bold crimson letters. Nothing
special. Though security had scanned it, they hadn’t detected
anything to flag it as dangerous. Books came to her routinely. It
was her job, after all. They went through security, were checked
for any obvious threat, and then sent her way. No one gave it a
second thought.

Of course, since she worked at night she didn’t have
anyone to ask. It was one of the beautiful things about the Library
of Congress. In the current economy, they were all too happy to
have her, even if she insisted upon graveyard working hours. Her
job didn’t require the presence of others, and so they granted her
unusual request. Their sole concern: get the work done.

The folks responsible for receiving the incoming
packages were long gone by the time Tory arrived, and she’d be long
gone by the time they showed up again. As with everything else in
her life, she was alone in this. She’d have to solve the mystery
another way.

Her mind whirling, she sat and turned to her
computer. First things first. She e-mailed the entire staff asking
for any information about the mysterious package. By the time she
returned tomorrow, she might have an answer. Somebody had to know
something, right?

The mass e-mail done, she returned her attention to
the book. Not only was it a mystery how the book came to be here,
so was its provenance. This was not a cheap volume. She knew her
books well, and this one would fetch close to or even more than a
hundred thousand dollars in a rare-book auction. She also knew all
the collectors and who had what. That had been her job for a very
long while. If this book had been in the hands of a serious
collector any time during the last two hundred years, she would
know. So, who’d sent it to her?

And why?

 


*

 


How he liked this city. It possessed a totally
different flavor than New York or Paris or Rio. Oh, he liked those
places a great deal too, but the good old District of Columbia, it
was a completely distinct beast and loads of unbeatable fun. The
trail that brought him here had been long and full of twists and
turns. When he’d begun his journey he’d believed it would be a
short one. The complications of it surprised him, but the sheer
adventure of it was exciting. The end would be that much more
thrilling.

Streetlights sent butter-yellow light to cut through
black night, while clouds covered the stars, making it a perfect
setting for tonight’s masquerade. No one paid too much attention to
him as he sauntered the streets in his Goth ensemble. It was so
intoxicating. Here he was a vampire pretending to be a Goth
pretending to be a vampire, and everyone bought into the charade.
The irony was simply delicious.

So were the people. He’d just left Ruben, a tall,
well-muscled black man, back in the alley behind a brick apartment
complex. Ruben was a real looker who turned out to be a bit of a
fighter too. No doubt he could have been a great deal of fun if
he’d been so inclined. Unfortunately he’d not had the time to
indulge in foreplay, so to speak. First, he’d had to deal with
dinner, and Ruben was handy.

But he was still hungry. He’d picked Ruben because
of his size and thought he’d be a full-meal deal. Didn’t work, his
hunger still gnawed at him, sending an edge of tension zinging
along every nerve. Long trips had a way of doing that to him, and
though Ruben was a fine first course, no meal was complete without
dessert.

Leaning against a tree on the Mall, he wasn’t
surprised when a man walked up and said, “Hi.” Confident.
Assertive. Not someone making idle conversation.

Giving the guy a once-over, he licked his lips and
all thoughts about big old Ruben disappeared. “Hi.” Dessert had
just been delivered to the table.

“What’s your name?”

The lie rolled easily from his lips. “You can call
me Vlad.” He smiled, but only a little. Didn’t want his fangs to
frighten away his final course.

“As in Dracula?” The guy smiled back with perfect
white teeth. Some dentist had made a load of money off him.

“Definitely.” The fictional character wasn’t where
he’d drawn the name from. No, he liked the real guy, the Vlad
Dracula who’d impaled his enemies on wooden stakes and dipped his
bread in their blood. The man had possessed the kind of style he
admired.

“I’m Warren.” He stuck out his hand. On his right
pinkie he wore a sterling-silver ring with an intricate design.
Good thing he wasn’t a werewolf. It was a nice bit of bling. He
might have to keep it. Warren wouldn’t need it much longer.

Warren wasn’t quite as bulky as Ruben, though it was
clear he did some work in the muscle department. He was maybe
thirty, with dark hair long enough to curl over the collar of his
charcoal-gray suit. Not a bad suit. Looked custom-cut and designed
to flatter his physique. The shoes were none too shabby either.
Made him wonder what he might have in his wallet. He wasn’t a
thief, but it didn’t make much sense to leave perfectly good
jewelry or cash lying around for just anyone to pick up. Waste not,
want not.

“What’s up, Warren?” Vlad winked.

Warren’s smile widened, his teeth so straight and
pearly they almost glowed in the dark. “My cock, how about
you?”

Ah, how easy the humans made this game. It didn’t
matter what century it was; they never really changed much. He’d
met many Warrens in his time—guys who walked the straight and
narrow when under public scrutiny, pretending they were so much
better than everyone else. Yet, when the lights went out and they
knew no one was watching, they were all about doing the nasty with
another man. In crappy hotel rooms, in dark alleys, in the backseat
of cars—it didn’t matter as long as they got off. He’d heard it.
He’d seen it. He’d lived it.

Even a vampire had his dirty little secrets.

“Could be.” Vlad hedged, one eyebrow raised.

“So, Vlad, you want to go somewhere and grab a
drink?”

“You have a place in mind?”

Warren held a hotel keycard out. The silver ring
sparkled in the glow of a nearby streetlight. “I sure do.”

Vlad stood up and straightened his long black
leather coat. “Lead the way.”

 


*

 


This time of the day, or rather the night, was
always her favorite. Something about the shadows as they danced on
the walls never failed to make her smile. Probably all the years of
working while most slept blissfully unaware in their beds. Or maybe
it was because she shared an affinity for the night with those born
to it. Some people would say it was creepy. She thought it was
inspiring.

Inside the huge church, tranquility reigned, and for
Naomi Rand it provided a time to seek harmony with her God. She
could kneel at the altar and allow her spirit to soar free in a way
she couldn’t when others were around. Despite knowing it could
never be, she continued to hope one day God would grant her
forgiveness and take away the burden weighing heavy on her
shoulders.

But the dream had no chance of being fulfilled. Even
someone irrefutably damned could hold on to hope. It kept her going
even when she knew better.

From the first night the church allowed her to begin
midnight services, she’d been here for every one of them. At one
time she’d flirted with the thought of becoming a full-fledged
member of the clergy, though only for a little while. It didn’t
take her long to realize she was more suited to a different calling
in the church rather than as a bona fide ordained pastor.

The church was very open and encouraging to all,
including those whose place was in darkness. In fact, it was those
very souls to whom they were reaching out to now with the midnight
services. Still, even as accepting as the church was, she couldn’t
in good faith close the gap between her calling and the path of the
clergy. She had cast her lot a long time ago, and trying to pretend
otherwise couldn’t change who and what she was. She had to be
content with where she was right now. It was—had to be—enough.

Twice a week, the cathedral was all hers for about
an hour. Well, that wasn’t technically correct. True, she was the
first one here each week to open up and prepare for the midnight
service, but she wasn’t completely alone. Armed guards were on duty
twenty-four seven, though for this service, they didn’t exactly
provide protection. For most of the congregation during this very
special hour of worship, the guards were little more than window
dressing. The impressive sidearms the guards carried would stop few
who came to pray with her. And while that might concern the guards,
it didn’t worry her. She left her fate in God’s hands and would
accept whatever came her way, good or bad.

Her footsteps echoed softly in the nave as she
walked toward the altar. At one station, she stopped, said a quick
prayer, and lit a candle in one of the red votive cups. The gesture
didn’t change what she’d once done, but it made her feel better,
which was the best she could ask for.

At the altar, she dropped to her knees and bowed her
head. Her sins were many and forgiveness elusive, not just for her
actions but for the thing in her heart that led her to do all that
she’d done. No single action had pushed her beyond redemption,
though her final act was unforgivable. Nightmares continued to
haunt her sleep, and she often awoke to the sound of her own
screams.

From the direction of the huge entry doors,
footsteps were soft, almost silent. Almost. She finished her
prayer, rose, and turned to see who had arrived early. Most who
attended this service were regulars and she knew them by face, if
not by name. She also knew what they were because all understood
their secret was safe with her. This was not a place for judgment
or discrimination. All were welcome here regardless of who or what
they were.

Now, instead of seeing a familiar face, she spotted
a lone woman sitting far in the rear, her head down, her hands in
her lap. An air of loneliness seemed to surround her like a dark
aura. If she was looking for comfort, she’d come to the right
place. Naomi did what she could to help those who had to find a way
to exist in two very different worlds. Werewolves, witches,
psychics, and so many others came because she offered a safe place.
This one would find her secrets safe here too, though what she was
wasn’t clear from this distance.

When Naomi reached her the woman looked up, the deep
intensity of her gaze taking her aback. Lovely, with long auburn
hair that fell to her waist, she had dark-brown eyes and full lips.
No, lovely wasn’t right. Stunning was more accurate, even with the
pale skin.

Vampire.

Briefly, Naomi paused, but not because the woman was
a vampire. Very few still existed, as far as she knew, and that
made her unique amongst those of Naomi’s congregation. No, the
mysterious woman’s identity made her curious. Naomi knew everyone
who came to the midnight services, yet she didn’t know this
woman.

Logically, that didn’t really mean much. It wasn’t
like every preternatural in the city attended the worship services.
A great number did, probably an equal number did not. Far too many
felt abandoned by God and couldn’t bring themselves to step inside.
She just tried to be here for whoever, whenever, and liked to think
she had a pretty good feel for the preternatural community. Once
she’d sought to destroy them. Now she tried to save them.

“Welcome.” She reached out. “I’m Naomi Rand.”

For a long moment, the woman studied her
outstretched hand almost as if she’d never seen one before. She
finally looked up and said, “Good evening, Bishop Rand.” Her hands
stayed in her lap.

Naomi wasn’t offended. People came to the church for
a host of different reasons, most of which were intensely private.
She never pushed to uncover those reasons. She wasn’t that big a
hypocrite.

With a smile Naomi told her, “It’s simply Rand, no
Bishop. But please, call me Naomi. Everyone does.” She didn’t stand
on formalities and, more important, never wanted to misrepresent
her place in the church. In a hundred years, she’d never be clean
enough to approach the role of bishop. This quasi-role was
enough.

A single eyebrow arched. “My apologies, Ms.
Rand.”

Well, she knew a line drawn in the sand when she saw
it…or rather, in this case, when she heard it. The stranger didn’t
want to be friends. Everything about the woman screamed
back off, bitch. So she did. It wasn’t
wise to push humans when they weren’t ready for the offered solace
of the church. Pushing a preternatural? That was just plain
stupid.

“I hope you enjoy the service.” Maybe once the woman
experienced the inclusiveness of the services she provided for her
special congregation, she would understand that here they were all
friends.

She wanted to ask about the book that lay in her lap
beneath her small, folded hands, though she instinctively knew it
wasn’t a topic for discussion. It was a very old Bible that looked
suspiciously like a few in the exhibits here at the church.
Valuable items like historical Bibles were housed in alarmed cases,
and to date they’d had no issues. Even so, that didn’t mean someone
wasn’t capable of bypassing security, particularly if that someone
possessed preternatural abilities.

“I’m sure I will.”

Dismissed by both word and a turn of her head, Naomi
left the woman sitting alone and continued her preparations for the
evening’s worship service. As she walked back toward the pulpit,
she heard the front doors open and footsteps on the stone floor.
She didn’t have to turn around this time to know who’d come in; she
recognized the heavy step of a regular. She didn’t think much more
about the mysterious woman until the service was over, and by then,
she was gone and so was the Bible.


Chapter Three

Her feet seemed to have a mind of their own. Only an
hour after she’d arrived at the library, Tory had left her office
and hopped on the Metro. The next thing she’d known, she was
getting off at the Woodley Park station and, thirty minutes after
that, climbing the steps of the National Cathedral, where she
walked right on through the massive front doors. For the flash of a
second, she’d wondered if she would burst into flames. After all,
wasn’t she the devil’s child? She’d been called that and much, much
worse through the years. But as she stood motionless at the
threshold, no flames erupted and no bolts of lightning sliced down
through the night sky to destroy her. Thank the Lord for small
favors.

Roland had always insisted she was as much a child
of God as anyone else, despite what she was. After some time and at
his never-wavering insistence in her inherent goodness, she’d
finally started to believe him. At least until that night when what she’d done proved him so very
wrong. She hadn’t placed so much as a single toe inside a church
since. Safer that way.

Why now was the big question roaring through her
mind? Why was she compelled to be in a place God didn’t want her?
Or anyone else, for that matter. In all truthfulness, she had
no place on this planet. This world was
for humans, not the likes of her. Sadly, she lacked the courage to
end this miserable thing that passed for her life.

Before entering, she’d paused. The exterior doors
with the intricate scenes carved in metal had seemed to beckon to
her. Even the gargoyles high on the stone walls looked as though
they winked and smiled as if to say come on
in. Had to be hallucinations. Had to be. Nobody in their
right mind would want her to walk through those doors.

Maybe. Even in the face of every instinct screaming
at her to turn around and run as far away as possible, she wasn’t
able to retreat. Instead, she’d reached out, opened the door, and
stepped inside. The draw was as invisible as it was strong.
Unbreakable. Sometimes, she just didn’t have the strength to
fight.

Inside the cathedral, the soaring ceilings were
aglow with light from the pendant fixtures. The air held the
suffocating scent of jasmine, probably from the sprays of so many
flowers just inside the doors. Candle flames flickered in the tiny
red votive cups that lined the exterior walls, and the murmur of a
voice floated disembodied through the chapel like a whisper from
Hades.

Turning around and running back to the Metro stop
would have been her best response. She had no more place in a
church tonight than she’d had years ago when Roland had stood at
the pulpit. He’d wanted her to feel at home in God’s house,
believed she could. Except she simply didn’t belong. Not then, not
now. What in the heck was she thinking? Vampires and religion
didn’t mix. Period.

When Naomi Rand stopped to talk with her, she’d
wanted to scream go away. To hiss and show
her fangs. She’d come here hoping she wouldn’t be noticed. She’d
wanted to sit in silence in a place that could bring her closer to
the spirit of Roland and simply think. If she could capture him
anywhere, it would be in a magnificent church like this one. Her
grand plan lasted all of about thirty seconds. Certainly, Naomi had
the best of intentions. Wasn’t that what the clergy was all about?
She didn’t need it and sure as hell didn’t want it. Her
not-so-subtle message got through, and Naomi left her to return to
her church duties.

The doors opened and closed behind her as one after
another trickled into the cathedral. No one spoke, just quietly
found their places and sat. Tory’d sensed and smelled the presence
of other preternaturals, not just vampires. An earthy scent just
below the pervasive aroma of jasmine let her know at least one
werewolf sat among the small crowd, along with several of a variety
she couldn’t quite catch. It was a most unlikely and unexpected
blend of worshipers.

Even amongst those of her own kind, she’d been
unable to stop the feeling that at any moment God would see her
sitting beneath the incredible stained-glass window and destroy her
where she sat. Actually, that might not be such a bad thing. After
a while, immortality became a burden capable of breaking even the
strongest.

Thankfully, the service began, the sounds of music
floating beautifully throughout the room. About halfway through,
she was able to slip out without causing distraction or attracting
notice.

Now, out on the church steps, she paused and gulped
in the crisp night air. Her hands were shaking as she clutched the
New Testament close to her chest. The smell of the old leather
brought tears and a flood of memories. She didn’t want to remember
and sure as hell didn’t want to feel emotions she’d managed to keep
buried. The numbness she’d wrapped herself in for decades, even
centuries, was her safety net. Letting in emotion only complicated
her life, and that’s exactly what had gone wrong with Roland. Back
in his time, she’d managed to delude herself into thinking it would
all work out—a terrible mistake impossible to undo. She’d vowed not
to let it happen a second time. With the back of her hand, she
wiped away tears that she tried not to let fall. She didn’t need
some kindly soul to see her crying like a baby and rush over to
offer her comfort. Not only did she not deserve comfort, she didn’t
want it.

Back under control, she glanced around to make sure
she was alone, then hurried down the steps and took a left toward
the gardens. Nobody in their right mind would be in the gardens
alone at this time of night, which practically guaranteed peace and
quiet.

The path wound through the trees, plants, and
flowers, and Tory walked slowly along, letting the solitude calm
her. The fragrance of blooming flowers filled the night, and,
unlike the cloying heaviness the sprays inside the church created,
the scents out here were lovely on the gentle breeze. At a bench
beneath a tall tree, she sank to the hard granite.

She touched the cover of the New Testament, the
leather rough and dry against her fingertips. Thinking about the
last time she’d held this book, she closed her eyes and took deep,
steadying breaths. The impossibility of holding it now pressed
heavy on her mind. Her world no longer made sense, and that pissed
her off. Even when she spent a lot of time and effort creating a
very secluded existence, somebody found a way to mess it up.

The smell reached her before she saw anyone. A
human. Blood rushed through the human’s veins, though interestingly
Tory sensed no fear. A woman, and she knew what Tory was. She
wasn’t afraid. She knew and understood the night. It wasn’t a
stretch to figure out who it was.

“Why are you following me?”

Call-me-Naomi stepped around a tall flowering shrub
and onto the path. Her worship attire was gone, replaced by black
slacks and a silky button-down shirt with long sleeves. At almost
six feet tall with long black hair pulled into a ponytail, she
studied Tory with dark eyes. Pretty conservative was her first
thought. Pretty nice was her second. She’d always been a sucker for
a woman with long, dark hair.

Not quite the time or the place to get the hots for
someone, though. She had others to worry about, even if she didn’t
exactly know who—or what—they were. She clutched the New Testament
to her and returned Naomi’s steady gaze.

Dark eyes met hers. “Following you? No, not
exactly.”

“Then why are you here?” Not for a second did Tory
believe the encounter was accidental. Maybe Naomi hadn’t followed
her here, but a coincidence? Not a chance.

Naomi raised an eyebrow. “I needed to drop off some
things for the gift shop.” She pointed to the small building on the
edge of the garden. “I noticed you sitting here and so I took a
slight detour. No stalking, I promise.”

She looked up and noticed that she was, indeed,
carrying a sack. Possibly Naomi was doing exactly what she said. It
was also possible she’d come looking specifically for her. Tory
hadn’t been born yesterday—far from it actually.

“I’m fine. You can go on to your car.”

With one hand stuffed in a pocket and the other
still holding the bag, Naomi examined her for a long moment. “It’s
after one o’clock in the morning and you’re sitting in the dark, in
the gardens, alone.”

“So…”

“So, I’d be a piss-poor person if I simply walked by
and pretended not to see you.”

Piss-poor? Not the kind of language she’d ever heard
from a woman of the cloth. “I’m fine,” she said again.

“I don’t think so.”

Tory took a deep breath and then let it out slowly.
“I really am all right.” She tried to keep irritation out of her
voice. Why wouldn’t she just leave her the fuck alone?

“You do realize this is Washington DC in the middle
of the night, in the dark? Right?”

No shit. “Yes, of course I
do.”

“Then you also have to know that it’s dangerous to
be out here all alone. Right?”

As if punctuating the gravity of the word
alone, several cars drove through the
driveway, and when Tory looked up not a single car remained in the
outside parking lot. A few minutes ago, it had been almost
full.

Tory turned her gaze back to Naomi. “I appreciate
your concern. The thing is, I’m aware of my surroundings and, trust
me, I’m perfectly capable of defending myself if need be.”

“So, say I buy that you can defend yourself, would I
be any less derelict in my duties if I walked on by without
inquiring what brought you to this lonely place in the middle of
the night?” She gave Tory a half smile, which did something quite
nice to her face.

As much as Tory craved solitude at the moment, Naomi
Rand was doing a pretty good job of chiseling away at her defenses.
Who would have guessed? Probably nothing more than long-buried
emotions that the appearance of the New Testament had brought up.
Yes, that’s what it was. It wasn’t attraction or anything stupid
like that.

“Okay, would it make you feel better if I went back
to work?”

Naomi’s dark eyes looked startled. “Back to work?
What are you? A nurse or a doctor or something like that?”

Something, all right. Tory
stood and, as if in slow motion, watched the centuries-old New
Testament tumble and hit the ground with a solid thump. It lay
there on the gray stone path, its cover riddled with spiderweb
cracks, the by-product of its age and having spent two centuries
sharing a casket with the body of her friend. She bent to retrieve
it. Naomi beat her to it.

“Wow,” she breathed, turning it over in her hands as
she studied the age-darkened leather cover. “This is really
something.”

Tory took a menacing step closer, intruding on
Naomi’s personal space. She touched the spine of the book. “I’ll
take that.”

Naomi didn’t release her grip or step away to
restore her space. Instead, she ignored Tory and began
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