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      The ancient mark of the Ouroboros with the image of a serpent or dragon eating its tail symbolizes the renewal or cycle of life, shedding its skin to ready and protect itself for regrowth. It is the emblem of the Patron and their Chosen, vampire and human, who have joined together for their own endeavors, be it for advancement, opportunity, or protection. One must respect the Chosen human of another Patron identified by the pendant or necklace they wear.
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      I scanned the dimly lit and long corridor in this massive labyrinth of a building where important business meetings and social gatherings brought in so many of the successful entrepreneurs of San Francisco as well as others from all over the world. Relieved it was vacant, I sucked in a deep breath and entered. Keeping my back to the wall, I hurriedly shuffled down the hall, driven by fear.

      Fear of being discovered.

      Fear for my freedom.

      Fear for my life.

      I kept moving, caught in a nightmare of horrors, searching for a place to hide from the madman. The madman who’d been my foster father back when I was in high school. The madman who’d proclaimed I was the crazy one. The madman who wanted to dissect my brain to save his wife’s life.

      That was the biggest fear, driving me through this befuddled building riddled with offices and conference rooms, a labyrinth of hallways.

      The sound of a door opening then closing in the distance brought another wave of panic. I held my breath, praying whoever it was wouldn’t head in my direction. I tried a doorknob only to find it locked.

      Tired and weak-kneed from exhaustion and lack of food, I clutched the napkin loaded with hors d’oeuvres to my chest. Food I’d taken from the buffet in the ballroom one floor below; some stuffed-shirt charity event I’d snuck into.

      I tried another door on my right, halfway down the hall; also locked. Panic sizzled along the shores of my spine, fear that someone would discover me and turn me over to the authorities, who would then turn me over to him. My foster father, a temporary caretaker whose responsibilities for me should have expired three years ago when I turned eighteen. Except he was a manipulative as well as renowned and honored psychiatrist, which meant as far as the state was concerned, he was still considered my guardian.

      Being turned over to his custody would be a dire situation that would definitely lead to either turning me into an invalid or worse—my demise.

      My breath choked in my lungs, along with the tension, the trepidation, the terror fueling the firestorm igniting every nerve in my body.

      If only I could read objects the way I could minds, I wouldn’t need to try every single doorknob in this long-ass hallway.

      I headed to the last door, my only remaining option, and prayed the knob would turn.

      When it did, I slipped inside, quickly and quietly closing the door behind me.

      I stood still for a few flustered seconds, allowing my eyes to adjust to the light cast from a full moon flowing in through a wall of windows. I glanced around the office. Tables. Chairs. A couch. And a large, exquisite antique desk.

      The sound of footsteps clicking on the other side of the door had me dashing around the desk and diving underneath. My head hit the bottom of the drawer. I whimpered, but not too loud. I scrunched my shoulders and scooched all the way against the back and counted my blessings for the small space that hid me from view.

      My heartbeat pounded in my ears, the rhythm so loud I thought my brain might explode. How would the inside of my skull look splattered all over the bottom of the desk? A vision I wasn’t keen to see.

      My stomach screamed. I had to eat. I bit into one of the crackers, closing my eyes, savoring the salmon-flavored cheese spread on top. I immediately popped the rest of it into my mouth. The satisfaction of eating something that yummy was almost good enough to calm the pounding of my heart.

      Except for my chewing, I sat there, barely moving any of my other muscles, losing track of time. I had no idea if a minute or an hour had passed.

      When I was eight years old, I jumped into the community swimming pool and let myself sink all the way to the bottom. The silence was intense—clogging, choking—an eerie deadness. But I stayed there until I couldn’t hold my breath any longer. I remember being disappointed that my thoughts never dulled, never left me, never drained from my mind.

      When we die, do our souls lose their ability to decipher sentiments and sensations?

      Sensations like a kiss or an embrace?

      Two things I hadn’t experienced since my mother passed away. And I missed them.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, pictured my mom. She’d left this world when I was ten. Had she retained her opinions that she’d so often preached to me during her life on earth?

      When I was in the orphanage, I overheard someone say she was in a better place. Heaven. But considering the way she’d lived toward the end, I wasn’t so sure she hadn’t gone the other way.

      Did she remember me?

      Did she remember anything?

      What about her appetite for alcohol and pills over those last few years after my father died? She’d blamed her addictions and our swift decline into poverty on his sudden death. Did she still crave the pills? Or was she finally at peace? Had she achieved that bliss she’d sought with every high?

      I stuck the last salmon-coated cracker into my mouth. They were so delicious; I wished I’d taken more. There had been enough food on the buffet to feed the entire city of San Francisco. It was an event to raise money for leukemia. A charity event similar to the one I’d attended the other night, with my foster father and his son. A fabulous gala with dancing, flowing champagne, and a guest list full of handsome, single men ready to take their turn whirling around the floor. One of many events that I’d been fortunate enough to attend, a bonus of having been fostered by a prominent and wealthy family.

      Except, that event two nights ago had, unfortunately, ended on a sour note. One where my life was on the line.

      I’d gone from enjoying appetizers and fine wine to being strapped to a surgical table, and had managed to escape with only the dress on my back.

      Though the chiffon was a little rumpled, no one here questioned my presence.

      I swallowed the savory-topped cracker and sighed.

      It was the first meal I’d had since I fled.

      I was safe. Lucky, for now.

      “Lucky Iris,” my mom would say when I was little and things were going our way.

      Not so lucky last night. Last night I slept in a bathroom at a gas station. It hadn’t been all that bad, though. At least it had been a reasonably clean one with an actual flushing toilet, not one of those endlessly bottom-looking holes in the ground. And it had a sink with running water, albeit cold.

      But tonight, if I was lucky, I could stay in this room for the entire night. Even stretch out on that brown leather sofa, after I was sure everyone was gone. I might even help myself to some of that alcohol I suspected was in the crystal decanter on the credenza. I didn’t know what kind of liquor it was, but the bottle was surrounded by a few fancy crystal glasses. Fancy enough for something good to be poured into them. This office was definitely an upgrade from last night.

      I sat on the hard floor, nibbling on the appetizers like a scared rodent would nibble on a chunk of cheese, praying no one would discover me.

      I popped one of the blue cheese stuffed olives into my mouth and had just made myself comfortable when footsteps stopped by the door.

      My prayers must have gone unheard because a few seconds later, the office door creaked open. I drew in air, holding it, afraid somebody would hear my breathing. Terror detonated inside me like a firecracker, and holding my breath became impossible. I slowly let out the air in my lungs as quietly as possible. The light from the hallway spilled in, illuminating the floor surrounding the desk. The door closed, and the entire room lit up like it was daytime. My pulse pounded louder than a raging waterfall in Yosemite after a winter of constant snow.

      Footsteps clicked across the hardwood floor and stopped in front of the desk. The tips of a man’s leather shoes almost jabbed me in the thigh. I made my breath as shallow as possible and watched the expensive shoes turn away from my hiding place. One crossed over the other, giving me the impression of him leaning his backside against the desk.

      “No, Damian.” The sudden sound of his voice startled me until I realized he was talking on the phone. “It went well. Most of the guests are gone now except for a few die-hard stragglers, and I’m sure we’ve reached our goal tonight. I’ve stepped into my office to check the figures.”

      His office?

      During the next few seconds of silence, I was certain he could hear my heartbeat while I assumed he was listening to the person on the other end of the line. To help quiet my nervous breathing, I nibbled at a hangnail on my forefinger. I didn’t normally bite my nails. But lately, normal wasn’t part of my day-to-day routine, and bi-weekly manicures were a thing of the past.

      “I know you’re excited,” the man went on, “but please try to contain yourself. This must remain between us.”

      My ears perked up. I pulled my finger away from my mouth and listened with more interest.

      “I only confided in you because I’ll need your help … No, I’ve only recently acquired my patronage with the Ouroboros Society … Of course, I don’t have a Chosen yet. These things take time … That’s not how it works … Yes, as we discussed, the decision is mine when I think there is someone worthy.”

      He laughed like a kid who had just advanced to the next level in his favorite video game, and I thought about Rory, the nine-year-old boy I’d had a crush on back when life was normal. Back before the thoughts of others could invade my mind. Rory lived next door, though a year older than me; he didn’t mind hanging out playing Super Mario 3D World once in a while. He always beat me, and he would laugh in a teasing way but never mocking me.

      I heard pages flipping quickly, and I imagined the man skimming sheets of a notebook or maybe a calendar. “Ha-ha, you do have a way with words, Damian. I’m sure she won’t be butt ugly, as you put it. Though I do agree with you, women of that standard do tend to be … No, I wasn’t going to say homely, let’s just say less fortunate and maybe not as well pruned or sophisticated as most of the women who travel in the more influential circles that you’re used to.”

      Was this guy serious? Not as well pruned? What did that mean? Was he talking about women or bushes? What a xenophobic ass.

      And what was the Ouroboros Society, and what was a Chosen?

      “You’re young still, so I’ll forgive your judgmental presumptions. I believe all women should be treated with the utmost respect and as our equals.”

      Hmmm … maybe this guy wasn’t an ass after all.

      My leg started to cramp, and I shifted to ease the pain. But when I moved, a blue cheese stuffed olive escaped from the napkin and rolled out from under the desk. I froze and stopped breathing as it traveled out to the tip of one of his shoes and stopped.

      I considered reaching for it, but the man would surely see my hand. Maybe he wouldn’t notice the olive.

      Don’t look down. Don’t look down.

      “It’s possible that it could be months before …” He paused.

      Oh no.

      He planted both feet on the floor and turned toward the desk. “I have to go now.”

      His footsteps came around the desk, stopping where I sat. An Olympic-sized barbell sank to the bottom of my stomach, pulverizing the cheese and crackers into a sludge that threatened to come back up. I squirmed against the wood, wishing I could somehow flatten myself into it to make myself invisible. Even if I could, the thumping of my heart would surely give me away.

      Thurump—Thurump.

      Thurump—Thurump.

      I placed my hand over my heart. It was pounding so hard in my chest I was sure it would punch a hole through my breast. He rolled the chair aside, and his face appeared before me. His expression shifted from what-the-hell shock to who-the-hell-are-you friendly fascination.

      But I didn’t think I should trust that friendly fascination. I wanted to get up and run from the room, but there was no way out except through him.
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        Langdon

      

      

      Something rolled by my foot and caught my eye. I did a double-take. Was that an olive?

      Olives didn’t normally come rolling out from under my desk. I glanced around the office, and nothing was out of place. However, something, or someone was hiding under there. When I bent down to see who or what was there, I about choked on my own saliva.

      No idea exactly what I’d expected to find, but I certainly hadn’t anticipated seeing an attractive, albeit disheveled, young woman. She looked quite amusing crouched down on the floor in an emerald green cocktail dress.

      “Hello there.” I couldn’t help the chortle that escaped with my words. A stupefied chortle that I was certain sounded more like a hyena who’d just found his rascally rabbit.

      She scooted backward, pressing herself against the wooden structure as if she could somehow make herself fade into it and become invisible. Chewing on her bottom lip, she stared up at me with startlingly blue eyes. She fisted a napkin that looked stuffed with something against her very ample bosom. I sniffed the air. The faint scent of salmon mixed with sewage lingered around her. Why was she clutching a napkin filled with appetizers to her chest while hiding under my desk?

      “This isn’t what it looks like.” Her voice was calm, cool, and way too controlled for someone who looked as frightened as she did.

      I raised my eyebrows the way a cop might when a driver denies that he was speeding. “Oh?”

      “No.” She shook her head and looked at me with those beautiful eyes. Eyes so blue, they made the sky on a bright summer day look pale. Why was she hiding? Or had she come in here to steal from me and slipped down there when she heard me enter the room? But the napkin stuffed with food suggested she wasn’t here to steal anything except a snack.

      “What is it supposed to look like?” I had to stick my tongue to the roof of my mouth to keep the chuckle from escaping. After all, this was supposed to be a serious moment, but it was difficult to act stern with her crouched so comically beneath my desk.

      “Actually, I’m sitting under here to get a better sense of the person who owns this desk. Furniture speaks to me.” She sounded so sincere, as though it were an ordinary situation to have someone sit under a desk and recite qualities about the owner, that I almost believed her. Well, at least I wanted to believe her. She was creative, if nothing else, and I decided to play along.

      “Hmmm … and what vibes do you get about this particular owner?” Yes, I was curious to hear her thoughts, especially since I owned the desk.

      She glanced at the napkin she clutched, then set her focus back on me. “Well, let’s see. This desk definitely belongs to a man. An important one. An influential and prominent authority figure. He is well respected by his peers. And…” She touched her palm to the side of the desk. Then she closed her eyes for a few seconds as if she could imagine the person, me, sitting at it, then she gazed back up at me. Her theatrics were clever, and I found myself amused. Maybe even enchanted. “He is kindhearted and compassionate and wouldn’t call the police if he were to discover someone who had simply been curious sitting under his desk.”

      “I see.” I kept my tone deep, commanding. Not wanting to reveal that I was impressed by her quick wit. “Now that you’ve satisfied your curiosity, suppose you come on out from under there and tell me the real reason you’re sitting cross-legged under my desk eating finger food from the buffet.” I held my hand out toward her. “It would be a lot more comfortable to eat seated in the chair, don’t you agree?”

      She didn’t move, and I pulled my hand back. Hopefully, a sign to her that I meant no harm.

      “I won’t call the police.” I softened my tone to almost a whisper. I wouldn’t call the police. At least not until I found out why this grown woman was burrowed beneath my desk like a little girl playing hide and seek, one with a smart and witty mouth, I might add.

      And now that she’d heard my conversation with Damian, I needed to make sure she wasn’t a reporter. A hungry reporter after more than just food. After all, the Ouroboros Society was a distinguished vampire association and one that I swore an oath to keep that way. The last thing I needed was my opinions of what qualities I might find in a Chosen broadcast all over the eleven o’clock news. Granted, I did say I believed in equality, but the other things Damian and I went on about? I shook my head, recalling the silly conversation. The Ouroboros Society would revoke my affiliation immediately if word got out.

      This woman needed to come out now so I could get to the bottom of this. As the saying went, catching flies with honey and all that, I continued being as pleasant as possible. “But in good conscience, I can’t leave you here hunkering under my desk.”

      “I’m not hunkering.” Her pitch rose at least ten decibels. She was clearly annoyed with me, the way a teenage girl might get annoyed at her younger brother when she found him reading her diary.

      “Then what is it you’re doing down there?” I tried giving her back the same tone, except mine sounded like a frustrated boy needing to jack off in the shower.

      “I’m sitting.”

      “You’re hiding,” I countered with more authority than I meant to. So much for trying to keep my cool. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me from whom. After all, this is my office you’ve chosen for a hiding place.”

      Her gaze shot behind me, scanning the area she could see. “Your office?”

      I nodded. “Don’t act surprised. I know you heard my conversation, so let’s cut the bull. It was my charity event that you have no doubt crashed. I can’t imagine one of my paid guests hiding under my desk nibbling from a serviette full of hors d’oeuvres.”

      “Why not?”

      Her snappy question took me by surprise. “Why not what?”

      She shook her head and waved her hand through the air, dismissing that ridiculous inquiry. “Why can’t you leave me here? Pretend you never saw me. I won’t take anything, I promise. I just need a place to stay the night. I assure you I will be gone in the morning, and you’ll never lay eyes on me again. Please, sir.”

      A hint of elegance sieved from her voice, veiled beneath the trepidation she tried to hide. But my acute vampiric hearing detected the rapid race her heart seemed to be running. Something about the way she pleaded, the desperation in her tone, needled at the base of my skull.

      She wasn’t a reporter. A reporter wouldn’t be begging to spend the night in an office with only a small sofa and a couple of square decorative pillows for comfort after ingesting a handful of crackers and olives for dinner. A reporter would be hightailing it out of there, running even, or at least trying. She’d want to get that story to press quicker than a jackrabbit scampering away from a hungry coyote.

      The question of why she was hiding in my office was still unanswered, causing that needling at the base of my skull to start again, but this time it was worse. Pounding like a hammer into my head, the notion surfaced like a dead fish, and I considered her request because no one in their right mind would be hiding under a desk begging for refuge for the night if they weren’t in some sort of trouble.

      I stretched out my hand again. “Come out, and we’ll talk about it.”

      She glanced at my open palm, suspicion narrowing her eyes, causing a tiny line on her forehead. “Won’t your guests wonder where you are?”

      “Thank you for your concern, but no need to worry. I’m sure you heard, most of the guests are gone, and as for the others, I have people to cover for me.”

      I kept my hand out and waited. After a few minute-long seconds, she slowly placed her palm in mine, and I helped her to stand.

      “There. That’s better.”

      She straightened and set her gaze upon mine, tightening her grip for a few seconds, then her eyes grew so huge I could almost feel the alarm emanating in them, and she rapidly retracted her hand, rubbing
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