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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I walk into Club Descallia, one of the busiest clubs in the most southern tip of Italy, tugging on the ends of the crisp white sleeves beneath my black suit coat. The greeter gives me a nod of recognition. I weave in and among humans and vampires alike, any of whom could be part of the well-orchestrated coup intended to bring the vampires to our knees. The same fuckers who will pay the ultimate price when we find the rogue shifters who have evaded us until now, along with their traitorous leader, Isala.

      The lounge is pulsing with throbbing, seductive sound. The music is almost too loud to even hear myself think. It doesn’t seem to bother the couples conversing at the tables, the couples making out on the couches to the rear of the room, or the ladies gently swaying on stage one little bit.

      Even under the dim lights it's not hard to spot our warriors strategically posted around the perimeter of the club. We may have assimilated over the years, but that doesn’t mean everyone approves of the vampires living among them and the warriors are ready to intervene at the slightest hint of trouble. It seems there’s always some type of discord when all the factions mingle.

      The bartender, who I’ve known for centuries, gives me a nod as I take a seat in front of the long black marble bar. “Descallia Red.”

      He brings a bottle of the imported blood and wine mixture from below and pours me a healthy glass. “Master Calabrea, Overmaster Descallia asked me to let you know that he may be running a few minutes late for his meeting with you this evening, sir.”

      I swallow down half the drink in one long swallow, letting it take the edge off the storm swirling in my mind. “Thanks for letting me know,” I tell him, settling in at the bar to wait.

      The feel of war is heavy in the air…

      My thoughts swirl with all the trouble the rogue vampires have brought to our doorstep, century after century. They’re smarter than we gave them credit for, and their hatred of our leader and the community he has built fuels their determination to send us back to the dark ages. Even after days of scouring the countryside, we’re no closer to finding them or Isala.

      If given half a chance, the combined forces will destroy the reputation and respectability Overmaster Descallia has built for the vampires in this day and age, and much more. They will do everything they can to discredit us, take our power, and then revert to snacking on humans when they’re least expecting it.

      Then, and only then will the villainous rogues ever quiet their thirst for revenge.

      A hand taps my shoulder and pulls me from my reverie. “Calabrea, thanks for meeting me. I know you have much to do, but it’s prudent I speak to you in private before the others join us tomorrow evening. Should we have a seat? I could use a drink.” Overmaster Descallia says.

      We get to the table where a reserved sign is always present for our leader, the owner of the Descallia Resorts and Clubs all around the globe and Overmaster to all twelve of the consulate masters. Each responsible for a region of the globe where vampire history is entrenched the most.

      A dancer with long creamy legs, a burgundy and silver pair of skimpy panties and nothing else on graces the stage and begins to sway to the sound of the seductive and rhythmic beat as we take our seats, slithering closer to give me a smile while her fangs hang seductively over her lower lip. The females see our suits and sense authority and power in the room, and this one is the worst.

      A server appears and pulls my attention back to the table. Overmaster orders a Descallia Red. I place a hand over my glass, still half full. “Thank you, though,” I tell the young woman who flashes me a bright smile before she hurries back to the bar.

      Overmaster Descallia clears his throat. He’s not a man of many words, doesn’t usually waste them and doesn’t do it now. “There are a few things you should know before we bring the others up to speed on the logistics of finding Isala.”

      He scans the bar, taking in the four warriors who I spotted when entering the top floor of the club. “We haven’t told many, but Dragos wasn’t the only one who defected from the warriors and went to work with Isala. I’m intentionally keeping things quiet for now, hoping to flush any remaining traitors out of the woodwork. Since we can’t use them in the capacity we’re used to, I’ve brought in a special operations team. It’s critical you be prepared to work with them and also understand why the secrecy around the team.”

      “I see.”

      The server brings his drink. Overmaster Descallia tastes it, still observing me. “And you’re not sure how you feel about me making that decision without the masters being fully apprised?”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you, because I do. But something about the secrecy rankles being one of the masters who isn’t getting the same level of information that we’re used to as of late. The entire purpose of the consulate is to deal with and make decisions that impact us all. Why else bring twelve different vampire masters together, rulers of the regions where the richest and richest of vampire history comes from?”

      He nods. “I don’t disagree. I’m the one who set the consulate up to create checks and balances in the decision making to ensure that we were always focused on the greater good of the vampire community, yet now I decide what the masters know and what they don’t?”

      He doesn't give me time to respond, just keeps talking. “It’s okay, Calabrea. It’s nothing I haven’t thought about long and hard or haven’t discussed at length with Luciana and Lucas. It hurts me not to be able to share this with all the masters. The entire structure we created for the vampire community depends on each of the masters providing input to guide the group as a whole. I believe in the structure, wholeheartedly. That’s why I kept myself as master of my region, instead of putting someone else in charge. Keeping twelve instead of thirteen.”

      I nod, taking a drink of the mixture that is blended to perfection but doesn’t feel like quite enough tonight.

      “I realize the secrecy goes against the strategy laid out and which we live by, but as overmaster, it’s also my responsibility to look ten steps into the future and intercept anything that could harm us. We need to remove the traitors that have gotten into the folds of the warriors before we can open up communication the way we once had it.”

      A waitress stops in to check on our drinks, and both of us decline another. “That’s why you brought in the special ops team? They have the combat skills we need?” I ask after she moves on.

      Overmaster Descallia takes a long pull of his drink and sets the glass down with a thud, lowering his voice even further as a young couple with their arms wrapped around each other pass by our table. “Yes, they’ve been hand-selected for their skill sets and sworn to secrecy by me. Darius can hack into or build systems comparable to those used by the FBI.”

      My eyebrows raise in admiration. Now that’s a skill set I don’t think we have, even with the warriors. “Sweet.”

      “Troy and Marcus have been focused on tracking and travel paths to this point. I don’t want one place the rogues have stopped and sought help, refuge, or curried favor to go unchecked. We may not have time to deal with all the traitors now, but mark my words, we will come back for them. When we do, they will pay the ultimate price for their betrayal to the vampires.”

      “I understood you have a source near this area? One from the special ops team?”

      Overmaster Descallia nods. “Yes, however, the information came too easily. Lucianna and I believe it’s a trap. I want you to tread carefully, Calabrea. You may know the community here, but remember, Isala has managed to live under my roof and maintain a credible façade of being devoted to the vampire community for a very long time. All while quietly convincing many of the young wolves and witches in the underworld to join her fight against us.”

      Isala has become a formidable opponent indeed. “I planned to check in with the lords in the area, have their vampires cast a wide net over the entire region. She wants to draw us into her trap while she disappears again, but she can’t hide from all of the Calabrea region,” I tell him.

      Descallia nods, his dark black eyes turning red around the rims. “Perhaps not, but Silver, who will also join you, has powers of sight that were previously untapped until he started working with us. He’s been mentoring with Lucianna and was able to help find the missing women the rogues took to make it look like the vampires were snatching women off the streets awhile back. He will be of great assistance to you and your teams.”

      “Are we getting blowback from the humans from the missing women?” I ask.

      “So far, we’ve been able to alleviate any concerns by getting in front of it and leading the charge to rescue them. They’ve all been returned home, and the rogues seem to be focused on other things now. I want you to take Silver and a couple others with you on this assignment, though. His special powers will help you and us all.”

      Overmaster Descallia may think everything in his life is secret, but I’ve heard a few whispered rumors about the special powers of not only this Silver, but also of Descallia’s mate who does much but talks little. We masters converse among ourselves before and after the consulate meetings, whether he knows it or not.

      “Who are the others?” I ask, talking to him but shifting my eyes on a vampiress in a slinky red dress who is eye fucking me from where she hovers near the next table. The scent of her arousal wafts heavy in the air, her heart beats fast, and her fangs descend over the top of her bottom lip before the tip of her tongue touches them.

      Only if there were time, sweetheart. But tonight, there are far too many things to do besides feasting on the lovely vampiress who isn’t in the least bit trying to play coy. She, just like the others, knows exactly who I am, and the power that being my mate would hold.

      I may take them to bed, but I’m not about to step into a trap like that twice in a lifetime. There’s no time for even a passing hookup right now. The next couple days will be filled with laying down plans to find and capture the elusive Isala before a war the likes of which no one has ever seen breaks out between the factions of the underworld.

      Overmaster Descallia notices the female hovering and scowls. She doesn’t need anything other than that to take the hint and flee back to the bar area where she immediately sparks up an intimate looking conversation with her next target.

      He returns us both to the work at hand. “Clay and Terrance will come with you too. Silver will help you in ways you wouldn’t imagine, but you can depend on Clay and Terrance to fight by your side. We brought them into the special forces because of their formidable combat skills. They will help fill the void of the warriors we can’t engage at this time.”

      I clear my throat. What I have to say needs to be said. “It seems to me that if the warriors were the only ones you were worried about, the two of us wouldn't be having this conversation in a bar, but at our headquarters in Rome with ten more of our brothers around us.”

      Overmaster Descallia doesn’t say a word, just observes me closely. I can hear the speed of his chest pumping just slightly harder and the blood thrumming through his veins.

      “You think there is a traitor among us too?” I ask. After centuries, he should know that I mean him no disrespect, but still, he’s not used to being questioned nor am I used to being used as a pawn.

      His jaw tightens, and his eyes tinge red around the edges. “I certainly hope not, but given the situation it's not out of the realm of possibility. I'm just not willing to take that bet with everything at stake. Until I know for certain, I'll keep things close to the vest and ask you to share with no one but me.”

      I nod, recalling how centuries ago one of his own most trusted employees turned traitor and caused the death of Overmaster Descallia’s mate. A brother vampire who died a savage and unrelentless death by Descallia’s own brutal hands.

      He turns the crystal glass on the table, and the last of the red wine blend swirls in the bottom before he focuses his eyes on me. “You’ll have full authority on this mission, but the goal is to get to Isala and take her alive. Roman is going to be with us, but his focus is going to be finding out which of the syndicate elders is in on the coup to overthrow the vampires. He believes they were at least in part responsible for the death of his brothers and nearly the death of his sister.”

      “And we don’t?”

      “On the contrary, I want that information too, but not at the cost of letting Isala slip through our fingers again. The priority is Isala, whether Roman likes it or not. Use his determination to discern any information we need, but let him deal with his kind. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal. It actually makes me feel much more reassured about the mission at hand.”

      Overmaster Descallia nods. “Good.” Then he leans in closer.  “I don't want Lucianna to know I’ve asked you to bring Isala to me alive. She will think that I’m doing it out of a favor to her. She would not want the vampire community to think I'm sparing her sister’s life because of her.”

      My brows knit because that’s exactly how it looks sitting from my chair. “Then why? If I might ask.”

      Descallia nods and sits back, adjusting a silver and diamond cuff link beneath his dark suit. “Get in, get her out and into our hands alive. If we find those at the top, all the better, but don’t focus on it. Focus on Isala,” he says, which doesn’t answer my question at all.

      Lucianna walks through the door of the club. “And do it without Lucianna knowing?”

      His eyebrows knit, almost with indecision. “If that’s possible, then yes. If not, I’ll need to deal with it myself.” He turns toward the door as his mate, the one with glowing crystalline green eyes, walks toward us as if she already knows our secret and has one of her very own.
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      The mover drops a cardboard box unceremoniously into the back of the long-ass crate. I bite my tongue, grateful in the knowledge that I hand wrapped every piece left from my grandmother in bubble wrap, at least twice if not three times. Whatever is in that box will be okay until it makes it to the other side of the globe, and to a life far different than this.

      He drops another box, and this time I’ve had enough. I rush over to him, unable to stand idly by. “Hey, that box you just tossed around contains pieces of my heart. If you can’t be careful with my belongings, I’ll find someone who gives a shit.”

      He has the good conscience to look as guilty as he should. “Sorry about that, doll.”

      My eyes narrow. “Are you really?”

      He grimaces and then sighs. “I am now. I’ll be careful with your stuff.”

      Now he sincerely looks apologetic, but then again, I’m the worst judge of character that ever walked this earth. I must be for not seeing what my ex was like before everyone else in town. “It's all that’s left of my grandmother's belongings. They're worthless to anyone but me.”

      When they finish loading everything, the guys with him push the ramp into the truck and close the doors. The sound of the metal slamming shut feels like a signal that the life I know is really over.

      I can only hope the new one will be much better than what I’m leaving behind. I can't even bear to watch the long moving truck pulling out of the parking lot of the complex and onto the main thoroughfare. I walk back into the now empty apartment and leave the keys on the counter for the landlord along with a check written out, including enough to pay for the final cleaning.

      One more glance around and I choke back tears that burn behind my eyes. I will not cry for a life that wasn't really mine, at least not the one I thought it was or for a relationship that I thought was special, but clearly, he did not. Too much time has passed, and still the memories of the betrayal haunt me. It’s time to move on and leave them in the past where they belong.

      My cell phone rings. “Embry!” I was just thinking of you. It’s done. The movers just packed up the last of my stuff. I'll be on the way to the airport shortly. They’ll be putting all my stuff in storage right outside of the city until I decide what I want to do with it. Maybe once I’m settled in Italy and get a place of my own, I’ll have it shipped over.”

      “You know there’s no hurry. You can stay with us as long as you like. Lucas has a great estate in Italy along with others in the States and abroad. We’re not even there that much.”

      That’s kind of her, but I plan on making my own way. “Thank you, Embry. I really appreciate all that you have both done to make this transition possible. I’ll find a place of my own quick.”

      “Tansia, we’re family. You can stay as long as you need to or want. I already found you a job. If it’s not what you want long term, no problem, but it pays well. Everyone who works at Club Descallia gets paid well.”

      “The vampire club you talk about?”

      I can just picture my cousin’s narrowed eyes as I absorb the brief silence on the other end of the line. “It’s a mixed club. Everyone is welcome at Descallia’s, except for witches. Absolutely no witches. Well, except for one. She’s one of us technically, though.”

      My eyes roll as she chatters, thankful that she can’t see me through the phone “It’s not an easy establishment to get work at, unless of course, you know someone. And I just happen to know the right people. You'll have to sign a non-disclosure agreement, though. What you see and hear at the club, it’s family business, and it doesn't leave the club. Know what I mean?”

      My cousin and I may be as thick as thieves, but she didn’t tell me she was working for a bunch of criminals. “What’s the job? Are they into illegal stuff? I’m not getting into anything illegal, am I?”

      She laughs. “One question at a time. No, nothing like that, but they also don’t want you talking to anyone about what goes on behind their walls, especially in the lower level.”

      “Ahh, the sex club you were telling me about. Wait, what kind of job did you get me? I'm not taking off my clothes either! This body is not in any shape for that, and we both know I dance like I have two left feet.”

      Embry laughs. “You have a body that most of us would kill for. That long slinky waist and killer boobs. But no, the job is nothing like that. You’ll be serving drinks and waiting tables, until you decide what it is that you want to do.”

      I suck in a deep breath. This, I can do. “Thanks, Embry. I needed to hear your voice after a day like today. This is exactly what I need. A new start, in a fresh place. You know it’s been a year last week since we broke up but to everyone, we’re still a couple. They think we’re a thing, that we’re going to get back together. He still has everyone in this town eating out of the palm of his hand, and everything in this apartment seems to remind me of him. It’s time to move on.”

      Embry’s quiet on the other line. “I love you, Tansia, and can’t wait to see you. Call me when you get to town. I’ll have a car pick you up and bring you straight to the club. A group of us will be meeting there tonight to go over a few things. We’ve been working on organizing an assignment. I can’t really talk about it on the phone, but I’ll give you the 411 when you get here.”

      I get into my car and head to the airport. The excitement of a trip across the ocean on a private jet, courtesy of my cousin and her vampire friends, and the thought of a new start on life courses through my veins.
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        * * *

      

      The minute Embry sees me walk into the club, her purple eyes flash and she smiles brightly, quickening her pace with Lucas on her heels. My cousin throws her arms around me and hugs me tight. “I am so happy you’re here, Tansia. I was just telling Lucas about all the things we need to catch up on.”

      Lucas smiles at Embry and then extends a hand to me. “Good to see you again, Tansia. We were glad you could make it to see Embry’s ceremony, but it was so crowded we barely had any time to visit with our friends and family.”

      I shake his hand. “It was an impressive event. I’ve never been to anything like that.” Embry puts a finger to her lip and lowers her voice. “Remember to keep the fact that Lucianna gave me a ticket for you to ourselves. We’re really only supposed to give them out to vampires, without the approval of the masters of the consulate. They don’t take too kindly to being kept out of the loop, especially right now with everything going on.”

      Embry hasn’t changed a bit. Her long hair is still bright purple to match the color of her eyes, and she’s still showing off that dangly belly button ring with her short sweater and skirt. “I am so glad you took this job,” she gushes. “You will seriously love everything about working here. All the employees of Club Descallia are taken care of like family.” She squeezes my hand. “It will give you the fresh start you need. I promise!”

      Lucas leads the two of us back to a table and introduces me to the group. Embry pats the empty seat between hers and one taken by a dark-haired vampire with penetrating pitch-black eyes. Overmaster Descallia has an arm around Lucianna, and he gives me a curt nod from across the table. “Glad you had a safe trip.”

      “Thank you so much for letting me come over on the Descallia jet. I’ve never flown in a private jet before. I’ll be spoiled for life,” I tell him and Lucianna.

      Lucianna smiles brightly at me. “We’re glad you had a nice trip. Embry has been talking about nothing else since you decided to come.”

      Embry continues introducing me to the others. When she gets to the dark-haired male next to me, he barely looks up. “This is Master Calabrea,” she says.

      “Nice to meet you,” I tell him, although I’m not really sure if that’s true.

      His dark eyes take me in and then dismiss me as he picks a piece of lint from his dark suit jacket.

      My eyes narrow at the arrogant prick. Master vampire or not, he should have more manners than that. He may have all the other vampiresses or whatever they’re called here at the club, swooning at his feet, but I couldn’t give a rat’s ass who he is.

      He’s just plain rude…

      Master Calabrea feels the heat of my glare and looks up at me again as though I’ve disrupted something more important than what he’s doing. He yawns, seemingly bored and disinterested although the rims of his eyes redden as his glance trails down my body.

      Yeah, not likely, asshole. Still, his eyes heat my skin, warm my insides, and cause my pulse to race.

      Lucas places his arm around Embry. He leans in close to ask her something. All she’s ever wanted is to be his and to be part of his world. He’s the nicest vampire I’ve ever met, not that I've met that many. Still, the stories about how they came to be, how they fought to get where they are in society, and how they drink pure blood causes an involuntary shiver to snake down my spine. I’m genuinely happy for the life she’s chosen, to be one of them, and to be his, but no thank you…

      She and our gramma can have the vampires. Especially a skirt-chasing vampire like Master Calabrea, the one who can’t seem to keep his eyes in his head and off my boobs now that I’ve moved around to the other side of the table and settled in.

      I may be appreciative for the job and have a high regard for the vampires in the community, but I’m not naïve. At least not anymore. That woman was left broken by a lying, deceitful, and scamming man leaving me with the only gift he could, a healthy dose of mistrust and self-survival around the opposite sex. Embry may have been totally obsessed with the vampires, always wanting to hear more of the bloody war stories from the time she was little, but not me.

      Overmaster Descallia clears his throat. “Master Calabrea will be running point on a new assignment. He, Lucianna, and I met here last night to identify some of the barriers and risks that we want to avoid as we look for Isala.” He looks pointedly at me. “That’s where you can help.”

      He doesn’t seem to care that I have no idea what he’s talking about or why they plan to discuss this in my presence.

      Lucianna touches Overmaster Descallia’s hand, and he pauses mid-sentence as she gives me a bright smile. “Tansia, I'm so glad you decided to move and come to work for us at Club Descallia. Embry has told us so many wonderful things about you and the skills you possess. The reason we decided to meet tonight and include you is we have an offer to make.”

      “An offer?” I look from her to Embry and then back to Lucianna.

      Lucianna nods. "I know Embry is thrilled that you're in Italy now, and of course we're thrilled to have you here.” She looks to Embry, and her eyes narrow in question. “You really didn’t tell her anything?”

      Embry gives her a swirl of her eyes, laughing as she looks between the two of us. “She was in flight. I thought we could just spring it on her. Way more fun that way.”

      I narrow my eyes at Embry, usually only half exasperated by my spirited cousin’s antics but more so today as the dark eyes of the vampire master across the table bore into me. “Tell me what?”

      Embry’s eyes swirl with mischief. “See, now Tansia is all settled in, and most importantly, she’s had a little wine. I was just waiting for the right moment,” she tells Lucianna with a grin. I don’t think Lucianna is enjoying the position she’s been put in while my cousin is enjoying
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