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            Catteneo

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucianna, the one with crystalline green eyes, may have come into our world unexpectedly but has stood by Overmaster Descallia’s side to protect the vampire community time and time again since her return. There isn’t a master of the twelve on our board who wouldn’t do anything in our power to send the bastard, or bitch in this case, who abducted our future queen straight to the eternal flames of hell.

      It takes less than half an hour for us to raid the weapons store we keep downstairs from our meeting room at the consulate in Rome. I don a double chest vest, snugging my daggers in, and settle another around my waist, a gun into my side holster, and a shuriken into its sheath. The rest of my brothers prepare for the battle ahead same as me. We talk softly to one another while our fierce and fearless leader, Overmaster Descallia, paces the floor, growling into the phone as he strives to get a lead on his missing mate.

      Isala has gone far beyond the bounds. It was bad enough that she turned her back on the overmaster when he took Lucianna as his mate, jealousy festering until she wanted to destroy all the vampires and take our power in the underworld. When she lured some of Sheba’s best and most seasoned shifters to come after us, used them in an attempt to usurp the witches’ power to unlock the key to the vampire secrets and destroy us, it added fuel to an already fuming pot of rage. But nobody thought she would stoop so low as to take her own sister as a hostage in this evil game. Already the dissention between all the factions of the underworld has us precariously close to an all-out war. Which is what Isala wants.

      Nevertheless, Overmaster Descallia will go to the ends of the earth to find his mate, and every one of his twelve masters will be by his side, including me. We will not care who is in our way, be it defecting warriors from our own midst, rogue shifters who have left a leader like Sheba, or a haven of witches that are known to be right in the thick of everything.

      Overmaster drops his cell into his suit jacket before stalking toward me. “Silver used her scarf and was able to pick up her scent. She is in Italy, but the trail drops off. You know your region the best. We’ll need you and your most trusted lords to help find her, Catteneo.”

      My jaw locks tight. My vast region of Italy is a sprawling countryside full of our most trusted vampires, but it’s also crawling with the syndicate and those loyal to them. It’s a fine balance, leading a region so diverse and steeped in culture and history between the vampires and the syndicate. We may live in harmony most of the time, but the leaders on both sides have vivid memories of a time when that wasn’t the case. “We’ll find her. Where did Silver lose the trail?”

      Descallia’s black eyes bore into me. “At the edge of the sea, one of the more secluded beachfronts in the city of Catania.”

      My chest tightens. How many of our city dead have been found there, floating, days or months after they’ve gone missing? The police commissioner even set up extensive beats to patrol along the beachy areas of the city, to no avail. The syndicate fuckers still find ways to dump their bloody and battered bodies into the swift-moving currents of the Ionian Sea.

      But there could be other reasons why the trail went cold. We’re not dealing with someone who doesn’t know that Silver, or someone like him with powers of sight, would be on the trail. Isala is smart. She would do something to ensure the trail went cold before they reached their real destination. At least, that’s what I’m betting on.

      Descallia is counting on it too, as shown when he holds out a scarf to me. I run my finger over one of the multitudes of scarfs that Lucianna likes to wear. “Do you mind if I take this with us? I have some contacts in the city I will reach out to.” Descallia only nods, and I continue. “I expect Isala will contact you directly with demands. When you have the rest of the team ready, meet me at my estate. Everyone can stay there. It has plenty of room. Meanwhile, I want to talk to a few people.”

      Descallia’s eyes flash. I don’t pretend to know how he feels, but I do know my territory.

      “Powers of sight may be scoffed at in some places in the world, but in Italy, it is not a rarity. Many families have carried through generations the highest powers of sight. In my region, we have the largest population of people with these gifts. And the one who is said to have the most, Alina, will be able to help.”

      A man not used to relinquishing control, Overmaster Descallia gives me a reluctant nod. He knows how delicate it can be working with the syndicate and that I’ve earned their respect, at least as much as a vampire master will ever have, anyway. The territorial lines between the vampires and the syndicate regarding dirty dealings, prostitution, bribes, trades, protection, gunrunning and drugs may blur in other parts of the world but are very clear in Sicily. I don’t touch what’s theirs, and they don’t touch what’s ours. I leave them alone and keep my nose out of their affairs as long as they don’t impede ours. A harmonious arrangement that keeps bloodshed to a minimum. And right now, the last thing we need is for a group of masters to fly into their territory without warning, something they would perceive as not only a show of disrespect but a threat of great proportions.

      “I’ll smooth the way and grease some elbows.”

      He nods.

      Lucas approaches. “There’s another situation that requires your immediate attention, boss,” he tells Descallia.

      The overmaster’s jaw locks tight. “I’ll meet you at your estate,” he says to me before turning to his right-hand man, who draws him away.

      When I arrive at the airport, the bright white Descallia Gulfstream is waiting for me. I nod to the crew loading our things as the airport staff get me checked in on the private tarmac. Once aboard, I fold my lengthy frame into one of the finely upholstered black leather seats, and within ten minutes we’re in the air and heading for my home in Sicily.

      The flight is quick. As soon as we touch down, the crew begins their preparations for the return flight to pick up the rest of the team in Rome. I call my driver, who is waiting with my car on the tarmac. “Did you have any luck finding the woman I asked you about?”

      A trusted employee and driver for years, Lark is as loyal as they come. “I have her home address. I know it’s not my place to question you, sir, but they say if you ask her or any of her kind for a favor, you owe her for a lifetime. The powers she possesses, that’s not easy to deflect if you get on her bad side.”

      Some of the rumors and cultures of today are ridiculous. “She’s frail and aged. And from way back, an ally to the vampires.”

      “The old lady, perhaps. But her granddaughter? Word on the street is that she is formidably protective of her gramma.”

      I roll my eyes. “Relax, Lark. I’m just going to ask her if she gets any vibes from a scarf. The old lady is a psychic, not a witch.”

      And just how much trouble can one young lady be?
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            Alessia

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a distinct chill in the air that wasn’t there yesterday, or the day before. I race down the straight creaky stairs and into the living room. Gramma sits in her rocking chair by the wood-burning stove in the corner of the room, coaxing the smoldering wood to ignite. “Here, you’re not feeling well. Let me take care of it, Gramma.”

      She watches thoughtfully as I add more kindling and, after working for a bit, finally get the hearth to take a flame. The bright orange embers grow brighter and brighter, and warmth begins to spread throughout the family room of the home we’ve had for generations, since our ancestors began to stay in one place and not pack up and move every season.

      Gramma’s staring at the fire, as though far, far away.

      “Something wrong?”

      “We’ve stayed in this place for too long. Descendants from the original Romani, our family migrated from place to place, going where the work, our visions, and the wind took us.” She turns to me. Her once-colorful blue eyes have faded to a duller gray over the years. “There’s a storm coming, child, a deadly, deadly storm.”

      A chill snakes down the length of my spine. Gramma’s premonitions, a gift of every generation that can be traced through time, are never wrong. They’ve always given her, and the ones before her, fair warning so the families could prepare and move to safety.

      I pull a large pillow from the couch and hug it to myself, sitting on the old weather-worn rug that I’m sure was bright and colorful in its day, atop the hardwood floor’s once-lustrous shine, now dull with time and wear.

      “The vampires are preparing for war.”

      My eyes go wide, and I’m pretty sure my mouth gapes before I make the effort to close it. I ask the woman who has been my rock for many years, taking care of me since my parents were killed in an accident far, far away, “Are you sure we have to leave?” I’m thinking of our thriving business in town that has allowed me and Gramma to stay in one place, something that can both be calming and confining at the very same time. But it’s ours and has sustained us even through Gramma’s many ailments.

      She doesn’t say a word, those keen eyes just looking at me as though that should answer every question I have. And maybe it does, because she wouldn’t have said it if she wasn’t sure. Whenever has Gramma had a premonition or vision that didn’t come true? Some may call it coincidence, luck, or half a dozen other names when people don’t know what to call these powers of sight. But if she said it, then she’s sure.

      I take a deep breath. “You don’t have to explain anything to me, Gramma. I’m sorry I questioned you. I’m just shocked. Why on earth would the vampires want to start a war now? They’re sitting at the top of the hierarchy in terms of power. They have the respect of almost everyone in the underworld. While I’m sure all the factions would love nothing more than to take that power, most people grudgingly respect the vampires for the way they’ve been able to assimilate into the modern world and their ability to work alongside even the syndicate.”

      “The one with crystalline green eyes has been taken. She has powers too, child. She was sent from the heavens and holds the only key to the vampires’ survival. Blood will spill, much, much blood.”

      Gramma has regaled me with story after story about the vampires. She is the one who instilled a love for their kind in my soul, from a very baby, I’m sure. Always regaling me with her stories of their bravery. Instilling in me a kindness toward them that has grown in depth over the years. And she told me of how she and others her age fought by their side not all that long ago. I have never heard her speak of this lady with crystalline eyes. “Don’t stop, Gramma. I want to know everything about the vampires. You know how I feel about them.”

      She pulls her gray cable-knit sweater tighter around her and rocks in the bentwood rocker. “The rogues put a stake through Lucianna’s heart centuries ago, but now she has returned to Overmaster Descallia.”

      I swallow, half enthralled and half annoyed that I don’t know who this person of importance to the vampires is. All the times she’s shared their history. Why would she have kept this from me?

      Gramma gives me a knowing look. Sometimes it’s uncanny the way she knows what I’m thinking. “There were things better left untold until you were an adult, child. After his mate was brutally killed, Descallia swore to get back at the rogues and to move the vampires to a place of power. One of these he has done. Descallia presides over the vampires across the globe with the help of his twelve masters, each assigned to a region with either a large vampire population currently or historical vampire descendants. Descallia built this vampire community and structure. But the rogues, they have been elusive over the centuries.”

      I suck in a breath. “Where are these masters?” I ask, enthralled with the notion that even in college they don’t teach you about the hierarchy of the vampires. Instead, half ignoring their existence in modern time as if they don’t now walk among us each and every day.

      She narrows her old eyes at me. “They meet in Rome once a month. More, if needed. Otherwise, each of them works from their respective regions.”

      “Do we have one of these masters in Sicily?”

      Gramma nods. “Catteneo. A mighty master who has done a great job keeping the peace between the factions of the underworld and the syndicate in these parts. No easy task. Blood runs deep in this area, with both vampire and mafia lineages striving for the higher power and almighty dollar. He has found a way for both groups to coexist without diminishing the power of either or causing war. A significant achievement, really.”

      I narrow my eyes lovingly at the woman who means the world to me. “I had no idea, and here I thought I was a vampire expert after years of listening to your stories. Seems I know very little. Does Lucianna have powers like you?”

      She nods, still slowly rocking in her wooden rocking chair. “She has extraordinary powers of sight and premonition. And now that she’s missing, the vampires will come here, looking for answers. They’re on their way as we speak. The wind blows colder.”

      Butterflies dance in my stomach at the thought of one of the handsome vampire beasts bursting through the door, demanding answers to find one of their ladies in trouble.

      My gramma gives me a knowing smile. “Get your head out of the sky, child. We have work to be done. We must alert all of our families throughout this region and beyond. Some of the elders in their midst must surely have gotten wind of the strife. They need to take shelter, go somewhere safe if they’re not already on the move. The vampires are coming soon, and I don’t want them to get caught in the crossfire.”

      A hard knock on the door causes me to jump. Gramma’s knowing eyes gesture toward the door. “They are here.” She starts to get up from her chair, but I scramble to my feet.

      “No, stay here, Gramma. I’ll answer the door and try to get rid of them for now. Get us some time to warn the family, perhaps give you enough time to shake whatever is ailing you. And maybe understand what it is they’re after before they return.”

      She doesn’t look convinced, but she doesn’t argue. She’ll need all the strength she can muster to focus on whatever they want from her. It’s not like others, including the police, haven’t come to see her, hoping at one time or another that Gramma would be able to help find someone, fill in a missing clue on a police case, or at least point them in the right direction. Gramma’s always been very accommodating, but she’s sick now, and we need more time if what she thinks will happen is true. Our family needs more time before any war.

      Another hard rap signals impatience at the door. The table lamp almost topples in my haste to get through the dining room.

      I open the door, out of breath. The slight coolness of the night turns cold as a sudden wind blows in around us. I stare in astonishment at the smooth head of the muscled man who towers almost a foot above me, glaring at me with brightly glowing red eyes.

      

      It’s not like I’ve never seen a vampire up close. I’ve walked past them on the street every once in a while. But I’ve never seen a master, especially one so large and so obviously ready to go into battle. My gaze wanders to the intricate black tattoos that stretch out from underneath his black leather vest, and to the dual-sheath holster strapped around him, holding two daggers, and the long sword hanging from another sheath at his waist.

      I tilt my head back to take a close look at his face. He must be at least six-foot-four, all lean panther-like muscle that flexes as he shifts his weight from one foot to the other. His eyes devour me, taking me in from head to toe.

      “I’m Master Catteneo.”
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      The long, dark-haired beauty with sparkling blue eyes stares at me as though not sure what to say. I clear my throat. “I’ve come to see Alina. She’s helped the vampires in the past with her powers of sight. I need her help today.”

      She nods, finally getting her tongue to move. “I’m Alessia, her granddaughter. I help in the shop. I know exactly who you are, Master Catteneo, and we would love to help, but my gramma isn’t well today. She’s been battling a terrible cold for days, and she’s elderly. It will have to wait a day or two at least, until she’s feeling better. Then she would be happy to assist in any way that she can.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Move out of my way.”

      For a moment, her mouth drops open, displaying a perfect set of white teeth and a pretty little tongue. But her cheeks dot with color, and the gold in her eyes flashes. She pushes the raven-colored waves from her face, exposing large hoop earrings. “I will do nothing of the sort. Alina is not feeling up to working today. And you may be master of the vampires, but you’re not master of me. Now go! Shoo! Come back tomorrow.” She barely stands five and a half feet tall, yet doesn’t show an ounce of fear.

      The low growl that escapes from deep in my throat and flash of my eyes causes the woman’s eyes to grow wide. “I’m not leaving. You can get out of my way, or I can move you.”

      The woman stands firm in the doorway of the modest gray lava mortar home, her hands on perfectly curved hips. But the smell of fear rolls from her body in waves.

      “You know I can transport through the door and forego all the niceties?”

      “But instead, you stand at my door, threatening me with your size and power! You don’t scare me, vampire.”

      Alessia may be frightened, but she narrows those pretty blue eyes at me, and a slight tinge of remorse settles into my chest for unnecessarily marring the lovely woman’s countenance with angst. There are better ways to get what you want, but damn it, time is of the essence.

      The little spitfire sighs as though conceding but only gives me an inch. “I’ll let you come in and see my gramma, but only because whatever is going on may impact our family. Not because you scare me.” The insolent young woman stands up straighter. And the blood coursing through the ventricles of my heart races faster as I watch the creamy expanse of her throat contract and expand with each word as she chews my ass. “Do not overstay your welcome, Master Catteneo. I don’t want you upsetting my gramma or making her more tired than she already is, got it?”

      I raise my eyebrows, surprised and curious about this formidable young woman. Mesmerizing…

      Alessia huffs dramatically with one last flash of those baby blues, as if finally accepting the fact I’m not going away and plan to do exactly what I came to do; as if I am giving her any choice in the matter at all.

      She turns on a flat white sneaker. “Follow me.” My eyes can’t help but follow the outline of her lean shape all the way up that delicious looking body, from the tapered ankle poking from her jeans, over the swell of her hips and ass, to the cinched in little waist. I remind myself that she may be smoking hot in those tight little jeans, but even if I wanted more than a roll in the hay, which seemed like a very good idea until she opened that sassy little mouth of hers, humans carry more baggage than I’m prepared to deal with, especially now. Still, my dick throbs in appreciation as the woman leads me through the foyer and into the great room, where Alina sits bundled in a blanket by a fire that hasn’t quite begun to roar.

      “Master Catteneo is here to see you, Gramma. Would you like me to stay and visit with the two of you?”

      Alina’s kind eyes almost glow with the swirling of emotion. The visions are probably already beginning to form. It’s said that she has premonitions long before we know anything is likely to happen. Like the gods of the earth speak directly to her first. “We’ll be fine alone, Alessia. Would you mind preparing a fresh pot of tea for me and our guest?” She turns to me. “Take a seat, Master Catteneo. How can I help you?”

      Alessia’s eyes flare over me, but it’s clear she respects her grandmother, and turns to leave. “Call me if you need anything.” The young woman turns her glare at me. “And please remember, she’s not well, or as young as she used to be.” She turns on the heel of her shoe to leave and closes the door with just a little more force than needed.

      A couch and loveseat both face the fireplace, but I settle onto the floor next to the fire, closest to her chair. There are tools sitting in a tall metal stand on the hearth. I select one of the long-handled brass pokers to stoke the fire as her eyes heat me with their stare. “You have a long history as an ally to the vampires. You know things before they happen, Alina. I’m looking for Lucianna, Overmaster Descallia’s mate. She was taken and brought into town and out to one of the beaches. We lost the scent there. I’m hoping that you can help me find her or tell me anything that can assist those of us trying to find her.”

      She rocks, mulling over what I’ve said, and then coughs, a frail, weak cough
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