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			Dedication

			In loving memory of

			Janice,

			always there with a warm hug,

			great advice, and homemade cookies.

			Thank you for believing in me and being proud.

			It was an honor to be part of your life.
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			Chapter One

			Simone tore the man’s shirt open and skimmed her hand down his smooth, hairless chest and rippled abs.

			“I have a hunger that cannot be denied,” she murmured in her husky French accent.

			The man turned his chiseled jaw to expose his neck. “Take me. My body, my blood—I’m all yours.”

			She trailed a finger along his carotid artery, then suddenly shoved him away. “No! I can no longer bear it!”

			With a dramatic swish of her pink silk negligee, she rose to her feet. The voluminous skirt swirled around her long legs, allowing a peek at her matching pink stilettos.

			She lifted a pale hand to her brow. “What is a vampire to do? For so many years I have endured the same taste. How I long for something different!”

			She moved forward, lowering her hand with a graceful flutter. “I need something new, something rich, robust, and sophisticat— Ack!” She tripped on her nightgown and fell flat on her face.

			“Cut!” The director cursed under his breath, then leaned toward Gregori and whispered, “Are you sure we have to use her?”

			Gregori hid his frustration, like he normally did, and gave Gordon an encouraging smile. “She’ll be fine. She’s the most famous model in the vampire world.”

			“Yeah, you’ve mentioned that about five times. But she can’t act. Hell, she can’t even walk.”

			Gregori’s smile faltered slightly as he inwardly winced. He thought he’d scored a coup, convincing the famous Simone to star in his commercial introducing the latest creation in Vampire Fusion Cuisine, Blardonnay. But after three hours of shooting, there wasn’t a single successful take.

			The director and film crew at the Digital Vampire Network in Brooklyn had already polished off the crate of twenty-four bottles he’d brought as a gift. The mixture of synthetic blood and Chardonnay was no longer strong enough for the director. Gordon tipped back a bottle of Blissky, then gave Gregori a sour look.

			“The sun will rise in about ninety minutes,” he muttered. “I’m calling it quits before my tortured crew runs outside to fry themselves in a blaze of glory.”

			“It’s not that bad,” Gregori assured him. “With some careful editing, we’ll have—” Zip. “You’ll still get paid for your time.”

			Gordon snorted and took another swig of Blissky.

			Gregori adjusted his tie while he considered his options. He was the one who would have to answer to his boss for spending a small fortune on a commercial that wasn’t happening. It wouldn’t help matters if he criticized Simone. She might look frail and delicate, but, enraged, she could inflict a massive amount of damage with her superior vampire strength.

			There was the time she’d destroyed a dance club in Manhattan when no one had recognized her. Gregori had used a huge amount of vampire mind control to wipe the memory of every terrified mortal who had witnessed her temper tantrum. Unfortunately he hadn’t been around to clean up when a paparazzo in Paris had snapped her photo without her permission. She’d tossed the photographer clear across the Champs Élysées. Le Figaro had speculated that her odd display of strength meant she was high on PCP. She’d retaliated the next night by ripping a street lamp out of the sidewalk and crashing it through the newspaper office’s plate-glass window. Somehow, she thought she’d proved them wrong.

			He adjusted his cuff links as he resigned himself to the only logical course of action: playing the role of the kind and sympathetic friend, otherwise known as major suck-up. Sheesh, the stuff he had to do for his job.

			He stepped onto the set, which consisted of thick ivory carpet and an ivory satin settee. The male model sat sprawled on the settee, not even attempting to help Simone, who remained tangled in her negligee, wallowing on the carpet like a nearly starved, beached whale.

			“Simone, sweetheart, are you all right?” He lifted her carefully to her feet. She was so thin, it was like propping up a broomstick in a strong wind. “It’s not like you to fall down.” Twelve times.

			“It is these ridiculous shoes you made me wear. They’re too big.” She raised her voice so everyone in the studio could hear. “You know I wear a size five.”

			She wore an eight. Gregori knew because she’d begged him to buy her a pair of Jimmy Choo sandals last Christmas. He’d done it, not out of any special affection for Simone, but for business reasons. As marketing director at Romatech Industries, he knew the value of staying chummy with the most influential personalities in the vampire world.

			“Is your gown too long?” he suggested. “We could have it shortened a bit.”

			“I like it long. It makes me look taller. And thinner.”

			Good God, if she was any thinner, she’d be two-dimensional. “You look beautiful, Simone. But ... I’m afraid your concentration is off just a tad. Perhaps if we—”

			“It’s his fault!” She pointed a perfectly manicured pink nail at the male model who was busy taking off the shirt she’d ripped. “He’s too ugly to work with.”

			Gregori glanced at the model. “He looks fine to me.”

			“Why, thank you, handsome.” The male model winked.

			Oh shit. “Simone, we can’t keep replacing the guy for you. This is the eighth one. The talent agency is running out of guys, and we’re running out of time, so do you think you could possibly bring yourself to work with this one?”

			She stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. “He’s repulsive. I shudder when I have to touch him.”

			The male model wagged a finger at her. “It’s not like I’m enjoying it either, girlfriend.”

			“It’s called acting, Simone,” Gregori whispered. “You have to pretend to desire him. He could be as ugly as a turnip, but you make us believe he’s stunning.”

			“But I am stunning.” The model flipped his long blond hair over his shoulders.

			Gregori groaned inwardly. It was impossible to whisper around a bunch of Vamps. They could hear everything. He grasped Simone by her bony shoulders. “Let’s be honest about this, Toots. It’s not the shoes, or the gown, or the guy on the couch—”

			“The name is Pennington,” the male model interrupted. “Pennington Langley, the Third. But please don’t call me Penny for short. I would hate to sound cheap.” He gave Gregori a flirtatious smile.

			Suppressing a shudder, Gregori smiled back. Sheesh, the crap he put up with for his job. “Simone. I’ve seen you glide down a jillion runways as graceful as a swan. You can do this.”

			She ducked her head as she pressed her hands against his chest. “All right, I’ll be honest. I-I’m afraid.”

			“Afraid of what? Failure?” He winced when her steel-like nails dug into him.

			“I never fail,” she hissed.

			“Right. Right, I knew that.” He grabbed her hands to keep her pink claws from ripping through his best suit. “What are you afraid of, then?”

			Her bottom lip trembled against her fangs. “The sun will rise soon. I’m afraid of dying.”

			“Sweetcakes, we die at every sunrise.”

			“I mean real death! La mort finale!” She clutched his lapels with her fists. “I heard Corky’s show tonight. Live with the Undead. She said we’re all in grave danger!”

			“You’ll be fine, Simone. You’ll be staying at Roman’s townhouse where we have guards to keep us safe.”

			“Then Corky is right?” Simone shrieked and gave him a hard shake. “The mortal world knows about us now?”

			He pried her bony fingers loose from his lapels. “Corky ought to know. She’s the one who posted the damned video.”

			Three nights earlier, Corky Courrant had filmed the battle at Mount Rushmore that had climaxed with the death of her lover, the Malcontent leader, Casimir. While Gregori could understand why a woman might be a little miffed over the decapitation of her lover, he still thought Corky had severely overreacted. She’d posted the video on YouTube, claiming it was proof that vampires were real. That was an unforgivable, traitorous act in their world, and yet Corky was still employed at the Digital Vampire Network. Apparently her infamy was good for ratings.

			Simone’s eyes filled with tears. “She said the mortals will hunt us down and slaughter us in our sleep!”

			“Oh my God!” Pennington sprang to his feet. “Is that true?”

			The boom operator glowered at him. “Don’t you watch the Nightly News? Stone Cauffyn said the secret is out, and it won’t be long before the mortals decide to kill us off.”

			With a soft moan, Simone sank onto the carpet. Her tears, tinted with blood, left pink streaks down her gaunt cheeks. “La mort finale.”

			“It’s the end for us all,” the cameraman grumbled.

			“We’re doomed.” The makeup artist sniffed and wiped tears from her face.

			“The Vampire Apocalypse,” Gordon muttered, then took another swig of Blissky.

			Good God, no wonder the director and crew had jumped on that case of Blardonnay. “Get a grip, guys,” Gregori told them. “Just because Corky posted a video that looks like vampires getting their heads cut off and turning to dust, that doesn’t mean any mortals will believe it.”

			“Right,” Gordon sneered. “Because mortals are always making home videos where they cut each other’s heads off.”

			“If you look at the comments, a lot of people are calling it a hoax,” Gregori said.

			“It only takes one mortal with one stake to do me in,” the boom operator mumbled.

			“We’re doomed!” The makeup artist collapsed on the floor, clutching an empty bottle of Blardonnay. “Doomed!”

			“No, we’re not! You guys got the official memo from Roman, right?” Gregori asked. Roman Draganesti was not only his boss and CEO of Romatech Industries, he was also Coven Master of East Coast Vampires. “He wants everyone to remain calm and go about your lives in a normal manner.”

			“Yeah, we know.” Gordon upended his Blissky bottle, then scowled when he discovered it was empty. “That’s why we all showed up for work today.”

			“We should be looking for some caves to hide in,” the cameraman grumbled, then his eyes lit up. “I know! We could hide in mausoleums.”

			“Right.” The boom operator scoffed. “Mortals would never think about looking for us in a graveyard.”

			“We’re doomed—”

			“Enough!” Gregori interrupted the makeup artist. “Chillax, people. It’s going to be all right. Roman’s got a strategy meeting tonight with a bunch of Coven Masters.”

			“Do they have a plan?” Pennington asked.

			“I’m sure they’ll come up with something.” Gregori didn’t know much about the situation except that Roman and the head of MacKay Security and Investigation, Angus MacKay, had spent the last two nights discussing the matter with Sean Whelan—CIA operative, newly turned vampire, and Roman’s father-in-law. “The best thing for us to do is to behave normally and not bring any attention to ourselves. Just go to work, go home, drink your blood from bottles, and no one will ever suspect you’re a vampire.”

			“That’s easy for you to say,” Gordon grumbled. “You and your buddies have security guards to watch over you during the day. We do our death-sleep in apartments that mortals could break into.”

			“We’re doomed!” the makeup girl cried.

			Gregori loosened his tie as he considered. Corky’s damned video was probably inciting panic all over the vampire world. And the more the Vamps panicked, the bigger the chance that one of them would do something really stupid that made the problem even worse. They needed to feel safe.

			He retrieved his smart phone from his jacket pocket. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll ask Angus MacKay to send a day guard here. We’ll turn the building into an emergency shelter. Then Vamps can do their death-sleep here, knowing they’ll be safe and protected.”

			Gordon jumped to his feet and swayed a little. “Are you serious? You can do that?”

			“Of course.” Gregori smiled. “I’ll make the arrangements, so hurry up and announce it on air.”

			“Great!” Gordon dashed out of the studio.

			The makeup artist eased to her feet and gave Gregori a shaky smile. “Thank you.”

			“Not a problem.” Gregori selected Angus’s number on his Droid while the rest of the crew thanked him. “Let’s get ready for another try at the commercial, okay?”

			“Yes, sir!” the boom operator shouted with a grin.

			Pennington put on a new shirt, while the makeup girl applied new powder and lipstick to Simone.

			Gregori breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe they’d get the commercial done after all. Angus’s phone sent him to voice mail, so he left a short message explaining the need to turn DVN into an emergency shelter for frightened Vamps.

			“Excuse me.”

			Gregori glanced up from a quick look through his e-mail to see Pennington standing nearby. “Yes?”

			“I’d like to thank you for keeping us all safe tonight.”

			“Glad to help.”

			Pennington shoved his long blond hair over his shoulders. “And I’d like to thank you for giving me the opportunity to star in a commercial.”

			“No problem.” Gregori didn’t want to remind the model that he was the talent agency’s eighth choice, and he wouldn’t be here at all if Simone hadn’t sent the first seven guys packing.

			Pennington sidled up closer. “What I mean is I’d like to thank you ... personally.”

			Yikes. Gregori stepped back. “No thanks. Sorry.”

			“But you’re gay, right? I mean, you dress so well, and you were so nice and sensitive to ... her.” Pennington wrinkled his nose at Simone.

			“A straight guy can’t be nice?” Gregori muttered.

			Simone snorted while the makeup girl brushed her hair. “Why do you continue with this charade, mon ami? You refused to have sex with me. You must be gay.”

			His mouth dropped open. The crew started whispering, latching on to this tasty morsel of gossip. Shit. “Simone, have you been spreading rumors about me?”

			“No, of course not.” She waved a hand dramatically. “I know how much you enjoy your reputation as a young playboy. But really, mon ami, you should stop acting so cowardly and admit the truth. You’ll feel much better for it.”

			Cowardly? He reached into his pocket for a stress ball. Dammit, he’d left them all at the office.

			It was true that he’d rejected Simone without giving her much of a reason, but it hadn’t seemed diplomatic at the time to be honest. He simply wasn’t attracted to her. And he wasn’t gung-ho over the prospect of being lover number five hundred and sixty-three. Simone actually kept count in her journal. Along with a rating from one to ten.

			She’d shown him the journal several times. It was rare, she’d pointed out, for a man to score over a five. That was why she was burdened with the sad task of trying out hundreds in order to find a few who were worthy.

			He’d let her down as gently as possible since he needed to stay friendly with the celebrities of the vampire world so he could be successful in his career. And right now, success meant getting the damned commercial recorded. That meant he couldn’t afford to insult Simone or Pennington, who was still regarding him with a hopeful smile. Damn, the bull crap he put up with for his job.

			“I—” His Droid vibrated. Thank God. “I’ve got to take this. Excuse me.” He paced across the studio. “Hey, Angus. Excellent timing. So do you have a day guard you can send?”

			“Aye,” Angus replied. “I asked Robby and some of the lads to teleport over there and leave Rajiv.”

			“Great. Thanks, dude.”

			“We’re just about done here with our plan of action. Talk to you soon.” Angus hung up.

			They had a plan. Excellent! Gregori smiled as he pocketed his phone.

			Gordon rushed back into the studio. “We aired the announcement. Vamps are already teleporting into the lobby.”

			“How many can you take in?” Gregori asked.

			“Sly thinks we can take in hundreds,” Gordon referred to Sylvester, the station manager. “We have six large studios and an enormous basement.”

			“Great!” Gregori gave everyone a thumbs-up. “You’ll all be safe with Rajiv watching out for you. He’s a were-tiger who can shift whenever he wants.”

			“A were-tiger?” The makeup artist’s eyes grew wide. “Oh my. He sounds so ...”

			“Sexy,” Pennington whispered.

			Gregori winced. At least the Vamps would be dead during the day, so Rajiv wouldn’t have to fight off a bunch of advances. He slapped his hands together. “So now that everybody’s happy, how about we get this commercial done?”

			The crew shouted a victory cheer.

			“Places!” Gordon shouted, and everyone scurried into position on or off set. “Let’s do it, people! Mark it.”

			“Take number seventy-two.” A crew member clapped the sticks together on the slate.

			Simone lounged on the ivory satin settee and leaned toward Pennington. Her eyes burned with hot passion. “I have a hunger that cannot be denied.”

			Pennington flipped his hair back to expose his neck. “Take me. My body, my blood—I’m all yours.”

			She ripped open his shirt. One of the buttons popped off and hit her in the eye.

			“Ack!” She jumped to her feet, catching the boom operator by surprise and ramming her head into the large microphone suspended over them.

			“Aarrgh!” She collapsed on the floor.

			Everyone stared at her unconscious body for a few silent seconds.

			“Cut,” Gordon muttered.

			“Am I interrupting anything?” Robby MacKay strode into the studio.

			“No,” the entire crew moaned.

			“Rajiv is in the lobby.” Robby did a double take at Simone’s unconscious body. “We left a few cases of Chocolood and Bleer in the lobby so no one will go hungry.”

			“Chocolood?” The makeup artist ran from the room.

			“Free Bleer!” The male crew members dashed after her.

			Robby motioned to Simone. “Is she all right?”

			Gregori sighed. “She will be. I’ll teleport her back to the townhouse.”

			Robby shook his head. “Leave her be. Angus and Roman want you at Romatech.”

			“I’ll drop her off on the way—”

			“Nay,” Robby interrupted. “They want you there now.”

			Now? The sun would be up in less than an hour. What was so important that it couldn’t wait another night? Gregori turned to Gordon. “If Simone comes to, tell her I was called away. We’ll try again tomorrow.”

			Gordon grimaced. “Must we?”

			“Yes, I’ll—”

			“I said now,” Robby interrupted Gregori and gave him a stern look.

			“Okay! Don’t get your panties in a wad.” He glanced at Robby’s green and blue plaid kilt. “If you even wear underwear.”

			Robby frowned as he grabbed on to Gregori’s arm. “Let’s go.”

			Gregori stiffened with surprise. He was being escorted? What was the big hurry— His thoughts cut off as everything went black.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			The big strategy meeting had to be over. Gregori spotted about a dozen Coven Masters leaving the Romatech conference room as Robby ushered him down the hall.

			He pulled his arm from Robby’s steel-like grip. “Look, dude, tell me what’s going on.”

			Robby shrugged one shoulder. “Angus told me to bring you here now.”

			“Yeah, I got the now part.” Gregori noted most of the Coven Masters were teleporting away. No doubt they wanted to leave New York before sunrise. He nodded at two who remained in the hall. “Hey, guys. What’s up?”

			Rafferty McCall shook his hand. “Great idea about making emergency shelters.”

			“Thanks,” he answered the West Coast Coven Master. Was that why he’d been summoned? They might need his help coordinating shelters across the world.

			“I should get back to Louisiana.” Colbert GrandPied slapped Gregori on the shoulder. “Bonne chance, mon ami.”

			“Aye,” Rafferty agreed. “Good luck to you, lad.”

			“For what?” Gregori asked, but the two Coven Masters teleported away.

			“Why do I need luck all of a sudden?” Gregori asked Robby, but the Scottish vampire merely opened the conference room door and motioned for him to enter.

			Gregori tamped down on his frustration. If there was any luck to be had, he sure as hell wasn’t getting any. The commercial was a disaster. Thanks to Simone, everyone at DVN would be spreading a rumor that he was gay. And then there was that little matter of the Vampire Apocalypse and their imminent deaths at the hands of wild-eyed mortals driven into a murderous frenzy by Corky’s damned video. An irritating prickle on the back of his neck warned him that it was about to get even worse.

			If there was one thing he hated, it was walking into a situation uninformed and unprepared. He was accustomed to succeeding at whatever project he was assigned to, and as far as he was concerned, the secret to success was information. He liked to have all the facts beforehand, everything thoroughly researched, documented, and organized into strategic plans of action. He never walked into a conference room empty-handed ... like he was doing now. Hell, he didn’t even know what this meeting was about.

			Out of habit, he reached into his pocket for a stress ball, but no luck. He’d just have to bluff his way through, show them some positive attitude. Stay cool. Act like you belong. It’s the best way to fit in.

			He slipped his tie back into place, then marched purposefully into the conference room. The long table was empty except at the far end, where five Vamps stopped their whispering to look at him.

			He smiled. “You wanted to see me?”

			No smiles in return. The prickle on the back of his neck grew more insistent. He’d known these guys for years. Why were they studying him like he was some sort of specimen?

			At the head of the table his boss, Roman Draganesti, nodded his head slightly. Sitting to Roman’s left was Jean-Luc Echarpe, who retained his title of Coven Master of Western Europe even though he spent most of his time in Texas and only teleported to Paris once a month to preside over Coven Court. Next to him sat Zoltan Czakvar, CM for Eastern Europe, headquartered in Budapest. On Roman’s right, Angus MacKay narrowed his eyes. He was not only head of MacKay Security and Investigation, but also CM for the British Isles.

			Next to Angus, Sean Whelan sat with a fierce scowl on his face. Actually that wasn’t so unusual. Gregori had never seen Sean Whelan when the guy wasn’t scowling. First he’d been pissed that his daughter Shanna had married Roman. Then he’d been livid when his other daughter Caitlyn had married Carlos and become a were-panther. His head had nearly exploded when Shanna’s husband had transformed her into a vampire. Tough news for a guy who was the leader of the CIA Stake-Out team, dedicated to killing vampires. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Sean had gotten himself mortally wounded fighting vampires, so Roman had transformed him.

			No one was sure how Sean would react to becoming the creature he hated the most, but Shanna had begged her husband to save him. Sean had been a vampire less than a week now, but he appeared to be taking it in stride. Apparently his desire to survive was stronger than his desire to kill Vamps.

			“Sit down, please.” Roman motioned to the end of the table.

			A mile away from them? Why did he feel like a lab rat in one of Roman’s scientific experiments? Gregori took a seat and rested his forearms on the table. “So do you need my help coordinating emergency shelters?”

			“Nay,” Angus said.

			“Each Coven Master is responsible for the safety of the Vamps in his region,” Roman explained. “I appreciate your help with my area. I’ve been ... distracted with other matters.”

			Gregori nodded and adjusted his cuff links. “Then you devised a plan of action?”

			Roman gestured to his father-in-law. “Sean is using his government contacts to negotiate a deal.”

			“We’re waiting on approval from the president,” Sean said. “I’ve arranged for us to meet with the president and his advisors tonight after sunset.”

			“What kind of deal are you talking about?” Gregori asked.

			“Basically, we’re asking the government to declare the vampire video a hoax and state categorically that vampires do not exist,” Sean explained.

			“So the government would lie to the people,” Gregori muttered. “That’s new for a change.”

			Roman frowned disapprovingly at him. “Surely you can understand why we need this lie.”

			Sean leaned toward Angus and whispered, “He won’t do.”

			“Aye, he will,” Angus insisted quietly.

			The prickle on Gregori’s neck crept down his spine.

			“Sean, the sun will rise soon,” Roman said quietly. “You should see Shanna and the children while you still can.”

			Sean glared at his son-in-law, then slowly rose to his feet. “Don’t think you can leave me out of the loop.”

			“We appreciate your help,” Roman told him. “We’ll let you know our final decision.”

			Sean snorted, then glanced at Gregori. “I’ll talk to you tonight after sunset.” He strode from the room.

			Gregori watched the door shut, then turned back to face Roman. “I won’t be here. I’m shooting a commercial for Blardonnay.”

			“They’ll have to do it without you,” Roman said.

			Gregori sat back. “But they need—”

			“Like Sean said, we need approval from the president,” Roman added.

			Gregori shrugged. “What has that—”

			“Is it true that all your meals have been bottled?” Jean-Luc interrupted him.

			What? What did his eating habits have to do with this?

			“You’re very young for a Vamp,” Jean-Luc explained. “By the time you were transformed, we already had synthetic blood. So are we correct in assuming you’ve taken all your meals from bottles?”

			What the hell? They were on the verge of a Vampire Apocalypse and these guys wanted to tease him again for being a bottle-fed baby?

			“Lad,” Angus grumbled impatiently. “We need to know if ye’ve ever bitten anyone.”

			He moved his hands into his lap so they wouldn’t see him clenching his fists. “My fangs work just fine.”

			Zoltan leaned forward. “Then you have bitten someone?”

			This was getting too damned personal. “I have never bitten for food. And I’ve never bitten a mortal.”

			“Good. I thought so.” Roman nodded approvingly, then glanced at the other CMs. “Gregori has always taken the Romatech mission statement quite seriously. Make the world safe for mortals and Vamps alike.”

			“Ye have never given a mortal reason to fear you?” Angus asked.

			Gregori’s jaw shifted. Did they think he was some kind of wimp? “I’m sure I have, but they don’t remember it. I always wipe memories and clean up after myself.”

			Roman nodded again. “For a young Vamp, Gregori has shown an impressive talent for mind control.”

			Again with how young he was. Gregori gritted his teeth. Next they would congratulate him for being potty trained.

			“He also has an excellent track record for getting a job done,” Roman continued.

			Gregori arched a brow. “Am I applying for a new job?”

			“Have you ever fought in battle?” Zoltan pressed. “Ever killed anyone?”

			Gregori glared at him. “Why? Are you looking for an assassin? I left my résumé at home with my AK–47.”

			Angus chuckled. “Ye’re no’ a killer, lad.”

			Don’t push me. Gregori shoved back his chair and stood. First Simone had called him a coward, and now these guys were insinuating it. “Enough with the bullshit. You guys know I never fought in battle. I wanted to. I trained for it, but Roman promised my mom he’d never put me at risk. I went along with it for her sake, but that doesn’t mean I need to grow a pair. If there’s a fight in our future, you can count on me.”

			“We’re no’ questioning yer bravery, lad,” Angus said. “In fact, we’re relying on it.”

			“For what? Tell me what you want.”

			“You have different skills than we do,” Jean-Luc said. “Because of your youth you know how to maneuver through the modern world of business and technology.”

			Roman smiled. “And you’ve proven yourself adept at handling people and persuading them to do what you want.”

			“Without threatening them with a sword,” Angus added. “Ye have a modern approach that we’re lacking.”

			Gregori frowned. No doubt they thought they were complimenting him, but somehow he felt like he was being called manipulative. Using a sword might be old-fashioned, but it was blatantly honest. “I’m not that bad with a sword, you know. I’ve been practicing with Ian at the school during my time off.”

			“We don’t need a swordsman for this job,” Zoltan said.

			Angus drummed his fingers on the table. “The problem is we doona want Sean Whelan to act as our sole representative to the president.”

			“We don’t trust him,” Zoltan muttered.

			“So we need our own special envoy,” Jean-Luc added. “Someone we can trust to represent the best interests of Vamps all over the world. A Vamp who is modern, works hard at a steady job, and has never bitten a mortal. A Vamp who appears completely safe and harmless.”

			Safe and harmless. Somehow those words felt like the worst of insults. Gregori yanked at his tie to loosen it. “You’re choosing me ’cause you think I’m an Undead Pillsbury Doughboy?” He shook his head. “No. Hell, no.”

			Roman gave him an irritated look. “You’re a marketing expert, Gregori. You understand the importance of how we are perceived. If we’re seen as a bunch of dangerous, bloodthirsty monsters, it could mean the end for us. You can honestly present the image we want because it is what you are: a modern-day, well-educated, hardworking, harmless Vamp.”

			Harmless. Shit. He was tempted to sink his teeth into a mortal just to prove them wrong. But he kept his frustration in check. “Look, it’s late, so let’s continue this conversation tonight. If you give me a few hours, I’m sure I can come up with a better plan.”

			“Nay!” Angus thumped a fist on the table. “We doona need another plan. The decision was made. The vote was unanimous.”

			“All the Coven Masters agreed.” Roman stood, his expression stern and stubborn. “Gregori, we’re counting on you. You are the plan.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			They were counting on him. Every freaking Coven Master in the Vamp world. Gregori headed for his office at Romatech, still reeling from the news.

			He didn’t let anyone see how tense he was. He even grinned at Laszlo when he passed him in the hall, and gave him a high five. Stay cool. Act like you belong. It’s the best way to fit in. That was the mantra Gregori had adopted eighteen years ago, after the shock of waking up to find himself Undead.

			And now he was the plan? He didn’t know if he should be flattered or pissed. Flattered, maybe, if thousands of Vamps were trusting him to keep them safe.

			He snorted as he wrenched his office door open. Safe? What a joke! For the last eighteen years, he’d been the one the old warrior guys threatened to kill for the fun of it.

			He shut the door, then hit the light switch so hard, it cracked the plastic cover plate in two.

			“Shit.” He strode across the office and skirted his desk to peer outside the window. Lampposts illuminated the parking lot, but as always, his gaze wandered to the same dark spot, the place where he’d died as a mortal.

			There were no cars to obstruct his view. Most Vamps simply teleported from place to place. Sometimes Gregori drove to work to make sure he remembered how, but as the years slipped by, those mortal skills seemed increasingly unimportant and unnecessary.

			Memories swirled through his mind—the dark night, the terror and pain of the attack, the hot burn of blood and icy fear of death, the muted screams from his mother as he’d faded away. The memories haunted him for only a few seconds before he knocked them away. Over the years, he’d learn to react quickly.

			He’d been transformed in 1993, six years after Roman invented synthetic blood, so he was something of a rarity in the vampire world. It gave the old guys one of their favorite labels for teasing him. The bottle-fed baby.

			A few nights after being transformed, he had realized that if he was going to succeed in his new life, he needed to embrace it. Leave the old world behind. Stay cool. Act like you belong.

			So he’d worked hard at fitting into the vampire world. He’d practiced mind control, levitation, and teleportation until he was just as skilled as the old guys. He’d worked hard at Romatech, and in 1998 he’d become vice president of marketing.

			In the mortal world, he would have been considered a great success, but in this world, surrounded by crusty old warriors, he could never escape the stigma of his youth. He hated being the new kid, the bottle-fed baby, the one they referred to as the fledgling. That made him feel like a helpless little bird with its mouth wide open, begging the older and wiser birds to bring him a freaking worm.

			It frustrated him no end, but he put up with the crap. Why? Because he loved being eternally young.

			Who wouldn’t love it? For eighteen years he’d enjoyed the body and energy of a twenty-nine-year-old. He could work hard, play hard, and party all night. Totally forget that if he were still mortal, he’d be a forty-seven-year-old dullard, saddled with a wife and a couple of kids.

			Only his mother seemed aware of his true age. She reminded him of it daily when she lamented her lack of grandchildren.

			With a sigh, Gregori turned away from the window. What an ironic twist of fate. The same Vamps who had teased him for being young now needed him for his youth.

			Flattered or pissed? Flattered, yes. Being special envoy to the president was a big job, and he’d assured the guys in the conference room that he would succeed. But damn! If they were going to hinge their plan of action on him, they should have invited him to the meeting.

			Pissed. Definitely. He grabbed a stress ball off his desk and gave it a squeeze. How dare they plan his life without consulting him? The old geezers were centuries old and still thought being a Coven Master was akin to being a king. If they wanted his help, they should have asked. They should have shown a little respect. But no, they believed they had the right to decide things for him.

			The fledgling. The new kid who was safe and harmless. Who couldn’t hurt a fly.

			Pop! The stress ball exploded in his hand.

			“Shit.” He tossed it in the trash where it landed on top of three more exploded stress balls.

			He glanced at his watch. Thirty-six minutes till sunrise and so much to do. First, he needed some sustenance, so he retrieved a bottle of synthetic blood from his mini-fridge and popped it into the microwave. While it warmed up, he undid the top buttons of his shirt, then took off his tie and tossed it onto the couch. It landed in VANNA’s lap.

			“Hang that up for me, will you?” he muttered, knowing she would just stare into space with her glass eyes.

			VANNA was a Vampire Artificial Nutritional Needs Appliance, his brainchild from about six years ago. He and Laszlo had taken a female, humanoid sex toy and filled her with synthetic blood so a Vamp could pretend he was getting his food the old-fashioned way. Unfortunately, VANNA had not proven to be a very good chew toy. Her rubbery skin was hard to puncture and had literally ripped out one of Roman’s fangs.

			Even so, Gregori still kept VANNA around for parties. She never got insulted if the guys tried to undress her or nibble on her. Nor was she offended by their crude jokes or belching.

			He had dragged her out of his supply closet earlier in the evening and put a red bikini on her and big red bow around her neck. She was going to be a surprise gift to Connor for his five-hundredth birthday.

			“Maybe you can cheer up that old grouch.” Gregori saluted her with his warmed-up bottle of blood, then drank while he considered what to do about the commercial. What he needed was someone who could oversee the production in his stead, someone he could trust who was familiar with Simone and DVN.

			“Aha!” He set his bottle on the desk and called Maggie O’Brian. She lived on a ranch in Texas now, but a few years back, she and her husband had been stars on DVN’s popular soap opera As the Vampire Turns.

			“Maggie, darling! How are you?”

			She snorted. “I’m knee-deep in bat guano. How are you, Gregori?”

			I’m in deep shit, too. “I’m great! Thanks for asking.”

			“Is it true what they’re saying on DVN?” Maggie asked. “That the secret is out, and mortals will want to kill us?”

			“Highly exaggerated, Sweetcakes. It’s all going to be fine, trust me.”

			“Oh. Then Roman has a plan?”

			Gregori gritted his teeth. “Yes. By the way, Maggie, how would you like to earn some extra money? I need someone to finish production on a Vampire Fusion Cuisine commercial at DVN, and of course, I thought of you. Gordon is the director. You’ve worked with him before, right?”

			“Yeah. You ... want me to do it?”

			“Sure. You’d be brilliant! And you’d get to see Simone again. She’s the star.”

			There was a pause. “This bat guano is starting to look pretty good.”

			“Maggie, I need you! And the vampire world needs more Fusion Cuisine. Imagine all those Vamps with sad and miserable taste buds. They’re counting on you.”

			She laughed. “Right. Well, with Simone I may need hazard pay.”

			“You got it, Toots. And I’ll send a case of Blardonnay to your home. Just come to DVN tonight at midnight, ready to crack the whip.”

			“Okay. That works out well, actually, since I’m teaching a drama class at the school tonight at nine.” She referred to the Dragon Nest Academy where her daughter attended.

			“Excellent. I’ll let Gordon know to expect you. Thanks, Maggie!” Gregori hung up. “Yes!” He punched the air, then called Gordon but was sent to voice mail. Hardly surprising given how much Blissky the director had drunk. He was probably passed out under a table somewhere.

			After leaving a message, Gregori tossed his suit coat on the couch, then removed his cuff links and rolled up his sleeves. He now had twenty-eight minutes to gather information and formulate his plans before falling into his death-sleep.

			He sat at his desk and wrote, Strategies for Dealing with the President at the top of a yellow legal pad. Two lines down, he wrote, Plan A, and described it. This was basically what Roman, Angus, and Sean wanted him to do. Convince the president and his advisors that all Vamps were safe and utterly harmless. Then he would beg the president to protect them from those mean-spirited vampire haters who wanted to kill them.

			He frowned. This plan did a good job at keeping their secrets, but how could he negotiate from such a weak position? And why would the president believe they were safe and harmless after seeing the video where Connor decapitated Casimir?

			He dropped down two lines and wrote, Plan B. Instead of playing the victim, he’d present himself as a helpful ally. He’d reveal how well MacKay S&I had worked with Sean Whelan’s Stake-Out team. In fact, two MacKay S&I employees were former CIA agents, and another two were formerly employed by the FBI. He could also reveal that the British government already knew about Vamps and had a healthy working relationship with them. He’d tell the story about how Angus MacKay had received a medal for rescuing some British Air Force guys during World War II.

			This plan made more sense to Gregori, but he knew it had a few drawbacks. It could ultimately lead the government into using the Vamps, making them do their dirty work. And the president would probably want to know how Angus had managed to accomplish his secret mission behind enemy lines.

			That brought Gregori to Plan C. Reveal some of the powers that Vamps possess. Explain the danger that the Malcontents presented to the mortal world. And then convince the president that only the Vamps were capable of destroying the Malcontents.

			This was the boldest plan, but also the most dangerous. Some powers, like mind control and memory wipes, could appear too threatening. If the government suspected how powerful the Vamps truly were, they might condone the murderous acts of vampire slayers. Basically he had to persuade the president that the Vamps were friendly and committed to keeping mortals safe and protected.

			It would help if he knew more about the man he would be dealing with. President Laurence Tucker.

			He Googled the president’s bio on his laptop. Shameful, he supposed, for an American to know so little about current affairs, but why bother to keep up with presidents who could change every four years? He’d left that world behind.

			Or so he had thought. Now he was being dragged back into it. He grabbed another stress ball.

			He scanned quickly through a summary of President Tucker’s early years. A stint in the U.S. Navy, where he acquired the nickname Torpedo. Graduated from Harvard Law School. Made a name for himself as a tough D.A., combating organized crime. Served as state attorney general for four years before running for Congress. After four years in the House, he ran for the Senate. The media had claimed the Torpedo was blasting his way through Washington straight to the White House. They had been right.

			Gregori yawned and dropped the stress ball. So what if Tucker was starting his second term? Eight years was nothing compared to the hundred-year stint of a Coven Master. And a president’s power was measly compared to what a Vamp could do.

			He studied a photo taken of Tucker and his wife, Belinda, when he’d first campaigned for the Senate fourteen years ago. His hair had been brown back then, not gray like it was now. His wife, blond and perky, waved and smiled at the camera.

			Gregori glanced over at VANNA. “I’ve found the perfect job for you.”

			He scrolled down further to look at more photos. There was Senator Tucker with his wife and children: a pretty blond girl who looked like her mother and a son with brown hair like his dad. The perfect all-American family, all with perfect smiles. Even the golden retriever in front of the kids was smiling.

			Gregori read the caption underneath. The dog was named Grover. The boy, Lincoln. The girl, Madison. Sheesh! Had Tucker purposely named his children and pets in a way to further his political career? The dog was even wearing a stars-and-stripes bandana around his neck.

			I may puke, Gregori thought, then narrowed his eyes on another name. Abigail. Where was she? He studied the small photo and spotted another kid half hidden behind Belinda and obscured by Lincoln’s waving hand.

			A tug of sleepiness dragged at him, and he glanced at the time. Nine minutes till sunrise. Damn, he needed to hurry up. He scanned a few more articles and photos. Apparently teenagers Madison and Lincoln had traveled with Tucker when he’d first campaigned for president. There were a bunch of photos of him sandwiched between his grinning daughter and son.

			Belinda and Abigail were nowhere in sight.

			Lincoln was now a senior at Harvard, while twenty-year-old Madison was a sophomore at a prestigious art school in Washington, D.C. She’d become quite a celebrity in the last few years, constantly followed by paparazzi when she went on extensive shopping trips in New York City or when she accompanied her father to black-tie events, playing hostess in dazzling designer gowns. He had to admit she was a beauty, and in spite of her young age, quite at ease in high society. Then again, she’d grown up in the life.

			But where was the mother? And the other daughter?

			“Gregori!” His own mother, Radinka Holstein, cracked open his office door and peeked inside. “It’s awfully late to still be working.”

			“Hey, Mom.” He exited all links and powered down his laptop. “What’s up?”

			“Just wanted to let you know that I’ll be out of town. Roman has asked Shanna and the kids and me to stay at the school for a while. We’ll be leaving tonight right after sunset.”

			“That’s a good idea. You’ll be safe there.” No one in the mortal world and very few in the vampire world knew where the Dragon Nest Academy was located. He folded the page with his strategy plans, then stuffed it into his pants pocket as he stood up. “I have to go out of town, too. What do you think of the president?”

			Radinka tilted her head in confusion. “Why are you asking about him all of a sudden?”

			Gregori closed the blinds on his window. “I have a meeting with him later tonight.”

			“Oh.” Radinka’s eyes widened. “That’s quite an honor!”

			He shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not if he’s an ass.”

			Radinka scoffed. “That’s no way to talk about the president. I really admire his wife. She’s been battling lupus for years, you know. And now I hear she has diabetes, too. Poor thing can’t get a break.”

			“Oh.” Maybe that was why she’d disappeared from the publicity photos. Gregori cast a guilty glance toward VANNA. He shouldn’t have indulged in insulting thoughts toward the first lady. “What about the daughter?”

			“Madison?” Radinka waved a hand in dismissal. “She’s in all the magazines with her silly little dog named Dolly.”

			“No, I mean the other daughter.”

			“There’s another daughter?”

			“Yes.” Abigail. “She’s not in any of the pictures.”

			“Maybe she’s shy,” Radinka suggested.

			Or ugly, Gregori thought with a snort. Another wave of sleepiness pulled at him. He strode toward his mom and pulled her into his office for a hug. “Take care. I’ll see you in a few days.”

			She hugged him back, then gasped. “Gregori, what is she doing in here?” She glared at VANNA. “Didn’t I tell you to get rid of that disgusting thing?”

			“I am getting rid of it. I’m giving it to Connor for his five-hundredth birthday.”

			Radinka slapped at Gregori’s shoulder. “You can’t give that to him! Haven’t you heard? Connor got married!”

			Gregori stepped back, stunned. “What?”

			“Connor got married. He called Angus tonight to request a month off for his honeymoon.” Radinka grinned. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

			“What?” Gregori shook his head. “Who on earth would marry Connor? He’s a grouch. And he’s totally against us Vamps marrying mortals.”

			“He didn’t marry a mortal. He married an angel.”

			Gregori’s jaw dropped. Marielle had given up heaven to marry Connor? “Snap! You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			“No, I’m not. They’re married.” Radinka clasped her hands together over her heart. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

			Gregori swayed. The sun must be nearing the horizon. Or maybe he was reeling from shock. Connor was married? To the beautiful Marielle? Hell must have frozen over. He glanced at the beaming look of delight on his mother’s face. Oh yeah, it was coming. Wait for it. Five, four, three—

			“I wonder if they’ll be able to have children,” she whispered.

			Gregori groaned. She was picking up speed.

			“You know, Robby and Olivia are expecting.” She gave Gregori a pointed look. “That means Angus and Emma will be grandparents soon.”

			“I’d love to discuss it in great detail for about three hours, but gosh darn, Mom, I’m about to fall over dead.”

			She scoffed. “You’ve used that excuse before. Don’t think I’ll forget about this.”

			“I’m sure you won’t.”

			“All the Vamp men are having children except you.”

			“I would need a wife first. Or a uterus. Either case is highly unlikely.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “You need to stop playing around.”

			“Good night, Mom.” He kissed her cheek, then stumbled toward the closet. “Oh, before I forget—will you send a case of Blardonnay to Maggie’s ranch in Texas? And lock the door when you leave, okay?”

			“Okay. Good night, dear.”

			Gregori shut himself inside the large walk-in closet. Not as comfy as a bed, but he didn’t have time to get to one of the bedrooms in the basement. Besides, once he was dead, he really didn’t notice how uncomfortable he was. He stretched out on the carpet as the tug of death-sleep crept over him.

			Connor was married? What was the vampire world coming to? The apocalypse, apparently, if he didn’t do his job well. No pressure there. After eighteen years of detaching himself from the mortal world, he was being forced back into it. Straight into the center of power.

			The makeup artist’s words came back to haunt him. We’re doomed. Doomed!

			Vamps around the world were depending on him. He had to succeed no matter what. One last thought came to his mind before he succumbed to total darkness.

			He needed to order another case of stress balls.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Four

			“You look like shit.”

			“Thanks, Whelan. It’s a pleasure working with you.” Gregori motioned for Sean Whelan to enter his office.

			The sun had set five minutes earlier. After waking from his death-sleep, Gregori had guzzled down a warmed-up bottle of synthetic blood, then he’d dashed down the hall to use the men’s restroom. He’d been on his way back to his office when Sean had accosted him in the hallway.

			He followed Sean into his office. “I guess you slept in one of the basement bedrooms?”

			“Yes.” Sean glanced around, then stiffened. “What the hell is that?” He pointed at the couch.

			“She’s a Vampire Artificial Nutritional Needs Appliance,” Gregori explained as he shut the door. “Otherwise known as VANNA. Phineas has VANNA Black somewhere. This one is VANNA White.”

			Sean wrinkled his nose. “It’s disgusting.”

			“Now don’t be rude. You’ll hurt her feelings.” Gregori adjusted the red bow around VANNA’s neck. “I was thinking she’d make a nice gift for the president.”

			Sean’s mouth dropped open, and his complexion turned a mottled red. “You will do no such thing! You’d better—”

			“Relax, dude. I was joking.” Gregori picked VANNA up and tossed her back into his closet. When he turned around, he found Sean scowling at him. “What?”

			“You look like you slept in those clothes.”

			“I did. I worked till dawn researching the president.”

			Sean snorted. “Don’t bother. I’ll tell you
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