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THERE WAS A SPECIAL kind of clarity that came from knowing you were one tiny slip away from certain death. As a CIA undercover operative and former US Navy SEAL who’d completed multiple hazardous missions over the years, Chan Wei Yong had spent enough time walking along that razor’s edge to recognize its dangerous caress.

Now, he stood at the back of the raised stage set up in front of the Buddhist Thean Hou Temple in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Chan looked out over the assembled crowd as the monk standing at the front of the stage whipped them into a frenzy of anti-Muslim hatred.

“It is time for followers of the true religion to rise up! We must cleanse this city of the infectious parasites that have been sucking us dry for so long... this is our domain now, and we must claim what we deserve!”

Thunderous roars of approval accompanied the monk’s words. The crowd stood in the torch-lit courtyard, naturally forming little clusters of people within the larger pattern of the mob. As the shouts died down, disgruntled murmuring remained audible under the speaker’s booming voice. The onlookers almost seemed to sway together, as though mesmerized by the words pouring across the open space of the courtyard.

The natural reverberation from the temple and the surrounding palm trees magnified every word the monk spoke. It was a fascinating phenomenon that allowed him to speak powerfully to large groups without the use of electronic amplification equipment.

It also allowed Chan to record the assemblies discreetly from his place in the shadows, using the wire hidden his sleeve. He stood straight, his shoulders back—his dark gaze looking out from a stony face. Every now and then he moved his eyes over the assembled people, searching the crowd for anyone with malicious intent. He needed to maintain his cover, after all. And his cover right now was the role of a hired security man, paid to protect the self-proclaimed warrior monk, Tengku Asal.

As ever, the danger of possible discovery made Chan feel more alive, even with the knowledge that his death could fall upon him at any moment. He was focused. Centered. His attention, sharp and steady.

It might have been that same craving for danger which had kept him in the service of the Central Intelligence Agency for so long—and in the Navy SEALs, prior to that. It was as though risking his life made everything feel more real to him. More immediate. As long as he was risking his life, he could set aside his feelings of failure and self-loathing for all the shitty things he’d done in the past.

Focus on the moment. That was his motto these days. Because when you stopped worrying about the here-and-now and let your thoughts wander down the path of might-have-beens...

He blinked, bringing himself back to the present, the tightening of his lips the only sign that his focus had wavered momentarily. No. I am not going down that rabbit hole tonight.

Tengku’s voice still rang out, whipping across the crowd. “...and the Divine spirit within us will wash these lands clean with the blood of our enemies! I call on each of you tonight to fulfill your oath to me. Give yourselves in honor of the nation that we will build from the ashes! We will watch the bastard offspring of the evil that has overrun this country burn alive, and they will know death at our hands!”

Chan very carefully held in the sigh that wanted to escape. Zealots were the same the world over.

Ten points for enthusiasm, he thought. Minus several hundred for logic and rationality.

He’d been deep undercover in Malaysia for almost eighteen months now, serving Tengku as his joint chief of security. Chan had moved up the ranks of the so-called Brotherhood of the Cleansing Flame thanks to an informant who’d vouched for him. Shortly after Chan was made co-chief of security, that informant had died of a mysterious illness. Chan would never know for sure, of course, but he strongly suspected poison. The man had seemed perpetually haunted and fearful whenever he and Chan met—as though he were always looking over his shoulder.

This life isn’t for everyone. You have to watch your back every moment, and if you can’t handle that, you have no business playing the game.

To be truthful, the informant’s loss hadn’t hit Chan all that hard. As cold as it sounded, it was simply one less loose end—one less person who might possibly blow his cover within the ranks of the Brotherhood. It saved him having to deal with the man at a later date, and now no one in Malaysia knew Chan’s identity. His cover was deep enough to withstand almost any scrutiny... unless he fucked up, of course. Then all bets were off.

The Malaysian government might have known that the US had a man on the ground within the Brotherhood, but they could no sooner identify him than they could lay hands on Tengku. And Chan had no doubt whatsoever that the authorities would love to lay hands on Tengku. Unfortunately, they knew full well that he and his cult were gaining in popularity by leaps and bounds. At this point, with all the instability and political scandals going on in the region, taking Tengku could well spark rioting that would tear the country apart.

So, with few other options, the Malaysians simply watched and waited, hoping that Tengku’s cult wouldn’t continue to grow at its current pace—all their hopes riding on one unknown American agent in the midst of the nest of lunatics.

And didn’t it just sound completely ridiculous when you put it in those terms? They couldn’t even be bothered to embed their own damned spies in their own damned back yard... or at least, they hadn’t done so as far as Chan knew. If nothing else, a bit more international cooperation here would lessen the load of paperwork Chan faced once he returned home. If he returned home.

“The government soldiers will soon be coming for us!” called a voice from the crowd, interrupting Chan’s thoughts. “We must take care, my brothers!”

He gave the speaker a closer look and moved strategically forward, ready to protect Tengku if the guy made a move toward the stage. Almost everyone in the crowd was either a Chinese national or a naturalized Buddhist immigrant, including the man who had spoken.

“And even if the soldiers do not come, the Malay Muslims will fight to the death, just like their brothers in the Middle East!” the guy continued, gesturing with both hands.

“We will not bow to those swine,” Tengku replied in a deceptively calm voice. “Come forward and join me, brother.”

Chan watched as the man blanched, clearly not expecting to be called up to the stage. He shuffled forward and stepped onto the raised platform with Tengku, looking like someone who was abruptly and seriously reconsidering his life choices.

“What is your name?” The monk asked, placing a hand on the speaker’s shoulder.

Chan could see the man swallow hard. “Loy Cho.”

“Why do you doubt the cause, Loy Cho?”

Loy chewed on his lower lip, obviously sensing the danger in Tengku’s voice. “I’m... merely concerned for your safety, Honored One, and the safety of all the Brotherhood.”

Chan could tell Loy was lying through his teeth, but he did not speak. He moved closer to Tengku, ready to intervene if Loy tried to attack the monk physically.

“Such deception,” Tengku purred. Slowly, he withdrew a dagger from his waistband. Loy jerked backwards even as Chan stepped forward, grasping his shoulders from behind to hold him in place.

“You will pay the price for your lack of faith,” Tengku whispered. Menace radiated from him, palpable in the still night air. No one in the crowd moved or made a sound. They scarcely seemed to be breathing.

With a flash of the blade, Tengku ripped open Loy’s shirt with the knife, nicking his chest superficially with the tip of the blade. The wound was not life threatening, yet blood streamed from the shallow gash.

The man gasped and tried to pull away. Chan tightened his grip and hissed for the man to remain still.

Tengku paced back and forth, a predator toying with his prey. He fingered the blade in his hands, tapping it gently on his palm. It left bloodstains on his skin.

Using the tip of the knife, Tengku flicked the shredded pieces of fabric away from the man’s chest, exposing more of his flesh. The heat of fear was rising all over Loy’s body, and Chan could feel sweat forming on his skin under his grip. Loy flinched away every time the knife was brought towards him.

“I think he is beginning to learn, don’t you?” Tengku asked Chan.

Chan knew better than to respond. Instead, he maintained his flat stare at the leader, as any faithful security chief would do. Tengku smiled and shook his head.

“All work and no play, Chan?” he asked.

The western proverb was stilted and out of place in the Malaysian dialect of Mandarin Tengku was speaking, and Chan was too old a dog to fall for such an obvious ploy. He allowed a slight expression of confusion to pass across his features before they settled back into a blank stare.

“Oh, never mind,” Tengku said with a wave of his hand. He turned back to his victim, who used the momentary interruption to speak.

“Honored One,” he croaked, his voice harsh, “I will never doubt the cause again. I meant nothing by my questions, I was simply seeking to ensure that everyone remains safe. I hear rumors on the streets day and night; I thought I could serve you in this warning!”

The monk raised an eyebrow. “Rumors? And what exactly are the contents of these rumors, my conflicted friend?”

The man swallowed, and Chan could feel him trembling. “People speak of government crackdowns. They are saying that the police may start mass arrests in some of the Buddhist enclaves.”

“What do you think, Chan?” Tengku asked. “Should we believe him?”

Chan stared into Tengku’s eyes, his expression betraying neither worry nor any other emotion.

“Caution is always prudent,” he replied, keeping his voice low.

“Well said,” Tengku acknowledged. He turned back towards Loy, who was now sinking towards the ground as his knees went weak. Tengku raised the knife, and Loy let out a terrified squeak.

“Never question the goals of the Brotherhood again,” Tengku said, and struck a crushing blow across the man’s jaw with the hilt.

Chan felt the strike reverberate through Loy’s body, but made no attempt to support him as he fell. Rather, he allowed the man to stagger out of his grasp and collapse onto the wooden platform. Another man, his hands raised in a gesture of peace, inched forward and grabbed Loy’s arm.

“Respect to you, Honored One,” the man quavered, his voice strained as he pulled his comrade off the edge of the stage and led him away, staggering.

The crowd parted and let the two men pass, recoiling as though they were diseased... as though their treachery might be contagious. Clearly, no one else wanted to incur Tengku’s wrath today.

“No more doubt, my friends,” Tengku insisted, his voice rich with persuasion.

With that, he lifted his hands in farewell and departed the stage. Chan followed a few steps behind him, scanning the crowd of people nearby. Tengku’s entourage, or his henchmen as Chan preferred to think of them, followed as well. They smiled and waved, basking in the reflected glory from their fearless leader.

After Chan escorted Tengku safely to his quarters in the temple and ensured that guards were stationed to watch the door, he was ordered to return to the large building nearby, where the Brotherhood maintained most of their operations. The place had originally been a condominium complex one street over from the temple, though it had since been repurposed as an office building before being abandoned completely.

Chan had already reported its location to his US handlers. Should Tengku start making attacks on a larger scale, they were contemplating a joint mission with the Malaysian government to attack the facility, just as the unfortunate Loy Cho had tried to warn. A military operation so close to the historic temple grounds would no doubt incite outrage among the populace, but with luck, collateral damage would be minimal and there would be few civilian casualties.

Chan, of course, was in considerably more danger than most in the event of such a strike. He accepted this knowledge. He had come to terms with the idea of his own death years ago. Right after his divorce, in fact.

Ever since then, he’d found that living had lost quite a bit of its appeal.
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DAMN IT, CHAN CHIDED himself. This was not even close to a good time to rehash that particular part of the past. He tried to push the memories of his wife and daughter back down into the darkness, where they belonged. Nevertheless, as he walked along the dimly lit street, he couldn’t stop his mind from replaying the memory of the woman he’d pledged to love, honor, and cherish climbing into a car and driving away forever. All because Chan had done something unforgiveable.

He shook his head sharply. For better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and health. Forsaking all others.

What a goddamned joke.

The aftermath of the divorce was when he’d decided to accept a position with the CIA as an undercover operative. Because at least that way if he died, his benefits would go to his daughter and she would be well provided for by Uncle Sam. God knew that was a better future than he’d been able to manage for her on his own.

And if he lived...?

Honestly, Chan never considered that option too closely. It was probably only a matter of time before he was compromised—his cover blown during a delicate operation, to fatal effect. Why should he plan for a life well lived when he’d already destroyed every possibility of a happy ending?

That was the real reason he wasn’t afraid of death. Why subject another operative to the most dangerous missions, when Chan himself was not worthy to walk the earth?

Focus, Chan. This is the kind of self-indulgent shit that leads to mistakes. He could practically hear his grizzled old CIA trainer speaking in his ear, giving him a hard shake of the shoulder for good measure.

He let out an audible sigh as the yellow lights of the complex came into view. Two of his men stood blocking the gate as he approached, but they immediately leapt back when they recognized him.

He’d trained the Brotherhood’s guards to expect harsh punishment for every mistake. For a band of guerillas with no formal military background whatsoever, they were remarkably easy to mold. Several of them could have enjoyed very fruitful careers in their country’s army, he suspected, had they not chosen the path of extremism instead.

“As you were,” Chan murmured as he walked through the open gate. The two security guards nodded to him respectfully as he passed, then resumed their positions near the gate, watching the dark road leading into their base.

Chan had been informed that the Brotherhood had recently taken several more hostages, including one American reporter who’d been snooping around for information regarding recent terrorist bombings. Chan was confident that Tengku was behind the bombing attacks, but he knew better than to ask for outright confirmation. His job was merely security within the complex and the nearby temple. Any intel beyond the day-to-day running of the Brotherhood, he needed to seek out on his own—discretely.

He walked into the ground floor of the large building and made a right turn. There, he entered a dingy office with multiple computers crammed onto dated desks. He shut the door behind him, hearing the click echo all around the room. As he flipped on the light, he was startled to see another one of Tengku’s lackeys sitting with his feet up on a desk in the corner, waiting. Chan covered his reaction and betrayed no hint of surprise as he surveyed his co-chief of security with a steely stare.

Time seemed frozen for a moment before Chan broke the stillness. He pulled out his battered wallet and a ring of keys from his pocket, tossing them down on a nearby desk.

“You’re here late,” he observed as he sat down across from the other man.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” his co-chief replied.

“What do you want, Pula? Just here for a pleasant midnight chat?”

Pula smiled, more of a sneer than a look of pleasure. “I wanted to brief you before I left. There are some new security measures that Tengku wants enacted.”

“Funny,” Chan replied in an icy tone, “I just left Tengku and he made no mention of anything like that.”

Pula glared at him for a long beat. There was no love lost between the two of them, and Chan suspected that the entire point of having two security chiefs was so that they could keep an eye on each other. It was practically Rule One for cults—make sure everyone was spying on everyone else.

“I believe it is the wish of the Honored One that we address this project together,” Pula said eventually. “I was given the information and instructed to pass it along to you.”

“Right,” Chan shot back, “so, get to it. What is this new plan, exactly?”

Pula massaged his chin with one hand, a thoughtful gesture.

“Tengku is beginning to fear that our ranks have been infiltrated,” Pula finally said, his tone businesslike.

Chan did not react outwardly.

“Oh, really?” he asked Pula. “What gives him that impression?”

“The government often seems to be one step ahead of us. That is all I am permitted to say.”

Chan shrugged. “That’s true enough. I suppose it makes sense. Does he have any thoughts on who the traitor might be?”

Pula considered him again. “He’s got a vague idea.”

After several moments of silence where Chan looked at Pula expectantly, the other man finally continued, “We have a local arms dealer that we do business with sometimes. He’s been off the grid for several weeks. The last time he met with the Brotherhood, he was given very generic information about some of our targets so that he could help us acquire the weaponry that would be most effective.”

Chan raised an eyebrow. “Well, that was stupid. Surely Tengku would never...”

“No,” Pula interrupted, his voice sharp. “Of course not. You should be whipped for even suggesting such a thing. This was a security breach by the low-level contact person who met with the dealer.”

“So, you think this contact person could be the leak?”

Pula shrugged. “That’s what Tengku believes. It’s our job to tighten security within the ranks to prevent any further... slips.”

“And the suspected mole has already been dealt with, I presume?” Chan asked, already knowing the answer.

Pula smirked. “He will no longer complicate matters.”

Chan leaned back in his chair and cupped his hands behind his head. He felt his back pop in several places as he stretched tight muscles.

“Well, at least we aren’t stuck dealing with a manhunt,” he finally said shrugging his shoulders and trying to loosen up. He did not want his internal tension to alert Pula that anything was amiss.

“Agreed. This breach of security is to go no further, however.”

“Understood,” Chan said with a nod. “So, what is Tengku proposing?”

Pula quickly outlined a new plan that would further isolate the Brotherhood’s prisoners and hostages. They would only have contact with a small number of trusted guards, and all supplies would be delivered to an off-site location before being brought in on the opposite side of the compound from the cells. The security of the hostages was now one of Tengku’s highest priorities.

“So, any questions?” Pula concluded.

“No. That all seems quite clear,” Chan answered. 

It made perfect tactical sense, too, but inside his heart was sinking. This would make getting information even more difficult than it had been before. To date, Chan had been relying on loose-lipped cult members discussing rumors and plans. Tengku was a master at keeping any incriminating documents or other hard evidence close at hand. If that had been his only source of intel, Chan would have had to pry the information out of Tengku’s cold, dead fingers.

Now there was an appealing mental image.

Chan chewed the inside of his cheek. He would have to contact his handler soon. He was overdue getting her a report on the status of Tengku’s plans. The CIA was also hoping to learn the numbers and identities of the hostages.

Pula stood up with a grunt and headed toward the door of the office. Chan got up as well.

“You just got here. Where are you headed?” Pula asked, his voice growing suspicious.

“I make it a habit to do a security walk of the building every couple of hours. That way, I always know what’s going on and where my men are. While they, in turn, realize that I might appear at any time.”

“Ah,” Pula replied with a knowing look. “Well, I’ll leave you to it, then.”

He left by the same door through which Chan had originally entered.

Sighing in relief, Chan walked quietly to the other door, which led to a large storage room. At the far end, there was a door opening onto a flight of stairs that led down to an old basement bunker. It was originally built as a storm shelter for the condominium residents, but it had become very useful to the Brotherhood as a prison for their most valuable hostages and dangerous enemies.

Chan pitied the poor souls who were kept down here. The ones held in the main part of the building had it bad enough, but these people? They’d been sent down here to disappear, he suspected. He’d spent an inordinate amount of time recently trying to figure out their identities without tipping off the Brotherhood that he was more interested than he should be.

Now, though, it was time to stop fucking around. He crept down the steps, exhaling silently each time one of his feet landed—an old SEAL trick that helped him move around without making a sound. The darkness in the hallway was absolute, so he flipped the light switch that he knew was located on his right side, from his previous expeditions down here.

The single bulb burned yellow in the center of the large space, casting a hazy light all around. The prisoners were held in small cells along the edges of the room. Iron bars formed the front of the cages. The sharp smell of fecal matter and decay hit his nose like an assault. Checking the gag response that threatened him, Chan narrowed his eyes and took inventory.

As a highly trained observer, Chan immediately began cataloguing basic information about each of the prisoners, along with any changes to their numbers. He recognized several of them from his previous trips. Some of them had been held here for months now. He’d gotten a few names during that time, but the basement was under constant surveillance, so he couldn’t speak freely. Unless they volunteered the information while trying to wheedle him into letting them out or getting messages to their loved ones, it would be too suspicious for him to speak with them.

At the back of the room, a prone figure caught his eye. Since he’d joined the Brotherhood more than a year ago, that particular cell had remained empty. It seemed ominous to him that the figure inside did not stir in response to his approach as the others did. For the most part, his journey down the row of cells was met with blank stares and shuffling limbs. A few of the newer prisoners still maintained enough spirit to glare suspiciously at him, clearly fearing that they were about to be subjected to some new torture.

It disgusted Chan that he could do nothing to help them, but he knew that it was only a matter of time before the US and Malaysian governments got impatient and organized a raid on the warehouse, potential riots be damned. He tried to tell himself that when it happened, these people would be extracted safely and returned to their families.

On some days, he even believed it.

As Chan moved through the semi-darkness, he noted that the prone prisoner still hadn’t moved a muscle. There was no sign of breathing, or any other suggestion of life.

Just great, all I need is someone down here dying on my watch, Chan thought. Despite his natural compassion, he was almost frustrated that this guy—whoever he was—couldn’t have held on a little longer. A few more weeks, and maybe you could have gotten out of this shithole, you poor bastard.

Placing his hand on the cell door, he rattled the bars.

Nothing.

“Hey!” he called to the prisoner, who still made no movement.

“Wake up!” he said in an even louder voice.

The man’s face twitched, the movement so slight Chan wasn’t totally sure he’d seen it.

Fuck, I guess he’s alive after all. Good.

Even so, the guy looked more like a goddamned mummy than a living person. Emaciated, as thin and ragged as if he hadn’t eaten a solid meal in months. Frail. Covered in burns and odd scars. Chan flinched as the figure’s head rolled toward him, skin stretched tightly over sharp bones like cracked parchment. Eyes pinned him, cold and distant, as ancient as the moon in the sky, but dark like night.

Those eyes chilled Chan’s marrow, making him feel as though his legs had been paralyzed by the power of a mere glance.

What the—?

Chan blinked several times, trying to mentally shake himself free of the hypnotic gaze. He opened his mouth to speak; yet no sound escaped him. The figure before him made no move, took no breath, and his lips remained pressed closed. Yet Chan heard a voice in his mind. The tone was deep and arresting, though he detected no malice in it.

Is it really you? The voice asked inside his head, sounding distantly curious. Those hypnotic dark eyes blinked once, slowly, before the voice continued. How strange, and yet how terribly apt.

Chan could no more answer than he could make his feet move. His legs and his tongue might as well have been paralyzed.

I have a message for you to relay, the voice continued. I fear I will soon lack the strength to deliver it myself. I will give it to you, and then you will forget it until the time is right. Do you understand?

Chan had undergone years of training in resisting psychological manipulation, and part of him thrashed under the weight of the hypnotic presence pressing down on him. But the rest lay quiescent, waiting to be told what to do—eager to hear the message.

“I... understand,” he heard himself whisper.

Good, the voice murmured, now, listen closely...
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“DUCHESS?” ABBY WHISPERED through the crack in the door.

Duchess, who had been checking email on her laptop in the spare room graciously offered to her by Mason’s brother, glanced up and saw a pair of lips pursed next to the small gap. A faint smile tugged at one corner of the vampire’s lips. She left the computer and crossed the room with silence worthy of a nightwalker, her feet making no sound on the bamboo floor. Before Abby could grow impatient enough to call again, Duchess was poised on the other side, gazing with veiled affection at the little fingers gripping the doorframe.

“Hello!” Abby whispered, even louder.

“Yes, Abby?” Duchess answered in a normal tone, right next to the child’s ear.

Abby jumped and squealed in surprise before collapsing into delighted giggles. With the corners of her eyes crinkling from the smile she was suppressing, Duchess opened the door and allowed the light from the hallway to stream inside.

“It’s very early, Abby,” she observed, mock severe.

The small, dark haired child stood before her, looking faintly apprehensive in her pink pajamas. Her father’s storm-blue eyes peered out from a tiny version of her mother’s oval face.

“I know. But will you brush my hair?” Abby asked, producing a predictably pink hairbrush from behind her back.

Duchess let her features soften as she opened the door more fully.

“Of course I will, petite oiseau. Come and sit on the bed,” Duchess answered. She stood back a step and allowed Abby to pass in front of her.

“You make your bed really fast every day,” Abby observed. “I hate making my bed, but Daddy says I gotta.”

Duchess glanced at her bed, which had not been slept in since she arrived. “It is a good habit to cultivate, even if it isn’t very fun.”

Abby made a noise in her throat that suggested she didn’t think too much of Duchess’ opinion on the matter, but she clambered onto the bed in question without further protest. Once settled, she sat expectantly with her legs crossed.

Duchess perched behind the little girl and gently brushed tangles out of her long raven locks, starting at the ends and gripping the hair so it would not tug. Before long, she was able to pull the brush through effortlessly with long, smooth strokes.

“How long are you staying with us?” Abby asked in a soft voice.

Duchess considered her words for a moment. “I’m not certain, ma petite. Until your parents get tired of us and ask us to leave, I suppose.”

Or until the next crisis calls us away.

“They won’t do that,” Abby replied with supreme confidence. “They say that it’s important to always make guests feel welcome.”

Duchess chuckled and tweaked the girl’s ear. “Well, until you get tired of us, then.”

“No way!” Abby insisted, clearly offended.

Hurried footsteps passed along the hall outside the door. Duchess paused, sensing Mason’s retreating presence. He was worried about something.

Abby, noticing nothing amiss, clapped her hands together and said, “Oh, good! Someone else is awake! It must be time to get up!”

Unfolding her legs, the little girl leapt off the bed in a single bound. She spun and held her hand out to Duchess, who laced their fingers together and allowed Abby to tug her out of the door.

The house was dim and silent, the sun only barely peeking above the horizon—not yet high enough to pass through the large windows. Duchess took a moment to enjoy the glittering beauty of Singapore beyond. It was refreshing to be surrounded by such brilliance, after the darkness they had experienced in Damascus and Haiti. Here, there was no outward sign of Bael’s presence—so far, at least.

The reprieve was a relief for all of them, pouring much-needed life into their battered souls—even if Duchess was finding it increasingly difficult to be with the happy couples around her. When it was just Eris and Tré who had reunited with their mates, she and Oksana could sequester themselves to privately bemoan all the love floating around in the air. Now, though, she was starting to feel very alone in her aloneness.

Well, alone accept for Snag... assuming he still lives.

That sense of isolation pulled heavily on her, and for comfort she squeezed Abby’s fingers. The little girl looked back at her and flashed a dazzling smile. She was missing two of her teeth, making her grin look lopsided, like a cheerful jack-o-lantern.

The warmth that spread through Duchess at the sight almost made up for everything else. Since she’d been barely more than a child herself, Duchess had adored children and dreamed of being a mother. Bael snatched that opportunity from her before it ever bore fruit, however. Even some four hundred years later, the pain of that loss was almost more acute than the loss of her soul mate.

And what did that say about her?

“Who’s Uncle Mason talking to?” Abby whispered, tugging on her hand.

Duchess had been so lost in thought as they entered the kitchen that she barely noticed Mason having a tense conversation over the phone.

“What have the local authorities told you?” he asked, his tone grim.

Mason stared blankly at the cabinets, clearly not seeing them. He held the phone in one hand, while his other hand gripped the edge of the marble countertop, white-knuckled.

“And they could tell you nothing useful at all? There are no suspects? No clues?” he demanded.

“Abby, come away for a few minutes,” Duchess said quietly, about to pull the child from the room.

Abby resisted, planting her short legs shoulder width apart and pulling her arm back. “No—Uncle Mason is upset. He needs me!”

“Let’s allow him to finish his phone conversation in private, petite oiseau,” Duchess murmured, but the little girl shook her head stubbornly.

“You don’t understand,” she retorted with a glare in Duchess’ direction, “I’m his little bird. I can always make him smile. You’ll see!”

Before Duchess could stop her, the small child had pulled her fingers from Duchess’ grasp and hurried towards her uncle.

She took his hand and looked up at him.

“Uncle Mason,” Abby whispered, shaking him.

He flashed her a brief, strained smile, but shook his head at her with a soft shushing sound, still listening to the rapid speech of the person on the other end of the line.

This is bad, Mason sent along the bond, a bit too loudly. Though his control of his recently acquired vampiric powers had improved immensely in the past few weeks, he still struggled to control his mental volume at times, especially when under pressure.

Mason, we aren’t deaf, she replied in kind.

His eyes flickered to where she was standing in the doorway, and he sent back an apology. Chagrin briefly crossed his expression, but then he was once more focused on the phone conversation.

“I understand. No, I think the clinic is fine with a substitute physician. I’m sure, given the circumstances, that Doctors Without Borders will send extra help.”

He listened again. “Of course. But keep me posted, okay?”

He chewed at the inside of his lip as the person on the other end spoke. “All right, Gita. Please take care of yourself and let me know if there’s anything I can do to help from my end. We’ll talk soon.”

He hung up the phone and stared at it for a moment, his face blank.

“Uncle Mason, don’t be sad. I can chirp like a bird!” Abby offered, smiling up at him.

Despite his obvious preoccupation, he smiled back and brushed her hair away from her face. “That makes sense, since you are my little bird. Now, though, will you fly away and find Oksana for me? I need to talk to her and Duchess for a minute.”

Abby stuck out her lower lip. “Adult talk?”

“I’m afraid so, sweet thing,” he said gravely, “but it shouldn’t take long.”

With a dramatic sigh, Abby shuffled away muttering, “That’s what grown-ups always say.”

After the little girl left the room, Duchess sat down at the table and lifted an expectant eyebrow at Mason.

He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. “So. That was Gita Belawan—my old partner. The one who took over the clinic in Haiti when I left,” he said, and sat down next to Duchess. “She just got a call from the Malaysian authorities.”

“Oh?” Duchess prompted.

“Her son, Haziq, has been kidnapped. He’s a doctor in Kuala Lumpur.”

Duchess’ eyes narrowed as tension took root in her chest. “Kuala Lumpur. The same place we’ve been getting reports of religious unrest and escalating violence.”

Mason nodded. “Yup. Spot on. I mean—there’s always been a fair amount of civil unrest in that region. And while kidnapping isn’t uncommon, it’s usually drug-related. Not respectable professionals being nabbed off the street.”

“Did the authorities have any idea why Dr. Belawan’s son was targeted?” Duchess asked. “Or was it random?”

Mason sighed. “It’s not clear. Maybe he offended the kidnappers in some way? Or they thought he’d be valuable? Hell, he may have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. There’s no way to know for certain right now.”

“What are the authorities saying? What did they tell her?”

“Basically, they told her to sit tight. They suspect a particular group, and they’re supposedly doing everything possible to recover the group’s hostages, who they believe are still alive. Apparently Haziq is one of several that are being held right now by this... cult, or whatever you want to call it.”

They were both silent for a moment. Duchess sent a tendril of thought across the bond to Oksana, questioning.

I’m listening, ti mwen, Oksana replied. I’ll be down in a moment—just let me get this blasted foot attached.

Duchess gave an internal nod and spoke again to Mason. “Did the police say anything else specific about this group they think is holding hostages?”

“They did,” Mason replied, sitting back in his chair. “Surprisingly, they’re Buddhist extremists.” He flickered a wry eyebrow. “I suppose there’s something to be said for bucking stereotypes.”

Duchess shook her head
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