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      San Francisco trembles under a wave of brutal murders, and every chilling clue points to one man: Orlando, the fiercely private, gruff bouncer of Scanguards’ night club, Mezzanine. Accused of unspeakable acts, the vampire is now hunted by his own kind.

      But Isabelle, Samson and Delilah’s fierce hybrid daughter, refuses to believe in his guilt. Driven by an unshakeable conviction, she fights to clear his name. Yet, a shattering revelation from Orlando’s past threatens to shatter her trust, even as he desperately tries to push her away, terrified of once again losing everything he loves.

      As they plunge into the city’s dark underbelly, hunting for the true killer, a dangerous truth emerges: they can trust no one but each other. With every step closer to the truth, they’re forced to strip bare their deepest fears and open their hearts to a primal connection, knowing that only together can they expose the real monster and save Orlando from a fate worse than death.
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      The wound was severe and bleeding profusely. Rivers of blood seeped from deep gashes in the otherwise perfect skin. The scent of it drifted to her nostrils and assaulted her in an unexpected way. He was gravely injured, and while she was concerned for his well-being, all she could think of was what his blood would taste like. Would it be sweet or tangy? Rich and delicious? It was all of that, she was certain of it.

      Isabelle ran her eyes over the bleeding stomach to the sculpted chest, before her gaze lingered on the carotid artery that pulsed at his neck. She tore her eyes from it and lifted her lids to look at his face. Orlando’s blue eyes pinned her. He’d caught her looking at him with such obvious desire, such hunger, such craving. At the knowledge that he knew what she wanted, she felt her pulse race and her heart drum against her ribcage like a drummer of a rock band. Yet he didn’t pull back, didn’t stop her when she lowered her face to his stomach wound, even though he had to know what she intended to do.

      “I have to seal the wound,” she murmured, though they both knew that it wasn’t the reason she was doing this.

      The smell of blood was more intense now. There was a metallic quality to it, though it was altogether different from human blood. She wanted this, wanted to taste him, to explore him. She’d loved the taste of blood ever since she could remember, though she’d never felt this kind of craving before. She’d never craved vampire blood before. But now she did with an urgency as if her life depended on it.

      Without restraint, she lapped up the blood gushing from the stomach wound, licking over the cuts the claws of a vampire had left. Immediately, everything female inside her awoke as if she were Sleeping Beauty, and only now, the kiss of a prince brought her back to life. But the man beneath her wasn’t a prince. He was a vampire. A virile one. A strong one. Every cell of her body heated. It felt like fireworks being ignited inside her. As if this was the first time she felt sexual desire, yet she was no virgin. Far from it. She’d engaged in plenty of sexual exploits before she was twenty-one, before her vampire hybrid body had stopped aging and had frozen in its final form. Now, at almost thirty-four, she was an experienced woman with healthy needs and desires that she stilled regularly with human men she picked up in bars or clubs.

      She’d bitten some of her lovers, but this was different. This man was a vampire. And his blood drew her to him. As she licked over the damaged skin and lapped up the plentiful blood, she could already sense the shape of the cuts change beneath her lips. The skin was mending thanks to her saliva, its healing properties as potent as those of a pureblood vampire.

      Isabelle brushed her hands over Orlando’s cargo pants, holding onto his hips, pressing him down on the sofa so he couldn’t escape. But Orlando moved nevertheless, his hips tilting up. All of a sudden, something hard rubbed against her breasts. Her breath hitched, and she pulled back, her gaze dropping lower. There, behind the zipper of his pants, she saw the bulge that had formed: a hard-on of massive proportions.

      Unable to resist, she put her palm over it, squeezing his cock.

      “Fuck, Isabelle!”

      Orlando’s groaned exclamation didn’t sound like a reprimand, but rather an invitation. She squeezed him again. Unable to stop herself, she popped open the button and lowered the zipper. He wore no underwear. She sucked in a breath, equally surprised and delighted. His cock was long and thick. Purple veins snaked around the beautiful shaft, and drops of pre-cum glistened on its tip.

      Isabelle wrapped her hand around the root, and noticed Orlando’s breath quickening. His reaction pleased her. She’d always loved driving a man insane with lust, but with Orlando it was more than just that. She wanted this strong vampire with the gigantic body to submit to her, to beg for more, to become addicted to her touch.

      Unable to wait any longer, she put her lips around the crown of his cock and took him deep into her mouth, her saliva coating his skin and making the descent smooth. He tasted forbidden, and she loved the taste. It sent a spear of electricity through her core, where it travelled through every cell until it reached her clit, making it throb with need.

      “Fuck!” Orlando cursed.

      A moment later, his hands were on her, tugging on her top, ripping it to shreds. She realized she wasn’t wearing a bra even though she could have sworn she’d worn one earlier. Her breasts were topped with hard nipples that yearned for his touch now. Large, warm hands encased them, and she sighed a breath of relief before she continued sucking his cock with eager movements.

      All of a sudden, Orlando pushed her back, so she lost her hold on his erection. Before she could protest, his claws dug into her pants, and he ripped them just like he’d ripped her top. Cool air blew against her heated skin, while her heart continued to thunder in her ears.

      “Isabelle…”

      When she locked eyes with Orlando, she saw that they were shimmering golden, a clear sign of arousal and desire. The rustling of clothing made her gaze veer to his pants. They were shredded now too, and she was the one who’d done it—with her fingers that had turned into sharp claws. She hadn’t even noticed that her vampire side had emerged.

      In the next instant, she straddled him and impaled herself on his rock-hard erection, bearing down with such force that all air rushed from her lungs in a loud moan.

      “Isabelle!”

      She heard her name called out, but she couldn’t stop now, had to ride him as if the devil were chasing her. Sweat pearls were building on her neck, and ran down between her breasts forming a tiny rivulet. Orlando’s lips captured one breast and sucked the hard nipple into his mouth, while he squeezed her breasts with both hands, caressing them like a man who knew what was his. His possessive touch was intoxicating and spurred her on even more, made her ride him faster.

      “Isabelle!”

      She glanced down at him, but his lips were still around her nipple, sucking her as if he couldn’t get enough of it. It wasn’t Orlando who’d called out her name.

      “Isabelle!”

      This time, she recognized the voice. Still impaled on Orlando’s cock, Isabelle whirled her head around and looked over her shoulder. Her mother, Delilah, stood in the open door and stared at her.

      “Isabelle!”

      Isabelle shot up to sit and opened her eyes. For a second, she didn’t know where she was.

      “Are you all right, Isa?” Delilah asked with concern in her voice, standing only a couple of feet away from her.

      Isabelle blinked. She was in her bed, alone, her nightgown clinging to her sweat-bathed body. “Mom.”

      “Your alarm was going off. Didn’t you hear it?”

      Isabelle glanced at the nightstand, where her cell phone lay.

      “I must have been really tired,” she said quickly, hoping that it wasn’t written on her face that she’d had a sexual dream about no other than Orlando, one of her father’s employees. Orlando, the vampire who was as reserved as they came, and who never talked about himself, never talked much at all.

      This wasn’t the first time she’d had this dream. Ever since Orlando had been injured in connection with investigating the kidnapping of her father, Samson, and their friend, Cain, four months earlier, she’d dreamed about what had happened that night. Orlando had been gravely injured, and while she’d given him human blood to heal, she’d also licked his wound to close it with her saliva, something he’d tried to refuse. But she’d wanted to taste his blood, and she had. It hadn’t gone any further back then, because others had been in the room with them, but in her dreams, the event always led to sex, heart-pounding, headboard-banging, sweaty, marathon sex.

      “You look a little flushed,” Delilah said and put her hand on Isabelle’s forehead.

      Isabelle pulled back. “Mom, I’m perfectly fine. You know as well as I do that I don’t get sick. It’s probably the heavy duvet. I should change it out for the summer duvet.”

      Yeah, blame it on the bedding! Very smart.

      “That’s probably it,” Delilah replied. She smiled. “I know it’s your night off, but your dad just called. He wants you to come to HQ. There’s a case.”

      “Did he say what the case is about?”

      “A murder.”

      Isabelle nodded and swung her legs out of bed. “I’d better take a shower and get ready. Can you let him know I’ll be there in forty minutes?”

      “Sure, sweetheart.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Isabelle entered her ensuite bathroom, when she heard the door to her bedroom close behind Delilah. She was relieved to be alone again, even though she liked living at home. After all, the house was so huge that most of the time, it felt as if she was alone, even when her parents and her younger brother Patrick were home. But in the last four months, ever since the incident with Orlando, she’d started contemplating getting her own place. On occasion, she stayed at Grayson’s loft in the Financial District, where she enjoyed more privacy. She even kept some of her clothes and other necessities there. Her brother Grayson had moved to New Orleans with his mate, Monique, shortly after Samson and Cain had been freed from their kidnappers. But he hadn’t sold the loft.

      Isabelle stepped under the shower. She could still feel the ghost of Orlando’s touch, even though in real life, he would never touch her. But in her dreams, he’d done much more than that. He’d made love to her, taking her in the most possessive manner possible.

      In reality, of course, nothing like that would ever happen. According to her friends and colleagues at Scanguards, Orlando had never expressed any interest toward any woman, or been known to date or have one-night stands. And as a bouncer at the Mezzanine nightclub, which was owned by Samson and his best friend, Amaury, he certainly had his pick of pretty women. Yet, he seemed uninterested in sex. For a brief moment, she’d wondered if Orlando was gay, but Eddie and Thomas, the gay couple who ran Scanguards’ IT department, were one-hundred percent certain that Orlando was straight.

      She sighed. Why was she interested in a man who treated her with nothing more than polite indifference? Was it because she’d succumbed to the temptation of drinking his blood? Was that why she was drawn to him now? Or was it the fact that he was a giant, a vampire who towered over everybody, and exuded strength and power, the kind that promised absolute protection? Did she still carry emotional scars from her own abduction fourteen years earlier? Was that why she was drawn to Orlando, because she knew instinctively that he would always protect her?

      Isabelle shook her head and reached for the shampoo. It was stupid to think like this. Orlando wasn’t interested in her that way. He only saw her as Samson’s daughter. And while she knew that he and Samson had a history, her father had never disclosed to anybody—other than maybe Delilah—what had passed between them.
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      San Francisco, eighteen months earlier

      He had only one last favor to call in. What he would do if this didn’t pan out, he didn’t know. Did he have the courage to end it all? Or was he a coward for wanting to hold on to hope when he knew there was none? Why prolong his miserable life, when so much bloodshed lay in his past?

      Before he could change his mind, Orlando rang the doorbell of the large Victorian house in a fancy neighborhood of San Francisco. He knew somebody was home. He could hear sounds from inside, though even his sensitive vampire hearing couldn’t make out any words. Through the windows on the upper floors, light was streaming into the night. On the first floor, a curtain moved, temporarily allowing a sliver of light to fall on the sidewalk.

      Despite it being late November, the temperature was mild in this coastal city. Up north, it would be snowing. But he didn’t miss the snow, though he missed other things about his home, a home he hadn’t seen in decades and could never return to.

      The heavy wooden door opened, and simultaneously a lamp above the entry cast its light onto Orlando. In the open door stood a tall man, his silhouette contrasted against the light behind him. Orlando remained standing on the stoop, not wanting to seem presumptuous that he was welcome. For all he knew, the man now staring at him didn’t recognize him. After all, over three decades had passed since they’d met. And they’d only met one single time.

      “Orlando,” Samson said, his voice but an echo, before he cleared his throat. “Orlando Carlisle.”

      Orlando nodded. “Samson.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      At the question, a flicker of disappointment charged through him. He wasn’t welcome. “I shouldn’t have come.” He already turned on his heel, when a hand clamped over his shoulder. Instantly on alert, Orlando tensed.

      “Get your butt in here, Orlando, don’t make me drag you in. I will if I have to.” There was a chuckle in Samson’s voice. “Even though you’ve got a good fifty pounds on me.”

      All hesitation gone, Orlando stepped into the hallway, and Samson closed the door behind him. He glanced around inside the elegant home that radiated not just wealth but warmth, the warmth of a family. He’d always known that Samson was a wealthy man, but he was rich in more ways than one. He had a family, a mate, children, even though Orlando hadn’t believed the rumors at first.

      “It’s good to see you,” Samson said and put his arms around him, hugging him for a brief moment. “It’s been a long time.”

      Orlando nodded. “Thirty-five years.” It had been a chance encounter.

      “Come, sit down.” He gestured to the large living room.

      “Thank you, Samson.” Orlando nodded and sat down on the sofa, hesitant about how to say what he’d practiced ever since he’d found out where Samson lived.

      “Can I get you something?” Samson asked. “What’s your preferred blood type?”

      Orlando swallowed. “You keep blood slaves?” It wasn’t something he’d expected from a man like Samson. First of all, he was mated to a human, so he only drank from his mate, and secondly, Samson was an honorable man, one who wouldn’t hurt innocents. He’d realized that immediately when he’d met Samson back then. Had he been wrong in his judgement of Samson or had he changed?

      “Of course not,” Samson said with a shake of his head. “It’s bottled, and ethically sourced. Let me get you one.”

      Before Orlando could protest, Samson left the room, and he heard a door being opened then closed. Orlando looked around the beautifully decorated room. On the mantle of the fireplace where a gas fire was burning, pictures of children at various ages and a beautiful dark-haired woman on Samson’s arm decorated the room. By the looks of it, Samson had bonded with a stunning beauty and sired two sons and a daughter. For a moment, Orlando’s heart clenched. He could have had a family too. A family like Samson’s. But fate was cruel, and what had been within reach once, had slipped through his fingers like fine sand and ended in blood and death.

      Samson reentered the living room and handed him a transparent glass bottle. Orlando noted the label on it: AB+ bottled by Scanguards.

      “Thank you.”

      It had been a couple of days since he’d fed, and he felt the hunger now, felt the need to gorge himself on the blood. However, not wanting to come across as a savage, he took his time to unscrew the lid and set the bottle to his lips. When the rich viscous liquid touched his tongue and ran down his parched throat, he realized just how hungry he’d allowed himself to become. Living under the radar for the past decades had taught him to live on less. He only fed when he felt it was safe and the risk of being discovered was low. Sometimes it meant he had to forego a meal. He’d gotten used to it.

      “Why didn’t you come find me earlier?” Samson asked.

      Orlando met his gaze and set the bottle down on the coffee table. “I was doing fine. There was no need.”

      Samson motioned to the bottle that was still half-full. “There’s more if you need it. I don’t judge.”

      Orlando forced himself to wait a few seconds, before he picked up the bottle once more and gulped down the rest of the liquid. “I appreciate it.”

      “Now tell me what brings you to San Francisco.” Samson leaned back in the armchair across from the sofa.

      Slowly, Orlando took a breath. “I’ve come to ask a favor.”

      “Are you in need of money? I can provide you with what you need.”

      Orlando shook his head. “I don’t need money. I have enough to sustain myself. I need something else.”

      “Name it, and it’s yours.”

      He didn’t doubt that Samson meant it. Still, he hesitated.

      “Orlando, you saved my life back then. I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t acted. Without you, I wouldn’t have what I have now: a loving family.”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      Samson didn’t press him further, and he was grateful for it. He wasn’t used to asking for something. He’d always relied on himself, never on others, but he was at the point of realizing that without a place where he could belong, he would perish.

      “I need a job, Samson. A job with your company.” So he could be part of something bigger, part of a community again, a family of sorts.

      Samson leaned forward. “I think I have just the thing for you. It’s a good position.”

      “I don’t care what it pays. I’m willing to take anything.” Even if that made him sound desperate. At least to himself, he could admit that. Without a community of likeminded vampires around him, he wouldn’t have the strength to go on. “And I need to start tonight.”

      For a long moment, Samson looked at him, scrutinizing him, before he nodded. “I understand. We’ve all been there. I’ll get you set up tonight. Quinn can get you a company ID and an assignment right away. Do you need a place to stay?”

      Orlando shrugged. “I’ll find something. Don’t worry about that.”

      “I’ll let Amaury know; he’ll give you a list of available vampire-proof rentals, until you can find something more permanent.”

      It was more than he’d expected. “I appreciate it.”

      Samson stood up, and Orlando did the same.

      “I wish I could drive over to HQ with you, but I’m taking my wife to the theater tonight. She’s getting dressed right now. But I’ll call ahead, so Quinn will be expecting you and take care of you.”

      “Thank you, Samson, I’m very grateful.”

      “As I’ll always be, my friend,” Samson said and shook his hand, holding it for a few breaths.

      Into the silence, hurried footfalls came closer.

      “Dad?”

      Samson turned at the sound of a woman’s voice, and Orlando followed his gaze just as a young woman entered through the open arch.

      “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know we had company,” she said with a ravishing smile.

      Orlando’s throat went dry.

      “Isabelle, this is an old friend of mine, Orlando Carlisle. Orlando, this is my daughter, Isabelle.”

      He barely heard Isabelle’s reply and wasn’t sure whether he said anything in return, because everything inside him tumbled as if he’d been tossed in a dryer. He couldn’t feel his feet, didn’t know whether he was still standing, or whether he was floating on a cloud, or worse, had collapsed and passed out.

      Isabelle was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. And in his long life—he’d been turned into a vampire in 1754 at the beginning of the French and Indian War—he’d met plenty of beautiful women. None could hold a candle to Isabelle. She was tall for a woman, and slender, with long legs encased in tight jeans, and a turtleneck sweater that hugged her breasts like a snug glove. Her long dark hair looked as if it was spun from delicate silk. Her skin had an olive tint, complementing her naturally red lips and her straight nose. Perfectly curved eyebrows framed her dramatic green eyes that looked like deep pools of water in which any man could drown. As if she were a siren, and a mere look at her could seal his fate.

      Everything about her screamed danger: her sensual smile, the curve of her lips, the gentle rise and fall of her breasts as she breathed evenly, her graceful movements as she walked closer, the feel of her warm hand in his as she shook it in greeting. Yes, everything about Isabelle told him to stay away, because it would be so easy to fall for her. To open his heart to her. To let her in. To make her his.

      Even though he knew he couldn’t, because everything he touched, he destroyed. And a woman like Isabelle deserved better than him. It didn’t matter that already now, seconds after meeting her, he craved her. Lust this intense never ended well. It would blind him—once more—and he wouldn’t see the danger until it was too late. Until he had no choice but to do the unforgivable. No, it was best to never think of Isabelle in that way. It was best to deny himself and never give in to his desires.

      “Orlando?”

      Samson’s voice interrupted his musings.

      “Excuse me?” he managed to reply, not knowing what Samson was asking him.

      “Isabelle offered to take you to Scanguards, since she’s driving there anyway.”

      Fuck! Why did she have to tempt him like this? “I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “It’s not a bother,” Isabelle assured him.

      Her voice was like a soft trickle that seeped into every cell of his body, beguiling him, tempting him. How would she sound if she was beneath him when he made love to her? Would her moans have the same sensual quality as her voice? Would she say his name in the same way while he pleasured her, until he couldn’t hold back any longer and made her his? And the first time he drank from her while making love to her, would it be better than he remembered it? Would it be paradise?

      “Then it’s settled,” Samson said firmly.

      Orlando had no choice but to follow Isabelle as she walked downstairs to the garage, where she pointed to a baby-blue car. She wanted him to squeeze into a Thunderbird?

      “I just got it. It’s so much fun to drive.” She slid into the driver’s seat.

      It wasn’t easy to get into the miniscule sportscar, especially for a man of his massive proportions. At six-foot-six and two-hundred-and-sixty pounds of bone and muscle, he had a hell of a time folding his frame so he could sit in the passenger seat. His knees were half-way up his torso, his head nearly touched the roof, but the worst was that Isabelle brushed against his left leg when she put the car in gear and shot out of the garage.

      At every turn, Orlando bumped against her in the small interior, while Isabelle’s natural scent filled the tight space. She smelled of vanilla and oranges, and the scent conjured up images of their naked bodies writhing against one another in a mating dance as old as time.

      He felt a tension spread between them as if she could sense what he was thinking. As if she knew of his debauched thoughts.

      Fuck! He had to get out of this car before she drove him mad with desire. He wished he’d never come to see Samson, because his beautiful daughter would be his downfall. Of that he was certain. As certain as the fact that the rays of the sun would burn him to ash if he was exposed for too long.
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      San Francisco, now

      Orlando snatched his keys from the sideboard in the hallway of his small two-story house, and opened the entrance door. He breathed in the cool night air and let his gaze roam. A neighbor was walking his dog, urging the pet to pee, while the man lit a clandestine cigarette, looking over his shoulder back to his house as if checking to see if his wife was looking out the window. Orlando shook his head. From a distance of fifty yards, the man stank like an ashtray. Surely, his wife would smell the cigarette smoke clinging to him once he reentered the house.

      Always alert to his surroundings, Orlando walked down the five steps to the small gate, where his mailbox was located. He unlocked it and pulled out the day’s mail. Before he could leaf through it, a sound to his left made him snap his head in that direction. His next-door neighbor, a woman in her fifties, stepped out of her house and approached.

      “Evening, Mr. Carlisle,” she said.

      The only reason she knew his name was because some of his mail had been mixed up with hers once or twice. It annoyed him, because he preferred to live in anonymity, but he hadn’t shown it. Just like now, he didn’t show that he wasn’t in the mood for a chat.

      “Ms. Brix.” He nodded curtly, and turned on his heel to go back inside.

      But Ms. Brix didn’t take the hint. “Did you hear about Wayne?”

      With a silent sigh, he turned and pasted a cordial look on his face, though he wasn’t sure he succeeded. After all, he wasn’t known for his friendliness. “I don’t know anybody by that name.”

      She gestured to the envelopes in his hand. “The mailman, Wayne Hong.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize that’s his name.”

      Whatever gossip Ms. Brix had about the mailman, Orlando wasn’t interested in hearing about it. He needed to get ready for his shift at the Mezzanine, where he’d been working as a bouncer for the past year and a half. He liked the work for a multitude of reasons. First and foremost, it kept him sane. He was part of a community who all worked together for the good of their kind. It kept him in check, kept him accountable so he didn’t veer off the deep end.

      While he had a lot of client contact as a bouncer at a nightclub that Samson part-owned, he wasn’t forced to be friendly to them. In fact, it was expected of him to be gruff. People took advantage of anybody who was too friendly. Orlando was there to make sure the clubbers behaved, and a rude bouncer helped keep the rowdy crowd sufficiently intimidated. There would be consequences if they didn’t play by the rules. And that rule went for humans and vampires alike. In fact, vampires were handled harsher than humans, because they could inflict much more physical pain without a weapon than a human.

      Not having to talk much in his job also suited him fine. He wasn’t a man of many words. In fact, words didn’t come easily, and he preferred keeping his emotions and opinions to himself. There was nothing gained by letting anybody get close. He’d long ago walled in his heart for fear that he’d make another fatal mistake. Unfortunately, cracks in said wall had started to appear eighteen months ago. Cracks Samson’s daughter, Isabelle, was responsible for, even though she was oblivious to her effect on him. Just as well that they rarely ever met, and that she never gave him a second glance. He would be in deep trouble if she ever got an inkling that he lusted after her.

      “…so grisly, I still can’t believe it. Wayne, he was such a nice man.”

      Ms. Brix’s words pulled him back into the present.

      “Wayne?”

      She let out a sigh, her eyes tearing up now. How long exactly had he spaced out?

      “Yes, it was a brutal murder. So much blood. Almost as grisly as the attack by that tiger from the zoo. Remember that? It was at least fifteen years ago, when that man climbed over the enclosure and was ripped apart by the tiger.”

      Confused, Orlando stared at her. “Are you saying that our mailman was killed by a tiger from the zoo?”

      She shook her head, looking annoyed. “No, of course not. But apparently whoever broke into his house and killed him, slaughtered him. I mean, they’re saying that there was so much blood. They found him dead this morning. It was all over the news. How come you hadn’t heard?”

      Orlando shrugged. “Nightshift. Don’t follow the news much.” He gestured to the envelopes in his hand. “Gotta take care of this before my shift starts.”

      “It frightens me,” she continued, undeterred. “He lived in the neighborhood, you know.”

      “In Glen Park?” Orlando felt compelled to ask, though his patience was wearing thin. Very thin.

      “Yes, on the other side of the hill, you know close to the BART station.” She sniffled. “I wish you weren’t working the nightshift, you know. It would be good to have a neighbor as big and strong as you around if there’s a killer on the loose.”

      She cast him an appreciative glance, her eyes running over his biceps and pectorals, which bulged under his black T-shirt. If looks could undress a man, he would be standing in his front yard stark naked.

      Time to extricate himself from this conversation. “I’m sure the police will make sure the neighborhood is safe. Good night.”

      He turned before she could say anything else, and rushed up the steps. Seconds later, he was back inside his house and shut the door behind him. He sighed. Every murder was tragic, but there wasn’t really anything he could do. He was confident that the police could handle it. It was their job.

      Orlando casually flipped through the mail, and was about to toss the lot into the bin, when he realized that there was a white envelope among the solicitations of real estate agents and flyers of the local supermarkets and other useless mass mailings. The postmark indicated that the letter was mailed from San Francisco. He turned the envelope over, but there was no sender’s name or address. He opened it and pulled out one piece of white cardstock. In neat letters it said, I know about Montreal.

      All blood seemed to drain from him, and he felt a chill engulf his body and paralyze him. Somebody had found him. He’d always known it would happen one day. But why now, now when he had something to lose again, even if it was only a daydream? Because that was all it was, a dream. The dream that Isabelle was his, and that she loved him and accepted him with all his faults. And it would always remain a dream, because he would never act on it. The dream alone had been sustaining him for the last eighteen months. In fact, it had given him something to look forward to at the end of his workday. And now, somebody was threatening to take this little happiness away from him and expose the deeds of his past. To what end? To crush him once and for all and deliver the fate he’d escaped for so long, the fate he deserved for the sins he’d committed, the blood he’d spilled: death.
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      Isabelle got out of the elevator and walked along the top floor corridor of Scanguards’ headquarters in the Mission district. It was busy here, which was nothing unusual for this time of night. After all, this was when the pureblooded vampires as well as many of the vampire hybrids liked to work, since they slept during the day. Just like she did, at least most of the time. While she’d been in school and then later college, she’d kept different hours, but now she preferred the night, just like her father and his fellow vampires.

      Isabelle knocked at the door of the small conference room next to Samson’s office and entered without waiting for a reply. Inside the room, the assembled stood, talking casually. Samson stood talking with Mike Donnelly, the police chief, who’d been their confidante for over two decades now. He’d been a police detective, when he’d been apprised of the existence of vampires, and had subsequently acted as a police liaison to funnel vampire-related crimes to Scanguards, rather than having the police investigate something they weren’t equipped for. Now in his sixties, Mike was still one of the few among the police force of San Francisco who knew what went bump in the night. He still kept their secrets.

      Cooper and Benjamin, both vampire hybrids and accomplished bodyguards just a couple of years younger than herself, whose parents also worked for Scanguards, glanced at her. Isabelle acknowledged their presence with a nod, then allowed her gaze to drift to Amaury, Benjamin’s father, who was talking to a vampire she hadn’t met before. He was tall and had a full head of blond hair and piercing grey eyes. The man looked to be in his thirties, or perhaps early forties, though his true age could be anything. It only meant that he’d been turned into a vampire when he was in his thirties or forties in human years.

      “Isa, you’re here,” Samson said with a gesture to the oval table. “We can start.”

      As everybody took their seats, Samson pointed to the blond vampire. “Have you guys met yet?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” Isabelle replied.

      “I would have remembered,” the vampire added, his eyes directed at her.

      “Isabelle, this is Nelson Sarduni,” Samson said. “He’s our new liaison with SFPD. Nelson, this is my daughter Isabelle.”

      “Nice to meet you, Isabelle,” Nelson said with an easy smile that made him look younger.

      Isabelle greeted him with the same polite words. “So, you’ve just joined SFPD?”

      Mike patted Nelson on the shoulder. “Nelson was working for the police department up in Seattle. I managed to get him transferred to us six months ago. We’re very lucky to have him. It’s kinda hard to be police chief and liaison for Scanguards at the same time. My day only has so many hours. And I’m not getting any younger.”

      “I’m very grateful for the opportunity,” Nelson said.

      “And we really appreciate it,” Samson added, before his facial expression changed. “Let’s get everybody up to speed about this case. Mike? Nelson?”

      “May I, sir?” Nelson asked with a look at Donnelly.

      Donnelly nodded, and Nelson opened the file in front of him. “This morning, the dead body of Wayne Hong was found in his house in Glen Park. He was brutally murdered.” He lifted several photos from the file and passed them around.

      Isabelle looked at the crime scene photos with the body of the Asian man still on a sofa in his living room. His throat had been ripped out, and there was blood everywhere. His eyes were open. Fear was reflected in them. His clothes were torn and drenched in blood.

      “Mr. Hong was a mailman. He was in the middle of a divorce and lived alone. His sister found him when she arrived in the morning to borrow his car, because hers was in the shop,” Nelson continued.

      An icy shiver ran down Isabelle’s spine. She couldn’t even imagine what the poor man’s sister was going through right now. If anything happened to her own two brothers, Grayson and Patrick, she would be devastated.

      “Any signs of forced entry?” Isabelle asked automatically.

      “None. We assume he knew his killer, or the killer used mind control or a ruse to be let inside,” Nelson replied.

      “Is it already confirmed that this was the work of a vampire?” Cooper interjected.

      “Not confirmed,” Donnelly said quickly, “but from the preliminary forensics it’s clear that the wounds weren’t inflicted with any kind of knife or blade.” He pointed to one of the photos. “Those are claw marks. And given that there are no bears, tigers, or mountain lions roaming San Francisco, I’d say it was a vampire.”

      Samson nodded, his expression serious. “I agree with Mike. That’s why we’re taking this case. Isabelle, you’ll be the lead on this.” He motioned to the two hybrids. “Cooper and Benjamin will assist you with everything you need. Nelson will be getting you access to the crime scene, the body, and the forensics the police have collected so far.”

      “We’ll need to do our own forensic examination,” Isabelle said.

      “Not a problem,” Nelson replied quickly. “We’ll transfer the body to you, so Scanguards’ forensics team can make an assessment and confirm that Hong was killed by a vampire.”

      “And the city’s medical examiner? What are you gonna tell her?” Isabelle asked.

      “Let that be our problem,” Nelson said with a look at Donnelly. “Right, sir?”

      “It’s good to be chief,” Donnelly said with a wink, before he turned serious again. “Unfortunately, the press has already gotten wind of this case. I’ll deal with them. But needless to say, we need to find the killer quickly. We can’t have an out-of-control vampire running around in our city. I need to be able to assure the mayor and the residents that they’re safe. I’ll come up with a cover story that’ll satisfy the press, when it’s time.”

      “Well, you’ve got plenty of practice when it comes to that, don’t you?” Amaury added.

      “Wish I didn’t, but it is what it is.” Donnelly rose.

      “I’ll see you out, Mike,” Samson offered and rose too. Amaury did the same.

      “We’ll leave you all to get started on this,” Samson said with a nod. Then he smiled at her. “You’ve got this, Isa.”

      The three men left, and the door closed behind them.

      Strengthened by her father’s confidence in her, Isabelle took a deep breath and looked at Nelson and the two hybrids.

      “Well then,” Isabelle started. “How early can you get Hong’s body transferred to us so we can examine him?”

      “Nothing’s gonna happen tonight, I’m afraid. The coroner needs to sign off. But I can get the transfer scheduled for mid-morning tomorrow. Does that work for you?” Nelson asked.

      “That’s fine. Benjamin, can you make sure that Maya will come in during the day to look at the body as soon as it’s here?”

      “Not a problem,” Benjamin confirmed. “Do you want me or Cooper to assist?”

      “Only if you’re not busy with other things. I wanna see the body myself.” She made a note on the pad of paper in front of her. “I’d like you, Benjamin to go to the post office and find out about Hong’s mail route, and the timeline from when he finished work that day until his sister found him dead.”

      “Do you want me to interrogate his co-workers?” Benjamin offered.

      “Might as well. Though I doubt that the killer is one of his colleagues, if we’re really looking at a vampire.”

      “We are,” Nelson interrupted. “I saw the body.” He pointed to the pictures. “For me, there’s no doubt that this is the work of a vampire. Bloodlust is my guess.”

      “You’re probably right, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Cooper asked.

      “You and I will talk to the neighbors.” Isabelle looked at her watch. “It’s a little too late for tonight. Most people will be asleep by now. We’ll do that tomorrow, catch them early in the morning, before they go to work.”

      “Seven o’clock?” Cooper asked.

      “Yeah, let’s do that. And whomever we can’t talk to in the morning, we’ll try again late afternoon early evening. That gives me time to look at the body once it’s here. And by then, Benjamin should have a timeline for us too, right?”

      Benjamin nodded. “Yep. What about the crime scene itself?”

      “We could do that right now,” Isabelle suggested, not wanting to waste any time. “Can you get us in, Nelson?”

      “I could, yeah, sure,” he said, hesitating. “But
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