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						      Chapter 1
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Not her, please let it be anyone but her.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Alexandre Saint-Juste, vampire and head of the Council of Elders, looked up from the photo of a
					
				

				
					
						burned corpse he was studying to see a figure hesitating in the doorway. She was little more than a
					
				

				
					
						shadow in the dim lighting but he knew it was
						her
						 . The soft, citrus scent of her perfume gave her away.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Sunni.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He closed his tired eyes. He was slipping. As an Elder, it was near impossible for another vampire to
					
				

				
					
						sneak up unawares. He'd trained himself to be aware of his surroundings at all times and the talent had
					
				

				
					
						saved his life on numerous occasions. But he'd been pushing himself too hard lately and, if he didn't take
					
				

				
					
						more care, the next time might be his last.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He rubbed his forehead. Maybe she'd be gone when he opened his eyes? That would be his wish.
					
				

				
					
						Could he be that lucky? He dropped his hand and opened his eyes.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Damn, she was still hovering in the doorway.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Inwardly he groaned. Right now he had his hands full and the last thing he needed was this flighty,
					
				

				
					
						empty-headed little vampire.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 As she stepped into the room, he dropped the photo onto the others scattered across the top of his
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						desk. Knowing Sunni, he'd not get any work done until he could get the little busybody out of his house.
					
				

				
					
						He made a mental note to fire his housekeeper, Nelson, who'd obviously let her in the front door. He
					
				

				
					
						was a sucker for a pretty face.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "What can I do for you, Sunni?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "A lot actually. The question is, will you?" She grinned as she advanced, her sandal- shod feet making no
					
				

				
					
						sound on the thick carpet. "But today I'm going to do you a favor."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 His mouth went dry as she strolled closer. Sunni was tiny-barely over five feet-and she resembled a
					
				

				
					
						young Mia Farrow with her cap of short, silky blonde hair, doe-brown eyes and delicate features.
					
				

				
					
						Dressed in a sheer, yellow, cropped shirt over a matching bikini-style top, she was bare from the bottom
					
				

				
					
						of her insubstantial shirt to the waistband of her skirt.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Slung low on her slim hips, the cotton skirt looked as if it had been left wadded in the back of a drawer
					
				

				
					
						for weeks. The rainbow-colored material swirled about her slim legs, briefly outlining each delectable
					
				

				
					
						inch as she walked. Tiny she may be, but she was exquisitely formed from her pale hair to the tips of her
					
				

				
					
						petal-pink toenails. Damn, she was beautiful.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Alexandre swallowed hard against the unfamiliar rush of lust, his toes curling in his Bacco Bucci shoes.
					
				

				
					
						Startled, he stepped back and sat hard in his desk chair.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He must be more tired than he thought.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Slick with pale gloss, a bewitching smile played about Sunni's mouth as if she could read the lascivious
					
				

				
					
						thoughts dancing through his mind. His gaze shifted from her mouth to skim her pert breasts and dropped
					
				

				
					
						to her hips, which swayed provocatively with her easy gait. The air in the room seemed suddenly in short
					
				

				
					
						supply.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 What the devil was wrong with him?
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He'd never had a reaction to a woman like this, and certainly not with a woman like Sunni. She
					
				

				
					
						was luscious...No, no-annoying-that was the word. Annoying and exasperating. That summed up
					
				

				
					
						the little vampire. He reached up to loosen his tie. His reaction to her was simply a combination of
					
				

				
					
						his need to feed and lack of rest. Yes, that was it. A few hours of sleep and a quick prowl would
					
				

				
					
						set his world to rights once more.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Fighting for a cool demeanor, he fixed a bored expression on his face as he forced his gaze to
					
				

				
					
						meet hers once more.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "What kind of favor would this be?" he asked.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "Jennifer sent these over to you." From behind her voluminous skirt, she withdrew a medium-sized
					
				

				
					
						manila envelope. "Knowing I was headed this way she asked if I'd drop it off."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Alexandre silently cursed his old friend as he reached for the offering. Jennifer knew Sunni annoyed the
					
				

				
					
						hell out of him on a good day, which this definitely was not. Her eyes gleamed with secret amusement as
					
				

				
					
						she reached the edge of the desk and leaned forward, offering him a glimpse of her cleavage as she
					
				

				
					
						handed the envelope to him.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "Thank you." He took it, forcing his gaze away from her shadowy cleft.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 He'd been waiting for this information since he'd received word of its arrival. He tried to ignore the
					
				

				
					
						delectable creature before him as he opened the envelope and withdrew a folded sheet of paper and
					
				

				
					
						several photos. A quick glance told him the photos weren't of the greatest quality. Fuzzy and indistinct, he
					
				

				
					
						nevertheless recognized the features of Cassiopeia, the woman who'd betrayed the Council of Elders by
					
				

				
					
						siding with the vampire Mikhail in an attempt to overthrow Alexandre's rule.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 The ever-present pain in the back of his neck made itself known once more as he stared at the blurry
					
				

				
					
						face of his one-time co-council and lover. With the distinctive features of middle- eastern descent, Cass
					
				

				
					
						was intelligent and charismatic, an excellent conversationalist and breathtakingly beautiful.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Her thick dark hair was piled on her head with a few tendrils allowed to escape and curl against her
					
				

				
					
						slender throat. With deep brown eyes framed by sooty lashes and a curvaceous figure usually covered in
					
				

				
					
						the finest of silks, she was an exquisite woman to behold and an elder vampire to be feared.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 She was also cunning and devious as only a woman could be.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Curse her black soul.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He flicked the photo to the back of the pack and scanned the others. All were of either Cass or the
					
				

				
					
						immortal revenant Miles. As one of Mikhail's creations, he'd been rumored to be traveling with Cass for
					
				

				
					
						the past month or so, acting as her personal servant. He was intelligent and ruthless, an adversary to be
					
				

				
					
						wary of. He was also the keeper of Elsabeth's diary, a tome sought by everyone in the preternatural
					
				

				
					
						world.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He flipped through the photos once more, noting that all of them had been taken in Vienna. Nothing
					
				

				
					
						new. She'd been in residence for the past few weeks while Miles had been seen in various parts of
					
				

				
					
						Austria and the Carpathian Mountains.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He dropped the photos in his lap and flicked open the note to scan its contents. Val and Shai were
					
				

				
					
						currently in Vienna on Cass' trail. According to the hastily scrawled memo, they'd lost both Cass and
					
				

				
					
						Miles several days ago. He frowned. Those two could be anywhere in the world within twenty-four
					
				

				
					
						hours.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "Damn," he muttered.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "Problems?" A sweet voice sounded in his ear.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Alexandre's head jerked upward, and he was startled to find Sunni standing beside him. Her perfume
					
				

				
					
						teased his nose, sending a rush of heat shafting through his body. The warmth of her skin radiated against
					
				

				
					
						his arm as she leaned close.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 She'd fed recently, giving her skin the blush and warmth characteristic of a live human. She licked her
					
				

				
					
						lips, and he felt the sensual draw of her presence like never before. His breath caught in his throat as she
					
				

				
					
						moved in, her breath soft on his cheek.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 She was going to kiss him!
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He shifted away then froze as she reached out, the silver rings on her fingers gleaming as she aimed for
					
				

				
					
						his lap.
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