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If you have to crawl to live, then stand and die. – unknown



 
 
Chapter One
 
 
THAT JULIAN could sense vampires was bad. That vampires could sense something in him was worse.
He knew what lurked on the other side of the heavy, vault-like door. He also knew that the creature was aware of him.
He put his shoulder against the cold metal and shoved. The door groaned open and the warm April night wrapped around him. It failed to lift the chill that had descended over him.
Which response would he get this time, the usual hostility or veiled disdain masquerading as cool indifference?
“Come on, man, get the load out of your shorts and move it.” Tommy, a fellow musician, spoke over the chatter of their colleagues.
“Stuff it,” Julian said and exited Benaroya Hall, home of the Seattle Symphony.
The rear door slammed shut, locking behind them.
A vampire sprawled on the sidewalk, legs spread wide as he slouched against a trash bin. Filthy, ill-fitting clothes clung to his frame and unkempt hair fell over his brow. From his unwashed skin came a musky, feral stink. His shabby appearance was at odds with the grand concert hall and pristine grounds surrounding it.
Julian hoped he would make it past the creature without incident. Being singled out by vampires disconcerted him no matter how many times it happened. Switching his violin case to his left hand, he pretended to notice something down the street.
Derisive laughter compelled Julian to look at the vampire.
Surprise jolted through him. Though Julian couldn’t place him, the vampire was familiar.
The vampire bared his teeth in a silent snarl.
Julian darted a glance at Tommy who seemed oblivious to the exchange with Nosferatu.
The two men skirted the trash bin and waited at the curb for a break in traffic. Julian kept the vampire in his peripheral vision.
“What the hell’s up with so many of them coming into the Restricted Zone?” Tommy asked. “The damn things are nasty. And they stink.”
“Maybe if they weren’t forced to live in slums they’d stay out of the restricted areas.”
“I know you aren’t defending them.”
“No. It’s just—”
“The government should have exterminated them when they were outted,” Tommy said.
“Not all of them cause trouble.”
“Only because they’re afraid.”
There was truth in what Tommy said. Seventeen years of subjugation and the repercussions against those who refused to give in had made a lasting psychological impression on the vampire community.
“They’re dangerous. They should be eradicated.” Tommy’s eyes narrowed and his face morphed into an ugly expression.
“What would that make us?”
“Smart.” Without missing a beat, he asked, “When’s your audition?”
“Tuesday,” Julian said.
“Don’t bother. Mine’s Monday.”
“You wish. The concertmaster chair is mine.” It had to be. The violin was his love, his passion, his mistress. And it was all he had.
From the corner of his eye, Julian saw the vampire shift. His dark eyes burned into Julian, watching him like prey.
Quit staring at me. He almost spoke the words out loud.
The vampire’s eyes narrowed. What’s the matter, Blondie? Afraid you’re gonna be found out?
A barb of surprise hooked Julian’s insides. What?
He gaped at the sneering fiend.
Frosted amusement curled the vampire’s lips. You don’t remember me, do you?
Julian’s mouth dropped open. He clapped it shut. Get out of my head.
I bet you remember my son.
Cold fear jabbed Julian’s guts.
I know what you did, Julian.
It wasn’t my fault.
Liar.
The light at the corner changed and the two musicians hurried across Union Street. A spot between Julian’s shoulders itched with maddening intensity and his skin prickle with cold.
Watch your back, Julian.
Surely the vampire knew better than to do anything stupid. They might not be afraid to harass a human, but they rarely crossed the line into violence. Not when it carried the death penalty.
He glanced behind him. The creature sat motionless, head down. Julian relaxed. The moment had passed.
Julian had told the truth. Mostly. He wasn’t responsible for the actions of an unstable schoolmate. A schoolmate who hadn’t even had the right to be there.
He wasn’t going to beat himself up over it. Not anymore. Nor was he going to be intimidated by a fleabag vampire. In an attempt to shut out the incident, he said, “I’m going to meet some of the girls at Magpies. Want to come along?”
“No, I’m crapped out. I’m going home.”
“Wimp.”
“Whatever. If you bring one home, keep it down.” Tommy rolled his eyes. “I don’t need to listen to you screwing one of your groupies all night. Again.”
“You know you like listening, you perv. Besides, you’re just jealous.”
“Fuck off,” Tommy said and smirked.
“That hurt.”
“Yeah. Right.”
“You’re such an asshole.”
“Whatever. I’ll see you later.” Tommy took off in the direction of their Belltown apartment.
Julian continued toward Magpies. Lightning streaked across the sky followed by a rumble of distant thunder. A storm brewing meant a cab ride home and less money to spend at the club.
The notes to O Fortuna burst from his phone, the ringtone he’d set for Rachael. He scanned her text message.
Hurry up. I wore the red dress for you.
The first time she’d worn that dress, he’d discovered bare skin beneath thin fabric. From there, it had been a quick trip down to the lower level of the club where they’d had heated sex in a tiny bathroom.
He turned down an alleyway, a familiar shortcut that shaved fifteen minutes off his travel time. Focusing on the street light at the far end, he hurried through the darkened passage.
At the fourth alley, a gust of wind shot down the narrow pathway, scattering loose newspaper and debris. Squinting, he shielded his eyes from flying dust particles and whipping strands of hair. He pressed on, staying close to the walls where shadows swallowed him.
Moments later, the hairs on his arms lifted.
Tittering laughter floated on the air and the quiet fall of footsteps confirmed the presence of others.
Already knowing what he would see, Julian spun.
Vampires.
Three young males closed in with the lethal grace of predators.
A soft thud sounded behind him.
He whipped around.
Another vampire, larger than the others, blocked his path. Where had he come from? The rooftop? The fire escape?
Heart beating his ribs in a surprise solo, he pivoted to keep all four in sight. How had they gotten so close without him picking up on them sooner?
The lone vampire, the obvious leader, advanced. The other three moved with him, hemming Julian in.
He appraised each one in an effort to appear unaffected, though he suspected they picked up every tell-tale sign of fear his body generated.
The leader’s muscles bulged under a metal-studded coat, stretching the black leather tight over his form. Long hair fell over his forehead in neon indigo spikes, highlighting a youthful face set in hard lines.
Indigo’s eyes glittered with menace and something Julian had never seen before, something that made his skin clammy. Raw jealousy—that guarded, malevolent sparkle of greedy anger—burned in the fiend’s gaze.
His companions were only slightly less bizarre. The smallest sported waist-length black hair streaked with pure white. A little gold hoop decorated his lip. Adding to the disaster, a snake tattoo coiled around his throat in overlapping loops.
The other two had to be brothers. Thick kohl circled their eyes, standing out in sharp contrast to their teased, hair-sprayed, platinum-blond hair. Each wore a leather bondage collar, though one had spikes and the other hoops. They stood so close together they might have been conjoined at the hip.
All of them were adorned with lace in one fashion or another. They looked like an eighties new-wave-glitter-band-gone-wrong. An urge to laugh struck Julian so hard he bit his lip to stop it.
The vampires circled him and their image lost its humor.
Julian’s hand tightened on his violin case, easing it away from them. “What do you want?”
Indigo’s lip twitched into a snarl. “What do I want? Justice for my cousin.”
“What?”
“Our uncle wanted to kill you, but I had a better idea.”
Julian had a sickening feeling he’d misread the incident at Benaroya Hall. “What are you talking about?”
“I think you know exactly what I’m talkin’ about. Juilliard ring a bell?”
Fear spider-crawled over Julian.
Indigo sidled closer. “You must think you’re pretty damn slick, weaseling into the symphony.”
Slick? For being a musician?
A blast of wind shot through the alley again, whipping Julian’s hair into his eyes. He blinked and shoved the strands away. The vampires had slipped closer in the second his eyes were closed.
He shifted his weight, fighting the urge to move back. Any outward sign of fear would invite an attack. The foursome meant business, the kind that might leave him on a slab in cold storage.
Sneering, Indigo stepped forward. “You little fraud. You have a hell of a fucking nerve. How long have you been fooling them?”
Julian’s heart thudded. “Fooling who?”
“How long have you been passing for human?” Indigo took another step, now threateningly close.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Julian fell back a step to regain his personal space, then silently cursed himself for the unthinking submissive move.
“Cut the shit. We smell you. Sense you. Vampires always know each other. Even half-breed, mongrel bastards like you.” He advanced a step, closing the space created by Julian’s retreat.
Half-breed? “Are you crazy? I’m not a vampire.” Julian retreated another step. His back touched cold brick. Sweat slicked his skin. He was in mortal danger. One mistake and the situation might escalate into something fatal.
In unison, the fanged quartet stepped closer.
“You’re vampire all right,” Indigo confirmed. “Just not a full-blooded one.”
Afraid you’re going to be found out? The words whipsawed through Julian’s mind. Oh, God. But it wasn’t so. Couldn’t be so. “You’re wrong. My parents were human.”
“Do you believe this, the asshole don’t know?” Indigo rolled his eyes.
The Bondage Twins snickered and Snake Tat shook his head.
“Nope,” Indigo said. “I don’t believe it either.” A predatory smirk spread over his face. “But it doesn’t matter. That isn’t the issue, is it?”
“What do you mean?” Julian asked.
“I think your punishment should fit your crime.”
“What crime? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Liar.”
Panic smothered Julian in a blanket of reeking fear.
“What do you boys think? Should his punishment equal his crime?” Indigo asked his comrades.
“Fuck, yeah,” Snake Tat said.
The others nodded agreement.
Julian’s heart crawled up his chest and lodged at the base of his throat.
His gut instincts screamed that damage to his hands or wrists might end his career. But it wasn’t a valid concern considering he probably wasn’t going to live to worry about it. How could he take on a pack of vampires and have a hope of coming out alive?
He couldn’t.
Indigo shook his head in a parody of regret. “No. You can’t win. Poor little half-breed. Your days of fancy clothes and livin’ it up are done. It’s time to man-up and pay for what you did.”
Like the shadows cloaking the alley, the dark scent of fear and anger at his impending murder hung thick around Julian. “I’m not one of you.”
Indigo made a show of sniffing, drawing in the poisoned air. His eyes glittered. “Yeah, pretty-boy, you are.” Then, as if on cue, all four surged forward.
Indigo grabbed the front of Julian’s jacket and slung him around, slamming him against the brick wall. He wasn’t prepared for the pain, bright and dazzling, freight-training from his shoulder down into his hand. His fingers lost their hold on the violin case and it clattered to the pavement.
Despite the pain, he drove his fist into Indigo’s guts.
Indigo let go. And smirked.
Julian wanted to smash the grin off his face, but he didn’t get the chance. One of the Bondage Twins struck, slashing downward with long, sharp nails, shredding cloth and flesh. The claws left burning trails and shocking pain from Julian’s chest to his navel.
Bellowing, Julian kicked hard, connecting with the twin’s knee. The blond vampire yelped and took an awkward step back.
Snake Tat danced forward and his fist caught Julian in the ribs. Agony flared in his side and he stumbled back.
Hands raked at him, nails cutting deep. More blood. The scent permeated the air.
A fist slammed into Julian’s stomach, doubling him over. Hands shoved him backward. More fists connected. Nails raked him. His vision wavered. Another shove. He stumbled and went down hard.
Indigo advanced and yanked Julian off the pavement. “You’re nothin’ but a sorry piece of shit,” he said and tossed Julian like a sack of garbage.
He crashed into a waste bin before dropping to the asphalt. Pain knifed his side, deep and sharp. His insides felt torn loose, unanchored, and blood coated his mouth. He groaned and his would-be killers closed around him.
He didn’t want to die like a dog run down in the street. Gathering the last of his strength, he tried to rise. Unrelenting pain closed over him and a pit of blackness rose up.
It was over.
He was done.
 
PAIN WAS the first thing Julian became aware of. His body sang with it. The next thing was that he lay on the pavement with Indigo cradling him, stroking his face as a parent might do with a sleeping child.
Julian stiffened.
Indigo tightened his grip. “Smellin’ all that blood’s kicked up my appetite.” His lips twitched.
Julian’s stomach clenched. Oh Jesus. “No!”
“Oh yes, pretty-boy,” Indigo crooned.
Tensing, Julian growled as he stared into blazing blue eyes lacking even a spark of humanity. Teeth bared, he fought to yank himself free.
Indigo snorted. “And you think you aren’t one of us. The traits are all there.”
Almost too fast for comprehension, he sank his fangs into Julian’s throat.
Sharp, searing pain froze Julian as horror took control. The thick scent of fresh blood rose in the damp air. He broke free, and with a blind swing of his fist, connected with Indigo’s face.
Indigo backed off. Blood smeared his lips and trickled from the corner of his mouth. His hand lashed out and caught Julian’s jaw in a painful grip. He jerked back, but Indigo held on.
Eyes darkening, Indigo’s hand tightened. Something cracked. Agony exploded through Julian’s face. He howled, causing more pain with the movement of his jaw.
Indigo dragged him close, fastened on the bleeding neck wound, and fed voraciously.
Panicked, Julian flailed uselessly. After long moments of heart-pounding horror, his vision blurred. The alley distorted and struggling became difficult. Unable to do anything else, he stilled and lay helpless against Indigo.
The warmth of the creature felt good, countering the deep chill taking over his body. Indigo was killing him. Moaning, he closed his eyes.
The vampire thrust him away. Julian collapsed on the asphalt where he lay in a shivering heap. Blood flowed from the puncture wounds and ran down inside his shirt with each slow beat of his heart. He smelled it. So did the others.
One growled, another hissed.
Bastards. He struggled to draw his legs under him. If he could get up… Wasn’t going to happen. He tried again. The alley spun, nauseating him. Groaning, he curled up.
He didn’t want to die in a dirty, stinking alley. He didn’t want to die at all. He was only twenty-four years old. He wasn’t ready.
They talked among themselves, but it sounded far away as deeper coldness stole over him. He shivered and waited for unconsciousness to release him from the inescapable nightmare.
Indigo sauntered over and dropped to his knees. Without forewarning, he bit into his own wrist and wrenched Julian’s mouth open.
Pain cut through the fog, jerking him to full cognizance. Indigo jammed his wrist to Julian’s mouth, cutting off his agonized cry. A horrific gush of blood poured down his throat in a hot, choking surge. Gagging, he shoved at Indigo.
Indigo grabbed a fist-full of Julian’s hair. “Drink. Or you’ll die within the hour.” He ground his wrist into position.
Julian pushed against Indigo, trying not to swallow. He wouldn’t die if he made it to the street. Someone would help him.
“Drink my blood or die. Your choice.” Indigo shifted his arm, straightening it until his blood flowed faster. The coppery, nasty poison pushed down Julian’s throat in a strangling rush. Choking on the hot liquid, he swallowed.
Long minutes passed before Indigo pulled his wrist away. Gagging, Julian rolled to his side. Indigo grabbed Julian’s jacket and yanked him onto his back. “Puke and I’ll make you do it again. Got it?”
Julian moaned, but nodded.
Sneering, Indigo launched to his feet.
Julian’s fingers scraped over the asphalt in halting, clawing motions as revulsion twisted his insides. Vampire blood wouldn’t convert a human. But a cross-breed would turn.
What if Indigo was right? What if a vampire had sired him instead of a human? He sure as hell wouldn’t know. How could he when he had no memories of his father?
Pain lanced his stomach and he curled up again. What was going to happen to him? Why hadn’t they killed him instead? Why this? A shudder ran though him. They hadn’t slaughtered him because this was worse than death.
“That isn’t enough. He won’t survive.” The voice sounded faint and distant, unimportant.
Julian didn’t know which vampire spoke and he didn’t care.
As he fought to keep panic at bay, a memory of Juilliard and a student drifted up from the flotsam of his mind. A half-breed. A kid he’d hated. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to will the memory away.
“It’s enough,” Indigo said. “It’ll start the conversion. I want him starving as soon as he changes. I want this little fuck to suffer.”
“He’s in for a hard adjustment on his own,” Snake Tat said, his voice softening a tad. If he’d developed a conscience, it was too late now.
“So. You think I give a flying shit?” Indigo strode back to Julian and patted him down. He plucked Julian’s wallet, took the money out, and discarded the rest. Then he sauntered across the alley and squatted by the violin case.
Julian didn’t give a shit about the money, but the violin was part of him. “Please,” he said, not caring in the least that he’d been reduced to begging. “Please. Leave my violin alone.”
Indigo popped open the snaps and went for the zippers.
Julian tried to get up. He had to save the violin.
Indigo clicked open the latch and lifted the lid.
“Please, please don’t hurt it!” Julian’s heart twisted and he struggled to rise.
The vampire took the violin from its velvet-lined case. “You won’t need this sissy-ass shit anymore.”
“No!”
Indigo hoisted the violin and slammed it down on the pavement. The antique instrument splintered and pieces skittered across the asphalt.
Julian jerked as if kicked.
Indigo took the bow from the case and ripped the horse hair from the stick. Not satisfied with that, he bent the wood until it snapped in half and tossed the pieces on Julian.
Julian’s hands curled in helpless impotence. “You’ll pay for this,” he croaked. “Someday, you’re going to pay for this.”
“Yeah? I’m scared.” Indigo motioned to his cohorts. “Come on, we’re done with this piece of shit.”
Their laughter floated behind them, leaving Julian alone with the remnants of his life. His clawing fingers touched and closed on a piece of varnished wood. He made a fist around the fragment.
Shuddering, he drew himself into a ball against the growing cold in his body. He lost track of time, of how long he laid there on the pavement.
A few minutes, or hours, later, fat drops of rain pelted his face and the need for shelter overrode his pain. He sat up, grabbed his wallet with numb fingers, and staggered to his feet.
A fresh wave of cutting pain assaulted his body. Shit, he was messed up.
On unsteady legs, shivering, he considered his options. Overhead, gray, rain-thickened clouds choked the sky. He had to get moving.
He needed medical care, but that was out of the question. Only humans received services. He couldn’t chance it. Not when he no longer knew what he was. Seeking help might backfire and send him into the clutches of the Vampire Control and Security Center. A chill crawled over him.
His phone! He would call Tommy and he could… What? He didn’t know. Still, he fished out the phone. It rattled in his shaking hand and a crack zigzagged across the screen. He pressed the power button. No response. His gut tightened.
What the fuck was he going to do? He ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back from his face. He had to get home. He’d figure it out from there.
He took a step. His shoe crunched on the shards of the one-hundred-year-old violin. Its loss ripped his heart. With its destruction, he’d lost a friend, but the world had lost a thing of beauty. Now it, like him, was destroyed. Dead. There weren’t even enough remains to gather up.
Forcing his feet to move, he stumbled through the alley and headed for Belltown. It took less than a block of shaky steps and shocked stares from the people he passed to know he wasn’t going to make it home.
He cut into another alley. Warehouses flanked both sides. One had cracked and missing windowpanes. He tried the door. Locked.
Undeterred, he wrapped his jacket around his hand and knocked the remaining glass from one of the windows. After brushing away the shards, with some difficulty, he hauled himself through the opening.
Off-balance, he fell, landing on the concrete floor with a thud. White-hot pain shot through his brutalized body. Moaning, he curled onto his side.
Enough light from an outside lamp filtered through the dirt-crusted windows for him to see his surroundings. Haphazard stacks of discarded boxes, scattered skids, and trash attested to a building long devoid of use.
When he was able, he struggled to his feet and headed for what looked like an office. The door opened onto a tiny, stale-smelling cubbyhole with ratty orange carpeting and nothing else.
He stepped inside and closed the door. Darkness enveloped him. Feeling for the lock, he flipped it and eased down on the floor.
Cold, shivering, and hurting, he pulled his jacket tighter and stared into black nothingness. The total darkness unnerved him. The unknown past, present, and future ate at him like crows picking his guts.
He couldn’t be part vampire. It wasn’t possible. Fear, anger, and confusion tore through him. He found the inside pocket of his jacket where his hand closed on a tiny knife.
Moving slowly, he managed to free himself from the remaining shreds of his expensive jacket. With shaking fingers, he unbuttoned the cuffs of his ruined shirt and rolled up the sleeves, exposing forearms bearing countless scars.
A flicker of shame ignited, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. He’d gained more than a music education at Juilliard. He’d learned how to cope. He’d learned a knife brought relief from gut-twisting guilt, relief from anguish and loneliness, and relief from the stress of constant competition.
Right now, he needed relief.
He opened the blade, placed it on the inside of his arm and dragged it downward. He didn’t need light to sense blood welling in a long, thin line. He made another cut and another, until everything faded and blessed relief spread through him like a drug.
Unlike the other pain in his body, this was sweet, healing pain. Something within his control. Something he needed. Something to help him stay sane.
 
JULIAN JERKED awake and lurched upright. Guts churning, clammy sweat slicked his fevered skin. Sure he was going to be sick, he rolled to his knees and folded his arms over his stomach.
Agony slashed through him. He moaned and held himself against the pain. A second wave hit and didn’t relent. His stomach convulsed and vomit spewed from his gaping mouth. The retching continued for long awful moments until he was empty and weak.
Shaking, he crawled away from the stinking mess and collapsed, writhing helplessly as pain cut through him.
Time skewed. He didn’t know if the agony lasted one hour or a dozen. Even his mouth hurt. He pressed on his gums. The pain increased and something shifted under his fingers. He snatched his hand away.
When the ache eased, he touched his canines which were now slightly elongated and sharp. He stroked his tongue over them.
Oh, fuck.
Shudders racked his body, but the pain lessened and that was worse.
Because now he knew.
Now the vampires’ hate-filled stares made sense. Ignorance was no excuse in their world.
But, oh God, he wanted that ignorance back. He wanted what those four thieving bastards had stolen from him.
No longer welcome among humans, he had no idea how to survive among vampires.
Or even if he could.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
JULIAN AWOKE to the music of Seattle’s nightlife. Blinking in the darkness, he marveled at his visual acuity. He knew instinctively that he’d slept at least twenty hours. Same as he knew the sun had recently set, freeing him from the restrictions of daylight.
Reality kicked him in the guts. For the first time in his life, he was at a complete loss. Now he was on the outside looking in. He would never again be allowed into the world that had been his for the taking. He would never perform with the symphony again. He would never have the chance to reach for stardom. Everything was gone.
His chest ached. His stomach ached. The loss was staggering. And there was nothing he could do about it.
Worse, he no longer knew who he was. He was now the thing he’d looked down upon. The thing he’d thought himself to be above. Insides squirming, he swallowed hard.
The old Julian—as he now thought of his past self—was still there, trapped inside the body of a vampire. Other than the physical changes, he was the exact same. How was that possible?
He sat up and groaned when his body responded with a mass of aches and pains. He touched his jaw and prodded his ribs. The pain had lessened and the swelling in his face had receded, but he was a long way from normal.
Normal? What was that?
Injuries weren’t his biggest problem, though. Hunger clawed his insides with razor-sharp nails. He wasn’t jonesing for a beer and slice of pizza either.
He needed blood.
His stomach turned over in revulsion even though saliva filled his mouth at the thought of the crimson liquid sliding down his throat.
Needing blood led to another problem. It was no secret that vampires relied on feeding partners or willing human donors. Without one of those, he was fucked. Hunting humans was a capital crime. If he attacked a human and got caught, his life as a vampire would be over before it began.
His mind wanted to reject all of it. He didn’t even know where to start sorting things out.
Pain knifed his stomach again, spurring him to move. He left his lair through the window he’d used to break in, landing in a graceless crouch.
With amazement, he drank in the night. Colors dazzled his eyes. Detail stood out on every object. Strange, unidentifiable scents assailed him. A breeze caressed his skin with a touch he wouldn’t have noticed before. The tiniest sounds were clear and distinct. For several minutes, he stood in awe.
Then he moved.
He raced through alleys, avoiding humans and the temptation flowing in their veins. Colors bled and ran together in a kaleidoscope of images. The night had beauty and, despite savage hunger, he’d never felt more alive. And it terrified him.
He had awakened.
When he reached the Chandler Building, he paused with uncertainty. Above the lobby doors, a discrete sign read, No Vampires Permitted For Any Reason. Yeah, that meant him. His hands curled into tight fists.
The Chandler Building wasn’t the only place he’d be unwelcome. Most businesses and housing properties in the Restricted Zone refused vampires.
Fuck it.
He slid inside and made for the elevator, thankful for the empty lobby. A moment later, he arrived on the tenth floor where the doors slid open to a quiet hallway.
His shoes whispered over blue-gray carpet to the apartment at the end of the hall. He let himself in and locked the door.
Old coffee and cooking oil permeated the air and sent his stomach into a nasty roll.
Everything looked the same and should have comforted him. But the sameness was an illusion. His life had shattered into a billion fragments and the next hour or so would determine the course of his new existence.
He had to clean up and make himself appear as normal as possible. And he had to prepare for the worst.
Expecting Tommy to accept what he’d become, what he’d always been, was asking a lot. Tommy wasn’t that strong.
He hurried to his bedroom and stuffed clothes into a duffle bag. He checked his wallet. The plastic was still there. Visa card. Almost maxed out. ATM card. Less than five hundred dollars in the bank. No green. The bastards had stolen all the cash.
He went to the closet and pulled out a worn violin case. He hadn’t played the instrument since he’d graduated from Juilliard and bought the old Italian violin Indigo had destroyed. It was a nice enough violin, though. And sure as hell better than nothing. He laid the case on the bed.
Glancing about the room, he decided he had everything he needed. He had to be ready to travel light. Just in case.
He grabbed clean clothes and his wallet, but before heading for the bathroom, he took the duffle bag and violin case into the living room. He had to be prepared, which meant being ready for eviction.
 
AFTER A quick shower, Julian stood before the bathroom mirror. His hands clenched into fists that he planted on the vanity. He tried to force calm on himself and failed. He opened a drawer and snatched out a handful of small silver hoops. Despite his effort to stop it, his hands shook as he stabbed the hoops into the holes in his ears, nine each. The earrings and the barbed wire tats circling his biceps were more badges of his conflicted youth.
He flashed a toothy, humorless grin at his reflection. Reality was an ironic bitch. Every vampire movie he’d ever seen portrayed them with retractable teeth. No such luck. The damn things were always on display. No nice tricks to make blending in easier.
Nothing was going to be easy from here on.
He wanted to pray, to beg God to help him, but he wouldn’t do it. If God existed, He didn’t care about a vampire.
He had to help himself. And he would.
The apartment door opened. Closed.
His stomach plummeted.
Tommy was home from the symphony.
The moisture in his mouth evaporated. He tried to swallow and steeled himself. Other than burying his mother, facing Tommy topped the list of things that sucked the root.
Regardless, there was no putting it off. With his heart beating a too-fast tempo, he slipped into the living room where Tommy was going through the mail.
He glanced up and shock flashed over his face. “My God, what happened to you? Who did that?”
Julian touched his cheek.
Tommy straightened. “What’s wrong?”
His best friend knew him way too well. Besides the physical beating, Tommy knew something was out of whack with him. “I…”
Tommy’s face drained to a pasty color. “What the fuck?” He backed up a step.
Oh, shit. Julian didn’t move.
“What the fuck?” Tommy backed farther away.
Julian’s stomach lurched. “I—”
Tommy held his hands up like a shield. “Stay the fuck away.”
“What?” Julian sputtered.
Tommy went another shade of pale. “A fucking vampire. Jesus fucking Christ.”
“I swear to God, I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have done that to you.”
The loss of Tommy’s sister to a vampire yawned between them, the Grand Canyon of hatred and distrust.
“You’ve got a hell of a nerve, pretending to be human. Pretending to be my friend.” The last word came out in a screech.
Julian felt sick to his stomach. “I never pretended anything. You’re my best friend. That’s real.”
“Those teeth are real.” Tommy’s eyes glittered. “You’re one of them.” Scorn dripped from his voice. “A no good, baby stealing, murderer.”
Julian shook his head. A sensation like a wadded up sock jammed down his throat cut off his ability to breathe. “No. You know me better than that.”
Tommy laughed. He sounded on the verge of hysterics. “Apparently not.”
Julian tried to drag air into his burning lungs. “I’m still the same inside.” It came out in a panicked rush, an octave too high. “I got jumped in an alley. They did this to me.”
The scent of fear clogged Julian’s senses and his insides clenched. “I’m still me.” It sounded pathetic and unconvincing to him.
“Yeah, except for the desire to drink blood and kill people.”
“No! I don’t want to hurt anyone.” His heart pounded his chest so hard that he felt lightheaded. How could this be happening? “You know me. We’ve been friends for years. Tommy, I swear to God, you don’t have to be afraid.”
“You think I’d believe a word any goddamned vampire said? You know me better than that.”
“Please—”
“Shut the fuck up. You’re vermin and you can’t be trusted.” His face contorted into a grimace of disgust. “Get the fuck out of here. Right now, before I call the authorities on you.”
Shaking, his insides twisting into a sick knot, Julian held his ground. “I don’t have anywhere else to go. This is my home too.”
The fear stink intensified around Tommy.
Julian salivated.
Tommy straightened. “Get out! Get the fuck out of here.” Something ugly and malicious settled over his face. “I hope you end up at a hunt club or in a dog ring. That’s all your kind is good for.”
Julian stumbled back, off balance as if Tommy had struck him. That his best friend would wish him killed for sport or entertainment, or whatever the bastards wanted to call it, destroyed something inside him.
He felt it die.
Tommy yanked his cell phone from his pocket. “Get out right now or I’ll report you, so fucking help me God. And I won’t care about what happens to you.”
Ice coursed through Julian’s veins. The urge to take what he desperately needed hit him with stunning force. A metallic taste coated his mouth and he dropped into a crouch.
His gaze fastened on Tommy’s throat. Growling, he curled his lip off his fangs.
The little remaining color in Tommy’s face fell out. He backpedaled across the living room.
Tommy’s fear scent flooded Julian’s senses, awakening something dark and primal in him. Tension knotted his muscles and he waited for Tommy to run. He would kill him before he made it to the door. He would drink him into a husk. He would—
He clenched his fists and fought for control, forcing himself to remain still when every instinct urged him to kill. He backed away. He had to get out of the apartment before he ripped his friend’s throat out and drank him dry.
Heart hammering, he struggled to curb his basic instincts. He wouldn’t take the life of someone he’d cared for like a brother. No matter what. He wasn’t—wouldn’t be—a monster.
He wheeled around, snatched up the duffel bag and violin case, and raced for the door.



 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
SARANNA STARED in shocked disbelief. A man fondled her cousin’s balls with one hand and slid money to him with the other.
She squeezed into a dark recess between two tightly wedged buildings as Vali submitted to the intimate pawing at his genitals.
Moisture stung her eyes. How had this happened?
God, she had to get him off the streets. Dread twisted her belly. He wouldn’t want any of them to know about something like this.
The man gestured, indicating a green car parked at the curb. Vali climbed in and the man walked to the other side and slid into the driver’s seat.
Saranna dove from her hiding place. “No,” she shouted as she stumbled forward, clumsy in high heels.
But she was too late. The car pulled away, melting into downtown traffic.
Physical pain squeezed her chest.
It wasn’t uncommon for young vampires, males and females, to work the streets. But she hadn’t expected to see her own flesh and blood selling himself to any pig willing to pay for the use of his body.
If she didn’t intervene, odds were he wouldn’t see his nineteenth birthday. In terms of their life spans and slow maturation rates, he was not yet an adult.
On the streets alone, where countless young males perished, he wouldn’t survive long. Slight and immature, he was the perfect target for predatory humans and rogue vampires. He was young to be forced into such desperate measures and if someone killed him, she wouldn’t be able to forgive herself.
She had enough to feel guilty about already. She’d been so engrossed with her own issues that Vali hadn’t been on her radar. Or anyone else’s.
How long had he been working the streets? Right after he lost his parents a year and a half ago, he’d gone to stay with friends. What the hell had happened?
It didn’t matter. He was where he was. Heart aching, she hurried down the street. She had her own crappy job and she was already late.
 
NOTHING WOULD make Ryan Banks happier than the complete extermination of the vampire population.
He despised the annual visits to the security centers his position as Vampire Control and Security Director mandated. He didn’t give a rat’s fuck how vampires were treated as long as the males were branded and sterilized and pregnant females were aborted of the young they carried.
Banks followed Charles Framer through the Seattle facility and tried to shut out the man’s inane babbling. He sneered at the back of Framer’s head.
Jackass.
How Framer had conned his way into the Section Chief position was beyond comprehension. It wouldn’t have happened on his watch. In his five years as Director, not one weakling had secured a position of authority in any of the security centers.
He needed to get rid of Framer and hire someone with a spine. But firing a government employee wasn’t easy and Framer had managed to keep a clean record.
Framer was soft. Too many fools like him and the damn vampires would be moving back into the Restricted Zones. Not that the fuckers weren’t there anyway.
He strode up alongside Framer, towering over him by a good six inches. “What about the Resistance? How many have your officers brought in this month?”
“Two weeks ago, we brought in five and three more yesterday.”
“They were terminated?” He hoped Framer would give the wrong answer.
“Of course. They were all put down right away.”
“What about the Wolf Guards?”
“They’ve killed about two dozen vampires in the last week, but none were Resistance members.”
“Why am I paying those turncoats if they aren’t doing better than that?”
Framer didn’t answer.
Banks suspected Framer had a healthy fear of dealing with the Wolf Guards. Not that Banks blamed him. Wolf Guards had a laundry list of bad qualities. Big, aggressive vampires willing to betray their own kind for profit, they would intimidate anyone with a brain.
“Put more pressure on the vampire community. They’re getting out of control.”
“Yes, sir.” Framer led him into the holding area.
A dozen or more newly processed vampires were locked in cages where they had enough room to stand but barely move beyond that. They all sat, looking out at their captors.
The musky scent of the males reminded him of the woods and wild things. Combined with the stench of vomit, body waste, blood, burned flesh from the branding, and fear stink, the smell was overwhelming.
He stopped before a cage holding a juvenile. The young male had drawn his arm up, keeping it tucked against his body. He rocked slightly on the floor of his cage and stared straight ahead. Flies buzzed around him, attracted to the stink of blood and feces. The pests lit and crawled over the raw brand on the back of his hand, but he didn’t respond.
Bruises marked his stomach and side where his t-shirt had ridden up. His lower lip was split and swollen and the skin around his left eye was black and purple. Despite his injuries, he was pretty enough to be female.
He looked up at Banks with dazed, pain-filled eyes.
Banks’ stomach tightened. His right eye twitched. The little bastard’s striking resemblance to—
His right hand clenched into a fist. “Disgusting creature.”
He walked on.
A weeping female lay huddled in the corner of a cage. Blood soaked the crotch and inner seams of her pants.
“Was she pregnant?” Banks asked.
“About eight months along. The med tech was in, so we didn’t have to keep her overnight.”
“Doesn’t matter how long you hold them. I don’t even care if you put them down instead of bothering with an abortion. Some centers have opted for lethal injection. Easier and cheaper.”
“I know, but I try to be as fair as possible. They can’t help that they exist.”
“You sound like those bleeding-hearts in the Red Rose Society. Vampires are nothing more than dangerous animals.”
Framer squirmed. “I don’t want to kill females. They aren’t dangerous.”
Banks looked down his nose at the shorter man. “Makes me wonder if I can count on you once we move forward.”
“I follow orders, Mr. Banks. I do my job.”
Banks arched an eyebrow. “I’m not sure you have the stomach for it.”
Framer flushed. “You have nothing to worry about.”
“Prove it.” Banks pointed at the young male. “Have him put down. Now. Right here.”
Framer’s eyes widened. “But … but why? He can’t be more than sixteen.”
The young vampire shrank back against the bars.
Banks liked his fear. “Because I said to, that’s why.”
Framer hesitated.
Banks gave him a look meant to shrivel his nuts.
Framer pulled out his phone and dialed. “Gibson, I want a juvenile put down. Bring two men and the drugs to the holding area.”
Several vampires scrambled to their feet with more than one expletive clearly aimed at Banks.
The young vampire pressed tighter against the back of the cage, his eyes reflecting stark terror.
Within moments, three huge officers came into the holding room. One had a pole control device. Another carried the yellow pack containing the cocktail of euthanasia drugs.
The juvenile whimpered and lurched to his feet. “Please.” He choked on the word. “Please don’t.”
The officer with the pole device shoved it between the bars and jabbed the prongs into the trapped juvenile’s side. The snap of an electric charge connecting with flesh elicited a yelp of pain and knocked him down hard.
Alert but unable to move, he lay helpless as an officer opened the cage, grasped his ankle, and yanked him out onto the concrete floor.
His eyes darted from one man to another, seeking an ally. “Please don’t. Please. I haven’t done anything.”
“Shut the fuck up, vermin,” the officer with the pole device said.
“But I didn’t do anything. Don’t do—”
The officer kicked the young vampire in his side but it didn’t silence him.
“I don’t want to die. Please. Don’t.” His words were shaky, terrified.
“Shut your pie-hole or I’ll kick your teeth down your stinkin’ throat.”
An adult male hissed, long and low.
Banks glanced over at the adult. “Watch it, or you can get a taste of it for yourself.”
Tears ran from the juvenile’s eyes while another officer prepared the injection, drawing drugs from three vials. When the syringe was loaded, a third officer grabbed the teen’s arm and twisted it into position so the inside of his elbow was exposed.
“No! Please don’t. Please.” His voice had gone high and the final plea dragged out. A large wet patch spread over his crotch and the scent of urine rose on the stale air. “Please don’t kill me!”
“Look,” the officer who’d shocked him said. “Little asshole done pissed himself.”
“He fucking stinks,” the officer with the syringe said.
“Get on with it,” Framer snapped.
“No,” the juvenile cried.
The officer jammed the needle into a vein and pushed the plunger home, dumping the overdose of poison into the vampire’s bloodstream.
“Damn you all to Hell,” one of the adults shouted.
The juvenile wailed and threw up on himself. He choked, trying to breathe. Then his body convulsed, thrashing on the concrete for long minutes before he finally stilled.
Banks thoroughly enjoyed watching the juvenile struggle, and fail, to live.
 
GOING BEHIND the bar to grab her purse, Saranna rubbed her eyes and yawned. Her feet hurt from waiting tables all night, but she couldn’t go home yet.
After clocking out, she exited the fog-filled metal club and headed back to where she’d seen Vali six hours earlier.
Several cars slowed as they cruised past her. She kept her eyes off the drivers, hurrying as fast as her high heels allowed.
When she reached the block where she’d last seen her cousin, several women in skimpy clothes paraded back and forth, but he wasn’t there.
Surely he wasn’t with the man who’d picked him up earlier? Maybe he’d changed location. Oh God, maybe someone else had picked him up. She shuddered and walked on down the street.
A young female stood in the shadows, an infant clutched to her breast. A wave of longing swept over Saranna and, for a moment, it drowned everything else in a pool of resentment and heart-clenching pain.
She scurried away from the female and her child. Her life was what it was and wanting things like a family and fairytale happiness had to take a backseat to the reality of day-to-day survival. Besides, a mate would be too demanding and domineering. She didn’t need that. She was better off on her own.
Ahead of her, three young women clustered in front of a closed bookstore. Their clothes, or lack of them, indicated their trade. Maybe they could help her.
She approached the prostitutes and fished her wallet from her purse. “Have any of you seen him?” She held out her only photo of Vali. “He’s working the streets.”
They remained silent. One inspected her fingernail.
“Please, he’s my cousin!” Saranna’s voice broke.
A scrawny blond in pink spandex and black fishnet took the photo.
“Tia!” one of the girls hissed.
“She ain’t no cop.”
After a moment, she handed the photo back. “He’s a vampire.”
Saranna nodded. Did that make a difference to this woman?
“Saw him ‘bout an hour ago. Workin’ Ninth.”
“You’re sure it was him?”
“Yeah. I know him a little.”
“Thanks.” Saranna tucked the photo back in her purse and headed toward Ninth Avenue.
How could they do it? She hated her job, but serving drinks to a bunch of rude, sweaty pigs and fending off their pawing hands was better than letting them ride her. She’d rather starve than sell her body.
Reaching Ninth, she passed the only government-funded medical facility in the city that was strictly for vampires. She shuddered. The Hope Center provided free abortions to poor, desperate females. The bastards wouldn’t help a homeless female, but they would kill her unborn baby.
She traveled three blocks before spotting Vali. Like his female counterparts, he strolled along the curb, then walked back a short distance, making it obvious he was for sale.
A Cadillac pulled over.
She broke into a run, gunning for her cousin despite the danger of her high heels. “Vali, wait!”
Horrified dread flashed over his face. She faltered, but he walked away from the car and waited for her.
When she reached him, she didn’t know what to say. Rack thin, he looked malnourished and unhealthy. His shaggy blond hair hung in his eyes and all traces of the innocence that had lit them was gone. His silver-blue irises had become flat and lifeless. Was he high?
“Saranna?”
She grabbed him in a fierce hug. He slipped his arms around her, but tension in his body created an almost physical barrier. The scent of semen penetrated her senses. Half sick to her stomach, she released him and stepped back. “Why didn’t you come to me? Or any of us?”
He avoided her eyes. “I didn’t wanna be a burden. I can take care of myself.”
The man inside the Cadillac cleared his throat. Saranna’s skin crawled. His gaze raked over her, stripping her.
“I haven’t seen you before. Want to join us?” He leered at her.
“What?”
“Come with us.” He nodded at Vali. “We’ll have a threesome.”
Vali cut in. “She’s not a workin’ girl. Leave her alone.”
Undeterred, the man said, “Want to give it a try? I’ll pay you good.”
She gritted her teeth, but managed not to snarl at the sleazebag. “No thanks.”
“I’ll make it worth your time. You and him, two hundred dollars.”
“No.” Her hands clenched until the nails cut into her palms.
“She isn’t interested.” Vali sounded agitated.
The man leaned out the window. “Come on, honey. I know he’s willing. Aren’t you, my pretty little bitch-boy? He loves taking it up the ass. Don’t you, Vali?”
Vali made a choking sound and looked as if he wanted to die.
“I’ll make it three hundred.”
“No.” She grabbed Vali’s arm.
“Fine, you stupid bitch. Get in, Vali.”
“He’s coming with me.” Saranna held tighter to Vali.
“That so?”
Vali nodded and looked at his shoes.
Without another word, the man put his car in gear and peeled away from the curb.
Saranna sagged against Vali as if the man had sucked the life out of her. He slid his arm around her, steadying her.
“You shouldn’t have come here,” he said.
“I had to.”
His gaze darted away.
She touched his arm. “Vali?”
He finally met her eyes.
“Are you using drugs?”
“Just Ritalin.” He shrugged. “Helps me cope. Makes me feel good for a little while.”
Her heart twisted, though she shouldn’t have been surprised. “You have to stop taking that stuff. It’s addictive.”
“Sometimes I can’t get through the night without it. I … it helps me.”
“That’s over. I want you to stay with me.”
He shook his head. “I would drag you down. I deserve to be here.”
“Vali! Why on earth would you say such a thing?”
“Cause it’s true,” he whispered.
Tears sprang to her eyes and she blinked them away. “You’re my family. I want you to stay with me. Besides, I hate living alone.”
He gazed at his feet. “You can’t afford to have me leechin’ off you.”
“Let me worry about what I can afford. I’m doing okay.” Hate her job at the club or not, she was fortunate to have it and, as long as she worked there, they would get by.
Besides, if worse came to worse, for Vali she would do the one thing she’d always refused—she would let her aunt and uncle help her financially. Though she hated the thought of not being independent, the thought of Vali whoring on the streets to survive made her ill.
“You sure?” Hope lit his dead eyes.
“Yes.”
He looked at her with gratitude so deep it made her chest hurt. She should have checked on him. The cold, hard truth was she hadn’t thought about him at all.
Shame needled her. “Where are you staying? Let’s get your things and go home.”
He grabbed her arm. “You can’t tell Ashton and Slade.”
“I won’t.”
“Promise me. I can’t stand for them to know. It’s killin’ me that you do.”
She blinked back a fresh bout of tears at the desperation and shame in his voice. “I promise.”
“Don’t cry, Saranna. Nothin’s happened to me that I didn’t deserve.”



 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
JULIAN WALKED aimlessly, blood-hunger knotting his insides with a vengeance.
His first hunting foray after fleeing the Chandler Building the previous evening had ended when he’d caught and fed on a rat. Though educational, the experience had been less than pleasant. His shame and disgust at drinking blood from a rodent had been bad enough, but, within minutes of draining the carcass, he’d become violently ill.
Animal blood might not be on the menu, but he knew what was. Staggering pain twisted his guts. He folded his arms across his mid-section and bit his lip until he tasted blood.
He growled, hating the slavish need for blood and the only way of appeasing it. Not that it mattered, he had to deal with it. Tonight. His self-control had already skated to the edge of restraint and partially slid over the brink.
He’d tried to manage the hunger with a burger from a fast food place. It had stayed down all of ten minutes. He’d rightly suspected he would only be able to eat solids when the blood-need was under control. Which sucked, but at least he would be able to enjoy regular food when the gut-twisting craving was eliminated.
Focused on pain, walking head down, he plowed into an unyielding bulk. He snapped his head up. Four large Vampire Control and Security Center officers blocked the sidewalk. Julian’s throat constricted, choking off his breath.
“Watch where the hell you’re goin’, asshole.” A man the size of a tank brushed off his olive-colored coat with quick flicks of his hand. He had the look of someone who’d discovered he’d stepped in fresh dog shit.
Julian’s stomach plummeted and he took several steps back. “Sorry,” he muttered.
“What’s wrong with you?” Tank Man eyed him with open disgust.
Most of the swelling and bruises had faded from his face, but enough remained that he stood out.
“I asked you a question, boy.”
“Nothing! Nothing’s wrong.”
The officer’s gaze dropped from Julian’s face to his right hand.
Oh, shit.
Positive the officer had seen the tips of his fangs, Julian took another step back.
Armed with guns, drugs, and shock devices, the officers were prepared for vampire aggression.
Tank Man’s hand eased toward the pistol at his waist. “Well, well. Look what we have here.”
Julian took the only option he had. He spun and fled.
Curses pelted the air behind him and pounding boots attested to pursuit. But his strength and speed far surpassed theirs.
A pop sounded a second before pain hit his back. He yelped and ran with everything he had. He sprinted across streets, unmindful of oncoming traffic, honking horns, and curses from agitated drivers.
Panting for breath, he slipped into an alley and took cover in the shadows. Were they still looking for him? Hot, sweaty, and shaky, he stumbled forward.
The bastards had drugged him. He clawed at his back until he hit and dislodged the dart that had unloaded a dose of tranq in him.
His steps faltered. The alley spun in dizzying circles. He staggered and collided with a brick wall, sending pain zinging through his shoulder. Reeling, balance lost, he collapsed on the asphalt. He hit hard, shredding skin from his arms and cracking his knees on the unforgiving surface.
He lay still, his mind swimming with a kaleidoscope of nonsensical images. When his thoughts gelled back together, he struggled to get his numb legs under him.
Wasn’t happening.
Within minutes, the officers clustered around him like crows at roadkill. His guts roiled. Trapped, he hissed.
One of the men drove a boot into Julian’s side. Groaning, he tried to curl into a ball.
“Want me to hit him?” The officer’s hand settled on a control device clipped on his belt. Except for two short silver prongs at the end, it resembled a little black gift box, the kind fancy pen sets came in. The weapon would put a vampire down, disabled for twenty or thirty minutes.
“No.” Tank Man prodded Julian with a boot. “I nailed him with a dose for a bigger vampire. He’ll be easy to manage in a few minutes.”
Julian’s heart rate went into overdrive. What was going to happen to him?
A black van pulled into the alley and rolled to a stop. One of the officers opened the back doors. Tank Man grabbed Julian’s wrists and a second man gripped his ankles.
Hissing, Julian tried to struggle, but his limbs were no longer taking orders. They carried him to the van, stuffed him in a too-small cage, and fastened a lock on the door.
He twitched with the instinctive drive to fight the cage, not that it would do any good. All vampire containment systems were made with the same material used in M1 Abrams tanks. No vampire was strong enough to get through that.
A second cage held another male. Julian met the stranger’s eyes, but the other vampire found something more interesting on the floor of his cage and ignored him.
The back doors slammed shut and a moment later, the van pulled out of the alley, en route to the Vampire Control and Security Center.
 
ROUGH HANDS yanked Julian from the cage and the drugged sleep he’d fallen into. When the officer let go, Julian fell to the floor and struck his forehead on the concrete. Stars blazed across his field of vision and pain shot through his head.
Dazed, he got onto his knees. His head ached and cold sweat slicked his skin.
Several black vans formed a neat row. Each bore plain white letters spelling out “Department of Vampire Control and Security.” Four other vehicles which looked like modified police transport vans were parked in another row. Men in olive-colored uniforms milled about, though none appeared busy.
Julian rubbed his brow. He needed a clear head, but the drugs still fuzzed his thinking and the blow to the head hadn’t helped.
The only obvious route of escape was an industrial-sized garage door at the far end. With his body slow and unresponsive from whatever shit they’d drugged him with, he didn’t stand a chance of reaching it.
“Get up, you miserable fucker.” Tank Man touched the control device attached to his belt.
Julian lurched to his feet and swayed on unsteady legs while Tank Man pulled the other male from the cage.
“Get moving.” Tank Man unclipped the control device and shoved Julian forward, herding him through a door into a long hallway.
A shrill scream ripped down the hallway and the scent of burned flesh and fresh blood assailed Julian. His insides cramped and fear slammed him with sledgehammer force. He’d been delivered to a carnival straight from hell, a funhouse of horror, and he was going to get a ride through the tunnel of torture.
“This way.” Tank Man motioned to a doorway.
Julian and the other vampire shuffled into a cinderblock room. Six rows of tall, narrow cages crowded the space.
The scent of fear—his and the caged occupants in the room—clogged his nostrils. Unable to breathe over the claustrophobic tightening in his chest, he bared his teeth in an involuntary defensive response.
Tank Man shoved him into a vacant cage and snapped the lock. Julian gripped the bars. The officer prodded the other male forward and caged him at the end of the row.
Julian’s limbs let go and he sat with a plop on the cold metal floor. Still loopy from the drugs, he leaned against the bars and tried to smother the panic gnawing his insides.
Minutes dragged by as technicians selected vampires and hauled the struggling creatures away. The ones who’d regained enough coordination to fight hard were knocked senseless with control devices.
Julian slowed his breathing to calm himself. It didn’t work. He worried his bottom lip with his teeth, drawing blood which he licked off.
Each time technicians entered the room, his heart flailed against his ribs. When two men approached his cage, his stomach performed acrobatics worthy of the Ringling Brothers.
Oh, Jesus. His turn. He scrambled to his feet and backed against the bars. Fangs bared, he growled, daring the men to touch him. He tracked their movements, never taking his eyes from them. His fingers curled, ready to slash with his nails.
Pain exploded at the back of his head, shooting stars dazzling his eyes. His knees buckled and he dropped to the floor.
What the hell? Dazed, he touched the back of his head. Sticky wetness coated his fingertips.
A man with carrot-colored hair and pinched Pomeranian features opened the cage, grasped Julian’s ankles, and dragged him out. The technician locked heavy shackles on Julian’s wrists and pain shot up his arms.
The insides of the cuffs were set with rows of vicious spikes. The officer hauled upward on the chain connecting the cuffs and the spikes sank into Julian’s flesh. Blood ran down his arms. With a choked gasp, he struggled to his feet.
Through blurred vision, he read “John Gibson” on a third technician’s identification badge. Gibson had pulled the rear-assault sneak attack, the bastard. He towered five or six inches over Julian’s six-one. A good three hundred and fifty pounds backed up Gibson’s height.
Julian growled.
Gibson backhanded Julian in the mouth. He hissed and licked blood from his lip. Gibson jerked on the chain, yanking him forward and digging the spikes into his injured wrists. Pain shot up his arms and down into his hands. The room tilted and he stumbled, but managed to stay on his feet.
“I like when you dumb fuckers try to fight,” Gibson said. “I like bringin’ you bastards down to size.” He jerked the chain again and Julian almost pissed himself. The metal spikes were buried deep in his flesh. Blood ran from under the shackles, dripping onto the concrete floor.
“Wanna try something?”
Julian didn’t reply, but he couldn’t stop the shakes that had seized him.
“I asked you a question.” Gibson pulled on the chain until Julian groaned and shook his head. Cold sweat coated his skin and nausea churned his stomach. “Move your ass then.”
Heart hammering, Julian staggered out into the hallway and Gibson’s carrot-topped cohort took up a position on his other side, pinning him between them. Not that Gibson needed any help. At least not as long as Julian was shackled and every movement sent pain shooting up his arms and into his hands.
The door at the end of the hall burst open and crashed against the wall.
Gibson yanked the chain. “Hold up.”
Julian moaned and stopped without giving Gibson an excuse to provide an encore. His legs shook and he hung his head for a moment, fighting the need to be sick.
All activity in the hallway ceased as two officers dragged an aggressive male between them. A blue-uniformed Wolf Guard trailed behind them.
Although the vampire’s feet were shackled and his hands cuffed behind his back, he wasn’t making it easy for them to propel him forward. He growled and snapped with his teeth before pulling back and making them drag him.
Shame coursed through Julian. No doubt the captive was shackled in the same kind of restraints biting into Julian’s wrists, but the stranger hadn’t given in like a whipped dog.
“Drugs are wearing off. Fucker needs to be shot up again,” the officer on the male’s left said.
“Got one of those Resistance bastards?” Gibson called.
“Yep. He’s headed straight to the execution cell.”
“Need help with him?” Gibson seemed eager to dump Julian on Carrot Head and help with the other vampire.
“Nah. We’ve got the murdering bastard under control.” He struck the prisoner’s temple with the blunt end of a control device to make his point, then motioned toward the other officer. “Besides, Brio’s here if he gets out of hand.”
Julian lit up with instant hatred for the Wolf Guard, Brio. The blue-clad vampire had sold out his people for special treatment, privileges, and a steady paycheck, compliments of the government.
He growled.
Gibson’s response was almost simultaneous. He yanked the chain hard.
Agony shot through Julian’s wrists and he cried out. Humiliation lashed through him. But at least his wrists were going numb. An alarming amount of blood ran from under the tight bands and dripped from his shaking hands, spattering the floor.
He met the captive’s eyes.
The warrior growled and lunged, but the second officer yanked him back.
“Civilian casualties?” Tank Man asked.
“No, but we lost three officers. Killed them with his bare hands.”
“Son of a bitch.”
“Yeah. Good men, too. I’d like to give this bastard the drugs myself.”
How had the dirty bastards snagged a Resistance member? They were notorious for working in small, semi-independent groups. Elusive and difficult to catch, Resistance fighters were a breed apart. If the vampire community stood a chance of ever breaking free of the degradations and cruelties imposed on them, it would probably come from the work of the Resistance.
The captive made eye contact with Julian again. “Es lebe die Freiheit!” he barked and resumed fighting his captors.
“Shut the fuck up and get moving.” The officer who’d struck the prisoner raised his arm, threatening another blow to the head.
Julian had no idea what the vampire had said, but it had sure as fuck pissed off his handlers.
“What are you looking at?” Gibson shoved Julian so hard he stumbled. It made him sick that days ago he would have been rooting Tank Man and Carrot Head on in their work.
Gibson’s cohort, Carrot Head—or Ronald Lucas according to his ID—pushed Julian into a small room. The stink of fear, burned flesh, and antiseptic accompanied an array of strange objects scattered along a wall-length counter, giving the room an instant torture chamber vibe.
Please God, let me be able to stand whatever they do without humiliating myself.
Lucas removed the shackles, exposing the damage beneath the cuffs. “Don’t get any ideas.” He pulled a control device from his pocket. “Try any shit, I’ll knock you on your ass. Only way out of here’s in a cage … or in a truck to Halzworth.”
Julian understood the threat. Crews were dispatched each morning to patrol the streets and collect the carcasses of vampires who’d died or been killed the night before. The bodies were taken to the Halzworth plant and rendered into fertilizer.
Julian stared at his mangled wrists. Countless small holes bled freely. The wounds burned and hurt, though Julian had a sickening feeling this pain was nothing compared to what was coming.
Gibson crossed his arms over a barrel chest. “Strip.”
“What?” Julian stammered.
“Strip, you moron.” Gibson uncrossed his arms and took a threatening step forward.
“No.” Julian wasn’t getting naked in front of these freaks.
“For crap sake.” Lucas rolled his eyes. “Take your damn clothes off so we can finish and get you out of here. No one’s going to rape your ass.” He motioned with the control device. “Get ‘em off.”
Heart banging his ribs, Julian removed his clothes and dropped them on the floor.
“Holy crap,” Gibson said. “Somebody beat the shit out of him.”
“Fuckers are always fighting,” Lucas said.
“Lookie there.” Gibson pointed at Julian’s genitals. “He’s cut.”
Lucas grunted.
“Half-breed passed off as a human, weren’t ya?” Gibson said.
Julian didn’t say anything.
“Answer the question.”
He nodded.
“I love seeing you cheating bastards brought down to where ya belong,” Gibson said. “You’ll never pass yourself off again. Not after we finish with ya.”
“Come on,” Lucas said. “We’ve got more than this one to process. Let’s get on with it.”
Grinding his teeth, Julian submitted to being weighed and measured.
“Park your ass against the wall.” Gibson indicated where he wanted Julian to stand.
He leaned against the cold, rough cinderblock as chilled air blew down on him from a ceiling vent.
Lucas photographed him front, side, and back.
Gibson pointed to the counter. “Over here.”
He took Julian’s fingerprints. “We’ll run these through the AFIS and see if you’ve been a good boy. And you better hope like hell you have.”
Julian didn’t have to hope anything. He hadn’t been a vampire long enough to get into trouble and have his prints in the automated identification system.
“Get on the table.” Gibson jerked a thumb over his shoulder. He poked a few keys on a laptop. “We’ll finish you up while your print-check runs.”
Julian eyed the table. Heavy chains anchored restraints with thick leather, chain-reinforced cuffs to the metal surface. His heart jammed tight in his throat and choked the breath out of him. He backed away, unable to force himself to climb on there and let them strap him down.
Gibson advanced. “Get on the goddamn table.”
Without thinking or rationalizing, Julian sprang forward in a bid for freedom.
Gibson moved with amazing speed and agility, blocking Julian like a linebacker. Still sluggish from the drugs in his system, Julian responded slowly. Gibson grabbed his arm, twisting it behind his back and yanking upward. Pain shot to his shoulder. Hissing, he jerked away from Gibson.
Lucas rushed forward, control device in hand. Julian sprang away, but the prongs grazed over his ribs. The shock knocked his legs from under him. He hit the floor hard and lay immobilized while pain gripped his shaking body.
Lucas and Gibson grabbed Julian’s arms and dragged him onto the table. They shackled him with practiced speed, locking the spike-lined cuffs in place. Gibson went to the counter and checked the laptop. “His prints are clean,” he said, disappointment evident in his voice.
Lucas grunted.
The light shock wore off while the men attended to business at the counter. Julian had a sick feeling they wanted him good and alert. The thought ran down his spine like ice water.
Panic sank claws deep into him and he lost his fragile grip on self-control. He fought the restraints with furious determination, ignoring the spikes digging into his flesh. He jerked and twisted the binding straps until his wrists burned and blood dripped from beneath the chain-reinforced leather.
The men waited until he wore himself into panting, helpless, exhaustion. His gaze darted between Lucas and Gibson, and a shudder ran through his sweaty body.
The door opened and a short, bald man stepped into the room. “He ready?” He held a syringe with a long, thick needle.
“Yeah,” Gibson said.
The technician approached. “Another cut one.”
“Stinkin’ half-breeds,” Gibson said.
The tech prodded Julian’s hip. His flesh twitched at the contact. “What’s that?” Julian eyed the syringe.
“Chemical castration.” He poked another spot on Julian’s hip.
Julian’s breath choked off. “What?”
“Did I stutter? Every male is chemically sterilized.”
“No!” Julian jerked in the restraints, instincts screaming for him to fight.
“Don’t piss yourself. You’ll still be able to get it up and fuck. Though you’ll be shootin’ blanks for the next five years. Don’t need you breedin’ an makin’ more little rats for us to deal with.”
Julian fought the straps despite the agony in his wrists and shifted his lower body as far away as possible.
“Consider yourself lucky. If the Director had his way, you’d be surgically castrated instead.” He looked pointedly at Julian’s genitals.
Despite Julian’s struggles, the technician found the proper spot and jammed the needle in, depressing the plunger and spreading liquid fire through Julian’s hip. He arched off the table before collapsing and shivering in uncontrollable waves until the pain eased.
“He’s all yours.” The technician dropped the syringe in a sharps container and hurried from the room.
Lucas went to the counter. “Get his hand ready.”
Gibson fiddled under the table and the chain clanked. The restraint on Julian’s right wrist pulled downward until his hand lay flat against the cold metal and the spikes dug deep into his flesh. His teeth clenched. His guts clenched.
Lucas approached with a long rod—the branding tool—and a small jar. He handed the jar to Gibson.
Julian’s mouth went dry. His bladder felt full and heavy. He struggled, but his hand was secured to the table. His heart pounded with such force that blacking out seemed imminent. He desperately hoped he would.
Lucas positioned the bar and pressed the tool into the back of Julian’s hand. His flesh sizzled and steam curled up from around the plate. He screamed and almost urinated. Instantly sick, the pain bone-deep, he swallowed repeatedly as the stench of burned meat rose on the air.
Lucas removed the instrument, revealing three-inch letters now imprinted into his skin—RV.
Pain throbbed to his shoulder. Moaning, he shivered, rattling his chains, as chills racked his sweat-slicked body. Hell existed and he was in it. But at least he hadn’t been marked with the brand given to vampires who cooperated in exchange for a government handout. Having been caught in the Restricted Zone, he was automatically considered and branded a rogue.
Gibson unscrewed the lid from the little jar and dipped into the contents. He rubbed the thick, jelly-like goop into the brand, pressing hard.
Julian’s breath hitched and he clenched his jaws against the burning agony in his hand. The raw red wound turned black. Copper. Gibson had rubbed copper into the burn to make sure it healed black.
Lucas went back to the counter. “Get him ready.”
Blind panic and the primal need to escape sent Julian into a fresh attack against the restraints.
He wrenched his right arm with every ounce of strength he had. The leather and chain on his wrist tore apart. In a knee-jerk reaction, he grabbed Lucas’ lab coat and hauled him forward.
Lucas squealed and snatched at his pocket, yanking out the control device.
Julian released Lucas’ jacket and caught his arm, twisting hard. Bones snapped with a loud crack. Lucas screamed and dropped the device.
Hell, had he broken someone’s arm that easily?
“You son of a whore,” Lucas squalled.
Gibson jabbed and an agonizing force slammed into Julian’s stomach. Burning pain lanced through his body and his motor control vanished. He fell back on the table, unable to even catch his breath.
Gibson’s fist smashed into his mouth and he tasted blood. His stomach responded with painful knots.
Julian shuddered. They had him down. There would be no mercy now.
The door crashed open and three men rushed in.
“Strap him down tight,” Gibson said.
Unable to move, Julian’s guts cramped while the men restrained him.
“Get up to the med center,” Gibson told Lucas who made a hasty exit. He stalked to the counter and selected another branding tool.
Julian’s stomach convulsed and his heart wedged into the base of his throat, strangling him. A technician held his hand in place. He squeezed his eyes shut.
Gibson pressed the plate into Julian’s skin. Pain tore up his arm and down into his hand. He screeched and struggled to breathe. His tormentor pulled the plate away and displayed a three-inch-long bar under the RV, the dangerous vampire identifier. Next came the copper ointment, turning the destroyed flesh from red to black.
Julian moaned.
A technician forced Julian’s arm over, positioning it so his inner forearm was exposed. He shivered on the cold metal table. Please, God, don’t let me piss myself. Please…
Gibson positioned a tool with a long plate. Julian shuddered and bit the inside of his cheek, drawing blood. The red-hot metal pressed into his skin.
Pain stole his scream and vomit surged up his throat. His bladder let go. Unable to breathe, he panicked. His stomach heaved again.
Choking on puke, he struggled in the restraints until his consciousness wavered and everything dimmed.
 
PAIN, NAUSEA, and the stench of urine filtered through Julian’s consciousness. His hand and arm sang, throbbing and burning as if he’d stuck them in a hornets’ nest.
His stomach rolled.
Lying on cold metal with thick bars at his back, the motion of a vehicle lulled and coaxed him back toward the peace of sleep. But instead of giving in to the desire, he forced his eyes open to slits.
Enough moonlight filtered through tiny windows for him to see that he shared the back of a van with three other miserable looking males. The cages were close enough for them to reach through the bars and touch each other, but no one moved.
He pushed up his sleeve and gaped at the inside of his forearm. Holy fuck. He was now known to the government as vampire WA49S3728W97. The identification brand ran from two inches below the inside of his elbow to his mangled wrist. The charred letters and numbers were about an inch tall.
Registered as a Seattle vampire, if caught in a different registration zone, he would be shipped back to the Seattle Open Zone.
If caught in a different state, he would be returned or killed at their discretion. And wasn’t that a no-brainer for budget-strapped states? The cost of a single dose of lethal drugs versus the cost of shipping a vampire made it easy.
Population control at its finest.
His hand and arm throbbed. Violated was the word that came to mind. Violated and betrayed by the government he’d always counted on for protection as a United States citizen.
Now, to the government, he was no more than a dangerous animal that could be killed any time they deemed appropriate.
Violated. Betrayed. Alone.
Ignoring the pain, he clenched and flexed his hand. As far as appearance went, they’d destroyed his bow hand. He wouldn’t be able to play violin without the brands being on prominent display.
Not that it mattered. He wouldn’t be permitted to play with the symphony if they would have him. Which they wouldn’t. He wouldn’t even be permitted to play in a club. He swallowed past a sudden blockage in his throat.
The van rolled to a stop and, a moment later, the rear doors were flung wide. An officer opened Julian’s cage and stepped back. “Get your mangy ass out. You’re free to go.”
Julian launched from the cage. An overwhelming desire to kill the officer sent him sprinting across the street before he acted on the urge.
Behind him, the doors slammed shut and the van roared away.
Free? He wasn’t free. He’d been shackled in government bonds and life as he’d known it had been taken from him. His reality registered, cold and unflinching.
Several vampires walked in a group on the opposite side of the street. They barely spared him a glance. Two of the males were marked with a V1 brand. Both had small children trailing them.
Julian couldn’t find it within himself to be disgusted with them. How could he wish ill on them when the government made it so tempting to give in and submit to the identification process?
Vampires who voluntarily received the brands were cared for at a clinic where they were sedated and then given a supply of painkillers and ointments to make it as easy on them as possible.
That in itself wouldn’t be enough, but the government bastards were smart. They couldn’t very well round up the vampires they’d already shoved into the Open Zones and torture them the way they did the ones caught in the restricted areas. Not unless they wanted to take a chance on the vampires getting to the point where they felt they had nothing else to lose. That was a prescription for revolt and the government bastards didn’t want that.
Instead, they offered what amounted to a bribe to vampires who were often desperate and willing to do anything to feed their children.
The promise of a small check and a food card to use for a year after receiving the brands was often enough when hungry children were part of the equation.
Julian trudged on. Dim streetlights, with broken and missing bulbs, barely illuminated the area. Dismal houses with cracked windows, swaybacked roofs, and weed-choked lawns screamed abject poverty and hopelessness.
He couldn’t believe anyone would voluntarily bring his family there. Not even the two-year monthly stipend the government used as an incentive to relocate would have been enough for him.
He shoved his hair back and tried to get his bearings. Was he near White Center? Wherever he’d been dumped, it was awful. How far was he from downtown Seattle?
A fat drop of rain hit his face. Then another and another.
Wonderful. Was there no end to this night in hell?
The rain picked up, pelting him with stinging fury. Within minutes, he was soaked and shivering. But the rain’s chill didn’t match the ice inside him.
Not one thing made the neighborhood livable. The homes appeared unfit for animals, yet most had occupants.
Children played on falling-apart covered porches. A few romped in the streets, despite the rain. Vampires weren’t permitted to own cars, so there wasn’t any traffic to pose a danger to the little ones.
His chest burned with indignant rage. No one should be forced to live under such conditions or subjected to degradation and cruelty for being born to a different race.
His rage morphed and combined with guilt. Worse than the painful burns, worse than hunger, worse than loneliness, was admitting he’d been an arrogant, selfish, spoiled bastard who hadn’t given a damn about the plight of anyone beyond himself.
He deserved everything that had happened to him. He’d always thought himself a good person. But he hadn’t been one at all. Far from it.
Maybe he could find a way to set some of it right, make up for the way he’d been. Determination stiffened his spine. With his head held high in the cold, driving rain, he walked toward the Restricted Zone.



 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
JULIAN SLIPPED around the side of a hard rock club and concealed himself in a recessed doorway. A rush of excitement and anticipation combined with anxious, desperate lust fired his blood.
He leaned against the door. Music pounded as a band performed with more gusto than talent. Something he would never do on a stage again. Fresh pain ripped through him with staggering force.
Closing his eyes, he fought to center himself. He had bigger problems than losing his career. Survival, uncertain from moment to moment, was all that mattered now.
Chills crawled along his skin and he shivered, though, soon enough, fever would bake him until nausea churned his stomach.
He clenched his fists, but quickly relaxed his hands. The brands still hurt almost as bad as the night they had been burned into his flesh. When had that been? Three days ago? Four? He wasn’t sure.
He focused on the front parking lot, waiting for suitable quarry—someone so high on drugs or alcohol they wouldn’t remember him.
He would prefer going after one of the government goons patrolling the streets, but appeasing his desire for payback might backfire. He was too sick to even think straight much less take on the drug-toting Nazi-wannabes.
Movement caught his attention. A female.
Long, honey-colored hair swished in rhythm with her hips as she tottered across the gravel parking lot on stiletto heels. She was going to do harm to herself in those ridiculous shoes if she wasn’t careful.
The female passed Julian without so much as a glance in his direction. Not that he cared. He watched her mince unsteadily along until she reached the sidewalk and crossed the street.
A moment later, she cut into an alley and the fine hair on his arms rose off his skin. Alleys were now things to avoid if possible.
Validating his apprehension, a large male separated from the shadows and snaked behind the little blond.
Julian sprang from the doorway and headed for the street at a fast clip. Dodging traffic, he sprinted after them. He followed them into the dark passageway and skidded to a halt.
The male had the little female pinned tight against a wall. Her back pressed into the brick as he loomed over her, his hands against the wall on either side of her, forming a cage.
Julian breathed in the bitter scent of her fear. “Get the fuck away from her,” he bellowed.
The leather-clad vampire spun. Taller and heavier with a hard, merciless face framed by black hair, he reeked menace.
Julian wasn’t intimidated. He could fight one-on-one even if his guts did feel as though they were packed with broken glass. He dropped into a crouch.
The rogue sprang and Julian leapt to meet the attack. They collided with a bone-jarring impact before dropping hard and rolling on the asphalt.
Nails tore into Julian, ripping searing furrows from his left pec down to the waistband of his jeans. The pain was intense, shocking. Warm wetness soaked his shredded shirt. The scent of blood rose, inflaming him.
Hissing, he slashed at his opponent’s throat with a well-aimed swipe. The brute deflected the blow, flipped Julian, and struggled to pin him down.
 
SARANNA JERKED her phone from her purse and frantically dialed her brother. He answered on the first ring. “Saranna, where are you?”
“Lancaster Alley. Oh, God, hurry.”
“What’s wrong?” Panic filled his voice.
“Just get here. Someone’s going to be killed.” She cut off the call to get him moving. Already on his way to meet her, he couldn’t be more than a couple blocks away.
She clapped a hand over her mouth.
The males struggled on the pavement, growling and slashing at each other. It was already obvious the younger, smaller one, outclassed by age and weight, was going to lose.
As if on cue, the older male attacked with his teeth, ripping his opponent’s throat. Blood spurted and a choked cry came out of the young male, but he didn’t falter.
Oh, God. He’d saved her and he was going to pay with his life. Right in front of her. With her heartbeat roaring in her ears, she fought the urge to flee. She didn’t want to see him killed.
But to her amazement, he delivered a blow that dislodged his attacker. In a move almost too fast to comprehend, the older vampire lay beneath the young one.
A volley of shouts stopped the combatants cold.
The rogue shoved the youngster off and sprang to his feet. He tore down the alley as if the demons of hell were behind him.
Two men in olive uniforms strode toward them, pistols drawn. The young male moaned before launching off the pavement. He grabbed her arm and, dragging her along beside him, propelled her through the alley at a dead run.
She struggled to keep up without falling. Curses trailed behind them. Something whizzed past them and he tightened his hold painfully on her arm.
“Come on!” He yanked her around the corner and hauled her across the street among blaring horns and screaming tires. An SUV skidded to a stop, barely missing them.
He didn’t slow until they were on the opposite side, once again in the shadows of an alley. He released her and staggered over to lean against the wall. He pressed a hand to his throat. Blood leaked between his fingers and dripped onto his sleeve.
Shaking, she tried to slow her breathing.
“Oh, Jesus,” she gasped. The scent of blood and illness clung to him, but the thing revolting her was a raw, unhealed brand on his hand. His skin was an alarming shade of red around the wound and fluid wept from the swollen flesh. The interior of the brand was distended where puss had collected.
Both of his wrists were ringed with partially scabbed over wounds, the hallmark of the shackles used by the government. He’d fought hard and paid the price.
Though sweat beaded his skin, he shivered as if he were freezing. Infection had taken a deep, perhaps fatal, hold on him. Her heart squeezed. He was young, about her age, and dangerously ill, a recipe for disaster.
“You need a doctor,” she said.
His unusually-colored eyes, a startling blue-green flecked with deep gold around the pupil, reflected his uncertainty. She stared into their beautiful depths.
Something about him was familiar. Had she seen him somewhere before?
He shoved long hair back from his face and looked at her as if she were daft. “I can’t go to a doctor.”
“Of course you can. Let me help you. Please.”
Confusion shadowed his face. “No doctor would help me.”
Her stomach clenched. “Were you turned? You were, weren’t you?” Sure he had been. Someone had turned and abandoned him.
Had she encountered him somewhere and not recognized him as a cross-breed? Unlikely. It didn’t matter. What mattered was the infection raging through his body.
“You need a doctor.” She pulled out her phone. “Hang tight.”
 
“WHAT HAVE you got into now?” a large vampire demanded as he stalked toward them. A smaller, much younger male tagged along behind him.
Terrific. Julian didn’t want to deal with anyone else. He wanted to crawl back to his room and take care of his wounds.
The female moved to stand beside him. Her scent, like lilacs and spring rain, invaded his senses. He drew it deep into his lungs.
“He saved me.”
“What?” Alarm spread over the big male’s face.
She waved her hand as if swatting a pesky fly. “I’ll explain later. He needs a doctor.”
She was slim, delicate looking. Long hair spilled over her shoulders and down her back. If he ran his fingers through the curling strands, it would probably feel like silk. What would it be like to bury his face in that mass of gold?
Shit. He didn’t need to be fantasizing about her. He had enough problems without that complication. Still, she was… Hell, she was breath-stealing, artist-inspiring beautiful. Something deep and primal stirred inside him.
She blushed at his blatant perusal, but didn’t lower her gaze.
Though his body sang with pain, her reaction awoke unbridled lust in him.
The larger male tensed, his lip lifted in a snarl.
Her lover? Unexpected aggression coursed through Julian. His hands curled into fists and he tightened.
“I’m Saranna. This is my brother, Slade, and my cousin, Vali.”
The hostility drained away, leaving him spent. “I’m Julian.”
“Julian. That’s a beautiful name.” She smiled and it lit her face like a sunrise. “Do you have anyone to feed you?”+
“No.” The mere mention of feeding sent his shrunken stomach into painful spasms.
“When was the last time you fed?”
“When I was turned. About a week ago.” His gaze met hers and his hunger and pain receded. He wanted to drown in her green and golden-brown eyes.
Slade cleared this throat and straightened, drawing himself up in height.
“Do you have a place to stay?” Saranna asked.
“I have a room at some rat’s-ass motel, but I’m not going to be there much longer. Lack of funds.” He shrugged as if he didn’t care where he holed up.
Saranna pursed her lips. “First, you need a doctor. After Jason sees you, we can pick up your things and go to my place. You can stay with us for a while.”
Us? As in all of them?
“Saranna…” A warning lit Slade’s eyes. “You can’t take him home. He’s a stranger, an adult male, not a stray puppy you want to save.”
“For God’s sake, he’s been turned and abandoned. Don’t you have any compassion in you?”
Her brother’s mouth tightened.
“He’s sick. He needs medical treatment and he needs to feed.” She lifted her chin.
Slade looked at the festering brands on Julian’s hand. “We can feed him. That isn’t the problem. The problem is you don’t know him. He might be dangerous. We should take him to Cadell.”
She gave her brother a withering glare. “So, if he was dangerous, it would be okay to send him to a human? One of the few humans who helps us? If it weren’t for people like Pastor Cadell and those in the Red Rose, we’d have no allies at all. Don’t you see that?”
“I didn’t mean it like that. Saranna—”
“Pastor Cadell can’t teach him how to survive. The one who turned him was supposed to do that.”
Slade waved his hand in agitation. A two-inch, blackened fleur-de-lis marked the back of his left hand.
Had Slade done that to himself? Did people brand themselves for fashion? Julian shuddered.
“Saranna, if he hurts you—”
Offense needled Julian. “I wouldn’t harm her.”
“He saved me. Someone without honor wouldn’t put himself in danger for a stranger.” She put her hands on her hips. “I’m not leaving him on his own.”
“Can we back up a minute?” Julian asked, “What is the Red Rose?”
“An underground group of humans who try to help us,” she said.
Slade snorted. “You can’t trust any human.”
“Bull. Crap,” Saranna shot back. “There are good people out there besides Pastor Cadell.”
Slade rolled his eyes.
“Come on,” Saranna said to Julian. “We’ll take you to Jason and get you fixed up.”
Slade said something under his breath that sounded like a curse.
“I can’t,” Julian said.
Saranna looked at him as if he were a few notes short of a measure. “You have to. Look at your wounds, they’re badly infected. That isn’t going to clear up by itself and it could kill you.”
“I don’t have enough money to pay a doctor.” Julian’s face burned. Never in his life had he been poor. He didn’t like it, but his future was looking pretty bleak in the finance department.
“Jason was a half-breed, like you were. He takes whatever he can get,” Saranna said. “If a patient has nothing, he charges nothing.”
Julian stifled a groan. Now he was a charity case. Just great.
 
JULIAN FIDGETED while Dr. Jason Bradford scribbled notes on a chart, wrapping up the humiliating visit. He needed to get out of there. Almost anywhere else would be preferable at that point.
Saranna stood next to him and patted his shoulder in a gesture of comfort. Despite his embarrassment, her kindness made him want to believe everything would be all right.
Unlike the others, she’d almost managed to hide her reaction when the doctor insisted Julian remove his shirt and the scars and fresh cuts in his arms had been exposed.
Dr. Bradford put the chart aside. “I want you to come back if your hand isn’t better in a couple of days. You don’t want the infection getting worse.”
Julian slid off the exam table. “Thanks, Doc.”
“Call me Jason, everyone else does.” He handed a bottle of antibiotics to Julian. “Take the meds as indicated on the bottle. Take all of them, even if you feel better before they’re gone.” Next, he gave Julian a slip of paper with a name and phone number. “You might want to talk with her. She’s also a doctor, a counselor. I think she might be able to help you.”
Julian’s face flamed. He stuffed the paper in his pocket with no intention of ever using it. No way was he talking to some stranger about his problems. He could deal with whatever came down the pike without someone trying to psychoanalyze him to death.
“One other thing,” Jason said.
Julian’s belly knotted. Now what? He’d suffered enough embarrassment already by discussing his new status among the lower class and his inability to pay. The doctor’s hint to see a shrink hadn’t helped. Julian wished he could will himself invisible and sneak out like a whipped dog.
“Don’t mention me to any human. I’d lose my house and have nowhere to work if people knew about me.”
“I have no reason to talk to humans.”
“What about your human family?” The doc cocked his head.
“I don’t have family. Human or otherwise.”
Jason nodded. “I hope I don’t see you again. At least not in professional capacity. But knowing who you’ve fallen in with, you’ll be a frequent flyer. With two of them in the Resistance, someone’s always here.”
The Resistance? Holy fucking shit!
“Try to keep your brother and cousin from getting him killed before he has a chance to learn what he is,” Jason said before sliding out of the room.
Cousin? Vali or some other cousin?
“Come on,” Saranna said. “Let’s pick up your things and go home.”
 
HEART THUDDING, Julian stepped inside Saranna’s apartment.
“It’s small, but we can make do,” she said.
She wasn’t kidding. The apartment was tiny and populated with worn furniture. She didn’t have much, but everything was tidy and spotless.
“Just put your things over there,” she said, motioning toward the wall.
He placed the violin case out of the way of foot traffic. He held on to the duffel bag.
Though his insides were knotted with hunger, a hot shower was a necessity overriding everything else. He’d wanted to clean up before surrendering the key to his room, but she’d insisted he wait. “I have to clean up.”
She pointed to a door next to the single bedroom. “Shower’s in there. Make yourself at home.”
He ducked into the bathroom. It sparkled with cleanliness and smelled of lemon.
He caught his reflection in the mirror and stood transfixed. Dirt smudged his bruised face and deep shadows accented his eyes. He resembled countless vampires he’d sneered at, vampires he’d considered beneath him.
He’d never known true shame as a human. Now he knew it intimately.
He cranked on the shower and peeled off his ruined clothing. Teeth clenched, he stepped under the stinging spray. It hit his wounds and he gasped at the shock.
He stood head down, shivering as a chill raced through him despite the heat in the steaming shower stall.
He washed away the grime and blood and took inventory of himself. An assortment of bruises marred his skin. The claw marks down his torso were ghastly. His arms… God they probably thought he was a mental case.
Shit, he looked awful.
He stalled. He hadn’t been jittery around a female since he was seventeen years old. But Saranna made him jumpy as a wild colt. Which was stupid. It wasn’t like he was inexperienced. But the idea of feeding from her in front of strangers had him in knots.
He finished showering and dressed in clean clothes. After stalling for a few more minutes, he took a deep breath and stepped out of the bathroom.
Everyone focused on him.
Saranna’s eyes widened. “Now I know who you are. You’re Julian Wilkes. You’re with the symphony.”
Her words cut hard. “I was.”
“Oh. Oh, Julian. I’m so sorry.”
“Not your fault.” He tried to force a smile and failed. “How did—”
“I saw you perform once. At an outdoor concert. Your playing was breathtaking.” She stared at him with something like awe. “Your hair was different. You had it pulled back in a tail.”
“Symphony requirement.” From the corner of his eye he caught Slade scowling.
She nodded. “You played a solo. I don’t know the name of the piece, but it was incredible.”
He’d played his ass off when he tore through the Saint Saens piece. “The concertmaster was ill. I took his place.”
“I can’t believe it’s really you.”
He couldn’t believe it either.
She patted the beige cushion next to her.
He hesitated only a moment before a hard jab of hunger set him in motion. He reached the sofa in a few long strides and settled beside her. Her scent enveloped and tantalized him. He breathed it in, holding her fragrance within him.
She rolled up her sleeve.
Ground Zero and now he didn’t care that they had onlookers; he was too starved to give a shit.
She eased closer and extended her arm. “Just bite and let instinct guide you.”
He took her arm and lowered his head. Unable to stop himself, he flicked his tongue over her wrist. Her skin was soft and warm. His face heated. Inherently, he understood he was engaging in a form of sexual behavior in front of her brother and cousin. He knew that, unrestricted, vampires would feed from humans, not each other, unless they were mates.
“It’s okay.” Her tone soothed. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”
Heart pounding, Julian fastened his mouth on her wrist, then hesitated as self-consciousness gripped him. He shifted on the sofa. Did Vali and Slade have to sit there like a rapt audience?
“Go on,” she said, encouraging him.
Shit. He tried to shut out her brother and cousin. Didn’t work.
Fuck it. He bit hard. She jerked, but steadied. Blood poured into his mouth. Moaning in relief, he clamped down and drank.
Her blood hit his shrunken gut, soothing the pain and spreading warmth throughout his body. Shuddering, he fed with long greedy draws despite his effort to restrain himself. His cock hardened, pushing against his jeans. Mortified, he shifted to keep her from noticing.
“It’s a natural reaction. Don’t worry about it.” She spoke quietly. Compassion and maybe sorrow reflected in the hazel depths of her eyes.
Minutes stretched, until feather-light, she touched his cheek. “You have to stop. I can’t give you any more.”
His fangs ached and hunger still burned in him, but he stroked his tongue over her wrist and backed off. “Thank you,” he whispered.
She clapped a folded hand towel over the wound. “Come here, Slade, he’s still hungry.”
“No! I’m okay.” Feeding from Slade sounded about as pleasant as a root canal.
“You sure? I can take care of you, I don’t mind.” Slade’s offer didn’t ring true. Not even close.
“I’m fine. Really.” Mild hunger was nothing after what he’d been through. He’d gotten enough to sustain him. Besides the idea of feeding from Slade was too off-putting. Neither of them wanted to go there.
Saranna rose and disappeared into the bedroom. She returned a few minutes later with blankets, a sleeping bag, and a thick pillow.
She piled them on the floor, using the blankets for a cushion. “Vali gets the sofa, so you’ll have to make do with this. You’ll want to sleep soon. Feeding has that effect.”
“Thanks.” She was right. With the hunger pain lessened, the sleeping bag looked inviting. A chill raced over his skin followed by heat. Besides, he needed to let his body heal and recover from the infection that had taken control of him.
“Go ahead, bunk in. I’ll take these two outside so you can sleep.”
 
SARANNA SAT on the top step outside the apartment building. Vali and Slade perched below her.
She drew in a deep breath of moisture-laden air. It would rain soon.
Slade shifted. “How long are you going to keep him here?”
“As long as he wants to stay.”
“Not a good idea, sis.”
“Someone turned him because they wanted him to suffer, knowing he probably wouldn’t survive. I’m not throwing him back for the wolves to eat.”
Slade shook his head. “What if he turns out bad? He’s been knocked around and who knows what his life was like before any of this. He might be a walking time bomb.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Didn’t you see his arms? He cuts himself. He’s not right.”
“People who do that have trouble coping with their problems.” Why did Slade have to be a bastard whenever a guy entered the picture? A shiver ran over her.
“Yeah? What do you think he’s going through now? This has to be the most traumatic thing he’s ever experienced.”
“He’ll be okay.”
“He’s a symphony musician, a sissy-boy violinist for God’s sake. He’s not used to the way we’re forced to live. What if he can’t handle it?”
“He’s not a sissy and he’ll handle it. He has to.” She would help him adjust.
“I don’t like it. I’ll be honest, I don’t like him.”
“It’ll be fine.” Goosebumps covered her skin. What if he did something to Julian?
“Saranna, be careful. He’s a stranger, ignorant of our ways. He might be bad news, so don’t get too attached to him. I wouldn’t allow you to keep him here if you were alone together.”
She bristled. “I can handle a starved fledgling.”
Slade met her eyes. “He may be starved now, but he’ll recover. You’ll have a physically healthy male on your hands. And you know nothing about him other than he has a pretty face and likes to hurt himself.”



 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
CHRISTOPHER STALKED the streets with a single-minded purpose. A cold mist fell like vapor and most females, human and vampire alike, had gone indoors.
He’d find one though, sooner or later. Whores trolled the streets regardless of shitty weather. Tonight, he wanted a female vampire. Strong enough to put up a fight, they were more challenging than humans.
On the opposite side of the street, people streamed from Benaroya Hall. Sneering, he stopped and sized up the concert hall. His son would be in there. He considered waiting in the shadows for Julian. Not that he wanted to make contact.
If they ever crossed paths, Julian would know. He looked like Christopher had when he’d been young, some two hundred years ago.
The vampire pressed on. He had more important things to do than check up on his half-breed son. He needed a female to assuage the anger burning inside him.
He drew in damp air. The stench of wet city streets and automobile exhaust overpowered his senses, but, underneath, he picked up the scent of a female close to her heat cycle. The ripe fragrance teased Christopher’s cock until it pushed against his trousers. Excitement raced through his veins.
Encountering a female in heat, or close to it, rarely happened. Most were smart enough to remain indoors, safe from predatory males.
Christopher followed the scent for two blocks before spotting a scantily-dressed female huddled under an overhang. She was too thin, but blond hair framed a pretty face. Balanced on blood-red high heels, her bare legs were long and elegant. The scent of her approaching fertility clogged his nostrils and his cock strained at the zipper of his tailored pants.
He manufactured a friendly expression. “Excuse me, Miss. Do you know how to get to Moore Theatre?”
She stepped from the shelter, desperation in her eyes spelling out her willingness to whore herself. “I know where it’s at.”
He’d seen the look too many times, both in humans and vampires, not to recognize it. “Could you show me? I’m terrible at following directions.”
“I can take you right to it.” A little smile of implied promise lit her face.
He made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “Lead the way, my dear.”
“It’s easiest to go this way.” She led him to an alleyway and cut into the dark passage. “Have you…” The words died on her lips.
He’d lost control of his expression and knew feral anger and the desire for her blood blazed on his face.
She opened her mouth and he fell on her, wrapping her in his unyielding arms. “Don’t scream.”
She trembled in his grasp. “Please … don’t hurt me.”
He growled.
Whimpering, she squeezed her eyes shut.
Snake-strike fast, he dipped his head and tore into her throat. She stiffened and sucked in a breath. He tightened his arms around her, a silent threat to remain quiet. She exhaled in a gasp, the scream dying before crossing her lips. Instead, she struggled in his hold like a trapped animal.
He let her fight, enjoying the friction of her body writhing against his. His cock responded, growing harder.
Power and pleasure rushed through him. He lifted his head and licked his lips clean of her honey-sweet blood. He wanted more of her. But not until after… He dragged her deeper into the shadows. Renewing her efforts, she fought hard, yanking against him, scratching, and kicking. But her strength was nothing compared to his and he shoved her against the brick wall, pinning her.
Green eyes wide, she shook her head and whimpered.
Snarling, he hiked her short skirt up around her waist. His hand strayed to her crotch and stroked over her cloth covered center before grabbing her skimpy panties and tearing them away.
“Please don’t. Please.” She shuddered, but met his eyes.
He unzipped his pants and yanked one of her legs up to his waist, pinning her to him.
“Please, mister. I have a mate.”
“You were willing to whore for money.” He freed himself from his pants and leaned in against her.
“Please don’t.” She sobbed. “Please, I couldn’t get a job and no one will hire him. I didn’t have a choice.”
“Lying bitch.” He rammed inside her.
She cried out.
“Keep your fucking mouth shut and I might let you live.” He pumped hard and fast while she wept. He grabbed her breast and squeezed until she shrieked despite his threats to be quiet. “Shut up, bitch.”
She moaned and her knee buckled, throwing her against him.
On the verge of orgasm, he ripped her blouse aside and bit the creamy flesh above her bra, marking her with his signature. She screamed and pushed against him.
He moved to her throat, sinking his fangs in her again. He drank fast, stealing her life-force. She struggled briefly before her movements stilled. He rammed deep into her and, as she teetered on the edge of death, he exploded inside her.
When his shudders of pleasure ceased, he pulled out and dropped her limp body. His euphoria dissipated as he tucked himself back in his pants. No matter how good the kill, the thrill never lasted long enough.



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
BEHIND THE Bardwell Apothecary, hidden from public view, Sid Andrews and five of his men formed a fluid knot around a large, starved-looking male vampire.
The male hissed, though it was all show. The drugs in his system had him down and he wasn’t getting up any time soon.
As Robert Bird, Sid’s second-in-command, prodded the vampire with his boot, a man rounded the corner of the drug store and stopped. He gaped at the unfolding drama.
Unruffled, Sid dug his phone from his coat pocket and called his driver. “Pick up behind Bardwell’s.”
Mere seconds later, the van pulled into the rear parking lot, careened past the onlooker, and stopped behind Sid’s men.
Paul Cooper threw the rear doors open. Two others grabbed the helpless male and tossed him into an open cage. He landed hard and groaned.
“Damn it, be careful with him. Break one of his legs and you may as well put a bullet in his head for all he’ll be worth.” Sid admonished his men before focusing on the cautiously approaching stranger.
“What’s going on?” the youngish man asked.
Sid appraised him coolly. A kid. No threat to them.
The young man eyed the van. “What are you guys doing?”
Sid wiped his hands on his pants. “Performing a public safety service. We catch and remove them.”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah. Got a problem with it?”
“No. I hate the fucking things.”
“That so?” Why was the little snot poking his nose in where it didn’t belong?
“Yeah.”
“One of them do your sister or something?”
The young man sobered. “One of them murdered my sister.”
Sid was taken aback. He hadn’t expected something like that. “I’m truly sorry.”
“It was a long time ago. The year they were outted.”
“Doesn’t make it any easier.”
“No.” Sid inspected the young man, mentally measuring his physical capabilities. He sported upscale designer duds and carried himself like he thought he was hot shit, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t suitable. Sid had never recruited anyone so young, but what the hell. “What’s your name?”
“Tommy Sanders. You?”
“Name’s Sid Andrews.” He hesitated, then said, “Would you be interested in hunting those fuckers?”
“Are you serious?”
Sid threw it on the table. “We lost a man. Been looking for someone to take his place.”
“Lost a man? As in…”
“They have to be handled carefully. He didn’t and he ended up dead.”
“Why bother? It can’t make any difference in their numbers.” Sanders quirked up an eyebrow.
“Profit. We sell them.”
“To hunt clubs?”
“That or dog matches. Sometimes, one will get hurt. Those go to a lab or big brother’s dog trainers. Fuckers don’t pay shit, but it’s better than nothing. Barely.”
Sanders gave Sid a shrewd look. “This is illegal.”
“Yeah. So what? They’re a good source of income and we take them off the streets here in the Restricted Zone where they aren’t supposed to be in the first place. They creep in here and hide among humans.”
“I know. One of the fuckers tricked me. Bastard was my roommate.”
“No shit?”
“No. No shit.”
“A cross-breed?”
“Yes. But you couldn’t tell.”
“There are signs. If you know what to look for.” Sid walked to the van and leaned against it.
Sanders followed.
“So, are you interested in working with us?”
“I play with the symphony. I can’t give that up.”
“Don’t have to. Meet us after you’re done there and work the rest of the night. It’ll be well worth your time. The symphony can’t pay that good.”
Sanders snorted. “I can’t even afford my apartment now that fucking Julian’s gone.”
“Work with us and you’ll have plenty of money. Tax free. And maybe one day you’ll run across your roommate. Wouldn’t that be a hoot?”
A dark gleam lit Sander’s eyes. “It certainly would. I’m in.”



 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
JULIAN WALKED between Saranna and Vali, accompanying them and her brother on a get-acquainted-tour of Pioneer Square and the surrounding areas.
Forty-eight hours after moving into Saranna’s apartment, his wounds were starting to heal and the antibiotics were fighting the infection that had raged through his body. No longer feverish or racked with chills, he felt like getting to know his new home.
They passed few people and fewer vampires. Maybe because the air was heavy with impending rain.
Outside of the historic section, many of the buildings were shoddy and run down, vastly different from what he was accustomed to. Yet, this wasn’t one of the bad neighborhoods. Those were in the Open Zones, set aside for vampires—at least the ones the government was able to bribe or threaten into living there. Everything else was restricted territory.
The inhabitants of Saranna’s neighborhood were mostly lower class humans and vampires like her and her family—ones who dared live in the Restricted Zone. He wasn’t complaining though. He had potential friends and a place to stay, at least for a while.
Slade shot Julian a hostile glance.
Her brother had arrived on the pretext of coming to see if they needed anything instead of being honest and saying he’d come to check on Julian.
He didn’t blame the guy. After all, he’d moved into her place and none of them knew anything about him.
He wanted to put Slade at ease, but elected to keep his mouth shut. Making an issue of it might worsen the situation. Slade had already made it obvious he wanted to intimidate Julian.
The bigger male had shown up dressed in leather pants and a tight black tee that accentuated a heavily muscled form.
Julian didn’t doubt for one minute that Slade worked hard to keep himself in such good shape and was probably capable of doing serious damage to anyone he tangled with. In addition to the fleur-de-lis, he sported a large dragon inked in blues, greens, and gold that appeared to move its wings when he flexed his bulging right bicep.
Want to be or not, Julian was duly impressed.
As if reading his mind, Slade asked, “How much do you know about vampires?”
Julian kept his voice and manner easy. “Other than what I’ve learned the hard way, very little.”
“Figures.” Slade’s tone was sarcastic.
Julian knew enough to understand ignorance was death in the vampire world. “I know older vampires are stronger and can do things young ones can’t.”
Slade laughed mirthlessly. “Very good, Sherlock. By the time you’re two hundred, assuming you live that long, you’ll be one bad-ass motherfucker. Right now, not so much.”
“Two hundred? Shit.”
“Yeah, shit sums it up. We’re strong as a horse and we can run twice as fast as any stinking human, but that’s about it. That’s enough to condemn us, but, compared to old vampires, we aren’t much of a threat.”
He should have guessed most of what he’d heard was bullshit when it became public knowledge that holy water and crosses had zero effect on the bloodsucking community.
“And, in case you don’t know,” Slade said almost gleefully, "you’re still young enough to be a menu item.”
“What?”
“Rogues prey on young, weaker males. You wouldn’t have made it out of that alley if fate hadn’t been in your corner.”
Julian knew he’d had a close brush with death. “What about Saranna?”
“What about her?” Hostility edged the question.
“Are females in as much danger? I mean…”
“No normal male would hunt and kill a female. We aren’t wired that way. Young males are killed for food and because they’re competition for females.”
What kind of world had he been dragged into? Though the scent of someone’s burned dinner and the laughter of a child gave an impression of normalcy, nothing in Julian’s life was normal. His entire existence had been scrambled.
Vali cut in. “Who turned you?”
“Some guys jumped me in an alley.” God, how he wished he’d gone home instead of heading out alone.
Bitter disgust washed over him for wanting to deny the truth. He wasn’t human, had never been one. Wanting his old life back was wrong. He was where he belonged.
“I went home afterward. My roommate went ape-shit on me. I almost… I had to get out.”
Saranna moved closer. “You can stay with me and Vali for as long as you want.”
Relief shot through him. “Thanks. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” At least he wouldn’t have to worry about shelter while he got his new life in order. Whatever that might entail.
“If you want, we can be permanent feeding partners.”
“Saranna!” Slade grabbed her arm.
Julian bristled. He wanted on Slade’s good side, but not enough to allow him to harm Saranna.
She stopped and yanked her arm away in one motion. “What?”
Julian silently applauded the little spitfire. His admiration went up another notch.
“You can’t partner with him if he’s going to stay with you,” Slade said.
“Why not?”
“Because … you’ll bond with him.”
“Having a live-in feeding partner doesn’t mean I’m going to mate with him.”
Julian winced. He could have done without another blow to his already mutilated ego.
“Doesn’t it?” Slade scowled at Julian. “If you connect emotionally with him, you know damn good and well it’ll get physical.”
Julian heated. He wasn’t so sure he wanted to be Slade’s buddy after all. Her brother had no tact.
Saranna’s eyes shifted away from Slade. “I’m not sleeping with Mick and we’ve been partnered a long time.”
That was a lie, Julian was positive of it. Her evasiveness gave her away. A spark of jealousy at the unknown Mick flared to life.
Slade’s eyes had gone flint cold. “You’re already sniffing around Julian like a bitch in heat. How long will it be before a feeding ends with him on top of you?”
Julian’s hand clenched into a fist, but the crack of her palm on Slade’s cheek stopped everything cold.
“Don’t you talk to me like that! Who I mate or anything else with is none of your damn business. Take care of your own affairs and don’t worry about me.”
“You’re my little sister; I have to worry about you. You’re asking for trouble with this arrangement.” Slade rubbed his cheek. “And it is my business. I’m head of our family whether you like it or not.”
“It’ll be fine. I’m an adult and I can make my own decisions.”
“But—”
“How about it, Julian? Want to be my regular partner?”
“Yes.” Oh, yes indeed, he wanted to be her blood partner. Thinking about sinking his fangs in her made his cock stiffen. “Don’t worry,” he said. He didn’t want hostility between him and Slade. “I don’t want to cause problems for anyone.”
“You don’t understand what you are yet,” Slade said. “We aren’t like humans. Biology trumps logic in some things and mating is one of them. Which by the way, can turn out badly for the female.”
“Don’t sweat it. I’m not some out of control animal,” Julian said.
“Sure you aren’t. Just keep telling yourself that. And stay the fuck off Saranna.”
Before Julian had a chance to respond, Slade’s phone screeched to life with an Iron Man ring tone.
“Ashton.” Slade answered the call. When he hung up, he said, “He’s only a couple of blocks from here. Wants us to meet up. Come on. Boss calls, I have to go.”
“Who’s that?”
“Ashton is our cousin,” Saranna said.
Slade gave him a measured smirk. “Ashton is a Resistance group leader.”
Holy shit. He was that cousin. “Jason was referring to you as a Resistance member, wasn’t he?”
“That’s right, Sherlock.”
Hopefully, Ashton wouldn’t be up his ass like Slade. “How’d you guys get involved with the Resistance?”
“The leader at the next level up asked Ashton to join.” Slade said with real enthusiasm. “That’s how it works. Ashton answers to him even though we work independently most of the time.”
“Most of the time?”
“Yeah. Ashton called because we have some orders. But usually, we work on our own. That’s why those bastards have such a hard time hunting down and catching anyone.” Slade warmed up to the topic.
“No one knows anyone above their level except the person who recruited them and gives them orders. The people at the top know all the lower leaders and some recruits, but someone from the lower levels can’t talk if they’re caught because they don’t know anything.”
“That’s brilliant.” Julian was even more impressed. “So what’s Ashton like?”
“He’s a great guy,” Saranna said. “If he’s your friend, he’s the kind of person you want at your back.”
“And if he’s not your friend?”
“He will be unless you give him a reason not to,” Vali said. “Ashton’s level-headed, crafty, and good with weapons. Everything a leader should be.”
“How long have you guys been members?”
“Little less than two years,” Slade said. “That’s why Ashton hasn’t brought anyone in yet. He doesn’t trust all that easy. Not with something this big. Takes him a while to warm up to someone.”
“Look, see those fuckers?” Slade pointed to a dozen men dressed in black uniforms with red insignias on the sleeves. “Do you know what they are?”
“They’re like bounty hunters,” Julian said. It wasn’t exactly a secret that specially-trained officers were tasked with hunting down wanted vampires.
“Not exactly,” Slade said. “That’s what humans are told, but that’s not their function. Those are death squads. They’re hunter-killers. They do not take prisoners. They go after the ones the Security Center fuckers can’t catch with the help of their turncoat bastard Wolf Guards.”
“Holy fuck,” Julian said.
The group approached and several glanced over. Julian’s insides clenched and he tucked his hand close to his body, wanting to keep the brands out of sight.
“Don’t bother,” Slade said. “They know we’re vampires, but they aren’t interested in us. They’re hunting someone specific.”
“Poor bastard,” Julian muttered.
“Yeah, if those fuckers go after you, you’re in deep shit. I think most of them are ex-Special Forces.”
When the assassins jogged across the street and moved out of sight, Julian let out a pent-up breath.
“I see Ashton,” Saranna said.
Ahead of them, a large male leaned against a beat-up, ancient sedan. He flicked a hand up, but his eyes drilled Julian.
When they reached the car, Saranna motioned toward Julian. “Ashton, this is Julian. He’s staying with me and Vali.”
Ashton nodded in his direction. Julian returned the gesture and forced himself to remain still while Ashton gave him the once over.
He estimated Ashton at six-foot-four or five and somewhere over two hundred pounds of solid muscle.
Long dark hair fell over a heavy brow and down his back. He and Slade had dressed alike—leather pants, black tee, and combat boots. Except Ashton was a lot bigger than Slade and he looked a little older. Ashton exuded power. And menace.
Ashton’s arms were decorated with two of the most impressive tats Julian had ever seen. His right bicep was inked with a large, very-detailed tat of Odin—at least he thought it was Odin—astride a rearing horse. But it was the tat on his other bicep that Julian couldn’t take his gaze from, unable to decide if he was jealous or grossed out about the artwork.
Ashton’s second tat depicted flayed flesh with two black spiders climbing out of the wound. It was at once awesome and horrifying.
Ashton turned his attention to Slade, handing him an envelope which Slade shoved in his jacket pocket without opening.
Money? Julian bet so. Payday.
“We have orders,” Ashton said. “They want us to focus on those trader bastards and find out who their big buyers are. That’s the first thing. If we get the opportunity to kill some or all of those cocksuckers on the street, that’s all good too.”
Slade nodded. “I’m not surprised.”
“There’s more, but we’ll discuss it later.” Ashton pulled a ring of keys from his pocket. “I’m heading home. Why don’t you guys come along? I’d like to talk with your new friend.” He eyed Julian. “How about it?”
“Sure,” Julian said. “I’m game.”
They piled into Ashton’s car, Slade riding shotgun. Julian opened the rear door. A sword lay on the seat. “Do you fence?” he asked Ashton, picking up the weapon. Saranna slid in next to him and Vali climbed in beside her.
“Yes,” Ashton said. “And none of that pussy shit either. We use real swords and no protective duds. You don’t move fast enough, you get cut. Good coordination builder.”
“I guess so,” Julian said. Holy shit, these dudes were serious bad-asses. The sword was heavy and looked like it could inflict major damage.
Ashton snorted. “We live and play hard.”
Julian believed it.
“Let’s move it,” Ashton said.
Julian doubted the old clunker would make it up a steep hill until Ashton turned the key and the motor rumbled with power.
 
THE CAPITOL Hill residence Ashton and Slade shared impressed the hell out of Julian. Built long and rambling, the first floor had a lot of open space with a huge vaulted ceiling. A wide staircase led up to the second floor which stretched along the back half of the house. A wooden railing ran across the top floor instead of a wall, keeping the open feel.
The downstairs room featured a huge TV, four open laptop computers, a stereo system he didn’t doubt could crack the foundation, and plush, expensive furniture.
How in the hell did they afford the house, much less the furnishings? It was the polar opposite of Saranna’s little place.
“My father owns a lot of stock,” Ashton said as though he’d read Julian’s mind. “He didn’t want us living in a rat hole. I think he suspects we might be involved with the Resistance.” He shrugged. “I didn’t turn it down.”
“I guess not.” So far, Julian couldn’t tell if Ashton was going to be a bigger version of Slade. He would prefer to get along with her family since avoiding them would be almost impossible. Determined to make a good impression on his host, Julian looked for the best place to park himself.
Saranna settled on the sofa and motioned for Julian to sit beside her. Grateful for the invitation, he sank into the soft cushion, careful to keep a respectful distance from her.
Slade looked as if he might horn in between them. Instead, he stalked to a matching recliner. A white ferret materialized from under the chair and climbed his outstretched leg.
He scooped the animal up and placed it on his shoulder, where it burrowed under his longish hair and lay down. Slade rubbed its head with obvious affection.
Ashton seated himself across from the sofa. “So.” His gaze burned into Julian and he got right down to business. “You were a cross-breed?”
“Yes.”
“Your mother or your father?”
“Wasn’t my mother. I don’t remember my father.”
“You know anything about him?”
What did his lineage have to do with anything important? “I know his name, but that’s about all. My mother wouldn’t talk about him.” She might not have talked about him, but he was never out of her thoughts. She’d gone to her grave loving the bastard who’d abandoned them.
“What did you do before you were turned?” Ashton looked bored, but it was a façade. Cunning intelligence blazed in his eyes.
“Played in the Symphony.”
Ashton quirked up an eyebrow. “Instrument?”
“Violin.”
“Christ, he’s not only pretty, he’s a classical musician.”
Julian lurched forward on the sofa. “What the fuck’s wrong with being a musician? You think playing violin is easy?”
“Stop it, Ashton. Why are you picking on him?” Saranna’s voice had gone sharp.
“I’m not picking on him. I want to know who and what he is. You’ve brought him into our fold and allowed him to learn that we’re with the Resistance. He owes us that much.”
Julian had a sudden cold feeling that if Ashton didn’t like him or if he answered a question with a wrong answer, he might not have to worry too much about the future.
Ashton resumed his interrogation. “Where were you schooled in music?”
“Juilliard.” He didn’t hide the pride in his voice.
“Who paid for that?”
“My father left enough that my mother was able to send me to a good school.”
“So, Daddy was loaded. What about your mother? She sitting on a stockpile?”
“She’s dead.”
“Why didn’t she leave you set up?”
“She let her insurance lapse and she got sick.” He shrugged, but hoped Ashton would drop it. Watching cancer consume his mother wasn’t something he wanted to revisit. “There was barely enough left to bury her.”
Saranna moved closer. “Leave him alone. He’s been through enough without his own kind giving him shit.”
His hands clenched into fists, though he shouldn’t have expected any different. He wasn’t one of them. He was only half what they were. He knew too much about them. And if they had any clue of the person he’d been… But they didn’t and he would take the guilt to his grave. “It’s all right. I’ll tell him whatever he wants to know.”
“Look,” Ashton said. “I want to know who he is. I’ve nothing against him. Hell, when I get to know him, maybe we’ll be friends.”
Had he passed the first round that quickly?
“Julian, I’m direct. I won’t piss around with you or anyone else.”
Julian nodded though he wasn’t sure what to think of Ashton or the precarious situation just yet.
Saranna’s hand brushed his leg in a comforting gesture. He shot her an annoyed glance.
Ashton’s lips curled up at the corners. He hadn’t missed Saranna’s move or Julian’s response. He suspected Ashton approved.
“There was another half-breed in the community who went to Juilliard, a violinist, about your age… Maybe you knew him. Michael Foster? I understand he was talented.”
Julian’s stomach plummeted. “I … may have heard the name. It’s a big school.” It wasn’t that big of a school but he doubted any of them knew it. At least he hoped not.
“He committed suicide.”
“Oh, yes. I heard about him,” Julian said a tad too quickly. He glanced at Saranna and caught Slade staring at him.
“His parents had such hopes for him,” Ashton said. “I didn’t know them, but it was a big story in the community.”
“Oh.” Julian’s heart thumped against his ribs in a guilty tempo. He hoped like hell Ashton didn’t hear it.
“It was a real tragedy.”
“I … that’s awful,” Julian said. Slade was still focused on him.
“It was.” For a moment Ashton didn’t speak. Then he said, “What do you know of the Resistance?”
“Not much. Just what most humans know.” He gave Ashton a quick rundown.
“The Resistance is young,” Ashton said. “Not even five years old yet. But we’ve hit the bastards hard enough to draw blood and we’ll get better at it with time.”
Julian didn’t doubt that a bit.
“Do you know the event that triggered it?” Ashton asked.
“No. I don’t.” Should he know this? He felt like he was getting a pop quiz and failing miserably.
“Remember when the County Offices Building burned?”
“They did that?”
“No, but the ones who did caused the Resistance to form. There were eight males. All young and inexperienced. They pulled it off, but they didn’t get away with it.”
No shock there. The only shock was that they were successful in the first place.
“There were only a couple human casualties, but they decided to make an example of the vampires who were responsible. They were hunted down and killed. The bodies were photographed and the pictures made public.”
“I remember seeing them on the news.” At the time Julian had thought it was a good thing that they’d been captured and killed. His throat clogged with a lump of guilt that had crept up and now blocked his windpipe.
“It didn’t stop there. The families of those young males were all killed. Every one of them, males, females, children, whether they knew anything or not, they were rounded up and slaughtered like animals.”
“Holy shit.”
“The Resistance was born in retaliation. And the rest, as they say, is history.”
“I didn’t know their families were killed.”
“Very few humans outside of the government know that. After all, they can’t be seen as bad guys. They’d be afraid more humans would jump on the Red Rose wagon and they sure as fuck don’t want that.”
“So what do you guys do?” Julian asked.
“Whatever needs doing—ambushes, sabotage, raids, harassment. We help out our people whenever and however we can. Sometimes we play Robin Hood, other times we’re General Sherman. We do what no one else will or can. Simple as that.”
“Anyway,” Ashton said. “This isn’t a game. This is life and death, serious business. I’m trusting you to keep your mouth shut about this. You get me?”
“Yes. Yes, I do.” He’d made it past Ashton. “I have a question.”
“Hit us with it.” Ashton steepled his fingers.
“Where did we come from?”
Saranna arched a well-defined eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
“He means, how can vampires exist? Right?” Ashton settled deeper in his chair.
“Yes.”
“No one knows for sure. But I think one theory is the most probable. Do you know what apocryphal means?”
“Books not included in the New Testament.”
“That’s right. Ever heard of the Book of Enoch?”
“Yes, but I don’t know anything about it.”
“Some believe a number of passages reveal that vampires might have originated from Watchers, fallen angels who mated with human women.”
Why not? At this point he was open to almost anything.
“Their offspring weren’t human and they drank blood to survive. I believe those are the creatures we’re descended from.” Ashton shrugged. “It’s the most logical explanation I’ve ever heard. But who knows?”
The theory rang true enough for Julian.



 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
THE NEXT week passed quickly and Julian fell into a routine set by Saranna’s work schedule at the club. He and Vali were becoming friends, passing the hours she was away by trolling the neighborhood and horsing around together.
Vali may have been a bit younger, but he was streetwise, intelligent, and enjoyable to be around. He had a knack for lifting sagging spirits and making Julian’s reality seem a lot better than it had a mere week before. And now that he was free of infection and with his injuries mostly healed, he felt a hell of a lot better physically.
Julian walked alongside Vali through the entertainment district—a Mecca of clubs, tattoo parlors, fast food, and specialty shops. He wasn’t sure how Vali had talked him into going clubbing, but he’d given in and now he was determined to have a good time.
Warmer temperatures and the end of the work week had brought clubgoers out in force, filling the sidewalks with venue-hopping, boisterous pedestrians.
He liked the busyness of the area. He liked the music spilling out when someone opened a door. He liked the scent of broiled burgers and fried chicken. And he liked being a part of the crowd shifting along the sidewalk. It had a normal feel.
It was a façade, of course. He wasn’t welcome in any of these places. Hell, they weren’t supposed to be there. They were supposed to be in one of the god-awful Open Zones. Nothing was the same and nothing would ever be the same. That’s just the way it was.
It was time to accept it and learn to adapt. Perhaps that’s why he’d allowed Vali to drag him down here. The human world shouldn’t matter to him anymore. What mattered was acceptance among his own kind. Because, want it to or not, belonging mattered to Julian.
He clenched his right hand. He’d worn a long sleeved shirt to hide the ugly identification brand and scars on his inner forearm but Vali had provided the method for covering the ones on the back of his hand. A tube of Skin Magic concealer had easily done the trick.
“Slade doesn’t like me much, does he?” Saranna’s brother vacillated from sarcastic to downright hostile around Julian.
Vali snorted. “He’s worried you’re gonna bang Saranna and break her heart. Or some shit like that. Now me, I think you’d be good for her.”
“She’s not interested in me.”
Vali looked over as if Julian were an idiot. “You’ve gotta’ be shittin’ me? You don’t know?”
“She likes me?” She hadn’t given him any obvious signals.
“Well, duh. I smell it on her whenever she’s around you. Just like I smell your interest in her. And incidentally, her brother has a nose, too. Hence his worry of you banging her.”
Julian warmed. “For real?”
“Don’t hurt her, okay? She deserves some happiness. Besides, the last guy who hurt her ended up dead.”
“What?”
“Just sayin’. He was knifed up in a stairwell.”
Holy fuck. “And?”
“She thinks Slade did it.”
A chill rippled over him. “Did he?”
“Dunno. Wouldn’t doubt it though.”
“I’d never hurt her on purpose.” He’d dumped more than his share of women, but that part of his life had ended. And he hadn’t wanted to hurt them; he’d only wanted to end things when it became obvious it wouldn’t work.
“Slade’s not a bad guy, but he needs to get a life. Far as I know, he doesn’t have any friends. All he has is Saranna and he sees you as a threat.”
“What’s to like about him? There’s a reason he doesn’t have friends.”
They separated to get past a knot of people waiting to file into a club. When they were next to each other again, Vali said, “Between you and me, I think somethin’ bad happened to Slade. He weirded out when he was around fifteen or so.”
“Maybe he’s just a jerk.”
“I think it’s deeper than that, but who knows. Anyway, he loves Saranna. He’d lay down his life to protect her. I know that for a fact.”
“Great. I’m competing with an overprotective, jealous brother.”
“Yeah. So be careful. Slade is dangerous. In a hunter kind of way. And he belongs to a group of nutbags who get off using Krav Maga on each other. His idea of a good time. Just sayin’.”
Holy shit. Slade was dangerous.
“But, hell, Ashton is just as bad with that fencing shit. He goes at it with his leader. He’s been cut up more times than I can count.”
“I take it his leader is better with a blade?”
“Understatement. But the dude is a lot older than Ashton and he’s been fencing for years.”
Julian snorted. They were an interesting bunch.
Vali fished a little plastic bag from his jacket pocket. “You ever do Ritalin?”
“Ritalin?”
“Makes ya feel good. Euphoric. I don’t think it does that to humans. But vampires love the shit.” He offered Julian four little pills. “Try it. You’ll love it.”
Julian hesitated. He’d never had any interest in drugs.
“Come on, don’t be a weenie. Try it. You don’t have to do it again if you don’t like it.”
Not wanting to look like a wuss, Julian accepted the pills and choked them down dry.
“Atta kid. You’ll feel real good when those kick in. When you drink a little, it’ll kick the pills in the ass.”
“Terrific.”
Vali laughed. “Trust me. They’re harmless as long as you only take ‘em on occasion. Sometimes…” His voice became thick. “Sometimes, I really need them.”
“Are these things addictive?”
“Yeah, but you’d have to use every day for a good while to get hooked.”
Two young males came toward them, pushing through the pedestrians.
“Watch out for those two fuckers,” Vali said. “The older one is Damon. The other is his brother, Jax. They’re collaborators. The whole family is.”
“Bastards.”
“One of these days, someone’s going to toast that pack of trash,” Vali said.
“Won’t be any loss.” Any vampire willing to sell out others for money deserved to be killed as far as Julian was concerned.
They passed the brothers without incident and continued on their way.
They walked past familiar clubs and Julian’s stomach clenched. Ahead of them, the name Magpies flashed in bright neon. They were heading right for it. “I can’t go in there.”
“Sure you can.”
“I used to hang out there. I might run into people who know me.” The idea of his former friends being afraid of him, or worse, ridiculing him, was something he wanted to avoid if at all possible.
“So what? You are what you are. Fuck ‘em if they have a problem. You can’t limit yourself because you might run into someone you knew.”
The hell he couldn’t.
But now that Vali had called him on it, he couldn’t back out and keep any semblance of pride.
“If they don’t like you now, they never would’ve if they’d known you had a vampire daddy. You give a fuck what someone like that thinks? You’re with your own kind now. You’re where you belong.”
The truth of the words burned home. Julian knew his ex-crowd well enough. None of them would have accepted him, nor would he have accepted one of them had he learned they were part-vampire.
He swallowed past what felt like a balled up sock and followed Vali inside the club.
Vali headed straight for the stained bar where a burly man approached on the other side.
“Jack and Coke for both of us.” Vali motioned at Julian.
“I’ve seen you here before,” the bartender said to Julian. “But there’s no way this little snot is old enough to drink.” He looked at Vali with the same disgust a man would have for a dog turd on the sidewalk. “I’m sure you have ID?”
Vali produced a driver’s license and handed it to the bartender.
After a quick glance, he shoved it back with an unconvinced scowl.
Vali slipped his ID back in his pocket and rolled his eyes.
A moment later, the bartender banged the glasses down on the bar and took Vali’s money.
“Come on.” Vali grabbed one of the glasses. “Let’s get a table close to the dance floor.”
Vali maneuvered the crowd, leading Julian through clouds of manufactured fog that reflected an array of dizzying, flashing, multi-colored lights.
Julian’s stomach rolled at the stench of mingled sweat, perfume, men’s cologne, and raw lust. He wanted to go outside where he could breathe. Or throw up. Instead, he followed Vali to a table and settled on an uncomfortable chair.
Vali thunked his glass down hard enough to slosh some of the contents onto the table. “Goin’ to the john. Be right back … unless I find a pretty little gal to dance with.”
Julian downed half the Jack and Coke and nearly choked when he looked up. Rachael strutted toward him, her clothes molded to her lithe form as usual, the black and red silk clinging to barely-concealed curves.
Her approach killed the Ritalin buzz that had kicked in.
Her blue eyes met his in a bold stare. He knew that look and what it meant. He knew what she wanted.
“Julian,” she purred in a silky voice and eased into the chair across from him. Her gaze crawled over him, slow and hot. “I’ve heard things about you. From Tommy. It’s true, isn’t it?”
That big-mouthed fucker had probably told everyone.
“Isn’t it?” she coaxed.
No point in lying. “It’s true.”
She reached over to touch his face, but he caught her wrist.
She frowned, scarlet-painted lips bowing into a pout, as she pulled against his hold.
He released her.
“I’ve always wondered what screwing a vampire would be like. How about it?”
“Don’t think so.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Why not? You should be glad I want you. And you sure didn’t mind sleeping with me before.”
“I’m interested in someone.”
Her brows lifted. “One of your kind?” She made it sound ugly, like something you’d slip into the garbage and hope no one saw.
He ground his teeth. “Yes.”
“She doesn’t have to know. Hell, she probably wouldn’t care. So get off your high horse.” She leaned over the table and her abundant breasts almost spilled out of the wisps of silk containing them. “I want you, Julian. I want you to fuck me. Maybe I’ll let you bite.”
The scent of her excitement touched off a flare of anger in him. She didn’t give a damn about him, never had. She wanted the thrill of screwing a vampire and having something to tell her slutty girlfriends. Just as she’d undoubtedly bragged about screwing the star violinist after she’d slept with him the first time.
“Isn’t happening.” He picked up his glass and drained it.
Her eyes darkened to midnight-blue and color stained her cheeks. “I didn’t want you anyway, you sorry piece of shit.” She stood, spun on her spiked heels, and strode away with her head held high.
She stopped at a table where four men were seated. To Julian’s horror, two of them wore the olive uniforms of Security Center officers.
His skin prickled, first with heat, followed by cold. One officer swiveled in his chair. Julian met the man’s eyes head on, though his insides crawled like snakes.
Where the hell was Vali? They had to get out of there before things got butthole ugly.
Rachael stood with one hand on her hip, her too-short skirt showing a lot of leg. She glanced over at him. Her expression hostile, she raised her chin. Ratting him out and probably embellishing the story. The bitch.
Vali materialized through the mob and took the seat she’d vacated.
“There’s going to be trouble. We have to get the fuck out of here.” Julian got to his feet.
“Why? What did I miss?”
“A girl I know hit on me. She’s over there talking shit to those Security Center goons. We have to go. Now.”
One of the officers pushed his chair back and stood. He stalked toward them, heavy boots clomping on the floor.
“Come on.” Julian headed for the exit.
He wove through the crowd, his body tightening with tension. He looked back. The officers were shoving their way through the milling throng, homing in on them. The spot between Julian’s shoulders itched until they exited the building. “I’ve never seen government goons in there before.”
“Come on, before those jerks get out here.”
They slipped around the side of the club, clinging to deep shadows until they reached the street behind Magpies.
Six blocks away, Vali looked back for the hundredth time. “Bogies flying up our backsides.”
Julian spotted two officers. “You think they’re looking for us?”
“Dude, I can’t believe you asked that. You think they might be searchin’ for Mr. Goodbar or somethin’?”
“Smartass.”
“Know it. Now let’s get out of here.”
They cut down an alley and broke into a jog, putting quick distance between them and the government officers. Once the men were out of sight, they slowed back to a walk.
A large vampire strode toward them, a younger male by his side. Striking black hair with startling blond streaks and almost identical features marked them as father and son.
Longing swept over Julian. Friends weren’t family. Bottom line, he was alone. The others had each other. Family. He had no one. It was an empty, soul-grinding feeling.
“You ever wonder about your dad?” Vali asked as though he were privy to Julian’s thoughts.
“Sometimes.” More like a lot since his induction into the vampire club. Not that it mattered. His father had felt nothing for him. Had he cared the least bit, he would have been there for Julian. Period.
“What about your family?” Julian asked.
“Dead.”
“I’m sorry.” Shit, he wished he hadn’t gone there.
Vali shoved his hair from his face. “My father was murdered. The thought of living without him was too much for my mother. She took her own life.”
Good Lord.
“Being orphaned isn’t uncommon in our world.”
“Holy fuck.”
“Ashton’s parents raised Saranna and Slade. He’s more like their brother than their cousin.”
“Their parents are dead?”
“Don’t know. After Saranna was born, their father split. Their mother dumped them on Ashton’s family and took off to look for him. They never came back.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah. Ashton got fucked on that deal. Saranna was an infant and his parents doted on her. Slade was traumatized and they spent a lot of time trying to help him get over losing his parents.”
“And Ashton was ignored.”
“He handled it well, though.”
Julian wondered if that were true. Just because someone didn’t show pain didn’t mean it wasn’t there.
“This way,” Vali said, dodging into the mouth of an alley. He stopped so suddenly that Julian almost ran into him.
Halfway down the length of the passageway, a man crouched over a woman’s body. He lifted his head. In a blink, he sprang to his feet and tore from the alley.
“What the hell?” Julian said.
“Rogue. I think he killed her. Come on, let’s go see.”
They approached the body. “Son of a bitch,” Vali said. “I know her.”
“Who is she?”
“Street girl. Name’s Glitter.”
Waist-length, black hair lay tangled around her lovely Latino features. Her fuchsia mini-skirt had ridden up and a black lace thong peeked out.
“She’s a hooker?”
“Duh, dude. What did ya think I meant? That she was a hot dog vendor?” Vali squatted beside her.
“Asshole.” Julian hovered over Vali and the dead girl.
“Poor Glitter. She didn’t deserve this.”
“Come on. We can’t do her any good and we don’t want to be seen with a dead body.”
Vali stood. “No shit.”



 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
STUNNED, CHRISTOPHER maneuvered for a better view of the two young males.
He hadn’t seen his son in close to a year, but the long-haired youngster hurrying away from the kill scene was Julian. A no-longer-half-human Julian.
Someone had turned him.
Across the street, the vampire faded deeper into the shadows. He appraised his son. The boy was well-built and good-looking, but the arrogant swagger had vanished from his stride. Now he moved with caution, alert for danger, and he’d traded his tailored clothes for jeans and a simple white shirt.
Christopher kept pace with them, but stayed out of sight. Julian would want a relationship if they met. Nature insured that until offspring reached their mid to late twenties, they clung to their parents. And he had no intention of playing Daddy.
He stopped and waited until they were half a block ahead of him before continuing. Curiosity got the better of him and, remaining well behind, he trailed them to Pioneer Square, drifting through the shadows with stealth the youngsters lacked. Julian wasn’t living in the type of housing he was accustomed to if he’d moved here. But perhaps they were merely passing through.
They slipped inside a decrepit apartment building.
Satisfaction coursed through Christopher. It was a government rent-assisted building if he’d ever seen one. Must be a painful come down for someone used to living it up.
He waited five minutes before entering the building. A bank of mailboxes lined the wall right inside the doorway. He scanned the names, but Julian’s wasn’t there.
He drew in a deep breath, picking up an assortment of foul odors dominated by stale cooking grease. The stench of humans overpowered everything else, but the scent of vampires also lingered in the building. Three distinct signatures. Julian and the other young male. And a female.
He homed in on the female’s scent, tracking it to an apartment halfway down the hall. The scents of the two males came from the same apartment.
Did the female belong to Julian?
Head cocked, he listened. The female wasn’t there.
He spun around and stalked to the entryway. He had what he’d come for.
Besides, he had to get home and change clothes. He was supposed to be on duty, but those fucktards at the Security Center would never know. Not that he would care if they found out. He didn’t need the paycheck for being a Wolf Guard. He just liked the job. That was the nice thing about being an equal opportunity killer.



 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
JULIAN RAN through a half dozen measures of eighth notes as Saranna swept into the little apartment. Dressed for work in a leather jacket and a way-short skirt that showed a lot of leg, she was a feast he wanted to sample.
“You’ve been playing,” she said with approval.
“Practicing.”
She set her purse and a small bag on the coffee table. “I wish you’d play for me sometime.”
“Really?” He hadn’t thought to ask if she wanted him to play anything for her.
“Yes. I’d love that.”
Warmth crept through him. “Sure. Any time you want.” He wiped the violin off and strapped it into the velvet-lined case.
“Where’s Vali?”
“Went to Ashton’s.” Probably to tell him about their adventures the night before. “Said he’d be out all night.”
And wasn’t that fine with him. He had her all to himself for a change. He put the violin case against the wall, out of the way of traffic.
He planted himself on the sofa and stretched out his legs. “I want to help you out. It’s not right for me to stay here and not pitch in.”
“I hate to tell you this, but no one will hire you. There’s no work for our males unless you know someone to pull strings.” She sat beside him and the skirt inched up a bit higher. “But I appreciate you wanting to. I knew you were a sweetheart.”
“They might not hire me, but they will give me money.”
“What are you talking about?” she asked with suspicion in her voice.
He stifled the grin that wanted to curl his lips. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to get myself in trouble.”
“Better not. Humans don’t appreciate vampires trying to get one over on them.”
“Trust me. I know what I’m doing. I need to borrow some of your makeup though.”
“Okay, what are you up to?”
“You’ll see. Trust me, it’ll be fine.”
She leaned against him and closed her eyes. “I hope so. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
Her concern touched him. He drew in her fragrance, trying to ferret out the evidence of her interest. But he only detected her normal sweet scent.
“Did you ever think about finding your father?” she asked.
“Not seriously. I don’t even know if he’s alive or anywhere around here.” Besides, he didn’t know if he was ready to introduce himself to a stranger as his long lost son.
She fiddled with the TV remote, turning it over in her hands. “Don’t you want to know your father and your bloodline?”
“If he’s alive, he never bothered to find me. Why should I think he’d want me showing up now?”
“He’d probably be happy to see you. You’re his son.” She flipped through the local channels and stopped on a news program.
“I’m not so sure it’s a good idea.”
“You don’t know why he wasn’t part of your life. Maybe your mother stopped him. She obviously didn’t want you to know you were cross-bred.”
“Maybe.” He wanted to believe it. “I wouldn’t know where or how to look for him though.” What if his father was alive? What if he found him?
“How about with your birth certificate? What’s your father’s listed name?”
“Christopher Wilkes. A regular kind of guy name.”
“I’ve never heard of his family name, but that doesn’t mean anything. Most of us don’t use family names anyway. It’s only done when there’s a business need or a human’s involved. Like your mother. We have bloodline names, but they don’t sound like human surnames.”
“What if I find him and he doesn’t want anything to do with me?” Being rejected would hurt worse than never knowing him.
“It’s a chance you’d have to be willing to take.”
Maybe she was right. She knew more about vampire behavior than he did.
“Did you have any kind of paperwork or anything with references to your father?”
“I had a box of documents my mother left. But I never went through them. It doesn’t matter though, I left them at the apartment.”
“You know what time Tommy’s at the symphony. We’ll go tomorrow and get your belongings. If he hasn’t tossed them out.”
“I don’t have my key.”
Her eyes sparkled. “That’s what lock picks are for. We should have already gone for your stuff. I don’t know what we were thinking.”
It would be nice to have his clothes and a few of his things. If they could get in and his stuff was still there, he would be glad to retrieve some of his belongings.
She laid her head on his shoulder. “You smell good.” She shifted and leaned tighter against him.
His breath caught and warmth curled through him. Having her pressed against him felt right. He wanted to feel more of her, hell, all of her, against him.
She rubbed the back of her neck.
“Want a shoulder rub? You’ll relax.”
Her tongue darted out and moistened her lips.
How he’d like to feel her tongue on his skin—on his belly and on down to his—
“You’d do that for me?”
“Sure.” Best not to think too much about what he’d like her to do to him. “Turn around.”
She positioned herself and he began massaging the tops of her shoulders. She sighed and leaned into his hands.
It took everything he had to keep from bending down and kissing her neck. He forced himself to concentrate on helping her relax and release the tension from her body.
“That feels wonderful. If I get any more relaxed, I’ll go to sleep.”
He didn’t want her to sleep. He wanted to spend the evening with her. They had the place to themselves and several hours of night left. Perhaps she hadn’t recovered from feeding him. She’d fed him twice since he’d moved in with them. Maybe that was too much for her in such a short time. “Are you hungry? I mean … do you need to feed?”
“Are you ready for that?”
Ready to feel her lovely little fangs in his flesh? Oh yeah, he was ready all right. He nodded enthusiastically.
She moved closer. Her body heat penetrated his clothing and his own internal temperature jumped several degrees.
To his surprise and pleasure, she slid onto his lap, straddling him. Her skirt rode up impossibly high. Swallowing hard, he shifted and she put her hands lightly on his shoulders. The gold flecks in her eyes mesmerized him.
“I don’t like feeding from the wrist.” She crawled up against him. Her lilac and spring rain scent enveloped him. If she wanted to suck him dry, he didn’t think he would object.
She brushed his hair out of the way and lowered her head. Instinctively, he grasped her sides and held her against him. Soft and warm, she scorched him with her closeness. Her breasts pushed against him and he bit off a groan of pleasure. Fanning his desire, she stroked her tongue over his skin in a moist, velvety caress. Shivering in anticipation, he lifted his chin, giving her complete access, inviting her.
She settled tighter against him and, viper-fast, sank her fangs into his throat. White-hot pain knifed him, shocking him out of his fantasy. She sealed her mouth over the bite and sucked at his vein. The pull and the scent of blood made his heart pound out an erratic beat.
Slowly, the pain faded and pleasure took its place. He slid his arms around her back. She burrowed closer and his tattletale cock hardened in response, pushing against his jeans. He burned to kiss her, to claim her lips and taste her mouth. He’d never wanted anything as badly as he wanted her.
After long minutes, she stroked her satin soft tongue over the punctures. With a low groan of pleasure and desire, he arched into her.
“Thank you.” She pressed her lips to his.
Heat shot through him. Cupping the back of her head, he took possession of her mouth. Her lips were soft and warm. She was perfection and temptation. He ran his tongue over her lower lip, nipping at her, seeking entrance. He had to get inside her. Saranna’s lips parted and his tongue slid in. The essence of blood flavored her kiss, making the act into something he’d never experienced before. With primal urgency, he plundered her mouth, his tongue twisting with hers.
She burrowed her hands into his hair, holding him close. Her tongue ran over his fangs and he moaned from the unexpected jolt of pleasure that zinged through him. With his cock pushing at his jeans, he grabbed her hand and placed it against him. The material wasn’t enough to deaden the heat from her touch. No human woman had ever set him on fire like Saranna did. Needing no urging, she stroked him through the denim. Needing her hand on his skin, he thrust forward into her questing fingers.
The scent of lilacs intensified.
He had to have her. Her scent and the heat coming off her body fanned the flames of lust, burning through him in a wildfire of need. He brushed over the silky material of her blouse, maneuvered under her garment, and stroked up over her ribs to cup her firm breast. Bare skin, soft as velvet, met his touch. A slight gasp slipped from her. His thumb gently caressed the nipple, stroking back and forth over the little bud. She moaned against his mouth and pressed against his crotch. He knew what she wanted and he was ready to deliver.
Saranna felt so good, so right. She fit perfectly against him, as if made for him. And the things her hand was doing to his cock… God, he needed to be inside her, laying claim to her. He needed to mark her with his scent and fill her with his seed so no other male would think she was available.
“Oh, God. Julian,” she moaned.
He abandoned her breasts and traced his hand down her body to her shapely leg. He slid his fingers between her thighs, slipped upward, and found her panties. Groaning, he pressed his fingers against her heat through the thin, desire-soaked material. She moaned and rocked against his hand.
Oh, Jesus.
He eased his fingers under the elastic, over silky skin, and touched her hot, swollen flesh. She gasped. Meeting her gaze, he stroked over her center, spreading her moisture. He found her most sensitive spot and her breath caught.
“Julian.” It came out on a breathy little moan. She rubbed against his fingers, stimulating herself.
Oh, shit, he was going to come in his pants if he didn’t get inside her. Never had he burned with such heat and desire, such need and wanton lust. He had to claim her. He slipped his hand from her core and moved to push her down on the sofa.
She stiffened.
“What’s wrong?” He panted for breath.
“We’re moving too fast. I don’t think we should go any farther yet.”
He dropped his head against her shoulder and groaned.
“I’m sorry.” She touched his cheek in a light caress. “I’m not a tease. It’s just … we should give this some time.”
“It’s okay. I understand.” His balls ached and his cock throbbed.
“I don’t want to mess things up between us.”
He brushed her hair away from her face, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes. Was something besides moving too fast going on? “Saranna, what’s wrong?”
She shook her head and looked at her hands. “I don’t want to mess up what could be a good thing for us.”
He still didn’t believe her and he had a suspicion of what was wrong. His stomach tightened into hard knots. “There’s no hurry. If something happens, it happens.”
Her rejection stung, though he worked to appear indifferent. He had no right to even fantasize about her. He wasn’t one of them, not really. She was used to purebreds, not mixed-blood mutts like him.
“I don’t want to cut you off like that, but I’m not ready. I’m sorry.”
“It’s all right.” His swollen cock didn’t agree. He moved back and settled against the sofa although he wanted to leave the apartment. He needed air and a little space.
She leaned in close with him, tucked her feet under her, and rested her head on his shoulder. “I promise I’ll make it up to you.”
His breathing slowed and he eventually relaxed while they sat together. Maybe he hadn’t read the situation right. He wasn’t accustomed to being turned down and it had thrown him. He didn’t know what to think and he hated drifting in the unknown.



 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
THE FOLLOWING night, Julian and his roommates stood outside his old apartment in the Chandler Building. They had one hour before Saranna had to be at work. Plenty of time to grab the few things he wanted.
“Do it the way I showed you.” Saranna handed him a little leather pouch.
He selected a tool and went to work.
The lock refused to give. He repositioned and tried once more to coax the mechanism open.
“Slow down,” Saranna said. “You’re making it more difficult.
He forced himself to move with methodical precision. The lock held. Shit, he’d never get it open.
“Try again,” Vali whispered.
After an eternity of trying again, the lock clicked. He’d done it. With relief, he pushed the door open.
As they walked through the dark apartment, Julian relived the last time he’d been there. His stomach clenched at the power of the memory.
Everything was still in his room as he’d left it. Why hadn’t Tommy stripped the room bare to remove every trace of him? He was the one thing Tommy despised with a passion.
A deep ache stabbed his chest for the loss of Tommy’s friendship. Tommy had been his best friend. His only real friend.
His hands cranked into fists at the unwanted emotion. Tommy had thrown him away like he was nothing, like he was a sack of garbage. To hell with Tommy.
“Can I help with anything?” Saranna asked.
“No. I’ll get it.” Julian pulled two suitcases from the closet and put them on his bed. Moving fast, he sorted through his clothing, taking the best pieces and old favorites.
He rifled his dresser drawers, taking some items and rejecting others. He gathered up his laptop and digital camera bags and grabbed a few small personal items including his watch, a ridiculously expensive piece he’d blown a month’s pay on.
He fished the box of documents and a scrapbook from his years at Juilliard from under his bed. Then, after a slight hesitation, he pulled out a long, flat box. Other than the violin, the only thing he’d had an interest in was tombstone rubbing. The box was packed with them. Lastly, he grabbed a blue velvet ring box. He held it for a moment before slipping it inside his jacket pocket.
Inside the box was a ring with a large ruby set in an intricately-designed silver band. He’d never worn it. It had belonged to his father.
He gathered up his stuff. “I’m ready.” They retraced their steps through the apartment. On the sofa, a glint of silver caught Julian’s eye. He stepped closer.
What the fuck?
A set of shackles lay partially obscured under a magazine.
What in the hell was Tommy doing with those?
 
JULIAN STASHED his belongings, then debated how to spend his evening. For lack of anything better to do, he went back out to prowl the neighborhood.
Walking through a low traffic area, he watched for officers or anyone else that might be detrimental to his well-being.
He wandered into an unfamiliar area and the barking of a dog intruded on his thoughts. The animal was joined by others.
The deep baying was that of large dogs, several of them. Cold ran over him and he stopped to pinpoint the dogs’ location. It was unlikely that someone would have a kennel of large animals in the city, but there was one exception.
He followed the deep bass of the dogs to the last building on a dead-end street. Its neighbors on both sides were in severe disrepair and looked as though they hadn’t been used in a long time. The two-story building was lighted on the first floor, but the windows were set so high it was impossible to see inside.
He stood in the shadows across the street. More than likely he’d found one of the places used to house Canary dogs. He shuddered. Used to hunt wanted vampires, the beasts were trained to track and kill their quarry unless called off.
Passing an officer on the street with one of the dogs had become an exercise in fear for him after the first time he’d encountered one when he was a teen.
The dog had fixed on him, pulling against the chain its handler held. The officer had taken one look at Julian, assessed him as nothing more than a human kid, and tried to get the dog under control.
Julian hadn’t doubted for a minute that the dog wanted to tear him apart. And he’d had absolutely no doubt that the dog was capable of doing the job.
From that point on, when Julian saw a Canary dog, he crossed the street to avoid passing it. No way in hell did he want to tangle with one of those dogs.
A white van pulled up in front of the building and parked at the curb. Four men piled out and went to the back. Curiosity peaked, Julian waited to see if they went inside the building.
One man opened the van doors. A moment later, he pulled a shackled vampire from the back and shoved him aside. He stumbled, barely staying on his feet.
The man then pulled two more chained vampires from the van. Weapons drawn, the men herded them into the building.
Something was going down. Something that didn’t smell right. He trotted across the street and cautiously approached the door. He pressed his ear to the cold metal. The deep barking of several dogs was all he picked up.
He tried the door. Unlocked, he cracked it open a few inches. The interior, what he could see of it, was cluttered with boxes, stacks of wooden skids, and an assortment of old office furniture.
He slipped through the door into a cavernous, warehouse-like room. The rest of the building was two-storied with a hallway running dead center on either side leading through the first floor and a set of stairs going up to the second floor on each side of the main room.
Several voices, all but drowned by the baying dogs, came from somewhere down the hallway on the right side of the entry.
Julian eased between piles of skids until he was in line with the hallway. He hunkered down and looked through an opening between the stacks.
About halfway down the hall, the men who’d brought in the vampires were talking to two Security officers. The government goons had the yellow insignia of dog handlers on the sleeves of their uniforms.
A chill skittered over Julian.
An officer guarded the trio with a pole control device. The three captives swayed unsteadily, heavily drugged. The oldest looked about eighteen. Julian picked up the scent of their terror.
Money exchanged hands. Payment for the juveniles? One of the civilians gave something to the officer who’d doled out the cash.
The officer with the pole device passed it to his companion. He unclipped a handheld control unit from his belt, gave the smallest youngster an order, and shoved him into motion. The officer herded him a little further down the hallway before stopping and prodding him into a room. Metal clanked on metal, followed by what sounded like a lock engaging, then the officer went on down the hall and out of sight.
Why had they been separated? Julian’s insides tightened. Why were they there in the first place? Compounding the bad vibe, they had been bought and paid for like animals.
The civilians talked with the remaining officer for a few minutes and then took their leave. Whistling a jaunty tune, the officer went in the opposite direction from the one his comrade had taken, shepherding the other two vampires before him. Moments later, metal on metal clanked and then repeated a second time.
Julian slipped from his hiding place and hurried down the hall where the single male had been taken. He eased the last ten feet, close to the wall until he came to bars.
The captive stood in the middle of a cell. His gaze shot to Julian’s with a look of frightened pleading.
The fine hair on Julian’s arms lifted. Where was that fucking officer?
A dog bayed. Julian and the youngster both jumped. A door opened at the back of the cell.
Julian retreated into the shadows.
An officer brought a huge brindle dog into the cell. The youngster let out a squeal of terror and lurched forward. He grabbed the bars and tried to haul himself to safety. The officer gave a command in a foreign language and the dog leapt forward.
Julian froze, eyes locked on the dog.
Though the animal had to weigh close to two hundred pounds, it launched upward, easily catching the juvenile’s leg and yanking him off the bars. The juvenile fell to the concrete floor. Drugged and weakened into submission, he did the only thing he could. He brought his arms up to protect his head. The dog dragged him across the floor, then released his leg and went for his unprotected stomach, biting, letting go, and biting again.
The kid’s screams filled the corridor.
Julian started to lurch forward, then stopped. He wasn’t armed. Between the dog and the officer, he wouldn’t stand a chance. He couldn’t help the kid. With sick resignation, he watched the carnage unfold.
The officer snapped a command and the dog stopped but stood growling over its prey.
The vampire, now crying, desperately pushed himself backward, away from the dog. The scent of blood was thick in the air.
Whining, the dog jerked but stayed put.
Julian tensed.
When the kid was within three feet of the bars, the officer gave another command and the dog leapt forward, landing on its victim. The dog bit and ripped at the screaming youngster who struck at the dog with his fists and tried to kick the beast off him.
The officer commanded again and the dog stopped, hovering over the vampire. The juvenile’s cries were weak, but he tried to crawl away.
The dog growled.
The officer snapped a command and the dog responded with a frenzied attack. Biting and tearing again and again while the screaming youngster tried to get away.
The dog was all over him, biting, then attacking somewhere else, until the youngster’s struggles slowed and his vocalizations ceased. The dog slashed, leaving horrific wounds in its victim.
Julian’s stomach lurched, but rage coursed through him. How he wished he could kill the motherfucking officer and the dog. But it wasn’t possible. Burning but unable to act, he wanted to turn away. He didn’t.
This was what his kind was worth to humans. To the government. Seen as nothing more than animals, their lives had no value. Their deaths were nothing of consequence. They could be slaughtered by anyone, at any time, and no one gave a damn.
Then, as he watched, the beast went for the finish, closing massive jaws on the juvenile’s throat. The kid gurgled and a muted, garbled scream was his final plea to a world that didn’t care.
The dog, the juvenile, and the floor were awash with blood. The dog backed up, dragging the barely conscious vampire, leaving a trail of red. The dog kept hold of the youngster’s throat until he stopped moving, then, job done, the dog let go.
“What the fuck?” the dog’s handler said. “Who the hell are you?”
Julian’s gaze jerked from the scene on the floor to the officer, who was staring at him. He realized he was growling, not unlike the dog.
“Mac,” the handler called. “Get down here. Someone’s in here.”
The dog focused on Julian. It rushed the locked door, baying and ripping at the bars, trying to get to him.
Julian leapt back.
“Holy hell,” the handler yelled to the missing Mac. “He’s a vampire.” He grabbed for the dog, trying to get the chain attached to its collar.
Julian spun and raced back down the hallway, sprinting for the entrance. A loud bang and frenzied barking were pretty good indicators that the dog and its handler were coming after him. How long would it take the handler to get to the front of the building? Where the hell was the Mac person? What if the bastard unleashed the dog?
If he had a weapon…
But he didn’t. He had to get the fuck out or he was going to end up as dead as that kid.
The other two males… Oh, no.
He had to do something. He couldn’t leave them to be torn apart. He raced past the door to safety and headed down the other hallway. The youngsters had been taken that way. Maybe they were locked in cells like the other kid.
A dog bayed from somewhere in front of him. A second animal joined in. He skidded to a halt. Assuming they had been locked up like the first one, were the dogs behind the juveniles’ cells? Or were the dogs being brought to go after him? Cold rolled over his skin.
They bayed again, closer this time and he had his answer. Holy fuck, he needed to get out of the main hallway while he still could. The dogs were somewhere down a hallway to his right at the end of the building.
Now, the shouts of the handlers registered over the bays of the dogs. Julian charged toward the closest door he saw. If it was locked he was fucked. He grasped the knob. It opened on silent hinges and he dove inside. The room was barren. There were a few cabinets and a long counter and nothing else.
Tromping boots and claws scrabbling on linoleum gave him all the information he needed. They were approaching his hiding place. What if the damn dogs went for the door? There were no windows, no way out. He’d trapped himself.
He looked for anything he could use as a weapon. Yanking open the cabinets, he found nothing.
The men and dogs were almost on top of him. They couldn’t be more that twenty-five or thirty feet from the door.
His heart beat his ribs as panic closed over him. They would find him. Not the men, but the fucking dogs. And they would kill him like they had killed that poor kid.
Desperate, he climbed up on the counter and, standing on his toes, shoved up one of the ceiling tiles next to the wall. He felt for the frame holding the tiles. It was flimsy. No way in hell would it support his weight.
Sweat trickled down his back.
The dogs broke into a chorus right outside the door.
“Is he in there?” a voice asked.
Had he locked the door?
Out of time. He grabbed for the heavy wires holding the frame and, praying they held, hauled himself up through the opening. A surge of relief hit him with sledgehammer force. The frame wouldn’t hold him, but the huge water pipe running above it would.
Calling on every ounce of strength he had, he pulled himself further up the wires as if they were ropes. His hands throbbed with pain, but he hung on. His life depended on it. Using his foot, he shoved the tile back into place maybe two seconds before the door burst open. The dogs rushed into the room and went straight for the counter, their bays intensifying.
“He’s not in here, you stupid mutts.” The voice sounded disgusted.
“Come on,” another handler said.
Julian’s arms shook and his muscles burned with the strain of holding himself off the ceiling tiles. He couldn’t pull himself up onto the pipe until they left, which had better be soon before he lost his grip and fell through the tiles.
One of the men barked a command in what Julian thought was German. By the sounds from below, they had to pull the dogs from the room. The dogs were smarter than their handlers were.
The moment the door closed, Julian grabbed the pipe and pulled himself up on top of it. Both shaking hands bore deep cuts from the wire and blood coated the palms. He didn’t care, he was beyond lucky. He could just as easily be a mauled corpse on the floor like the kid down the hall.
Shit! The other two juveniles were still down there. He had to find them and get them out. He still heard the dogs, but they were now far away from his hiding place. The men must have taken them to the other side of the building.
He kicked the tile through, took a deep breath, and grabbed the wires again. They bit into his hands as he slid off the pipe and lowered himself back through the opening. He let go and dropped back to the counter top, then jumped to the floor and wiped his bleeding palms on his jeans. His hands hurt like hell, but he didn’t have time to worry about it.
He peeked into the hallway and then raced for the connecting hall at the end. The two males had to be down that way. Heart thudding in his ears, he pounded down the hall until he came to a bank of cells.
The thick scent of vampire blood wrapped him in a blanket of dread. Six more strides and he stumbled to a halt.
He’d almost gotten himself killed for nothing.
“Goddamn you motherfuckers to hell,” he said out loud, mindless of anything but what lay in the cells.
He hadn’t heard because he’d been so horrified and so focused on the murder of the little male at the opposite end of the building. His stomach clenched at the sight of the two torn and bloody bodies. They had been locked in cells next to each other. They must have been killed at the same time their companion died.
The three youngsters had been used as training bait.
Even as he’d tried to get to them, they were already dead. Rage, black and murderous, coursed through Julian’s veins. How many men and dogs were in this building? How many times a week did this happen? How many young males died every week in this death house? How many parents waited night after night for children that never returned? How many more would be torn apart here? Even one more would be too many.
He walked down the row of cells. They were all empty. There was no one left to save. He clenched his hands, barely noticing the cuts across his palms. Had they caught him, he would be just as dead as those kids. Bought like animals. Killed like animals.
Julian straightened. Damn them. He wasn’t going to take being treated like his only value was bait for killer dogs. He’d been somebody once, but that Julian was gone. But it didn’t matter because he knew what he had to do.
He ran back down the hall, careened around the corner and raced for the door, dead ahead. He powered toward it, running with everything he had. He slammed into the metal door, depressing the bar and releasing the latch. The door swung open and he fell out into the night.
The baying of a dog, close, spurred him into action. He sprinted away from the building and crossed the street.
 
IT DIDN’T take Julian long to find a twenty-four hour gas station, make a purchase, and return to the dog training facility.
The cocksuckers were used to dealing with vampires drugged into submission. Now they were going to tango with one who wasn’t.
Moving stealthily, he opened the door a crack. He didn’t see anyone, but he heard dogs at the back of the building. Slipping inside, he made for the closest stack of skids.
He uncapped a can of butane and emptied the contents on one section of a skid. Jaw clenched so hard it hurt, he fished a lighter from his pocket and spun the wheel. The flame sprang to life and he held it to the soaked wood. It ignited with a whoosh.
He spun and raced for the door.
 
SARANNA CLOCKED out early. With aching feet stuffed in high heels, she walked fast, anxious to get home. Only four hours of remaining darkness didn’t give her much time to spend with Julian and, the longer she took to get home, the less she’d have of that.
She’d never been able to stay awake long after the sun broke the horizon and she doubted Julian would do any better. Though a lucky few were able to remain awake through the day, it wasn’t the norm.
She chided herself for courting trouble. Caring for someone left the door wide open to get hurt, something she didn’t want to go through again. She sure as hell didn’t want anything to happen to Julian and she’d sworn never to leave herself vulnerable again. Yet here she was, putting both of them at risk.
Her first boyfriend, Cerin, had pressured her for months to have sex, promising love and companionship. Thinking they would become mates and have a sweet happy ever after, despite the difficulties of living, she’d given in.
The moment Cerin’s cock penetrated her, he’d known she wasn’t a virgin, knew she’d lain with another. What followed had been a nightmare. The sex was hard and brutal, closer to rape than a mating. He’d bit and savagely mauled her while she lay trapped beneath him, his cock lodged deep inside her. He drank from her until she lay weak and helpless. After pounding her mercilessly until he climaxed, he called her a whore and walked out.
She never saw him again. He’d been removed from her life permanently. Slade had found her on the floor where she’d collapsed.
She hadn’t told him what happened, but she didn’t have to. He’d picked her up and put her in the rumpled bed where the stink of sex and Cerin still lingered and called their aunt to come stay with her. Then he’d left.
She shuddered at the memory.
Balancing precariously on her too-tall heels, she rounded a corner. Just ahead of her, an emaciated juvenile sat on the edge of a fancy planter box in front of the First National Bank. Even from a distance, he looked beyond starved. His youthful face had unnatural hollows and his t-shirt failed to hide protruding ribs. She had never seen him looking so bad. Her chest squeezed and her hands curled into fists.
He stood and angled toward her. “Saranna, how have you been?” The telltale scent of pain and raging hunger hung thick around him.
“I’m fine.” She took both of his hands and gave them a little squeeze. “When was the last time you fed?”
He shrugged. A silver raven, emblem of his name, glittered from a short chain at his throat. “Dunno. Couple weeks.” He looked confused. “I think.”
“Why don’t you stay at Pastor Cadell’s?” The shelter was the pastor’s smoke and mirrors project. Almost no one knew that below the ancient building that served as camouflage lay a shelter for homeless females and juveniles.
Raven frowned. “He’s human. I don’t wanna stay there.”
“He may be human, but he understands our situation and his heart is good.”
She tugged on his hand, leading him toward an alley. Typical male, he was too stubborn for his own good, rail-thin, starved, and in constant danger on the streets. Raven didn’t stand much chance of reaching adulthood. Pain twisted her heart as she drew him into the seclusion of deeper shadows. She leaned against the wall.
He looked at her with questioning eyes.
“You’re hungry, I want to feed you.”
He flushed and backed away a step. “No. I’m okay.”
“For heaven’s sake, stop it. You’re half-starved.” She shoved her sleeve up, bit her wrist and thrust it in his face. He wouldn’t be able to resist the scent. Nature would trump male pride.
Raven groaned and caught her arm. Avoiding her eyes, he drew her wrist to his mouth and latched on to the bleeding wound. He fed with desperate urgency.
She allowed him to feed until lightheadedness signaled her to pull free of his grasping fingers. He released her and stepped back. Without anything to staunch the blood, she clapped her hand over the bite and applied pressure.
The loneliness and hopelessness in his big blue eyes broke her heart. He wasn’t even as old as Vali. But, unlike her cousin who’d been orphaned, Raven’s parents hadn’t wanted the bother of a juvenile male and had thrown him out.
Somehow, despite being abandoned and the precariousness of life on the streets, he remained a sweet kid. He hadn’t turned into a street punk. He didn’t even seem bitter. He didn’t deserve what fate had handed him.
She touched his forearm. “Please let me take you to Pastor Cadell. You’ve got to get off the streets.”
“I’m doing okay.”
“No, you’re not. Who feeds you when you’re hungry?”
“I manage.”
“Yeah, I can see that. You’ll get killed if you keep on like this and you know it.”
He avoided her eyes.
“Do you want to die?” It came out sharper than she’d intended.
He didn’t answer.
Her stomach tightened and she reached for his hand. “Please, let me take you to him.”
He looked away for a long moment before nodding.
She didn’t release his hand. “Come on, let’s go.” She wasn’t about to give him time to reconsider. Teenage vampires were as flighty as wild horses.
She pulled him along, leading him through the streets until they stood outside the shelter. “This way.” She led him around to the back and down a short flight of stairs to its underbelly, where she knocked lightly on a heavy wooden door.
Martin Cadell, a habitually cheerful man who could put the most skittish vampire at ease, opened the door and beamed down at her. “Saranna, who have you brought this time, child?” He ran a hand through close-cropped, salt and pepper curls.
Raven stared at the pastor. Saranna poked him with her elbow.
Full, rich laughter boomed from Cadell. “It’s okay. He’s curious about me too. Probably wondering why an old black man is sheltering vampires.” His smile was infectious and Raven grinned back at him.
“Come in, come in.” Cadell stepped aside and motioned for them to enter.
Raven followed Saranna into a huge basement that had been converted into a shelter. Though clean and dry, it smelled stale, like it hadn’t ever been aired out. Not that anyone complained. It might not be the Hilton, but the pastor had fashioned the only known safe haven for Seattle’s homeless and desperate vampires.
The open area had a few chairs, three large sofas, and two love seats. Throw rugs brightened and warmed the ancient stone floor. Book cases lined block walls, games for youngsters were stacked in a corner, and a small geriatric TV was positioned for optimal viewing.
Two young males sat on the floor playing Monopoly while a female, probably their mother, sat nearby with a book she wasn’t reading. Black and purple bruises covered her face. Her eyes were dull and unfocused. The three of them barely noticed Saranna and Raven.
Saranna made introductions, then asked, “Do you have room for another?”
“Child, I’ll always make room when it’s needed. Show your friend to the last room at the back.” He spoke to Raven, “It’s tiny, but you’ll be safe here for as long as you want to stay. All I ask in return is that you’re quiet about this place and you help with chores.”
“Thanks,” Raven murmured.
“Are you hungry, child? We have people who donate. I can call someone.”
“I’m okay. Saranna took care of me.”
He nodded. “If you need it, all you have to do is let me know. There’s other food in the back; we have a stocked pantry and fridge. Don’t be shy when you want something to eat. Just clean up when you’re done.”
“Thanks,” Raven muttered and flushed.
“Show him around, Saranna.”
 
THE SCENT of an unknown male assaulted Julian the moment Saranna entered the apartment. Anger, possessiveness, and anguish flashed through him. Already on edge, a low growl rumbled out of him.
Saranna gave him a quelling look. “Chill out.”
He stalked toward her, breathing in the interloper’s scent. His gaze dropped to the bite on her wrist. Guts clenched, he said, “Visit your old feeding buddy?”
“No.” She plunked her purse down on the end table and inspected the fang marks on her wrist. “There’s nothing for you to be jealous about.”
“I’m not jealous.”
She arched a dainty eyebrow, making it clear she knew he was full of shit. “I ran into a sixteen-year-old kid I’ve known for a long time. He’s homeless, half starved. I fed him and took him to the shelter.”
She planted her hands on her hips. “You have no reason to be jealous or angry about a pitiful kid who probably won’t live long enough to reach adulthood.”
Oh. Shit.
“I’m sorry.” He deflated. She’d succeeded where he’d failed. He’d torched the dog training facility, but according to the Late News, not a single officer had died. Every one of the bastards had gotten out. He hadn’t saved any of the boys and the bastards had gotten away with it.
He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t have a right to act possessive of her. “I shouldn’t have behaved that way. It was ungentlemanly of me.” Not that he’d worried about being a gentleman with any of the women he’d had relationships with before. “I don’t have any claim on you.”
She sat on the sofa and patted the cushion next to her. “It’s okay. I understand male behavior. I didn’t live all those years with Slade without dealing with possessiveness.”
But where did that leave him? He’d never wanted anyone the way he wanted her. The possibility of being rejected left a sick knot in his stomach.
The possibility of getting too emotionally involved left an even worse feeling. It was time to put the brakes on things before he set himself up for a real nut-crusher. Having her would mean risking more pain than he’d ever known with any woman. He wasn’t going to allow it. Besides, he had other things to concentrate on now.
He sat beside her, careful to keep his hands palms up. He’d cleaned the wounds, but they were still ugly.
“Jesus, Julian, what happened?”
He talked, sparing no detail. When he finished, he felt like a weight had been taken off him. “I’ve reached a decision. I have to do something. This is bigger than me losing my career. I want to fight them, Saranna. I want in the Resistance.”



 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
THE FOLLOWING night, Julian found himself thinking the favor gods had bestowed one on him as he accompanied Vali through the entertainment district.
Music thumped from a dozen different venues. Patrons loitered on the sidewalk or in lines waiting to get inside the dark dens of excess. But he and Vali weren’t going clubbing. Tonight, they had a mission, a favor for Ashton. True, they were only picking up a pay envelope, but being asked and trusted was a step in the right direction.
“How much farther is this place?” Julian asked.
“Three blocks. And let me do the talking. I’ve done this once before.”
They found the contact standing under an awning, reading a newspaper. A brown hat hid his eyes.
Julian almost laughed at the stereotypical image, but stopped himself. The guy might not know how to dress, but this was serious business.
“Ashton sent us,” Vali said.
“And?” Hat Guy said.
“Purple wombat.”
Purple wombat? For real? Julian bit the inside of his cheek.
Hat Guy reached inside his jacket and withdrew a fat envelope. Without a word, he handed it to Vali and walked away.
“See, easy.” Vali tucked the envelope inside his denim jacket.
“Yeah, no sweat.”
They headed back the way they had come, passing a cluster of male vampires.
“You see that?” Vali asked and cocked his thumb over his shoulder.
“What?”
“Every one of those dudes had the V1 brand. Sellout motherfuckers.”
Julian glanced back. “Maybe they needed the money more than they needed their pride.”
They passed a club blasting 80’s hair-metal. Julian rubbed his temple. The shit sucked. Too much of that and he would have a splitting headache.
“I wouldn’t want to be in their shoes. Bad things happen to V1ers,” Vali said.
Julian didn’t believe for a minute that vampires submitted to the V1 brand because they wanted to be cooperative. “What if they had hungry children they couldn’t feed?”
“Well…”
“Yeah,” Julian said.
“I never really considered that.” Vali dodged a pair of rowdy human teens. “It’s not uncommon for those guys to get the shit beat out of them. Sometimes they get killed.”
“I don’t begrudge them. I really don’t. It’s the fucking government I despise. If they didn’t make life a living hell, those guys wouldn’t have to consider doing something like that.”
“I guess so.”
“I know so.”
It was easy to condemn someone on the government dole, but if Julian had learned one thing, it was that desperation could push a person into the unthinkable.
Vali glanced over at him. “Saranna said you want in the Resistance.”
“I do.” He carefully flexed his injured hands.
“I want in too, but I don’t think it’s gonna happen. At least not until I’m older.”
Julian tensed. “Why?”
“You’re barely old enough. But Ashton likes you.”
“You’re telling me he doesn’t want you? I don’t buy it. Maybe he doesn’t want to endanger you because you’re family.”
“Dunno. But I have things to pay for.”
What in the world did Vali have to pay for? Julian wasn’t going to ask. He had his own secrets.
Besides, he had more pressing issues than participation in confession hour. He had to relieve himself. The two twenty-ounce Mountain Dews he’d sucked down before they’d left the apartment were killing him. “Hold on, I have to whiz.”
He ducked into an alley and made for a dumpster. The scent of rotting garbage and human blood hung thick on the air.
He stopped and listened. The sigh of a slight breeze passing through the alley, the rustle of plastic bags and loose paper, and normal street noise gave no indication of another’s presence. He breathed in the scents of everything around him.
Convinced no one lurked behind the dumpster, he moved forward.
Holy fuck.
A woman’s body lay sprawled on the asphalt, skirt hiked to her hips, legs spread obscenely. An absence of panties revealed still glistening fluids on her thighs. Blood dripped from a gaping slash in her throat and ran into her white-blond hair. More blood ran from a bite wound on the upper portion of one exposed breast.
“Vali … come here.”
“I don’t wanna see your dick, you weirdo,” Vali brayed from the sidewalk.
“Be serious, damn it. Shut up and come here.”
“What is it?” Vali sauntered into the alley.
Julian squatted and looked at the long, vicious gash in her neck. A gold locket lay against her pale skin. He grasped it and turned it over.
An inscription on the back read, For Katherine, may you never know difficulty. He dropped the locket and stood.
Vali rounded the Dumpster. “Damn. Another one.” He picked up a tiny black purse and rooted through the contents then tossed it down beside her. “Another street girl. Someone doesn’t like prostitutes.”
A high-pitched scream shredded through the alley.
Julian’s head jerked up.
Two women stood frozen, taking in the scene.
“Fuck.” Julian shoved Vali to get him moving.
 
STANDING IN a cold drizzle, sandwiched between two warehouses with a prostitute’s lifeless body wasn’t Framer’s idea of any way to spend the waning hours of the night.
The stink of blood lingered under the mask of cheap perfume and decomposing garbage. The odor of male vampire added to the stench. Day to day contact with them had burned the scent into his senses. He didn’t need the cocky detective to tell him a vampire had killed the woman.
A large tent-like covering sheltered the crime scene from the steady rain which threatened to wash away forensic evidence. Not that they needed it for a trial.
The same killer had done this. He didn’t need the detective to tell him that either. The bite on her upper breast was evidence enough. His signature. They had a psycho on their hands. That he was a vampire made him doubly dangerous.
The homicide crew worked methodically, taking photographs and bagging evidence. Once they finished, any fingerprints and duplicates of the photos would be sent over to the Security Center.
Though homicide was a police matter, a vampire perp made having the rogue hunted down and killed his responsibility. In a homicide such as this, he had to work with the police, the least appealing aspect of his position.
If the vampire had been through the Security Center and left a print at the crime scene, they would be able to identify him. A warrant would be issued and officers would hunt him.
Like the last victim, they would never know if she’d been raped. After all, she’d spent the evening renting out her snatch. Not that it mattered. The murder of a human was a capital crime. Didn’t matter if the victim was a whore or a senator’s daughter. A vampire-turned-killer would be hunted without mercy and executed when caught.
“Excuse me.” A woman with garish red hair approached. Another woman, whose clothes barely covered enough of her to keep her from being arrested, accompanied her.
“Whoa, ladies, this is a crime scene.” He held out his hands to keep them from moving closer.
“We know. We saw them, the ones who did this,” the redhead said.
 
DAWN LOOMED no more than an hour off the horizon when Ashton and Slade showed up. Not a good sign.
Saranna had filled Slade in about the alley incident when he called. Slade had probably blabbed to Ashton the moment he ended the call.
Ashton didn’t bother to sit before confirming Julian’s suspicions. “I’m concerned about you two being seen in that alley.”
“They don’t know who we are,” Vali said. “It’s nothing to sweat.”
“Don’t be so sure.” Ashton looked between them. “We live in a high tech world, but even plain, old-fashioned police work could turn up trouble.”
Vali waved his hand in a gesture of dismissal.
“You’re being way too blasé about this. Those fuckers get their hands on you, you’ll wish you’d never been born.”
“Chill out, man. We’re not gonna get caught. Besides, we didn’t do anything.”
“Sometimes I worry about you, Vali. You need to take things more seriously.”
Vali’s expression turned sour. “You have no idea of what I’ve been through. Believe me, I take things seriously. But I’m not gonna spend my time worrying about what-ifs.”
“Ashton, can I ask something unrelated?” Julian said in a bid to change the subject and diffuse the situation.
“You can ask me anything you want.”
“I want to find my father. Any idea where I should begin?”
“I can send out some feelers for you. What’s your father’s name?”
“Christopher Wilkes.”
“It’s enough. If he’s around, we’ll get a lead on him.”
“Thanks. I appreciate it.” God, what if Ashton found him? And what if his father told him to get lost? Surely he wouldn’t do that. At least Julian hoped not.
The conversation turned back to business, but Julian only half listened. His stomach cramped, derailing his attention.
Blood hunger gnawed him, a rat nibbling at his guts. He silently cursed the weakness with the power to bring them to their knees. Inattentive, he tried to listen while Ashton talked about locations and traders, but it didn’t fully register. Now his mind was fixed on feeding, Saranna, and sex.
He glanced over at her. A frown bowed her pretty lips. Was she worried about them? A pang of regret for their reckless action stabbed him. Hitting her up to feed might not be such a good move. He could wait. Hell, he’d gone long days without sustenance. One day wouldn’t kill him.
Distracted and hungry, he fidgeted while Ashton and Slade rambled on about the dangers of carelessness. He caught Ashton staring at him.
Shit.
Being disrespectful wasn’t going to impress Ashton, and that sure as hell wouldn’t help him get into the Resistance.
 
BANKS GENTLY hung up his phone instead of giving in to the urge to slam the receiver down into the cradle. Framer. The sorry bastard only called when he had a problem.
He rubbed his forehead. The man gave him a skull-pounding headache every time they spoke. As usual, he’d dumped a load of bad news.
Banks didn’t give a shit that a rogue-gone-serial-killer was munching his way through Seattle’s prostitute population. What concerned him was the number of juveniles recorded at the Seattle center. The sons of bitches bred like rats. Or at least they had before measures were taken to curb the number of births.
Still, that did nothing about the pre-existing population. It was time for a cull. Of course, the ever present bleeding hearts would have a piss-fit if they got wind of any measure to thin the bastards out.
The last cull had caused a shit-storm with the tree-hugging, don’t-kill-Bambi crowd. It hadn’t stopped them of course, and it wouldn’t this time either. But it annoyed him and he had enough without the PC, vampire-loving idiots getting into the mix.
Besides, a culling was overdue. They needed to make a dent in the number of young vampires roaming the streets. After much pressuring of his superiors, they had finally given him the go-ahead to authorize a statewide cull.
He tapped a pencil on his desk and admired the latest pewter framed photo of his little girl, Celia. Her bitch mother only sent photos once or twice a year, and he cherished each one. Six years old, blond, and beautiful, she and her half-brother, Robin, were the sunshine in his life.
Robin was seventeen and all boy, Banks’ pleasure and pride. He spent time with his son whenever he could.
At least Robin’s mother wasn’t a bitch like Celia’s and didn’t try to interfere with his and Robin’s relationship.
Reaching inside his desk, he withdrew the envelope that had come in the afternoon mail drop and scattered the contents on his desk for the second time. Photos of Alex. The bastard son he wished dead with all his heart. Alex’s mother made Celia’s seem like a saint. Alex was sixteen now. Light brown hair, blue eyes, good looking. Banks hated Alex so deeply it made his chest hurt.
He stuffed the pictures back in the envelope and shoved them in his desk. He didn’t want to look at the images of Alex or think about him. As far as he was concerned, he only had two children.
His love for Celia and Robin was the force keeping him focused. If he had to order the death of every stinking vampire in the state to ensure their safety, he would do it.
How many should he authorize? He pulled the cull form up on his laptop and hit a few keys. He drummed his fingers on the desk. At the line reading Number of juvenile males authorized for cull, he typed in, Unlimited. No restrictions on euthanasia for a sixty day period, beginning immediately.
He emailed the document, enabling the centers to euthanize every young male brought in instead of processing them. Too bad he was restricted to a lousy sixty days instead of three to six months at a time.
Culls were always popular with the centers. Each corpse would be sold by weight to Halzworth and the money put into the centers’ tills, a nice benefit and incentive to take full advantage of the cull.
On the other hand, if things went as they should, the scientists he’d personally selected were going to perfect their work and the cull would look like a picnic in the park. It was time for some real vampire reduction numbers.
 
HE NEEDED to stop thinking about sex. And blood.
Julian tried to refocus on the twenty-four hour news station and his resolve to avoid anything leading to emotional pain and suffering.
To his relief, there had been no mention of the dead prostitute. Had anything come of their being at the scene, it surely would have made the news.
Saranna had the night off and Julian had her all to himself. Sharing the sofa, they sat close. She leaned tighter into him. “Would you do something for me?”
“Anything.” So much for resolve.
“Would you come to the club and walk me home for a couple of nights? Some regulars have been hassling me when I leave.”
“What?” Hot, predatory rage swept through him.
“Just some fools who’ve had too much to drink.”
“I’ll be there. And I’ll kill any son of a bitch who bothers you.” He wasn’t taking shit, he would do it.
“Thanks. Sometimes they scare me, but I don’t think it will come to you having to kill one of them.” She laid her head on his shoulder.
God, she smelled good. Her lilac-spring rain fragrance burrowed into his senses.
It roasted his nuts that she worked in such a shitty place. “You shouldn’t have to work.” He understood her desire to be independent, but when she had family willing to help… It didn’t make sense to keep working at such a shithole.
“I have to. But if you’ll come and walk me home, that’s all I need.”
“I was saving this for a surprise, but I have something for you.” He pulled out his wallet and handed her a wad of cash.
“Julian, what is this?”
“I’ve been playing on the streets. I’m good. I make money.” And he was doing the thing he loved. Being on stage. Sort of.
“You did that for me?”
“You have a big heart, Saranna. I’ve never known anyone like you before and I want to help you. And I’m going to.”
Surprise and admiration glinted in her eyes. “I’ve never known anyone like you either. You’re the strongest individual I’ve ever met.”
“Me?”
She stroked his hair from his face. He had to restrain himself from grabbing her hand and kissing her palm.
“You’ve adjusted to a situation that would have crippled a lesser person. You have no idea how much I admire you. I’m so glad you’re a part of my life.”
“You mean that?” A nervous, half-broke-colt feeling stole over him.
“Yes.” She cocked her head. “You’re hungry, aren’t you?”
“I’m okay. You haven’t had time to recover from feeding that street kid.”
She pulled her hair away from her throat, offering herself to him. “I can give you a little to dull the need. And don’t lie. You’re so hungry I smell it.” She leaned into him. Her scent and his hunger and desire wrecked any chance of turning down her offer.
He pounced, aggressively biting into her warm flesh. He moaned and sucked at her vein even as he struggled to control the urge to dominate her.
She maneuvered onto his lap without disturbing his feeding and sank her fingers into his hair, drawing him closer, pressing her body into his.
His cock hardened and, this time, he didn’t try to hide it. Instead, he thrust his hips up and let her feel his desire. No matter how badly he didn’t want to be hurt, he still wanted her, wanted to take her right there on the sofa.
Her hand slid down and touched him through his jeans. His cock strained, wanting free. He groaned against her skin. Her hands eased under his shirt and ran across his chest. His skin burned under her silky touch.
He licked over the bite and pulled away from her throat. She kneaded his skin and shivers of delight rippled through him. “You’re killing me.”
She pushed tighter against him and slipped her arms around his neck. She rubbed against his cock, grinding into him.
His breath stopped in his throat.
“I want you.” She leaned into him, her lips finding his in a searing, hungry kiss.
On fire for her, he ran his tongue over her lower lip. Moaning, she opened and he deepened the kiss, slipping into her mouth.
Savoring her honey-flavored sweetness, his tongue twisted with hers. He slid his arms around her and shifted until he maneuvered her down on the sofa, settling on top of her. Oh, God, he was going to have her. Going to bury his cock deep in her and show her how good he could make it for her.
She pulled him tighter and spread her legs, making room for him. Needing no encouragement, he hunched up over her, fitting them together. The scent of her desire scorched through him. Claiming her lips, he groaned into her mouth, then licked at her tongue. This was so right. Everything about her was right.
She broke the kiss. “You wouldn’t hurt me physically, would you?”
“I’d never harm you.” Why did she even need to ask? He caught her lips again, tonguing her. His hips surged, humping against her.
The door opened and a growl cut through the haze of lust.
He froze, his crotch in mid-grind against hers.
Vali and Slade stared at them from the doorway.
Julian sprang off Saranna and she jerked upright, arms covering her breasts even though she was dressed.
Slade growled deep in his throat.
Vali grabbed Slade’s arm. “Sorry, guys. We’ll be leaving now.”
Slade yanked free and stomped inside. “Saranna, what the fuck are you doing? You don’t need him siring a bastard with you. If he doesn’t kill you when he’s done fucking you.”
Julian looked between them. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Slade’s eyes darkened with menace. “You don’t know, do you?”
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
“You two haven’t bonded. You might kill her after mating because only a strong bond assures safe coupling.” Slade sneered. “It’s a bad trait of male vampires. Kind of like how the black widow spider eats her mate, only it’s the male of our species who’s the predator.”
“For God’s sake, I wouldn’t hurt her.” Now he understood what she’d meant. Her doubt of him and his ability to control himself stung hard.
Slade stalked across the floor and stood nose to nose with him. “You can’t say that for sure. You haven’t mated since you’ve been turned, have you?” Anger rolled off him in a choking wave.
“No, but I’m not like some wild animal.”
“Only a bonded male can say that with certainty, because you are like a wild animal. You think I’m some big prick trying to shit on your parade, tough. I’m not going to let you kill my sister.”
“I will not harm her.” Julian punctuated the sentence by poking Slade in the chest with one finger.
Slade shoved Julian away. “You damn well better not. Because if you do, I’ll kill you with my bare hands and I won’t be quick about it. And that’s not a threat, Julian. That’s a promise.”
“I’m not going to hurt her.” Julian’s blood burned in his veins and the desire to kick Slade’s ass gnawed him with little rat teeth. “I care for her.”
“Caring isn’t enough, you stupid fuck. Once a male hits about eighteen, he gets a little too aggressive with his partners. He’s old enough to fuck, old enough to breed, old enough to kill a female, but not old enough to form a binding, bonded relationship. You may or may not be old enough.”
Slade focused his blatant disgust on Saranna. “You’re looking for trouble with him. He’s either going to hurt you, if not worse, or knock you up.”
“He can’t get her pregnant.” Vali moved to stand beside Julian. “Besides, she’s not in heat.”
Saranna’s cheeks flamed.
“Those injections aren’t always effective,” Slade said. “And he’ll bring her heat on if he’s riding her all the time.”
“The shots fail?” Julian asked.
“Sometimes,” Slade said. “But it sure as hell isn’t going to matter if she’s butchered. Now is it?”
Julian worked hard to speak in a calm tone. “I’m no danger to her.
“No one plans to kill the female they’re screwing. Aside from the fact that you aren’t good enough for Saranna.”
He wanted to tell Slade to go fuck himself, but arguing with the truth wasn’t logical.
“I’d rather she slept with a human than you. A human wouldn’t turn on her. You might.”
The insult drove home and Julian growled.
“You can’t even control yourself when you’re angry with me and I’m supposed to be thrilled to walk in here and catch you humping on my sister?”
“Stop it, Slade,” Saranna said.
His face twisted into a snarl. “Don’t tell me what to do. And don’t try to make me look like a bastard because I love you and care about what happens to you.”
Julian’s hands clenched into fists. “I’ll not harm Saranna and I’ll not have you hurting her either.” He moved between them.
Slade’s cold stare raked him. “You’re too used to being the star and getting your way. It doesn’t work like that anymore.”
“What the fuck has that got to do with anything?”
“You don’t know how to be what you are and you don’t understand fitting in and keeping a low profile. You’re dangerous to yourself and others.”
“Bullshit.” His guts twisted. Slade was right. How did he expect to get into the Resistance if they saw him as an unpredictable nonconformist?
“You stay the fuck off her,” Slade snarled. “I catch you on top of her again, I’ll castrate you with a dull knife.” He spun on his heel and stormed from the apartment.
“Julian, I’m so sorry,” Saranna grasped at him and he enveloped her in his arms.
The door shut quietly as Vali left, probably to give them time to deal with what had just happened.
Hot tears soaked through his shirt and his arms tightened around her. “It’s okay,” he whispered into her hair. “I’m not afraid of him. I know how to defend myself.”
He tilted her tear-stained face up and pressed a gentle kiss to her pliant lips. Her arms went around his neck and she laid her head on his shoulder.
“Be careful of him. He doesn’t like you. And … and I think he might try to hurt you.”
He stroked her back gently. “It’ll be okay. Have faith in me.” He didn’t trust Slade either and he sure as hell wasn’t going to turn his back on the big, aggressive bastard.



 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
STILL ANTAGONIZED over Slade’s outburst the previous evening, Julian half hoped someone would give him an excuse to resort to violence. And considering the non-stop parade of freaks going in and out of Dangles, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.
He leaned against the graffiti-painted wall, watched the sideshow, waiting for Saranna to exit the club.
Inside, a band cranked out old school metal. His head already pounded in rhythm with the wretched noise and he’d only been there twenty minutes. He couldn’t imagine how she stood listening to the out of key crap for hours on end.
Outside, patrons milled around the parking lot. Women strutted in scraps of leather and black lace. The scent of strong perfumes, sweaty bodies, and raw female lust clogged his nostrils and made his stomach clench.
The majority of men wore leather and denim that probably concealed multiple weapons. Most of them were shit-faced and several couples were practically having sex up against parked cars. Real classy crowd.
It smoked his nuts that Saranna worked there. He wished he knew someone at the concert hall who would give her a job. But no one there would have her.
Minutes crawled by. What the hell was taking so long? She should have come out ten or fifteen minutes ago.
Tired of the endless parade of parking lot skanks, he strode to the door and pushed his way inside. Hard core metal assaulted his hearing and he flinched in pain. Customers in various states of undress and drunkenness, who hadn’t gotten the message that closing time had come and gone, roamed about in a sweating, stinking crush of bodies. He muscled through the rowdy throng and tried not to breathe in the sickening odors they put off.
He spotted a splash of crimson on the other side of the club and stared in frozen surprise.
Saranna stroked a young vampire’s cheek. A radiant smile touched her face. It was obvious they had shared intimacy. Without a doubt, he was someone she’d slept with.
A wildfire blaze lashed through Julian, his vision clouded, distorted with a black desire to kill. His jaw dropped as she stretched up on her tiptoes and kissed the bastard. Right on the mouth.
She didn’t linger, but it didn’t matter. His hands curled into fists that itched to pound the vampire into the floorboards. His heartbeat thumped in his ears and his chest tightened painfully. Being stabbed in the heart couldn’t possibly feel much different.
Betrayal. The word burned through him and curled around his heart with razor-edged claws. That fucker had been inside her, known her in the way Julian burned to.
She turned her head and her gaze met his. Surprise and something like guilt flashed over her face. She touched the male on the arm before pushing her way toward Julian.
He wheeled around and plowed toward the door. He wasn’t dealing with the situation in a venue mobbed with humans. No way. Because if the male followed her, there would be bloodshed. One of them wouldn’t walk away from the club.
He shoved the door open and plunged into the damp night air. Panting with rage and aggression and hurt, he stalked to the far corner of the building.
Saranna walked through the door. Alone.
She stood out like a dazzling ray of sunshine—the light he would never have again, the blazing heat capable of incinerating him with a touch.
His cock hardened instantly. He needed to take her, by force if necessary, and lay claim to her. Needed to make her submit. He cursed himself for his stupidity and uncharacteristic desire to dominate.
She stopped beside him. “Julian?” Her voice quivered with uncertainty.
He wanted to grab her and kiss her until she wouldn’t look at anyone else.
“That wasn’t what you think.”
“Right.” It came out in a snarl. “Your lips stuck to his wasn’t what it looked like.”
“If you’ll contain your jealousy for a minute, I’ll explain.”
“Jealous?” He barked a laugh. “I don’t think so.” He stalked across the parking lot.
“Wait. Stop it.”
He kept walking and said nothing.
She caught up and touched his arm.
He growled and shook her off.
“Stop. Damn it. That wasn’t what you think.”
He stopped, grabbed her arm in a hard grip, and pulled her around to face him. “Don’t blow sunshine up my ass. I know what I saw. And I know you’ve lain with him.”
“You don’t know shit, Julian. That was Mick. We’ve been friends for years. He was my feeding partner until you came along. He wished us well and I kissed him goodbye. As in I wouldn’t be seeing him anymore because of you.”
“You have had sex with him, haven’t you?”
“I have. Now get off it.”
 
“I DON’T fucking believe it,” Tommy said as he and Sid walked out of Dangles.
“What?” Sid looked around for whatever had caught Tommy’s attention.
“There.” Tommy pointed to a pair of vampires embroiled in an argument.
“She’s one of the waitresses.” Sid watched them with apparent interest. “Her boyfriend isn’t too happy about something.”
“He’s Julian, my ex-roommate.”
Sid whistled. “He’s a big bastard. You’re lucky he didn’t kill you.”
Tommy grunted. “Guess she’s his girl. Sure didn’t take him long to find one.”
“Tonight isn’t his night.” Sid fished his cell phone from his pocket and made a quick call. “The others will be here in ten minutes tops.”
The male and female broke apart and walked away from the club. Sid wasn’t sure if the fight had run its course or not. The male looked stiff and hostile and the female agitated, and neither seeming to notice their surroundings. Easy pickings.
“Come on.” Sid motioned for Tommy. “Be ready, I know you want the male.”
They closed the gap slightly between them and the vampires, but hung back far enough not to draw attention.
Sid pointed. “He’s been caught and processed. See his brands?”
“Yeah. He’s got the violent one, too.”
“Uh huh. Like I told you, they’re all dangerous.”
“I wonder how bad that hurt.” Tommy’s eyes were fixed on the male.
“They’re heat-branded, what do you think?”
“Pretty bad, I guess.”
They followed the pair out of the populated area to where the streets were quiet. Sid gave the go-ahead. “Take him down.”
Tommy pulled the gun from the back of his waistband and loaded the drug cartridge.
 
JULIAN’S FIRST inclination was to continue right down the main drag. It was the shortest way home, but the most visible and not the way he should be doing things.
He cut down a side street with Saranna beside him, a sullen expression stamped on her face. Maybe his own expression wasn’t any better because he was still scorched, knowing the little creep in the club had slept with her.
Even if he didn’t want to admit it, he wanted her badly enough that seeing another male touch her made him homicidal. What the fuck was wrong with him? He needed to get his priorities in order. He didn’t need or want a mate. Yeah, he wanted to fuck her, even claim her, but sex wasn’t love. That was lust. What he needed was a shot at the Resistance. And for that, he had to get a grip on his nature and bend to vampire ways.
A vehicle turned down the street, engine roaring as it barreled down on them.
He grabbed Saranna’s arm and leapt out of the way, dragging her with him. Everything went slow-mo. The vehicle passed them and screeched to a halt. Four men piled out.
Tommy?
Julian was dumbstruck. What the fuck?
Tommy’s gleeful expression was a pretty good clue that they needed to get the hell out of there. His blood turned to sludge. Were these men flesh traders? Was Tommy?
The idea of Tommy hunting vampires was as unthinkable as a nun pole-dancing in a strip club.
Tommy jerked a gun into position and fired.
Pain slammed Julian’s shoulder.
No! Shit, no.
He hissed in fury, grabbed the dart, and yanked it out. His eyes locked with Tommy’s and blackness passed between them. He fled, dragging Saranna with him. They had to lose the men and hide before he went down. The pop of a pistol sounded and Saranna gasped and jerked in his grip. “Run. Come on,” he barked.
They made it to the end of the street and raced down two more blocks before his legs betrayed him and he stumbled. He caught his balance. They weren’t going to make it. The drug was in his blood. He wouldn’t be able to remain on his feet long.
A moment later, Saranna went down, jerking him to a halt. Whimpering, she curled on her side and looked up at him with frightened eyes. He bent to pick her up and nearly fell on top of her. His head swam. Instead, he positioned himself between her and their pursuers and dropped into an unsteady crouch.
Fangs bared, he faced the men. He growled, but he wasn’t able to back it up. His vision doubled, tripled. He swayed on his feet.
Tommy leveled a pistol at him.
He lunged forward, intending to rip Tommy to shreds.
Tommy fired.
The dart stung on penetration and the drug burned as it emptied into his body. The second load hit him hard and fast, dropping him before he reached Tommy.
The men surrounded him. Saranna whimpered. Fear and rage clenched his guts. He couldn’t protect her. He’d failed his most basic duty.
He groaned and tried to get up. His body ignored the command. Saranna lay moaning, her eyes clouded. Two men picked her up and Julian went ape-shit. He flailed on the pavement like a helpless dying thing, struggling uselessly as the men took her to the van and put her in a cage.
Then they came for him.
 
JULIAN’S AWARENESS returned a little at a time. The stench of fear, damp mustiness, the drone of conversation, and a lack of movement—like at the Security Center—filtered through his consciousness.
Panic shot through him. He drew his right hand up against his chest, but there was no pain. Nausea rolled through him and for a moment, he thought he was going to throw up.
He opened his eyes.
Locked in cages, they had been relocated from the van to a large cinderblock room. No windows. A partial wall that hadn’t been finished cut through half the basement. A garage door. A regular door. Two white service vans. A table and a half dozen mismatched chairs scattered around it.
Four men, including Tommy, sat at the table eating chips and playing cards. Crumpled soda and beer cans cluttered the table’s surface.
He tried to wrap his mind around the idea of Tommy hunting vampires and hanging out with lowlifes. Because, sure enough, that’s what the bastard had stooped to.
“Where are we?” Saranna whispered.
“I don’t know. How long was I out?” He tried to sit up and fell back.
“A long time. You were barely breathing. I think they overdosed you. They gave you an injection to bring you around.”
He tried again and managed to sit up. The cages sat with just enough distance between them to prevent them from touching each other.
“They’re flesh traders, aren’t they?” Her voice trembled.
“I think so. Tommy’s with them. He’s the one who shot me.”
“Oh, my God.”
“Yeah.” He leaned against the bars and wished he could touch her, hold her, comfort her. “If they separate us, I’ll come for you. I’ll get away and I’ll find you.”
She didn’t believe him. Doubt showed in her eyes and he smelled her fear. And his.
“I mean it. Don’t give up. No matter what happens. Don’t let them know you’re afraid. I promise I’ll come for you.”
Please, God, don’t let that be a lie.
He fell silent as two men shoved back from the table and approached their cages.
They ignored him and lifted Saranna’s cage. She clutched at the bars. Her eyes locked with his, the hazel depths giving away her fear.
Enraged and panic stricken despite his words of assurance, he slammed into the bars. They didn’t give against his weight and he fell back onto the metal floor. Growling, he launched himself a second time, hitting the bars hard and again being rebuffed.
The cages were too small for him to fully stand and get any force behind his attack. They were sunk and it was his fault. He should have been alert for danger, not fighting with Saranna.
As he lay on the cold floor, they loaded her cage into a van. One of them got in and started the motor. The garage door rattled up and the van pulled out of the basement, lumbered up the driveway, and vanished into the darkness.
Tommy approached with amusement on his face.
“You bastard.” Julian gripped the bars in white-knuckled fury.
“Aw, what’s the matter? Miss your little girlfriend already? This time tomorrow night she’ll be too busy to miss you, she’ll be learning her new trade. Flat on her back.”
He lunged at the bars, trying to get at Tommy. “You, fucker. I’ll kill all of you.”
“Shit, Julian, you’d better be worried about what’s going to happen to you. She’s going to be a whore. Hell, she’ll probably like it. But you’re going right where you belong—to a hunt club.”
He threw himself on the bars again and hissed at Tommy.
“Last time I saw you, you weren’t looking so good. But you’re nice and healthy now. That’s good. You’ll give them their money’s worth.”
Julian growled.
“You’re all animal now, aren’t you? You move like an animal, react like one—growling and hissing. Full of fight.”
Julian gripped the bars and narrowed his eyes. He’d give anything to get his hands on Tommy. He’d kill him. And he’d make it hurt.
“I have to run. Have fun at the club.” Tommy took a few steps, but stopped and swung back around. “By the way, guess how much my cut is for your stinking hide.”
Julian didn’t respond.
“One thousand dollars for the two of you. Easiest damn money I ever made. And I contribute to removing vermin from the streets.” He spun on his heel and strode away.
 
JULIAN WOKE groggy and confused. Then things clicked back into place. He wasn’t surprised he’d dozed. They’d dosed him with enough drugs to drop a horse. Sick and hung-over from the chemicals, his stomach rolled.
The garage door rattled on its track and he jerked in surprise. A black van backed down into the basement and parked close to his cage.
They’d come for him. Two burley men stepped out of the van and approached his cage, one on either side.
“Looks like a good one.” The driver inspected him like a piece of meat. “See his brands?”
Julian growled, though his guts crawled.
The other man laughed. “Defiant, too.”
He hissed.
“Come on.” The driver moved to the opposite side of the cage. “Let’s get him loaded and hit the road.”
The men grasped long handles welded to the top of the specially constructed cage and picked it up. They slid the cage into the back of the van and closed the doors, shutting him in darkness that even his eyes couldn’t penetrate. A moment later, the van rolled forward.
He sat in hot, stuffy blackness and listened to the lulling hum of the motor as the van took him farther and farther from everything he knew. The heat and motion had his stomach in knots. He was going to puke, it was just a matter of when.
He rubbed his temple. This was his fault, every bit of it.
He had to get away and find Saranna. If he didn’t escape, he would be killed and that would be it for him. But Saranna… He couldn’t bear knowing what would happen to her.
He shoved his sleeves up and, having nothing else, used his sharp nails to rake first up one inner forearm and then the other, until the scent of blood hung think in the van and his arms burned and hurt with deserved pain.
 
THE VAN stopped. How far had they gone? A hundred miles? It seemed like the ride had lasted long enough to travel that far. The doors opened and Julian blinked as harsh fluorescent lighting flooded the van.
“Good Lord,” the bigger of the two men said. “Look what he did to himself.”
Sweat slicked, Julian lay on his side, panting in the wretched heat for every breath. The stench of vomit overwhelmed him, making him even sicker after the heat and drugs had made him ill. Blood covered his arms and shirt from his handiwork and puke smeared his jeans and shoes.
His cohort snorted. “Terrific. He’s unstable. We may have to keep him confined longer than usual. Don’t want him trying to fight instead of running.”
“Can’t piss around too long. We’ve got a full schedule.”
“Call Sid and order another. He always delivers on time and there’s plenty of room.”
Julian growled, let them think he was nuts. It might buy him a little extra time. His eyes adjusted and he took in his surroundings. They were in a large metal building with jail-like cells lining both sides.
They pulled the cage from the van and he made a show of baring his fangs and hissing. Ignoring him, they carried the cage to one of the open cells, set it down, and opened the door.
“Get out,” the larger man said. A jolt sent pain through his back. He howled and scrabbled forward into the cell. The cool night air enveloped him, relieving some of the heat-induced nausea.
The door slammed shut behind him.
He whirled and sprang for the bars, hitting them hard. They didn’t give. He glared at the men, lips peeled back in a snarl. The smaller man held an electric prod.
“Don’t bother with the attitude.” The man with the prod lifted his side of the cage. “Might as well settle down and relax. You can’t get out.”
They loaded the cage back into the van and backed out of the building, leaving him alone with his fellow prisoners.
A dozen cells lined the walls. The ones on either side of him were occupied.
The prisoner to his right was young, around his age. Long blond hair fell over his shoulders. His slim build was clothed in black, including a metal-studded belt. He looked like someone who belonged in a rock band, not in a cell waiting to be hunted down and killed like an animal. “Welcome to Death Row.” He gestured, indicating the row of cells.
“How long have you been here?” Julian asked.
“Four days. They haven’t starved me enough yet.” He pointed to the huddled creature confined on the other side of Julian. “Nickey’s been here for three weeks. They’ll be taking him out any day now.”
Nickey stared at him with large, fear-filled eyes. He was younger than Vali. The scent of hunger and the associated pain on the youngster accosted Julian.
“Jesus,” Julian said
“When was the last time you fed?”
“Last night.”
“You have a while then.”
“Yeah. What’s your name?”
“Xalend.”
“I’m Julian.”
“I would say it’s nice to meet you but, given the circumstances…”
“No shit.” Julian sat on the cold concrete. A ratty blanket lay on the floor where the last occupant had left it. A bucket sat in the far corner. The odor clarified its use as a toilet. He wrinkled his nose in disgust and his stomach rolled threateningly.
“Yeah. That’s what it’s for,” Xalend said as if he’d read Julian’s mind. “Don’t be embarrassed about using it. There’re worse things here than shitting in front of your cellmates.”
“Oh, hell no.”
“We’re probably lucky they give us a bucket.”
He snatched the blanket, hoping the thing wasn’t crawling with parasites. Dawn was close and the drugs hadn’t worn off yet. He was still sick to his stomach and the desire to sleep was overwhelming. “I can’t stay awake. They loaded me full of shit.”
“Go ahead and sleep. We can talk later.”
 
FRAMER REREAD the report on his desk and tapped his fingers on the open folder. The murders weren’t the work of a single rogue as they’d assumed. Two of the marauding bastards were doing it.
One fingerprint lifted from the scene of the last slain prostitute belonged to a recently processed male.
The other print hadn’t triggered a match. But it might not matter.
He would issue a warrant for the known killer. And when they brought him in, a little persuasion might make him give up his buddy.
He looked at the photo displayed on his laptop. The male appeared young and frightened, but that didn’t mean a damn thing. The file notes documented that he’d been violent when brought in for processing and large bruises clearly indicated he’d been fighting beforehand.
Framer tried to be fair in his dealings with vampires. Like most people, he didn’t like them. But he tried hard not to let it influence him into cruelty.
Vampires were sometimes interrogated at the center, though only to gain information for the protection and safety of humans. Not from the love of hurting a lesser creature.
He picked up his pen and tapped the end on his desk. No, he didn’t like cruelty. That’s what ate at him. He didn’t like the orders Banks had issued.
It bothered him to allow them to be used as Banks ordered. It bothered him even more knowing what would happen if—no, not if—when, Banks’ Mengele wannabes came up with something successful to use on the vampires. It bothered him that his only choice was follow orders or quit. He couldn’t afford to leave such a lucrative position, no matter how much guilt ate at him.
He ran a hand through his thinning hair. Banks. He hated that bastard. Why couldn’t they have picked someone else to head up the Department of Vampire Control and Security?
Banks might have had the credentials, he’d quickly become a vampire expert and profiler in his position with the FBI, but he could see nothing that didn’t include genocide of the vampire race.
Experienced in security measures and with his knowledge of vampires, he’d been the natural choice for heading up the division tasked with keeping the vampires under control. But the man had a heart as cold as a glacier and a cruel streak that knew no end.
There wasn’t a thing he could do about any of it except eat Banks’ shit, dish out the “Yes, sirs,” and do what he was told like a good little stooge.
He copied down the number branded on the male’s inner arm and filled out the paperwork to process the warrant for his arrest and execution.



 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
ONE WEEK after his capture, Julian tried to shut out Nickey’s whimpers. The juvenile lay curled in pain, hands pressed to his stomach, eyes swimming with unshed tears.
The large metal door rolled open on its track. The men who’d transported Julian entered the building and went to Nickey’s cell. The driver, Julian had learned his name was Gerald, carried a dart pistol.
Nickey launched to his feet and scuttled into the far corner.
The sickening, strong scent of Nickey’s fear invaded Julian’s nostrils. He bared his fangs and hissed. How he’d love to kill those two bastards.
Gerald raised the pistol and fired.
Nickey squealed and grabbed the dart, yanking it from his shoulder. “Please, no,” he whimpered.
Julian and Xalend approached their cell doors. Xalend growled.
Julian’s hands gripped the bars in a crushing hold. “For God’s sake, he’s a child.”
“He’s plenty old enough to run.” Gerald tucked the pistol in his pants.
“Bastards,” Julian spat. “He’s in so much pain he can barely stay on his feet.”
Gerald laughed and the two men exited the building. They would be back after the drug had time to take effect.
Nickey moaned. “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”
“Oh, Jesus.” Julian wanted to cover his ears.
“He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul. He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness—” A loud bang outside the building made him cringe. “For his name sake. Yea, though I walk in the valley of the shadow … of … of … death … I … I … will fear no evil. For thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.” Tears streaked down his face and he choked on the words, barely getting them out. His legs let go and he wilted to the floor, the drugs taking him down. “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies…”
The men came through the door and Nickey moaned. “Please … please. I’m not an animal.”
Gerald opened the cell door. They went inside and pulled Nickey onto his feet.
“Let him go, you dirty bastards,” Xalend railed. “He’s just a kid.”
“Shut the hell up.” Gerald had to support Nickey to keep him upright.
Horror and hate burned in Julian’s chest. “What kind of monsters are you people?”
“Wait a couple weeks, you’ll find out,” Gerald’s companion said and laughed.
They dragged Nickey from the cell. The youngster cast one last terrified glance at Julian before they hauled him away.
The fear in Nickey’s face would haunt Julian the rest of his life, however long or short it might be. A child being led to slaughter wasn’t something he would be able to erase from his memories. “Son of a fucking bitch. They’re going to kill him.”
 
ASHTON HAD accepted that Saranna and Julian were not coming back, presuming them lost to the traders. Slade mourned his sister and cursed Julian with an intensity that frightened Vali.
He hadn’t given up, not yet. Every night, he searched the streets, hoping and praying he would find someone who had information.
But each night that passed made it more likely that his cousins were right. With a heavy heart, Vali walked toward Dangles.
After three hours of plodding through alleys and talking to street people and turning up nothing, discouragement closed on him with the cloying thickness of late summer honeysuckle.
A slight cough ripped him from his bitter thoughts. He whirled, dropping into a crouch.
His heart stuffed itself into his throat, choking off his breath. Five men in olive-colored uniforms stood no more than twenty-five or thirty feet away.
Fear tightened his stomach. He backed up a step, then spun and fled with the men hot on his tail.
He hurtled into the street, dodging oncoming traffic. A horn blared and tires screeched. Vali turned seconds too late. A car struck him, the impact sending him airborne. He sailed a good twenty feet before crashing to the pavement.
Pain slammed through his body. Red hot agony closed on his right forearm. His breath ripped in and out in frightened, painful pants.
Heavy boots pounded the asphalt, growing closer.
Vali struggled to rise and his body screamed in protest. The scent of blood clogged his nostrils and sent hunger curling through his belly.
He had to drag himself to safety. His fingers raked over the warm, rough pavement. Wasn’t happening. The pop of a dart gun and burning pain in his back finished him. He couldn’t propel himself forward.
Out of time and with no options, he lay in a shivering heap. The officers surrounded him. His fear spiked and he moaned in terror.
One of them prodded him in the thigh with a steel-toed boot. “A young one. How old are you?”
Vali eyed them balefully.
The officer lashed out with his foot, catching Vali in the side. Pain exploded in his ribs. He jerked and sucked in his breath. He tried to curl up, but couldn’t force his body into cooperation.
“I asked you a question, you little snot. How old are you?”
“Eighteen.” Vali’s heart thundered so hard they probably heard it.
“Eighteen, huh? A baby to you fuckers.” He grabbed Vali’s wrists.
Pain shot from the break in his forearm to his shoulder. He screamed and jerked, but he didn’t have enough control of himself to be effective. The pain was enormous. Tears leaked from his eyes despite his best effort to stop them. Purple-black flowers popped into bloom before his eyes. His arm was badly broken. Maybe in more than one place. A second man grabbed his ankles. They picked him up and carried him toward a van parked at the curb.
Nausea rolled through him. Pain and the tranq drugs churned his stomach. He had a sickening, upside down view as his head lolled on his neck. He struggled with the gorge creeping up his throat, fearing they’d let him choke to death if he vomited. Clammy sweat slicked his skin.
His captors shoved him into a cage and locked the door. He lay on his side, open-mouthed and panting. His arm was black agony and tears streamed down his face. The van doors slammed shut, leaving him in warm darkness with the thud of his rapid heartbeat to keep him company. The van pulled out of the alley with a jerk.



 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
VALI’S EYES slid open. Was he dead? If so, he’d awakened in Hell.
His cheek lay against cold concrete. Why wasn’t he in the cramped cage he’d spent the last four days in? He shifted and pain slammed him in sickening waves. A vague, flu-like feeling accompanied the pain in his ravaged body. They’d brought him here and beaten him unconscious with a length of chain.
The horror had begun after his fingerprints were matched with prints lifted at the crime scene of the dead whore.
His brands, black and ugly, forever identified him to humans. His arm ached to his shoulder. The burns weren’t healing and wept clear fluid. His forearm needed to be set and immobilized.
Why had they even bothered torturing him with the branding? They had known he would never leave the security center alive before they had done it. Did they enjoy inflicting pain so much? They had hit him with all three brands and given him a series of painful injections. All unnecessary.
He licked the brand on the inside of his arm, hoping the mild healing agent in his saliva would help. But the stroke of his tongue sent waves of pain rushing up his arm and the foul taste sent his stomach into a nasty roll.
His parched mouth had a nasty coating, like someone had dumped dirt in it. He tried repeatedly to swallow, but his tongue, swollen to an impressive size from where he’d bitten into it to keep from begging for mercy, lay in his mouth like a wadded-up sock. He rubbed his scratchy, burning eyes. He hadn’t had a single sip of water since his capture and dehydration compounded his misery.
With a total lack of emotion, the realization that he’d shit himself filtered into his consciousness. He groaned and tried to roll onto his side to relieve the discomfort of lying on the floor.
His body didn’t want to move.
Using his left hand, he pushed himself onto his side. His legs tingled with a strange numbness. He pinched his thigh, but didn’t feel it. He must have lain in a bad position.
He stilled. This was the first time he hadn’t been in a cage. Could he find a way out? Hope fired to life. Maybe he wasn’t going to die here after all.
He pushed himself upward and the room swam in dizzying circles. He groaned, lowered his head, and tried again. Nausea twisted his insides and he gagged, but he had nothing in his shrunken stomach to throw up.
Once he stopped gagging, he gave sitting up another shot. This time he managed it.
Drawing his legs under him was another story; they were dead things attached to his lower body. He tried again.
Wasn’t happening.
He positioned his legs with his hands and pushed himself onto his knees. They held him upright, but wouldn’t move. He had no feeling in his legs at all except the awful tingling.
Unable to move and not knowing what else to do, he collapsed back onto the concrete with a jarring thud. He moaned and waited for the pain in his body to back off enough so he could at least think straight.
When he was able, he used his arms to drag himself across the floor. The broken arm sent waves of unrelenting agony through him, but he refused to stop until he reached the door. Groaning, he eased back to the concrete and lay shaking.
They hadn’t bothered to cage him because it wasn’t necessary. Paralysis crippled his legs.
Had his back been injured while he was unconscious? He didn’t know, but he didn’t think so.
The knob turned and the door opened until it came to a sudden halt against his body.
“Son of a bitch is lying against the door,” a man he’d come to know as Frances said from the other side. Terror zinged through him. He feared Frances the most. The door slammed into his back and pushed his body across the floor. He didn’t give them the satisfaction of the cry that wanted to rip out of him.
Frances and another man came in. Frances pushed the door closed. “Hold his shoulders down.”
Panic iced his blood. What in God’s name were they going to do now?
The technician leaned on Vali’s shoulders and mashed him against the concrete. Too weak and in too much pain to struggle, he lay at their mercy, heart thrashing his ribs.
Frances pulled a knife with a serrated blade from a sheath at his belt and bent over Vali, who sucked in his breath and waited for him to plunge the blade into him with a killing strike.
Instead, Frances slashed downward and cut a ten-inch slash in Vali’s lower leg.
It didn’t hurt.
He didn’t feel anything at all.
He fixed on the blood soaking his ruined jeans. The scarlet liquid’s scent made his stomach knot with need. He moaned.
Frances looked disgusted. “He didn’t feel a damn thing. Just like that other little fucker.”
His companion nodded. “Shit doesn’t work right.”
“Not yet, but those lab boys will get it eventually.”
 
SO FAR, Saranna hadn’t been raped.
She sat cross-legged on the peach-draped, queen-sized bed that served as the room’s focal point.
Done in shades of cream, peach, and gold, with lush furnishings and lovely decorations, the room was stunning. If she’d been there voluntarily, she would have felt like a queen in such surroundings.
But the opulence provided nothing more than fancy camouflage for a prison. The decorative bars on the windows and locks on the door made sure of it.
She’d been locked in the elegant cell for almost two weeks. While her captors had given her water and juice, she hadn’t had a bite of food. And now her belly cramped for blood. Hunger played a part in whatever they had in mind.
Her keen hearing picked up heavy footsteps accompanied by the staccato clicking of high heels on hardwood. The tromping and clicking stopped outside her door. Her empty, aching stomach clenched into a sick knot.
A key turned in the lock and a fashionably dressed woman, well past her prime, and two large men came into the room.
The man to the woman’s left carried a set of padded restraints.
Saranna launched from the bed and backed away until she pressed against the wall. She’d gone without nutrition long enough that her strength had diminished to not much more than a human female.
The men could overpower her.
“Listen here, missy.” The woman’s cold gray eyes bore into her. “I paid good money for you and I expect you to perform in the capacity you were purchased for.”
Saranna tried to back farther away.
“This is Jeff and Bobby, my trainers.”
Trainers? Oh God, had the foul creature said that?
“They’re going to teach you how to please men. In the days to come, if you want to eat, you’ll learn to perform. When they say you’re ready, you’ll entertain customers.”
“Please don’t do this. Please let me go home.” Panic tied knots in her intestines with icy hands.
“Think about your boyfriend. It’ll be better if you’re focused on him.” She laughed mirthlessly. “You were captured with a male, were you not?”
Saranna mentally crumpled at the mention of Julian.
The men closed on her. Jeff grabbed her arm. She yanked against his hold, but he caught her other arm and held her facing him.
She struggled frantically. Jeff let go of one arm and backhanded her hard across the face. The blow half stunned her, and she sagged in his grip.
“Don’t bruise her face,” the madam barked.
“Sorry, Margo” Jeff muttered.
Bobby ripped her blouse open, popping and scattering buttons.
Bare underneath, she cringed in Jeff’s grip. She hadn’t worn a bra to work the night they were caught, and though she’d been given a wardrobe, a bra hadn’t been among the tacky garments. She squirmed and tried to cover her breasts.
“Please,” she cried, “leave me alone.”
Jeff picked her up and tossed her on the bed. He pinned her down while Bobby fastened the restraints on her wrists and attached them to the bed frame.
Jeff kicked off his shoes, undid his pants, and stepped out of them. He climbed onto the bed, his erection huge and ready.
She clamped her legs together.
Jeff pried her knees apart and positioned himself so she lay open and exposed.
Tears trickled from her closed eyes. “Please don’t.”
Jeff moved over her. His dead-fish breath blew into her face.
She was going to be sick.
He pushed up between her legs, forcing them wider. His thick cock brushed her flesh and she jerked. “Oh, God, oh, please don’t.”
He rammed inside her.
Saranna screamed.
 
AN ETERNITY later, after both men had raped her multiple times while the madam watched, they left Saranna alone in the room.
She crawled from the soiled bed, squeezed between the wall and a large ornate dresser, and sank down on the floor. Huddled in the corner, she wrapped her arms around her drawn-up knees and tried to make herself smaller.
She ached and burned between her legs and sticky wetness clung to her thighs. They’d hurt her, but she didn’t know how badly. The beasts’ scent on her skin turned her stomach. Bile rose in her throat, but she fought it down. How long before they came back and raped her again? She rocked back and forth and moaned.
She wasn’t sure how long she sat on the floor, minutes or hours, she had no idea. She wanted to remain tucked in the corner for eternity, but she had to clean herself.
Please, God. Help me!
But neither God nor anyone else was going to help her. She had no one but herself.
Uncurling herself from her hiding place, she crept into the bathroom and turned on the tub faucet. She turned the temperature up until steam rolled off the water.
She eased into the hot, soapy water and gasped at the pain.
Thoughts of Julian flooded her and tears welled in her eyes. She wanted him to save her. She wanted him to hold her in his arms and keep her safe. She wanted him to love her and never let her go.
She clenched her teeth, wiped away her tears, and ran her hands into her hair where they curled into fists.
He’s dead! He can’t help you. He can’t love you. Now quit being a fucking baby and find a way out of here.
She had to escape. She wouldn’t be a whore for that bitch and her minions. The window wasn’t an option. The door was always locked. She was too weak to kill them.
How then?
There had to be a way out.
She eyed the huge mirror over the vanity. If she couldn’t get out, she would smash the mirror and slit her wrists with the shards.
 
DR. SAM Bridger planted himself in the chair on the other side of Banks’ desk. Unlike most people who sat there, he didn’t appear in the least intimidated. Banks didn’t think Bridger was afraid of him, nor did Banks expect the man to squirm in his presence. Bridger, a master researcher and scientist, bowed to no one. Banks liked and respected him.
Reengineering rabies as a biological weapon was brilliant, yet extremely dangerous. Bridger’s work was methodical and thorough. With him in charge, it was only a matter of time before the virus was perfected.
“You’re positive humans won’t contract rabies?” Banks said.
“Nothing will catch it except vampires. The modifications have been successful. Without vampire DNA to activate the virus, it’s shed from the host.”
“What about half-breeds?”
“They have vampire DNA, so, yes, they will become infected. Since they’re classed as vampires, you shouldn’t have an issue with it.”
“I don’t. And it might work in our favor. If the bastards masquerading as humans become infected, it’ll spread panic.”
“And the quicker you’ll be able to exterminate the community,” Bridger said.
“That’s right.”
“Don’t get the ovens ready yet, mein Fuhrer.”
“Don’t overstep your bounds, Bridger. What we’re doing is for the good of the human race. Vampires are not human. They’re dangerous, cunning animals. And they have no right to life.” Banks leaned over his desk. “Human beings have the right to live without fear of attack by over-intelligent predators. The fuckers shouldn’t be roaming the streets and when I’m done, they won’t be.”
“Take it easy, Banks. I happen to agree with you or I wouldn’t have accepted this project. What I’m telling you is the test subjects are still reacting in unpredictable ways.”
“I have every faith in your work. I’m well aware vampires are difficult to infect.”
“Yes, difficult, but not impossible. We’ve made great strides already. It’s only a matter of time to perfect the formula. Won’t be long before you can play merry hell on them.”
“What about the second phase formula?”
“We’re further along with that one. It was a lot easier to work with.”
“Excellent.”
“Isn’t it? You’re guaranteed to be the hero by the time phase two is completed.”
Banks quirked an eyebrow.
“I have to give it to you, Banks, it’s a brilliant plan. You should see a drastic reduction in the population by the end of the cycle.”
“The dumb bastards won’t know what hit them.”
“It’s ironic that they were outted because of a sick vampire.”
Banks steepled his fingers. “Actually, that was the inspiration for this project.” He leaned back in his chair. “That psychotic fucker’s killing spree won’t ever be forgotten around here.”
“It all plays in, doesn’t it?”
“Of course. Why waste a perfect setup?”
“People see sick vampires, they’ll panic and give you the green light.”
“That’s right.”
They’d sure as hell panicked when a psycho bastard had gone on a rampage and no one knew he was anything other than human. He’d killed over a dozen people before the SWAT team took him out.
The autopsy had left the coroner dumbfounded and he’d refused to say the word vampire. At least until they’d raided the dead male’s home and killed a pregnant female and three younger males.
After that, things were never the same again. And they never would be until every stinking vampire was dead or so subdued that they would never again be a threat to the human race.
 
SWEAT TRICKLED down Julian’s back in the miserable heat of the metal building. It didn’t matter. He had a plan and tonight he would put it to the test.
He wasn’t going to end up like Nickey—providing entertainment for a bunch of rich fucks pretending to conquer a predator.
He drank his last liter of warm water and curled on the floor to wait for one of his captors to put in an appearance.
Their jailors checked on them every night and brought two-liter soda bottles filled with water. The men also came in during the day while they slept to check on them and empty the waste buckets. But those daytime visits were useless for what he had in mind.
He didn’t have to wait long before the outside door rolled open. He prepared himself. Now or never. If he failed, there wouldn’t be a second chance.
Footsteps approached the cells.
He let out a pitiful moan.
The man stopped in front of Julian’s cell. “What’s the matter with you?”
“Sick.” Julian gasped and moaned again.
“Nah, that’s just your belly wantin’ a little blood. You’ll be all right.”
Julian rolled over and moaned. With his back to the man, he jammed two fingers down his throat, triggering his gag reflex. Jerking into a sitting position, he vomited a watery mix of bile and other foul tasting fluids onto the floor.
He dragged himself into the corner. Once there, he shoved his fingers down his throat again and triggered another bout of vomiting.
“Son of a bitch!” The man went for the ring of keys.
Julian made eye contact with Xalend. For realism, he made himself gag again. He didn’t need the ability to read minds to know the man thought their valuable property was sick, maybe too sick to provide entertainment in a few days. Or even worse, sick enough to die. Julian lay on his side and shivered as if he had chills. He moaned for effect.
The man opened Julian’s cell door.
Julian trembled without faking. Holding himself in check, he groaned and coughed, waited like a spider for an unsuspecting fly to land in his web.
Cursing, the man grabbed Julian’s shoulder and turned him over. Julian lunged upward and destinies realigned with one quick twist.
Snarling in triumph, Julian buried his fangs in his struggling jailor’s throat.
The man screamed.
Julian locked his hand on the man’s throat and choked him into silence. With starved abandon, he drank until there was nothing left to take. The hunger pain in his stomach eased.
He lifted his head and the ecstasy of feeding drained away. Jesus Christ! He’d killed someone. A lead knot settled in his gut. “Shit.”
He crawled off the man and crossed his arms over his stomach. “Shit, Xalend.”
“You’ve never killed before?”
Julian shook his head. His gut clenched. Clammy sweat slicked his skin. “I think I’m gonna puke.” He barely got the words out before his meal came up. When he finished, he staggered to his feet and wiped his mouth clean with a shaking hand.
“You’ll be all right,” Xalend said. “Trust me.”
Julian stared at the corpse and threw up again.
What the hell was wrong with him? The sons of bitches were going to kill him, so why the hell did it bother him anyway? Fuck. How the hell was he supposed to hack being a fighter if killing one murdering piece of shit made him puke his guts up?
“Julian! You’ll get over it. Trust me.”
He nodded and bent over the dead man. He hoped Xalend was right. He snatched the keys off the body and stood on trembling legs.
He left his own unlocked cell and hurried to Xalend’s. The sixth key he tried clicked the lock open.
Xalend slid out. “Thanks. I owe you a major favor. Now, let’s get the fuck out of here.”
They crept from the building and raced like shadows through the darkness.
“We have to get off this damn property,” Xalend said.
Julian stared at the house. The grandeur of the shining white jewel was sickening. A mansion built on blood and death.
They followed the driveway past the house and slid into the cover of dense trees. A tall chain-link fence ran across the front of the property and vanished into the trees at either end.
A guard’s booth and an impressive set of gates sat between them and the road, blocking their freedom.
“Come on.” Xalend motioned for Julian to follow him. “We can climb the fence.” He started forward, but Julian grabbed his arm and jerked him up short.
“What the hell?”
“You didn’t believe it would be easy, did you?” Julian picked up a stick and threw it at the fence. The snap when it contacted told him what he needed to know. “It’s hot. Probably enough juice to cook us.”
“Fuck.”
“Come on, act like we have every right to be here. Maybe we can just walk out.” Julian headed for the guardhouse.
“Don’t count on it.”
An older man poked his head out the window. “Can I help you fellas?”
Julian stopped. Shit. He couldn’t kill an old man.
“Something wrong?” the guard asked.
“Can you tell me where the stable is located?” Xalend waved his arm as if he were lost. “They told us we can take horses on the hunt. I’d like to see the available animals.”
“Oh, sure.” The guard stepped out of his shelter to give them directions.
Xalend sprang forward.



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
RAIN-SOAKED Seattle had never looked so good to Julian after a wild ride with a teenage kid in a high performance Mustang.
Xalend held out his hand. The two shook and clapped shoulders. “If I can ever do anything for you, you know where to find me. Or if you just want to stop in and say hello… I’d like to keep in touch.”
“You’ll be seeing me.” Julian liked Xalend. And he felt immensely better knowing Xalend hadn’t been able to kill an old man either. He’d knocked the guard out cold and stuffed him back in the guardhouse.
“Good. Later, man.” Xalend vanished into the shadows.
After a short jaunt, Julian let himself into the dark, quiet apartment. Not that he would be there long. He had to find out where Saranna had been taken. He’d wanted Vali to go with him, but he didn’t have time to wait for the little imp to come home.
He stank and his skin itched, but a shower and change of clothes would have to wait.
As he stalked through the apartment, the truth of the situation sank in. Less than four hours of darkness didn’t give him time to locate her, free her, and find safe shelter.
The urge to kill pumped through his veins. He fought for control. He couldn’t fuck up. One step at a time.
 
FORTY-FIVE minutes later, Julian stood outside his old apartment. He breathed in the heavy scent of fried bacon and strong coffee.
With the tools Saranna had given him, he picked the lock and slid inside warm darkness. Tommy’s scent filled the apartment, but the bastard wasn’t there.
Without turning on the lights, he parked on the sofa and waited for his ex-friend to come home. He needed information and Tommy had it.
 
THIRTY MINUTES before the first touch of light would hit the sky, Julian gave in to defeat.
He let himself out and locked the door behind him. Out of time and options, he hurried down the stairwell and out of the building. But he would be back for Tommy-Boy as soon as darkness set him free.
By the time he reached the apartment, Vali still had not come home. A knot of apprehension dug into his belly. Something was wrong. Vali wouldn’t stay somewhere else during the day. Something had happened to him. How long had he been missing?
Did the others know?
Fuck.
What if they didn’t?
He wanted to call Ashton and Slade, but they wouldn’t be put off about Saranna and while having their help would be a huge benefit, it was out of the question. She wouldn’t want them to know. And he would protect her every way possible.
He had to rescue her and he had to do it alone.
What if his silence cost Vali’s life?



 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
FOOTSTEPS STOPPED outside Saranna’s door.
Panic bloomed in her belly. She launched to her feet and scurried from the blankets she’d piled on the floor to sleep on.
The door opened and Margo shoved a young female into the room. The girl stumbled and a tiny sob escaped her.
Margo clicked in on stiletto heels. Bobby waited in the doorway and leered at Saranna.
Anger and fear coursed through her as his eyes crawled over her with promises of pain and humiliation.
“You two can share a room for a while. I want you to work together, so you may as well get used to each other.” Margo flounced out, locking the door behind her.
The young female flinched. Tears ran down her face.
“It’s okay. You don’t have to be afraid of me. I’m Saranna. What’s your name?”
Her eyes were huge cerulean pools. “Nissa.”
Saranna was blunt. “Did those pigs rape you?”
Nissa sobbed and nodded. “I’m sorry.” She wiped at her eyes.
“There’s nothing to be sorry for.”
“I… I hurt … down there.” Nissa cast her eyes to the floor. “I’d never done it before.”
They’d stolen Nissa’s innocence in the most horrible way possible. Her heart ached for the young female.
“I don’t ever want to have sex again,” Nissa said. “If I get out of this place, I mean.”
“It’s wonderful with someone you love.” An image of Julian surfaced in Saranna’s mind. The pain of his death threatened to overwhelm her. How she wished he hadn’t seen her with Mick. The moment had tainted the last few minutes she’d had with Julian. Had he died thinking the worst despite her explanation?
Worse than her guilt was the question eating her like a starved rat. How had he died? She’d heard the weapon of choice at the hunting ranches were crossbows. How many razor-tipped bolts had cut into him before one hit his heart or he bled to death? How far had he run? Had he given out, collapsing to die at their feet, or had a well-placed shot taken him down? What had they done with his body? She shuddered. Oh, Julian, I’m so sorry.
She’d only wanted to help him. Instead, she’d caused his death. He’d stolen her heart and it had cost him everything.
“Does anyone know you’re here?” Nissa asked, her voice hopeful.
“No. I was with a friend when we were caught. He’s dead.” Despite her efforts to stop it, her eyes welled.
She couldn’t bear to think about Julian.
“I’m sorry.”
Saranna nodded and wiped her eyes. “Make yourself at home.” She motioned to the only chair.
Nissa sat slowly.
“Do you want to soak in the tub? It helps the pain.”
“Maybe later. If that’s okay.”
“Sure. Whatever you want.” At least her first sex had been with Mick, someone who’d cared about her and tried to make it easy for her. To no avail. Despite the care he had taken, his penetration had hurt. A lot. It hadn’t improved as his thrusts speared into her while he kissed away her tears. How horrible it must have been to experience sex for the first time at the hands of a rapist.
She turned on the television and flipped to The Late News on the Seattle twenty-four hour news channel.
They chatted with the news buzzing in the background. A flash on the TV screen drew Saranna’s attention. Two photos captioned “The Prostitute Murderers” were displayed on the screen. “What?” Saranna turned up the volume.
“One of the two vampires involved in the slayings is in custody,” a cheerful looking brunette said. The photos switched to a single of Vali. He looked terrified and bruises darkened his face. “He hasn’t made a confession, but Security Center officials are expecting him to offer one soon. The second vampire has been identified, but is still unaccounted for.” The brunette looked concerned then droned, “Back to you, Bob.”
“Oh, my dear God.” Saranna hadn’t thought anything could make her situation worse, but she’d been wrong.
Vali was in the hands of the devil.
 
JULIAN CREPT around the side of a non-descript brick building, praying he’d found the right place.
After returning to Tommy’s and finding the son of a bitch gone, a thorough toss of the apartment had turned up an address written on a slip of paper. An address in an area he and Tommy had avoided.
Before he took off, he’d gone into the bathroom and left a calling card. Using a bar of soap, he’d scrawled on the mirror, Your day is coming, asshole.
Let the fucker worry about what Julian might do to him. If he thought he was safe in the apartment, it was time to give him a reality check.
A gust of wind whipped his hair into his face. He brushed it aside with an impatient swipe. The scent of another vampire, and his fear, drifted to Julian.
He’d found it. He knew he had.
Before the van had pulled away with her, payment had been handed over and one of the men had made an entry in a book. Maybe that book held the destination and not just a record of the purchase price.
Though slim, it was his best hope.
Bright light spilled from the single window set in the basement door. Julian clenched his hands. Most likely, one or more vampires were awaiting the vans that would carry them to hell.
He’d hoped to break in, search for the book, and get out without incident. But if he found victims, he would have to get them out. If he found traders, he would have to kill every one of them.
Fucking up would be fatal.
He snaked to the small door and glanced through the window. Inside, two males slumped in cages. He didn’t see anyone else in his limited view of the interior.
He tried the knob. Locked. Undaunted, he fished his tools from his pocket and had it open in seconds. He pushed the door open and slid inside.
The nearest captive snapped his head up.
“Shhhh,” Julian said.
The prisoner gripped the bars of the cage and looked hopefully at Julian. “No one’s here. Let me out … please. The keys are on the counter.”
The second male’s head lolled against the bars. Spiky indigo hair fell over his forehead.
Julian’s guts clenched. He walked around the cage until he got a clear view of the unconscious male’s face. Indigo. The dirty bastard.
“Come on, let me outta here. Please,” the other male begged.
“Yeah, hang tight.” Julian found the keys lying on the ledger. He snatched them and hurried to the cage.
The frightened creature sprang out the moment Julian unlocked the door.
“Thanks, man!” He took off like the minions of hell were behind him.
Keys in hand, Julian considered the other caged male. Indigo. The one who’d stolen Julian’s life. He dangled the keys then spun them around his finger.
He went back to the counter and opened the book with shaking hands. The dated pages held sales records with the buyers’ names and addresses.
Flipping pages, he skimmed transaction dates. There, two entries. One male. One female. His heartbeat thudded in his ears.
He memorized the address and swallowed down a snarl. A whorehouse. The name of the business was a dead giveaway. His beautiful Saranna… Someone was going to pay when he found her.
He went back to Indigo’s cage and hunkered down on his heels. He grabbed Indigo’s upper arm and gave it a hard shake. Indigo groaned.
“Wake up, asshole.” He gave Indigo another shake.
Indigo’s eyes drifted open, but remained unfocused. Then comprehension dawned in his irises and he snapped wide awake.
“Remember me? You stole everything from me. You destroyed my violin.”
“Please … I’m sorry. Please let me out.”
“Yeah, I bet you’re sorry.” Julian stood and headed for the door.
“No! Let me out. They’ll kill me. Please … please.”
Julian didn’t stop and he didn’t look back.
 
TWO HOURS later, after hitching a ride with a cute blond, Julian lurked in the shadows near the whorehouse. Saranna was somewhere inside that wretched place.
After slipping around the perimeter, he’d determined the back entrance was his best bet.
Julian glided to the door and slid inside. He stood in a hallway. At the far end, a set of stairs led to the upper floors.
A new captive probably wouldn’t be held close to a door and potential freedom. She would be somewhere on the second or third floor.
He stalked toward the stairs, feet whispering over plush burgundy carpet. He had almost reached the stairs when someone opened one of the doors off the hallway. Julian dove for the dark recess under the stairs. He eased down against the back wall where shadows hid him.
A man stepped out and brushed lint or some other offending item from his jacket as he walked down the hall. He passed Julian’s hiding place and stopped as the click of a woman’s high heels approached.
“Margo, my lovely, where do you find your girls?” he said. “They are stunning and so well-trained.”
“You liked her, no?” a woman purred in a throaty voice.
“She was magnificent. I shall call on her again.”
“You should see my two newest girls. Both are vampiresses. Once they’re properly trained, I’ll treat you to a night with both of them for the price of one.”
“Are they tame?”
“Of course not, darling, but they know better than to do anything other than show a customer a good time.”
“I must say, your stable has variety.”
“I pride myself on offering the best to my clients.”
Julian’s hands curled into tight fists.
“When will they be ready to entertain?”
The excitement in the man’s voice made Julian want to kill him. Slowly.
“Probably another month. They’ve only been here a short time and both are resistant. But Jeff and Bobby work with them every night.” She tittered.
Julian’s hands clenched and a vein throbbed in his temple. He restrained himself from leaping out and ripping their throats open. Jeff and Bobby were going to die. Maybe not tonight, but he would be back to finish the job.
“Let me know when they’re ready and I’ll take you up on the offer. I hope one of them is blond.”
“One blond, one redhead.”
“Excellent. I can’t wait. Now, I’ll bid you a good night, Margo.”
“Goodnight, David.”
The door opened. Closed. Margo moved off to the right of the stairs.
Julian remained hidden until the clicking of her high heels receded. He slid from the shadows and ascended the stairs, gliding over the runner. Saranna was upstairs. Somewhere.
At the upper landing, he inhaled, taking in scents of the whorehouse. Sweat. Cheap perfume. Semen.
And a faint trace of Saranna.
Heart drumming, he followed her scent to a room at the end of the hall where he squelched the urge to smash through the wood.
Three locks stood between him and Saranna. With shaking fingers, he coaxed them open. He took a deep breath and opened the door.
Saranna sat on the floor, unmoving. She stared as if in stunned disbelief. Then joy broke over her face like a sunrise, and she leapt to her feet and flew into his arms. He held her tight and shoved the door closed with his foot.
“Julian, oh God, I thought you were dead.” She burrowed her face into his neck and sobbed. Hot tears trickled down into his shirt.
Black rage coursed through him as he stroked her back. “It’s over. No one will hurt you again.”
The scent of hunger enveloped her. The dirty bastards had starved her. He couldn’t afford to feed her when he might have to battle their way out, which pissed him off even more.
He stroked her hair. “I told you I’d come for you.”
She quieted a little.
“Who’s your friend?” he asked.
“Nissa. We have to take her with us.”
He nodded. “Come on, we need to get out of here.” He motioned for Nissa to follow.
Nissa slid off the bed and scurried to Saranna. She looked at him with big, frightened eyes.
Saranna grabbed his arm. “The Security Center has Vali in custody and they’re looking for you.”
“What?”
“The dead prostitutes, they think you two did it.”
Her words landed like a punch to his guts. “Fucking hell no. We have to get him out of there. They’ll kill him.”
If they hadn’t already.
Julian cracked open the door. Silence filled the hallway. He motioned for them to follow him. Saranna closed the door behind Nissa and they hurried over red and gold carpet.
A doorknob rattled.
Saranna and Nissa froze. Julian sprang, placing himself between them and the door. His insides knotted painfully.
Then from behind the door, a woman laughed and shuffling ensued. The squeak of bed springs as weight settled on the mattress attested to the occupants finding something to do.
Julian’s gut unclenched. He motioned them forward. “Come on.”
He led them down the stairs and motioned for them to head for the door at the end of the hall.
But before they made it ten feet down the hall, the unmistakable click of high heels beat a Gatling gun tempo over the hardwood floor.
Margo. Practically on top of them.
“Shit, under here.” He pointed to the recessed area beneath the stairs.
Saranna and Nissa dove for cover.
Julian crouched at the edge of the shadows.
Margo. Saranna’s tormentor. The bitch was going to pay. He snarled and waited, hands curled. His body tightened.
The click-click of her high heels announced her approach. Julian dropped a little lower. She drew even with him and he sprang, landing in front of her.
Shock painted a rubbery, almost comical mask on her features. His hand shot out and locked on her arm, jerking her into an embrace. He slapped his other hand over her mouth before she gathered her wits enough to scream.
She stiffened in his grip, but only for a moment. She turned wildcat. Despite the hold he had on her arm, she went for him with her nails, slashing with both hands, going for his eyes.
He whipped his head aside and she clawed long burning furrows down one cheek. He hissed, drawing his lip off his fangs.
She brought her knee up, aiming for his balls. He jerked to the side, avoiding a blow that might have given her a chance to break his hold and scream like a raving lunatic.
She slammed her spiked heel down on his foot and he bit off a yelp of pain. Snarling, he let go of her arm and clamped his hand on her throat. He’d had enough of the hellcat bitch.
His fingers cranked shut like a vise, altering her attack into a fight to breathe. He tightened his grip until her clawing fingers fell away from his hand and she went limp. He dragged her into the shadows.
The urge to rip her throat open tempted him, but Saranna and Nissa needed it more. Julian offered Margo’s unconscious body to the females. “Who wants to go first?”
 
THREE HOURS after hitching a ride, Julian and Saranna stepped into the safety of their apartment.
“I need to let Slade and Ashton know we’re all right.” She dialed her brother and paced the apartment while she talked, giving him an abridged version of the truth.
He didn’t blame her.
She ended the call. “Slade said they’ll be over tomorrow night. They’re going to work out a plan to get Vali out of there.”
He could help them. He’d been there and had at least some idea of where Vali might be held. “I’m going with them.”
“I knew you would.” She stroked his cheek, her touch like warm silk. “I need a bath. I have to get that place off of me.”
“I’ll be here.”
 
TWO HOURS later, she came out of the bathroom and sat beside him on the sofa.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“No, but I will be.” She moved closer and laid her head on his shoulder.
“You’re safe, Saranna. I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt you.” Like those two pigs he was going back for. His fangs ached with the desire to kill. He ground his teeth, wanting relief from the pain in his gums.
She drew her feet up and tucked them under her. Without looking at him, she said, “I don’t disgust you? I mean … you know what they did to me.”
His heart squeezed. “God, no. Why would you think that?”
She buried her face in his shoulder, hiding behind her hair. “I feel so dirty. Disgusting. Violated. How can you even look at me?”
He hesitated, half afraid to touch her. Dampness seeped through his shirt. He slipped his arm around her and she pushed into him. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said. “None of it. If anyone is to blame, it’s me. I’m so sorry.”
“Not your fault.”
But it was. He’d failed her in so many ways. “If I hadn’t been acting like a bastard and had been paying attention, we wouldn’t have got caught. I failed to protect you. I failed you in every way possible.”
“Don’t ever think that. You came for me. Like you said you would. And you saved me.”
He stroked her arm. He had, but she wouldn’t have been there in the first place if it hadn’t been for him. A fact he’d added to a list of deeds that would follow him to his grave.



 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
VALI DIDN’T have much time left.
He tried to swallow past the taste of death, but it hung in his throat like dry cotton.
His leg smelled like a dead animal. The stench, combined with the odor of blood and feces, sent his stomach into a sick roll. Infection had a deep hold on him and he was too weak to fight or even care.
Most of the time, he didn’t know where he was. He hated the moments of lucidity, but they were growing further and further apart.
He lay on cold concrete, stiff and sore from immobility. His broken arm throbbed and kept him from repositioning himself and relieving the pressure points. A mass of pain enveloped his upper body, while his legs were dead, useless.
He took solace in knowing he couldn’t live much longer. Half-starved and dehydrated, he had no strength to battle for his life. He was okay with dying. Mostly.
He wanted his mother. Wanted her arms around him when the end arrived and he stepped into whatever came next. If anything. But he would die alone. And he deserved it. No one knew that better than him. He had no right to wish for comfort.
At least he would die knowing he hadn’t talked. Not one word. They hadn’t been able to break him no matter how they’d tortured him.
And they had tried.
He shivered. He didn’t remember everything they’d done to him. His mind had shut down during the worst of it. But he remembered enough.
None of it mattered now.
A deep chill had seeped into his broken body. His time was nearing, or rather, ending.
Soon, his organs would call it quits and shut down. He wouldn’t suffer long afterward. Another day, two at the most, and he would probably fall into unconsciousness hours before his heart stopped.
At least he hoped so.
 
ASHTON AND Slade showed up thirty minutes after sunset. Ashton didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Julian, I hope you can help us.” He pulled blueprints from a cardboard tube and spread them out on the scarred coffee table.
Saranna clutched at Julian’s arm.
“I’ll do anything I can to help.” This was his chance to show Ashton he could be an asset. Damn right he would help. Besides, Vali was his friend.
“Can you show us what part of the building you were held in? Vali will probably be in the same area.”
Julian sat on the sofa and studied the floor plans of the Vampire Control and Security Center until he oriented himself to the drawings.
He pointed to the garage. “This is where they go in and out with the vans. Here is where I was held.” He pointed to the rooms along a hallway. “Here’s where they do the processing.” A shudder ran through his body.
He met Ashton’s eyes. “I want to come along. He’s my friend. I want to help.”
“No.” Slade said. “You aren’t a fighter. This won’t be a trip to the Symphony.”
Julian bristled. “I can fight. I want to go. I want to help.”
“Breaking into a government building won’t be easy. And it’s going to be dangerous,” Ashton said. “You’re wanted. If they catch you and we can’t free you, you’ll be executed.”
“I want to go.”
Ashton nodded. “Okay. As long as you understand.”
Slade gave Julian a frosted look. Julian refused to back down. Slade was going to be a jerk at every turn. Well, tough shit. Slade could go piss up a rope if he wanted to.
“I’m coming, too,” Saranna said.
“No, you aren’t.” Julian wouldn’t stand for it. “It’s too dangerous. We’ll get him.”
She jammed her hands on her hips. “You can’t make me stay home.”
“He’s right.” Ashton backed him up. “I won’t allow it. You both agreed I’m leading. So, you will do as I say in regard to this.”
She gave Ashton a dirty look. “Fine.”
Ashton shoved his hair out of his face. “It may be too late for Vali, but I’ve put out feelers to find out who the hell is killing whores. I don’t know if it can do Julian any good at this point, but this bastard has to be stopped.”
“Even if you find him,” Julian said. “There’s no way to clear me. Is there?”
“No. But it might save some other poor bastard from getting blamed if…”
“If Vali and I are both killed and the whores keep turning up dead.”
“Yes. That’s correct.”
Julian swallowed at the brutal honesty, but said nothing.
“Now,” Ashton said. “I have information about your father.”
Julian jerked his head up. His heart pounded his ribs. “You’ve found him?”
“There’s a Christopher Wilkes here in Seattle. He’s originally from New York, but he’s lived here for the last fifty or so years. He’s wealthy. Very wealthy, in fact. That’s the good news.” Ashton paused. “The bad news is I haven’t been able to pin him down and none of my contacts know where he is. But as of a month ago, he was still alive.”
“My God,” Julian said. He had a living parent, a vampire parent.
“I’ll keep my contacts working on finding his residence. We’ll locate him eventually.”
“Thanks. I appreciate your help.” His father lived right here. And he sure as hell hadn’t been looking for Julian. His father didn’t want anything to do with him. His chest squeezed with the simple truth of being unwanted.
 
THE VAMPIRE Control and Security Center operated around the clock and though it was after eleven, the building was fully lit and people came and went through the front doors.
“Come on.” Ashton motioned for them to follow and they snaked their way to the back of the building.
Julian’s heart inched up his throat at the prospect of going inside the Security Center. Yet, he had to. Vali would die if they didn’t rescue him.
“Shit, there isn’t a door.” Julian looked up at the building. “There aren’t even any windows.”
“That’s right. It’s perfect. You’d think they would be smarter. Then again, it’s government run. The traders wouldn’t be this stupid.”
“What do you mean? How the hell are we going to get in?” Julian asked.
Slade touched the brick. “Have you tried to wall-climb yet?”
“Wall-climb?”
“Yeah, right up the wall, like Spiderman.”
Julian’s guts knotted up. “Oh, hell no.”
Slade gave him an evil smile of perverse enjoyment. “You’re about to learn.”
The roofline was nine floors overhead. His stomach did a slow flip. He’d never make it. He’d get halfway up and fall.
“Come on,” Ashton said. “We don’t have time to be pissing around. Grip the little spaces between the bricks. You can do it.” He moved forward and climbed.
Julian placed his hands on the brick but stood frozen. Cold sweat coated his skin and fear dug around in his belly with icepick claws.
He couldn’t do it. Not even the thought of Vali being tortured and slaughtered would make him move forward.
He had to do it.
Choking on fear, Julian gripped the little lines of mortar with his fingertips and placed the toe of one shoe against the wall.
Biting his lip hard enough to draw blood, he pushed off with his other foot. Amazed, he climbed spider-like, afraid to stop. If he lost momentum, he might hang there, suspended, too petrified to continue up or retreat back the way he’d come.
Don’t look down. God, don’t look down.
Eyes fastened on the brick, Julian forced his hands and feet to move until, five floors up, the toe of his right shoe slid against the brick. Scrabbling for purchase with his foot, his heart dove into the back of his throat and lodged like a stone.
He clung to the wall, terrified to move, while Slade and Ashton climbed farther and farther ahead. The pounding of his heart and ringing in his ears overwhelmed his senses and his head swam with dizziness.
I’m going to fall and splatter my guts all over the place. I don’t want to die like this.
Rationally, he knew the fall wouldn’t kill him unless he was injured badly enough to bleed to death. Still, it did nothing to spur him forward.
He couldn’t move.
If he tried, he’d fall. His confidence was shot.
So what was he going to do? Hang here until dawn?
He squeezed his eyes shut, whispered a prayer, and forced his foot to move up a step. He didn’t slip, but he hung there just the same.
“Come on, Julian. Get your ass moving,” Slade snapped from above.
Fuck it to hell.
Julian squeezed his eyes shut again and took a blind step up. Then another. He opened his eyes and focused on the brick.
Vali is going to die if we don’t get him out. Now, climb, damn it.
He climbed.
He reached the sixth floor and kept going.
After an eternity and coated with sweat, he made it to the roof. Ashton grabbed Julian’s forearm and pulled him to safety. “We aren’t leaving that way, are we?” Julian asked.
“No.” Ashton stood and waited for him. “We’re going out the front door. I didn’t give you a gun for you to take home and use for a paper weight.”
The nine millimeter fit snug, tucked in the back of his jeans.
Ashton led them to a little shed-like structure and yanked open the locked door. They slipped inside the dimly lit stairwell. Descending fast, they reached the bottom in under a minute.
Ashton pulled an automatic out of his waistband, checked it, and moved it to the front. He waited until Julian and Slade did likewise before cracking open the door.
A flood of sound washed into the stairwell. Employee chatter. The moans and cries of vampires. The clatter of cage doors and other unidentifiable noises.
Julian tried not to inhale the odors drifting in. They were too familiar, too stomach churning, too mind numbing.
“Kill anyone who tries to stop you and be as quiet about it as possible. Firepower is last resort. Got it?” Ashton said.
Julian nodded.
“Yeah,” Slade said.
“Okay, let’s do this.” Ashton opened the door and they slid into a long hallway with a dozen or so doors off to the left.
A scream cut through the other sounds. “Jesus.” Julian shivered.
“Vampire. Probably being processed. Motherfucking bastards.” Rage burned in Slade’s eyes.
“How the hell are we going to find him?” Julian asked.
“His scent, if we can pick it up.” Ashton took a long draw of the foul air. “If not, we open doors and go in.”
Julian hoped they would find him without resorting to that.
They walked down the hallway. For Julian, too many odors assaulted him to sort out. Medicinal odors, blood—which made his stomach lurch with need—scorched flesh, pain, hunger, despair. They overwhelmed him.
A door opened and a technician stepped into the hall. He gaped at them. “This is a restricted area. What are you people doing here?”
“We’re looking for one of the vampires you have detained here.” Ashton gestured at the row of doors.
“No one’s allowed down here. And what do you want with one of those vermin anyway?”
“We’re from the press,” Julian blurted in a moment of inspiration. “We want to do a story about your fine work of catching a killer. You know the one, killed those prostitutes.” He hoped to God the technician didn’t ask for credentials.
“Oh. But you still aren’t permitted down here. Where are your badges to access the building?”
Julian waved his hand in dismissal. “Didn’t give us any. Some problem with them at the desk. Something about the computer system.”
The technician looked torn with the desire to see his name in print and knowing they were breaking the rules. “I’m not supposed to allow anyone in here, but he’s being kept down there.” He pointed to the last door.
“He’s supposed to be moved to the execution wing later tonight and put down Wednesday. Though I don’t think he’ll be alive two days from now. If they want to use the drugs on him, they’d better do it tonight.”
Ashton tensed. “Why?”
“They’ve been usin’ him for a test rat. Some hush-hush drug they’re developing.” He stopped and alarm registered on his face. “You boys can’t repeat that.”
“You’ve nothing to fear from us,” Ashton said.
He nodded. “His leg’s infected. I guess he has blood poisoning. They aren’t treating him and they haven’t exactly been gentle with him.” He shrugged. “No big deal since he’s slated to be put down anyway.”
Julian wanted to rip the technician’s throat out. Instead, he put out the bait. “Can you let us in to see him? We’d love to interview you as well. We’ll make it read like you talked with us off premises. We wouldn’t want you to get in trouble for assisting us.”
“Yeah, I’ll let you see him. What’s the harm, right?” He produced a ring of keys. “This way.”
He led them to the end of the hall and opened the door.
Ashton was all over him the moment he stepped inside. In a blink, he hung limp in Ashton’s hands, his head at an odd angle. Ashton discarded him and cursed.
Vali lay in a twisted heap on the bare concrete floor. He had no blanket, no pillow, nothing to ease his discomfort. Along with the combined odors of sickness and pain, the stomach clenching scent of death hung thick around him. He opened glazed eyes. No sign of recognition glimmered in the silver-blue depths. His eyelids drifted shut.
“Holy fucking shit.” Slade’s face contorted.
Ashton knelt beside him. “Vali, I want to look at your leg.”
Vali opened his eyes, but it was only a reflex.
“He’s out of it. I don’t know how he’s going to like me messing with his leg,” Ashton said. “Hold him still. We don’t need him doing any more damage.”
Julian and Slade held Vali’s arms, pinning him down.
Ashton ripped Vali’s jeans and pulled the denim away from Vali’s leg. It peeled freely at first, but became resistant, sticking to his leg, glued with blood and whatever else wept from the wound. Ashton tried to coax it loose and something gave under the force of his pull.
Vali didn’t move, not even a flinch.
Ashton scowled. He peeled the split material out of the way.
Blood and puss oozed from a long, deep wound. The stench of rot and infection rose from his leg. His flesh had turned red around the gash. Vali moaned and tried to pull away, but he gave no real indication of pain.
“Stop it!” Ashton’s voice cracked like a whip. “We’re trying to help you.”
Vali’s weak struggles ceased.
“Julian, I need you to hold his leg still.”
Julian shifted and took the leg. The smell wafted up and he fought the urge to gag. Vali’s skin was hot. He was cooking with fever. Ashton used his thumbs to separate the puss crusted edges and Julian expected Vali to lurch despite the hold they had on him, but he didn’t. He didn’t move at all.
“I don’t think he has any feeling in his leg,” Julian said.
“I think you’re right.”
Vali laid limp, unconscious.
“It’s better that he’s out.” Ashton said. “I want you to carry him. If we have to shoot our way out of here I want Slade to be the other trigger man. He and I are good shots.”
Julian gathered up Vali and got onto his feet with his awkward load.
Ashton cracked the door open and eased out. Julian followed with Slade on his heels.
They hurried to the elevator without incident. Ashton hit the button and the group fidgeted until the car arrived. Ashton and Slade positioned themselves in front of Julian and dropped into a crouch, ready for a confrontation. The doors slid open.
The elevator was empty. They piled in and Ashton poked the button for the ground floor. No one spoke during the rapid ascent. The bell dinged and Julian tensed. The doors slid open and they stepped off.
A dozen or so humans milled about the lobby. A man focused on them. “What the hell?”
“Holy shit!” A young man in a lab technician’s coat gaped at them.
Chaos erupted.
A woman screamed.
Two officers leapt from behind a desk and a third materialized from around the elevator bank.
An alarm went off.
The other lobby occupants scattered like roaches, taking cover wherever they could.
Guns held ready, Ashton and Slade plowed forward. Julian didn’t think the people in the lobby realized they were vampires. The humans were focused on their artillery not their fangs.
A shot rang out. Ashton jerked and returned fire.
One of the officers fell and someone, a woman, shrieked.
The pungent odor of blood burned through Julian’s senses.
Slade squeezed off a shot and the two guards fired in unison.
A bullet tore a red, burning trail across Julian’s bicep. He hissed and tightened his grip on Vali before pawing for his own gun.
He freed the weapon from his jeans, brought it up, and fired. The gun kicked hard, the shot going wild.
A man howled. He’d hit an office worker.
Fuck!
Another shot rang out and Ashton staggered. He caught himself, but before he fired, Slade dropped the guard with a well-aimed shot. A hole leaked blood from the man’s forehead like an injured third eye.
Vali struggled weakly. “Hold still, damn it.” He fired another wild shot into the melee.
The remaining guard fired in their direction in a series of wild shots.
Slade hissed and returned fire.
The guard dropped.
They bunched together in a tight knot and shuffled toward the double doors. Ashton limped and blood stained his jeans just above his right hip. Slade kept his weapon ready.
Ashton yanked one of the doors open and held it long enough for Julian to pass through with Vali’s limp but heavy body. Slade exited a second behind him.
They sprinted toward the car. Ashton struggled to keep up. Slade dropped back, gun ready to defend them. Julian wrestled Vali’s unconscious body into the back seat and piled in with him. Ashton and Slade dove into the front.
Ashton keyed the car to life and tore out into traffic amid a blare of horns. He mashed the gas pedal to the floor, dodging cars and cursing in a race to save Vali.
Ashton dug out his phone and dialed. In a grim tone of voice, he gave Jason a rundown on what to expect.
To Julian’s relief, they reached the yellow house in record time. He didn’t want Vali dying in his arms. And death hovered close. The stench hung around the youngster like a heavy blanket of rot, choking Julian with each breath of the foul air he drew into himself.
Jason met them at the door, a frown on his face. “Bring him down to the clinic. Damn, you’re all bleeding.”
“We’ve had a busy night,” Ashton growled. He had a shoulder wound in addition to the hip injury. Slade’s sleeve was covered with blood.
Julian carried Vali down the steps to Jason’s treatment area. His own arm burned like fire, but he wasn’t badly hurt. He’d fared better than his companions.
“In here.” Jason motioned for him to take Vali into a little room.
Julian laid him on a gurney and stepped out of the way.
“Ashton, sit your ass down.” Jason indicated the single visitor’s chair. “You two help me get him undressed so I can see what we’re dealing with.”
“As soon as I get him stabilized, I’ll take care of you guys.”
 
THREE HOURS passed before Jason attended to the rest of them and sent them home.
Saranna took Julian’s hand, and he settled deeper into the worn but comfortable sofa and tried to let some of the tension in his body dissipate.
“You need to feed. Let me take care of you.”
“I’m okay,” he lied.
“I smell your hunger. You can’t hide it from me. Besides, it will help you heal faster.”
“I can put it off a while.” Ravenous, he salivated at the mention of feeding, but if she was uncomfortable he wouldn’t touch her. He would hunt instead.
“It’s okay.” She touched his face for a moment.
“Do you want me to use your wrist?”
“No. I’m not ready for sex, but I need to feel you close to me. I need to bond with you.”
“If you want me to stop, I will.” He breathed in her scent. Lilacs. A delicious, sweet scent kindling a fire in his blood.
He gathered her in his arms. A tremor ran through her and she tensed. He pushed aside the waves of silky yellow hair and nuzzled her throat. Unable to stop himself, he licked over her pulse. She quivered in his embrace and he involuntarily tightened his hold on her. Groaning, Julian sank his fangs into her warm flesh.
She jerked and her fingers clamped hard on his shoulders. He closed his eyes and drank. Her blood slaked his hunger, but didn’t eradicate it.
The pleasure of holding her in his arms, taking from her, overpowered his senses. He didn’t want to release her. He shifted and pulled her onto his lap. She settled against him, but her body was tight with resistance.
Against his will, his cock stiffened and pressed against her. She shuddered. His heart twisted with hurt even though he understood. He forced himself to stop feeding and licked the bite mark clean.
She slid from his lap, but cuddled close to his side. Still hungry, he slipped his arm around her. With a sigh, she burrowed into him. Julian shifted, trying to hide the bulge in his pants.
“It’s okay.” She said. “Stop trying to fight nature.”
“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”
She leaned over and kissed him, a light brush of her lips, but quickly broke the contact. “I’m so glad you came into my life.”
He ran his hand through her hair in a sweeping stroke. “I’d probably be dead if it hadn’t been for you and the others. I didn’t know what to do or where to go.”
But it went deeper. What he felt for her was unlike anything he’d ever felt before. Protective and possessive feelings. And others he couldn’t label.
He wanted to play the violin for her. Something sweet and beautiful. He caught her hand and warmth radiated through him.
She pulled free. “I think I’d better hit the sack. I’m exhausted and you must be too.” She gave his shoulder a little squeeze and eased from the sofa.
“But…” He didn’t want her to go.
“What were you going to say?”
“Nothing. Sleep well.”



 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
BANKS COULDN’T believe that asshole Framer had such piss-poor security that a pack of vampires had marched in and taken a prisoner from right under his nose. And killed three guards and one peon worker in the process.
But, believe it or not, it had happened. The incompetent weakling. He didn’t have grounds to fire the man, at least none that could be put in writing. Getting rid of someone on the government tit was almost impossible. Getting rid of someone up to his eyes in a plot to commit genocide was impossible.
The little bastard vampire would have been executed if Framer hadn’t fucked up. And he had fucked up big time. If the juvenile survived and someone untangled the elaborate web of deception they were weaving… No, he reassured himself, no one would put things together.
The vampires were smart sons of bitches, but they didn’t have the necessary information to cause trouble. And even if they did figure things out, no one would believe them anyway.
And if he didn’t have enough on his mind, Alex’s mother wanted an increase in her child support. His hand cranked into a tight fist. The dirty bitch was already bleeding him for two thousand a month. Calilla had him by the balls. As long as Alex lived, she had Banks trapped. If only he knew where she and her bastard lived. But she was elusive as smoke.
He stroked his chin. Perhaps he should switch his focus to Alex. The kid was sixteen years old. He would be running the streets with his friends. No matter what Calilla tried to tell him, he was still a kid and kids did stupid things. If Alex was separated from his mother…
Banks took a large, calming breath and paced in front of the row of windows in his high-rise apartment. Usually, the night view soothed him, but he was too keyed up to enjoy the spread of lights. He angled to the bar and poured himself a stiff drink, downing it with one tilt of his wrist.
The stress of dealing with Calilla was a close second to the little vampire who, thanks to Framer’s laxness, had been rescued by his buddies.
What had become of the little fucker? And what latent symptoms would he develop, if any? Assuming he hadn’t died.
Banks fiddled with his empty, then poured a refill.
And who would the homicidal little vampire take his aggressions out on if he survived long enough to become a threat?
If he attacked other vampires, would the virus spread? And in what form? Too many what-ifs lingered.
None of the test subjects were supposed to survive. Now, who the hell knew what would happen?
 
AN INCESSANT beeping at the edge of Vali’s consciousness had annoyed him for a while, though he hadn’t been with it enough to fully wake.
The beeping picked up tempo.
Where was he? How had come to be there? White. Everywhere. White walls. White bedding. White floor.
He was sick. Bad sick. Perhaps close-to-death sick.
He shifted and tried to get comfortable. Wasn’t happening. Fever roasted him as he lay in a tangle of sheets. He shoved the covers down to his waist and discovered some kind of hospital gown.
Fear closed on him and locked icy hands around his throat, choking the breath from his lungs. He didn’t know why he was afraid which frightened him even more. He tried to move, but his legs lay like dead weights.
He yanked the covers away. His leg sported a large bandage. How had he been injured? What had they done to him at the Security Center? Panic bit him with sharp teeth and gnawed on partial memories and half-truths.
His stomach cramped with hunger. A combination of bloodlust and terror gripped him in a familiar yet foreign, mind numbing need to attack and feed from the first living thing he got his hands on.
The mechanical beeping crawled under his skin. He growled at the machine parked somewhere behind him.
An IV leaked fluid into the back of his left hand. His right arm was locked within a splint. He didn’t remember breaking his arm, but a deep ache confirmed a cracked bone.
He growled at the IV, then grabbed the line and yanked it out. Blood spurted and splattered the sheet. Heat surged through his body. He grabbed the IV stand and flung it over.
Footsteps approached. A man in a while coat came into the room. “Vali? What in the world?”
Vali’s heart seized. His stomach knotted. The men who’d first tortured him had worn white coats. They’d hurt his hand and arm. Burned him. He hissed through clenched teeth.
“Vali?”
He shrank back in the bed and growled.
“Don’t you recognize me? I’m Jason. I’m a doctor. I’m trying to help you.”
Vali hissed again. Jason? He didn’t know any Jason. Where was he? Where was his family? Why had they left him with some stranger?
Jason moved closer and something flashed in his hand. He sprang forward, grabbed Vali’s arm, and jabbed him with something sharp. Vali lunged, but his attacker moved too fast and leapt aside.
His arm tingled and his head swam. The tingle spread throughout him. As he struggled to gain control over his body, he slid toward terrifying blackness.
 
WHEN VALI woke, restraints frighteningly similar to the ones he’d been forced into at the Security Center, chained him to the bed. His insides lurched.
An IV had been reinserted and dripped clear fluid into his arm. A tube ran into his nose. It irritated his throat and made him want to gag. A bag of blood worked its way through the tube. He would have yanked it out, except the binds on his wrists held him prisoner.
He tried to move his legs. Couldn’t. Tried again. His heart thundered against his ribs and his stomach squirmed.
He was paralyzed.
Jason came in. He had the kind of expression doctors wore when they didn’t want the patient to know things weren’t just not in order, but were fucked up beyond repair.
Vali’s blood whooshed through his ears. “Jason? Why am I tied up? What’s wrong with me?”
“You’re back.” Relief showed in Jason’s eyes.
“Why am I strapped down?”
Jason hurried to his bedside. “When you came to, you didn’t recognize me and you were violent. I’ll release you now that you’re lucid.”
“I can’t feel my legs.” His voice trembled, on the verge of full-blown panic.
“I know. I’m doing all I can for you. There’s no sign of a neck or back injury, so I think it’s temporary. Once you get some nutrition in you, it should help you heal. You’ll be okay, in time.”
“Are you sure?”
“Don’t worry. Just concentrate on getting well.”
How the hell was he supposed to not worry when Jason looked as though every word he uttered was a lie. The doctor didn’t wear falsehood well.
“How about removing this tube? I can feed myself now.” Vali indicated the feeding tube. He focused on Jason’s throat. He turned his head away, afraid of the sudden urge firing his blood and hoping Jason hadn’t read it in his eyes.
“Give it a few days. Let me take care of you. You had a close brush with death and you’re still fragile.” Jason patted Vali’s shoulder in what was supposed to be a comforting gesture. It set his teeth on edge and he had to work to keep from baring his fangs.
What in the fuck was wrong with him? Jason was a friend.
“You need the nutrition and the tube is in place. I want you to leave it alone when I remove the restraints.”
“It’s irritating my throat.”
“I know. But it stays. Trust me. Let me help you.”
Vali nodded even though he didn’t appreciate being treated like an invalid.
His stomach tightened and the truth crawled through him like fast acting poison. Jason was treating him like an invalid because that’s what he was.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-one
 
 
SARANNA HAD Julian to herself and she didn’t want Ashton and Slade showing up and taking him out with them. They probably wouldn’t. Ashton hadn’t completely recovered yet, but she wasn’t taking any chances. “Walk with me.”
She pulled on her jacket and waited for him to get his. She admired his broad chest as he pulled the garment on. He had good blood in him. No doubt about it. The wound in his arm had mostly healed, though he was going to have a scar. Considering the condition of his arms, it wasn’t a big deal.
He followed her outside and took her hand. “Where do you want to go?”
“No place special. I just wanted to get out of there for a while. It’s so small and cramped.” She needed to move, be distracted.
“It’s cozy. I like it.”
“You like sleeping on the floor or the sofa?”
“I’ll take what I can get.”
“I wish I had more to offer you.” She couldn’t sleep with him. She wanted to, but every time she thought about having sex, she panicked.
He gave her hand a little squeeze. “It’s okay. You’ll know when you’re ready.”
God, he had the most incredible eyes. The dazzling blue-green evoked images of the sea and white sand beaches. How she would love to walk on a beach with him. Maybe someday things would be different and they would be free to make it a reality. But now, all they hoped for was to survive. And maybe find a little happiness along the way.
“Saranna?”
She looked into his fabulous eyes. He’d probably seduced a lot of women when they fell under the spell of his gaze.
“Don’t let it destroy you.”
“I won’t. I’ll be okay. Just give me a little time.” She tightened her grip on his hand, thankful he wasn’t repulsed after those pigs had used her body so many times.
Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them away.
He stopped and drew her up short. “There’s no rush.” He folded her into his arms and stroked her back in a soothing caress. “No one will ever hurt you again. I won’t allow it.” He brought her hand up and kissed the palm.
Wrapped in the warmth of his embrace, she believed him. She stretched up and kissed him. His body tightened and she quickly pushed back a little. “Thank you, for caring.”
“Come with me. Let me take you someplace nice for a little while.”
They walked hand in hand, but she noticed he never let his guard down now.
After walking for what seemed like forever, he led her along one of the winding paths of an inner city garden. “Want to sit for a little while?” He indicated an iron bench situated before a lovely fountain surrounded by flowers.
She sat and relaxed, enjoying the fragrance of the blossoms and the tinkling water as it splashed from the fountain back into the pool below. “This is beautiful.”
He sat close beside her. “I thought you’d like it here.”
They sat until a fine rain began falling. She inhaled the fresh scent. They would have to leave soon or get soaked. “You won’t break my heart, will you?”
“I’d never hurt you intentionally.” He slipped an arm around her.
Maybe he wouldn’t hurt her on purpose but if something happened to him she would be worse than hurt. She’d be devastated.
She wasn’t a fool. He wanted in the Resistance. Slade didn’t want him, but it was Ashton’s decision. If Ashton accepted Julian and someone killed him… But his being killed in the line of duty wasn’t as horrifying as the thing she didn’t want to consider.
If Ashton accepted him into the Resistance, Slade would have easy access to him all the time. She didn’t like the idea of them being alone together. Slade was too possessive of her, to the point of inappropriateness.
Maybe she should shut Julian down and end things before they went any further. If Slade killed Julian because of her, she didn’t think she would be able to stand it.
“Did you always want to be a musician?” she asked to get her mind on something more pleasant.
Sadness settled over his face and she wished she hadn’t asked.
“Music was the only important thing in my life. Our neighbor was a teacher. I guess he felt sorry for me and took me on out of pity.”
“What do you mean?”
“After my father left, Mom was … absorbed with the loss. She didn’t have time for anything but her grief.” He shrugged. “I spent most of my time by myself. So I would sneak over to his house and listen to him teach. Eventually, he invited me in. Asked if I wanted to play violin. I was six.”
Six years old and left alone? Almost the same age Slade had been when their parents vanished.
“He gave me a tiny violin and showed me how to hold it. I was awful, but he said he could teach me. I went there almost every day until I was sixteen. He said I was the best student he’d ever had.”
“Why did you stop going?”
“All those years, he was like the father I didn’t have. He saved me. If I hadn’t had him…” He looked away and continued, “Then he dumped me. Like everyone else.”
She took his hand again. His fingers were cold and he gripped her hand painfully tight. “What happened?” Her heart ached for him.
“He was old. Told me he was tired of teaching and wanted to rest. I begged him to keep me on as his student. He refused.” He shoved his hair from his face. “When I was little, I stole a tiny ceramic frog from his house.” He laughed but it sounded forced. “Something to always remember him. I went home and smashed that frog into powder. Stupid, huh?”
“You were hurt.”
“I was, yes.”
She squeezed his hand in a comforting gesture. He’d been through a lot. How many wounds festered inside him?
Parental abandonment was life shattering for a vampire. Slade was proof, though he worked hard to keep anyone from knowing it had affected him. He didn’t fool Saranna. Not for a minute.
She’d been lucky, a baby. She’d never known the people who’d thrown them away. As far as she was concerned, Ashton’s parents were her parents.
“It’s okay though. I’m over it,” he said as if he had an inkling of her thoughts.
She didn’t believe him any more than she believed Slade. The scars on Julian’s arms spoke volumes. But she sure as hell wasn’t going call him on it. His scars ran deeper than the cuts in his flesh.
She leaned against him, absorbing his body heat, trying to give him a little of hers in return.
They sat in companionable silence until the mist turned into fat droplets. He stood and pulled her to her feet. “Let’s get out of here.”
They sprinted through the rain, not stopping until they reached the apartment building. Soaked and laughing, they hurried inside.
She let them into the apartment. “Get out of those wet clothes.” She dodged into the bedroom. Her own garments felt tight and clingy. She peeled them off and tossed them in the wicker hamper.
After a quick perusal of her closet, she dressed and ran her fingers through her hair, separating the wet strands.
Thunder crashed, making her jump. Rain lashed the window in a furious onslaught. Shivering, she pulled the comforter off her bed. Huddling on the sofa and watching movies would be a nice way to spend the rest of the evening. She stepped through the doorway and froze.
Julian stood bare-assed naked, a pair of jeans in one hand, underwear in the other.
“Oops.” Her face heated, but she devoured his body in a head to toe visual sweep that left her in search of her breath.
Julian made no move to cover his nudity. “I couldn’t find anything clean to change into.”
“I’ll give you time to dress,” she squeaked and tore her eyes away from where they’d become glued. She scurried back into the bedroom. Dear God, he was more beautiful than she’d guessed. Her heart pounded, caught between the pull of her desire for him and her fear of intimate touching.
Instinct urged her to call him to her, but the thought of having sex, even with him, made her heart pound and her stomach lurch.
If she called him, he would claim her. Mating was instinct driven in males, animalistic at its core. An invitation into her bedroom would end in only one way—with him on top of her, inside her.
His desire to mate was strong even though he tried to hide it. If she encouraged him, he would take her and worry about the consequences later. Males of their species were aggressive and he was no different just because he’d gotten a late start. Sex with him might be rough. Or worse.
The sudden dampness between her legs was at odds with her fear. She wanted him like she’d wanted no other. She wanted to submit to him, open herself to him, give herself to him.
But she wouldn’t. Once the deed was done, there was no going back. Things would be forever changed between them.
She waited until he’d had enough time to dress before poking her head out again. He sat on the sofa, watching TV.
Attempting to appear unruffled, she left the sanctuary of the bedroom and sat beside him. She spread the comforter over them.
He leaned against her. “Sorry about that.” But he didn’t look the least bit sorry. The smartass.
She gave him a quelling glare which dissolved into laughter. She leaned her forehead against his shoulder and laughed until tears ran from her eyes. “I didn’t expect to walk out and catch you like that.” She giggled again.
“Am I that funny looking?”
“You’re beautiful.” She lifted her head and her tears of laughter dried up. “Julian, hold me. I keep thinking about…”
He gathered her tight in his arms. “It’s going to be okay. I’m here and I’ll keep you safe.” He stroked her back. “I promise you, if it’s the last thing I do, those two bastards are going to die for what they did.”
 
FRAMER BENT over the dead woman for a better look at the bite mark on her breast. Drained of blood, puncture wounds, the unmistakable signature of a vampire marked her corpse. It had to be the rogue they hadn’t been able to apprehend yet. The one they’d infected with the live virus wouldn’t be in any shape to hunt women.
Both rogues should be awaiting execution right now. Instead, another woman lay dead in the street and the vampires were on the loose. They had to catch them and fast. His job depended on it. He wasn’t a fool. Banks had been gunning for an excuse to fire him for years.
This kill brought a new dimension to the situation and ratcheted up the need to capture and kill the blond male. They’d thought the rogues were strictly targeting prostitutes. But this woman wasn’t a whore. Her light makeup and sensible, casual clothes were not those of a prostitute.
He had to get the murdering psychos off the streets before it became a major news story. The Security Center would look bad and he would look bad. Too many people already knew about the killings.
With any luck, the juvenile had died. The last report he’d received had stated the young male was succumbing to infection, but the virus he’d been injected with had taken hold.
Either one should have killed him.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-two
 
 
JULIAN LET himself in the apartment after walking Saranna to Dangles. The couple of nights they’d had together had been nice. But now she’d gone back to work and he already missed her.
He grabbed a can of Mountain Dew from the fridge and settled on the sofa to wait for Ashton and Slade.
He flipped through the scrapbook he’d taken from his old apartment. He hadn’t opened it in years. He turned a page. And wished he hadn’t. A clipping announced the winner of a competition he’d lost. It wasn’t that he’d lost … not exactly. He stared at the article and his fingers tightened on the soda can. He took another drink.
Hands closed around his throat and locked in a crushing grip. He choked, spewing the soft drink from his gasping mouth. The can slipped from his fingers and the scrapbook tumbled to the carpet.
He fought to rip himself loose, clawing at the hands crushing his throat. The grip didn’t loosen and shooting stars blazed across his field of vision.
He thrashed, writhing in an effort to wrest himself free from his unseen attacker.
The hands tightened down.
His throat and lungs burned. His stomach convulsed and the Mountain Dew came up, only it couldn’t get past the hands choking him into unconsciousness. His vision grayed. He slipped from the sofa and went to his knees. And yet the hands held tight.
His assailant shook him hard and let go.
Julian gagged and lost the soda. He shook off the daze of suffocation and lurched to his feet. Gasping to drag air through his injured trachea, he drew in a painful breath and tasted blood. He stared with wide-eyed shock at his attacker.
“You didn’t lock the door. And the sofa’s turned wrong. Can’t see who’s slipping up behind you,” Slade said. “Maybe the next time you forget it won’t be me teaching you a lesson.”
Lightning-strike fast, Julian hit him in the jaw.
Slade staggered back from the blow, but didn’t go down.
“You didn’t have to take it that far to make your fucking point.” Julian’s voice came out a hoarse scratch.
Slade rubbed his jaw and grimaced. “No, I didn’t, but I bet you’ll never forget again. I have no desire to come in here and find my sister slain.”
“No one’s going to come in here.” Julian wasn’t buying it.
“Are you that fucking stupid?”
“Get the fuck off my back. I won’t forget again.”
“See that you don’t. If you’re trying to impress us, you’re failing miserably.” Slade bent and before Julian had a chance to grab the scrapbook, he retrieved it. It had landed face down on the page Julian had turned to.
Slade stared for a moment. Julian recognized the exact moment when comprehension dawned in Slade. Eyes narrowed, he met Julian’s gaze. He didn’t speak, just handed Julian the book. But knowledge burned in his eyes.
Was Slade going to say anything or let it ride?
Slade prowled to the window and pulled back the curtain. The moment over, Julian released his pent up breath. Slade wasn’t going to squeal. Though he now had damning information. How long before he used it?
No longer limping, Ashton sauntered across the room as if amused by the incident. He had a yellow plastic bag tucked under his arm. “I have some things for you.” He took a slip of paper from his pocket and handed it to Julian. “My contacts have located your father.”
His hand closed on the paper and, with trembling fingers, he unfolded the small square. “Jesus,” he whispered. His father lived right here. He met Ashton’s eyes.
“He’s close. He’s been at that address for a while.”
“Thanks, man.”
“No prob.” Ashton opened the bag and pulled out a black vest-like contraption with a lot of Velcro dangling from it. “This is for you. It’s Kevlar. You wear it every time we go out. Got it?”
Holy shit. “Yes.” He took the vest and slipped it on. After a brief struggle with the straps, he tightened it to a good fit. It didn’t cover him completely. His shoulders were vulnerable, as were his sides, because it only gave chest protection, but it sure as hell beat nothing. “Thanks.”
“Most of us wear them. Now get your ass in gear. I want you to show us where the traders took you.”
 
A VAN pulled into the drive and remotely opened the garage door. Ashton and Slade flattened themselves against the bricks of the trader’s building. Julian hunkered down on his heels. The van disappeared into the basement and the door rattled shut.
“They’ve brought in at least one vampire.” Julian’s voice was hoarse.
“We have to save whoever they’ve caught.” Ashton’s eyes narrowed to slits. “We’ll look for paperwork. See if we can get addresses of the people these bastards are doing business with.”
Julian kept his mouth shut about the ledger. “I’ll find out how many of the bastards are in there.” He took off before they tried to stop him. Nothing like showing a little initiative for the cause. He hurried to the door he’d used on his B and E venture and leaned up to the single window.
Three males slouched in cages. Two men sat at a table, eating from bags of fast food.
He motioned for Ashton and Slade. “Take a look.”
“Easy pickings,” Ashton said after Slade took his turn at the window. “Try not to trash the place and don’t bite. Shoot the fuckers. Let their boss wonder about what happened.” He pulled a Smith & Wesson from his waistband. “Ready?”
Weapons in hand, they nodded.
Ashton kicked the door open and they swarmed inside, each going in a different direction.
Though surprised, the men moved fast, diving onto the floor and taking cover behind a work bench.
One bobbed up and fired as Slade dove for the floor.
Ashton leveled his gun and squeezed off a shot. The report was deafening in the basement. The man went down without so much as a whimper.
The caged males flattened themselves as shots volleyed back and forth. One wailed in terror.
A second man surfaced from behind the work bench and fired a round. Slade hissed and yanked a dart out of his shoulder. The man had gotten the bright idea to take prisoners.
Julian fired and missed.
The man ducked, but popped up again with a dart gun aimed in Julian’s direction.
Julian fired. The man screamed and clutched his stomach.
Julian spun and dodged behind a half-wall.
Ashton fired and finished the job, silencing the screaming human. “We need to teach you how to shoot.”
“I hit him.” Julian jacked his chin up in indignation.
“In the guts. You want a clean kill.” Ashton moved to Slade who lay on the floor.
“I’m okay.” Slade looked anything but.
Julian went to the cages. The occupants were unhurt.
A juvenile gripped the bars, hope in his drugged eyes. “Can you let us out of here?”
Ashton strode to the counter and tossed a set of keys to Julian. “Try these.”
Julian worked on the locks, opening each cage. But the males were helpless, unable to stand. “We’ll get you guys out.”
Ashton halted his assault on the basement. “No records. We might as well clear out.” He hit the button on the garage door opener. “I’ll get the car.” The door rose with a clatter and he jogged up the driveway.
In less than three minutes, he backed down into the basement.
They crammed Slade in the front seat and the other three in the back. Julian squeezed in with the strangers.
“Everybody ready to blow this dump?” Ashton hit the gas.
 
SARANNA HAD promised to take a cab home, but her tips had been shorter than usual and her phone was out of minutes. She needed her phone more than she needed a ride.
She walked with purpose, head up, to give the impression of a woman unafraid and not to be messed with.
She crossed the street and picked up her pace. Julian would be home soon and she wanted to get there before he did.
Ahead of her, a long-haired youth lay curled on the sidewalk. His hair obscured his face, but she was sure she knew him. She went to him and knelt beside his still form. “Raven?” She touched his shoulder and he jumped.
“Raven? What’s wrong?”
He rolled over, his glazed eyes seeking hers.
Saranna gasped.
Bruises marred his handsome face, his lip was split and bloody. But worse, he was obviously stoned out of his mind.
“What happened? What have you been taking?”
“I don’t know. A dude gave me some pills before…”
“He beat you up.” Her heart sank. This was too familiar. “You didn’t leave the shelter, did you?”
“No, but I needed money. Bastard robbed me.”
She stroked his head. “Have you been selling yourself?”
He swallowed and said nothing. It was answer enough.
“Damn it, Raven, I tried to help you.”
“Don’t yell at me.” His voice wavered, breaking her heart.
“Prostitution isn’t the answer. Can’t you see that? What if the next one kills you?”
“Then it’ll all be over. No one will hurt me again.”
She wanted to ask him for a promise to stop, but why bother? Raven was troubled. And why wouldn’t he be. A simple promise wasn’t going to make it all better. He needed a real home and a family. He needed people who loved him and there wasn’t a chance in the world of him getting it.
Her eyes burned. It was so unfair. To the best of her knowledge, Raven had never harmed a soul. And here he was, selling his body, taking drugs, and Lord only knew what else.
“Can you get up? I’ll walk with you to the shelter.”
He crawled to his knees and struggled onto his feet where he swayed slightly. He was messed up. “Can you make it?”
“Yeah. You don’t need to go with me. I’m sorry, Saranna. You must think I’m a total piece of shit.” He looked like he was going to cry.
She grabbed his arm. “No! I understand. I do. I just want to know you’re safe.”
“Saranna, you’re the most generous person I know. If I could have a sister, I’d want her to be you. But you can’t make a difference. No matter how hard you try. The odds are stacked too high against us.”
“That isn’t so! Don’t you believe it.”
“I don’t have to believe it. I’m living it.” And now he did cry. “I just want it to end because I know there’s nothing better for me. There never will be.”
“No. No.” Saranna choked. “There has to be something better for all of us. It won’t always be like this.”
Pounding boots drew Saranna’s gaze. She clutched at Raven, drawing him close. A cluster of black-clad men jogged toward them. Her heart thudded as they approached. The red insignia on their uniforms left no doubt about who they were.
Saranna’s grip on Raven tightened when they march-jogged past. The killers didn’t give her and Raven a second glance. She released Raven and her racing heart slowed to a more normal pace.
“I wish you were right.” He took her hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it back to the shelter. It’s out of your way and you should go home to your family.”
“I want to go with you.”
“No. You can’t help me any more than you already have. And I need to be alone for a while.” He squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll be as okay as I can be.” He stumbled away.
She quelled the urge to stop him. He didn’t want her company and she needed to respect his wishes. Her heart burned with pain for him and for the things he’d said. Was it true? Were her efforts for nothing?
No. She wouldn’t accept it. She’d helped lots of her kind.
Had she really? She’d taken lots of people to the shelter. She’d given money to strangers. But, other than Julian, and Vali to a degree, she didn’t know if they were doing okay.
Raven sure as hell wasn’t.
It had made her feel good to think she was helping her kind. And she was, temporarily. But what happened when they left the shelter?
Thanks to Raven, her assumptions were now exposed as nothing but wishful thinking and arrogance on her part.
Who was she to think she could make a real difference? It was a bad joke and it was on her.
With her chest twisted in pain, she headed for home.
 
SID PICKED up a chair and threw it against the wall hard enough to break off a leg.
Tommy viewed the carnage with disgusted amazement plastered on his face.
The three cages were empty of their valuable cargo and Mike and Allen lay sprawled on the floor. They wouldn’t be getting up any time soon. Flies circled lazily, landing a moment on bluish skin, then buzzing around the bodies again.
“Goddamned vampires,” Sid snarled. “I’d like to catch the mangy bastards who did this. I wouldn’t bother selling them either. I’d gut them and chain them out for the sun to finish.”
“They were shot. Maybe someone else did it.” Tommy’s gaze lingered on the corpses.
Sid turned on him. “No one else did it. No one else would have let those flea bags out of the cages.” He whipped out his cell phone and dialed.
“Samuels,” A familiar voice answered.
“I need a cleanup. Two bodies at HQ. Now.” He hit the hang-up button without giving the man time to argue.
“Who’ll take care of this mess?” Tommy pried his eyes away from the fly-fest.
“Cleanup crew,” Sid said without elaborating. He wasn’t going to enlighten Tommy about operations that didn’t concern him.
Tommy grunted.
Sid’s left eyelid twitched. He took out his cell and dialed.
Jess Martin answered the call.
Sid gave a quick rundown before launching into a tirade. “I’ve lost two more men to those sons-of-bitching leeches. I need some recruits.”
“You think I can fart and produce men for you?”
He hated Martin, but the bastard usually managed to find good recruits. “Yeah, yeah. Just get them and have them call me.” He clicked off.
Sid rubbed his temple. “Whoever did this was brazen as hell. They may come back and try it again. And if they do, Tommy-boy, they’re going to get a little surprise.” He took out his phone and dialed again.
“Samuels.” This time the voice sounded wary. He must have seen Sid’s ID or had a special ring tone for him.
“Sid again.”
“What the hell do you want now?”
“Yeah, listen, I want some monitoring equipment installed here. Those fuckers will be back. You can almost bet on it.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Sid had to work to keep from yelling into the phone. “I want it installed tonight. Got that?”
“Sure, I got it. Doesn’t mean I can get anyone out there, though.”
“Just take care of it.” He clicked off and shoved the phone in his pocket.
 
SARANNA COMBED her fingers through her hair and stared at her reflection in the large mirror over the vanity.
She hadn’t been able to shake her suspicion that her efforts had been for nothing. From there, it hadn’t taken much to relive the horror she’d been put through.
The things they’d done to her shouldn’t happen to anyone. Yet, any degradation a human inflicted on a vampire was legal. In the eyes of human society, they were no more than animals.
It didn’t matter to anyone if she’d been harmed. It didn’t matter that she was afraid to sleep with the male she wanted. It didn’t matter that she had been violated and made dirty.
The dirt on her wasn’t visible, but it was there. It didn’t matter how many showers she took or how long she soaked in the tub, the filth didn’t wash off.
If only Julian were home. She shivered. The more he worked with them, the more likely Ashton would make him a member. And the more time he would spend with Slade.
Julian cared about her. That alone warmed her and banished some of the horror locked inside her. But not enough.
She stopped combing her hair and crossed her arms over her towel-covered breasts as if trying to hide them. A chill pebbled her skin. She lowered her arms. She’d done nothing wrong, why should she hide herself? Why should she be afraid to be with Julian? He wouldn’t hurt her.
Rage flashed through her, a wildfire of uncontrolled emotion. She yanked the towel from her body. What would he see if she gave herself to him? Would he see the filth, smell it on her skin? Her heart thundered and her chest tightened. She panted for breath.
She snatched her blood-red robe from a hook on the door and pulled it around her. Whorehouse-red. She tied the belt and crossed her arms against the chill in her body.
She thought of Bobby and Jeff raping her. Time after time. The bastards had gotten turned on watching each other and as soon as one finished, the other took her again until she was bleeding and begging them to stop. And all the while, they demanded she pretend to enjoy it. To move and groan. To touch them. To touch herself.
She moaned and her stomach clenched. She’d been helpless and unable to stop them, but it didn’t make her any less dirty. Her vision blurred and she wiped angrily at the moisture pooling in her eyes.
The flood-gates burst open and choking cries ripped out of her. Her legs let go and she sank onto the cold tile. She curled into a ball and let it out in great racking sobs, pouring her anguish out like stagnant water.
She cried until there were no more tears in her. Lying on the cold tile, she remembered every minute of every attack. She relived the feel of them on top of her, inside her, hurting her, shaming her. The phantom scents of sweat and semen made her stomach roll. Their grunts filled her ears. Their panting breath blew in her face.
Anger flared to life again. She sat up and wiped at her eyes. Those pigs were not going to destroy her. She couldn’t erase what had happened, but if she didn’t move forward, she might as well still be in the whorehouse. She would be a prisoner to her past same as she’d been trapped by locked doors and barred windows.
How would she be able to help others if she couldn’t help herself? The anger sparked hotter, spurring her determination. Those bastards weren’t going to win. She was a survivor, dedicated to helping their people, and she wouldn’t be stopped.
She struggled onto her feet and met her own eyes in the mirror. “You aren’t going to beat me,” she whispered to the memories. She grabbed a washcloth and cleaned her tear-stained face.
They had defiled her, but she didn’t have to spend the rest of her life letting it overshadow and destroy her.
She shoved her hair away from her face.
I’m going to survive this. No matter what happens, I’m strong enough to survive it.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-three
 
 
AS JULIAN walked up the apartment steps with Saranna, he hoped Ashton wouldn’t call. He wanted to spend the evening with her.
He had divided his time over the last two weeks between Saranna, Ashton, and playing fiddle tunes on the streets. The money wasn’t great, never more than a hundred dollars a night, but it helped out and he didn’t feel like so much of a mooch.
He enjoyed every moment spent with Saranna. And he’d sensed a change in her. Maybe she was putting some of the trauma behind her. At least he hoped so.
His time with Ashton had also been well spent. Ashton had taken him out several times, showing him where suspected enemies lived or gathered. Ashton was warming up to him and he hoped they forged a real friendship.
Slade never accompanied them. He made excuses Julian didn’t believe. Slade didn’t want to be around him and Julian felt likewise. He’d made an effort to be friends. If Saranna’s brother wanted to act like an ass, Julian could live with it.
He locked the apartment door behind them and, unable to stop himself, drew Saranna to him.
“Julian?” Her gaze locked with his.
He bent his head and pressed his lips to hers. His hand cupped the back of her head. She returned the kiss, then pushed gently against his chest.
He backed off. Shit. He’d scared her. Had he lost all sense of control? He knew better than to push her.
“I need a shower. I smell like a bar.” She slipped away and vanished into the bathroom. A moment later, the water came on.
He groaned at his stupidity. What the hell was wrong with him? He settled on the sofa and anxiously waited for her to come out. Apologizing wouldn’t be enough, he would beg her forgiveness.
After a long while, the water shut off and she rustled around in the bathroom. Was she avoiding him? He had to make things okay with her.
Realizing for the first time how much her affection meant to him, he wasn’t sure what to make of it. He’d never been in a position like that before. She’d penetrated his defenses. Something no human woman had ever done. His heart beat hard. What the hell was she doing to him?
A half hour later, she emerged. She’d put on a dusting of makeup and a subtle perfume which complemented her natural scent. Dressed in a teal, silk top and form-fitting black pants, she looked like a model. For a moment, he forgot to breathe.
She sat beside him and met his eyes. “Kiss me, Julian.”
Caught off guard, he hesitated. He wanted to kiss her, wanted to make her feel good again. “Are you sure?”
“I’ve never been more sure of anything.” Despite her words, a tiny tremor shook her voice.
With the utmost care, he drew her close and his mouth found hers in a soft press. She kissed him back. This time, she didn’t pull away. She slipped her arms round his neck.
Heat lashed through him. Her heady fragrance, wonderfully intoxicating, curled around him. He wanted to get drunk on her scent. His hand burrowed into her hair, cupping her head while his other hand slipped over cool silk and warm skin beneath it to her waist. He held her lightly.
She shifted and nipped at his lower lip. Groaning, he pulled her onto his lap. Her fragrance enveloped him, intoxicating him. She kissed him again. But she didn’t linger at his mouth. She kissed a burning trail across his jaw. “I’m hungry.”
A growl rumbled out of him and he pulled her down to his throat. Without hesitating, her fangs sliced into him. Sharp pain quickly faded into erotic pleasure.
His rock-hard cock pushed at his jeans. He didn’t try to hide his body’s reaction. No point in it, she knew how he responded to her. He wrapped his arms around her back and pulled her closer.
She moaned against his throat and drew on his vein. The feel of her sucking mouth set him ablaze as his internal temperature went fever hot. He wanted her so badly he feared he might not be able to rein himself in.
She pulled hard on his vein and he groaned, the pleasure overwhelming, soul searing, and sensual. He loved having her in his arms. He loved feeding her. Feeding and being fed were the most erotic experiences he’d ever had. He wouldn’t care if she drank him dry. If he had to die, he couldn’t think of a more pleasurable way to give up his life.
After long moments of pleasure, she licked the wound with slow sweeps of her warm tongue, cleaning the bite. He shuddered, fearing for a moment that he might orgasm in his jeans.
This time there was no pulling away, no breaking the erotic spell feeding wove between them. She claimed his lips in a blood-flavored kiss. He groaned against her mouth, wanting her with a frightening need, barely holding his control in check. He had to stop. If he didn’t, he wasn’t going to be able to and he didn’t want to push her into something she wasn’t ready for.
Her scent had intensified and, as his body temperature escalated, so had his. The mix formed a delicious aroma, perfuming the air around them.
Panting, he broke the kiss. “Saranna, please… I’m going to be on you if we keep this up.”
“I want you. I’m not over it. I may never be. But I’m not going to let my life be ruined by what happened.” She buried her face in his shoulder. “Help me through this, Julian.”
Heat surged through him. He gathered her to him and pressed his lips to hers in a gentle kiss. Without breaking the kiss, she slipped her arms around his neck. Holding himself in check, he let her take the lead. She was fragile and any roughness on his part might be disastrous.
She nibbled his lower lip until he opened for her. Her tongue slid into his mouth and stroked in a slow, hot motion. Her honey flavor mixed with the taste of his blood filled his mouth.
His hands tangled in her hair and his kiss became more demanding. In an imitation of what he burned to do between her legs, he stroked his tongue along hers.
A moan slipped from her and her hand traced down his chest to the waistband of his jeans. Excitement zinged through him as her fingers wandered lower and touched him through the denim. His cock jerked under her hand and he shoved forward, seeking greater contact as she stroked over his erection.
Oh God, it wasn’t going to take much more before he would be all over her. He broke the kiss. “Are you sure? I might not be able to stop if you change your mind.”
“I’m sure.” She claimed his lips again.
He moved fast and Saranna lay on the sofa with him over her. His bigger body pinned her and he waited to make sure she was okay with it.
She pushed his hair back on one side, running her slender fingers through the long strands. “My sexy Julian.”
He kissed her, slow and teasing now. His hand strayed under her shirt and wandered upward, over her silky skin until he found and fastened on her bare breast.
She whimpered. The scent of lilacs intensified.
Taking his time, he stroked his thumb over her nipple and traced lazy circles around the hard little bud. He went slow, wanting her good and ready, even though his cock was so hard it hurt.
Moaning against his mouth, she arched her back, thrusting her breasts upward. He grasped the hem of her blouse, pulled it up and off, and tossed it on the floor. His gaze locked on her lovely mounds of perfection, devouring her in a hot sweep. “You’re so beautiful. So perfect.”
“Oh, Julian,” it came out in a choked whisper. “I need you. You don’t know how much I need you.”
“Saranna, I…” he wasn’t sure what he wanted to say. She made him feel things no one ever had. And he knew without a doubt he would kill anyone who tried to take her away from him. “I need you, too,” he said.
Burning with lust, he bent his head and sucked a pert nipple into his greedy mouth. She gasped and sank her fingers in his hair, hanging on to him and keeping him in place. He sucked and licked first one and the other until she whimpered and pushed her hips up against him, seeking the joining that would forever change things between them.
He needed to get inside her and make his claim. She belonged to him. But until his seed was inside her, she wouldn’t be his property. Marking her was more important than the pleasure of sex. Marking her made her his and off-limits to other males.
Her hand went to his jeans again, rubbing his cock in wonderful maddening strokes. He shifted, better aligning their bodies. Taking the cue, she opened her legs and let him settle between them. Fully clothed, he humped against her while devouring her lips in a blood-searing kiss.
The erotic scent of her desire shredded his last pretense of being anything but a wild, untamed animal who needed to mate and establish his territory. His need to ram inside her and mark her with his scent and seed overwhelmed him. He had to have her. Now.
He growled against her open lips and flicked his tongue in her mouth. She moaned and rubbed her crotch on him, seeking what he burned to give. He couldn’t take it any longer. His cock strained and his balls ached. He had to mate. He slid off the sofa and scooped her into his arms.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and stretched up for more kisses as he carried her into the bedroom.
He yanked the comforter back with one hand, then laid her on the bed. Still dressed, he climbed over her and caught her lips, teasing them open. She stroked his back, drawing him down tighter against her. He wanted to feel her hands and the rest of her, skin to skin.
He kissed his way along her jaw and down her neck. He licked over the throbbing vein and sucked her silky skin. Gently, he pressed his fangs into her flesh without breaking the skin.
Moaning, she sank her nails into his back.
Instinctively, he bit hard. She cried out and arched up under him. He let go and licked the mark of his claim clean before kissing his way down her shoulder and on further to her breasts.
Her hands slid under his shirt and caressed his back in warm, silky strokes. Her touch was satin, soft yet strong. He reveled in the feel of her.
He latched onto one firm breast with his hand and the other with his mouth. His tongue laved one taut peak while his thumb caressed the other.
She groaned and shivered under him. “Oh, God, Julian. Please, I need to feel you in me.”
He wanted to taste her, wanted to lick and suck the magic little bud hidden in her most secret place, but it was a want he wouldn’t fulfill. Not their first time together. He didn’t want to go too far and overwhelm her.
Her stroking hands abandoned his back and he nearly groaned at the loss of contact. But she had other ideas and quickly worked the button loose on his jeans. Heart pounding his ribs in an excited tempo, he shifted to give her access. With no hesitation, she slid the zipper down and grasped him, feeling his length. She reached the head. Her fingers traced over the top and along the ridge. “You’ve been cut.”
“What?”
“The head is bare.”
“Oh.” Understanding dawned on him. “Yeah, most human males have the foreskin removed. At least here in America,” he added.
“Why?”
He panted against her skin and his swollen cock jerked in her hand. He desperately needed the jeans removed before he sprang loose and injured tender skin on the zipper. “It’s just the way it is.” He silenced any more questions with a quick kiss.
Julian rolled onto his back and shoved his jeans down and off. Commando underneath, his cock stood at attention. She tugged at his shirt, pulling it off and giving it a toss over the side of her bed.
Before her questing hands had a chance to fasten on him, he slid her pants down her long legs, brushing over skin soft as silk. Black lace panties covered the place he wanted to go. He hooked his thumbs under the elastic and dragged them down her legs, dropping them on the floor.
She was pale perfection. Her legs were long and shapely and the small triangle of blond curls beckoned him.
“Beautiful,” he breathed.
He traced down her body, caressing between her breasts and over her flat stomach in one long stroke ending at the juncture of her thighs. He slipped his hand between her legs and pressed, asking her to open for him. She let her legs fall apart, exposing her center. Her eyes met his, and in that moment, as she lay vulnerable before him, he knew she trusted him completely. Warmth spread through him along with a need to take care of her and protect her.
Gently, his questing fingers slipped upward and touched her soft folds. She moaned and pushed into his hand, giving herself.
He stroked down the center of her wet heat, spreading moisture over hot flesh. His finger found her nub and caressed it, rubbing with just enough pressure to make her shudder under his hand.
“Julian.” It came out a moan. She thrust her hips forward.
The scent of her desire and arousal hung thick around the bed. He drank it in, breathing it deep into his lungs. His cock became harder, painful, his need more urgent.
Panting with anticipation, he pushed a finger inside her hot, soaked passage. He slipped a second finger in and pumped until she moaned and arched off the bed, more than ready to take him inside her.
He withdrew his fingers and slid down the bed to see her better. Her slick, glistening center made him ache to part the soft curls and kiss her hot flesh. He wanted to bury his tongue in her, to taste her and learn her flavor.
The scent of her filled his nostrils and he breathed the fragrance deep into his lungs. He slid his fingers back inside her and pumped until she rocked her hips, riding him. He worked her harder, intent on giving her pleasure. Panting hard, she grasped the sheet and rode his fingers faster. Stiffening, she threw her head back with a cry. She shuddered, then pumped her hips hard. She grabbed a fistful of his hair and tugged.
“Julian, please, I want all of you.” She pulled his hair again, urging him to come up over her.
When she stilled, he withdrew his fingers and licked them. Her flavor was clean, almost sweet, like a berry before reaching its full flavor. God, he wanted to lick her. Wanted to shove inside her and tongue fuck her. Instead, he moved up on the bed and slid over her, careful to keep his weight off her.
She drew her legs up further and spread them wide, ready to receive him within her. He grasped himself and rubbed the head of his cock against her slick skin. The sensation of wetness on his sensitive skin drew a hiss of pleasure from him.
She reached down between them and seized him. He let go, giving her control. Her warm hand gently squeezed him, then guided his swollen head to her entrance. “Julian, now. Please. I want you.”
His need and her pleas stripped away the last of his control. He pushed inside her with one hard thrust, sliding deep into her tight passage, filling and stretching her around him.
She cried out and dug her nails into his back, urging him into motion. To his relief, she wasn’t just handling it well, she was with him completely. He thrust into her, slowly at first, letting her get used to him. But his caution was unfounded. She met him with her own hungry motions, pushing up to him, rubbing herself on his cock, moaning her pleasure.
Losing control, he drove into her, hard and fast, until sweat slicked his skin and her moans became cries of ecstasy.
Panting for breath after long minutes, he slowed, pumping with practiced rhythm and making as much contact with her most sensitive places as possible.
Her muscles contracted around him and she shattered. Her hot passage squeezed and released him. He picked up his pace again, wanting her orgasm to finish before he lost it.
His balls tightened and he growled. He thrust deep and exploded. Driving hard again, he shot jets of hot fluid inside her. He roared in triumph and dipped his head, fangs bared. With raw aggression, he bit into her throat and held her still as he spurted into her.
She whimpered and dug her nails into his back.
Growling against her skin, he pumped into her.
Finally, he slowed and stopped though he still held her pinned in a show of male domination and possession. Saranna was his. His property. His mate.
Slowly, he realized he had her trapped beneath him. Holy hell. He’d acted like an animal. He’d intended to be gentle and make it easy for her. Instead, he’d lost control.
Thankfully, she didn’t seem upset.
He released her from the grip of his teeth and licked the bite clean. Entwined, his cock still buried deep inside her, he rolled them onto their sides. Drawing her possessively tight against him, he said, “You’re mine.”
The scent of sex, along with their unique blended scents, hung thick around them. She drew her leg up, placing it over his hip, keeping him lodged inside her. “I want to be yours.”
She was now his property, marked, claimed, owned. He’d never experienced such intense sex. As a wave of possessiveness gripped him in an iron fist, he wanted her again.
 
WHEN JULIAN woke, their bodies still lay tangled together. Saranna would wake soon. His senses told him darkness hadn’t fallen yet, but soon would. The musk of sex hung in the air. He inhaled it with relish.
He needed to relieve himself, but didn’t move. He wanted to be with her when her eyes opened. Making love to her had been a revelation. There’d been no violent urges to harm her.
He’d only wanted to mate again and to mark her as his property. Her neck bore the proof where his fangs had slashed into her during the next two bouts of heated coupling.
He was no danger to her. Perhaps the human blood he now loathed kept her safe. Maybe being a mutt had some redeeming qualities after all. They might not be bonded, but they could enjoy each other, which was more than enough. Besides, he didn’t have a right to anything more.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-four
 
 
VALI SWAM from sleep. The scent of disinfectant hung heavy in his room. He stared at the colorless wall and wished he still slept. He didn’t have a single reason to remain awake.
He still wasn’t able to walk. His legs refused to move. They would bear his weight, but wouldn’t budge, not an inch.
Jason had given him a set of crutches, but he never voluntarily left the bed. He preferred staring at the wall to dragging his dead limbs around. He was officially a worthless piece of shit.
And his problems didn’t stop there.
He was sick, but not from infection. Jason had filled him with antibiotics until the infection gave out under the power of the drugs. Perhaps things would have been better if the infection had won out.
Black, overwhelming depression had become his constant companion. And something worse, something he kept secret. Something beyond depression was wrong with him and it scared the shit out of him.
He plucked at the thin blanket covering him against the too-cool temperature Jason insisted on. He would be going home, probably tonight. He would prefer to stay there, but Jason didn’t have beds to spare on someone who didn’t need to be there.
He shoved lank hair from his eyes. It made no difference, his life was over. And hadn’t life been grand to this point?
Too bad he didn’t have the guts to go outside and greet the sun like his mother had. He’d heard the sunrise was a beautiful and wondrous sight. But the idea of burning to death was too frightening for serious consideration.
Jason came into the room with a chart.
“Ashton will be here in an hour or so to pick you up.”
Vali nodded.
“I know you’re feeling down, but you’re fortunate to be alive and to have your leg. And with time, you may be able to walk again.” He ran a hand through his short, brown hair and focused on the chart, avoiding Vali’s eyes.
Vali didn’t need Jason’s evasive body language to detect unadulterated horseshit, but he didn’t call the doctor on the lie. And never mind that he’d overheard Jason’s phone conversation with Ashton as he spelled out in detail why Vali would probably never walk again.
“Where are my clothes?”
“I threw them away. They were ruined. Ashton will bring you something to wear.”
Vali nodded and Jason left him alone.
What in God’s name was he going to do? He wasn’t going to leech off Saranna forever. And now even turning tricks wasn’t an option.
Why hadn’t they left him to die at the Security Center? If he couldn’t walk, he didn’t want to live. He had nothing to live for.
 
JULIAN KISSED Saranna and ran his hands over her back. He wanted her, but it would have to wait. Vali would be home at any time and she would have to leave for work.
His hands slipped down her back and fastened on her bottom as he kissed her again. God, he needed to get inside her. He had a near constant urge to mate. Driven by instinct, he needed to mark her internally as well as leaving visible marks on her body. His lips traveled to the bites on her throat and he sucked lightly on them, reasserting his claim.
Heavy thumps on the door announced company. Ashton. Julian released Saranna and she went to the door.
“Vali,” she said, welcoming him in.
Vali clumsily hobbled in on crutches with Ashton right behind him.
“Vali, welcome home.” Julian hoped his shock didn’t show. Vali’s silver-blue eyes were flat, dead. The laughter and mischief that had danced in them was gone. Julian had stopped at the clinic several times to visit and he’d assumed the pain meds were giving Vali the I-don’t-give-a-fuck-about-anything look, but now he wasn’t so sure.
“Good to be home and away from that hack.”
“Jason saved your life,” Ashton said.
“Yeah, isn’t it wonderful? I can live hundreds of years like this.” He maneuvered to the sofa and lowered himself onto the worn cushion.
Saranna sat beside him. “You’re alive and you’ll recover eventually.”
“I’m a friggin’ cripple. I can’t help fight our enemies. I can’t even sell my… I can’t do anything except mooch off my family. How do you think that makes me feel?”
Julian’s mouth dropped open. He snapped it shut.
“You aren’t a mooch. Don’t you think that,” Saranna said.
“I’m nothing but a mooch.” He buried his face in his hands. “Why didn’t you leave me in that place? Why did you save me to live like this?”
“Vali?” Saranna touched his arm.
He shook her off. “Please, leave me alone. None of you can help me. I need to be alone.”
“I’ll call later.” Ashton headed for the door. “Take care, all. Julian, I’ll be in touch.”
“Okay, man.”
Ashton let himself out.
Vali looked at Julian’s right arm. “Sucks being marked, doesn’t it? I didn’t realize how awful it was… Until it happened to me.”
Julian shrugged and rubbed his arm as if the scorched skin still hurt. He’d learned to keep his canines hidden when he spoke, but he couldn’t always hide the brands which condemned him in human eyes. “I don’t care what they think of me.” A flat out lie.
Saranna patted Vali’s arm. “I have to go to work, but we can talk when I get home. Please don’t think you’re a burden. You aren’t.”
Vali nodded, but his eyes reflected disbelief.
“I have to go out, too,” Julian said. “We’ll talk when you’ve rested and feel a little better.”
“Sure, whatever,” Vali said.
 
JULIAN CLUTCHED the scrap of paper with his father’s address. The building was close, no more than a thirty minute walk. He turned left at the street corner and headed for his father’s apartment.
By the time he stood in front of the exclusive high-rise, his stomach had twisted into sick knots. What if his father didn’t want to see him? Hand clenched around the piece of paper, he took a deep breath to steady himself. Heart thudding, he slid inside the building and zeroed in on the elevator.
Moments later, the car stopped at the seventh floor. On shaking legs he headed for his father’s apartment. He knocked twice.
Inside, someone cursed and moved toward the door.
Julian’s stomach tightened.
The chain rattled back and the door jerked open. He looked into eyes exactly like his.
“What do you want?” a larger version of him asked.
“May I… May I come in?” He swallowed hard. Christopher Wilkes was almost an exact copy of Julian, but no spark of recognition showed in his cold blue-green eyes.
“Make it fast. I don’t have time for bullshit.”
Julian stepped inside the lavishly furnished apartment. The scent of his anxiety rose thick and choking. His father surely smelled it too. And this was his father.
“Spit it out, whatever you’ve come here about.”
“I’ve been looking for you.”
“Why?”
Shit. He had to be kidding. “You’re my father,” he blurted.
Christopher laughed.
Julian cringed inside.
“I have no offspring.” Christopher’s lip curled in a sneer.
Dumbstruck, Julian stared into his own features. Of all the possible reactions, he hadn’t counted on his father denying his existence. “My mother was Cynthia Wilkes. Your wife.”
Icy hostility flashed in his father’s eyes. “Vampires have mates, not wives.”
“She was your mate.” His father was not going to brush him aside. “I’m your son. Look at me! I look just like you.” His insides morphed into a cold lump.
“You have blue eyes and blond hair like countless young males around here. It means nothing.”
Desperate to make his father see the obvious, Julian grabbed his arm.
Christopher snarled and backhanded Julian in the face. The blow sent him sprawling on the floor. Dazed, he tried to right himself. Holy fuck, his father was incredibly strong.
“Do not put your hand on an older vampire. Ever.”
Julian scrambled to his feet.
“Don’t you know how to behave?” Christopher’s face twisted into something ugly.
No. No, he didn’t because his father hadn’t been there to teach him. “Why do you deny me?”
“Because I’m not your father. And you should be glad because I wouldn’t tolerate your ill manners and inappropriate behavior.”
“I was raised human. I don’t know the rules of vampire society. I don’t know what’s expected of me or how to act.” This wasn’t happening. Couldn’t be. This was his father, for God’s sake. Julian’s chest tightened painfully.
Christopher’s eyes narrowed. “You’re nothing to me. Now get the fuck out of my apartment and don’t come back because, if you do, I’ll give you the lesson in manners you’re in dire need of.”
“Why can’t you at least admit it? What did I do to make you deny me?”
Christopher’s lip curled off his teeth and he hissed. His blue-green eyes deepened in color.
Julian took a step back and the little hairs on his arms lifted. He smelled hatred on his father.
“What have I done to make you hate me?” His heart physically hurt.
“Get out. You are not welcome here.”
“You’re my father, whether you want to be or not.” He stumbled to the door and exited with all the dignity he could pull together.
In shocked bewilderment, he took the stairwell, nearly falling in his haste to get out of the building. How was it possible for rejection from someone he’d never known to hurt so bad?
Of all the scenarios he’d imagined, none had ended like that. He wasn’t telling Saranna or anyone else. What was more humiliating, more demeaning, than your own father denying your existence? He reached in his jacket pocket and his hand closed on the little knife he always carried. It wasn’t a weapon, it was a carving tool.
Instead of going home, he wandered the streets in search of someplace to hole up for a little bit. He had his own downer to deal with. He didn’t need Vali’s dose of pitiful on top of it. Besides, he needed to make himself feel better. His hand squeezed the knife.
 
CHRISTOPHER COULDN’T believe the son of a bitch had found him and had the balls to come to his apartment.
That he’d denied siring Julian didn’t matter. The hurt and disbelief he’d read in the bright blue-green eyes, the color that ran in his bloodline, made it clear Julian knew better.
Julian would be back. His son had inherited more than his looks. Now Julian knew the truth and wouldn’t accept lies.
Christopher ran a hand through his hair. He would have to deal with Julian soon. He didn’t need a young male slinking around his home. Left to his own devices, Julian would draw attention. And he sure as hell wasn’t letting Julian cause trouble for him.
At his age, he had the skills and tricks to hide in plain sight. The humans he passed never noticed the tips of his fangs unless he allowed it. His neighbors had no idea he was anything other than like them. And that’s the way it had to stay. No one except the bastards at the Security Center knew what he was. And they wouldn’t know either except he liked being a Wolf Guard. Hunting his own kind was more challenging than hunting humans.
But he kept his two personas separate.
He liked his condo and his snooty neighbors, they didn’t meddle in his affairs and he didn’t mess with them—other than a little harmless illusion, or glamouring as humans referred to it. His investments were solid, his wealth sufficient to sustain him for however long he lived. They saw him as a successful business executive who had no time or interest in socializing. He liked his dual life.
And he wasn’t letting Julian fuck with his standard of living. The little fool. Just like a stupid youngster to stir up a rat’s nest of trouble for himself. He should have killed Julian years ago and been done with it.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-five
 
 
MUTED MALE voices and tromping feet announced company before the knock on the door.
Saranna’s stomach dropped.
Shit! Slade and Ashton had come by unannounced. She glanced at the closed bedroom door. Maybe Julian wouldn’t wake up for a while. After he’d walked her home the night before, he’d retreated to the bedroom.
He’d been agitated and, to her dismay, he’d sliced his arms to ribbons. He’d refused to tell her what was wrong, wanting instead to mate. Repeatedly. The scent of sex still permeated the small apartment. She breathed it in with alarm. She should have lit some incense and masked the odor.
“Come on, Saranna. Open up,” Slade called through the door.
Shit. “Just a sec.”
Vali stirred on the sofa and opened his eyes. “What’s goin’ on?”
“The boys are here.”
Vali pushed himself up on the pillow and sniffed. Alarm spread over his face. She wasn’t the only one who thought things were about to go butthole ugly.
“Might as well face the music,” Vali said. “He’s going to find out sooner or later.”
Scowling, she went to the door and flipped the locks.
Slade opened the door and barreled over her. Ashton shook his head and followed.
Slade stopped and dragged in a deep breath. The color evaporated from his face. Thin-lipped, he asked, “Where’s Julian?”
No getting around it. The shit wasn’t just going to hit the fan, it was going to cover it. “The bedroom.”
“Huh?”
“The bedroom. Mine … and his bedroom.”
An expression like desire to commit murder settled on his face. “You’re screwing him?”
Oh God, why did he think he owned her? “It’s none of your business.”
“The hell it isn’t. You’re my little sister.”
“That’s right. Your sister. Not your property.”
Disgust contorted Slade’s face. “I should have known by the way he chewed up your neck. Those are claim bites. He’s been fucking the shit out of you.”
“Don’t look at me like that.”
“I can’t believe this. He isn’t good enough for you.”
Her stomach tightened into a sick knot. He was bigger, heavier than Julian. Stronger. A more experienced fighter. Deadly. “He’s everything I want.” She loved him. Didn’t she? Terror crawled through her. If Slade killed Julian… And he was bad assed enough to do it.
“You’ve set your sights low, little sister.”
“Don’t you say that! It isn’t true.” He was older than Julian. Knew how to use weapons. And he had blood on his hands already. She was sure of it.
Ashton strode across the room and stood next to Saranna. “Leave it be. They’re old enough to take responsibility for what they’re doing.”
“But—”
“But nothing. They’re feeding partners. Are you surprised he’s claimed her? And she’s right. It’s none of your business.”
“I don’t want them mating. And I’ll not have it.”
“I think you may not have much to say about it,” Ashton said with a grim set of his mouth.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“She’s bonded with him.”
Saranna’s hand shot to her neck.
 
JULIAN YANKED open the bedroom door and stalked out in a pair of jeans and nothing else. “What the hell’s the problem, Slade? You got a supersize stick up your ass?”
Julian met Slade head on, their noses almost touching.
“Leave Julian alone,” Saranna said, the pitch of her voice going sharp.
“Stay out of it,” Julian said. “I can take care of myself.” The fear in her voice set his teeth on edge. Didn’t she think he was able to defend himself? His skill set wasn’t limited to violin and screwing.
“Keep your damn hands off my sister.”
“She’s mine. I claimed her,” Julian snarled. “So I suggest you grow up and mind your own business.”
“She deserves better than your half-breed ass.”
Slade’s words cut deep. Julian was inferior to a purebred vampire. And all the denials in the world wouldn’t change the blood in his veins.
As if sensing a moment of vulnerability, Slade pressed on. “I don’t want you siring some mongrel bastard, then running off and sticking her with raising your offspring.
“I can’t—”
“Yeah, yeah, you can’t get her pregnant. I should cut your balls out and make sure of it. Then you wouldn’t be so interested in riding her like she’s a bitch in heat.”
Julian could take insults about himself, but he’d be damned if he’d allow anyone to talk shit about Saranna. “You shut your fucking mouth about her or I’ll shut it for you.”
Slade growled.
The stench of aggression overpowered the apartment. Julian and Slade faced each other with bared fangs and curled hands.
“Enough!” Ashton moved forward, grabbed each by an arm, and yanked them apart. “I’ve had enough of this bullshit. She’s an adult and so is he. Besides, it’s too late anyway. Leave it alone.”
Slade backed up, but his lip lifted higher off his teeth.
“Don’t even think about it,” Ashton said. “You take me on, I’ll clean the floor with you. Blood family or not. I want this to stop. If you two have to go outside and fight over it, then do so and let that be the end of it.”
“Is that how you want it?” Julian wouldn’t mind going a few rounds with the asshole.
“Stop it! Both of you,” Saranna said. Her hand fluttered to her neck.
“Stay out of it,” Ashton said. “They need to settle this. If they have to kick each other’s ass, then let them.”
Slade turned on her. “And you … letting him fuck you like some classless slut. And now you’ve bonded with him. And you may note, sister dear, he has not bonded with you.”
“What the hell?” Julian sputtered.
“I’m not your property!” Her face had gone scarlet and her voice shrill.
“Yeah, you are. I’m the only remaining male in our direct line.”
Julian dropped into a crouch, ready to take Slade apart. “Shut the fuck up, asshole. She’s mine. Get over it.”
In a flash, Slade was in his face again.
Saranna clutched at Julian.
“Like hell.” Slade grabbed Saranna’s arm and jerked her away from Julian.
“Get off me!” Saranna pulled against Slade’s hold.
Julian hissed and went for Slade.
Ashton shoved between them, a wall of unmovable menace. “Outside, right now. You’ll not destroy her apartment or accidentally hurt Vali.”
Slade growled, eyes narrowed. He stalked to the door with Julian and the rest of them, even Vali, following.
“No!” Saranna’s voice held panic.
They ignored her.
They exited the apartment building and circled to the back where the darkened passage ensured a degree of privacy.
Slade faced Julian. “I should kill you, you piece of shit,” he hissed. “You’ve tied her to you and you haven’t bonded.”
“Bonded? What the fuck are you talking about?”
“Didn’t you see the mark at the base of her neck?” Murder flashed in Slade’s eyes. “She’s tied to you now. To. You. She can’t be with anyone else now and be happy. As long as you’re alive.” The last was spoken with a sinister edge. “Your lack of bonding proves you don’t give a damn about her. Other than fucking her.”
Julian’s stomach tightened. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”
“Of course you don’t. This is all just new and grand for you. You’ve ruined my sister’s life, you stupid fuck. If you don’t take her as a mate, she’ll never know happiness again. Unless someone kills your sorry ass and frees her from the bond. And I hope that happens, Julian. You’ve taken… You don’t deserve her and you tied yourself to her.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“No, you didn’t mean to destroy her life. You wanted between her legs and you didn’t give a damn about anything else.”
“Stop it,” she shrieked.
Ashton stood close to Saranna. He looked ready to grab her should she try to interfere.
“Too late to stop it,” Slade said. “You’re in a hell of a mess now. All because you took him in when you knew better.”
Tears ran down Saranna’s face.
“Next, he’ll knock you up and dump you. It’s inevitable. Wait and see.”
That was it, Julian had had enough. He sank into a crouch, but he waited for Slade to attack first.
Slade didn’t need encouragement. Snarling, he launched into Julian, taking both of them to the cobblestones. Slade’s solid weight pinned Julian under him.
Julian knew how to fight, and they struggled, grappling on the dirty pavers, grunting and cursing.
Slade landed a solid punch to Julian’s right eye.
Blinding pain exploded through his head and stars danced in his field of vision. Tears streamed from his eye, partially blinding him.
“Someone stop them,” Saranna cried and lurched forward. Ashton grabbed her, hauling her away from the combatants.
Julian returned the favor with a fist to Slade’s nose.
Slade sniffed as blood trickled down over his lip. “Son of a bitch!” Slade rolled them over again, putting Julian at the disadvantage. He drove a fist into Julian’s cheek, splitting it open.
Julian grunted and thrashed.
They broke apart and Julian lurched to his feet. Slade followed. Fists pounded flesh and muffled curses pelted the air until both panted for breath and blood ran in rivulets, neither willing to concede.
Slade went for the finish. He kicked Julian’s legs out from under him, taking him down. Slade dropped dead weight on Julian and jammed his forearm on Julian’s throat. He leaned on his arm and Julian choked. Black sparks fired before his eyes.
He couldn’t draw in a breath. Slade had him. A cruel expression lit on Slade’s face and he pushed harder. Did Slade intend to kill him?
In a burst of panic, he drew up his shaking legs and caught Slade in the stomach with everything he had left. Which was enough, barely. He knocked Slade off him.
Julian gained his feet a moment before Slade and they crashed together. Julian faltered, but stayed on his feet. He couldn’t lose. He slugged Slade in the guts and the other male staggered.
They came together again, but their bodies could take no more, they fell apart, too exhausted to continue. The scent of blood and aggression hung thick around them.
Julian leaned against the apartment building. Sides aching, throat burning, he tried to catch his breath. He hurt in a thousand places. Slade looked no better.
Tears ran down Saranna’s face. She pulled at Ashton’s grip, but he held firm.
“No, don’t get between them. They’re still dangerous,” he said then turned his attention to Slade and Julian. “Do you feel better now you’ve beaten the shit out of each other and solved nothing?”
They stared at Ashton, then at each other.
“This had better be the end of it,” Ashton said. “No matter what you two feel about each other, Saranna is the one you’re hurting. You should both be ashamed.”
Slade looked annoyed, but the aggression had taken a backseat for the moment.
Julian shoved his hair back from his face. His hand shook. Though the idea of taking a mate, even Saranna, made his insides shrivel, he would do right by her. He was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a barbaric bastard. He couldn’t pretend things were okay and ignore what he’d done to her, no matter what.
“You don’t understand our world yet,” Slade said.
He understood a hell of a lot more than Slade thought he did.
“We aren’t like humans,” Slade said. “Outside of how we look. Inside, we are a different species. You still think and act like a human.”
“I understand what I’ve done. I’ve claimed Saranna. She’s my mate already. I’ll stand by her.” His heart pounded hard.
“Not unless you go through the binding ceremony,” Ashton said. “Then you’ll be her guardian and responsible for her as well as her mate.”
“Binding ceremony?” What were they throwing on him now?
“You’re one of us. You’re obligated to vampire traditions and laws. Like the rest of us,” Ashton said
“Laws? What laws?”
“The laws governing us for as long as we’ve existed as a species.”
Shit. Considering himself subject to vampire law didn’t come easy. Perhaps because he hadn’t been raised under it, but more likely because he didn’t yet feel he was part of the community. And wasn’t that stupid?
“Our society began crumbling after the disappearance of the ruling family about a hundred years ago, but some laws are so much a part of tradition that they’ve survived. And vampires uphold them,” Ashton said.
Slade’s eyes narrowed. “He isn’t good enough for her. And he’s a no good liar. Aren’t you, Julian?”
Julian’s stomach lurched. There was no doubt now, Slade had seen Michael Foster’s name in the article in Julian’s scrapbook.
“I bet you’re wondering how much I know. Bet you’ve got sweat running down your back right now. I know plenty, Julian. And when I’ve got the entire picture, I’ll clue the others in.
“You don’t know shit,” Julian said.
“What the hell’s going on here?” Ashton demanded.
Slade gave Julian a scathing look. “I’ll let you know when I’ve got it all pieced together. And you can bet I’m not stopping until I do.”
“Drop dead,” Julian said. “You don’t know shit about me.”
“Yeah, I do. I know you’re hiding something. You lied to us. And I know there’s no way in hell I’ll ever accept you as worthy of Saranna. Or the Resistance.”
Ashton rubbed his brow. “I don’t know what you’re hiding, Julian, if anything. But I know you well enough to believe if you did something, you had a good reason for it.”
Julian’s heart beat his ribs.
“But let me tell you,” Ashton continued. “If you’ve done something to warrant it, I’ll be the one to see justice is dispensed. Until then, I’ll not condemn you without proof of an unjustifiable offence.”
Julian wanted to avoid eye contact, but it would make him look guilty. Shit. He wasn’t leaving this hanging in the wind. “I did lie about knowing Michael Foster.”
All eyes locked on him. He swallowed hard and carefully chose his words. “I knew him all right. I hated his guts.”
Saranna sucked in her breath.
“He was a better violinist. He beat me in every competition we were in together. It got to the point where I puked before I had to compete because I had to go against him. I messed up every time from the pressure. And I hated him for it.”
He shot a glare at Slade. “So yeah, that’s what I was hiding. He bested me at every turn and he made me lose my confidence until I was physically sick and couldn’t perform worth a shit. Does knowing that make you feel better?”
“You know what?” Slade said. “I don’t think that’s all there is to it. And if it isn’t, I’ll dig out the truth.”
“Have fun digging. There’s nothing to find at the bottom of that hole.”
Ashton cleared his throat. “Enough. None of this helps Saranna. She’s bonded to Julian regardless of him not bonding with her.”
Did males and females normally bond at the same time? Apparently, they did judging by the big deal everyone was making of it.
“I’m not surprised,” Slade said. “He isn’t like a purebred.” Another scathing look.
“That isn’t the issue,” Ashton said.
“There is no issue,” Julian said and swallowed hard. Trapped. Like a rat in a corner facing down a terrier. “I won’t allow her to suffer because of my failings. I’ll take her formally as my mate.” He hesitated. “If she’ll have me.”
“Saranna,” Ashton said. “Are you willing to accept him as your mate?”
Her lips bowed in a frown.
Pain stabbed him. She didn’t want him. At least, not as her mate. Why it should feel like a knife twisting in his guts was unclear. He didn’t want a legal mating either. But if they didn’t go through the ceremony, she would be in a bad situation.
“I—”
“I can’t stand this.” Slade cut her off.
“They’ve already done it,” Ashton said. “Whether you like it or not. She needs to be with him.”
Julian swallowed back trepidation. “Saranna, will you be my mate?” His voice shook slightly.
“Yes,” she whispered.
Damn it. Did she have to sound like mating with him was so terrible? He might not be a purebred, but he was able to hold his own with anyone. And he could sure as hell satisfy her in bed. What the hell? He wasn’t exactly delighted to be legally paired with anyone. He was doing it for her.
“We’ll take care of this tonight,” Ashton said. “I want the bullshit to stop once and for all. Tomorrow night, we get back to business. I want Julian to learn to handle a firearm.”
That was news to Julian.
“Once you can hit what you aim at, we’re going back to the trader’s holding area. We’re going to find their goddamn records.”
 
TWO HOURS later, Julian and Saranna stood facing one another in the living room of her apartment. She had changed into a blue satin dress. He wore his best dress clothes.
Slade took his place beside Ashton and scowled at Julian.
Ashton handed each of them a small card. “Julian goes first. Read the card to her, then she responds. Once you exchange your promises, she drinks the ceremonial tea, then you cut your wrist and feed her.” He handed Julian a small knife. “After she feeds, you are expected to mate immediately to complete the ceremony. After coupling, the process is finished and you are legally bound together. And no one can change it.”
Saranna looked like she was trying hard not to cry.
Julian’s hand clenched around the little knife so hard his fingers hurt. He should stop this fiasco before it went any further. She didn’t want him as a legal mate and he didn’t want it any more than she did. The entire thing was wrong.
“Julian?” She reached for his hand.
Oh Jesus. He was about to make a big mistake. But instead of backing out, he looked at Ashton’s elegant writing on the card and read out loud, “I take thee, oh beloved, for my mate and partner. I forsake all for you. I promise my love, my heart, my life for you.” Julian swallowed. “I promise to protect you and any offspring you bear through our union. I promise to honor you and never betray you.” He was sunk. His heart beat his ribs in a too fast tempo.
She hesitated, then read her vows in a shaking voice, “I take thee, oh beloved, for my mate and protector. I promise … to … to obey … and … and submit to you.” A single tear ran down her cheek.
Julian’s guts clenched, then churned.
She continued. “I promise to care for and protect any offspring from our union. I promise to honor you and never betray you.”
She paused and looked up at Julian with glossy eyes.
Ashton passed a goblet of dark liquid to Saranna. “You must drink all of it.”
She raised the glass with a shaking hand and drank it down.
Ashton took the glass. “Now feed her.”
Julian slid the razor-sharp blade over his wrist. He offered her the bleeding wound.
She grasped his arm with trembling hands and lowered her head. Her hair fell over her face and his wrist in a golden curtain, hiding her from the others. Her soft lips clamped over the wound and she sucked gently. His cock hardened.
She released him and lifted her head. Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. Fuck. Now they’d done it and neither of them wanted it.
He growled, licked his wrist clean, and scooped her up into his arms. His body answered with pain. Slade had beaten the fuck out of him. Holding her tight against him, he carried her into the bedroom where he kicked the door shut behind them.
He set her down. “Get ready.”
The apartment door closed. Ashton and Slade had gone. Hopefully, they’d taken Vali with them, but if not, he’d overheard them mating several times already. What the hell was one more time? Even if it was what amounted to their wedding night.
He stripped off his coat and began unbuttoning his dress shirt. Blood stained the sleeve. He cursed and yanked the buttons loose.
Saranna slowly removed her clothes and, looking stricken, stood naked before him.
Anger burned under his skin though his cock strained at his pants. He made short work of his remaining clothes.
Unapologetic, he picked her up and laid her on the bed. Without preamble, he climbed on the mattress and slid over her, caging her with his body. He kneed her legs apart. He didn’t bother with foreplay or taking the time to ready her. Julian pushed inside her with one hard thrust. Unprepared to receive him, she cried out at his rough penetration. He didn’t care and he didn’t stop.
The ceremonial mating was hard and fast. Angry. Punishment for hurting him. He gave her no pleasure and took what was his while trying to ignore the pain in his body. When it was over, he settled beside her and didn’t speak.
She pulled the blanket over them and turned on her side, away from him. A tiny sound escaped her.
Was she crying?
She was.
A double-edged sword of guilt stabbed him. What was wrong with him? He hadn’t been kind or considerate. He’d wanted to hurt her and he had. He slipped an arm around her and drew her against him.
She didn’t resist.
He nuzzled into her hair, breathing in the clean scent. He caressed her stomach, dipped a little lower. “I’m so sorry.”
“Julian,” she whimpered.
The pain in her voice broke his heart. He’d treated her awful. Some mate he was. How could be blame her for not wanting him. He had to make it right. He eased his hand between her legs. She shifted her leg for him, though she cringed the tiniest bit.
He bit his lip, but stroked her until she relaxed and moisture coated his fingers. He was already hard again and when she was ready, he urged her to roll onto her belly. He grasped her hips and positioned her so her backside was elevated.
He covered her, entering from behind in one easy stroke, plunging deep into her hot sheath. Moaning, she leaned back into him.
 
SARANNA AWOKE a little before dawn. Julian slept beside her. Her mate. Oh God. Now they were a legal pair. It was unfair to him. And her.
She had no right to be angry over the initial mating when he’d, more or less, been forced to take her. He cared about her. Cared a lot. But he didn’t want a mate and he didn’t love her. She wasn’t a fool. Or maybe she was because what she wanted more than anything was for him to hold her and keep her safe.
What she didn’t want was him treating her like property, but he’d taken her as part of the ceremony and now she was his property. He had every right to make demands of her or do anything to her. She didn’t want anyone bossing her around or trying to restrict her. She didn’t need that.
He’s not like that.
Wasn’t he? A male was a male. Hadn’t he proven it already? Out of anger, he’d taken her without gentleness or consideration. Sooner or later, they would cross paths over something and now she had no recourse. She was his in every sense of the word. Her chest hurt with love. And resentment.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-six
 
 
JULIAN YANKED open the zippers on his violin case. Slade was determined to cause trouble and so far he was doing an ace job of it. The bastard.
Jesus, he’d made a fucking mess of everything with Saranna. His mate. Beautiful Saranna who didn’t want him. At least, not legally. Not permanently.
Her interest in him had been nothing beyond a blood-fuck partner. Exactly what he’d wanted. So knowing the truth of where he stood with her shouldn’t hurt so badly. But it did.
Regardless, he was determined to take care of her and be a worthy mate. And he still had a lot of making up for the mating incident.
After tightening the bow hair, he lifted the violin from its velvet-lined case. Three blocks away, Benaroya Hall gleamed like a sparkling jewel.
God, he should be setting up to play there instead of on a damp street corner, though it was better than nothing. Earning a little money to put in the till beat mooching. Except, he belonged in Benaroya. In the concertmaster’s chair. And even that would have been temporary. He would have become a solo artist before long. Well, he was playing solo now, wasn’t he?
He positioned the open case to collect the coins and dollar bills passersby would toss his way like scraps to a stray dog. To prompt his listeners, he dropped in some loose change and a few bills to make it clear he was playing in the hopes of a handout.
His stomach knotted as he tucked the delicate instrument under his jaw and drew the bow over the strings.
He played crowd pleasers, folk songs and popular tunes, the kind of music the average person liked. Head tilted down as much as possible, his hair hung in his face and provided a barrier between him and anyone who might look too closely.
He avoided the direction of Benaroya. It hurt too much. A fist of longing wrapped around him and squeezed until he couldn’t breathe. He’d played the music of his heart and soul there. And that’s where he wanted to be. Just for a little while.
Was it so wrong to want what he’d lost? To want what he’d been? To have the life stolen from him in a filthy alley?
He finished a fiddle tune and unable to bear another, fell into Saint-Saens’ Introduction and Rondo. The familiar notes of his favorite piece flowed through his entire body. Eyes closed, he played for himself and physical pain stabbed him. His fingers tightened on the violin neck and bow until he forced himself to relax his hold.
Wasn’t he over the self-pity yet?
There it was, fresh and ugly, a nasty secret that refused to stay buried. Black poison burned through him for the creature he was, everything he’d lost, and his pathetic desire to have his old life back.
What had his life become? The thought was bitter and biting, only to be replaced by other raw thoughts like little rat teeth on his soul. His life sucked. That was the short of it. Might as well be true to himself since he couldn’t with anyone else.
He hated himself for wanting the past. He had Saranna and new friends and a mission which was more important than being a violinist. And yet, he wanted.
He finished the piece and his eyes snapped open. A lovely red-haired woman was staring at him.
Amazement played across her features. “You’re Julian Wilkes. Aren’t you?”
Her accusation slashed through him. That Julian was long dead. He glanced down, hiding behind his mane of hair and shook his head.
“Yes you are. I’d know you anywhere.”
Did he know this woman? He lifted his head.
“What happened? What in the world are you doing playing on the streets?”
Her expression was concerned, not condemning. He surreptitiously checked his hand. Saranna’s makeup still obscured the brands. He met her eyes, now trying to keep the woman’s attention on his face. It had worked with other people. As long as no one looked too closely, they wouldn’t know what he was. No one would give money to a vampire no matter how beautifully he played.
He tucked the violin under his arm. “It’s a long story. One you wouldn’t be interested in hearing.”
“Whatever it is, I’m sorry you’re no longer with the Symphony. I loved hearing you play.”
“Thanks,” he muttered. She needed to go away.
She frowned, bent, and dropped a bill in the violin case. “It was nice listening to you.” She walked away.
He looked in the case. She’d given him a fifty dollar bill. Damn it, this was so wrong. Here he was begging for handouts from people who wouldn’t spare him a second or a single penny if they knew he wasn’t like them. His guts twisted. He’d been good. More than good. And now what?
Now he lived in the moment because maybe there wouldn’t be a tomorrow. To paraphrase the woman, how had he ended up like this?
He sank his hand into his hair and his fingers curled into a fist, pulling the long strands. He didn’t want the life of a warrior. He wanted to be a star. And was he so horrible for admitting the truth, at least to himself?
 
SARANNA HURRIED toward home after a long shift at Dangles. Would Julian be there? Or would he be with Ashton and Slade? She shuddered at all of the possibilities for violence between him and Slade. Her feelings were so torn between the two males and the position she was in that she ached with a misery she couldn’t have imagined.
Being mated to the male she loved shouldn’t hurt. But how could it be any other way when they weren’t mated because he’d wanted it?
No male had ever wanted to be her life partner. Why would someone like Julian want to be tied to her in a committed, life-long relationship? He had talent and skills that would have taken him to stardom. She had nothing to offer.
She was a glorified waitress and at the mercy of humans to keep even that job. Her eyes burned. She blinked hard and drove her nails into her palms. She would not cry. Tears were for the weak and the weak didn’t survive.
“Saranna?”
A thin female waved at her. Saranna didn’t recognize her.
“Don’t know me, do you?” An impish grin sprang up on her petite features.
“I’m sorry. Where do I know you from?”
“Six months ago, you found a dirty little waif in an alley and took her to a kindly pastor.”
Saranna gaped. “Oh my God. Kyndra?”
The female nodded and wrapped Saranna into a fierce hug. She released Saranna and stepped back. “Pastor Cadell got me on my feet. Helped me find a job even. I’m housekeeping at a hotel. It isn’t glamorous, but they’re kind to me and it’s a steady income. I can’t ever thank you enough. I’d be a whore or dead by now if it hadn’t been for you. You saved me.”
Saranna took her hands. “I’m so happy for you. Thank you for letting me know.” Saranna hugged the female. Something she’d done had been right. Her efforts were worth it. Kyndra was the proof.
Maybe she couldn’t save everyone, but she made a difference for some. Maybe that was her only purpose in life. Helping others was better than dwelling on her failures.
She wiped at her eyes and hugged the young female tighter. “Thank you for opening my eyes.”
 
CHRISTOPHER STALKED the streets with purpose.
To his astonishment, he’d wasted an hour while his son played on the street like a common beggar. How had he produced such a creature? Julian had no pride, nor shame. To beg for change like a lowbred piece of trash… It was more than Christopher could stomach. He had to leave before the urge to drag Julian into the shadows and tear his throat out overpowered him.
Hungry and aggressive, he slipped along dark streets.
He didn’t have a blood partner. While he didn’t mind feeding on his own kind, being fed upon wasn’t something he desired. Not when the streets were teeming with women.
When the blood hunger demanded appeasement, he only took the blood of humans. It sustained him better. And taking from those who thought vampires were controlled, tamed, gave him immense satisfaction.
He walked dozens of blocks. Searching. Wanting something special. A perfect victim. And soon enough, he found her.
A young woman with white-blond hair and scarlet painted lips sashayed toward him. Her tight blue dress molded to her abundant attributes. She wiggled her hips in an appealing manner as she approached.
Christopher stepped to the curb, pretending to look for a cab. He checked his watch as though he had someplace to be and not much time to get there. The woman passed behind him and her spice-laden perfume assailed his senses.
He followed her.
He paid scant attention to other humans and the occasional vampire he passed. His focus remained on the woman. Her fragrance filled his senses and he imagined the things he would soon do to her.
Some sixth sense must have warned her because she looked back. Her eyes widened in recognition.
He gave her an intentional smile which exposed the tips of his fangs.
Her head swiveled back around and she picked up speed, trying to put distance between them. He let her move ahead a bit to give her a false sense of security.
Was she heading for the Chandler Building? They were less than a block away and it was the best of the residential buildings.
Making a calculated guess, Christopher cut into an alley and wall-climbed to the roof of the building on his left. He sprinted to the opposite edge and launched himself into the air. He landed on the roof of the next building.
He crossed a dozen buildings in moments and scuttled back down the wall to the street below. He slipped along beside the wall and waited at the mouth of the alley for the woman to draw even with him.
He scanned the street. A few people walked about, but for the most part, it was deserted. The click of high heels gave her away. His body tightened.
She reached the corner of the building and he lunged, trapping her in his embrace.
One hand clapped over her mouth, he dragged her into the shadows.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-seven
 
 
BANKS DRUMMED his fingers on the smooth surface of his desk. The papers spread out before him had set him in a black mood.
So far, the work from the Seattle Security Center was a complete failure. None of the test subjects had responded well. Not that he faulted the Center. All they did was test the shit.
Blame lay on Bridger and his crew. He slammed his fist onto the desk. For the good of the human race, the formula had to be effective. And soon. They were losing control of the vampires. He knew it better than anyone.
The Resistance was a real threat. No matter how many of the bastards the officers managed to kill or bring in for execution, it didn’t put a dent in the growing movement.
The vampires might be down at the moment, but if they wised up and followed the lead of the Resistance, the human population would be in trouble. Though humans were greater in number, the vampires were true predators. Predators who had to be taken seriously.
Thank God some of his superiors were smart enough to recognize danger before it crawled up and bit them on the ass. Now it was up to the scientists.
The only way humans would be safe was to exterminate the entire vampire population. And the only way the ignorant civilian human population would stand for it was if they feared for their own lives.
If everything played out right, the human population would be screaming for the vampires to be eradicated like disease-ridden vermin.
At least the cull was taking some of the young ones off the streets. He picked up the tally sheet. Statewide, over a thousand young males estimated at twenty years old and under had been dispatched to date. Not enough, but a good start.
The reduction number wasn’t the only thing going right. He picked up the envelope from Calilla and his lips curled. She’d made a mistake.
He took out the picture of Alex. A close up. He studied it carefully. Alex resembled him, but not enough to tip off someone who didn’t know he’d sired the son of a whore. No one but Calilla knew that. At least for the time being.
He pulled out her letter and skimmed it again. She wanted the increase in funds and she didn’t intend to be put off any longer. Pay up or she’d expose him. His fingers tightened on the letter. Bitch. If Alex became public knowledge, his expert status would be nuked to hell and his speaking engagements would cease to exist. Worse, he’d be a laughing stock.
He picked up the photo of Alex again. As bad as he hated Framer, he needed the son of a bitch to help him. Framer would follow orders, no matter how loathsome they were. And he was almost positive Calilla and Alex were living in Seattle.
Take care of Alex, and Calilla wouldn’t be able to prove squat. End of problem. He stroked a finger over the glossy image of his son. With any luck, the little fucker wouldn’t see his seventeenth birthday.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-eight
 
 
SID JABBED his elbow into Tommy’s ribs. “Look at that one. Got hair like a wild stallion’s mane. What a trophy he’d make for some lucky hunters.” He pointed to a juvenile male with black hair almost to his hips. The youngster shuffled along, head down. Vulnerable.
“Nice one,” Tommy said.
“We’ll get him easy,” Sid said.
“Too bad it isn’t that son of a bitch, Julian.”
Sid snorted. “He’s fucking with your head. Wants to scare you.” And by the way Tommy had been obsessing over it, the vampire was doing a pretty good job. “If he wanted to kill you, he would have by now.”
“Thanks. I needed that.”
“Suck it up or move. He’s playing games.”
Tommy grunted, but dropped it.
They loitered outside a club as if waiting to get inside. The juvenile passed them. When he pulled a half block ahead, Sid signaled for Tommy to follow.
The juvenile cut into an alley and they broke into a jog, closing the distance. With Tommy staying tight on his ass, Sid followed their target into the shadow-draped passage.
The youngster stopped and his head whipped around, fixing on them. He stood frozen, then sprang forward in a zigzagging sprint.
Tommy raised his gun and fired in the same instant the juvenile swerved. “Shit.” He reloaded on the run.
Sid had his own gun in hand as they charged after the vampire.
He shot out of the alley and dodged across the street. A delivery truck swerved hard around him. The driver laid on the horn and gunned down the street. The juvenile cut into another alley.
Sid and Tommy pounded after him, but skidded to a stop once they hit the mouth of the dead end alley. The young male had vanished.
“What the hell?” Tommy sputtered.
“Up.” Sid cocked his head.
Four stories up, the youngster clung to the wall. He climbed fast, putting more distance between them. He would reach the roof in seconds.
“Hit him,” Sid barked.
Tommy aimed and fired.
The juvenile froze.
“Good shot.”
The vampire lurched forward, scurrying across the bricks like a bug. But within moments, he faltered and clung to the wall, unmoving.
“Want me to hit him again?” Tommy reached for another drug cartridge.
“No. He’ll let go in a few minutes.”
The vampire’s feet scrabbled on the bricks. He caught himself and clung close to the wall. His feet lost purchase again and though he clawed for a hold, he lost his balance and tumbled.
He didn’t scream as he pawed the air for something to break his descent. He landed on his back with a dull thud. His left leg lay twisted at an odd angle.
“Shit.” Sid went to the vampire and booted him in the side.
The juvenile didn’t move, but he whimpered and looked at Sid with large, frightened, blue eyes. A thin trickle of blood snaked from the corner of his mouth. His hands clawed the asphalt, otherwise he lay still.
A flash of light caught Sid’s attention. A silver raven glinted under the street lamp’s glare. He bent and grasped the necklace, yanking it from the youngster’s neck.
“I’ll take this.” He stuffed the necklace in his pocket. He patted the juvenile down and fished a few slips of paper and a business card from his pockets.
He turned the card over. It was from the falling-apart church run by that old vampire-loving coot who took them in like stray pets.
The little bastard had been staying at the shelter. Vampires did some strange things, but hanging out in church wasn’t one of them. But this church was different. Way different. He shoved the card in his pocket.
“What’s wrong with him?” Tommy poked at the juvenile with the toe of his boot.
“Back’s broken. Leg’s broken. He’s worthless. Not even a lab will take him.”
“Want me to overdose him?” Tommy reached for his dart gun.
The juvenile whimpered.
“Nope. Don’t waste the drugs. He’ll die when the sun hits him in the morning. If another vampire doesn’t kill him first.”
“Finish me.” His pain-filled eyes loomed up at them. Blood stained his teeth and leaked from the corner of his mouth.
Sid booted him in the ribs. “I don’t give a rat’s-ass how long you lay there or how you meet your maker.”
The juvenile moaned.
“Come on, Tommy. We still need to catch one more of these bastards before we call it a night.”
“Please … don’t leave me like this.” The young vampire’s voice trembled and he clawed at the asphalt.
“Come on,” Sid said. “Let’s get to work.”
“Please… Don’t…”
They walked away.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-nine
 
 
SARANNA WALKED beside her brother, though she hadn’t forgiven him for fighting with Julian and forcing them into becoming mates.
“Slade, can we talk?”
“No. I asked you along expecting you to stay quiet and in your place.”
“You shit.” He’d asked her along because he couldn’t stand her anger. Maybe he even regretted what he’d done, though he would never admit it. The last week had been hard for all of them, not just Slade.
“Look, sis, we can talk about whatever you want. But if you’re going to try to soften me up about Julian, you might as well not bother. I can’t help how I feel any more than you can.”
“Why can’t you leave Julian alone?”
“He’s a liar. That’s all I know for sure. But I guarantee I’m going to find out why.”
“Oh, for Christ sake, Slade. Foster kicked Julian’s ass in violin competitions. Music was everything to Julian. There is nothing else.”
Slade’s head jerked up. ”Music was everything to Julian, wasn’t it?”
She stopped and put her hands on her hips. “What’s that supposed to mean? Foster beat him at the one thing he excelled at. The one thing he loved.”
Slade shook his head. “You’re naïve if you believe that’s all it was. I know there’s more to this than he’s telling. And I’m going to get to the bottom of it. You can count on it.”
Her throat tightened. Why did he have to be so pigheaded?
A horn blared.
A female staggered onto the curb. She reeled, almost fell, and stumbled forward.
“Something’s wrong with her. Come on.” She didn’t wait for Slade. As they drew closer, Saranna caught her breath. The female’s clothes were covered with blood.
Slade drew alongside her. The female veered away from him.
“Miss, do you need help?” he asked.
“What the hell, Slade? Of course she needs help.”
The female stopped and looked right through them.
“Miss?” Slade said.
“They… They murdered my baby.” It came out in a choked sob.
“What?” Slade said.
“Oh, my God.” Saranna’s gut lurched.
“Oh.” Comprehension dawned in Slade’s eyes. “Where do you live? Do you need a doctor?”
She haltingly gave them the address.
“She’s a long way from there,” Saranna said. “We need to get her home.” She touched the girl’s arm. “We’ll help you. You can’t walk that far.” Not in her present condition.
“Where’s your mate?” Slade asked. “We should call him.”
“He left me.”
“Bastard,” Slade said.
“I live alone. They dropped me in the wrong neighborhood. Been walking for… I don’t know how long. I don’t even know where I am or how to get home.” She burst into great wracking sobs.
She touched her stomach. “My baby… He was due in two … two months.” Tears leaked down her face. “They murdered him. They threw him in a garbage can.” Her legs buckled.
Slade caught her and held her up until she was able to stand on her own. He touched her elbow. “I’ll get a cab. We’ll take you to a doctor to make sure you’re okay. Then we’ll take you home.”
“I can’t pay a doctor.”
“Don’t worry about it. What’s your name?”
“Alyssa. My name’s Alyssa.”
 
THREE HOURS later, Saranna anxiously waited for Julian to come home. She rubbed her arms against a chill that had nothing to do with the storm raging outside. Rain slashed against the window, pelting the glass in a vicious downpour. Thunder crashed and she jumped at the percussion.
She’d made no progress with Slade, but that was far from surprising. He was as stubborn as Julian. They were more alike than either would ever admit.
She shivered. The events of the night had brought it home to her how important it was to help their kind. She had no doubts Alyssa would have been in serious trouble if they hadn’t intervened. All her self-doubt had vanished. What she was doing was important.
She needed to focus less on her own problems and more on helping those in need. She had to do more and nothing could get in the way. Not even her mate.
 
“TAKE CARE how you handle Saranna,” Ashton said as he pulled the car to the curb. “She isn’t going to be happy with you.
“I know,” Julian said, “but I don’t care.” He had the right to exert some control over her. He knew that much about vampire relationships.
By taking him for her mate, she’d given up her rights and put herself under his guardianship. Still, she would probably fight him and he wasn’t looking forward to a confrontation.”
“Okay, I’ll see you later.”
Julian stepped out into the driving rain and sprinted for home. Minutes later, he let himself in the apartment and braced himself for their first fight.
Shit.
She lit up the apartment like a ray of sunshine, lighting his world with glowing warmth.
Vali dozed on the sofa.
“We have to talk.” Julian pulled off his wet jacket and headed for the bedroom.
“What’s wrong?” She followed him and shut the door.
“I was out with Ashton. We met one of his contacts. He said they think the traders are watching the shelter.”
“What—”
“That isn’t the worst of it. Ashton talked to Cadell. Raven’s gone.”
“He left?”
“He’s dead, Saranna. Two boys from the shelter stumbled over his body in an alley. Looked like he took a fall that busted him up too bad to be viable merchandise and the traders left him. Sometime later, a rogue must have killed him.” He didn’t add that whoever had killed Raven had slashed him countless times before ending his life. Raven had been tortured to death by one of his own kind.
“No. Not Raven. Not poor little Raven.” A gloss of tears made her eyes shiny. “How do you know traders were involved?”
“They found a dart under his body.”
Her lip quivered and tears ran down her cheeks.
He dropped the hammer on her. “I don’t want you going back to the shelter. It’s too dangerous.”
Hurt and anger, clouds shutting out the sun, rolled across her face. “And going out with Ashton and Slade isn’t?”
“That’s different.” Shit. He’d eaten a mouthful of foot.
Thunderheads rolled in. “Oh. Why is that?” She crossed her arms.
“Because… I’m more able to take care of myself.” He waited for it. Saw it building in the darkening of her eyes.
“How dare you?” Her arms dropped to her sides and her hands bunched into tight fists.
He suspected she’d like to haul off and hit him. “How dare I? Easy, because I can’t let you get hurt.”
“You … bastard. Which one of us was on the streets, half-starved, without of fucking clue? Huh? Wasn’t me. Which one of us has to take a knife and do a little carving on himself when he can’t cope with shit? Yeah, Julian. I know you still cut yourself.”
She’d struck hard. He pulled a cool façade over the hurt. “Say whatever you like, but you took me as your mate and no matter how much you look down on me, I have the right to make demands on you. And I’m exercising that right. Even though I’m not well-bred, I’m still your mate.” His chest hurt. “I demand you stay away from the shelter.” He tried to swallow.
Anger and her feelings for him warred on her face, overshadowed by hurt. Her eyes narrowed and her lips pressed into a thin line. “You don’t own me.”
“As long as I’m your mate, yes I do.”
“Fine. Now leave me alone. Go hang out with Ashton and Slade and do your macho shit together because, right now, I don’t want to be around you. And you can sleep in the living room today. Maybe you can go carve on yourself while you’re at it.” She turned her back on him and folded her arms across her chest.
Anger and hurt stirred his guts. “You heed my words. You’re mine and I’ll not have you putting your life at risk for strangers.”
“It’s okay for you, though.”
“That’s right.” He stalked to the door and slammed it behind him.
 
SARANNA PICKED up a little trinket he’d given her and hurled it across the room. The figurine crashed against the wall and shattered into fragments.
Why did he have to be so pigheaded? She wasn’t going to ignore someone in dire need when they had nowhere else to go. Pastor Cadell provided the only shelter in the city.
She wouldn’t stop. No way. Not even for Julian. And he should understand. Hadn’t he been in the position of desperately needing help himself?
He thought he owned her, like a piece of property. And in actuality, he did. It wasn’t fair. The moment she’d allowed him to mount her after the ceremony, she’d given him authority over her. It was the thing she’d feared all along. And as much as she loved him, it had made her reluctant to take him as her mate, bonded or not.
She should’ve known better, but she’d hoped he wouldn’t strong arm her with a mate’s rights. Males were all the same, love didn’t change basic biology. And he’d never said he loved her. Not once. He didn’t mind screwing the hell out of her, though.
She bit her lip. Despite her anger, she regretted some of the things she’d said to him. It was all true, but she shouldn’t have said it. She’d hurt him. “Damn you, Julian.”
She didn’t want to feel bad for him. She had every right to be angry and resentful. But she kept seeing the hurt in his eyes.
Maybe she should tell him she loved him. Maybe he didn’t know. No. He didn’t love her. Opening herself to that kind of hurt was stupid. She didn’t need him to spell out what she already knew.
She rubbed her temple. It didn’t matter who said what, because they had other issues to work out. She’d allowed the bonding ceremony to go forward because, as long as the bond existed, she hadn’t had a choice. She needed him. But she wasn’t a piece of property, and she wasn’t going to be treated like one. Especially when he hadn’t bonded in return.
She refused to explore that phenomenon. Males and females typically bonded together. That he hadn’t bonded wasn’t just an anomaly, it hurt to her core and fueled her determination to retain her independence. If she didn’t get her needs across right now, he would never stop trying to be the boss of the relationship. She already had a boss at Dangles. She didn’t need another.
She could play the power game as well as him. She wasn’t stopping and she wasn’t letting Julian between her legs either. At least, not until he gave in.



 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
 
RELIEF COURSED through Vali when Julian let himself in the apartment just before dawn. “What the hell did you do to piss Saranna off so bad?”
“Told her to stay away from the shelter.”
“Holy fuck. Why?” Vali shifted on the sofa.
“The traders are watching it.”
“Don’t blame you. She left blankets and a pillow for you.” He pointed to the recliner.
“Shit.”
“You have her best interest at heart. Stick to your guns. She’ll try to wear you down.”
“I’m not giving in.” He grabbed the blankets and arranged them on the floor, stripped off his damp clothes, and crawled under the covers.
“Julian?”
“What bro?”
“I think something’s wrong with me. I’m scared.”
“What do you mean?”
“I think … I’m losing my mind.” Vali twisted his blanket with trembling fingers.
“You’ve been through a lot. Give yourself time to heal.”
“No. You don’t understand. They did something to me at the Security Center. I’m not right. I … I want to do things.”
“Maybe you should talk to Jason. I mean … he would help you work it out. Or what about that counselor he wanted me to go to? Maybe she could help you.”
“Maybe. Maybe you’re right.” No way in hell was he telling Jason or some counselor about his deteriorating mind.
“I am. Trust me. Talk to Jason.”
“Yeah, sure. Don’t tell the others. They’d worry for nothing.” Vali pushed himself onto his side, facing away from Julian. He squeezed his eyes shut. Julian didn’t know the horrors that had made a home in his mind. Didn’t know panic seized him with no apparent trigger. And didn’t know that sometimes he wanted to do horrible, violent things … to the people he loved.
He didn’t want to lose his mind. He didn’t want to lose himself. If he went crazy, would they turn him away, send him back to the streets? Whoring himself was out of the question. Not that anyone except the most depraved would want a cripple. Dying would be better. Much better. Heat suffused his cheeks at the memories of the degradations he’d been subjected to.
And of course, following that wonderful memory come the nightmare scene of his father’s death. None of them knew the details. The truth. He wouldn’t talk about it, couldn’t. But it replayed in his sleep, three or four times a week, keeping it fresh and raw.
If he’d just ignored the girl. But her beauty had enthralled him. Human or not, he’d wanted her and she’d given herself. Both of them virgins. It had been hot, clumsy, messy, and fast. He’d bit her when he climaxed. She shrieked and her father, who had come home sometime while they were having sex, charged into her bedroom.
Now, he didn’t remember how he’d gotten out of the house. Her father had gone nuts. A lot of it was a blur. He’d grabbed his clothes off the floor and run. Her father chased him. More people joined in.
Lungs on fire, he’d made it home. And his father had interceded. He’d sent Vali out the back door and faced the men. And they’d killed him.
He had hid across the street, too scared to go hand himself over and save his father. They’d gotten his father down, sheer numbers overwhelming him, and cut his head off.
Vali had vomited and vomited until he thought he was going to die. He’d hoped he’d die. He deserved to die.
His father shouldn’t have been the one to be killed. He’d caused his father’s murder and he deserved every horrible thing that had happened to him since.
He deserved being a whore. He deserved the pain and degradation that went with it. He deserved the humiliation when he involuntarily climaxed despite his revulsion of allowing men to have sex with him. He deserved being captured and taken to the Security Center. And he deserved every bit of pain they’d inflicted on him and more. No matter how much he suffered, it wouldn’t pay his debt.
He’d been so close to death. If only they’d let him go… Because he didn’t have the courage to kill himself.
At least, not yet.
 
THE FOLLOWING night, Julian slipped out before Saranna awoke and made his way to his father’s apartment building. Apprehension gnawed a hole in his gut as he clung to the concealing shadows.
You’re fucking pathetic. He doesn’t want you. Accept it and go home.
Wasn’t happening.
He desperately wanted to know his father. Even if it meant being shoved away, he had to try to make his father acknowledge the truth.
He swallowed hard. Maybe he should let it go. His father knew the truth. He didn’t want Julian in his life.
But before he made a decision, his father exited the building and strode down the street.
Julian slid away from the darkened crack between the apartment building and its neighbor and tailed his father. He hung back, not sure of what he was going to do.
His father walked fast, drawing Julian deeper into the city. He rounded a corner and stopped. His father had vanished.
Confused, he drew in a deep breath. His father’s scent filled the air. A slight scraping sound, like nails on brick, drew his attention upward.
His father dropped on him, taking them down in a pile of flailing limbs.
His father had been clinging to the wall above him and now Julian lay pinned under him. The older male hissed and he instinctively submitted, lying motionless.
He grabbed Julian’s arm and looked at the brands with disgust. “No son of mine would be dumb enough to be captured and marked.”
“You’re my father.” A lump lodged in his throat like a wad of tough steak.
He backhanded Julian, bloodying his nose and numbing his face. “Stop following me, you little whelp. I want nothing to do with you. Don’t you understand that?”
Blood slid down his throat. “You’re my father. Whether you like it or not. Whether you like me or not. Whether you want to be or not.”
He hit Julian again. “I am not your father. Leave me the hell alone.”
“Why? Why can’t you admit it?” He sniffed, trying to clear his clogged nose.
“I’m nothing to you and you’re nothing to me. Leave me alone. You don’t want to keep fucking with me.” He drew back his fist.
Julian didn’t flinch. Not that it mattered. His father had to hear his jackhammering heart.
Christopher lowered his hand. “Get the fuck away from me, whelp.” And in a blink, he was gone.
Julian gained his feet and stumbled down the sidewalk. He covered miles without going anywhere. Walked blocks without seeing the people and things he passed until he stood outside their apartment. What kind of reception would he get from Saranna?
Gritting his teeth, he entered the apartment.
She shot him a shriveling glare from her position on the sofa. The expression vanished. “What happened?”
He wiped at the dried blood on his face and shrugged. “Father wasn’t happy to see me.”
“Oh, Julian.” Her features softened. “I’m sorry.”
“He hates me.”
She stood. “Let me clean you up.”
He followed her into the bathroom and sat on the commode lid while she washed his face and hands.
“Please don’t be mad at me.” He sounded more like a child than an adult. He didn’t think he could stand it if she shoved him away, too.
“I am angry. I know you have rights over me, but… I didn’t think you’d pull the macho shit.”
“It’s not that. I’m afraid something will happen to you. I can’t lose you, Saranna. I don’t have anybody.” The time he’d spent alone on the streets had been the worst days of his life.
She slid into the space between his spread legs and drew him close. She held him against her like a mother comforting an injured child.
She stroked his hair. “I have to help, just like you do.”
“We’ll find another way, okay? I don’t want you taking people to the shelter, but we can work something out to get them there.”
“Okay, Julian, you win.” She touched a scar on his forearm.
He pulled his sleeve down.
“You know you can always talk to me… I mean, if you feel like you need to do that.”
Unable to meet her gaze, he said, “I can’t help it. Sometimes I have to do it. It’s all that helps.”
She touched his cheek and he forced himself to look at her.
“I understand. I do.”
She didn’t. She couldn’t. Because he didn’t understand the humiliating compulsion himself. He bowed his head and rested his forehead against her. “I’m sorry. I wish I was normal. You shouldn’t be stuck with a half-breed nutbag.”
“You aren’t those things. Please don’t think like that.”
But he was those things. His blood was diluted, making him less than them and no normal person would get relief from hurting himself. “I’m sorry.”
She bent and kissed him lightly on the mouth. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her onto his leg. He deepened the kiss.
“I have to help those in need.” She leaned forward and pressed her mouth to his before he voiced a protest.
He wasn’t going to have it. But right now, he was going to have her. He stood and scooped her into his arms.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-one
 
 
THE FOLLOWING evening, Vali rubbed his aching, empty stomach as the others filed out to go to the firing range.
Though any of them would feed him, he was loath to ask. But the clawing hunger wasn’t to be ignored any longer, letting it get out of hand might not be a good idea.
He considered calling Rene, his longtime, feeding partner, and asking her to come to him again, but he nixed the idea. She’d already come to the apartment twice. The pity and sorrow in her pretty eyes was too much.
Self-loathing coursed through his veins like poison. He shoved his hair back from his eyes. He would go to Rene. After a quick call to make sure she was home, he grabbed the crutches, hoisted himself up, and hobbled to the door.
 
BY THE time Vali reached the halfway point, his arms ached where the crutches pushed into him with each step and he trembled with exhaustion.
He stopped. A tingling sensation crawled up the back of his neck and the hair lifted off his arms. A sense of wrongness enveloped him in a smothering cloud.
Eyes. Watching every step he took.
Vali slowly took in his surroundings, but nothing seemed amiss.
Panic sunk claws deep into his belly.
He lurched back down the sidewalk, his progress slow and clumsy. While he crept along, the feeling of being watched remained strong.
Arms shaking from strain and exhaustion, he stopped to rest a minute. He stood head down, panting.
His heart seized up and froze rock hard.
He couldn’t go home.
If they didn’t apprehend him on the street, they would follow him. He would endanger everyone.
He had to hide.
Yeah, right. How the shit was he going to do that when he wasn’t able to go any faster than a sun-baked slug? He sensed them behind him and his heart galloped in a race between panic and despair.
He lumbered forward, tried to go faster, and lost his balance. Unable to catch himself, he sprawled on the sidewalk. His forehead hit the concrete and stars blazed before his eyes. Head throbbing, the warm wetness of blood trickled over his skin. He lay unmoving in a heap of twisted limbs and crutches.
Two women approached, then gave him a wide berth and kept on going. The brands on his splayed-out arm were plainly visible. No one would offer help.
Fear pushed him to struggle into a sitting position. His head thumped and his vision blurred. He waited until his sight cleared and pulled himself up with the aid of the crutches.
A sob of icy terror tore out of him and he careened over the concrete. Dying was one thing; being starved and tortured to death was another.
Openmouthed and struggling for breath, praying for a hiding place, he cut into an alley.
The building to his left appeared vacant and he headed toward a double set of mottled rust and white doors.
His sensitive hearing picked up the heavy clumping of booted footsteps approaching the alley.
Balancing on the crutches, he put his shoulder into the door and pushed with his weight. Luck favored him. The door gave under pressure and there was no sign of the men at the mouth of the alley. He maneuvered inside and pushed the door shut.
He leaned against the cold metal wall and used the crutches to lower himself to the concrete.
Only a trace of light filtered through a few windows set high above the floor. But it was enough for him to see the vast emptiness of the warehouse.
Hoping to sleep, Vali pulled his legs into position with his hands and curled up on the cold, damp floor. If he slid into the blackness of sleep, he wouldn’t be aware of his hunger or anything else.
 
JULIAN HELD the pistol with one hand and steadied his aim with the other. He squeezed the trigger and a neat hole appeared in the target.
Ashton nodded approval. “Remember, hitting a moving target isn’t the same as pegging a piece of cardboard.”
“I know.” He reloaded and emptied the clip again.
Ashton leveled his weapon and squeezed off a shot.
Julian had spent a good deal of time over the last week at a hole-in-the-wall firing range with Ashton and Slade. As it turned out, he mastered the weapon much quicker than any of them expected.
Much to his pleasure, his natural ability with a firearm rivaled Slade’s skill. Having a feel for shooting gave him smug gratification every time he thought about it. That his skill irritated Slade made it even better.
With the gun tucked in the back of his waistband, its reassuring weight felt right. The gun was an equalizer.
“We’re done for tonight,” Ashton said. “You did well. Tomorrow night, when we go out, you’re coming with us. Assuming you want to.”
“I want to,” Julian said. Holy shit. Ashton had cracked the door for him. He’d proven himself worthy of getting a chance and he sure as hell wasn’t going to blow it.
“Good.” Ashton stuck his weapon in his waistband. “Let’s pick up Saranna and call it a night.”
 
JULIAN PUSHED open the door and revealed a dark, empty apartment.
Saranna moved around him and flipped on the light. “Did Vali say anything about going out?”
“No.”
“It’ll be light in a couple hours.” She worried her lower lip with her teeth.
“I’m sure he’s fine,” Ashton said. “He probably wanted to get out for a little while. He’s been cooped up for days.” Ashton didn’t look like he believed what he’d said.
“Oh, no.” Saranna sat on the sofa with a plop. “I bet he was hungry. I didn’t even think about him. He hasn’t fed since…”
Julian watched her mentally calculate the days.
“It’s been way over a week since Rene was here. He had to be hurting.” A cloud of guilt passed over her face.
Ashton cursed. “No one thought about it. Vali must think none of us give a shit. Do you know where his blood partner lives?”
“No,” Saranna said. “He’s quiet about his habits. I just know it’s a young female.”
Julian felt bad for her. Her body language spoke louder than words. She blamed herself.
He felt worse for Vali.
”He can’t defend himself,” Slade said. “We better go look for him.”
“Come on.” Saranna snatched her keys and herded them out of the apartment and on to Ashton’s car.
As Ashton drove the streets, Saranna kept dialing the landline at the apartment, hoping he’d returned, but no one answered.
Julian hated the pain he read in her eyes. He pulled her tight against him. It wasn’t her fault. None of them had given Vali’s feeding needs a second thought.
He didn’t want to think something might have happened to Vali. But unless he’d made it to his feeding partner and planned to spend the day with her, he should be home. And he would have left a note or called if it was a last minute change of plan.
Something was dead ass wrong.
 
VALI OPENED his eyes and didn’t know where he was until reality kicked in. His head pounded. He touched his forehead and crusted blood flaked off.
Biting his lip, he hauled himself off the floor with the crutches. Dawn was coming on and he had to move his ass fast. He almost laughed. Yeah, he would haul ass all right. Maybe he should hole up there for the day. He didn’t relish the idea of being incinerated on the sidewalk.
He crutched to the doors and cracked one open. Quiet darkness greeted him.
He eased out and made his way back to the street. At the mouth of the alley, he scanned the sidewalk in both directions before leaving the safety of the shadows.
Dawn would break over the horizon in about a half hour. He should have ten minutes or so to spare by the time he got home. Unless he misjudged the time, in which case he was going to get a suntan.
Other than a few early morning business people, a cluster of homeless men, and a stray vampire on the other side of the street, he was alone.
Nonetheless, he looked over his shoulder every few steps until the apartment building loomed ahead.
Relief flooded him. He’d made it. Maneuvering as quickly as possible to the steps, he hauled himself up to the doors. One hand on the knob, he surveyed the street one last time.
And there they were.
Two uniformed men. One spoke into a cell phone. The other gave him an evil smile that spoke volumes of intent.
“Fuck me.” Vali hobbled through the double doors.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-two
 
 
A HEAVY thump against the apartment door brought Julian and Saranna to their feet.
Julian yanked the door open. “Damn, Vali, you scared the hell out of us.”
“Where have you been? What happened to your head?” Saranna reached for him before he made it inside.
His balance lost, Vali fell against her. “I was hungry,” he snapped as he tried to steady himself. “I have to feed sometime.”
“At least everything’s okay.” Julian took Vali’s weight from Saranna and helped him to the sofa.
“Wrong. Everything’s perfectly fucked up.” He dumped the load on them in a quick rundown of what had happened.
“Fuck.” Julian’s insides knotted. “We’re trapped in here.”
“They don’t know which apartment we’re in.” Saranna’s hands fluttered like frightened birds.
“They’ll know soon enough,” Julian said. “Call Ashton and let him know what’s happening. We’re going to have to fight them.”
Saranna made the call and spoke in low, panicked tones. She ended the call quickly. “He can’t make it here before dawn. We’re on our own until tonight.”
Julian hadn’t expected Ashton to come to the rescue. He had the loaded gun and three spare clips. When he ran out of ammunition, they were going to be in trouble. The call had been in case none of them survived until nightfall.
 
FRAMER STRODE toward the two officers standing outside the decrepit apartment building. “You’re sure it’s the juvenile they broke out?”
“It’s him,” Mike Riley said. His partner, Richard White, bobbed his head in agreement.
Framer unfolded the warrant. “Okay, I’ll find the manager and see which apartment he’s in.”
He entered the building and paused at the tenant directory. The manager resided in apartment three.
How had the juvenile survived after being injected with the virus? He should have died about a week later. His survival showed a major flaw in the virus. Carriers couldn’t be permitted long-term survival.
He wrapped on the manager’s door.
A middle-aged woman answered his summons. “Can I help you?”
“I’m Charles Framer from the Vampire Control and Security Center. May I come in?”
She opened the door and stood aside. “My husband will be right with you. He’s the manager.”
A moment later, a slightly-past-middle-age man greeted them. “What’s this about?”
“You have a wanted vampire living in this building. I need to know what apartment he’s in.” Framer produced a photograph and the warrant and handed them to the manager.
“That’s Saranna Daniels’ cousin,” The manager said. His wife’s eyes were huge with surprise.
“Saranna Daniels?” Framer didn’t need more vampires to deal with, but he wasn’t surprised.
“The girl in apartment six. He’s her cousin.” The manager handed back the photo and warrant.
“Maybe he’s her boyfriend,” Framer said.
“No. I’ve seen her hanging on another young man. He lives there too.”
Framer handed the man a folder. “Look through these photos and see if you recognize any of them.”
The manager took the folder and thumbed through the stack of photographs. He looked at one for a moment and handed it to Framer. “This one. He’s her boyfriend.”
Framer snorted. “They’re both wanted. They’re dangerous. They’ll put up a fight. Are all these apartments occupied?”
“Yes,” the manager said. “But everyone, except an old lady in apartment two and a couple in apartment eight, will leave by seven-thirty.”
“Good. Let the place empty out. We’ll tell the people in two and eight to get out until this is taken care of. Then we’ll get the males out of here.”
“What about the female?” The manager’s wife asked. Her hands fluttered about as if she didn’t know how to keep them under control.
“The female will be taken, too. But she isn’t wanted, so she’ll be set free once she’s processed. The males will be put down immediately. You won’t have to worry about them coming back and causing trouble.”
“Oh, my.” Her eyes darted between him and her husband “I hope you aren’t going to shoot the place up.”
“We take them down with tranqs. Besides, they aren’t as difficult during the day when they need to sleep.”
“Oh, thank heavens. I’d hate to see the building torn up.” She still looked unhappy about the matter. “If you’ll excuse me a moment, I have fresh baked pastries. You may as well have some with coffee while you’re getting ready,” she said and scuttled away.
 
IN MINUTES, light would spill across the sky and they would be trapped.
Julian paced, needing to do something, anything, to get them out of danger. He stalked into the bedroom and checked the street through a slit between the heavy drapes. Three uniformed men conferred among themselves.
The possibility of Saranna being captured and processed was more than he could stand. Yet, there was no way for him to lead them out. He knew the exact moment daylight broke over the city and sprung the trap.
He returned to the living room. Two pair of eyes settled on him, hope and fear warring on their faces.
He’d never felt so helpless. And worthless.
Saranna’s cell phone rang. She snatched it up. The rapid conversation ended with Saranna saying, “Thank you, Mrs. Baxter, you’ve saved our lives.”
She tucked the phone in her pocket. “The landlady said for us to go to the basement. There’s a hidden space under the stairs.”
“Why is she helping us?” Suspicion swept across Vali’s face.
“I don’t know, but we don’t have a choice.”
The relief in her voice sent the heat of shame through Julian’s blood. He should have been able to get them out. Instead, he’d failed to protect them. He snarled, wanting to refuse aid from a human.
“Come on, we don’t have time to spare,” Saranna said.
Julian tucked the pistol in the back of his jeans and Vali struggled off the sofa.
Saranna headed for the door, but Julian cut her off. “No way. I’m going first.”
She didn’t argue.
Julian opened the door a crack and surveyed the empty hall. Satisfied the officers hadn’t entered the building yet, he stepped over the threshold and waited for Vali and Saranna.
They hurried to the stairs at the end of the hall. The steps leading down into the basement were carpeted, but steep and narrow.
Vali hobbled down the steps with Julian and Saranna pinning him between them. “Thanks,” he said at the bottom. “Don’t know if I could have made it alone.”
Julian and Vali followed Saranna to the underside of the stairs.
“She said the wall is a thin panel that slides,” Saranna said.
The wall appeared to be ordinary sheetrock, but when Julian placed his hands on it and pushed, it slid, revealing a small closet-like space inside. “Come on.”
Saranna ducked inside and Vali followed. One of his crutches hit the door and he almost fell. “Son of a fuck.”
“Oh, damn. Don’t shut it.” Saranna scooted past Julian and went to the dryer.
“What are you doing?” Julian said.
“We need something to sit on.” She opened the dryer and pawed through one of their neighbor’s laundry. “We need a comforter or something soft. I’ll go get the one off the bed.”
“Like hell you will.” Julian intercepted her.
“I’m getting it. We can’t sit on concrete all day.”
He smelled a trace of anger. “Forget it. I’m not letting you go back up there and you can be as mad as you want. A numb ass isn’t going to kill any of us. They will!” He wasn’t about to let her leave the safety of the hidden space.
Overhead, the men tromped with heavy footfalls.
He slid the panel back into place, closing them in near solid darkness. His eyes adjusted to the lack of light.
Vali lowered himself onto the concrete. Saranna sat next to him and Julian sank down on her other side. She was right. Sitting on the bare floor sucked.
He shifted, seeking some measure of comfort and finding none. From his position on the floor, the day loomed large, stretching out for endless miles of cold, ass-numbing waiting.
 
THE THUD of heavy boots clomping down the basement steps snapped Julian into wakefulness.
“Fuck!” Vali jerked upright.
“Quiet,” Julian snapped and gripped the pistol. He tracked the sounds of the officer’s movements around the basement.
Saranna grasped his thigh and squeezed. The scent of her fear, bitter and biting, engulfed him. He choked off a growl and eased to his feet. If anyone discovered the door, surprise would be his ally.
Footfalls approached, came closer, then moved on in search of a more promising hiding place. Something scraped on the concrete. Something else crashed to the floor. After long, heart pounding minutes, the officer tromped back up the steps and out of earshot.
Saranna and Vali heaved sighs of relief.
Julian slid to the floor and sat cross-legged. “Try to sleep. I’ll wake you if they come back.”
“Can you remain awake?” Saranna looked doubtful.
“Yeah. Go ahead and sleep. You both need it.” He did too, but he didn’t want them to worry. Their nocturnal nature was a liability.
He sat ramrod straight while Saranna and Vali drifted into sleep. Even in relative darkness, Saranna’s beauty shone like a ray of radiant sunlight. His brilliant light in the night.
It would be so easy to love her. So easy to give her his heart. So easy to set himself up to have his guts ripped out when something inevitably happened and drove her from him.
Better to take what she offered and keep it at that. If it made him a pig, oh well. It was better than being hurt. He’d never had a successful relationship.
He’d never even had a best friend that hadn’t stuck a knife in his back. Long before Tommy, he’d had another best pal. He’d been sixteen when his best friend hit it off with the new kid in town.
The new kid had taken an instant dislike to Julian and called him a sissy for playing the violin. Three weeks later, his best friend joined the new kid’s camp and Julian was out in the cold. The complete death of their four-year friendship had come when they called him a queer and beat him bloody.
The beating had been bad, but the betrayal had been worse. He hadn’t had another best friend until Tommy. And that had really worked out well.
God, it was best not to dredge up the past. But it didn’t stop there, did it?
Hell, his own father didn’t want him and his mother had deceived him right up to the day she’d died and left him living a lie.
He ran a hand through his hair and squeezed his eyes shut. No, he didn’t need any more rejection, or any more lies. He rubbed his arms, but now wasn’t the time for getting relief. Besides, the others would smell the blood.
He leaned back and stared into the darkness. Right now, keeping them safe and out of the hands of the officers was the only thing to worry about.
He drew up his knees and rested his head on them. His eyelids slid shut. He jerked upright, eyes wide and staring. He had to stay awake.
 
A SCRAPING sound tore Julian from a vivid nightmare of restraints and branding. His already thundering heart slammed into his throat. He launched upward into a crouch and their dark hiding place flooded with artificial light. He blinked, blinded by the brightness.
“Shit,” a voice sputtered.
Julian shook his head and his vision cleared.
A uniformed man stood before him, gun in hand. The officer jerked the weapon up.
Julian sprang, landing on him. The man crumpled and they hit the concrete floor hard.
Julian knocked the gun away, sending it flying out of reach.
The officer scrabbled for his pocket and brought his hand up with a sweeping motion.
Julian lunged to the side. A control device grazed his stomach with a punch that knocked him flat. Stunned, he lay immobile, then his body unlocked and agonizing pain cramped his muscles. He writhed on the concrete, twisting from side to side.
Snarling, the officer regained his feet and pulled a large blade. “Think you’re smart, cocksucker?” He grabbed Julian and yanked him onto his back.
He raised the blade over Julian’s heart. Unable to defend himself, he hissed in helpless terror.
Saranna rocketed from the hiding place and leapt onto the man’s back. She sank her nails into his shoulders and wrapped her legs around his middle. Knocked off balance, he fell with her on top of him.
He slashed backward with the knife.
Saranna shrieked.
The scent of her blood burned into Julian. Everything went black with rage, then scarlet with the need to kill and protect her.
He pushed his body to move. Though his cramped muscles were loosening, he could only thrash on the concrete.
Saranna ripped at the officer’s face with her nails.
“Fuckin’ whore!” He flailed with the knife.
She grabbed his hand and twisted until he dropped the weapon. He yanked his arm away and twisted himself over, unbalancing her and knocking her off him.
Julian hissed and forced his body to move despite the pain. Throwing himself forward, he shoved Saranna out of harm’s way with his body and locked the officer beneath him. Julian grabbed the officer’s shirt, yanked him upward, and then slammed his head against the floor with a savage blow. Blood poured onto the floor from the officer’s head, triggering an instant jab of pain in his empty stomach. “Fuck!”
Julian sprang to his feet and snatched the limp body from the concrete. He hauled the still living man under the stairs and dumped him in front of Vali. “He’s all yours.”
He didn’t wait to see if Vali took the offering. No ravenous vampire would turn down a free meal.
Julian crouched beside Saranna who sat on the floor, a hand pressed to her leg. “How badly are you hurt?”
“It isn’t bad. Just a shallow cut. Can you take care of the mess on the floor?”
He ignored her question. “You sure you’re okay? Let me see it.”
“I’m okay.” She moved her hand, displaying the slice in her jeans and the cut beneath the denim.
Satisfied she was alright, he hurried to the laundry sink and grabbed a stray t-shirt. He wet it and went back to clean up the blood. He scrubbed over the concrete until he wore a hole in the shirt, but he wasn’t happy with the result. A stain remained that would look even worse when the spot dried. And wasn’t that frigging wonderful.
He disposed of the blood-soaked shirt, ducked into the hiding space, and pulled the door closed.
Low growls, the feral instinct to protect his food in cramped quarters, punctuated quiet sucking sounds as Vali hovered over the officer’s torn throat.
The scent of fresh blood twisted Julian’s stomach into painful cramps. How many days had it been since he’d appeased his need for sustenance? He wasn’t sure. Trying to ignore the discomfort in his guts and the odor triggering it, he settled in closer to Saranna and picked up the gun.
Taking out the officer was a bad deal. Now, his companions would search even harder for them. Would they give up if one of their own went missing? He didn’t think so.
Vali shoved the corpse away and moved closer to Julian. He looked sheepish, but didn’t apologize.
The warmth in the dark space worked against them. Julian’s eyelids drooped. Vali drifted into sleep and Saranna soon followed. Julian fought to stay awake, but the power of the day pulled at him and though he couldn’t fight the need for sleep, he woke often and listened for signs of danger.
Sometime later, the repeated calling of a name awakened him. Looking for the husk in the corner, he guessed. Their comrade wouldn’t be answering any time soon.
 
JULIAN AWOKE to quiet knocking. “It’s Nellie Baxter. Open up, they’re gone.”
Saranna nudged him. “Open the door.”
Julian wished he could trust the landlady as easily as Saranna did. Placing himself between their benefactress and Saranna, he slid the door open.
The landlady was alone, but she looked distressed.
He lowered the pistol.
“They left a half hour ago. But they’ll be back. One of our people fed them some disinformation, but they won’t buy it long.” She wrung her hands. “You have to get out of here and you can’t come back. It won’t be safe. Get the things you need out of the apartment and I’ll take care of the rest for you.”
“Disinformation? Our people? What are you talking about?” Julian asked. “Why are you helping us?”
“Does it matter?”
“Yes.”
She hesitated. “They murdered someone I loved like a son. I wouldn’t help those government bastards if it guaranteed me a place in Heaven.”
“I’m sorry.” Julian believed her.
“I’m a member of the Red Rose Society. It’s my duty and moral obligation to help you. Now come, you must hurry. Gather as many of your things as you can take. I’ll have the rest sent to Stack-A-Box Storage. You can contact me and I’ll give you the code to get in the storage unit.”
Julian pointed to the carcass in the corner. “I’ll get him out of here before we leave.”
 
TWENTY MINUTES later, Julian tried unsuccessfully to stay out of Saranna’s way as she gathered items and stacked them on the bed.
Twitching with the need to cut himself into relief, he eyed the bathroom. He considered going in there for a quick slice fix. Nix that. Saranna and Vali would smell the blood.
He didn’t need either of them psychoanalyzing him. He didn’t need anyone to point out what he did wasn’t part of a normal self-help program. He didn’t need to be told hurting himself to feel good was seriously fucked up. He dropped his head into his hands and shut his eyes against the first sign of a blinder headache coming on.
A heavy knock rattled the apartment door and the quiet tones of Ashton and Slade filtered through.
Saranna ushered them inside.
“I have a truck.” Ashton dangled the keys. “We can take a lot of stuff out of here in a couple loads. But we have to get moving before one of your neighbors puts two and two together and calls the cavalry.”
Saranna looked dismayed. “I don’t have any boxes.”
“Never fear,” Slade said. “We brought packing boxes.”
Saranna burst into tears. “We don’t have anywhere to go.”
Julian gathered her into his arms and pulled her against him. She laid her head on his shoulder and he stroked her hair as her tears dampened his shirt. Some mate he was. “Shh. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
They would have to go to the shelter and throw themselves on the mercy of the pastor. Any place beat the streets until he found them an apartment.
Vali looked as if he wanted to die.
“You have a place to go.” Ashton shouldered past them. “The three of you can have our loft. You have no excuses now. Let’s get moving.”



 
 
Chapter Thirty-three
 
 
JULIAN WASN’T crazy about having a bedroom over Slade’s. Saranna wasn’t the quietest female he’d ever lain with and the idea of her brother listening to them having sex was less than appealing. But Vali had already claimed the smallest of the two loft bedrooms. Otherwise, their new quarters were perfect. Better even than the apartment he’d shared with Tommy.
As Saranna bent to remove items from a box, he admired her backside. Her long hair hung in a silken curtain and he had an urge to run his hands through the strands.
That wasn’t his most pressing urge, though. He licked his lips. Hunger burned in him and his fangs ached.
She straightened and caught him ogling her. “I know that look.”
She sashayed to the door and flipped the deadbolt.
Glancing over her shoulder, she gave him a little smile that elevated his internal temperature. He stalked forward and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her tight against him. Giggling, she wriggled her backside against his crotch.
Julian groaned and pushed against her, wanting her to feel his desire. She turned in his arms. “Sweet lover,” she said and slid her arms around his neck. He pressed his lips to hers in a soft, warm kiss. His hands roamed over her back, traced upward over her silken skin and burrowed into her freshly washed, lemon-scented hair.
He licked at her lips. Moaning, she opened to his insistent tongue. He explored her mouth and licked at her fangs.
“So beautiful,” he said between kisses. He couldn’t get enough of her. He kissed his way along her jaw and below her ear.
She tilted her head, giving him access. He grew harder as he stroked his tongue over her vein. She gasped and shivered in anticipation, but he didn’t bite.
Her hand slipped over his chest and stomach and cupped his straining cock through his jeans. He groaned against her skin as she rubbed him, the friction making him hotter.
He backed her up until her legs hit the mattress and they went down on the bed in a heap.
Their hands tore at each other’s clothes until they lay naked. He drew her to him, his mouth seeking her lips in a teasing kiss that quickly deepened. He wanted inside her. Being in a houseful of males triggered an overwhelming urge to mark her. She belonged to him in every way now. And he would kill to keep her.
He should have been shocked, but it seemed natural and right. He didn’t question it.
She pulled him tighter, molding herself to him. His cock pressed against her soft belly. She took him in her hand and stroked velvet skin over the hard core. His cock jerked in her grip.
He stroked her shoulder, down her arm, and cupped her breast, caressing the hard nipple between his thumb and index finger. Abandoning her mouth, he blazed a path down to the hollow at her throat and on down to the valley between her breasts. Her clean lilac scent drove him mad with desire.
While his hand caressed one plump breast, his mouth fastened on the other, suckling on the hard bud until she writhed and threw her leg over his hip.
He nipped and swirled his tongue around the nipple to take the sting away. He claimed her lips again while he stroked down her smooth skin to the juncture of her thighs and burrowed into her curls.
Julian’s fingers slid into her folds, finding and caressing her most sensitive spot. Saranna moaned into his mouth. He plunged two fingers inside her heat and her hips pumped, riding his hand with abandon.
The scent of her arousal burned into him.
“Julian.” It came out on a moan, but sounded more like a caress.
“I need you. I need to make you mine.”
“I am yours. Always,” she panted. Her fingers ran through his hair, pushing it back from his face.
He stroked her nub with little flicks of his thumb while she rubbed herself on his fingers. She threw her head back and cried out as her hips worked harder. He waited until her shudders stopped and she lay panting. He withdrew and licked her wetness from his fingers. Tasting her with relish. “So good,” he murmured.
Cat quick, he flipped her onto her stomach. She gasped and her breath quickened. He caught her hips and urged her to lift up off the bed.
She elevated her rump and he moved behind her, bent, and kissed her back. He stroked his fingers along her delicate skin, delving into her folds.
She moaned and pushed into his fingers. Her scent, hot and female, filled his senses. He stroked her and eased a finger inside her wet slit. She whimpered and he growled with pleasure.
He wanted to bury his tongue in her. Wanted her taste in his mouth. Wanted to pleasure her until she screamed his name.
He dipped his head, shoved his face up against her, and slid his tongue along her in a long, slow sweep. She cried out and shivered, but held still for him.
Julian grunted and breathed in her scent. His cock was so hard it throbbed, but he wasn’t ready to take her yet. He tongued her clit, stroking over the little nub rhythmically.
“Jesus, Julian…” She whimpered and pushed into him. She was soaking wet, swollen, flushed with heat. He stroked his tongue along her, lapping up the moisture and making her cry out again.
Unable to wait any longer, he rose up over her, grasped her hips, and slid his cock between her legs, rubbing against her folds. He pumped his hips.
“Julian, please… You’re killing me.”
He rammed inside her, burying himself in her core as she balanced on her hands and knees.
Gripping her hips, he slid out and slammed back into her. She groaned and rocked her hips. His control evaporated and he thrust hard and fast.
She rocked against him, whimpering and then sobbing his name. The wet sound of his cock sliding in her channel drove him into a faster, harder pace. He grunted, sinking deep inside her slick passage.
He worked her nub with his finger, flicking and stroking until she screamed and shattered under him.
Groaning, he pulled out and she collapsed onto the bed. He caught the scent of her sex and his cock twitched. He turned her over and crawled over her. He pushed into her, joining them face to face. He rocked against her, sliding deep into her core.
She worked with him, meeting his thrusts. “Harder, Julian,” she cried and sank her nails into his back.
He hissed, dipped his head, and buried his fangs in her throat while his hips drove his cock into her again and again. He drank in long, greedy draws.
Her moans spurred him to ride her harder as he took her blood.
She cried out her pleasure. He growled against her flesh while he fed, a warning to be quiet. Or at least quieter. While he slaked his hunger, his body tightened with the need to release into her.
He pumped harder, feeling a tingle in his lower back. He worked harder, wanting her to climax again before he lost control.
 
VALI WORKED his way down the stairs. Crutches made it difficult, but he was so happy to have his own room he didn’t care how tough the stairs were or how often he had to listen to Julian getting his dick wet.
The loft was fantastic. More like a large apartment than a true loft, keeping them separate from their kin below.
Vali loved it.
He made it to the bottom of the stairs without doing any damage to himself and maneuvered toward the kitchen.
His cousins sat at the island in the center of the room. Slade pecked at his laptop’s keys and sucked at a glass of amber liquid. Snowball, his pet ferret, lay curled on his leg, fast asleep.
“Is everyone settled in up there?” Ashton didn’t look up from a magazine.
“I am. Don’t know about those two.”
“We could go up and help,” Slade said.
“I don’t think I’d go up right now.” Vali avoided Slade’s eyes.
“Why not? Oh.” Slade’s mouth tightened, flattening into a thin line.
“Julian’s feeding.” Vali shrugged.
A shrill cry of pleasure floated down from the upstairs bedroom.
“I don’t think that’s all he’s doing,” Ashton said.
Slade slammed the laptop shut.
“Slade,” Ashton said in mild warning.
“I’m sorry, but he isn’t good enough for her.”
“Why the hell not?” Ashton planted a heavy fist on the table.
“He’s a half-breed, for one thing. And he hasn’t been one of us long enough to know what he’s going to be like when he matures.”
“He was a half-breed. He’s full vampire now and you know it. And he may be a ways from maturity, but he’s going to fit in with us just fine. He’s smart and loyal. The rest will come with experience and training. And be honest, no male she picked would be good enough for you.”
Saranna’s moans increased in volume and she cried Julian’s name.
Slade snarled.
“Get over it,” Ashton growled. “He’s one of us. He’s staying in this house. He’s your sister’s legal mate. And you’re going to deal with it.
“I’m going out,” Slade snarled and grasped Snowball, disturbing the little animal’s sleep. He slid from the stool and put the ferret down on the floor.
“Where’re you headed?” Ashton asked.
“Meeting some of the guys for a workout.”
“Don’t kill anyone. You’re on edge.”
“They know how to defend themselves,” Slade said stalking out of the kitchen.
Vali bet that was the truth. Krav Maga wasn’t for the faint of heart. Slade would dish it out, without a doubt, but he would take plenty in return. Vali had watched YouTube videos of Krav Maga demonstrations and he sure as fuck wouldn’t want to tangle with any vampire who knew how to put it into practice.
Ashton put his glass in the sink. “Since he’s got a hair up his ass, I may as well go see if Llanan wants to do a little fencing and talk shop.”
Vali grunted. “Have fun.” His cousins’ hobbies were worse than Julian’s tombstone rubbing fascination. At least Julian wouldn’t come home from whatever cemetery he decided to haunt with black eyes or bloodied from a sword wound.
Sometimes, he thought he might be the sanest one of the lot. And considering the state of his mental faculties, that was one hell of a scary possibility.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-four
 
 
BANKS GLOWERED as Framer entered his office. Framer carried himself like a whipped cur and reminded Banks of a dung beetle—always ready to consume whatever shit someone handed him. But being summoned to his office had a negative effect on most of his underlings.
“So.” Banks enjoyed Framer’s discomfort as he fidgeted before the large mahogany desk. “Can you explain why two officers have been killed by the same vampire? And why that vampire is still breathing?”
Framer met his eyes and Banks read mutual dislike. “We haven’t been able to locate his new residence.”
“I understand his little cohort is alive and well. Any truth to that?”
“Yes. His legs are paralyzed. Otherwise, he appeared healthy.”
“But looks can be deceiving. Can’t they? I wonder what’s going on in the little bastard’s brain pathologically.”
“From the reports we’ve been able to gather, he appeared normal.” Framer glanced away.
The man was a wuss. Banks didn’t trust anyone who wouldn’t maintain eye contact. “I understand those two are part of a group. Four males and the female.”
“That’s correct.” Framer’s hands twisted like battling snakes.
“What are you going to do about it?”
“We’ll find them.” Sweat trickled down Framer’s temples.
“You’d better. Because if you can’t do your job, I can damn well find someone who can.”
“I can do my job.” With a show of spirit that surprised Banks, he added, “It’s a lot harder for the men out in the field than someone sitting behind a desk can imagine. We’re dealing with dangerous creatures, not a bunch of paper pushing, chair warmers.”
Banks met his stare and this time Framer didn’t flinch. “Go do your job. I want that blond fucker captured and executed. I want the juvenile detained for observation and study by the lab. And I want the other two males captured and terminated.”
“And the female?”
“I don’t give a flying-shit about the female. She’s nothing but a semen depository for one or more of the males.”
Framer nodded.
“And I want one other thing.” He opened a folder and slipped out a photograph. He handed it to Framer. “I want him hunted down. From what I’ve been able to learn, I believe he lives close to Capitol Hill. I want him processed and detained. Assign this to your best Wolf. You will inform me when he is brought in.”
“Something special about this one?”
“Nothing you’d find of interest.” Banks leaned back in his chair. “Failure is not acceptable. Do you understand?”
“I understand.” Framer paled.
 
“JULIAN,” ASHTON called from the lower level. “I need to see you.”
Shit. Julian licked Saranna’s moisture-coated skin. His cock was so hard it hurt and heaven lay before him. “Down in a few,” he called back and stroked his tongue over her again.
She moaned and shuddered.
“Now, damn it.” The bellow wasn’t to be ignored.
“Fuck.”
“I don’t think so,” Saranna said and giggled.
He groaned and pressed his forehead down on the bed. Of all the bad timing. He considered ramming inside her and going for broke. Better not. Ignoring Ashton wasn’t a good idea. “I have to go, but we’ll take care of this later.”
“I’ll be waiting.”
He narrowed his eyes. Maybe he should take her and be done with it.
“Julian!” Ashton sounded agitated.
“I’m coming.”
“No you aren’t,” Saranna said and laughed again.
“Stop. Just stop.” He rolled off the bed, yanked on his clothes and stalked from the bedroom, slamming the door behind him.
He hurried down the stairs and found Ashton in the kitchen.
“Take a seat,” Ashton said.
He planted his ass on one of the stools and waited for Ashton to spill whatever had lit a fire under him.
“First, tomorrow night I want to pay those fucking traders a little visit. Me, you, and Slade. You up for it?”
“Damn right I am.”
“Good. Have your ass ready by eleven o’clock.”
Julian nodded.
“Aside from that, I’ve received some intelligence you need to know about.” He hesitated. Ashton looked like a man picking his way through a minefield.
The fine hair on Julian’s arms rose. “Tell me, man. It can’t be that bad.”
“Yes, it can.” Ashton popped open a Coke and took a long drink. “I have information about the prostitute killer.”
“Oh, well that’s a good thing.”
“Yes and no. Julian, my contacts have traced the evidence to Christopher Wilkes.”
The words sledgehammered Julian between the eyes, and for a moment he stared at Ashton, speechless. “My … my father?” he stammered when he regained his voice.
“Fraid so.”
“But… That can’t be right.”
“Can’t it?”
Oh, God. His father was a serial killer. What kind of sick motherfucker had sired him and what did it mean to him? What kind of tainted blood ran through his veins?
“I know this is a shock and I’m sorry to dump it on you. But you had to know.”
“It’s okay.” It wasn’t okay. It was very not okay. And there wasn’t a thing in the world he could do about it.
“Look, if you need to talk or anything. I’m here.”
“Thanks. But I don’t think this is something I can talk through. I need to go out for a while. Clear my head.”
“I understand. Be careful.”
“Yeah. Always careful.” He stood and, like a zombie, headed for the door.
 
SARANNA LISTENED to a Mozart CD at a low level. She still loved hard rock, but, since Julian listened to nothing but classical music, her appreciation for it had grown.
He was good for her in a lot of ways. But what did she have to offer him? Julian’s skill with the violin drove home how little she’d accomplished.
Handsome and talented. A skillful, sexy lover. Julian was everything she needed. And, damn her, she loved him. Exactly what she didn’t want. He already had too many rights over her.
So far, she hadn’t blurted the truth to him. The desire to be honest, as a mate should, ate at her, but her knowledge that he didn’t love her in return was far stronger.
He’d become her legal mate to save her from a miserable existence and that was all. He enjoyed sex with her. He cared for her. A lot. But he didn’t love her. Her only hope was that he might come to love her over time.
Julian was used to being free to do as he wished. She bit her lip. He’d probably dated and slept with women who were cultured and talented like himself. In the human world, she would be no more than a high school-educated young woman who made a living at a menial job.
How could she ever hope to have him see her as an equal when she wasn’t on his level? He’d attended one of the finest, most respected music schools in the world. He’d won competitions. He was good enough to pursue a soloist career had he not been brought into her world.
Her eyes burned with the threat of tears. He would never love her because she wasn’t worthy of him.
And he knew it.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-five
 
 
THE FOLLOWING night, as Julian climbed out of Ashton’s car, he was still reeling from the shock of learning about his father.
Ashton took a small wooden box from the trunk and tucked it under his arm. His steel gaze went from Julian to Slade. “I don’t want any shit between you two tonight. Got it?”
“Yes,” Slade growled.
Julian nodded. He wasn’t about to let Slade sidetrack him into a fight. This was a chance for him to prove himself worthy and Slade wasn’t going to derail it. Knowing where he came from made proving himself more important than ever.
“Okay,” Ashton said. “Let’s go.”
They slipped through the shadows until they stood outside the trader’s holding facility.
Julian peeked through the small window into the basement. Four men were engrossed in a card game and a single vampire lay in a cage. Tommy wasn’t there.
Ashton set the box outside the door and pulled his weapon. Slade and Julian armed themselves and waited for Ashton to give the signal.
Ashton shoved the door open. They barreled through the opening and dove for cover.
The men leapt from the table, drawing weapons as they scrambled for something to hide behind.
Shots rang out, deafening in the small concrete space. Julian and Slade crouched side by side behind a workbench and Ashton hunkered behind a partial block wall near the door.
A trader bobbed up and took a shot. Another gabbled in a panicked voice, presumably calling reinforcements.
Julian’s keen hearing picked up the telltale brush of someone snaking toward him. He rose up and squeezed the trigger in the same instant his assailant fired. The dart grazed his upper arm, leaving a burning trail. He dropped back behind his hiding place and wiped away the blood.
His opponent hadn’t fared as well. The man sprawled face down in a spreading puddle of blood.
Julian sniffed and their greatest liability landed a Mike Tyson knockout to his gut. Like it or not, they were slaves to the weakness of craving blood.
“Shit,” Slade said. “Let me see your arm.”
“I’m okay, it barely scratched me.”
“It doesn’t take much of that shit to put you down. Now let me see it.”
Julian turned and made direct eye contact with a trader worming toward them, his gun trained on Slade.
Julian jerked his weapon up and fired a single round. The bullet took the man’s forehead off in a splatter of tissue and blood.
Julian stared in fascinated horror at the remainder of the man’s cranium. His stomach flipped over.
“Thanks,” Slade said. “Asshole almost hit me with that shit.”
“Just return the favor if I ever need it.” He looked away from the vaporized head and waited to see if his breakfast was going to come up.
Across the basement, the vampire had flattened himself on the cage’s floor where he lay hissing at the commotion going on around him. A stray dart pegged him in the thigh and he let out a yelp. He yanked the dart out and pulled himself into a back corner of the cage.
Another shot rang out, followed by a thud. Ashton had taken a third man down.
Slade motioned in the direction of the remaining man.
Julian listened for movement that would give the man’s position away. Silence filled the basement except for the caged vampire’s labored breathing.
“The drugs must have overloaded his system,” Slade said.
Slow and uncoordinated, the vampire clawed at his pocket.
The slap of running footsteps brought Julian’s attention back to the last human.
Slade popped up and fired.
The man fell in a twitching heap. A moment later he lay still.
Ashton raced to the counter and pawed through strewn items until he found a ring of keys. He hurried to the cage and tried keys until the lock clicked open. Crawling half in the cage himself, he grabbed the captive and pulled him out onto the floor. Ashton smacked the male’s cheeks.
He opened cloudy eyes and weakly pushed something into Ashton’s hand. “Make sure Lexi gets this.”
Julian looked over Ashton’s shoulder. “What is it?”
Ashton extended his hand. A small charm, half a heart with the name Lexi engraved on it, lay in his palm.
The youngster exhaled and his eyelids slid shut, the stench of death already seeping from him.
“Shit.” Ashton slid the charm in his pocket. “Tear this fucking place apart. Find their records. Take anything useful.”
Julian and Slade went to work, going through drawers, shelves, stacks of paper, anything that might contain records.
Julian yanked open a drawer. A heavy set of chains with snaps on both ends lay in a coil. He didn’t have a use for them, but he stuffed one chain in each of his jacket pockets.
He dug into another drawer and pawed through the contents. He glanced up and his stomach twisted. A tiny red light glowed from the ceiling.
“Bingo!” Slade shouted with glee and hauled out two large ledgers from a drawer. “Here they are.”
“Ashton,” Julian said. “Guys…”
“What?” Ashton sounded impatient.
“Over there.” Julian pointed to a recessed area in the ceiling. Barely visible, a small camera sat mounted above a large plastic pipe. The red light indicated its functioning status.
“Fuck. Bring the books. I’ll get him.” Ashton indicated the dead male. “We have to get out of here, now.”
Ashton snatched a blanket from the floor and wrapped the body. He gathered up the corpse and followed Julian and Slade out of the basement.
Ashton laid the bundle on the asphalt and handed Slade his keys. “Get the car. We’ll finish up and meet you on the street.”
Slade took the keys and trotted off.
Ashton retrieved the box he’d hidden and took out two liquid-filled quart bottles. He handed them to Julian. A piece of cloth jammed the neck of each bottle.
The stench of gasoline rose from them. Ashton had two more for himself. He handed Julian a lighter. “Go around the side, to the far end. Light one, throw it, and run. Throw the second one before you come around the front corner. I’ll take this side.”
Julian nodded.
Ashton grabbed his arm. “Once you light them, don’t fuck around. It’ll hit the gas fast. If you catch yourself on fire, you’re dead.”
“I know.” Julian clutched the reeking bottles and sprinted to the back corner of the building. Old architecture and ornate ironwork lent the building a spooky appearance.
Clutching one bottle between his arm and body, he held the other in his left hand and lit the strip of cloth. The moment it caught, he launched the bottle of gasoline and flour with a hard throw.
The bottle smashed against the building and a glut of flame leapt to life with a loud whoosh.
Julian ran for the front. He stopped and lit the cloth hanging from the second bottle and threw it with all his strength.
It shattered into flame and he raced around the front corner.
Ashton tore around the other side.
Flames already illuminated the sky and the air shimmered with heat. The fire roared behind them, consuming the structure. Thick, acrid smoke rose into the sky and embers danced on the breeze.
Julian scanned the street. Slade sat behind the wheel of Ashton’s car, lights off, motor idling.
Ashton scooped up the wrapped body and headed for the car with Julian beside him.
Julian yanked open the back door.
Ashton stuffed the corpse into the seat and slammed the door.
Julian ran for the other side and climbed in next to the body. Ashton dove into the front and Slade tore out with squalling tires as flames engulfed the building and a fine mist of ash fell like gray snow.
 
VALI SAT in the downstairs great room with the TV to keep him company. He wanted to be out with the others, not stuck there like some gimp. Yeah, like that was ever going to happen.
The doorbell rang and he jumped. “What the fuck,” he said under his breath and struggled onto his feet with the hated crutches.
The doorbell chimed again. “Wait a damn minute.” Vali made his way around Ashton’s gadgets and furniture. Cursing under his breath, he hobbled to the door and yanked it open.
His mouth fell open and he gawked like a fool at a young female. She blushed and he berated himself for being a rude ass. “Hi,” he blurted like an even bigger idiot.
“Hi.” She had a breathy little voice. “Is Saranna here? I need to talk with her.”
“She went to pick up some food. You want to come in and wait for her? She shouldn’t be long.”
“Well… I don’t know.”
“Ah, come on in. She’ll be right home.” He gave her a disarming smile. “I’m Vali, her cousin.” He couldn’t take his eyes off her hair. The color of copper, it spilled down her back and over her shoulders and begged to be touched.
She bit her lower lip, hesitated, and stepped over the threshold. “I’m Nissa.”
“Make yourself comfortable.” Vali motioned for her to go into the great room. “Can I get you a Coke or something?”
“A Coke would be nice.” She settled on the edge of an overstuffed chair.
Vali went into the kitchen and opened the fridge.
“Oh, wait a minute,” she called. A moment later, she joined him in the kitchen. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. You need your hands free to get around. I’ll get it.”
“Thanks.” God, she must see him as a total loser. But then, he was a loser.
“Can I get one for you?”
“Sure.”
She grabbed the cans and shut the fridge.
He followed her back into the great room and lowered himself onto the sofa. She handed him one of the Cokes. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he was glad she’d helped him out. Which confirmed his loserness. He’d dropped more than one thing while trying to get around. And as bad as needing help was, demonstrating it with his physical limitations would be worse.
She looked at the can of Coke, avoiding his eyes. Saranna didn’t have visitors often, and never ones around his age. “Have you known Saranna long?”
“No. I was with her when … when Julian saved us.”
“Oh.” Neither Saranna nor Julian had talked about it and he wasn’t going to ask. “Julian’s a good guy. I’m glad she hooked up with him.”
“Me, too.” She hesitated. “Were you in an accident?”
Vali scowled.
“Never mind, it’s none of my business.”
“No, it’s okay.” He could have kicked himself. He held up his right arm, letting her see the brands and made quick work of what had happened.
“I’m sorry.” Her pretty, golden eyes reflected horror. “They’ll be okay, won’t they? Your legs?”
He shrugged. “The doc says I might be able to walk in time. Maybe not, though. I may be a gimp the rest of my life.” Tears of self-pity formed and he blinked them away, not willing to let her see him as a weak piece of shit.
It didn’t matter, though. No female would tie herself to a blemished thing like him. It wasn’t the nature of their species. Females were drawn to partners who were able to protect them and any offspring they produced. Both were beyond his capabilities.
“It’ll be okay. Either way, I’ll get by.” Right. It would definitely be okay because he would take matters into his own hands if he was never going to walk again. He wouldn’t face hundreds of years as a worthless cripple.
The door opened and Saranna came in with a stack of pizza boxes. A smile of welcome lit her face.
“Nissa, how are you?” She set the boxes down and rushed to greet her.
The females embraced. Saranna stepped back. “How have you been?”
Nissa’s eyes filled with tears and she shook her head.
Saranna took Nissa’s hands. “Come with me upstairs, so we can talk about it.”
She led the younger female up to the loft. The TV clicked on and muffled their conversation.
Vali sighed and waited for the others to come home. The smell of pizza made his mouth water. If he opened one of the boxes, none of them would care. But it was bad form to eat while they were out risking their lives and he sat on his ass like some kind of worthless pod.
Besides, as the youngest, by rights he had to give them first dibs on the food and anything else they wanted.
A little jab speared his chest. What if one of them took a fancy to Nissa? Even though he would never be acceptable to her, he didn’t want one of them taking her.
Both his cousins were lookers and never had a problem attracting females. Hell, even Julian posed a threat. He was downright beautiful. It didn’t matter that he’d claimed Saranna. Unlike females, males occasionally bonded with multiple females and took them as mates.
The door slammed open and he jumped.
The guys tromped in. Slade carried two large ledgers that he tossed on the table.
“All right,” Julian said. “Saranna took care of us.” He snatched one of the pizza boxes and popped it open.
Vali crutched over to the table and eased into a chair. He snagged a slice of pepperoni and sausage. “How’d it go?”
“Killed four of the fuckers and got their books.” Ashton indicated the ledgers. “They had a male in there, couldn’t save him though.”
“They won’t be keeping any more captives there. We firebombed the shit out of it.” Slade stuffed a slice in his mouth and bit off a large hunk.
Vali nudged Julian with his elbow. “A friend of Saranna’s came by, Nissa. They’re upstairs having a girl talk. You might want to steer clear and give them some alone time.”
Julian nodded. “Did Nissa say why she wanted to see Saranna?”
“Nope.”
“Vali, I need you to help us.” Ashton took the ledgers to him. “I want you to go through these books and create a spreadsheet. Log every single transaction, name, address, and the financial details.”
“Ah hell, you don’t have to try to make me feel included.”
Ashton scowled. “I’m not. I need you to do this.”
Vali took the books. “Okay, if you think it would be useful.”
“I do. And thanks.”
 
THREE HOURS later, Vali huddled in the corner of his room, a blanket pulled to his chin. Though chills racked his body, fever baked his insides. The pizza he’d eaten lay like a rock in his stomach and he swallowed repeatedly in an effort to keep from throwing up.
Shivering with fear, he whimpered and drew the blanket tighter. He hunkered down and tried to make himself smaller. In an attempt to calm himself, he squeezed his eyes shut. Eventually the fear faded. Now, he didn’t remember what had frightened him in the first place.
A different fear closed in on him as he hauled himself off the floor. Something was so very wrong inside him. He was physically ill, but that wasn’t the worst of it.
His sanity was slipping.
He prayed it didn’t slide over the edge.
 
FRAMER MASSAGED his temples. The Resistance fighters were causing more trouble than he wanted to deal with, but the real source of his aggravation was Banks.
The dirty bastard.
After the Security Center’s failure to capture the two vampires wanted for the serial killings, he awaited a browbeating from Banks.
Every time the phone rang, he cringed and checked the caller identification. No way would he answer that call. Banks could leave a nasty message. He would put off a return call for a day or so, but then he would have to take his licks.
He was almost positive the blond vampire worked with members of the Resistance. The little cripple wasn’t a member, but it didn’t mean he couldn’t identify some of them.
He didn’t blame the vampires for fighting back, but he had tired of having to deal with them. And in this instance, the two males were a threat to society. They had to be captured and killed. And the sooner the better. Maybe Banks would authorize field kills in their case.
Once Banks finished with his verbal dress-down, Framer would seek permission to have them killed on the street. It would require a warrant amendment that would have to come from the State. Killing vampires out in the open wasn’t good PR, but sometimes it was necessary.
Those two, especially the blond, were too dangerous to risk the lives of any more of his men to bring them in for execution.
Maybe the virus project was the answer. Even though it called for nothing short of mass murder. The public would never allow outright slaughter of the vampire community unless they feared for their own lives.
He swallowed past the lump of shame and horror in his throat. He was sure they were all going straight to hell for what they’d concocted. Once the virus was set loose, the public would fly into a panic and demand eradication of the threat—the vampire community.
What they plotted bore too much resemblance to what had transpired in Germany to eliminate another race of people. And no less evil and wrong.
He set his glass down and stood.
He was not Catholic, but, minutes from his office, a gorgeous Catholic church dominated the block. He pulled on his raincoat.
He had an overwhelming need to pray for his soul.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-six
 
 
JULIAN CHASED Saranna around the bedroom. She laughed and turned, letting him run into her. The impact took them down onto the bed in a laughing pile, limbs akimbo.
He rolled them until he pinned her beneath him. “Okay, missy, game over. I win.”
She giggled and stroked his stiffening cock through his jeans.
He lowered his head and kissed her as his hand went to work on her clothes.
 
AFTERWARD, THEY lay wrapped in each other’s arms, their bodies slick with sweat.
Saranna traced a finger down his side. “Julian?”
“Um?”
“I love you.”
Panic shot through Julian. He stiffened.
She looked at him expectantly.
Heart pounding, he swallowed, trying to get past a thick wad in his throat.
“Julian?” Her voice sounded strained.
She wanted to hear it in return. As much as he wanted to love her, he couldn’t allow it. He wouldn’t put himself in a position to be betrayed again.
“I think the world of you.” It sounded like what it was, lame bullshit.
The pain in her eyes cut him worse than anything she might have said. His heart ached. “You know how much I care for you.”
Her lip quivered. “It’s okay, Julian. Save it.” She turned her back to him.
Shit.
She sniffed.
Fuck. “Saranna?”
“Don’t. Don’t say anything. I shouldn’t have said that.” Her voice was thick, choked with tears.
Chest tight, he bit his lip. Fuck, he was a bastard. He shouldn’t have slept with her. Shouldn’t have become her mate. She was hurting because of him. And despite how bad it made him feel, his cock hardened at the view of her uncovered backside.
“I’m sorry.” He squeezed his eyes shut.
She didn’t respond.
He wanted to crawl away in shame. He’d brought her nothing but pain. Hurting more than he would have imagined, he lay in the uncomfortable silence waiting for her to slide into sleep.
 
TWO HOURS later, Julian slid from the bed, showered quickly, and dressed. He had to get his shit together and he couldn’t do it there.
He was no good for her. She deserved someone who would love her back, someone who would treat her like a queen. But if he left her, she would be miserable and she wouldn’t recover from it. Mating was for life. He’d tied her to him without thinking it through. Self-loathing heated the blood in his veins.
He took a little blue box from the top drawer of the bedside stand. His father’s ring. He opened the box and slipped the huge ruby on his finger.
He was as rotten as his father. He would wear the ring for a reminder. And as punishment.
He refused to look at her when he turned away.
Silent as a shadow, he left the bedroom. The door was right at the bottom of the stairs. All he had to do was make it downstairs undetected. He didn’t feel like talking to the others if they were still up.
He glided down the steps and went outside. Walking fast, he took off for downtown.
He roamed the streets in search of a cheap room. Every place he might be able to afford had a little sign proclaiming him unwelcome. Well, what did he expect? He wasn’t supposed to be in the Restricted Zone.
After walking miles of city streets, he found a falling apart dump with a discrete sign which read, Vampires Accepted. He went inside and utter revulsion closed on him.
A bored-looking clerk collected three days rent from him and handed him a key. “Room’s on the second floor. If you bring your blood partner in, keep it quiet. I don’t put up with a lot of racket around here. Too much noise from your kind and I’ll be shut down for violating the law.”
“I’ll be quiet,” Julian told the repugnant little man and quickly ascended creaking steps.
God, he hated being treated like a piece of shit. He didn’t think he would ever get used to it.
A scent like decaying garbage permeated the air and turned his stomach, a prelude to the room itself. Devoid of color and smelling of mildew, it had the appeal of a public bathroom.
He tossed his bag on the table. The room was a shit-hole all right, but he didn’t have anything better to crawl into at the moment. And hell, he didn’t deserve any better.
 
STILL HALF asleep, Saranna reached for Julian. Then full wakefulness brought back the hurt and humiliation after her admission of love. She rolled over. Julian’s side of the bed was empty. She listened to the silence in the house.
She launched from the bed and yanked on her discarded clothes. Heart pounding with foreboding, she skimmed over the stairs to the lower level. None of the others were awake. And Julian was gone. Panic dug deep into her.
Maybe he’d left a note in the bedroom. She raced back up the steps. Nothing on the dresser or the little bedside table, but a scrap of paper lay on the carpet.
She picked it up and read his scrawled words.
Saranna, I need a few days to work things out. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Julian
Ice formed in her belly. Her heart crumpled. He hadn’t gone because he needed to work through anything.
He’d left her.
Eyes burning, her vision shimmered through unshed tears. His things were still there. His violin case was there. He wouldn’t leave it if he didn’t intend to return. Would he?
She drifted to the closet and opened the door with a shaking hand. His black duffel was gone, although he’d taken few of his clothes.
Her legs let go and she sat on the floor in an undignified heap. And the tears wouldn’t be denied.
 
JULIAN HAD one thing on his to-do list before he could think about Saranna and their relationship. And as soon as darkness settled over the city, he set out to take care of business.
He hitched a ride with a woman who didn’t seem in the least afraid of him. Instead of putting him at ease, her lack of fear perturbed him to no end.
He leaned his head against the window and pretended to sleep until she pulled over and touched his arm. “We’re here.”
Julian straightened in the seat. “Thanks for the ride.”
“You’re welcome.”
He opened the door.
“Be careful around here. Some of the residents are pretty bigoted.”
“I will. But thanks for the warning.” He slid from the car.
He’d made a promise, and by God, he was going to see it through, no matter what happened between him and Saranna.
His heart ached. He wanted to go home and take her in his arms and… What? Tell her he loved her? He didn’t. He desired her, wanted her, admired her, but he wouldn’t let it go further. Being away from her hurt enough. If he loved her and she left him, it would be too much. And if she ever found out what he’d been like, she would leave him.
He walked with a ground-eating stride, purpose fueling his steps. When he reached the whorehouse, no light illuminated the second or third floors. The lower level was lit by a single light.
What the fuck?
Only one way to find out. His running shoes made no sound as he approached the front door. He knocked hard.
A thin woman opened the door a crack. “Can I help you?”
“I’m looking for Jeff and Bobby.”
“They used to work here. But, Miss Margo … she was murdered. The house is closed.”
“Oh, shi— Can you tell me where I might find them?” He hadn’t counted on the house closing down or them leaving the premises.
“Probably at O’Shay’s. They spent most of their off time there.”
“How far is that?”
“About a mile. Straight down that way.” She pointed a finger through the crack. “But you won’t find them there. At least not tonight. They were heading out on a fishing trip.”
Terrific. “Do you know when they’re supposed to be back?”
“Friday. I’m sure they’ll head straight to O’Shay’s.”
“Thanks.”
Julian trotted down the walk. He kept up the pace until the pub came into view. Small and seedy, it screamed good ol’ boy hangout. He should go back home and face Saranna. But maybe a couple of days apart would give him some time to get his shit together. Maybe this was a good thing.
 
SARANNA DIDN’T want to get out of bed. A deep, aching loneliness held her in an iron fist. Her heart beat, but was empty of anything but grief. She’d lost her mate and her body knew it thanks to her bond with him.
She forced herself to get up and go through the routine of getting ready to face the night without him.
She waited until she was pretty sure she was alone in the house before she left the bedroom. She didn’t want to see the pity in their eyes when she told them Julian had left.
It was bad enough that he’d walked out on her without having to tell them about it. Though she’d only be able to avoid them for a little while, she’d take any reprieve she could get.
Unfortunately, she didn’t make it down the stairs before Slade made an appearance in the great room. The moment he spied her, he stopped and waited for her.
Terrific. She so did not want to talk to him about anything involving Julian.
“Where’s Julian? He’s late.”
“He isn’t here.”
Slade plucked the ferret from around his neck and set the little animal on the floor. “I can see that. He’s supposed to go with us to do a little recon.”
He wasn’t going to let it go. Slade hung on worse than a pit bull sometimes. She went into the great room. Afraid her knees might let go, she sank into a chair. “He left.”
“What do you mean?” Suspicion reflected in his dark eyes.
“He left and I don’t know when, or if, he’s coming back.” It broke her heart to say those words. Broke it into a hundred ragged pieces.
To his credit, he didn’t smirk. “Why?”
She couldn’t tell him the truth. It was too shameful, too painful. How did one come to terms with their mate leaving over being told they were loved?
“It’s too personal to discuss.”
“I see.” Now his eyes sparkled with anger and his lips thinned before he spoke. “I hate to say this, but I told you he was no good and would hurt you.”
“Please don’t.”
“Don’t what? Speak the truth about your precious Julian?” His tone seethed with hostility. She knew his anger wasn’t directed at her. “So how are you coping without him?”
She knew exactly what he meant. “I need him.”
“Of course you do. You bonded with the son of a bitch.”
God, wasn’t that an understatement. If he didn’t come back, how was she going to deal with losing him? How long would her bond with him hold if he wasn’t there?
Slade paced around the room. “I knew something like this was going to happen. He doesn’t have the bond to keep him with you.”
She didn’t reply. She didn’t have to because he was right. Julian would feel none of the anguish that was ripping at her. She needed to be with him. Needed to mate regularly with him. It was nature’s method of ensuring survival of their race. And if he’d bonded as he should have, he would need those things, too.
Her eyes burned and her vision distorted. She willed herself not to cry in front of Slade, but she lost the battle.
“Son of a bitch,” he hissed. In a moment, he was before her and pulled her up into his arms. He held her and then the tears came hot and hard. He stroked her back and let her cry against his shoulder until the sobs tapered off to sniffles.
At least she had him. He loved her. Her big brother protector. And she loved him. His love she could count on. Always. She stepped back and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’d like to skin him and feed him to the government’s dogs for what he’s done to you.”
“For what it’s worth in his defense, I don’t think he can help it. Julian is broken inside. I don’t know why, but he is.”
“I don’t care. All I care about is what he does to you. He isn’t worthy of you. He never was and he never will be. And you can take that to the bank, baby sister.”
“You’re wrong.”
“For your sake, I wish that were true.”
 
TWO NIGHTS later, after lodging at a flea bag motel, Julian was more than ready to get down to business and return to Seattle. He waited until ten o’clock and then went to O’Shay’s. The moment he stepped inside, he felt eyes bore into his back. He maneuvered through the patrons and sat at a table in the far corner where the shadows were deepest.
A tired-looking waitress wobbled over on too-tall heels. “What’s your pleasure, hon?”
“A beer would be fine.”
“You got it.”
Before she could turn away, he said, “I’m looking for Jeff and Bobby from Margo’s place. Are they here?”
“Honey, you must be new in town. Everyone knows those dickheads. See the one in the red shirt at the pool table?”
Julian nodded.
“That’s Jeff. His buddy is Bobby. You be careful of those shitbags. You don’t look like their kind of company. They’re mean and they don’t fight fair.”
“Thanks, babe. But I don’t want to fight with them. I just need a minute of their time.” They’d learn what mean was before he finished with them.
She brought his beer and he slid her a tip he couldn’t afford. He settled in, suspecting he was in for a long night.
 
FOUR HOURS passed before Julian followed Jeff and Bobby into the parking lot. He had to take them out before they got into a car. “Hey,” he called.
They swung around in unison.
“What do you want?” Jeff said.
“You fuckers raped my mate.” Julian bared his fangs, leaving no question about what he had in mind.
Jeff pawed inside his jacket.
Julian launched onto the much slower man. They crashed to the ground. Julian buried his fangs in Jeff’s throat and drank fast, sucking the life from him and not concerned in the least that Jeff was screaming his head off.
Bobby didn’t choose to be heroic. He fled the scene of Jeff’s slaughter. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t able to run fast enough to escape Julian’s wrath.
 
SARANNA CREPT down the stairs on shaking legs. Gut-twisting pain ripped through her lower belly. She stopped and gripped the banister, nails biting into the wood.
Another stab of pain. She whimpered and clung to the railing. This wasn’t hunger. This was something worse, something she’d dreaded for years.
Though Julian couldn’t breed her, his frequent mating had triggered her first heat cycle. And now she had to face it alone.
Adding to her misery, the others would soon detect her fertility. Getting through her heat would be awful enough without her brother and cousins smelling it.
The cramps subsided and she continued on to the kitchen. She needed to eat a little something before nausea made it impossible.
The refrigerator door closed.
Oh hell. Someone else was still up. She entered the kitchen. To her combined relief and annoyance, Slade stood at the granite counter pouring a glass of chocolate milk.
He glanced back and surprise touched his face. “Sis, you okay?”
“No.” She covered her face with her hands.
Slade crossed the distance between them in a couple of quick strides and pulled her into his arms. She laid her head on his shoulder and gave in to the grief.
He stroked her hair. “Shh. It’s okay. You don’t need him. I’m here for you. I love you and I’ll take care of you.”
“I can’t believe he took off.” She held him tighter. At least Slade was always there. Her brother would never abandon her.
He inhaled and stiffened. His arms tightened and pulled her up against him.
Saranna tensed. Uncomfortable with the contact, she put her hands on his hard chest and exerted slight pressure, signaling him to let go.
But he didn’t release her.
He sniffed again and she knew with horrible certainty he smelled her approaching heat. Her face burned.
“Slade?” She pushed again.
Eyes glittering with feral savagery, he growled. To her horror, he pressed his hips against her. His cock was rock hard.
“Get off me!” She was unable to hide the fright in her voice.
He jumped back as though she’d jabbed him with an electric prod. “Sorry. It’s your scent. It just happened.”
Heart pounding, she swallowed hard and went around the island, putting its solid mass between them. Though it was natural for a male to react to a fertile female, no matter whom she was, his obvious desire turned her stomach.
Slade looked away, but not before his handsome face reflected emotions she wanted to blot out. Inappropriate emotions.
He put the milk away. “He isn’t good enough for you. I wish you’d forget him.”
“It’s none of your business, brother.”
“It is when I see you so unhappy.”
She shook her head, but didn’t say anything.
“Why did he leave?”
She couldn’t tell him she’d driven Julian away because he didn’t love her. She’d made a fool of herself once, she wasn’t doing it again.
A cramp tore through her, doubling her over. She clutched at the island to stay on her feet.
In a flash, he was beside her, supporting her with his strong arms. The scent of his desire choked off her breath.
“I can help you,” he said close to her ear, his breath hot on her skin. “Let me take you somewhere. No one will know. You don’t have to suffer through this. You just need to mate a few times.”
She froze, too shocked to move or shove him away. Her insides churned. “You can’t—”
“I’ll be careful. I won’t breed you.”
Stomach knotting in horror, her paralysis broke and she slapped him with everything she had. “How dare you,” she choked out. “You’re my brother, for God’s sake. How can you even think such a thing?”
“I… I just wanted to help you. Don’t you understand how bad this is going to be?”
“I don’t care how bad it is. I’m not lying with my brother. I know it happens sometimes, but not between us. You’ve been on the brink of inappropriateness for years, but you’ve crossed the line.” She shuddered and fought to breath. “Don’t you ever say something like that to me again. Get the hell away from me.”
Looking stricken, he rubbed his check. “Fine. Enjoy your heat. I only wanted to ease you.” He spun on his heel and fled the kitchen.
She staggered to the sink and turned on the water. Her stomach rejected its contents. When she stopped heaving, she retreated to her room on shaking legs. She curled up on the bed and fought back tears.
She wasn’t naïve, siblings sometimes mated during a female’s heat. But she would never have thought Slade would suggest it.
Inbreeding happened. More frequently than most wanted to acknowledge. But the thought of her brother mating her brought her to the brink of vomiting again.
How would she ever be able to look him in the eyes again? How could she remain under the same roof with him? That was a no-brainer. She didn’t have anywhere else to go.
Anger seeped into her. Not at Slade. In all honesty, it wasn’t his fault. Any male would respond to a female’s heat, no matter who she was. It didn’t help that he was unattached and lonely, though he would never admit it.
This was Julian’s fault. He’d brought on her heat when he didn’t even love her. She pulled the blankets over her as the anger spread through her. He acted as though he loved her, but if he wouldn’t admit it, then that’s all it was, an act.
Damn you, Julian.
It had all been a lie. Those three little words were too much for him because he didn’t feel them. He’d broken her heart and damaged her relationship with her brother.
She wished she’d never laid eyes on him. She wished she’d been anywhere else the night he’d fought to save her in that alley.
She wished the rogue had killed him.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-seven
 
 
JULIAN ENTERED the silent house. To his relief, the males weren’t there. He needed some time to talk with Saranna and make things right.
He slowly climbed the stairs. God, this was going to be awkward. A moan floated from the bedroom. His gut plummeted toward the stair runner and he froze mid-step.
Did Saranna have someone in there?
Black rage closed over him, choking him with an iron fist that stole his breath.
Saranna groaned.
Hurt and anger ripped through his guts like nails. She’d betrayed him.
He stalked up the remaining steps. The feral need to fight for what belonged to him shut him down to everything except getting in the bedroom. She was his mate. His. He would kill whoever was with her. He jerked the door open and stormed into the bedroom.
No interloper had invaded his territory.
Saranna was alone, curled under a mound of blankets.
“Saranna?” His anger evaporated in a cloud of concern as he flew to her.
She whimpered and arched off the bed. “Julian,” she moaned.
“Are you ill?” He bent to take her in his arms. She smelled so good, like lilacs and … and…
Pure instinct made him horribly aware that she was in heat. The facts penetrated his brain and went straight to his cock. He hardened instantly.
A growl rumbled out of him and he bared his fangs in a dominance display. He needed to get inside her and reclaim her as his property. Needed to mark her and rub his scent all over her. Needed to claim her with his cock and spill his seed deep inside her. Needed to breed her.
“Julian,” she moaned and clung to him.
He pulled away and tore off his clothing, tossing them on the floor. Feral with lust, he grabbed her and shredded the long tee she wore, tearing it from her trembling body. Nude beneath it, she arched her back and ran her hands over herself. Her breasts were swollen, the nipples a deeper pink.
His cock throbbed. Her scent was driving him mad with the need to mount her. She spread her legs and touched herself. Growling, he climbed onto the bed.
“Take me,” she moaned.
His lips found hers in a hard, bruising kiss. He skimmed his hand down her body and slipped between her legs. She groaned and spread them wider.
She was hot, wet, and swollen beneath his stroking fingers, ready to be mounted. He cupped her and she writhed, rocking against his hand.
He moved closer and captured a breast with his mouth, suckling at it until the nipple pebbled even harder. He nipped and soothed the bite with his caressing tongue.
She arched her back, pushing closer, whimpering. He abandoned her breasts and pulled himself up over her. He wanted to pleasure her, but he had to get inside her. Instinct trumped determination.
“Mate me,” she whimpered.
He lunged, pinning her beneath him. His need to dominate and breed overwhelmed everything else. He entered her with one hard thrust.
She shrieked and sank her nails into his back, scoring his sensitive skin with burning furrows.
This wasn’t about making love. This was about mating—breeding, animalistic, instinctive behavior.
He growled and clamped onto her throat, sinking his teeth into her. He held her still with his teeth and pounded between her legs until she had to be sore. And still, she begged for more. He released her with his teeth and pumped away at her.
She bit him and, with a hiss of pleasure, he turned his head to give her better access. If she wanted to feed, he would let her take his blood.
She sucked on the wound, but only took a little. She backed off and ran her tongue over the punctures, cleaning him.
He pumped hard and fast, though he wasn’t going to last much longer. Her scent and the silk of her skin were so over stimulating he was barely able to maintain his control.
Rocking her hips with abandon, she cried his name and clawed his back.
He howled in triumph and climaxed, filling her with his worthless seed, shooting into her in long, hot spurts until, panting and sweat-soaked, he collapsed on top of her.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to smash you.” He rolled off her, but her hands were right back on him, stroking and teasing until he mounted her again.
 
HE MATED her repeatedly through the night and into the following day until exhaustion left him panting and spent, though his cock was still hard and painful. He’d lost count of how many times they’d coupled, but she had to be raw.
He reached for her, wanting to draw her close to his body. She pulled away, turned her back to him, and jerked the blankets over her body.
“What’s the matter?”
She didn’t say anything.
His heart sank. “Saranna…”
“Don’t Julian. Not now.”
She’d rejected him. She’d used him to give her relief and now she didn’t need or want him. “Saranna?”
“Leave me alone.”
He grabbed her and forced her onto her back. “I’m not finished.” His stomach twisted with anger.
“Get off me.”
“I’m taking what belongs to me.” He covered her, his cock pushing at her opening.
“Go ahead, rape me then.” Her voice broke.
He stiffened and backed off. Jesus. What had come over him? “We’ll talk later,” he said past the constriction in his throat. He slid from the bed and dressed quickly.
 
TEARS DRIPPED onto Saranna’s pillow. Now that the horrid itch and pain had abated, she was sorry she’d allowed the mating.
Worse, he’d shown the male aggression and domination she’d feared would eventually come out of him. He was beautiful and talented, but no better or different from any other male of her species.
He’d left the house. Would he come back? She hoped he didn’t, yet the idea of never seeing him again cut to her core.
She loved the son of a bitch. But it didn’t mean she had to let him back in her life. Ashton liked him and would probably ask him to join the Resistance at some point, so there was no reason to think he would move out. She had no control over that, but she sure as hell didn’t have to share a bed with him.
She sat up and wiped her eyes. He wasn’t worth tears. The bastard. She got up and snatched his pillow and the heavy blanket off the bed.
With determination in her steps, she marched to the stairs and threw the bedding down to the lower level.
Screw him.
 
JULIAN WANDERED the streets until he entered unfamiliar territory in an industrial area.
What in God’s name was he going to do? He needed to be with Saranna. He needed to mate again. Needed to lay claim to her physically. Instinct and biology demanded it.
Shit. He was so fucked.
How in the hell had he ended up in such a screwed up situation? And how was he going to fix it?
He shoved his hair from his face and the damp breeze blew it back into his eyes. He had to make up with Saranna. She might deserve better, but he could only do his best to set things right or at least as right as possible.
What in God’s name had made him react so violently? He’d had every intention of mating by force. Raping her. Oh Jesus. Why had he done such a thing? How could he have hurt her and violated her trust in such a horrible way?
He was just like his raping, murdering father. He not only looked like Christopher, he’d inherited his father’s evil. What would he do next? Kill some innocent woman for the thrill of it?
A little moan escaped him.
Please, God, please don’t let me be like him.
He stumbled, but caught himself.
No. He wouldn’t be like his father. He would not. He was half human. He was not a cold-blooded rapist and murderer. He wasn’t.
After walking for a long time, some of the fear drained from him. He might be his father’s son, but that didn’t mean he had to be like Christopher.
He would make it up to Saranna. And he would die before he hurt her again.
 
JULIAN RETURNED to the house an hour later and nearly tripped over the bedding lying in front of the door. The message was clear. She didn’t want him in the bedroom. Knowing her, the door would be locked. Not that he couldn’t get in, but breaking the lock wouldn’t exactly endear him to her.
He padded into the kitchen and dug through the refrigerator. After some debate, he snatched a hunk of Colby cheese and a Mountain Dew. He’d barely finished the soda and crumpled the can with a slight squeeze of his hand when the door opened and Ashton and Slade made their way to the kitchen. The scent of smoke clung to them.
“Hey. Where the hell have you been?” Ashton clapped him on the back.
“Went to take care of some unfinished business. Things didn’t go the way I planned.”
Slade stalked toward him, hands clenched. “I should kill you for hurting Saranna.”
“Stay the hell out of their business,” Ashton cut in.
“He hurt her.”
“It’s our business, not yours,” Julian said.
Slade’s eyebrows drew nearly together. “If she has any sense, she’ll not take you back.”
“This is between me and Saranna. Not me and you and Saranna.”
“Fu—”
“Drop it. Right fucking now,” Ashton snapped.
Slade stomped to the other side of the island and sat. His lips flattened and he jutted out his chin, but he didn’t say anything.
They sat in awkward silence for a few minutes.
“You missed a party last night,” Ashton said. “We boogied with those trader boys and closed down another one of their dance halls.”
“Another place?” Julian asked.
“Yeah. Got some intel. We blew that son of a bitch sky high.”
“Firebombed it?”
“Explosives.”
“Sweet.”
“They have one we can’t level,” Ashton said. “A warehouse on McMillian. We’d take out an entire block if we bombed it.”
The front door opened and the unmistakable sound of Vali dragging his useless legs filtered into the kitchen.
Vali hobbled in. “Julian, thank God, you’ve come home.”
If only Saranna had been so happy to see him.
 
VALI SAT alone in the living room and tried to concentrate on a movie. But the harder he tried, the more scrambled and fragmented it became.
Sick to his stomach, he hoped he wouldn’t throw up again. He shouldn’t, there was nothing left inside him. Couldn’t be.
Chills crawled over his skin.
Dawn hovered on the horizon and the others had already gone to bed.
He clicked off the TV and gained his feet with the aid of the crutches.
The refrigerator kicked on and he jumped so hard he almost fell. He had a sudden horrible feeling someone or something was in the house with him. Something evil and threatening.
His skin pimpled and chills swept over him in unrelenting waves. He hobbled for the stairs and the safety of his bedroom.
Halfway up the steps, he lost his balance and clutched at the banister as a burst of panic almost felled him. His heart pounded and he shivered to his core. He tried to calm himself, but the fear was in control.
He glanced over his shoulder. There… In the shadows by the door… Had something moved? He strained to see. Yes, something was there. He was sure of it.
He sobbed and pulled himself upward on the banister, dragging his crutches with him. At the top, he scrambled to his bedroom.
Panting for breath, he locked the door and leaned against it. He needed a stronger lock. A little girl would be able to force his door open with that pathetic excuse for security.
He shuddered with heart-stopping fear for what seemed like a year before it eased.
What was he doing? No one was in the house with them. No monster or human threatened him. Nothing was wrong. Except his failing mental function.
A real terror gripped him. He was going mad. Slowly.
What would happen to him? It was bad enough he was crippled, but without the mental ability to take care of himself…
What would they do with him? He would be a nuisance and, worse, he might be dangerous to others and maybe to himself.
Those questions were too terrifying to explore. He maneuvered to his bed and sank down.
With shaking fingers, he undressed. He maneuvered into bed and clutched at the blankets, pulling them tight around him in an attempt to eradicate a soul-deep chill.
Heart pounding, Vali pulled the covers over his head. “Please,” he prayed aloud to a God he wasn’t sure he believed in. “Please help me. I don’t want to be crazy.”
He shivered and waited for the fear to abate. The attacks were coming with greater frequency and each one lasted a little longer. The terror of falling into an attack and never emerging seemed all too likely.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-eight
 
 
CHRISTOPHER STOOD with his arms folded, listening to Ryan Banks continue his tirade and dressing down for not bringing in the little snot in the photograph yet.
His direct boss, Framer, cowered near the door as if he were thinking about making a run for it.
This was the first time Christopher had been summoned to the Regional Administration Building where Banks had his office and he didn’t appreciate it one bit. But, unlike Framer, who looked like he might piss on himself any minute, Christopher’s anger ratcheted up another notch with each passing second.
“Well?” Banks said. “What excuse do you have? Why haven’t you detained him yet?”
The truth was Christopher hadn’t bothered to look for the kid. “I’ve been trying to locate him. He hasn’t been out in public much. No one will talk.”
“I don’t care,” Banks all but shouted. “You find that little bastard. Now. Not when you feel like it.”
Christopher didn’t bother trying to smother the smirk crawling over his face.
“You think it’s fucking funny?” Banks went beet red.
“Kind of.” No, he found it annoying. Fuck the asshole. A little poking was in order. “You’re about to give yourself apoplexy over some poor little kid. What the hell did he do to rile you up so bad?”
Banks looked like he was about to detonate and Christopher had to give him credit for keeping it together. “Why I want him is none of your business. I want him brought in as soon as possible. I will tolerate no more bullshit. You have a job to do. If you can’t do your job, you will be terminated from the Guards. If you fail, I’ll have you processed and branded as a common no-good vampire, just like the others.”
Christopher stared at Banks. Had he heard the pompous piece of shit correctly? “You don’t want to threaten me, Banks.”
“That isn’t a threat. As far as I’m concerned, you’re no better than the low-life scum we process every night. So you can take it as a promise.”
Christopher’s hands cranked into fists, itching to pound Banks through the floor.
Banks grabbed a stack of papers on his desk and shoved them at Christopher. “After you bring that little fuck in, you can start on these. I’m sure you’ll find the reward money well worth your time.”
Christopher took the warrants. He would have told Banks to shove it, but he never passed up an opportunity to collect reward money. Vampires who made the wanted list with reward money offered were usually Resistance and they were at least a challenge.
He would do his job. He would bring in the scrawny little juvenile for Banks to torture. Then, Banks had better grow eyes in the back of his head.
Nobody threatened him and got away with it. 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-nine
 
 
HOW MUCH of his father’s evil festered inside him?
Still shaken from the encounter with Saranna, Julian had come to the only logical conclusion possible.
He had to make his father acknowledge him and he had to stop him. If he didn’t, he was no better than the male who’d sired him. He twisted the silver ring, evidence of his lineage, around his finger. He ought to have worn it before, but it shouldn’t have been necessary considering they looked so much alike. His father knew, of course. He just wouldn’t admit it. He’d have to now.
Christopher was a serial killer. Julian couldn’t pretend he didn’t know. Not without being an accomplice to murder. And not without making him unworthy of Saranna, the Resistance, and the vampire blood in his veins, diluted or not.
Maybe if he stopped the monster in Christopher…
Maybe the good in him would outweigh and control the dark side he’d inherited. And there was no denying traces of it had always been there.
He tried not to think as he walked because he didn’t know what he was going to say or do. When he arrived at his father’s condo, he didn’t allow himself to stop and contemplate how to proceed. He slipped inside the building.
The aroma of apple pie greeted him. He pictured a white-haired grandma as the maker of the sweet delight.
He hit the stairwell and ran up to his father’s floor. At the top, panting for breath, he waited until his breathing returned to normal before going on.
He hesitated in front of his father’s place.
If he kills you, you deserve it for being stupid.
He knocked hard.
And waited.
No sounds from inside the condo at all. His father wasn’t home. Didn’t that figure? Though he didn’t want to acknowledge it, relief surged through him. Confronting his father was not going to be fun, but he had to do it. That he was glad to put it off, at least another night, disgusted and alarmed him. He wasn’t afraid to get his ass whipped. He didn’t doubt for one minute that his father would beat the shit out of him. But only a fool would assume it would stop there. He might put himself into a situation he wouldn’t survive.
He didn’t want to die, but that was a chance he was going to have to take. He couldn’t live with the knowledge that his father was killing innocent people while he’d done nothing to stop it.
Deflated, he hurried from the building and headed back toward home. Looking to make better time, he turned down a quiet side street. That he didn’t hear the stealthy approach of another vampire until the last moment should have been warning enough. Before he could react, an iron hand landed on his shoulder and yanked him around.
He stared into his father’s livid, snarling face.
“I smelled the stink of you before you even made it up the stairs. You aren’t very bright are you?” Christopher said.
Heart pounding, Julian pulled against his father’s hold.
Christopher shook him with vicious jerks. “You went to my place. Why?”
“To reason with you!”
Christopher stilled, then threw back his head and roared laughter. He cocked his head. “And why would I give a fuck about anything you have to say?”
“Because you’re my father.”
“You’re nothing but a pain in my ass that I’m rapidly tiring of.”
“You’re my father. I have your ring.” He jerked his hand up, exposing the ruby and silver decoration.
Christopher’s eyes narrowed. No longer able to deny the truth with the evidence thrust in his face, he dropped all pretenses. “Thinking perhaps you might redeem your evil papa?”
“How—”
“I can read your thoughts almost before you have them,” Christopher said.
“Let go of me.” Julian’s heart thundered in his chest. His intentions had been noble, but Christopher was beyond reason, beyond stopping. Hatred emanated from him.
“You aren’t going anywhere. Not yet.”
His father was going to knock the shit out of him. Maybe worse.
“I should have killed you when you were a brat.”
“What?”
“I lost the only thing I ever gave a damn about because of you!”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Julian’s heart pounded his ribs.
“Cynthia chose you over me. I should have killed you right then.”
No, that wasn’t right. His mother had grieved for Christopher for years. She’d never gotten over him. “You’re crazy.”
“Perhaps.”
“My mother didn’t leave you, there’s no way. She mourned for you.”
Christopher grabbed Julian by the throat and tightened until he choked.
“Nonetheless, she left me to keep you safe. She chose you and threw me away. Now, I’m going to give you what you deserve, you home wrecking little fuck.”
Julian struggled to breathe and hold the growing panic at bay. His father was insane. And he was a hell of a lot stronger than Julian had ever imagined.
Christopher laughed in his face. “You can’t beat me, boy. You would never be strong enough to take me on. I have over two hundred years on you.”
Julian faltered from the shock of hearing his father’s age.
Christopher’s hand tightened.
Unable to breathe and flailing in panic, he hit Christopher’s nose in a blind swing.
Blood splattered.
Christopher roared and released his hold on Julian’s throat. He grabbed Julian’s right hand and bent it backward. Something in his wrist snapped with a horrid grinding, popping sound. Agony blazed down into his hand and up his forearm. He shrieked and jerked his arm away from his father.
Oh God, his bow hand… His wrist was broken.
He drew the shattered limb up against his chest, thinking only of what it meant for him as a violinist.
Christopher grabbed Julian and launched him through the air. He crashed to the sidewalk, landing on his right arm and hand, shredding layers of skin. A cry ripped out of him. Stunned with pain, he lay motionless, unable to pull himself together.
A small dog yapped nearby.
The older vampire approached and stood over him. In a burst of bitter fear, Julian scrambled backward, ignoring the screaming pain in his arm, seeking to put space between him and his father.
Christopher jerked him up from the concrete.
He struggled in his father’s grasp. Now, all he wanted was to escape the hand locked onto his arm. His father had told the truth; Julian couldn’t beat him, no matter how much pain and anger drove him.
“All your life, you’ve been a spoiled little bastard who appreciated nothing.” Christopher snarled, drawing his lips off his teeth. “You took the only thing that meant anything to me.”
Julian’s heart pounded. His father was going to fuck him up, maybe kill him. “I was a child!”
“You took my mate. Do you know how deep my hate for you is? Do you have any inkling of how many times I watched you parade out of Benaroya and considered killing you?”
Cold ran over Julian. “I’m sorry… Don’t you think I didn’t wish for my father? You have no idea how I felt. Mom didn’t even know I existed after you left. I had no one.”
“I’m glad you weren’t happy. Damn you. It was all your fault. Everything that went wrong was because of you.” Spittle flew from Christopher’s lips.
“Father, listen to me, I’m sorry. I can’t change any of it, but I wouldn’t have wanted Mom to deny you.” He was dead. He fought to remain calm enough to think rationally. If he didn’t get away, his father would get tired of talking and then…
“Do you think I care to listen to your fake apologies? I know you’re afraid, stalling for time. You think I’m insane. I’m not. I’m true to our nature, unlike these stupid whelps who have let humans beat them down. And you know what? If you lived to be old, you would be just like me. But, you aren’t going to have to worry about it.”
Julian was out of time and options. His father held his left arm with a crushing grip and his right hand was useless, but giving up wasn’t in his nature. He wrenched hard to the side and dipped his head, sinking his fangs deep into his father’s hand.
Christopher bellowed, but didn’t let go. Instead, he backhanded Julian with his free hand, knocking him loose. “You little fucker.” He groped under his jacket. When his hand reappeared, lamp light glimmered off a serrated blade.
Christopher was fast. The knife flashed.
For a moment, Julian thought his father had punched him in the stomach. The blade flashed a second and third time. More punches. Christopher stabbed two more times, ripped upward, then withdrew the blade and shoved Julian away.
Julian’s legs let go and he landed on the concrete where he stared stupidly at the blood spreading on the front of his jacket. Had his father done that? He hadn’t worn his Kevlar vest but it probably wouldn’t have mattered. The vests only worked with bullets, not blades.
Christopher bent and wiped the knife clean on Julian’s jeans. Without a word, he walked away.
Lightheadedness seized Julian. He had to get up. He struggled to sit. He had to get home. Strangely, he wasn’t in much pain, though vaguely he knew his father had stabbed him.
Julian tried again to stand and failed. His legs wouldn’t support him. Confused, he looked around. He didn’t know what street he was on. What had happened? Things were getting fuzzy.
Hurt. He was hurt. He looked down at the blood on his jacket. He needed someone to help him. He dragged his phone from his inside jacket pocket with his left hand. It weighed so much, he could barely hold it. The damn phone must weigh forty pounds.
He hit Ashton’s number. The street spun and he was falling into a bottomless black pit.
 
THREE HOURS later, Christopher put down his Scotch and retrieved the wanted posters Banks had given him.
He flipped through the pages until one brought him up short. He stared at a photo of Julian, taken when his son had been brought in for processing.
Julian didn’t look tough in the photo. He looked on the verge of panic. Nevertheless, the whelp was worth $25,000. Not bad. Julian must have seriously gone off on someone’s ass.
He read the details with mounting interest. Julian had not only become involved with the Resistance, he’d participated in a ballsy break in and rescue of another male. And he’d killed at least two humans.
Perhaps Julian hadn’t been the sissy he’d thought. Though that wasn’t important. He grabbed his jacket and keys. Julian’s carcass was valuable. He hoped like hell none of the Halzworth crews had found the body and taken it away.
It took Christopher less than fifteen minutes to return to where he’d left Julian lying on the asphalt. His son was gone. Christopher cursed. Julian hadn’t gotten up and strolled off either. The pavement was smeared with a large amount of dried blood. There was no way he had survived the encounter.
Fuck it to hell. He could have used that twenty-five grand.



 
 
Chapter Forty
 
 
JULIAN SWAM out of blackness. Pain owned him and he tried to will himself back into the peace of unconsciousness.
Wasn’t happening. His eyes slid open and took in his surroundings. He lay in an uncomfortable bed and IVs dripped fluids into both of his arms.
He felt as if someone had opened him up and taken a blender to his guts. Behind him, out of his range of vision, a machine beeped in rhythm with his heart. His wrist was bandaged in some kind of splint.
Saranna slept in a chair beside his bed. He was at Jason’s.
“Saranna?” he croaked.
Her eyelids shot open. “Julian, you’re awake.”
“How long have I been out?”
“Since Ashton found you two nights ago. Who did this?”
He furrowed his brow as if trying to recall. “I don’t remember.” Lying to her made him shrivel inside, but he couldn’t bear to let them know the truth. That his own father hated him enough to try to kill him was too much to admit.
“My wrist…” He drew his arm up.
“Jason said you should be able to use it without any problems after it has time to heal.”
“Thank God. If I can’t play…” He didn’t want to think about it. He couldn’t lose the only thing he truly loved. The one thing that would never hurt him.
“I’ll get Jason. He wanted to know when you woke up.” She slid from the chair, beautiful in her simple faded jeans and white shirt. His cock stirred despite a tube to drain his urine and a considerable amount of pain in his stomach.
“Saranna?”
She stopped.
“I’m sorry. For everything. Will you ever forgive me?”
“We’ll talk later.” She hurried away, her back ramrod straight.
Sounded like a no to him. Pain that had nothing to do with his wounds slashed through him.
A few minutes later, Jason strode into the room. “So, you’ve awakened.” He moved around the bed.
Julian nodded. “When can I get out of here?”
“I don’t want you moving around yet. Your insides were carved up pretty bad. So bad that I had to call in a surgeon more skilled than me. You’re very lucky to be alive.”
“Feels like it.” Terrific. He’d probably be in debt to Surgeon Guy for the rest of his natural life.
“I can’t give you any more pain killers without risking a fatal overdose.”
Jason moved to Julian’s bedside. “Who did this to you?”
“I don’t know. I don’t remember what happened.”
Jason gave him a tell-me-another-one look. “If you don’t want to talk, that’s your business. But I hope you have enough sense not to go after whoever did this. He couldn’t have been a human.”
Saranna gasped.
Julian said nothing.
 
AFTER JASON left, Saranna came back into Julian’s room. She looked wary when she sat beside his bed. “Jason asked me to feed you and to use the wrist.”
Sounded good to him. He was hungry as a wolf.
“He gave you a lot of blood because you lost so much, but feeding is better than transfusions to speed up healing.”
He breathed deep, filling himself with her scent—lilacs and spring rain.
She moved her chair closer and offered her wrist.
He grasped her arm and made short work of taking the offering. When he finished, he licked slowly over the bite wound. A tremor ran through her and a soft moan escaped her slightly parted lips.
Damn it, he was so unworthy of her. He wasn’t even able to give her the love she wanted and deserved. He was a first class prick. Maybe worse. “I wish I could give you the life you deserve, dress you like a queen, and give you everything you ever wanted.”
“Julian, I don’t need those things to be happy. All I need is you. I need to feel safe in your arms. And I need… I don’t need material objects. But we can’t be together until you sort out your feelings.”
“I—”
“No. Let me say this. I won’t be your whore. I won’t have you in my bed if you don’t love me. And if you can’t say it, then you don’t.”
Pain deeper than the wounds in his body twisted his insides. He wanted to love her. He needed her. But he wasn’t ready to take a chance. She’d already torn his heart out. If he loved her … How much worse would it be?
He met her eyes. “So what now?”
“That depends on you. I’m willing to give it a chance and start over, but I won’t sleep with you unless you can love me.”
She grabbed her purse and stood. “I took you for my mate and you still are, but don’t make any demands on me. You need to think about what I’ve said and decide what you want. I can’t make you love me and I won’t try. And I can’t make you any promises either.”



 
 
Chapter Forty-one
 
 
FOUR DAYS later, Jason released Julian. He’d mended enough to get around and he wasn’t feeling much physical pain. Jason had sent him home with enough pain medication to make him happy for a couple of weeks. He wished the pain meds worked on emotional pain too.
He entered the house as if walking on hot coals with Ashton right behind him.
Vali’s face lit up. “I didn’t think that quack was ever gonna’ let you come home.”
Saranna snorted. “I think Jason was glad to get rid of him. All Julian did was complain.”
“Not true.” Julian affected a hurt expression.
“Very true.” Saranna guided him to the sofa. “Jason’s wife and his assistants were tired of you.”
The door banged open and Slade swaggered in. He met Julian’s eyes and a cold smile curled the corners of his lips.
Julian tensed. Slade was up to no good.
“Welcome home, Julian.” Slade strode across the room. “Remember when I said I’d keep digging until I got to the bottom of your lies?”
Julian’s heart thumped his ribs.
“Well gather around everyone. I want all of you to know what Julian’s real relationship to Michael Foster was.”
“Slade? What are you doing?” Saranna said.
“I’m getting everything out in the open. No secrets.” A cold smirk appeared.
Shit. Things were going to get ugly. Would they tell him to leave? Sweat dampened his back. More importantly, what would Saranna think of him? He should have told her instead of letting her brother make good on his threat. How could he have been so stupid?
She looked at him, eyes wide. “Julian?”
His stomach felt like someone had whipped out the blender again.
“Do you want to tell the truth now or do you want me to spell it out for them?” Slade asked. Now his expression was grim.
“Julian, if you have something to tell us, you need to get on with it,” Ashton said. He looked even more grim than Slade.
Julian swallowed. Too bad he couldn’t drop into a hole in the floor and vanish. It would be better than having the truth spilled out for all of them to judge him. “How did you find out?”
“I spent an enlightening evening with Michael Foster’s father. He knew all about you because his son mailed a suicide note.”
Julian’s stomach plummeted.
“Julian?” Ashton prompted.
Shit, he had to spill it. No getting around it. “What I told you about Michael Foster was the truth. He was my nemesis and I hated him. One night, I saw him and his father. They didn’t know I was there.” His stomach churned.
He forced himself to continue. “I found out he was a half-breed.” He looked away. “After his father left, I caught him alone and threatened to expose him if he didn’t leave Juilliard.”
Saranna sucked in her breath.
“The next day … they found him dead. He killed himself. He left a note in his room. It said he couldn’t leave and he couldn’t stay. He killed himself because of me. I pushed him to suicide so I could win a competition.”
“Julian…” Saranna said.
“Let him finish.” Ashton’s voice was deadly quiet.
“There’s nothing more to tell. It’s my fault he killed himself. If I could change it, I would. I never thought he would do anything like that.”
Saranna looked stricken. “Oh, Julian. Oh my God.”
“I know I can never make up for that kid’s death,” Julian said. “I would if I could.”
“Is that the entire story?” Ashton looked to Slade for confirmation.
“Far as I can tell.”
Cold eddied though Julian. Now what? Throw him out? Or something worse? And Saranna? He looked at her and wanted to beg her forgiveness. Instead, he remained quiet and awaited their condemnation.
“Well,” Ashton finally said. “I’m not the one who needs to forgive or condemn you. I’m not the one you wronged.” He shoved his hair back. “You had no idea you were anything other than human. I realize this.”
Julian forced himself to maintain eye contact with Ashton. Whatever they did to him, he deserved it. “I—”
“No. Julian. Let me finish,” Ashton said. “You will take whatever punishment Michael Foster’s father wishes to dispense. If he requires your execution, I will not stand in his way. I hope that isn’t the case, but he has every right to demand your life to pay for his son’s.”
Ice settled in Julian’s veins. “I understand.” Somehow, he managed to keep his voice from shaking.
“Ashton, no,” Saranna said and went to Julian’s side. You can’t allow that.”
“I’m sorry, Saranna, but he has the right to demand retribution. I don’t like it either, but, if I shelter Julian, it sends out a message that I’m not fair and play favorites. I can’t have that.”
Julian slipped his arm around his mate. “I brought this on myself. I can’t ask for mercy because I had none for his son. I’ll take whatever punishment he decides on.”
“Michael Foster’s father will be here in a few hours,” Slade said and smirked.
Ashton rubbed his temple. “I suggest you spend the remaining time with your mate.”
 
SARANNA TRIED to stop the trickle of tears as she lay tucked in Julian’s arms. Despite her resolve to keep him from her bed, she had allowed him to lay with her. How could she deny him when he might be sent to his death within hours? Not that he’d done much of anything other than kissing her and using his hand on her.
He was unable to mate, his injuries were much too severe to even consider trying, but at least he was with her.
He kissed her cheek and drew her closer, maybe for the last time.
 
THE NEARER the appointed time of the elder Foster’s arrival, the more Julian’s stomach churned. Reluctantly, he left Saranna’s arms and the warmth of the bed. It was time to meet his fate and he had a pretty good idea what that would be.
He went back to the bed and kissed her soft lips. The scent of her tears, as well as her emotions, was sharp and bitter. Neither of them spoke.
Sick to his stomach, he steeled himself and left the bedroom. He couldn’t bear to look back at her. Her quiet sobs stabbed his heart as effectively as if she’d used a dagger.
By the time he reached the bottom of the steps, Michael Foster’s father stood in the great room with the platinum-blond twins who had taken part in Julian’s alleyway induction into vampirism.
Ashton stood with them.
The male who had accosted him at Benaroya Hall months ago looked unflinchingly at Julian. The big male no longer looked anything like a bum and Julian supposed he never had been. It had all been a ruse, every bit of it.
Light steps raced down the stairs and Julian’s heart sank. He’d asked her to remain upstairs until it was over and she had agreed. He didn’t want her to see them taking him away to his execution. And with the presence of the two additional males, he knew that’s what they planned to do.
His heart beat hard. He hoped to God none of them could hear it. He would like to at least appear unafraid.
The big male’s eyes widened as Saranna stopped at Julian’s side and clutched his arm. The male’s nostrils flared the tiniest bit. “Is she your mate?” he asked.
“Yes.”
He looked at the twins then back at Julian. “My nephew talked me into spearing your life on the assumption you wouldn’t live well or long after you were turned.” He eyed Saranna again. “You were not supposed to survive.” A shadow of hatred crossed his face. “I came here to take you and kill you. I’m sure you know that.”
Saranna sobbed and her legs let go. Julian caught her and lifted her in his arms. The strain of holding her hurt like a son of a bitch but he didn’t care.
“I’ll take her,” Ashton said and stepped forward.
Julian released her even as he tried to trap her scent and feel in every fiber of his being.
“Julian, no,” she cried.
“Ssh,” Ashton said and carried her out of the great room.
Julian couldn’t stand it. He had to get out of there. “Let’s go,” he said, his voice hoarse with emotion.
“I didn’t know you’d taken a female. One who clearly loves you.” He looked pensive. He swung around to the two males who accompanied him. “The female is going to need him to care for her. I didn’t come here to ruin the lives of innocents.”
“What?” One of the males said. “You aren’t gonna let him off the hook over his female, are you?”
The other twin looked three shades of indignant. “He can’t get away with Michael’s death.”
“I have no intention of letting him off the hook. But I never counted on him having a mate, much less—”
“Kill him. She can find another,” the first blond snarled.
“No. One family destroyed is enough.”
The two young males’ angry responses were too low for Julian to hear.
“I didn’t expect this,” the old male snapped. “Now shut the hell up.”
“You will come with us, and you will be punished. After that, you can get on with your life.”
“Punished?”
“I’m sparing you, for her. So when you can, you should show her how grateful you are. Take him,” he said to the twins.
The two blond males moved fast, securing his arms and holding him between them.
“Does this have to be tonight?” Ashton said. “He’s still recovering from being stabbed in the guts.”
“Yes, it has to be tonight. I want an end to this. But you have my word; we’ll do nothing to harm his existing wounds. But I will send him home needing a doctor. I promise you that.”
“Come on.” One of the twins shoved Julian toward the door.
Saranna sobbed.
Julian stumbled forward, his mind whirling. He was going to be spared, but not without a price. He had no right to complain. At least he was going to be allowed to live. Whatever they doled out, he could take it.
They hustled him down the walk to a car waiting at the curb. Snake Tat, the other bastard who’d attacked him in the alley, swiveled his head and gave Julian an evil stare.
One twin climbed in the back and the other shoved Julian in beside him. The second twin sat on Julian’s other side. “So now what, Uncle Lag?”
“Take us to Shred’s place.”
“Shred. Holy fuck. Are you sure.”
“Yes. He has what I need since I can’t kill this bastard.”
“Why the hell not?” Snake Tat asked. “I thought that’s what we came for.”
“We did. I didn’t count on him having a mate.”
“So the fuck what,” Snake Tat said.
“I will not hurt the female or cause her additional hardship. She’s going to need him. ‘Nuff said.”
The younger males grumbled, but didn’t pursue it.
In the backseat, Julian’s insides quivered. What were they going to do to him? He did his best to man-up. He deserved to be punished and, no matter what they did, he wouldn’t beg for mercy. He didn’t deserve any.
Ten minutes later, Snake Tat parked behind a decrepit two-story building in a seedy section of town. They prodded Julian from the backseat.
The shrieks of children playing somewhere close seemed out of place amid the decaying buildings and garbage strewn street.
“Keep him here,” Foster said. “I need to talk to Shred first.” He disappeared around the corner of the building leaving Julian alone with the three hostile males.
“I hope he fucks your ass up six ways to sundown,” Snake Tat said.
Julian didn’t reply, but he had a pretty good idea that Snake Tat didn’t have anything to worry about. Heart hammering his ribs, he waited for Foster to return.
Minutes later, Foster stuck his head out a back door. “Bring him through here.”
One of the twins shoved Julian forward. Stomach clenched, he went through the battered doorway into a dimly lit hallway that stank of aged filth.
He followed Foster through another door and down a rickety set of steps into a damp, musty basement. A large bed covered with a scarlet comforter sat in the middle. Furry rugs dotted the concrete floor and the walls were decorated with a variety of perverted accessories. Shackles, harnesses, chains, leather gadgets he couldn’t identify. Shred was into some hardcore entertainment.
And how the hell did that apply to him?
“Dayum,” Snake Tat said. “I knew Shred was a freakin’ perv.”
“None of our biz,” Foster said. “I just need to borrow a couple of things.”
He looked Julian square in the eyes. “Are you going to be a male about this or are you going to make us fight you?”
“What do you mean?” Julian’s insides knotted.
“I want you to go over to the wall and let us chain you.”
“Why?” His voice came out steady though he wasn’t sure how.
“I’m going to whip you. One hundred lashes.”
Oh, fuck. He wouldn’t be able to stand it. Somehow, he made his feet move and he walked to where Foster guided him.
“Take off your shirt and cozy up to the wall,” Foster said.
With shaking hands, he undid the buttons and took off his shirt. He let it drop to the floor.
“Looks like someone else doesn’t like him,” Snake Tat said.
Julian had hundreds of tiny stitches in his stomach from the knife wounds and the surgery to repair it. His hand brushed over the sewn-together damage.
“And you’re surprised by this?” Foster said.
The three young males laughed.
“Against the wall,” Foster said.
Julian tried not to shake as he allowed them to snap heavy shackles on him. His broken wrist protested with a burst of pain. The chains clanked against the cinderblocks as he leaned against the cold, rough blocks for support.
Dear God, how was he going to stand it? He had to urinate. What if he lost control and pissed himself? Somehow that seemed worse than being whipped.
He heard them move back and he braced himself. His fingers dug at the unyielding block. Something hit the floor and he knew it was the whip being uncoiled. A second later, he heard the snap of leather being drawn back and then the lash landed on his bare back, leaving a burning swath on his flesh.
He sucked in his breath and held it, waiting for the next strike. The lashes came fast and by the time he’d counted off ten, he was cringing against the wall and his back was on fire. The wet trickle of blood told him the bite of the whip wasn’t just superficial.
He groaned with each cut of the leather, but he didn’t cry out or, worse, beg for mercy. He wouldn’t do that. Not even if it meant they would beat him to death. And he was starting to think they might.
He pressed his cheek into the cool block and tried to focus on something else, anything but the pain in his quivering back. Each blow was now agony.
His legs trembled and sometime after the fortieth lash, they gave out and he hung at the end of the chains. His broken wrist added to the misery.
The leather landed on skin already cut open and bleeding. What his father had done to him was nothing compared to this. If Foster wanted revenge, he was getting it.
His consciousness wavered and he moaned. A part of him didn’t want to blackout, despite the agony in his back. He was now pretty sure Foster was going to whip him to death and if he lost consciousness, he might never awaken.
But he could only fight the pain for so long until it became unbearable.
 
WHEN JULIAN came to, he was lying face down on the cracked sidewalk behind the building they had taken him into. His shirt had been thrown on top of him like a discarded piece of trash.
He tried to move. His back was white-hot agony. Didn’t matter. He had to get up. He didn’t have his phone. He’d been in such a fog that he hadn’t even thought of grabbing it or his wallet. His pockets didn’t yield as much as a dime. He had no way to get help. He had to walk home.
He looked at his watch and the simple motion of lifting his arm sent pain shooting through his back and shoulders. That didn’t matter either. He had maybe an hour and a half to get home and he wasn’t sure where they’d taken him. He’d been so freaked out that he hadn’t paid attention to where they were going.
He forced himself to move.
 
BY THE time Julian made it home, he was barely aware of what he was doing. He managed to unlock the door and fell through, landing face down on the floor.
He didn’t care. He’d made it to safety.
Footsteps hurried toward him and, a moment later, Saranna knelt at his side.
“Oh, my God,” she said. “Look what they did to him.”
“It’s too late to get him to Jason,” Ashton said. “We need to take him to his room. He’s done in.”
Julian tried to offer his friends a word of thanks, but nothing came out.
 
WHEN JULIAN awoke, he lay on his stomach and his back was a dozen shades of agony. But he was thankful his life had been spared. He tried to get up, but the pain made it impossible.
Someone had dressed his wounds, which was probably a good thing considering he’d been whipped until his back could have passed for raw hamburger.
Despite the pain, he felt a measure of relief. Michael Foster’s death had eaten at him ever since it had happened. No longer a secret, and punishment meted out, maybe he could also find closure and put it behind him. Maybe he could get over it now. At least, he sure as hell hoped he could.
Outside in the hallway, light footsteps stopped at his door. “Come in,” he called, knowing it was Saranna.
She came inside and closed the door. Her lovely face was marred by lack of sleep and worry. Shame bit him. He had caused her nothing but pain. He deserved the whipping for what he’d done to her alone.
She came to the bedside and knelt. “How is it?”
He didn’t lie. “Hurts pretty bad, but I’ll heal.”
“I was so scared.” She brushed his hair back from his face and he tried to press his cheek into her palm.
“I deserved it.”
She didn’t reply.
“My brother almost caused your death. Do you know how hard that is for me?”
“It’s over. I want to move past this, if I can.”
“Thank you for not going after Slade. He was wrong, but…”
Killing or injuring Slade wouldn’t help anyone. Though Julian would never forget it and he would never trust Slade, he wasn’t going to let it destroy his chances of getting into the Resistance. He’d paid for his crime. They couldn’t ask any more of him and he no longer had to worry about getting caught.
“Believe it or not,” he said. “This was for the best. Everything’s going to be okay.” He would just never turn his back on Slade again.
She stroked his cheek. “Can I ask you something?”
“Anything.”
“Tell me what happened the night you were attacked. I know you remember. I see it in your eyes.”
He hesitated.
“Please tell me.”
He couldn’t meet her eyes. “My father tried to kill me.”
“Oh, my God.”
“He’s a serial killer.”
“What?”
The story poured out. And with it came relief as if he’d lanced an infected wound.
“I…” He met her eyes. “What if I’m like him? What if his evil is inside me? I have bad blood in my veins.”
“Julian! You are not like your father.”
Oh, please let that be true. Because if he was like Christopher, he shouldn’t be permitted to live.
“You’re good and decent.”
He shook his head. “I’m not.” He’d almost raped her because she’s refused him during her heat. He was no better than the bastards who had done it. “While I was gone, I found those two fuckers, Jeff and Bobby, and I killed them.”
She sucked in her breath.
“I wanted them to die hard and they did. I enjoyed killing them.”
“Julian, listen to me. You are perfectly normal. There is no evil in you.”
“God, Saranna, I hope you’re right.”
 
VALI HUNG up the phone and slid down on the mattress, where he curled on his side. His stomach hurt, cramping into hard knots that had nothing to do with hunger.
He wrapped his arms over his midsection. The pain was deep, stabbing him mercilessly. But it would pass. All he had to do was ride it out until the next bout.
Despite the pain, pleasant warmth enveloped him.
He had a secret.
Unlike his deteriorating mental state, he kept this secret not because he was ashamed and frightened that he might be thrown away, but because he feared the moment he said something, the budding friendship would shatter like barely-formed ice under a boot.
He clutched a creased sheet of paper. He unfolded the color printout. A photo of Nissa. She’d sent him a couple of shots the week before and he’d printed them. He kept them with him, either in his jeans’ pocket or tucked inside a book at his bedside.
They’d developed a phone relationship over the last few weeks. She’d reached out, calling him the day after they’d met. Now, the calls went both ways and he looked forward to talking with her every night.
Maybe, just maybe, things would be all right. Maybe he had a chance with Nissa. Maybe he had a chance at a future. He had to find the balls to go see Jason.



 
 
Chapter Forty-two
 
 
VALI WAS close to finishing his analysis of the last ledger. Once he had the names and addresses entered into the worksheet, he would sort them into customer order and see if anything interesting popped up.
He sat on the sofa with the ledger beside him and positioned the laptop on his legs. He worked for an hour and a half without stopping, until the last transaction was entered in the spreadsheet.
He sorted the data. Over two thousand transactions filled the spreadsheet, many listing multiple purchases.
He paged through the data until a large block of transactions from the same person caught his attention. They weren’t records of vampires sold, just astounding payment amounts.
“What the fuck?” Vali pulled up Google and entered the man’s name. The search results popped up.
“Oh, my God.” He sat in shocked silence and waited for the others to awake. He took deep calming breaths that didn’t do a thing to help him.
A half hour later, he heard the others stirring in their rooms.
Julian made his way slowly from the spare bedroom. In the week since he’d been whipped, he still hadn’t fully recovered, though he never complained. However badly his back hurt, he never said anything about it.
Ashton and Slade entered the kitchen through the rear and rummaged around for something to eat.
Vali was going to ruin their breakfast. “Guys, I need you to come in here for a minute.”
“What’s wrong?” Julian carefully sat next to him and fiddled with the remote.
“Wait for it, man.”
“That bad?”
“Dead up.”
Minutes crawled as Ashton and Slade rummaged in the kitchen. “Will you guys quit anal spelunkin’ in there and come here for a minute?” Vali snapped.
Moments later, they came into the great room.
“What’s up?” Ashton asked.
“I finished the ledgers. There’s a name in this list of someone who paid a lot of money to the traders every week for the last two years.”
Vali fidgeted. “Over the last month, he paid them a lot more. I didn’t know the name, so I Googled him.” He turned the laptop so they could see the screen. “Ryan Banks, Director, Washington Department of Vampire Control and Security. It doesn’t get much worse.”
“Fuck.” Ashton’s hands curled into fists. “Those fuckers are on Banks’ payroll.”
“This puts an interesting spin on things,” Julian said. “I wonder who else the government is paying to put a dent in our population.”
“Anyone they can,” Ashton said.
Slade looked as if someone had kicked him in the balls.
Ashton took the laptop. “What the fuck else are the bastards hatching against us?”
“That drug. The experiments?” Vali rubbed his leg.
“You can bet your ass on it,” Slade said.
“What are we going to do?” Vali sank his fingers into the sofa cushions to keep the others from seeing them shake.
“First thing we have to do is report what we’ve learned.” Ashton clapped the laptop shut. “Nothing’s changed. We can lie down and wait to be victimized in whatever fashion they devise, or we can fight them. To the death if necessary.”
He ran a hand through his shaggy hair. “But understand we’re facing something beyond what any of us expected. Our odds aren’t good.”
“I’m not giving in,” Julian said.
Slade took a deep breath. “I hate those bastards. I’m not quitting.”
Vali swallowed hard. “I can’t do much, but I’ll do anything I can to help defeat those sons of bitches.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Ashton said. “You made the link.”
Vali nodded, though Ashton would have made the connection if he’d been given the spreadsheet. Maybe Vali could do something to help, even if it was nothing more than keeping the place clean while the others fought the bastards.
Ashton stood and paced about the room. “We’re going to have to come up with a strategy. And we’re going to have to recruit. Not right away, but eventually.”
“This is impossible,” Vali said. “The odds were bad before we knew this. How can something like this be stopped?”
“I don’t know if it can be stopped.” Ashton ran a hand through his hair. “But if we do nothing, we deserve what they give us.”
“Agreed,” Slade said.
“What about taking the books to the media,” Julian said.
“Why bother?” Slade said. “No one would believe they were real. They would say we forged them.”
Ashton flipped on the TV.
“So what are we going to do about those bastards?” Slade scooped up the ferret and rubbed its head.
“We’re not doing anything yet,” Ashton said. I’m going to report what we’ve learned and wait for orders. We can’t take the bastards out without major complications. And I’m not putting us in a position for repercussions from superiors.”
“I didn’t know the Resistance worked like that,” Julian said.
“You mean accountability and punishment?” Ashton said.
“I thought every group kind of did their own thing.”
“Most of the time, we do. But, since we were given orders to target those bastards, we are subject to following Resistance protocol.”
“What if you don’t?”
“Punishment can vary from being stripped of your recruits to being executed. Depending on the infraction.”
“Holy shit.”
“The Resistance is serious and if you want to be a candidate, you have to realize this isn’t a bunch of rogues working without cohesion.”
Julian nodded. Shit. If he couldn’t follow the playbook he’d never be allowed in.
“You do want in, don’t you?”
Slade’s lips thinned, but he kept his mouth shut.
“Yes.” No point in playing like he didn’t.
Ashton nodded. “You aren’t there yet, but I’m mostly pleased with you so far.”
“Mostly?”
“You still tend to cowboy it too much. I can’t have that.”
“I understand.” Boy, did he.
“I think you’ll get there with a little time and training.”
“Thanks.” Warmth spread through him. He would get there. All he had to do was control his impulsive nature.
“I have something for you.” Ashton pulled out his wallet and took out five one-hundred dollar bills. He handed them to Julian. “We get paid, too. That’s for what you’ve done so far.”
Julian stuffed the bills in his pocket. “Thanks, man.”
“How are things with Saranna?”
“Ashton!” Slade looked like someone had tweaked his nuts.
Ashton quelled him with a glance.
Julian shrugged. He didn’t want to go down that road, especially with Slade there. Though Saranna had permitted him in her bed and they’d shared limited intimacies before the Foster event—as he’d come to think of it—she hadn’t exactly invited him back.
“You should give her something with bloodstones.” Ashton clicked on the Late News.
“Bloodstones?” Julian quirked up an eyebrow.
Ashton waved his hand. “Jasper. Vampires react to jasper.”
“How so?”
“They have some interesting properties. They turn red when you’re in a dangerous situation, plus they work a little special magic between mates. Give her green jasper and see what happens.”
“Ashton,” Slade said. “Shut the fuck up, will you?”
“No, they’re mates, might as well let them do it right. She could do a hell of a lot worse than Julian.”
Julian stifled a grin of secret pleasure at the compliment.
Ashton’s gaze fixed on the TV when the female news anchor began reporting a story. After a moment, he asked, “You guys want to watch some movies?”
“Sure, if you can rip your eyes off that human female,” Julian said.
Ashton’s expression made Julian snort laughter. “Admit it, man, you want to do her.”
Ashton looked offended. “I watch the news to keep up with what’s happening across the country. Our people are suffering in every state. Some worse than others.”
Julian couldn’t deny that and he wouldn’t try. But Ashton was mistaken if he thought it wasn’t obvious he had an enormous case of lust for the pretty news lady.
 
THREE HOURS later, Saranna came in and quietly closed the door. Julian left the others and went to greet her. He stopped in shock. “Saranna? What’s wrong?”
“I’m just tired.” She gave him a wan little smile that looked fake and strained.
“Are you hungry? Can I fix you something?” He didn’t like the dark shadows under her eyes.
“I’m starving, but I need you to take care of that upstairs. I’m sorry to ask while you’re still hurting, but I need it. I don’t feel so hot.”
If she needed him, he would give her his last drop of blood. “I’m just a little sore. Come on.”
“No you aren’t. You’re in pain. I can see it in your eyes.”
“It’s okay. All that matters to me is that you are taken care of.” He took her hand and led her upstairs to the bedroom. “Want me to run a nice warm bath for you?”
“No. I’m exhausted. I want to feed and sleep.”
He grabbed the long tee she slept in. “Here, make yourself comfortable and let me take care of you.” He’d intentionally left most of his things in the bedroom on the hope of being invited back. He went to the dresser and rooted through his clothes until he found his favorite sweatpants. He stripped off his jeans and pulled on the sweats.
Saranna turned her back and changed into the tee before burrowing into the bed and pulling up the thin blanket.
He dimmed the bedside lamp to a soft glow and slid under the covers with her.
“Wait,” she said, arranging pillows to cushion the headboard for him. He settled and held out his arms for her. “Come on, take what you need.”
She pushed down the blanket and climbed into his arms, fitting against him like they were made for each other. Her skin brushed satin soft against his and triggered instant desire.
He breathed in her lilac scent and the citrus shampoo she’d used earlier. “Drink,” he said.
God, he wanted her back. He needed her. His life wasn’t the same without her.
She nuzzled his neck, a soft touch of her lips before her fangs sank into his flesh.
Julian groaned and his cock hardened, pushing against her stomach. She moaned, but gave no indication that she wanted him as anything but a blood source.
His chest squeezed his heart and made it ache.
After feeding slowly for a long while, she backed off the wound and licked his neck clean.
“Thanks. I feel a little better.” She eased out of his arms and settled on the bed. A tremor ran through her body and she pulled the covers over her.
“Can I stay?” He needed to be with her. “No sex. I just want to be with you.”
She hesitated. “Yes.”
Rearranging himself, he urged her to move closer. She curled into him, pushing her rump against his crotch, but made no move to initiate anything between them. He stifled a groan of frustration and slipped an arm around her. “You’re shaking?”
“I can’t stop.”
He swung his legs over the edge of the mattress. “I’m taking you to Jason.”
“No. No. I just need rest.”
“Are you sure?” He wasn’t sure of that. Not at all.
“Yeah. I am.”
He settled back, but he didn’t like it. Something was wrong. He stroked her shoulder and she tensed. “Shh, it’s okay. Relax.”
After a while, her body loosened in his arms.
 
JULIAN WAS still asleep when Saranna woke. She didn’t feel much better than she had the night before. At least she didn’t have to go to work.
She didn’t know of anything going around the vampire community, but she must have come into contact with a bug somewhere. Probably from the club. Probably… Her stomach plummeted and nausea churned her insides.
No! Dear God, no.
It wasn’t possible.
Was it?
She touched her lower belly. Julian had mated with her countless times during her heat.
He’s sterile, her mind screamed. And it had been her first heat. Females never conceived during their first heat.
Or did they?
She’d heard conception never occurred until the second heat, and sometimes not then, but was it true?
What if he wasn’t sterile? What if the injection had failed?
Oh, my God.
His offspring was growing in her belly. That’s why she didn’t feel well. Why she was tired.
Now she was forever tied to Julian. Even if they never worked out their problems, he would always be a presence in her life if she bore his child.
She looked at Julian’s sleeping form with rising alarm. How would he react to this little bit of news? The scent of panic rose over the bed in such a thick cloud she feared it would wake him.
How long before the scent of the pregnancy became noticeable? A month, maybe two?
How could she have been so dumb? She should have made him use condoms regardless of the injection he’d been given. This was no time to bring offspring into the world. She cupped her belly in an instinctive gesture of protection. What if she had to raise her baby alone? What would she do?
Her stomach rolled with a sickening sensation. “I’m sorry, Julian.” It came out in a hoarse whisper before she ran to the bathroom to throw up.
 
JULIAN AWOKE in an empty bed. He’d hoped they would spend a little time together before he had to leave her. He needed to reassure himself she was all right.
He slipped from the warm blankets and went downstairs.
Vali sat on the sofa with a morose expression plastered across his face. Julian steered clear of him. Other than the droning TV, the downstairs was quiet. The others had gone out.
He grabbed his jacket and slipped outside before Vali asked him to hang out. He wasn’t going to spend the evening watching movies and listening to Vali bitch about his life sucking.
He headed toward downtown and, before long, he found himself outside Benaroya Hall. God, he still missed being in there.
He bared his teeth in helpless fury. He was the best violinist in Seattle. Hell he was the best violinist on the west coast. And he would never play on stage again.
It wasn’t fair. Wasn’t right.
No doubt, Tommy had won the concertmaster position.
The seat would have been his. Should have been his.
He had no desire to be human again, but he desperately wanted the things he’d taken for granted and lost.
Shame pecked him with a sharp beak.
He had no right to wallow in self-pity considering what things had been like, and would be like, if he hadn’t been fortunate enough to meet Saranna and the others. Hell, he probably would have been killed if it weren’t for them.
But not even shame was enough to blunt the pain of loss. He’d never grieved for the death of his human self and he didn’t think he could do it now. Maybe if he was able to grieve, some of the hurt and anger would be put in its grave and covered up with the sod of acceptance.
He’d lost. Period.
But he’d also gained.
He was more than he ever would have been as a human. And he had the opportunity to do greater things than he would have as a musician. But it still hurt, though he would never admit it out loud. He identified himself as a musician, not a fighter. But now he had to fight and he would. He would even give his life if necessary. But, in his heart, he was and always would be a concert violinist.
He spun and stalked around to the back of the building. Parking himself beside the damp wall, he settled in to wait for the musicians to come out. He still had a little unfinished business that had been put off too long already.
Fifteen minutes later, the exodus began. He hung his head and let his hair fall in his face. There was only one person he wanted to recognize him. Though he was sure they all knew about him. Tommy wouldn’t have kept his mouth shut about something like that.
He didn’t give a shit, but he didn’t want the stares and whispers. Not tonight.
The stream of musicians tapered down to a trickle and stopped. Where the fuck was that no good Tommy? Had the bastard gone out the main entrance?
He stepped away from the wall and stalked to the corner. Behind him, the door banged open. He whipped around. His ex-best friend had exited the building.
Julian growled low in his throat, but he didn’t move on Tommy. Instead, he waited until Tommy crossed the street. He followed with the silence of a wraith.
As he hoped, Tommy made the mistake of cutting through an alley.
Julian slipped through the shadows and entered the waste container-lined passage where he no longer bothered with stealth.
Tommy spun and shock flashed across his face. On its heels came fear.
Julian showed his fangs.
Tommy looked as if he was either constipated or choking on his tongue.
Ignoring his mending but still painful wounds, Julian leapt and latched onto Tommy. Fury spurring him on, he slung Tommy against the damp wall between two AVI waste bins. Tommy grunted at the impact, but otherwise remained silent, though his eyes reflected terror. His violin case fell at his feet. Julian kicked it aside.
“You know I should kill you. In the most painful way I can devise,” Julian said. “But I have a better idea.”
Tommy shook his head and moaned.
“I loved you like a brother and you sold me out to be murdered. For money! If I could turn you, put you in my shoes, I’d do it without thinking twice.” He shoved his forearm against Tommy’s throat hard enough to make him gasp for breath. “I can’t make you my vampire brother, but I can make you my blood brother. That might be even better, because your hatred is your weakness.”
Julian brought his wrist to his mouth and bit hard.
Tommy’s eyes bugged with comprehension.
“Come, Tommy. Take my blood inside you and be my brother. Be one with the vampire race.” He shoved his bleeding wrist into Tommy’s gaping mouth.
Tommy went spastic, but Julian leaned into him, trapping him. He choked on a mouthful of blood.
Julian forced his wrist harder until Tommy had no choice but to swallow. He kept Tommy pinned for long minutes. When he pulled his arm free and stepped back, Tommy fell in a heap at his feet.
Julian reined in the urge to kick him.
Tommy shuddered and moaned.
“Take care of yourself, brother.” Julian stalked out of the alley.



 
 
Chapter Forty-three
 
 
AFTER ANOTHER week to recuperate, Julian had one last night off and a personal mission. Jewelry with jasper for Saranna.
Over the last couple of days, she’d withdrawn. And though he didn’t know why, he had the feeling he’d done something wrong. He couldn’t love her the way she wanted, but she was still his mate and he wanted and needed her affection.
Maybe green jasper, a mate’s gift, would cheer her up. She had to know how important she was to him. She needed something to make her feel better.
If necessary, he would go to every pawn shop in Seattle to find something nice for her. The five hundred dollars Ashton had given him should be enough to buy something special.
He left the house before the others awakened and hurried toward downtown. Once he reached the shops and businesses, he crossed the street and cut down a side street. He skidded to a halt.
Two officers walked ahead of him. They made lots of hand gestures as if engrossed in an interesting conversation.
He pulled the Beretta and clicked off the safety, but he didn’t fire on them. It wasn’t sporting to shoot them in the back and it went against his natural instincts of right and wrong.
He backed away, intending to turn around and be on his way. He’d taken another step when his heel hit a discarded can. It clanged across the pavement with a loud clatter.
The officers spun and, locking onto him like bloodhounds, went for their weapons.
Julian raised the Beretta and squeezed off two rounds, dropping them in their tracks. The gunshots made his sensitive ears ring.
He went to the bodies and knelt. Moving with haste, he patted them down and lifted their wallets. The second man had a leather binder with several sheets of folded paper inside.
He pulled out the documents and thumbed through them.
Holy fuck.
He replaced the papers with shaking hands and lurched to his feet. He had to get out of there before anyone came to investigate the shooting.
Clutching the binder under his arm, he pawed through the wallets as he walked. He counted five hundred dollars in one, and three hundred and twenty-five in the other. Thanks to the officers, he had intel and plenty of money to buy Saranna some quality jewelry.
He stuffed the money in his pocket and threw the wallets through a sewer grate. As he walked, he pulled the papers out and skimmed them again.
They were surveys about testing being done on vampires at the Security Center. A dozen or so sheets of paper, each one for a different vampire, listed reactions and comments.
He scanned the pages, focusing on the more disturbing aspects—anxiety, stomach pain, vomiting, partial paralysis.
Had this been tested on Vali? Some of the comments were bizarre and alarming. No hallucinations or delirium, no excess salivation in 98% of subjects, some fever in all subjects, no subject experienced coma or heart and respiratory failure, no extreme mood fluctuations or restlessness, excitability or aggression. So far formula is ineffective.
His skin pebbled with chills. Dear God, what were they doing?
Whatever they were cooking up, it had to be bad news for the vampire community.
He would give the papers to Ashton. Right now, he had jewelry to buy. And forget pawn shops. A few jewelers stayed open until eleven. He had an hour.
 
WHEN JULIAN returned to the house, he carried two little velvet boxes. He’d spent every bit of the money he had without regret and he couldn’t wait to give them to Saranna.
He let himself in and found her brother and cousins seated around the kitchen island.
“What’s in the fancy boxes?” Ashton asked.
“A choker and a bracelet.”
“Jasper,” Slade said. It wasn’t a question.
“Jasper and diamonds.” Julian popped open the boxes.
Slade whistled. “Where’d you lift those?”
“I didn’t steal them. I bought them.”
“With what? Your pretty hide?”
“I dusted two officers who wanted to shoot me. I’m afraid I robbed them while I was at it.”
“Nice,” Ashton said.
“I think you need to see this.” Julian handed Ashton the binder. “And I don’t think you’re going to like it.”
“What is it?” Slade said as Ashton pulled out the papers.
“I took it off one of the officers. I think they must have been delivering them somewhere.”
Ashton spread out the sheets and studied them. A scowl marred his face.
“Do you think they injected Vali with that shit?” Julian had a horrible feeling they had.
“Probably,” Ashton said.
“Should we run this past Jason?” Slade asked.
Ashton flipped through the pages again. “This is so vague, I doubt he would know any more than we do.”
Vali hobbled over. “What’s going on? I heard my name.”
“Look at these.” Ashton handed him the papers. “Maybe you were popped with this.”
Vali thumbed through the pages. “Holy fucking shit. They paralyzed me with something. Stands to reason it’s that stuff. I wonder if this might wear off.” Vali sounded hopeful for the first time since they’d rescued him.
“Maybe,” Ashton said.
“I’m going upstairs.” Julian scooped up the boxes.
“Oh, Lord.” Ashton rolled his eyes. “Now we’re going to have to listen to her moaning and screaming for the next hour.”
Julian would give anything to have her treat him as her mate again. His life wasn’t the same without her affection. She’d left a cold, open wound in his heart.
He hurried up the steps and tapped on the bedroom door. Without waiting for an invitation, he entered and found her curled in bed, watching TV.
“Julian?”
He sat beside her with the little boxes behind his back.
“What are you hiding?”
“A gift.” He handed her the boxes. If she refused them… Refused him… He held his breath.
“Jewelry boxes?” She opened the larger one with the choker and gasped. “Oh, my God. It’s beautiful, Julian. Did anyone tell you about bloodstones?”
Relief flooded over him. “Yeah, Ashton. Open the other one.”
She opened the one with the bracelet and burst into tears.
“What’s wrong? Don’t you want them?” His moment of relief evaporated.
“Oh, Julian. Of course I want them.” She crawled into his arms.
Confused, he held her and stroked her back as her tears soaked through his shirt. “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing.” She sniffed. “Everything’s fine.
“Saranna, something’s wrong. Won’t you tell me?”
“I’m okay.”
She sat up and wiped her eyes and slipped off his lap. With trembling fingers, she took the jewelry from the boxes. “They’re beautiful. Are you sure you want to give me these? They shouldn’t be given lightly.”
His heart squeezed. “They weren’t given lightly. I miss you and I need you.”
She put her hand on his chest. “You know my terms. I mean, this is wonderful, as long as you understand the significance of giving this gift.”
“I understand.” He understood his life wasn’t right without her. Oh fuck, did he love her? He’d never had feelings for any woman like he had for her. He didn’t want to love her, yet the idea of losing her was enough to make him want to die. No. It wasn’t love. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he knew what it wasn’t.



 
 
Chapter Forty-four
 
 
THE FOLLOWING night, Saranna quietly left the house while the males were occupied in the kitchen. She wanted to stretch her legs and do a little shopping. Walking fast, she headed downtown.
The exquisite choker Julian had given her circled her throat. She touched it and the stones warmed under her fingers. A different warmth spread through her. The stones wouldn’t respond if Julian didn’t have deep feelings for her. Now, if he could bring himself to admit it. The gift had been monumental and he’d known it. Her heart soared with joy and hope for a future with him.
Muffled weeping jerked her attention away from the stones.
To her right, a cluster of trashcans sat outside a small produce store. A female perched on one of the cans, arms crossed over her huge belly, sobbing brokenly. At her feet, leaning against the trashcan, sat a juvenile male. Bruises covered his face and one eye was swollen shut. He hunched over as if he were in pain.
The female looked up at Saranna with large, frightened, tear-filled eyes.
“Are you all right?” Saranna approached slowly. The stench of rotting garbage closed in on her and her stomach lurched. How were they able to sit there?
The female shook her head. “My mate threw me away.” She burst into a fresh volley of tears. Between sobs she said, “He hurt my little brother for trying to defend me.” Her hand lit on the juvenile’s head and stroked his hair.
“How bad are you hurt?” Saranna asked the young male.
“I’m fine,” he muttered.
“No, you aren’t,” his sister wailed. “He’s in so much pain he can barely walk.”
“Do you have any place you can go? Your parents?” Saranna asked.
She shook her head. “Our parents are dead. We don’t have anyone.”
“It’ll be okay,” Saranna said.
“No, it won’t. I’m due in a week or two and I have nowhere to go. What am I going to do?”
The pain and fear in her voice broke Saranna’s heart. “I know someone who can help. A human.”
The female frantically shook her head.
“No way,” the male said. “You can’t trust any human.”
“No, listen to me. He’s a pastor. He runs a shelter for our kind. You can stay there as long as you need to.”
“No!” he said.
“Are you sure?” The female sniffed, ignoring her brother. “I mean … that it’s safe?” Her hands touched her belly as if communicating with the infant inside her.
“Yes. There are usually a few females and their children under his protection. I would trust him with my life.” She placed her hands on her flat stomach. “And the life of my baby. Please, let me take you to Pastor Cadell. He’ll help you.”
The female slid from the trashcan. “Cody, we don’t have any choice. I can’t have my baby in an alley.”
“I’m not going,” he spat.
“Pastor Cadell is a good man. You can trust him,” Saranna tried to reassure him.
“Please, Cody. We have to go somewhere.” His sister’s voice was thick with tears.
“You can go. I understand. But I’m not taking charity from any damn human. I hate them all!” He drew his arms over his stomach and grimaced.
Saranna’s heart ached for the juvenile. “Please, you don’t want to be alone on the streets. It’s too dangerous.”
“I can take care of myself.”
She sure as hell wasn’t strong enough to force him to go. Though he was probably no more than fifteen or sixteen, and no match for a mature male, he was undoubtedly stronger than her.
“Please,” his sister wailed.
“No. You go ahead. I’ll go to Mikkal’s. His parents will let me stay there.”
“Are you sure?” his sister asked.
“I’m sure. They offered before, but I wouldn’t leave you,” he said, his voice accusatory.
The female’s face crumpled and Saranna wanted to slap the juvenile for the cruel jab. “Would your sister be welcome there?”
“She doesn’t know them and there isn’t room for a pregnant female. Look, sis, I’m sorry. Go with her. Stay where you’ll be safe. I can fend for myself.” He sounded like he meant it, but his eyes were shiny and he looked as if he might cry.
Saranna’s heart twisted for them. They needed each other.
“Are you sure you won’t come with me?” the female asked.
“Go on, sis. I’ll be okay.”
Large tears welled and ran down her cheeks. “I’ll call you every day.”
He nodded. “It’ll be okay.” He stood and they embraced.
Once their goodbyes were said, Saranna led her out of the alley, walking as quickly as the female could manage. “Pastor Cadell will do everything he can to help and the shelter is nice enough.” She wished the female would walk faster and silently cursed the male who’d left her in such a horrible situation.
“Any safe place off the streets will be welcome. I just wish my brother was with me.”
Saranna took her hand.
 
JULIAN GROWLED and clenched his hands.
Saranna had disobeyed him. It was enough that she’d gone against his demands, but worse, she’d put herself in danger.
He’d gone looking for her on a whim, thinking they would walk together and have some alone time. And here she was with a female who couldn’t run more than half a block if her life depended on it.
Saranna may have insisted he make no demands, but this was different. Whether she liked it or not, he was still her mate, which gave him control over her to a degree. At least in a legal sense.
He sniffed and picked up Saranna’s scent as well as the strange female. The fragrance of pregnancy was foreign to him, though he recognized it instinctively. The scent spurred an innate urge to protect the female even though he had no connection with her. He didn’t question the drive.
Not everything worked on logic anymore. Some things were a fact of biology and not to be ignored. Nature had ensured survival of his species. Males were expendable, females carrying offspring were not.
He stalked through the shadows, staying close enough to protect them until Saranna and the female reached the shelter and slipped around to the back entrance.
He positioned himself across the street as Saranna knocked on the door and vanished inside with the female in tow.
Like a predator, he waited until she came out and crossed the street. The instinct to dominate overshadowed everything else. He growled softly, but remained in the shadows.
Saranna hurried back the way she had come. What the hell was she up to now? He’d expected her to go home, but apparently she had something else in mind. Maybe she was going back to see if the kid had changed his mind.
Sure enough, she headed straight for the place he’d encountered them.
She stopped and stared.
What the fuck?
A block and a half down, four men had the young male between them. One of them jerked the youngster’s arm up high behind his back. His shriek carried loud and clear as they hustled him toward the open rear doors of a van.
Holy shit. The fuckers were getting bold. They hadn’t even bothered to seek the privacy of an alley.
Julian growled. If he got there in time… What? Get tased stupid and stuffed in the van with the juvenile? He’d left without the Beretta. Carrying a weapon all the time hadn’t become a habit. It was a mistake he wouldn’t make again.
Still, he wasn’t going to let them take the kid. He broke from the shadows and raced past Saranna toward the van as the men forced the juvenile into a cage.
He ran harder.
They slammed the rear doors shut.
Panting, he powered forward. Fuck no. He wasn’t going to make it.
They got into the van.
He gave it everything he had.
The motor started.
Fuck no. Fuck no.
The van pulled away from the curb and sped down the street.
He stopped as the taillights drew further and further away. “Goddamn it. Goddamn you fuckers to hell,” he bellowed and shoved sweaty strands of hair from his face.
He retreated back down the street to where Saranna stood, knuckles in her mouth, tears running down her cheeks.
Snarling, he grabbed her forearm in a hard grip and propelled her along beside him.
“Julian, what are you doing? Let go of me.” Her voice wavered.
“You disobeyed me.” His heart banged as adrenaline coursed through his blood.
“You don’t own me. And right now, you have no rights over me at all.” She rubbed her arm around his clenched hand.
“Wrong, Saranna. You’re still my mate and I do have rights over you.”
She pulled against him and he tightened his hold. “You’re hurting me. Get off.” She jerked hard, but wasn’t able to free herself. “Julian!”
“I don’t want to hear it.”
She hung her head.
Her quiet sob cut him knife hard.
The anger drained out of him and self-loathing took its place, but he wasn’t backing down. If she didn’t acknowledge him as her mate with a mate’s rights, she would never respect him. And even if she never allowed him in her bed again, he wasn’t going to let her get herself killed. If he had to be a bastard, so be it. “Come on, we’re going home.”
His stomach hurt.
They didn’t speak and Julian walked fast, forcing her to keep up. He hoped he wouldn’t have to fight Slade as he led her up the steps and into the house. Her brother wasn’t going to like seeing her so upset.
The others were in the living room when they entered. Slade and Ashton looked up from the video game they were playing.
Slade tensed, his lip lifted in a growl, showing plenty of fang.
Ashton grabbed Slade’s arm, stilling him. “Leave it be. They have to work things out for themselves.”
“He’s hurting her.”
“No, he isn’t. Now stay out of their business.”
Julian didn’t pause. He led her upstairs and into the bedroom. He shoved the door shut with a loud bang and let go of her.
She tossed her purse on the bedside table. Without facing him, she said, “You don’t own me.” Her voice trembled. “And I told you, no demands.”
Julian went to her and leaned into her warm back. She tensed, stiffening. He brushed aside her sweet-smelling hair and kissed her neck. His hands traced down her silky arms and slid around her, trapping her against him.
She whimpered and strained to move away from him. “Stop it. I mean it.”
“I want you to promise you won’t do that again.” He kissed her neck, savoring the taste of her skin. He licked over her throbbing pulse. God, he wanted her.
“I can’t promise you anything.” She pulled against his hold.
“Promise, Saranna.”
She twisted around in his arms, put her hands on his chest, and tried to separate them. He held firm.
The scent of her anger and hurt curled around them. He hated what he was doing. “I won’t let you get yourself killed, even if I have to tie you up to prevent it.”
“You wouldn’t dare.”
“Wouldn’t I?”
Doubt touched her eyes, but determination swept it aside.
“Promise.” He demanded.
“I won’t and you can’t stop me either.”
Julian quirked up the corner of his mouth and pushed her backward with his body. She was soft, but resistant against him.
She pushed back, but she wasn’t able to stop his forward movement. He caught her upper arms and guided her back a step at a time.
“What are you doing? Stop it.” She tried to rip out of his hold with an abrupt twist.
He tightened his grip on her upper arms. Why didn’t she yield to him? The last thing he wanted was to hurt her or let her hurt herself.
He kept her moving until the backs of her legs bumped into the mattress.
He leaned into her, trapping her with his body.
“What are you doing? Let me go.” Saranna’s eyes glittered with anger. She wriggled against him in undulating movements.
His cock stiffened.
She hissed.
“Sorry. Can’t blame me for something I can’t control.”
“Get the fuck off me.”
Oh boy, she was really pissed at him. “Don’t think so, babe.” He shoved and she toppled backward with an oath. Cat fast, he sprang onto the bed with her, forcing her into a more suitable position. He straddled her hips, holding her down.
The chains he’d taken from the traders’ former headquarters lay coiled on the bedside table. He grabbed one and caught her left wrist.
She pulled against him, but he held tight. He wrapped the cold links around her wrist, clipped the snap shut, and attached the other end to the bed post.
She struggled hard, worming against him, making his cock even harder. He groaned, but grabbed her other hand before it closed on a fistful of his hair. In moments, he had her chained to the bed, arms spread wide, at his mercy.
She yanked at the shackles and her eyes darkened with fury. “If I call Slade up here, he’ll wipe up the floor with you.” She looked angry enough to follow through with her threat.
“I’m not so sure. And besides, do you want your brother in the middle of our business?”
“Damn you. You aren’t going to get away with this.”
“Get away with what? Saving you from yourself?” He was still astride her.
She shifted against him, eyes glittering, and pressed upward against his balls. Not because she wanted him though, he knew better. She was playing a game called payback. Excitement ran through him even though he knew what she was doing.
She licked her lips and raised her pelvis. The scent of anger thinned and evaporated. Her natural scent drifted to him. She rubbed against him with maddening, slow motions. Her breathing quickened.
He quirked an eyebrow.
She gazed into his eyes and everything realigned.
His efforts to show her he wouldn’t tolerate her endangering herself had turned into sex play. He bent and pressed his lips to hers in a gentle kiss. The combined fragrance of lilacs and desire flooded his senses.
His belly tightened. He was going to have her. Panting against her mouth, his kiss became more aggressive.
Without breaking the kiss, Julian grasped her blouse and ripped it open, freeing bare breasts. She whimpered and nipped his lower lip, drawing blood. A hot sweep of her tongue cleaned it off.
She pushed up into him and he breathed in her heady scent of arousal. His cock pushed at his jeans and the need to take her and fully dominate her overwhelmed him.
He kissed his way along her jaw and down to her neck. Her breath caught. He licked then nicked her skin, only to soothe it with his tongue. She was so beautiful. She was his everything. She was the single most important thing in his life.
With a teasing touch, his hand strayed to her breast and stroked her warm skin. His thumb brushed over her taut nipple. She kicked her head back and moaned. Traveling south, he traced over her skin until he reached her skirt.
He forayed lower, then upward under the short garment. She wiggled about, pushing off her shoes. His fingers hooked her panties and slipped them down and off her silky legs.
“Julian.” She said his name like a caress.
Seeking the little bud hidden within, he eased his hand between her legs and stroked her folds. A gasp of pleasure was his reward. She bent her legs, feet flat on the mattress, giving him access. He rubbed insistently until she panted and pushed against his hand.
He slid his middle finger deep inside her wet heat and pumped. He added another finger. Moaning, she bucked her hips, riding him until she stiffened. She leaned into him with a groan as her walls contracted around his fingers in a pulsing rhythm.
When she quieted, he slipped from her and cleaned his fingers with long, slow sweeps of his tongue, enjoying her clean, honeyed taste. Leaning in, he kissed her and nipped at her lip, seeking entrance. She opened and he slid his tongue in, rubbing along hers, letter her taste herself.
Momentarily stopping his assault on her mouth, he moved off her, toed off his shoes and shed his jeans. Heart pounding with excitement, he crawled back over her. Moving in tight, he pressed his rock-hard length against her lower belly. She spread her legs wider and her hot scent entranced him.
He grasped his cock and positioned himself at her opening, easing into her one tantalizing inch at a time until he lodged deep inside her core. She wrapped her legs around him, holding tight. Julian pulled back, then thrust into her with a powerful stroke.
She kissed him, devouring his lips as he rocked against her. He licked at her lower lip until she opened. He thrust his tongue inside her mouth and stroked over hers, imitating the action between her legs.
He broke the kiss, bared his teeth, and pumped into her hard and fast, determined to make her come before he lost control. The grip and rub of her tight channel pushed him into his own need for release. She cried out, head thrown back, writhing under him.
He sank his fangs into her throat. He didn’t drink though, just held her with his teeth in a display of male dominance. She moaned and strained against the chains. He growled and she pulled harder and rocked her hips against him, urging him on.
He released her throat, licked over the bite, and kissed her. He slid his tongue inside her mouth, letting her taste her own blood on his tongue. She was his world, his reason for living. She was light and goodness and everything that was right. He drove into her, pumping with feral lust and possession.
“Julian,” she shrieked and moved harder against him. She howled, hips bucking. Her contracting muscles squeezed his cock until he was beyond the point of standing it.
Groaning, he erupted, shooting hot jets into her core until he shuddered and then stilled against her. With his cock still buried deep, he continued kissing her.
While his tongue kept her occupied, he undid the chains. Her freed hands dropped down around his neck and twined in his hair. He broke the kiss. “Promise me.”
“I promise to be careful.”
He kissed her and nipped at her lip. She was defiant to the end, but that’s why he cared for her so much. She wasn’t being beaten back by anyone, not even him.
 
GAMES DIDN’T appeal to Christopher, but there were exceptions to everything. He hit the second floor stairwell and headed for the next level.
The government building had closed hours earlier, but it hadn’t stopped him from gaining entry. He had a hand delivery to make and the government locks and alarms were laughable at best. He’d deftly avoided the single security camera in the lobby.
He stepped out of the stairwell on the third floor and walked over ugly gray linoleum that matched the mop water-colored paint covering the walls. He wrinkled his nose in disgust. The place was probably crawling with cockroaches.
He turned right. And there it was. First office on the left. Of course, the side of the building with the best view.
He bent and set a small box in front of the door. The prick would find it in a couple of hours. The building opened at 6:30 and hopefully the son of a bitch would get there early. If not, it wouldn’t matter. No one would take the box, he was sure of it. No one would risk it.
He wished he could be there and see the asshole open his little gift. Sometimes, even killing was eclipsed when the mighty was brought to their knees.
 
SARANNA AWOKE and stretched. Julian lay wrapped around her. Anger closed on her, at him for refusing to respect her limits and at herself for reacting like a wanton whore.
He slept deeply. Long, golden hair partially covered the sated look on his beautiful face. The sneaking bastard.
No doubt he was worn out. He’d ridden her repeatedly through the night and between naps the following day. And she’d let him. Now she was tender and sore between her legs. Her thighs were still sticky and damp with his seed and she stank of sex.
And he still hadn’t said he loved her.
Her stomach twisted into a sick knot of hurt and indignation.
“Goddamn it, Julian, wake up.”
His eyes popped open and he sprang upright. “Saranna?”
“You shit. How dare you? I told you, no sex.”
“But I thought…”
“You thought wrong.” Her eyes stung and she blinked, refusing to cry.
“I didn’t set out to… It just happened.” He reached for her, but she jerked away.
“Don’t touch me, you’ve done enough already.” She trembled and nausea rolled through her. Oh God, she was going to throw up. Saliva filled her mouth and she swallowed compulsively, a sure sign she was going to be sick. Soon.
“Saranna? What’s wrong? Are you ill?”
She leapt from the bed and raced for the bathroom. She barely made it over the toilet before everything came up.
His arms slipped around her, supporting her until the retching was over.
“Saranna?” Raw fear edged his voice. “Please tell me what’s wrong and let me take you to Jason.”
“I’m not going to Jason,” she shouted. “I’m pregnant. I’m carrying your child.” She pulled from his arms and staggered to the sink.
 
THE FLOOR buckled under Julian’s feet. His stomach plummeted. Saranna folded her arms over her breasts as he tried to process what she’d said.
“But… I can’t produce children.” The words tripped over his lips and stumbled out into the chilled air in the space between them.
Her eyes narrowed. “Think not?”
“The injection—”
“Failed.” She put her hand over her flat stomach. “Your offspring is inside me.”
Stomach rolling, he shook his head. “No! No way.”
She jerked her head up, her chin lifting. “Would you like to see the pregnancy test? I threw it in the bottom of the wastebasket.”
Julian stood dumbfounded. Speechless. Then he sputtered, “We’re too young to be parents.”
“Obviously not.” Sarcasm laced her words.
“But … but I can’t be a father.”
“Get out of my room,” she choked out.
“But—”
“Get out, Julian.” Her words rose a good three octaves. “I don’t want to look at you right now.”
He lurched out of the bathroom, feeling like he might be ill himself.
She slammed the door and the lock clicked. Muffled sobs filtered through the thin wood.
“Saranna?”
She didn’t answer.
“Please come out so we can talk.” Dazed, he scooped up his clothes.
“Leave me alone. I’m not coming out until you leave.” Her words were thick with tears.
The scent of sex and lilacs clubbed him with guilt and anguish. His chest and stomach ached with pain so deep he didn’t know if he would ever feel right again. Too shocked to do anything else, he dressed with shaking hands and wobbled from the bedroom.
They had created a child, an innocent being to be brought into a world where he or she would be feared and hated by the human population.
Anger and self-loathing coursed through him. But something else flickered as well—a deep, instinctive drive to protect the little life growing inside his mate. He would kill anyone or anything that threatened either of them.
He stopped cold at the head of the stairs. What if Saranna wouldn’t let him back in her life? What if she wouldn’t allow him to be a father to their child?
He stumbled down the steps and exited the house without bothering to put on a jacket.
In a haze, he wandered the streets, barely registering the people and places he passed. Several times, he walked by Security Center officers, mindless of the danger until he was practically on them and couldn’t change course without drawing attention.
He roamed until instinctive internal alarms sent him toward home. He had to get off the streets before dawn broke and cooked him alive. Though he wasn’t sure even that would make his night any worse.
 
AT EXACTLY five minutes to seven, Banks bent and scooped up the small box sitting in front of his office door. This was the third time in a month that idiot Rizo had failed to deliver mail on time. Maybe he should put in a call to the mailroom and speak to the man’s supervisor.
He stepped inside his office and dumped the box on his desk. Without bothering to sit, he powered up his laptop. He needed coffee before digging into the latest vampire activity reports waiting in his inbox.
Maybe he should take care of the snail mail before he made coffee. He grabbed the box and grimaced. The ass who’d sent it had taped the damn thing as if he thought Satan might try to open it.
Banks pawed through the top desk drawer until he found the letter opener and cut the strapping tape, freeing the lid. Newspaper clogged the top half of the box.
He pulled out the paper. What the fuck? He grabbed the plastic wrapped object in the bottom. It lay in his hand like a limp sausage and squished a little as his fingers closed around it. It kind of felt like a… He peeled off the butcher’s tape and pulled open the plastic.
Banks’ heart crammed up into his throat. Though he wanted to throw up, nothing was escaping, not even the scream of horror that desperately needed to get out.
He stared at the male genitalia in his palm. And the hunk of white-blond hair streaked with blue that had been wrapped around the grisly object.
Banks dropped the dismembered cock on his desk, threw back his head, and screamed with heart-broken horror and the sick knowledge that someone had butchered Robin.
He staggered away from his desk and threw up in the wastebasket as the door burst open and three colleagues tumbled over each other.
“What the hell?” Matt Ballen’s eyes darted around the office.
“Oh, God,” Banks choked out. “One of those fucking bastards murdered my son.” Robin was gone. He sobbed into his hands. Robin was dead, mutilated.
And whoever had done it was going to rue the day he’d been squeezed out of his mother.



 
 
Chapter Forty-five
 
 
SARANNA FOUND Slade alone in the living room. She sat in the recliner, away from him, and chewed her lip.
“What’s the matter, sis?”
Her heart turned over at the sadness in his eyes. “I need to talk to you.”
His face flamed and he shifted on the sofa. “Please. I don’t want to go there. I was wrong to suggest such a thing. It will certainly never happen again.”
“Not about that.” She didn’t want to talk about his indiscretion any more than he did. “I’ve been wondering about something for a long time and I need you to tell me the truth.”
He visibly tensed. “About what?”
“Did you kill Cerin?
He hesitated, “Do you really want to know?”
She met his eyes. “Yes.”
“I killed him.”
She gasped even though she expected it. Her stomach churned.
“He left me no choice.” He ran a hand through his longish hair.
“What does that mean?”
“It means he gave me no choice. And he paid the price.”
She waited for him to elaborate. He looked her dead in the eyes and said nothing.
“What happened?” she asked.
“It doesn’t matter. All that matters is he’s dead and I killed him. And now you’re wondering if I might kill Julian. Right?”
She looked stricken and nodded.
“I considered it when I found out he was screwing you. But I knew you would hate me and I couldn’t live with that.”
“Julian would be your friend if you’d let him.”
“I can’t. I’ll work with him because the movement needs him and I’ll try to get along with him for your sake, but I can’t be his friend.”
Heartsick, in shock, she shook her head at his bullheadedness. She feared for Slade. And for Julian. Slade had acted out of sorts ever since the incident in the kitchen. Something about his eyes frightened her. The hot spark of fire in them had flamed out and a dull, flatness had taken its place.
 
AFTER THE harrowing conversation with her brother, the quiet click of the door closing downstairs and the ensuing chatter flooded Saranna with relief. Julian was home. Her hand strayed to her belly and she whispered a little prayer of thanks. She didn’t think Slade intended to kill him, but the ever-present danger of the streets was a constant worry.
In the three days since she’d told him about her pregnancy he’d made several attempts to talk with her. Avoiding him killed her, but she had to do it. She wouldn’t keep torturing herself over whether or not he could find it in himself to openly love her.
She closed her hand around the jasper in the choker and they warmed in her hand. She felt their power. Why couldn’t he open himself to his true feelings? What had caused him to fear loving someone? Something he kept hidden, maybe even from himself. He cared deeply for her, the stones proved it. He wanted her, wanted to be with her, yet he couldn’t get past his own emotions.
What in the world was she going to do? He was her mate and she loved him. But more to the point, his son slumbered in her womb. Without a doubt, the baby was male. Females didn’t throw the mother’s body off enough to cause the wretched sickness she struggled with.
She couldn’t deny him access to his son once the baby was born. And she didn’t know what she was going to do after the birth. She had no one to care for the baby when she had to go back to work. Traditionally, a female’s only role was to be a good mate and mother her children. But she didn’t have that option.
She would have to come up with a plan. She didn’t have any other choice. Taking care of herself and her child, no matter what happened between her and Julian, was paramount.
But after tomorrow night, it all might be taken out of her hands anyway. She’d overheard the males talking. Their orders had been greeted with enthusiasm. But she’d heard enough to know failure meant death to every one of them.
She swallowed hard.
Oh, dear God, if you care anything at all for our race, please keep them safe. Bring Julian home alive.
 
FRAMER SIPPED his coffee and wrestled with his conscience. The virus was still off, but the latest batch had almost hit the mark.
On the practical side, it was in the best interest of the human population, but it was an underhanded and cruel way of eliminating the vampire problem. But there wasn’t really a humane way to go about it. It wasn’t like the Administration hadn’t considered other options. They had and none of them had been feasible. That didn’t make it any easier, though. It was wrong and that was the bottom line.
Once the virus was perfected and used, there would only be one acceptable course of action.
The vampires would know, or at least suspect, they’d been set up, but they would no longer be a menace.
Still, it was damn hard to accept, much less take a part in it. Maybe he had a shred of decency left, after all. But even so, there was nothing he could do except follow orders like the puppet he’d become.
Stepping down and losing his pension wasn’t an option. Besides, whoever took his role would have the same order to carry out. No, he would goosestep along and carry out his part in the genocide of an entire species.
Did it matter if it was under his watch or someone else’s? The end result would be the same.
He flipped through the latest reports. Paralysis was a common end-stage result and, now, some of the test subjects had developed extreme anxiety and fear along with excessive salivation.
Proof of progress was right down the hall where a young male suffered in the throes of the virus.
Framer pushed his chair back and stood. Time to make his rounds. He checked on the test subject frequently to judge the effectiveness of the drug and, in all honesty, as a punishment for himself.
He wished he’d never become involved with this little project. Wished he knew nothing of what was going on. Wished he would stop thinking about what was going to happen once the full force was unleashed on the vampire community.
Shit. Wishing wasn’t going to assuage his conscience one bit. He left his office and shuffled toward the heavy steel door protecting them from the little demon locked inside.
He stopped at the cell and moved to the single, reinforced window.
The slobbering youngster huddled in the corner, frothing and growling like a rabid dog. He’d torn long, bleeding furrows in his arms and neck. His dirty t-shirt was soaked with blood at his stomach. Must have clawed there too.
His vacant stare was unfocused, and as Framer watched, he threw himself off the floor as though he’d been fired from a cannon. He crashed against the door and dropped in a heap. A moment later, he picked himself up and attacked again with fangs bared and strings of saliva running from his mouth and dripping onto his shirt.
He was raving mad all right. Nothing but a bullet in his mushed-up brain could stop the insane killing machine he’d turned into over the last few days.
Framer had observed the restrained youngster receive the injection. He’d felt bad then. He felt worse now.
The terrified juvenile had begged to go home, pleaded for mercy. But there had been none. He’d been processed and branded even though he would never leave the facility alive. It had been necessary to keep the technicians from knowing too much about the experiments.
With a sick knot in his stomach, Framer wobbled back to his office. He locked the door against unwelcome subordinates. Right now, he needed to numb-out for a while and give his conscience a rest. He crossed to his desk and plopped into his chair.
He slipped a small bottle from his desk drawer. Strictly against the rules, but he needed it to cope.
A scream from down the hallway forced his eyes closed. The juvenile. Suffering from mutated rabies.
If Hell existed, he was surely going to end up there. He uncapped the bottle, sniffed the contents and, not bothering with a glass, tipped the bottle and spilled a good amount of burning liquid down his throat.



 
 
Chapter Forty-six
 
 
THE FOLLOWING night was warm and clear when Julian climbed out of Ashton’s car. His heart thumped a hard triple-meter beat.
Going back to the hunt club was more than enough to give him cold sweats. Being there to destroy the operation added an adrenaline rush like he’d never experienced before.
Which was good. He needed to work, needed the distraction before he took his frustration out on himself. His arms couldn’t take any more damage until his previous work had time to heal.
And the compulsion to cut was driving him mad.
Saranna had avoided him for the past four days and the pain of seeing her turn away every time he tried to approach had settled in his stomach like a malignant mass.
Ashton handed each of them a box of ammunition and popped the car’s trunk. He grabbed a backpack and strapped it on.
Julian eyed the fourteen-foot chain-link fence. If anything went wrong… They would have to make damn sure nothing did.
“Come on,” Ashton said.
They proceeded down the well-lit driveway. Ahead of them, a uniformed man stepped out of the guard-shack, blocking their progress.
They didn’t slow.
A twinge of relief shot through Julian that it wasn’t the old guy who’d been on duty the night he and Xalend had escaped. Killing an elderly guard, who in all probability was only trying to earn enough money to survive, wasn’t on his to-do list.
“Can you assist us?” Julian called. “Our car is on the fritz and I’m afraid we’re lost on top of it. Where’s the nearest good service station?”
The man relaxed.
“That would be McKay’s. It’s the best place around.” He scratched his ear then inspected his finger. “Though I’m afraid you’ll have to call them in the morning. McKay’s closed at six.”
“Not a problem. We’ll call friends to come pick us up, but the car has to be towed.”
“I’ll look up the number for a towing company. Be right back.” He turned to go into his shack and Slade sprang forward. Before the guard turned around, Slade grabbed the man’s head and gave it a sharp twist. Breaking bone cracked like a dry branch snapping underfoot.
Slade stuffed the body inside the shack and yanked the door shut. “One down. I sure as hell hope no one finds that bastard for a while.”
“You and me both.” Julian had no idea if the guard had a check in time or when the next shift guard came on duty.
“Where are the prisoners kept?” Ashton’s eyes burned into Julian.
“Building behind the house. Come on.” He sprinted across the lawn, leaving the brightly lit area behind for the deep dark of the tree line, with Ashton and Slade right behind him.
Once inside the concealing safety of the woods, they pushed through underbrush until they hit a worn trail where they were able to walk without branches and brambles ripping at them.
“Jeezuz,” Slade said. “I can’t see worth a fuck in here. How do those bastards hunt anything?”
“Night vision goggles,” Ashton said.
A dog barked near the house.
Ashton froze. “Why in the hell didn’t you mention the dog?”
“Wasn’t one,” Julian said. “Or it was confined.”
“Shit.” Ashton shoved through the brush toward the house. “Come on. Let’s get moving. Hopefully we won’t have to deal with the mutt.”
The dog bayed again and a shudder ran through Julian. What kind of dog was it? Not a little one, judging by the deep bass of its bark.
As he maneuvered through the trees, he tried to banish the memory of the three juveniles and the Canary dogs that had torn them apart.
It wasn’t possible to un-remember seeing something like that. He still smelled the blood. Heard the screams. Heard the dogs. If he lived to be a thousand, he would never forget that night.
The pole-building came into view. The hairs at the nape of his neck lifted and his stomach tightened. “There it is,” Julian whispered, more to himself than the others.
“I wonder how many prisoners they have in there,” Slade said.
“Hopefully, none.” Ashton moved forward, pushing them into motion.
Julian’s skin prickled. “Don’t count on it. I bet there’s at least one or two in there. Look.” He pointed to a small parking lot behind the house where a half dozen vehicles filled the lot.
Slade’s expression darkened. “Lotta cars. Hope that isn’t bad news.”
Ashton kept them moving. “Might be employees.”
They passed the house and neared the pole-building.
“They have prisoners in there all right.” Ashton lifted his head. “I smell them. At least three, maybe four.”
“Terrific,” Slade said.
“One or twenty, it doesn’t matter. We’re getting them off this property.” Ashton pulled the semi-automatic from under his jacket. After a quick check of the clip, he slammed it home.
Following their leader’s example, Julian and Slade checked their weapons and readied themselves.
The area between the house and pole-building was well lit, making them easy targets. They slipped from the woods into the danger zone.
Two men exited the house through a rear door and Ashton dropped to the ground. “Shit, get down.”
Julian and Slade hunkered beside him.
The men walked to the pole-building and went inside.
Long minutes passed before they reappeared, dragging a limp body between them.
“Oh, shit!” Julian’s blood iced over in his veins. They’re having a hunt tonight.”
“Like hell they are.” Ashton’s eyes blazed.
The men hauled the vampire around the side of the building and out of sight.
“When he’s able to stand, they’ll give him a head start and the hunt will begin.” Julian knew the procedure from Xalend’s description.
“We’ll intercept him,” Ashton said. “He won’t be able to outpace us if he’s been starved for a while.”
Julian stood. “We should go to the back of the building. They’ll probably set him off in that direction.
“Come on. We want to be in front of him when he takes off.” Ashton moved out and Julian and Slade fell in with him. They worked their way through thick underbrush until they were about three hundred feet behind the pole building.
Julian forced himself to breath evenly, though he was tense, coiled for attack. The others looked tight and the air around them practically crackled with tension.
It wasn’t long before something crashed through the underbrush. The captive vampire was on the move through the trees.
“This way.” Ashton took off with Slade right behind him.
With adrenalin cranking through him, Julian sprang after them at a dead run. They raced between the trees until another fence brought them to an abrupt halt.
Shit no. Julian picked up a stick and threw it at the linked wire. The snap of electricity attested to its lethalness. “We should have known there’d be more fences. They couldn’t take a chance on a vampire doubling back toward the house.”
“We have to go over or under,” Ashton said.
Unless they sprouted wings, it would have to be under. Without waiting for the others, Julian took off down the fence line. Ashton and Slade followed at a fast clip.
“He’s going to get a big lead on us if we fuck around too long,” Slade said.
Brambles and vines clawed at Julian and snatched at his boots as he pushed through. The hilly, unkempt terrain wasn’t making their progress any quicker. They scrambled down a slope and Julian stopped. “Hold up. We can get under there.”
The fence crossed a wet-weather stream. Little more than a ditch, it had washed out enough that they should be able to wriggle under it.
Ashton eyed the distance between the ground and the fence. “Yeah. I think we can. If we’re careful.”
Ashton took off the backpack and shoved it and his weapon under before dropping onto his belly. “If I can get through, you guys can make it.” Carefully worming his big frame under the fence, his back had maybe an inch of clearance. After emerging on the other side unscathed, he got to his feet and brushed the dirt from his clothes before strapping the pack on again.
Julian dropped and followed, squirming through the opening. Slade followed the moment Julian gained his feet.
“Let’s hit it,” Ashton said.
At a run, they backtracked. The breeze blowing through the pine boughs carried the distant sounds of someone crashing through underbrush.
Ashton changed course. “This way. He’s weaving.”
More bodies moving through the dense woods painted a grim picture. By the racket they were making, there had to be at least four or five hunters and they weren’t far ahead.
Ashton skidded to a halt, bringing Julian and Slade up with him. “Okay, do we take out the hunters or stay on our boy’s trail?”
“I say we get our boy,” Slade said. “If those fuckers catch up, we take them out.”
“I agree,” Julian said. “If the people in the house hear gunshots, they might complicate the situation.”
“We could kill them the old-fashioned way.” Ashton flashed his fangs.
“True,” Slade said. “But they’re armed and might make a lot of noise before we get all of them.”
“Hell, you boys need to get your bloodlust up.” Ashton lit off again in the direction the male had taken.
Hot on his ass, Slade and Julian followed over the rough terrain, dodging rocks and protruding roots.
Ahead of them, Julian glimpsed a flash of movement. “There.”
The vampire half ran, half staggered up an incline. He turned his shaggy head, looking behind him. One foot landed badly and he slipped, his arms pinwheeling before he toppled backward.
He tumbled halfway back down the slope, coming to a rest against a tree trunk.
“Shit,” Ashton said when they reached the bottom. “I hope he didn’t break anything.”
As if on cue, the vampire peeled himself away from the tree and rolled into a moaning ball. His head jerked up. Panic flashed over his face, but he calmed a little when he saw them. “Help me,” he croaked. “Please. I’ll do anything if you’ll get me out of here.
Ashton headed up the bank. “We’ll get you out and you don’t have to do a damn thing.” He knelt beside the male. “Is your leg broken?”
“Must be. Sure as fuck feels like it. I busted it good against that tree. But if those bastards catch up, that’s gonna be the least of my worries.”
“Slade, can you carry him? I want Julian’s hands free.”
That Julian was better with weapons had to be a huge thorn in Slade’s ass, but he didn’t appear ruffled. He moved beside the fallen male. “Sure, I can take him.”
“We need to get you up.” Slade offered his hand. The male latched on and Slade hauled him up until he balanced on one leg. “Okay man, hang tight and be still. I’ll have you out of here in no time.” He hoisted the male up onto his shoulders, grunting under the weight as he adjusted the load.
“Maybe they won’t realize we’ve doubled back,” Julian said.
“Don’t count on it,” Ashton snarled.
The going was slow over the rough terrain. Slade stumbled several times, but managed not to drop the injured male.
Julian’s hand tightened on the Beretta. “I smell them. I think they’re behind us.” Excitement rushed through him. This was what he wanted. To join in and fight back. To do something to help his people. To prove himself capable. To be something beyond a violinist. It might not be his true love, but it was what he needed to do.
Slade picked up his pace. “Yeah. I smell them, too.”
When they reached the washout under the fence, Slade lowered the male to the ground. “That fence is hot. I’m talking roast-your-ass, hot. You’ll have to crawl under on your belly.”
The male nodded and rolled over. With a muffled curse, he pulled himself under the wire and out of the way on the other side.
Julian stood back, ready to defend them while Ashton and Slade went under. The wind carried the men’s scent. They were close. Too close.
As if reading Julian’s mind, Ashton said, “I want you to run decoy. Do not, I repeat, do not, engage them. Draw them away long enough for us to get him to safety. Then work your way back to the pole-building.”
“Okay.” He pivoted to take off.
“Julian,” Ashton’s voice cracked like a whip.
Julian swiveled back around.
“Don’t do anything else. You got it?”
“I got it.” Their lack of trust stung.
He set off at a brisk trot. As the sound of Slade and Ashton’s progress diminished, the noises made by the hunters grew louder.
A few minutes later, a splash of fluorescent orange moved through the trees. He was right on the bastards. He changed direction and ran, making plenty of noise.
Behind him, the hunters hooted and crashed through the brush, enjoying themselves. He slowed, letting them get a little closer. Slade and Ashton should have had enough time to get back to the road if they weren’t pissing around about it.
The hunter’s calls grew louder and Julian’s lip curled off his teeth in a snarl.
Why shouldn’t he take them out? By the sounds of their pursuit, there were five or six trailing him. They’d come to the club to kill an innocent victim. Why should he allow them to walk away when he could circle around and kill every damn one of them?
They were headed toward the fence. If he let them get ahead of him, they would be between him and the voltage. Picking them off would be easy.
He trotted to his left and hunkered down. No doubt they were city boys and didn’t have a clue about real hunting. He didn’t either, but at least he had a predator’s instincts.
Sure enough, in minutes, five of the bastards, each wearing night vision goggles, passed by him. He waited until they were a good stretch ahead and eased to his feet.
“Wait up,” a voice called from behind.
A straggler.
Julian snarled and dropped back down, waiting for his first victim to make an appearance.
The man came into sight, one hand adjusting his pants. That untimely shit was going to cost the son of a bitch. Big time. He passed Julian and hurried after the other men. A crossbow was slung on his back.
Julian launched to his feet and overtook the hunter before the man even had time to turn around. He leaped and landed on the man’s back, taking him down like a mountain lion on a deer. The kill was quick and clean, snapping the hunter’s neck with a vicious twist.
Julian took off after the others, catching up a half mile later.
“Where the hell did that jackass Max go?” one of them asked.
“Probably back there beatin’ off or somethin’.” The one who’d answered carried a crossbow with a scope. Must be the vampire killing weapon of choice. One bolt through the heart and it would be lights out. Permanently.
But he suspected that wasn’t how they did business. More likely, they would enjoy taking several shots and letting the poor son of bitch run until he collapsed from blood loss.
He thought about Nickey. He’d been scared out of his mind, knowing they were going to kill him. Had those men who’d paid to kill a predator in a canned hunt done that to him? A pitiful, starved, sixteen-year-old child? Was that their idea of a good hunt? His gut said yes and strengthened his resolve to eliminate them.
He needed to separate the men. Shooting them was out. Gunfire would raise alarms with Ashton and Slade and maybe with the bastards in the house. He snaked along behind them, hoping for an opportunity to take one of them out.
“Julian! Where the fuck are you?”
Shit, fuck! Ashton.
He didn’t need company.
The hunters stopped and conferred among themselves.
Ashton and Slade popped over a small rise and stopped dead in their tracks. Then they separated, diving in opposite directions.
“Vampires!” one of the hunters brayed and went for his weapon.
Julian jerked his gun free and leveled it at a man whose face mirrored comic surprise. Julian fired two rounds and the man dropped.
Two of the hunters snapped crossbows into position, firing almost simultaneously.
Someone gasped then groaned. It wasn’t one of the men. Julian cringed before dropping another hunter.
Gunfire cracked from different directions as Ashton and Slade returned fire. Whichever one had been hit was alive.
The two remaining hunters took to their heels. Slade sprang from a thicket and fired, taking both men down.
Another groan of pain and Julian spun, focusing on the sound. Oh, fuck. Ashton was down. Hidden by a huge log.
Heart banging, Julian ran toward the log where Ashton was trying to get up. Julian skidded to a halt. Ashton was on his knees, bent over. A bolt shaft protruded from his shoulder.
“Shit. Ashton…” Julian didn’t know what to say.
Anger burned hot in Ashton’s eyes. “Get over here and help me.”
Julian sped around the log and dropped down beside him. “What do you want me to do?”
“I need you to break this damn chunk of wood off. Up close. I can’t work with this thing sticking out of me.”
Julian grasped the shaft with both hands. “This is going to hurt like a motherfucker.”
“Just do it.”
He snapped the bolt in half. Ashton groaned and squeezed his eyes shut.
Slade trotted over. “Damn you, Julian. You see what happens when you don’t follow orders.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You should be, you stupid fuck. What if that had gone through his heart? Huh?”
“I get it. I said I’m sorry.”
“Shut up. Both of you. Help me up. We still have a lot of work to do.”
Shame eating him alive, Julian pulled Ashton to his feet.
Ashton lifted his arm into firing position and grunted, pain etching lines around his mouth.
Julian had blown it. A mistake this big would have repercussions. He’d proven himself unable to follow simple orders. Why had he done it? If only he could take it back and do as he’d been told. There was no place in the Resistance for rogues. That had been made clear and what had he done?
He’d screwed up. Again.
He was a royal fuck up. He was a fuck up at being a mate. Hell, he was a fuck up at being a vampire. All he knew how to do well was play the violin and there sure as fuck wasn’t a place for him to do that now.
Total, stifling, self-loathing settled over him. He was a violinist. And that’s all he was. He belonged on a stage, not on the battlefield. He didn’t have what it took.
He was a failure in every sense of the word. Wishing the ground would open and swallow him, he desperately wanted to go someplace and get falling down drunk. And when this fiasco was over, he was going to go home and do just that. Humiliated, he trailed behind Ashton and Slade who worked their way back to the section of woods near the house. From there, they hustled through the trees toward the estate and emerged at the pole-building.
Slade pushed the door back a couple of inches. No response from inside. He shoved the door open enough for them to enter the dimly lighted enclosure.
Claustrophobia closed over Julian.
The prisoners came to their cell doors, fear and hope stamped on each face.
“Please, can you get us out of here?” the smallest one asked. The kid was maybe fifteen years old.
Anger overrode Julian’s shame. He wanted to crush the traders into pulp. It would be bad enough if they only preyed on mature vampires, but he suspected they sold as many juveniles as adults.
“We’ll get you out,” Ashton said. “Julian, do you know where they keep the keys?”
Julian pointed to a desk in the corner.
Slade stepped up beside Julian. “When we let you out, head for the woods at the side of the property. You can wait for us or make a run for it. Don’t get on the fence. It’s hot. Hit the driveway and go out through there. The guard’s dead.”
“There was another of us…” The youngster looked sick. “They took him a little while ago.”
“He has a broken leg,” Ashton said. “Otherwise, he’s safe.”
“Thank God,” one of the males said.
Ashton moved to the first cell with the ring of keys. “Let’s get you boys out of here.”
The released males waited in a huddle until Ashton opened the last cell. Once the prisoners were free, Ashton went to the door and opened it a crack. “All clear. Get moving.”
The males slipped out of the building and took off for the trees.
Grimacing, Ashton removed the backpack and squatted down. He set the pack on the floor and removed two explosives. He handed one to Slade. “Put it in the back.”
Ashton stood and took the other bundle to the front of the building and lashed it to one of the support beams.
Slade finished and joined Julian. When Ashton was ready, they hauled ass to the back of the house.
Warm, yellow light spilled from the windows on the first and second floors. They dodged pools of light and ascended the back steps.
Ashton tried the knob. Locked. “Help me out, Slade.”
“Step aside.” Slade drove his shoulder into the door. It flew open, giving way under his assault with enough force to bang against the wall.
Weapons in hand, they entered and moved though the downstairs rooms, each more lavishly appointed than the last. Ashton shoved a door open and they went into a huge office.
A man walked into the room before they had a chance to look around. “What the—” His eyes widened with comprehension and he spun and fled.
Ashton went after him. All it took was a half dozen strides. Ashton leapt, bringing the man down hard. The end was fast and merciless. He grabbed the human’s head in both hands and wrenched. With a curse, he shoved the body aside and clutched at his shoulder where blood seeped around the protruding piece of the bolt.
Julian had to make up for what he’d done. Even if he didn’t make it into the Resistance, he had to make it up to Ashton. Though he would never live down the shame.
Ashton got to his feet with a groan and they continued through the lower level of the house.
The sounds of billiards and conversation indicated at least two more people were there. More laughter erupted, another click of balls, a curse. They followed the noise to a set of five steps leading to a lower level.
Ashton signaled and they charged down the stairs.
The men froze, then grabbed for weapons.
Julian dove for the floor while Ashton and Slade took cover behind chairs.
Bullets zinged in their direction, but the shots went wild.
Julian returned fire. One man fell with a red wound blooming on his forehead.
He dropped the other man a moment later.
“Good shooting.” Ashton motioned to Julian with his gun. “Go check the second floor. And be careful. We’ll finish going through the rooms down here.”
Julian made fast work of checking the second floor. Nothing but richly appointed bedrooms with closets packed to bursting with expensive clothes. The fuckers lived well off blood money.
He returned to the lower level and joined the others in a huge kitchen.
Dripping sweat, Ashton pulled off the backpack and placed it on the table. “I’ll set these,” he said, taking out bundled explosives. “Julian, if anyone comes in, kill them. Slade, back him up.”
Slade nodded.
Julian took up guard position with Slade on the opposite side. The minutes crawled by. Alert for the slightest sound, Julian waited with a predator’s intent to kill for any human unfortunate enough to enter the house.
After what seemed like an eternity, Ashton returned to the main floor and grabbed the backpack. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
Outside, Ashton took the lead and headed for the trees. The moment they reached the cover of the woods, he stopped and pulled an electronic box from his jacket pocket. “Bye bye,” he said and hit the detonation switch.
The explosives went off with a roar and the house evaporated in a spectacular shower of debris. The pole-building went seconds later, sending shrapnel rocketing through the air.
“I’d say they’re closed until further notice,” Ashton said and shoved the detonator in his pocket.



 
 
Chapter Forty-seven
 
 
JULIAN PICKED up his violin case.
Slade had taken Vali and gone to the clinic to fetch Ashton. Saranna hadn’t left the bedroom, nor would she until he went out for the evening.
He went outside and the hot, damp air wrapped around him in a soggy blanket of humidity. Already sweating, he veered off the sidewalk onto freshly-clipped grass. At the side of the house, unchecked rose bushes in full bloom stretched thorny brambles out to snag at him. He circled around to the tiny square of backyard and placed the instrument case on the single wrought iron bench.
A night bird called in shrill protest from high in the branches of the ancient oak. It shrieked again and took flight, its wings beating the air above him.
He took out the bow and tightened the horse hair before unstrapping the violin. But instead of lifting out the instrument, he picked up a few small stones and pinged one at the rear bedroom window. It tinked against the glass.
No response. Determined to get her attention, he sailed a second pebble and a third before she came to the window.
He picked up the violin. If she didn’t open the window, she would barely hear him.
After a long moment, she slid the thick, reinforced glass open. The sadness in her face twisted his heart. “What are you doing?” she called down.
“Serenading you.”
“Julian, stop. Just stop this. Playing for me won’t fix things.”
“I can’t.” She was killing him as surely as if she were feeding him a slow diet of strychnine. “I want to play something beautiful for you. Just listen. Please.”
“Julian…”
“Please.”
She nodded, but she didn’t look happy.
“This is Spiegel im Spiegel—Mirror in the Mirror. It’s the most beautiful piece of music I know. I want to share it with you.” It was also a sad piece. One that ripped at the heart. His performance would be better with someone playing piano, but he would have to make do.
He tucked the violin under his jaw and drew a slow up-bow. Eyes closed, giving it everything he had, he guided the bow across the strings while his left hand found the sweet notes. He gave himself to the violin and the music, playing for the female who had infiltrated his life beyond repair.
The music consumed him with its soul-wrenching emotion. The piece was simple enough to play, but its spellbinding beauty wasn’t to be denied. It filled him with the same passion she stirred in him. He didn’t want the piece or the feeling to end.
When he drew the last bow, he opened his eyes.
She stood with her hand over her mouth, tears streaming down her face. She was not immune to the power of the music and the raw emotions it generated.
“That was beautiful,” she choked out. “Hauntingly beautiful. But it changes nothing.”
“Please, listen to me. That music, that’s how you make me feel. I need you.”
“And you know what I need. I won’t be your whore.”
“You’re my mate!”
“In name, yes. But that’s all until you can face your feelings. If you can ever do that, we’ll have a chance. But not until then. You’re a wonderful violinist, but you have a ways to go in the honesty department.”
“Please, Saranna. You’re killing me. Don’t push me away.”
She wiped her eyes and said in a wavering voice, “This isn’t my fault.”
“Saranna…”
She closed the window and turned away.
Julian’s heart withered. He felt the life go out of it, and yet, he still stood, violin in one hand, bow in the other. Still breathing. How was it possible to live with a shattered heart? Without the female he needed to complete him?
Yet, no matter how much he wanted and needed her, he wouldn’t lie. And he wouldn’t put his heart in a position to be hurt even worse. He couldn’t let himself love her, no matter what.
Shoulders slumped, he put the violin and bow back in the case and trudged to the front of the house to wait for Ashton. He had plenty of apologizing to do once they returned.
He’d fucked up. He hoped he hadn’t destroyed his shot at the Resistance. But in reality, his chances of acceptance were right up there with his odds of winning back Saranna.
 
FRAMER HUNG up the phone with relief. At least he’d had good news for Banks. He rubbed his temple in an effort to ward off the headache threatening to become a real blinder.
The young vampire Banks had sought lay heavily drugged in the holding room. He would be processed within the hour and turned over to the testing unit.
What the hell was so special about this one? Framer wasn’t a fool. Banks might deny it, but this one was on his radar. Why?
He pushed back from his desk.
Five minutes later, Framer stood before the cage holding the juvenile. He was small for a vampire, though many of the males didn’t bulk up until they matured. Dressed in jeans and a loud tie-dyed t-shirt, he was no more remarkable than any other kid. He lifted his head, pinning Framer with huge, frightened eyes.
Framer’s gut turned over. Holy mother of God. It couldn’t be. No. No way. What he was thinking was impossible.
Was it?
The juvenile bore an unmistakable resemblance to Ryan Banks. Framer hadn’t paid much attention when he’d received the photo of the kid, but there was no doubt. This youngster was related to Banks. Framer would bet his life on it. That would explain why Banks was so hot to get his hands on him and why he’d condemned the youngster to…
Jesus Christ! Was Banks his father? “Oh, God.”
The youngster flinched as if Framer had hit him.
If Banks had sired a half-breed, it could ruin him. Framer squatted down on his heels.
How old was he? Fifteen? Sixteen? Though his lip had swollen from someone striking him, he looked way too much like Banks. Only instead of the hardness in Banks’ features, the juvenile was almost female pretty. “Were you a half-breed?”
The youngster pushed back against the rear bars of the cage and tried to sit up. “Please get me out of here,” he spoke in low tones. “I don’t belong here. I’m not like them.”
“You were, weren’t you?”
He nodded.
“What’s your name?”
“Alex.”
“When were you turned?”
“A year ago. My mother did it.”
“Do you know your father?”
“No.”
“Do you know who he is?”
He shook his head. “Please help me.” He leaned forward and grasped the bars. A spark of hope ignited in the drugged green eyes.
“I can do nothing for you.”
He shrank back to his former huddled position. A little sound, like fright vocalized, came out of him.
Framer swallowed hard. The fear in the youngster’s face was going to haunt him for a long time. A sour, sick queasiness knotted his stomach. At a year out, the juvenile hadn’t even had time to know what he was. He had no idea why he was there, other than he’d been an unprocessed vampire caught on the streets.
Framer’s hatred and fear of Banks escalated. The man was worse than a monster. This was his child. No matter who or what his mother was, Banks had sired him. But instead of protecting his son at all costs, Banks had issued his death warrant. Banks had ordered Alex’s capture and processing. Which was bad enough. But he’d also ordered the administration of an injection of live virus.
And Framer had to oversee it carried out. He stood as two men approached the cage.
Shrinking back tight against the bars, Bank’s son whimpered and tried to make eye contact with Framer. “Please, help me. Please.”
Framer wanted to shut out the fear in the kid’s voice. God, he needed a drink, or better, a lot to drink. “Get on with it,” he said to the technicians.
One of them opened the door and grabbed Ryan Banks’ son.
 
JULIAN SAT at the kitchen island nursing a glass of Jack Daniels. Already well past tipsy, he hoisted the glass and downed half the contents. The alcohol burned down his throat and hit his gut hard.
The front door opened and banged shut. Heavy footsteps tromped through the great room. Shit. Hopefully things weren’t going to get ugly. Not that he didn’t deserve it.
Ashton entered the kitchen. At least he was alone. Though Julian wasn’t sure if that was good or bad as far as the browbeating he was in for.
“Ashton.” He gripped the glass in both hands and met the larger male’s eyes.
“I’m sure you know why I’m here.” Ashton approached the island. He didn’t sit.
“Because I fucked up. It was stupid of me.”
“It was worse than being stupid. You disobeyed a direct order. That is not the action of a fighter.”
Ashton planted his fists on the island. “It takes discipline and commitment to work for the Resistance. I believe you have the commitment, but you have no discipline whatsoever. And I can’t have that. Not in someone who’s going to work for me.”
Julian stared down into his glass. His face flushed with heat. He wanted to defend himself, but Ashton was right.
“Slade wants me to reject you as a candidate.”
Of course Slade did. Slade hated him.
“And I would, if you were a little older and pulled a stunt like that.”
“You mean—”
Ashton held up his hand. “What I mean is this: I’m not going to refuse you. Not yet. But you are on probation with me.”
“Ashton—”
“Let me finish,” he snapped.
Julian clammed up.
“One mistake. One fuck up. Even partially disobey a direct order and you’re done. I won’t give you another chance.”
Relief filled him. “Thanks. I won’t screw this up.”
“I’m not done. I’ll be accessing everything you do. I will not tolerate rash actions or anything remotely cowboy. Got it?”
“I won’t fuck up again.”
“See that you don’t. It’s time to grow up, Julian.”
 
BANKS TOOK in the city lights below him. Before the night was over, Alex would be processed and the virus injected into him.
The little bastard would die at the facility within the week. Too bad Calilla wouldn’t witness Alex’s last days before the final stage of rabies ended his miserable existence.
Bridger had finally controlled the virus until it went through the stages perfectly. The only remaining glitch was that most of the subjects died quicker than expected. Bridger had assured him he knew why this was happening and the next generation of the virus would correct itself.
Banks went to the bar and poured himself a shot of bourbon. He downed the burning liquid. It was almost time to set things into motion. If the goddamned vampires thought they had it bad now, they were about to find out just how bad things could get.



 
 
Chapter Forty-eight
 
 
VALI GATHERED up his courage and grabbed the crutches.
He had to see Nissa.
What if she was just being nice when they talked on the phone? What if she acted differently when he showed up at her door? The little voice of doubt ate at him. A simple reality check told him nice was all it was. He wasn’t exactly mate material.
He bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood. Shit. He would have to chance a kick in his pride. His legs were never going to be anything other than paralyzed. Nissa wouldn’t want him. But not making an effort was worse than giving up. If he gave up, he might succumb to the urge that had been consuming him for the last four or five weeks.
He had nothing to live for. If he died, he would join his parents and maybe be at peace. And if there was nothing else, nothing beyond the eternal sleep of death, it would still be better than what he had.
Besides, it went deeper than the loss of his legs. Maybe he could learn to deal with being a cripple, but every day the sickness inside him took a little firmer hold. He was tired of feeling sick most of the time and tired of fearing his mind might be teetering on the edge of reality.
Sometimes, the fear was so bad and lasted so long that he wished one of them would put him down. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Now the fear had a companion.
Anger.
And when that little demon visited him, he wanted to hurt someone.
He pulled on a light jacket, hoisted himself up with the crutches, and made his way outside.
Balancing on the crutches, he pulled his jacket tighter against the night chill. He had a long way to go, thirty-three blocks.
 
BY THE time Vali knocked on Nissa’s door, he was done in.
The door opened a crack.
“Can I come in?” Vali thought he might pass out and he must have looked it because she yanked the door open and in a second stood at his side.
“What are you doing here? Are you all right?” Nissa took his arm and guided him inside.
Her apartment was smaller than Saranna’s had been and the furniture was old and shabby, but it was spotless and neat.
She led him to the sofa and he sank into the ancient cushion.
“Let me get you a drink.” She vanished around the corner and returned seconds later with a can of cola. She sat beside him and warmth spread through him.
“You didn’t walk all this way, did you?” she asked.
“Yeah, I did.”
“Why?” Her hands fluttered as if she were flustered.
His heart pounded with dread. “I wanted to see you.”
“You came all this way to see me?” A blush tinted her cheeks.
Vali nodded and took a drink of soda. His hand shook a little as he sat the can on the end table. “Nissa, would you maybe … go out with me sometime?” Oh God, had he really asked her that?
Silence.
Oh. Fuck. Should not have gone there. Definitely not. Why had he said it? He wanted to snatch the words back, but it was too late. Heat crept into his cheeks.
She caught his trembling hands in hers.
He tried to prepare for a nut-crusher rejection. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have asked. I know I’m a gimp and probably always will be.” He pulled his hands free and fumbled for the crutches, positioning them to hoist himself up, wanting to escape.
“Vali, no. It’s not because you’re disabled. That has nothing to do with it.” She tugged at his arm.
He lowered himself to the sofa even though he didn’t want to be there.
“I like you. A lot.”
“But you just want to be friends.” He finished for her. “I understand.
“No, you don’t. Listen to me. It’s not about you.” She took a deep breath. “When Saranna and I were in that place, before Julian saved us, I was raped, many times.” She avoided his eyes and her cheeks flamed.
“Oh, my God. I’m sorry.” He wanted to take her hand and offer her some comfort, but he was afraid to touch her after that newsflash. “Saranna … was she…”
“That’s for her to tell you.”
He nodded.
“I can’t date until I get my head straight. I wouldn’t be able to have sex with anyone right now.” She wouldn’t look at him. “I’d like to see you, if you would still have me, but later, when I’m better. Right now, I’d like for us to keep talking and getting to know each other. I can’t offer you more. I’d like to, but I can’t.”
He knew he could talk to her. She had trusted him with her nightmares, he would do the same. “I may never be able to make love to a female again.” Now he was the one looking at the floor. “I’m a worthless pod who can’t even tell when…” He’d almost admitted that sometimes he didn’t know when he had to use the toilet.
“I shouldn’t have come here. I’m sorry.” He needed to leave, he was suffocating.
She stayed him with a touch. “Vali, please, give this some time. You may get your legs back. And if you don’t, it won’t change my liking for you. I may never be comfortable with having sex anyway.”
He relaxed a little bit, though he was still ashamed of the admission he’d made. He wanted her, God help him, but he did. They were crippled things, bonding as only creatures with similar trauma could.
They sat side by side for a while, leaning into each other for whatever comfort they might take from one another.
“Vali?”
“Um?
“I’m sorry I can’t be more right now. I’ve enjoyed the time we’ve talked and I want to keep doing that. Okay?”
“Yeah. I’d like that a lot.” He meant it. She did care. She had things to work out.
Like he didn’t.
They talked until he had to leave. He got to his feet and she stood to see him out. “May I kiss you goodnight?” His breath hung frozen.
“Yes.” She tilted her head.
Vali kissed her gently, though he wanted to explore every inch of her mouth. He broke the contact much quicker than he wanted to. “I’ll call you soon.”
“I’ll be waiting.”
 
VALI ENTERED the house just before dawn. The others were watching a movie and the place smelled like pizza and popcorn.
“Come on in,” Slade called. “There’s some food left.”
Vali hobbled to the open boxes on the coffee table. He grabbed a slice of pepperoni.
“Where have you been hiding all night?” Ashton asked.
“Went to Nissa’s.”
“My friend, Nissa?” Surprise flitted across Saranna’s face.
He nodded as he attacked the pizza. The wedge was cold and it was the best damn pizza he’d ever eaten.
“When did you two get chummy,” she asked.
“A little while ago. We talk on the phone a lot.”
“Geez, you could have told me.”
“I just did.”
She snorted, but a little wrinkle creased her brow.
Had she been raped? Neither she nor Julian would speak of what had happened. If so, she was dealing with it well. She didn’t have to worry if she suspected Nissa had talked. He sure as hell wasn’t going to.
She caressed her stomach then rested her hand there.
Holy shit. Was she pregnant?
Julian had repeatedly ridden her during her heat. Their constant mating had annoyed him until he’d taken refuge on the lower level.
Vali was almost sure she must be carrying Julian’s baby. That was good. If she bore Julian’s offspring, he wouldn’t leave. They might be having some problems, but they would work them out, especially if she were pregnant. Raising offspring alone was almost impossible for a female. No matter what had happened between them, Saranna would come to her senses.
At least, he sure as hell hoped so, for both their sakes.
Maybe things would work out for all of them. Maybe he could be helped. Just thinking of Nissa made him feel better. Maybe it was possible to beat the demons breathing down his neck. Maybe the drugs for mentally ill humans would work for him too. He just had to work the nerve up to go see Jason.
 
THE BLEAT of each incoming phone call made Framer cringe. When the call came, as he’d known it would, he kept it brief and on point. He hung up and wished for a drink, but didn’t dare indulge. Not now. If he missed anything, if the police missed anything, there would be hell to pay. Banks would fire him. Hell, if he pissed the crazy son of a bitch off too much, he might end up dead. The bastard was capable of anything.
He collected his jacket and locked up his modest house before heading to the crime scene. He was in no hurry to view the mutilated body of the teenage boy.
The drive was too short.
Several police cars were parked before a vacant building. The kid was inside.
He passed two officers guarding the door. They waved him on without speaking. A cluster of blue-uniformed police officers and a couple in plain clothes stood around a lump on the floor. A black puddle had formed around the corpse.
“Get any prints?” he asked.
“Yeah, they lifted some off his belt. Two sets. Figure one of them is his killer’s.” The cop nodded at one of the forensics investigators.
“Don’t suppose you found anything else?”
“No,” Rob Bend, one of the homicide detectives said.
Framer listened to the men, but didn’t hear any more. His eyes traveled over the body even though he didn’t want to see the damage.
The bloated, decomposing body was covered in bruises. Savage bite wounds marked the slender throat. Rivulets of blood had leaked from the puncture wounds. Deep scratches ran across the torso in countless places where his shirt had shredded under the assault. But none of those things were what left him choking on horror.
His eyes slipped down the body to the kid’s bloody groin. The genitals were gone. And they hadn’t been cut off. The wound was ragged, gaping, where the organs had been ripped from the body.
The horrid expression stamped on the dead face made it pretty clear the kid had been alive at the time of the amputation. Bile surged up Framer’s throat and he lost his dinner.
“Yeah,” Bend said. “He was alive when it happened. And I don’t envy you having to tell that bastard, Banks.”
“Jesus. Jesus … fucking Christ.”
“Yeah, that about sums it up for me, too.” The cop turned away as if he’d seen more than enough.
Framer did what he had to and tried to disengage from the scene. But when the body was taken away, he breathed a sigh of relief.
He walked from the building in a half-daze. He’d seen many vampire kills in the last ten years, but none had been like this. He hoped to God he never had to attend another scene like that.
He shoved the door closed behind him and froze. Across the street was a bank. Maybe, probably, there was an outside security camera. Maybe there was a stored image of the killer.
 
FOUR BLOCKS from home, Julian cut down a side street. A patch of roses planted at the corner perfumed the air despite cooler September temperatures.
His boots were loud on the aged and pitted asphalt in the quiet of the night and the short hairs at the back of his neck lifted. He approached a parked SUV. The rich scent of vampire blood enveloped him and drowned out the scent of roses.
Julian stopped. What the hell was he walking into?
He eased around the van, walking as quietly as his boots would allow. His gut hitched. A female sprawled at the edge of the street. Lying on her stomach, long dark hair obscured her face, but he already knew she was dead. The stench of blood and death was thick around her.
His gaze skimmed over parked cars and well-tended homes for any sign of movement. Detecting nothing, he went to the body and knelt beside her.
Several bloody wounds marring her arm looked like animal bites. He rolled her onto her back.
His stomach lurched with sick horror at a sight so atrocious he could barely comprehend it. A long, deep gash in her cheek left the ragged skin gaping open. Her throat had been mangled and crushed under sharp teeth and powerful jaws. And the horror didn’t stop there.
Beneath her body was a second victim.
Her blood-soaked maternity top was torn open and a long slice ran from under her breasts to the top of her pants. A fetus, cut from her womb, had been bitten countless times. One of the infant’s arms dangled by exposed bone. The tiny abdomen was torn open and the intestines protruded. The tiny male had died with his little eyes wide open.
Julian lurched back, unable to stop the puke surging up his throat. When the retching and the shakes stopped, he searched the body for identification and found none. Somewhere, a male was waiting for his mate to come home.
Julian gained his feet and turned away from the carnage. What kind of person would not only turn a killer dog loose on a poor little female, but also cut out her baby and give it to the dog? What kind of sick motherfucker did something like that?
Though his legs were unsteady, he headed home with steely determination. He and Saranna had to talk and it wasn’t going to be pretty. He didn’t care. He wasn’t going to end up in the shoes of a male waiting for a mate who vanished like smoke and never returned. That was a brand of hell he could do without.
 
JULIAN ENTERED the house ten minutes later. He tossed his jacket over a chair and caught Saranna’s attention.
“I need to speak with you in private.” He didn’t wait for her to reply before heading for the stairs.
She followed him up to the bedroom.
“Shut the door,” Julian said
“What’s this about?” She gazed at him with guarded curiosity.
He gave her a fast, graphic description of what he’d found with a measure of satisfaction at the horrified expression on her face.
“Jesus.” She cupped her stomach.
“I don’t like getting tough with you and making demands, but I’ll not have you and our child murdered.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t you dare tell me what to do. You don’t have the right to tell me anything.”
“The hell I don’t. I have every right to make demands over something like this.”
“Julian.” Her voice held obvious warning. “I can imagine where this is going. You aren’t going to keep me shut up in this house. I can take care of myself. And I have to go out. I have a job. Among other things.”
“Other things? Like endangering yourself and my baby to help strangers?”
“You put your life in jeopardy every day.”
Having walked into that trap before, he chose his words carefully. “It’s my job.”
“No it isn’t. You aren’t in the Resistance.”
“I will be,” he said with confidence he didn’t feel.
She snorted. “I’m going to do whatever I have to in order to save as many of our people as I can.” She crossed her arms over her breasts and glared at him.
“No you aren’t. One of us will take you to work and pick you up if you insist on keeping your job. Which by the way, is no place for a pregnant female.”
“Why the hell not?”
“It isn’t going to be worth your time, for one thing.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“How much are you going to make when your belly gets big and you have to waddle between the tables? Those nasty pigs won’t be half as generous when they have no desire to fuck you.”
Her face flushed bright red.
“You are not going to go out and put yourself and our baby in danger for that. I won’t have you on the streets alone.”
Voice shaking, she said, “Maybe you’re right about the club, but I’ll not stop helping those worse off than myself.”
“The hell you aren’t. I demand you obey me. And as my mate, you are obligated to respect my wishes and do as I say.”
“No! I won’t.”
He reached her in two strides. Grasping her upper arms, he dragged her close. “Yes, you will,” he said, unable to choke down the anger at her defiance.
She cried out and tried to pull away.
Her reaction cut through his anger, shaming him for his uncharacteristic behavior and he released her.
She stumbled back, almost falling.
In a blink, he caught her, cradling her against him.
“Saranna? Are you okay? Oh, God, I’m so sorry. Please try to understand.”
She sagged against him, her hands grasping and failing to latch on. Fear tore through him. “What’s wrong? Is it the baby?”
“I need to feed. I’m sorry. The baby’s putting a strain on me.”
“Don’t be sorry. I love taking care of you.” Her weakness scared him. Was that normal? He had no idea. “You’re my mate. I want to provide for you. You should have told me.” He steered her to the bed, urging her onto the mattress. Once she settled, he kicked off his shoes and eased in next to her.
“Thank you.” She didn’t meet his eyes.
He touched her cheek. “You don’t have to thank me. It’s my duty to see to your needs. Come on.” He slipped an arm around her, encouraging her to move close enough to feed. Though he didn’t allow himself to hope for anything more.
She moved up against him and nuzzled his neck, licking the skin over his vein.
Julian shivered and tilted his head, giving her better access. “Go on, take what you need.” He’d give her every drop if she and their child needed it. His chest squeezed. He missed having her in his arms, missed their connection, and missed the love she had given him so freely.
She eased onto his lap and pressed the points of her fangs against his skin. She struck hard, sinking her canines deep into him. Moaning, he closed his eyes. Her lips were a soft contrast to the pain of her bite.
She drank, taking his life-force into her body. He groaned and his cock stiffened. She pressed tight against him and he clamped his mouth shut to stifle the cry wanting out. His balls ached.
After long moments, she finished and licked over the bite. The warm velvet caress tore another moan out of him that held pain, not pleasure.
“I’m sorry, Julian. But you brought this on yourself.” She moved away from him. Dismissing him.
He slid from the bed. “Maybe so, but remember what I said. I haven’t changed my mind and I expect you to cooperate with my demands.”
She looked away.
“I’m willing to work with you. I’ve offered before. I’m not willing to tolerate you putting yourself in danger. I care too much for you to allow it.”
Heart aching, he left her alone.
 
“JESUS, I hate that fucker,” Slade said.
Vali closed the laptop he’d been surfing on. “He’s a good mate for her. You should be happy your sister has him.”
“Give me a break. I’d rather she hump some frigging human.”
“Slade, man, I’m gonna truthenize you. No one is ever gonna be good enough for Saranna to you. But those two belong together. And no matter what you think or want, it’s their decision. You need to grow up. She isn’t your daughter and she isn’t your property.”
“Ouch. Do I act that bad?”
“You act more like a jealous lover than her brother.” Vali gave him a long, measured look. “And that shit isn’t right. Ever. And you know it.”
“Vali! You don’t think I’ve been lusting for my sister, do you?”
“Haven’t you?”
“No! God, no.”
“Yes, you have. I see it in your eyes, whether you want to admit it or not. And I’ve got news for you, I think she’s pregnant. So you need to cool your shit and leave them alone. Stop bein’ a carbuncle on the ass of their relationship.”
Slade looked as if he was going to throw up. “I swear, on my life, I don’t want to do my sister.”
“Then grow up and act like a mature male.”
“I don’t like Julian, but I’ve accepted him.”
Vali didn’t believe Slade for a minute on that one.
“It’s hard to let go. She’s been my vulnerable little sister all my life. I’ve always taken care of her. I don’t know any other way.”
“I know, man. I know you want to protect her. But she’ll be okay with him. Trust me.” Slade was afraid of being left alone. Why had it taken him so long to figure it out? Slade’s parents had abandoned him and now, in his mind, Saranna had, too. Because of Julian. What a fucked up lot they were.
 
THE TEARS weren’t to be stopped.
How could Saranna love someone so much when he infuriated her on the scale Julian did?
She thumbed away the tears with angry swipes.
He had every right to make demands, whether she liked it or not. She’d already shown the utmost disrespect by ignoring his wishes. And though she didn’t want to admit it, she knew two things were fact. The danger he’d pointed out was real and she had hurt him already.
Her heart squeezed painfully. She didn’t want to hurt Julian. He’d been through a lot and didn’t need any more. He was probably already in the guest room putting a blade to himself.
She should go to him. But she’d given him the ultimatum. If she gave in to her desire to comfort him, nothing would change. There wasn’t anything she wanted more than for him to say he loved her. But he wouldn’t do it. Not yet.
Maybe never.
So what was she going to do? Obey the demands of her mate or carry on as if his wishes meant nothing?
She wanted to accept his offer to help her. But how could she while refusing him her bed? She didn’t want to defy her mate. She wanted to hold him in her arms and take him within her body. Not drive a wedge between them.
But she couldn’t cave. She just couldn’t.
 
JULIAN’S NEWLY acquired boots hurt his feet and seemed to weigh a ton but he wasn’t about to bitch like some little pussy.
Ashton led, Julian and Slade followed, walking abreast along a poorly-lit street toward the evening’s target. The building of interest was supposed to house medical supplies, but an informant had fingered it as a government-run lab where some seriously non-vampire-friendly concoction was being brewed. And that sounded way too credible considering the evidence they already had which pointed in that direction.
Something bad was coming down the pike that even a blind man could see. If they could cripple the operation, then they needed to do it as soon as possible. Taking out the building wouldn’t stop the bastards, but it might slow them enough that the Resistance could get a handle on it.
As they drew closer, the buildings were less cared for and an unidentified odor on the stagnant air made Julian want to gag.
Slade focused on a crappy-looking apartment building and nearly stumbled in a sidewalk crater.
“What’s so interesting?” Ashton asked.
Slade cocked a thumb at the building. “That’s where Saranna and I took the female who lost her baby. Shitty place for her to live alone.”
“There’s worse,” Ashton said.
“True, but she seemed so lost. I felt bad for her.” Slade barely dodged another sidewalk leg-breaker.
“At least you two were there when she needed it most.”
Slade stopped, bringing the others to a halt with him. “Are you fucking kidding me? She shouldn’t have needed us in the first place. No female should be treated the way she was.” He spoke with an edge Julian hadn’t heard before and he had seen Slade good and pissed plenty of times. Slade’s blood was sizzling good and hot over that incident.
Ashton gave Slade a long look. “That’s why we exist.”
Slade started moving again. “We aren’t doing enough.”
“We’re doing the best we can.”
Slade glanced over at the building again. “Not enough.”
They covered the rest of the distance without talking, as if the plight of the female weighed heavy on all of them.
After a brief check of the surrounding area, they settled in across the street from the target building to see if anything interesting happened. The sign on the front proclaimed it Multi Med Suppliers, Inc., but, in less than thirty minutes, three different officers from the Vampire Control and Security Center had gone in and out of the building.
An hour later, a black sedan pulled up out front and parked at the curb. Two men got out.
“Bingo,” Ashton said.
“Who is that?” Julian asked.
“The main man. Ryan Banks. In the flesh. And he isn’t there to pick up a supply of Band-Aids either.”
“This stinks to high heaven,” Slade said.
“Ya think so?” Ashton quipped. “Come on. I’ve seen enough.”
 
SID SAT across from Tommy and studied his cards. Pretty sad, they should be out filling orders. Except there weren’t any. The destruction of their largest buyer’s business was a major blow. Word had spread to the other hunt clubs they supplied and every one of them had temporarily shut down in an effort to avoid being next on the attack list.
Now, the only buyers he had were the labs and whorehouses. How many of those were there? Not enough to sustain them. Shit. His business was on life-support.
Tommy threw down his cards and shoved his chair back. “I need to go out.”
“Look man, you have to get a grip. You’re acting way too much like those leeches, wandering all night, sleeping all day.”
“Easy for you to say,” Tommy spat. “You weren’t the one forced to drink vampire blood.”
“It won’t turn you.”
“I know,” Tommy shrieked. “But it fucked me up. I’ll never be the same again!”
“No, you won’t. But are you going to let it destroy you? Are you going to let Julian win?”
“I don’t know. I. Don’t. Fucking. Know.” Tommy turned tail and fled.
 
BANKS LEFT the morgue in a daze.
Though Robin’s mother had already identified his body, Banks had to see for himself what had happened to his child. The ME hadn’t been happy about the full body disclosure, but Banks had insisted and then he’d promptly thrown up on the spotless white-tiled floor.
His son had been butchered.
He swiped at his eyes with a shaking hand and staggered toward his parked car. He fumbled the door open and got inside before great wracking sobs tore through his body.
He’d failed to protect his child. He’d failed as a father. Shame and pain warred inside him, twisting his guts into hard, frozen knots.
He laid his head on the steering wheel and let the grief pour out.
At last, he raised his head and wiped congealed snot from his nose. He stabbed at the ignition until he finally got the key in the slot.
He drove without knowing where he was and before long he was lost in the maze of confusing streets. It didn’t matter. He drove in a mental fog, seeing nothing but the pavement ahead.
His life would never be right again.
But he wouldn’t suffer alone.
The son of a bitch who’d murdered his son had sealed the vampires’ fate. Banks wouldn’t know a moment’s rest until every one of the filthy, murdering bastards was dead and the human race was safe once more.



 
 
Chapter Forty-nine
 
 
JULIAN, ASHTON, and Slade hovered in deep shadows across the street from the government lab where Banks’ team of Mengele-wannabes had been hard at work.
Except for the security guards, the building had emptied by one o’clock with the departure of the cleaning crew. No vampires were housed there. According to the papers Julian had taken, the dirty work using vampires took place at the Control and Security Center.
Julian wasn’t naïve enough to think they would put them out of business, but they could be slowed down for a while, crippled if not killed.
He wore a backpack, as did the others. Each pack contained three explosives. Three for each floor. The explosives planted on the top floor would be detonated first, allowing the security guards to get out. They were just people assigned to work there from a security company. Their lives would be spared.
Ashton broke away from the shadows. Julian and Slade followed him across the street and around to the back of the building.
No security cameras watched the back because there wasn’t an entrance. “Okay,” Ashton said. “Up we go.”
Ashton and Slade climbed fast.
Julian’s throat closed tight. The higher he climbed, the harder he struggled to breath and the sicker he felt. His sweaty fingers clutched at the mortar, but he kept moving. His stomach lurched and, for a moment, he feared he was going to vomit. Climbing was never going to be easy for him.
If he fell, he would survive.
Probably.
All he had to do was make it to the top. Heart pounding, he coached himself and kept his feet moving.
Relief coursed through him when his hands grasped the top of the roofline. He hauled himself to safety behind Slade and Ashton.
“Ready?” Ashton didn’t wait for them to respond. He made for the access shack on the other side of the building where he went to work on the electronic lock. He had it open in minutes and they descended one flight of narrow stairs.
Ashton slipped off his backpack and removed the first explosive. He placed the bomb. They moved on through the top floor and planted an explosive at the mid-point and another at the far end.
Bypassing the elevator, they hit the stairs and descended to the second floor and repeated the procedure.
They moved as silent as wraiths. On the first floor, Julian removed his pack and took out an explosive. He placed it in a cubicle. They moved on down a long row of cubes and he set the second explosive in a large plastic palm plant.
He put the last explosive on top of a filing cabinet. They headed back down the cube row, but the fall of footsteps on the marble floor brought them up short. A guard was making his rounds.
“Shit,” Slade said. “That fool better not go up to the third floor.”
Ashton grunted.
As soon as the footsteps faded, they raced for the lobby. With no need for finesse, Ashton picked up a huge leather chair and launched it through the double glass doors. They shattered and an alarm shrilled.
Ashton leapt through the jagged-edged hole with Julian and Slade right behind him. They ran down the short walk, darted across the street, and followed Ashton into an alley where they had a clear view of the facility. He pulled three remotes from his pack. “Eat this, motherfuckers.”
He activated the bombs on the third floor.
The explosions were simultaneous and spectacular. The top floor evaporated and the ground shook beneath their feet. Debris rained down into the streets and tires squalled as drivers attempted to get out of the danger zone.
A half-dozen guards raced from the building. Flames and black smoke billowed from the top of the mangled lab.
Ashton waited three minutes before detonating the explosives on the second floor. Two minutes after that, he leveled the first floor.
Sirens blared from every direction as the first emergency personnel arrived.
Julian and Slade followed Ashton, fading deeper into the shadows as the fire department showed up. The lab was out of business, at least for a while. And if the bastards set up a new shop in Seattle, they would bomb them again.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Julian said. “These fuckers are done for a while.”
 
HUNGER BURNED through Christopher with a strength he hadn’t experienced since he was young. He would never have waited so long to hunt had he not fallen ill to a nasty vampire-flu that had dragged on for over a week.
Though not fully recovered, he was ravenous. He prowled, hunting for a human woman to ease the cramping in his guts. A sharp pain lanced through him and he growled as if he might threaten it into submission.
He kept to the shadows, hugging the walls of the buildings he passed. Wanting nothing to do with the well-traveled entertainment district, he slipped into an alley, passed through, crossed the street, and took another alley.
The hair at the back of his neck lifted and he stopped. Someone was following him, stalking him.
“Hold it right there, you son of a bitch,” a voice said from behind him.
Christopher froze. He’d never been caught off guard before. His heart banged against his ribs. Shit. He wasn’t afraid of a stinking human. He whirled around.
Something slammed into his shoulder. For a second, he stared dumfounded at the dart protruding from his body. A second dart pinned him. Four men in olive uniforms stood behind him. He spun and fled. Another dart hit him in the back.
Christopher ran to the mouth of the alley, darted across the street and blazed down the sidewalk, shoving humans out of his way as he ran. But by the time he reached the end of the block, his head swam and his legs had taken on a rubbery feeling.
“Fuck.” They’d tranqed him with enough drugs to take down a Percheron.
His legs shook. He was going to go down and if he didn’t hide, they would have him. He couldn’t lose his wits to the panic biting at him with little razor teeth. If he stayed cool enough to think straight, he would get away. Of that, he was certain. No human had ever whipped him and he’d be damned if these Nazi’s would be the first.
His right leg buckled and he went down hard on the sidewalk ripping skin from his outstretched hands and his knees. He rolled and curled on his side.
Within moments, the men caught up and approached slowly.
Christopher hissed.
“Shut up, you murdering fuck,” the lead man said.
Christopher growled, low and threatening.
The officer kicked him in the head and stars exploded before him as pain ricocheted through his skull. He lunged, but didn’t make it off the concrete. Numbness spread through his limbs as the drugs took a deeper hold on him.
A red-haired man consulted a wanted poster and said, “That’s him all right. That fucker’s worth some bucks.”
The one who’d kicked him leaned down and grabbed a fistful of his hair. He yanked Christopher’s head up. “You killed Mr. Banks’ son. I’d hate to be in your shoes when Banks gets his hands on you.” He released Christopher’s hair and laughed. “I’m sure Banks will want a little alone time with your mangy ass before they send you to the execution chamber.
“Fuck you. And Banks.”
“Yeah, you talk big shit now. You’ll be talking out the other side of your ass by tomorrow night,” the officer said. “Anderson, get the shackles. We aren’t taking any chances with this bastard. He was a Wolf.”
Anderson trotted back to the van and returned a moment later with the restraints. He clapped huge iron cuffs around Christopher’s wrists. Heavy chain connected the cuffs and, as strong as he was, he might not be able to break the links. Panic took a little deeper hold.
Breathe, damn it.
He wasn’t going down, no matter what he had to do. These were only Security Center goons, not the death squad fuckers. He could do this. All he had to do was settle down.
Two officers grabbed him and lifted him from the sidewalk. His head lolled on his neck and he had a sickening, upside-down view of the street behind him. His stomach lurched and he vomited. He choked on the foul matter.
“Put ‘im down before he chokes to death,” Anderson said.
“What do you care?” the man holding Christopher’s wrists said.
“Do you want to deprive Banks of his fun?”
They lowered him to the sidewalk and rolled him onto his side where he retched miserably. “Fuckers,” he said when he was able to speak.
“Shut the hell up, you piece of shit.” Anderson kicked him in the side.
Christopher refused to acknowledge the pain.
The men picked him up again and carried him to the van.



 
 
Chapter Fifty
 
 
SARANNA SAT up and waited to see if she would have to throw up. She caressed her belly and imagined the tiny being inside her. Hopefully, he would look like Julian. Pain jabbed her chest.
Julian cared about her and took good care of her. But he was never going to love her. How was she to continue feeding from him when it tore her heart out? How could she stay there and see him every night?
Maybe she should go back to Mick to feed. He would take care of her, even with someone else’s baby in her womb. But he would want and expect sex. She’d given him her virginity, she’d gone to him for comfort after Cerin’s betrayal, and she’d given herself to him when he needed comfort. But she had a mate now. She loved Julian and wouldn’t wrong him.
And she was half afraid Julian would kill Mick.
She belonged to Julian and she had no right to feed from another or deprive Julian of his child.
When her stomach settled, she went into the bathroom and showered. Her mid-section was still flat. The baby wouldn’t make his presence known to the world for another two months or so.
Though she cringed at the idea of letting Jason examine her in such an intimate way, she had to make sure everything was all right. And she might as well get it over with. After all, he would have to deliver the baby when the time came.
She grabbed her purse and jacket and glided down the staircase. Vali sat on the sofa watching cartoons. She gave him a little wave.
“Where are you going?”
“For a walk.” She headed out before he had the chance to ask more questions.
She walked mostly unnoticed past shops and apartment buildings. A few male vampires looked at her as if they were sizing up their chances. She ducked her head, avoiding eye contact.
By the time she’d traveled half the distance to Jason’s, she needed to rest. A month along and the baby was already draining her energy. God, what would it be like when she was ready to give birth in another eleven months?
She spied a bus stop bench and hurried toward it. She needed a few minutes to rest. Sighing with relief, she eased down on the wooden slats.
She ran her finger over a carving of a heart with the name Anna cut in the center, a young man’s testament of love to his girl. She clenched her hands. This was not the place to fall apart.
The tread of uneven footsteps drew her attention from the carving. A man weaved toward her. His clothes, a mishmash of frayed, dirty fabrics and colors, identified him as one of the homeless, potentially mentally ill street denizens.
The scent of wine and sweat assaulted her while he was still feet away. He grinned, displaying stained teeth between vacant gaps where others had gone AWOL. His glazed eyes slithered over her. Icy prickles covered her skin. She hoped he would shuffle on his way and leave her alone.
He didn’t. He maneuvered straight toward her. “Hey girlie, I got somethin’ for ya.” He groped at his pants.
She rose from the bench. Disgust clenched her stomach and not wanting trouble, she hurried on.
She wished she was at Jason’s, so she could get the embarrassing visit over with and be on her way home. Maybe she would call Ashton and ask him to pick her up afterwards.
She hurried along, ticking off the blocks.
A feeling of being watched crept over her. The little hairs on her arms lifted. She glanced around.
The bum from the bus stop was behind her.
“What—”
He swung a paper bag at her head with surprising speed. It struck her temple. Pain exploded through her head. He’s struck her with a glass bottle camoed inside the bag. He cackled laughter.
Her knees buckled and she collapsed to the pavement.
“Hey, get your nasty ass away from her.”
She didn’t know who was intervening, but she was thankful someone had diverted the man who’d hit her. Still not coherent, she rubbed her temple. The warm stickiness of blood wet her fingers.
Boots thundered down the sidewalk.
She focused on her rescuers and went utterly cold.
Security Center officers pounded toward her.
In moments, they surrounded her.
“Miss? Miss? Are you okay? Call an ambulance, Tom. She’s hurt.”
“No ambulance.” She did her best to keep her teeth hidden.
“Sheeit, she ain’t no helpless woman.”
She moaned and drew herself into a ball. Her head was splitting, but that was the least of her problems.
“She’s a vampire,” the first speaker said. “Get the van down here.”
“Please. Let me go.”
“Don’t think so, honey.” He radioed for the van.
Terror locked around her and her eyes darted between the men.
A moment later, a van pulled up to the curb and two more men got out.
“Please let me go,” she whimpered.
“We aren’t gonna hurt you. We’re taking you in for standard processing then you can go. Unless you’ve got a little rat in the oven. Then you’ll be given an abortion first.”
She shrank back.
“Are you pregnant?” The officer eyed her with suspicion.
She didn’t say anything.
“I think she’s knocked-up.”
Another man snickered.
“I’m not pregnant.”
“Then you have nothing to be afraid of.”
“Please let me go. Please, mister.” She looked at the first one who’d spoken to her, hoping for mercy. “Please. I’m begging you.” Tears leaked down her cheeks.
“Can’t do that.”
Two men grasped her wrists and ankles to scoop her up while another opened the van doors.
She struggled hard and broke her right arm free.
One of the men pulled out a control device. “Cool it, bitch, unless you want a good jolt.”
She stilled, thinking of the baby inside her.
“Please,” she moaned.
The men carried her to the van and stuffed her into a cage. He snapped the lock closed and shut the back doors. Total darkness enveloped her.
A strangled cry tore out of her. “Julian,” she screamed, even though he couldn’t hear her. She grasped the jasper at her throat and shrieked his name again.
 
JULIAN’S EYES shot open, ripping him from a nightmare of pain and torture, and he knew two things instantly. He’d overslept and something was wrong.
He launched out of bed and yanked on the clothes he’d had on the night before. A hard knot of fear twisted his stomach. Something was wrong… With Saranna.
He raced from the bedroom and accosted Vali. “Have you seen Saranna?”
“Left about an hour ago. Said she was going out. Is something wrong?” Vali sat up on the sofa, alarm plastered on his face.
Without answering, Julian bolted out the door, not bothering to shut it behind him. Cold drops of rain slashed down, stinging his face, though it barely registered in his panicked mind. He caught the faintest trace of her scent on the wet, chilled air.
He drew her essence in, following it with animal senses. His feet flew over the concrete, until little by little, he lost the scent. He stood on the sidewalk, heart pounding. He’d lost all trace of her. He paced back and forth, testing the damp air for her scent.
One of two things might have happened. Either the traders had her or officers had caught her. Fighting down panic, he shoved his wet hair back from his face and twisted his fingers into the long dripping strands.
He couldn’t go off half-cocked and fuck up. He wheeled around and raced back to the house. Slamming the door behind him, panting for breath, he demanded, “Where are Ashton and Slade?”
“Got called into a Resistance meeting. Mandatory shit. What the hell’s wrong?”
“Saranna, she’s in trouble. I’m going after her.”
“What—”
He strode into Ashton’s room and yanked open the double closet doors. He snatched the backpack and opened one of a dozen stacked boxes. He grabbed three large bundles of explosives and put them in the pack.
Next, he went to a spare dresser and selected two Berettas from the top drawer. He shoved extra clips in his jacket pockets and slung the pack on his back.
“What are you doing?” Vali asked from behind him.
“Going after my mate. Tell the others if they get home before we do.”
“But where is she?”
“I don’t know yet. Either the traders or the Security Center bastards caught her. I’m going to the warehouse first.” Without waiting for a reply, he hurried past the younger vampire.
Once outside, he bolted, running full out until his lungs and throat burned with every breath. After an eternity, the warehouse came into view. He skidded to a stop, afraid of what might have happened to her and the baby already.
Wanting to race blindly ahead, he forced himself to walk up to one of the windows. Inside the building, two cages contained young males. They were doomed and they probably knew it.
His hands curled into fists.
He sprang away. She had to be at the Security Center. And if they treated her like they had him, God help her.
Spurred to run faster, his feet pounded over wet sidewalks and pavement until his heart trip-hammered and nausea churned his stomach. He had to slow and catch his breath.
Soaked to the bone and shivering though his internal temperature had skyrocketed from exertion, he walked head down, panting.
Shit, he wished he had brought his cell phone. He didn’t even have any change in his pocket to make a call at a pay phone, assuming he found one. The Security Center was a long way off. He needed a ride in a bad way.
He walked faster. He would never get there if he had to walk, it was too damn far. Maybe he could flag down a taxi and stiff the guy when he got there. Except there wasn’t a taxi in sight.
He covered three more blocks at a jog. Exhausted or not, he didn’t have time to screw around. Then he spotted salvation.
Ahead of him, parked at the curb, was a Security Center transport van. The driver sat behind the wheel with his head buried in a magazine.
Tonight, the officers would be the victims. He had to kill them, all of them, and he would have to be damn fast about it. Like wolves, they worked in packs, and if he screwed up, they would take him down.
But which way had they gone? To the right of the van, the street was well lighted. The opposite side was a little darker, not having as many street lamps. Vampires would prefer the dark.
He turned left. Hurrying though the shadows, he prayed he’d made the right choice. His hunch paid off four alleys beyond the van where three officers stood over a felled male.
Julian growled.
The male looked up with panic-stricken eyes.
One of the officers followed the male’s gaze and froze. He clawed at his pocket, presumably for another dart.
Julian charged with every bit of strength and speed he possessed. He leapt into the air as the officer shoved the dart into the gun and brought the weapon into firing position.
Julian landed on him, taking both of them to the cobblestones. Seizing the man’s head in his hands, Julian wrenched hard. The bone snapped with a loud crack.
He launched off the corpse and grabbed for the closest man who was pawing under his jacket. He caught the man’s arm and twisted. The officer screamed and swung his other arm in a wild loop.
Without mercy, Julian broke the man’s neck.
The third officer gave up any ideas he had about being a team player and ran.
Julian went after him, the predator in him taking complete control. He raced over the cobblestones. His hand snaked out and locked onto the back of the man’s jacket.
He yanked the officer around and roared into the terror stricken face. Feral with rage, Julian attacked, locking the officer to him and sinking his fangs deep into the man’s throat.
He’d given Saranna a lot of blood, and he would have to be at his full potential to free her.
He drank, replenishing himself.
When the officer no longer moved, Julian dropped him.
He searched the body for weapons and took a pistol and extra magazines off him. He stripped the other two men of their guns and spare ammunition. He had no use for the dart guns and stun devices.
He shucked off the backpack and stuffed the weapons inside. Better to be prepared to walk into a firestorm at the Security Center. He had no doubt he would have to shoot his way out.
He made quick work of hiding the bodies in a waste container and stashing the drugged male in a recessed doorway where he could recover.
Then he headed back for the van at a jog. He neared his target and slowed to a walk, easing up alongside the vehicle. Crouching low, he reached the door and yanked it open.
“What the—" The officer didn’t get to finish.
Julian dove, knocking him across the front of the van, and landing on top of him. The man screamed as his back slammed onto the armrest of the passenger seat and Julian’s weight came down on him.
Julian grabbed the driver’s head and twisted. Bone snapped and the driver when limp. He manhandled the officer into the back, out of sight.
The van reeked of fear, rage, and blood. The combination worked on him like an adrenalin rush.
He started the motor and tore away from the curb, leaving long trails of rubber burned into the pavement in his wake.
 
STILL SICK from the tranqs, Christopher pushed himself up against the bars. He didn’t have time to wait for the drugs to wear off and his movements were slow and sluggish.
He could barely see, but it didn’t matter. He lifted his hands feeling the weight of the chain. He was pretty sure he couldn’t break the links so there was no point in wasting time and effort there. The locking mechanism was unfamiliar and he didn’t think he would be able to pick it open. He wasn’t wasting time trying either. He didn’t have time to spare on a screw-up.
He took a deep breath. Relaxation was key. Ironically, the drugs in his system made it easier. And luck had been with him; the idiots hadn’t used shackles with spikes. If they had, he would have been fucked.
When he settled and calmed, he went to work on the cuffs, turning one wrist and rotating it back. He had to get his hand through the shackle. For that he needed sweat for lubrication and to collapse his hand as much as possible.
He worked without tiring, turning his wrists back and forth until they were raw and sweat burned in the abrasions, but he didn’t stop. Stopping meant death and Christopher wasn’t ready to die.
When his arms were sweat-coated, he folded one hand in on itself, grabbed the cuff with this other hand, and pulled. His hand slipped into the cuff … and stuck. The pressure squeezed his hand painfully. He jerked hard, not caring if he broke bones. They would mend. His hand slipped a bit further and baring his teeth against the pain, he yanked with everything he had. The cuff tore off and he bit back a roar of triumph.
He didn’t waste time trying to remove the other cuff. Instead, he took a small tool from his wallet and attacked the lock on the cage. It wasn’t a real pick, but it would work. He’d used it before to break into a woman’s apartment.
He worked with care. They were still in the city because the van drove slowly and kept stopping for traffic lights. But they had to be getting close to hitting the highway. Then his chances of escaping unharmed dropped drastically.
There would be a couple of traffic lights before they reached the Security Center, but, if they didn’t hit any red lights, things would be a lot more difficult. If he had to fling himself from the van at traffic speed on the highway, he would do it, though he ran the probability of being run over by other vehicles. He would be badly hurt, but, unless he bled out, it wouldn’t kill him.
His fingers, slick with sweat, slipped on the tool and he almost dropped it. “Fuck!”
He needed to work faster, but that would make him clumsy when he needed finesse. Gritting his teeth, he tried again. The lock was stubborn, maddeningly so.
Long minutes ticked by before the sweet click of success. He yanked the lock off and ripped the door open. Home free. A solid steel wall separated the men from the back of the van. Had it not been there, he would have killed them and drank them dry.
The van’s rear door didn’t have an inside latch. Didn’t matter. Age had its privileges. He was strong enough to rip through the van if necessary, but he didn’t think he would have to go that far to get free.
He eased down on his ass and waited for the van to hit another red light. Timing was everything now.
The van picked up speed. Alarm shot through him. He’d miscalculated. They were getting on the highway. Cursing, he lifted both feet and aiming for the latch, kicked with everything he had. The door flew open. The van was now cruising at about fifty miles an hour.
A car followed close. Christopher leapt to the side. He caught a glimpse of the driver’s horrified expression as she jerked the steering wheel and lost control of the car. He sailed for brief seconds before the fishtailing sedan struck him. The blow sent him flying again. He crash-landed in the weeds at the side of the ramp.
For long seconds, he lay without moving. Judging by the pain, he was pretty sure he had several broken ribs. His left arm was broken, maybe in more than one place. His left shoulder ached. Both knees were torn open. His hands were scraped raw. And a long, deep gash ran down his right leg and bled profusely.
In more pain than he’d ever known, he tried to get up. And fell back with a groan. Did he have internal injuries, too? Probably. Didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting away.
The van screeched to a stop a little further down the ramp.
He forced himself onto his injured knees, hissing at the pain. His stomach churned, but he ignored it.
Behind him, the van doors slammed. The officers were coming after him.
He lurched onto his feet. His body a mass of agony, he struggled over the guardrail and nearly plummeted down the embankment. Fighting to stay upright, he made it to the bottom.
Ignoring his body’s efforts to make him stop, he ran back toward the city, each jarring step impacting his injuries. He didn’t care. He was home free. He would be laid up a long while, but it was better than dying. He’d come close to losing his life.
Maybe it was time to go underground for a while.



 
 
Chapter Fifty-one
 
 
SURROUNDED BY confined males, Saranna huddled in the corner of a too-small cage. She focused on the others in an effort to keep herself from thinking of her own fate.
One male clawed, and even bit at the bars holding him in. Blood ran from his mouth as he attacked the unyielding metal. He’d been there long enough that the drugs had worn off and his eyes were glazed with fear. She estimated him at about sixteen years old.
An occasional scream by a vampire being processed punctuated her terror, and she huddled tighter, arms over her stomach. The minutes crawled by.
A dozen males, including the youngster were taken out one by one. Of the dozen, half were eventually returned. What had become of the others? None of the young ones had been brought back.
Chills prickled her skin. Oh, dear Lord. Were they killing the juveniles? Her heart squeezed. Sure they were. They’d done it before. They were culling young males. Had to be. They’d killed the little male who’d tried to chew his way out.
Her eyes burned and her vision doubled.
Two men came into the room and this time, they headed for her. Her insides twisted into painful knots.
The technician unlocked the cage and opened the door. “We can do this the hard way or the easy way. It’s up to you, honey.”
Heart in her throat, she said, “Don’t call me honey.”
“Fine. Bitch. You like that better? Now, get your ass out of the cage.”
She shrank back until she pressed against the rear bars. He grabbed her wrist. She yanked away.
“Listen, you can come out of there on your own or we’ll hit you with the electric and knock you out.”
Fearing an electric jolt would hurt her baby, she had no choice. But making herself move took every bit of courage she had. Shaking, she crawled from the cage.
“Move it.” The man pointed to the door.
With silent tears trickling down her cheeks, she walked in front of him. He shepherded her into a hallway with doors lining both sides.
“Don’t worry. We don’t brand females. Only males are violent enough to warrant it.”
In his own way, Saranna surmised, he was trying to be kind.
He opened a door to a small room, much like a doctor’s examination room, and ushered her inside. “Strip down.” He ordered.
“Wha… what?”
“Your clothes. Take them off.”
“Please, no.” She backed away from him.
“Listen, I’m trying to make this as easy as possible. The officers who brought you in said they were almost positive you’re pregnant. If so, that’s going to be bad enough.”
He closed the door behind them. “I’m not going to hurt you and I’ve seen at least a thousand naked females. Now strip and be done with it.”
Tears leaked from her eyes. “Please, mister.”
“Take them off.” His voice had gone cold.
Shaking, she turned her back and removed her clothes. When she stood nude, she looked at the floor, wanting to disappear. If he wanted to rape her, no one would stop him. A boulder of fear lodged in her stomach.
“Stand against the wall.”
He photographed her, front and back, and took her fingerprints.
“Get on the scales.”
She stepped on the scales and allowed him to measure her. Trembling, she crossed her arms over her breasts and lifted one leg enough to try to hide her pubic area.
He opened the door. “Harvey,” he called, “I need an assist with a blood draw.”
Another man came in. “Sit your pretty little ass down.” He pointed to the chair.
She backed away, shaking her head in refusal.
The men rushed her, grabbed her arms, and dragged her toward the chair. She squealed in panic and wrenched free. The one who’d come to help pulled a control device from his pocket and advanced on her.
She was afraid to let them take her tell-tale blood, but she was even more afraid of the device. “Don’t, I’ll sit.”
She sat and crossed her legs, trying to keep herself covered. The man placed a piece of tubing around her arm and yanked it painfully tight.
Without cleaning the site, he jabbed a needle into her vein and drew blood into a vial. She bit her lip at his rough treatment and just wanted it to be over.
He looked at her jewelry, the only thing she wore. “Those stones real?”
“No,” she whispered the lie. The green jasper had turned blood-red which made the diamonds look pink.
“From your boyfriend?”
“My mother gave them to me.”
The man pulled the tube loose, finished the collection, and withdrew the needle from her vein. He handed her a wad of gauze to press over the bleeding stick mark. “Get dressed.”
Both men watched while, face flaming, she pulled her clothes on.
“You got a male?” The second man asked. “You’re a pretty little thing. Yeah, I’m guessing you have a mate.”
“Answer the question.” The first man prodded.
“I have a mate.”
“He’s probably shitting himself right about now,” the second man said.
 
THE DRIVE took too long, but once the center was in sight, Julian wasn’t sure how to proceed. He slowed to a crawl and drove to the back of the building.
A ramp curved down to the basement, ending at a large metal garage door. A sign read Sound Horn For Entrance. He turned into the drive and hit the horn. The garage door rattled upward and his gut clenched. Point of no return. He drove forward.
The interior was a large, open space where vans pulled in for unloading. He remembered it from his own terrifying trip through the wretched place.
Men walked around, some with clipboards, and a few who appeared to be doing nothing beyond loitering.
He slid the van into a spot near a service elevator where a sign read No Cargo. He shut the motor off.
No one paid any attention to him.
He sat behind the wheel and checked his gun. Taking a deep breath, he hid the Beretta under his jacket.
He stepped out of the van and grabbed the backpack. Waiting for a flurry of action to break loose, he shoved the door shut.
Nothing happened.
Heart hammering, chilled to the core in still-damp clothes, he walked across the parking area toward the door he’d been taken through for processing. He thought he was going to make it unscathed when someone shouted, “You! Hold it a minute.”
Julian’s stomach cranked into a knot. He faced the officer.
“Who? Me?” He forced his most innocent expression and kept his right hand beneath his jacket. His finger curled around the gun’s trigger.
“Yeah, you. I’ve never seen you before. You new?”
“Yeah, s’my first night at this gig. I was supposed to meet up with some dudes, but they didn’t show up.” He had no idea if the officers ever met up like that or if they left the building in teams. But it was the first thing that came to him.
“They probably came here and got a good laugh at your expense. Go through there.” He pointed in the direction of the door. “Go through the second door on the left. They’ll get ya taken care of.”
Julian sauntered forward with a jauntiness he didn’t feel and went through the entryway. To his left was a long row of doors. They had initially taken him into a room on the right.
He ducked his head around the doorway. Every cage was occupied. All the prisoners were male. Their fear was overpowering and he tried not to breathe the scent in, but it was impossible to avoid. He didn’t need their fear infecting him.
 
SARANNA LAY in a small cage.
The blood test had betrayed her pregnancy and, instead of being released, she was being held until an abortion could be performed.
They’d given her a drug that had calmed and slightly sedated her, despite knowing they were going to murder her baby.
She’d been left alone in a small room. An exam table with stirrups and restraints sat in the center. She placed her hands over her belly. She had to save her baby.
She lifted her head. Something had changed. A subtle shift. But she didn’t know what. Her hand shot to her throat. The bloodstones warmed against her skin and vibrated.
Julian.
He was close. He’d come for her.
Hope and fear tore at her. If they caught him, he would be held for execution, if not killed on the spot.
“Julian,” she whispered.
 
JULIAN STOPPED and growled.
She was near.
He inhaled, seeking her scent, drawing the stale air deep inside him. The combination of fear, pain, medicinal odors, humans, vampires, and the black scent of death was sickening in its strength.
But the scent of Saranna burned through him.
Following his senses, he tracked her. As he approached a door on his right, something that sounded like a whimpering dog stopped him cold. He stepped up to a small observation window and took in a sight that twisted his stomach into knots and sent glacier cold through him.
A young male huddled in the corner. Huge eyes staring. Empty. Blood and vomit crusted a garish tie-dye t-shirt that had ridden up over his pale stomach. Long self-inflicted claw marks cut deep trenches in the pale flesh. He jumped at every sound. Strings of saliva ran from his mouth. Growling, he bared immature fangs at some terror only he could detect.
Julian slammed his fist against the door in helpless rage. The youngster sprang off the floor. Growing like a mad animal, he threw himself at Julian and plowed into the steel door.
He looked into the juvenile’s glazed eyes. Nothing reflected back except terror and blankness.
The juvenile whipped his head to the side. Saliva flew in strings from his gaping mouth. He growled and hissed, nails scraping over the window. He slammed into the unyielding door several more times before collapsing in a whimpering heap on the floor.
Julian stumbled away, his stomach clenched around a block of ice at its center. What in God’s name had been done to the youngster?
But he knew. Didn’t he?
The juvenile was a test subject for their drugs. For whatever the sons of whores were hatching. If he opened the door, there wasn’t a doubt in his mind the juvenile would attack the first thing he came in contact with, human or vampire.
Julian retreated from the sick juvenile. He couldn’t help the pitiful creature.
He moved on. Saranna’s scent was stronger. On silent feet, he ran down the hall until he sensed her. He went to the closest room and touched the door. “Saranna?”
Nothing. No prize behind door number one.
Shit. 
He went to the next door and called for her.
“Julian, I’m here.”
Relief rushed over him. He pushed the door open and slid inside.
She huddled in a tiny cage. A desire to kill made his fangs ache with need. He sped to the cage. “Are you all right?”
“I’m okay now that you’re here.”
He grabbed the lock and pulled. It didn’t give. “Fucking hell!” He attacked it again.
The door opened behind him.
“The tech will be here later today…” The technician’s eyes bugged. “What the fuck?” Comprehension dawned. His clipboard clattered to the floor and he fled.
Julian dove and yanked him back into the room. Without a moment’s hesitation, he slammed the man into the wall so hard he crumpled and lay in a dazed heap.
Julian dropped down beside him. Snake fast, he grabbed the man’s hair and forced his head back, exposing his throat. The technician moaned.
“You better have the key to this lock, or so help me God, I’ll rip your heart out while it’s still beating.”
“Calm down.” The man’s voice shook. “I have the key. You can have your mate. Don’t kill me. Please.”
“Give it to me.” Julian yanked the technician’s hair.
He fished in his pocket and offered the key to Julian.
He snatched it with a snarl and the technician shrank back against the wall.
“Please, I gave you what you wanted. Please don’t kill me.” His gaze was glued on Julian’s brands.
“Why shouldn’t I? You were going to have my child butchered.”
“It’s just policy. I was only following orders.”
“What about the little male down the hall, the sick one? What the fuck has been done to him?”
“I don’t know.”
Julian growled and leaned closer, fangs bared.
“I swear. I swear. I don’t know. There’s a team that conduct experiments on some of the juvenile males. But none of us outside the team, and management, know what’s going on.” The man cowered before him. “They’re testing something that’s in development. That’s all I know.”
“Do you have a phone?”
The tech nodded.
“Give it to me.”
He dug in his lab coat and surrendered his phone.
Julian hit the button. “Access code?”
“Beagle.”
Julian logged in and tested the video. The phone’s battery was nearly shot, only one bar remained, but that should be enough. “When’s break time?”
“What?”
“When do you fuckers stop torturing vampires and go take a piss and swill some coffee?”
“Now. Been on break for five minutes.”
“Fifteen minute breaks?”
“Yes. Please don’t hurt me. I’ve done everything you wanted.”
Ten minutes. Not enough time, but he’d been beyond lucky to get that. He slashed with his nails, raking across the man’s throat so hard his head bashed against the wall. The technician sank down flat and lay unmoving. Blood ran from four lacerations.
Julian jabbed the key into the lock with trembling fingers. It turned with a soft snick. He yanked the door open.
Saranna launched into his arms, almost unbalancing him. He pried her loose. “Come on. We have to get out of here.”
He snatched the backpack and grabbed her hand, pulling her to the door. She stumbled.
“Come on,” he said.
“Sorry. They gave me something and I’m kind of loopy.”
Terrific. “It’s okay, stick tight to me.” He opened the door a crack. No one lurked in the hallway, waiting to intercept them.
“I’m going to level this place on the way out.”
“But the others—”
“Trust me, Saranna. Come on, we have to hurry.”
She squeezed his hand. He led her into the hallway. “This way.” Keeping her close, he headed for the far end of the hall.
“We can’t get out this way, can we?”
“Trust me.”
He checked his watch. Not enough time. At the end of the hallway, he stopped and yanked open the backpack. He took the first bundle of explosives and set the timer for twenty minutes. He placed it in an oversized potted fern.
He snatched the pack and grabbed her hand. They ran back down the hallway. Her grip tightened, steadying herself. On a hunch, he tried the door opposite the holding room. Locked. He wrenched the knob with everything he had. The lock snapped. His hand cramped in protest. Ignoring the pain, he shoved the door open.
Paydirt.
A cabinet held an array of weapons. He shoved the door closed and went for the guns. The cabinet was likewise locked. He took the Beretta, reversed it, and smashed the glass.
Hurrying, he grabbed weapons and clips. He shoved a Sig Sauer in his waistband. He couldn’t have more than fifteen minutes left. “Can you carry some of these clips?”
“Yes.” She pulled up her shirt like an apron and stuffed in a dozen magazines.
When Julian was loaded down with artillery, he said, “Come on, we’re getting short on time.” Shorter than he wanted to think about. The bastards’ break time would end before the explosives went off. They hurried out and across the hall to the holding room.
A half-dozen males climbed to their feet. A few, so drugged they were unable to rise, stared, the others sat in resigned hopelessness.
Julian snatched the ring of keys off the peg. They were numbered and so were the cages. He breathed a silent prayer of thankfulness for that bit of luck.
Were any males chained to tables, waiting for their tormentors to return? He feared there were, but he didn’t have time to check each room. It made him sick, but there was nothing he could do except hope they died fast.
“I’m going to get you out,” he said. “I have a few weapons. You’ll have to help each other. Turn right. Straight down the hall is an elevator. Get in it, all of you together. Be ready to kill anyone on it. Be ready to kill anyone who tries to stop you.”
Working fast, he opened the locks. The males didn’t fuck around, once free, they grabbed guns and supported those who couldn’t stand on their own. When the last male was released, Julian checked his watch. “You have eleven minutes to get out before explosives go off.”
Amid hisses and gasps of fear, the males moved in a wave, almost running out of the room, dragging the incapacitated ones with them. One lone male stopped. “Do you need help?”
“I’ve got it covered. But thanks. Get going before they leave you.”
He ran after his companions.
Julian checked his watch and set the timer on the next bundle of explosives for nine minutes. He put the bomb on the floor, not bothering to hide it.
He slung the pack on his back and grabbed Saranna’s hand. Dragging her with him, he rocketed out of the room and raced back the way they had come.
“What are you doing? We need to get out of here!” Saranna pulled back hard.
The freed males stood fidgeting at the elevator, waiting for a car.
“Almost done. I have to do this.” He stopped, dropped the pack, and slipped the appropriated cell phone from his back pocket. “Wait here. You don’t want to see this.”
“What?”
“Wait for me. Trust me on this.” He didn’t give her time to argue. He went to the observation window at the steel door and clicked on the video. This was too important. And he had to do the right thing. The youngster sprang forward, growling, saliva flying from his mouth. He crashed into the door.
Saranna stifled a cry.
He kept recording as the juvenile attacked again, eyes vacant, mouth open, wanting to bite.
The video winked out as the last of the battery gave up and kicked it.
The juvenile fell to the floor in a whimpering heap and lifted his gaze to Julian’s in a moment that looked like near lucidity. Shit. Better he was raving and out of it for what Julian had to do next.
He stuffed the phone in his pocket and pulled the gun from his waistband. He hoped to God the place was as soundproofed as it was supposed to be. Not one sound from the garage came through. If they heard him, he and Saranna would be in the middle of a shit-storm. And they might not make it out.
Saranna gasped.
He aimed through the observation window.
The elevator dinged as the car arrived.
The youngster’s eyes bore into his. Unflinching. Jesus, was he aware?
Something like peace settled over the juvenile’s bruised features. He closed his eyes.
Oh God. He knew. Julian swallowed hard and squeezed the trigger once, twice. Double tap, just as Ashton had taught him.
He stuffed the gun in his waistband and pulled the last explosive from the backpack. He checked his watch and set the timer for six minutes. He set it on the floor and grabbed Saranna. “Six minutes. Run.”
His heart thundered, his body spring tight. They had five minutes or less to get out before hell came calling.
They reached the door to the garage. “Stay as tight to me as you can. We’re probably going to be shot at. We’ll try to play it cool and walk to the van. But I don’t think we’ll make it without fighting our way out.”
He cursed himself for forgetting the Kevlar when he’d dressed. He would have given it to Saranna.
He wasn’t afraid of being shot. Unless it was a direct head or heart wound, it shouldn’t kill him. And the chances of hitting the head or heart of a running target were pretty slim. But if Saranna was hit in the stomach…
She nodded and grabbed his arm. “What if they have darts?”
That was what he feared more than anything. “I bet they don’t pack those around. They don’t expect vampires to be strolling around free. I’m hoping they get those when they’re ready to go out patrolling.” He sure as hell hoped that was the case because he was betting their lives on it.
“Ready?”
She nodded.
He opened the door.
A half dozen men milled around in the parking area, but no one paid them any attention.
He walked casually, steering her toward the van with the keys clenched in his fist.
“What the hell are you doing?”
Heart pounding, Julian stopped. Saranna crowded close to him.
A large man stood by a plywood cube in the rear corner, eyes glued on them. Julian’s stomach plummeted with recognition at the same time the man’s face contorted. Lucas, the bastard whose arm he’d broken when he’d been processed.
“Stop them,” Lucas brayed. “He’s a vampire.”
Julian’s left hand snaked out and drew her tight against him. His right hand emerged from under his jacket, gun ready.
“Run!” He shoved her ahead of him.
Gunfire cracked behind them. He whipped around and dropped into a crouch while Saranna ran for the cover of the van. He fired at Lucas and made a direct hit.
Lucas toppled and Julian snarled.
He pivoted and fired three rounds at two men sneaking up along the side of him. One fell, but the other leaped behind a stack of crates and fired a volley at Julian.
A bullet tore into his shoulder and he yelped, though he managed to stay on his feet. “Fuck.”
A second round struck him below the ribs and he went down hard. The impact sent pain through his body. His arm was numb while his shoulder and side were on fire.
“Julian,” Saranna screamed from behind the van.
Sucking his breath in with a pained whistle, he scrambled onto his feet and ran flat out on unsteady, rubbery legs.
Shots ricocheted, but none struck him. He whirled and lifted the gun in a shaking, double-handed grip. His shoulder was agony as he fired back.
Another shot cracked and white-hot pain tore through his right bicep. The gun dropped from his numb fingers. Out of options, he ran with everything he had left.
An alarm screamed from overhead. The other males must have hit the lobby. At least some of them would make it out.
He reached the van and ripped the door open. “Get in. Hurry.” He pulled himself behind the steering wheel.
She leapt inside and he shoved her down onto the floorboard. “Stay there.”
He keyed the ignition. Down to seconds, had to be. His heart thundered.
A chill swept over his skin and his sweat-slicked body shivered. No time for pulling himself together.
“Are you okay?” Saranna asked, terror in her voice.
He nodded. “Hold on. I’m getting us out of here.”
He hadn’t allowed enough time… Seconds left. How many?
Another volley of shots rang out and he shifted into drive as bullets pinged into the side of the van.
He tore out with squalling tires.
Two men stood in his path, aiming at the windshield. He stomped the gas. “Hold onto something. I’m going to ram the door.”
After I run these two fuckers down.
But the men dove away from the roaring van, their shots going wild.
Saranna grabbed onto the seat. The impact was sudden and hard, throwing her under the dash as the van ripped through the garage door. Julian gunned up the driveway. Out of time, out of time, the thought raced through his panicked mind.
Hell exploded behind them. Heat filled the vehicle.
Saranna screamed.
A second later, another explosion rocked them and then the third. Debris rained down around them. In the rearview mirror, he could see the building was already consumed with flames.
Had anyone radioed out the van’s ID before the explosion? If not, they were home free. He couldn’t count on any luck though. There had been long seconds before the first detonation. Plenty of time for an alert to go out.
Julian gripped the wheel. “Are you alright?”
“Yes.” She crawled up into the seat. “Oh, my God, you’re bleeding a lot.” Her hands were on him in an instant, probing his wounds.
“The one in my arm isn’t too bad.” The wounds in his shoulder and side were more serious. The burning craters bled profusely.
“See if you can find something to stop the bleeding.” He was already lightheaded from pain.
Saranna looked into the back. “Jesus! Julian, there’s a dead man back there.”
“The driver.”
She nodded, reached into the back, and fished out a thin jacket. With some effort, she tore off a long strip, folded it, and held the pad to his shoulder.
He sucked in his breath with a hiss.
“Sorry. I know it hurts.”
“Yeah, a little.” He pressed the gas, driving as fast as he dared. He shook his head, trying to clear the fog closing over him. “Do you know how to drive?” It had never occurred to him to ask before.
“No. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay.” She was still too loopy from whatever they’d given her anyway. He hung a hard right and pulled over. “I’m dizzy. I have to wait for it to pass.” He shivered. His shirt was soaked with blood, chilling his skin.
She nodded and increased the pressure on the pad covering the wound.
He glanced in the mirrors, expecting to see other vans in pursuit. There weren’t any. Not yet. Maybe they’d got away clean.
He looked at her. Now that it was too late, he could admit the truth. He loved her. He had to save her, no matter what.
“If they catch up to us, I’ll hold them off as long as I can and I want you to run like hell.” If she didn’t, they would kill her. He didn’t doubt it for one second.
“Julian, no! I can’t leave you behind.”
“You have to. You’re carrying our baby. You have to save him. Even if I die.” And he was going to die. He was bleeding to death. “I want you to know I love you. More than anything. And I want you to live and raise our son.”
“Julian.” It came out on a sob.
“I always loved you. I just couldn’t admit it, even to myself.”
She reached for him, but he pulled back a little. “No. I have to tell you this. Everyone I’ve ever cared about has left me. Everyone. I knew if I loved you, you would leave me, too. And I wouldn’t be able to stand it.”
“No! I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I’d never leave you.”
Her words ripped his heart in half. She would be spending the rest of her life with someone else, because he was the one who would be leaving. “I’ve never loved a woman the way I love you. I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you.”
Tears leaked from her eyes. She tried to ease him into her arms.
He held her back. “Promise me you’ll run and hide. Promise!”
“I promise,” she choked out and drew him into a gentle embrace. She brushed his hair back and sobbed. With a shaking hand, she pushed aside the collar of his shirt. “You have the bonding mark.”
Their bond was complete, but now it didn’t matter. Now it was too late. He did the only thing he could. He breathed in her scent and basked in the warmth of her body for a few moments. Knowing time was the enemy, he separated himself from her and pulled the van back onto the road. A numbing weakness stole over him.
Deteriorating at a frightening rate, he drove in a daze, only half aware of what he was doing.
Please let me get her home, or at least close enough that she can make it to safety. The silent litany ran over and over through his fogged mind.
When he finally recognized where he was, relief spread through him. She should be able to make it from there.
He pulled into an alley and parked. “We have to walk from here. I can’t leave the van any closer to home.” He opened the door and fell out on shaking legs. He staggered, but caught himself.
She hurried to him and slid her arm around his waist, letting him lean against her. With strength she didn’t know she had, she kept him on his feet and led him down the alley and across the street.
They cut through another alley. Seconds later, a van bore down on them with a roar. Helpless anger shot through Julian. They hadn’t got away. As quickly as everything had happened, some bastard had called out. He shoved Saranna forward. “Run,” he yelled.
Unable to support himself, he stumbled and collapsed onto his knees. “Run, Saranna.”
She stopped and turned back.
The look on her face shattered him. “You can’t help me. Run. Now!” He choked and coughed up blood. So this was it. He was going to die in this dirty, foul-smelling alley.
She whirled and raced down the passage, out of his sight. The pain of watching her go cut deeper than any wound ever inflicted on him. But at least he wasn’t dying for nothing. She and his son would live.
Behind him, the van screeched to a halt. Doors slammed. Heavy boots clomped on the pavement.
Fucking hell, he wasn’t going out without taking someone with him. Teeth bared, the last of his strength condensing into determination to die a warrior, he grasped under his jacket for the Sig and swiveled around.
A blow to his head put him down, face first, on the cold asphalt. The gun clattered from his hand. He squeezed his eyes shut against blinding pain but only for a moment. He clawed for the gun.
Someone kicked the gun away and patted him down, stripping him of weapons.
A boot slammed into his injured side. He bit off a cry, refusing them the satisfaction. The man who’d kicked him shoved him over on his back.
“You gave us a good chase. Not that it did you any good.”
“His bitch is long gone,” a second officer said.
“So. He’s a rogue. He’s more important than the female.”
Julian had nothing left to fight with but it didn’t stop him from trying. He hissed. “You fuckers aren’t going to win the war,” he said around a mouthful of blood. His body was shutting down. A deep chill and sleepiness was already stealing through him. “You might have me … but you won’t destroy all of us.”
“You really believe that? You think you can win against the United States government?”
“We’ll fight until we’re free.” It was becoming hard to form words and get them out.
“You fuckers have guts. Too bad it isn’t enough.”
Julian’s visual acuity was fading but at least he wasn’t in extreme pain because he was going numb.
He bared his fangs. The government machine wouldn’t win. They. Would. Not. Win. He struggled to speak but nothing came out except a groan. He coughed and blood ran from the corners of his mouth.
“Yeah, I know,” the officer said. “You’re dying. It’s a bitch.” He poked Julian with the toe of his boot. “There’s no place for your kind in a civilized world. You have no right to live.”
“Fuck. You.” More blood ran from his mouth.
Another van pulled into the alley and stopped. Three men piled out.
“You got ‘im.” The first to reach them said.
“He’s dying.” He prodded Julian again. “Call for a truck. I’ll get his brand number for identification.”
Julian struggled to breathe. His chest was tight and his throat clogged. Each breath became harder to draw.
The man went back to the van. A moment later, he returned and bent over Julian.
Julian growled, but it came out a foamy gurgle.
“Growl all you want, you stupid bastard.” He grabbed Julian’s arm and photographed the identification number and then Julian.
Julian had the will, but not the strength to fight the officer off. He growled again, defiant but unable to resist.
The officer pulled out his gun and aimed at Julian’s head.
Heart pounding, he didn’t look away. He would not die like a pussy. He would face what came with the last of his strength. He would die with courage and the knowledge that they hadn’t broken him. He had earned the right to be called a warrior.
“Don’t waste the lead,” one of the other men said. “After what that fucker did, he deserves a bad death. Just throw his ass in the truck. He’ll probably die before he gets to the plant. But if not, who cares?”
“I put carcasses on a truck. If he was alive when he got there, they’d throw him in the machinery without killing him.”
“So.”
“Look, Mason. I don’t like the fuckers either, but processing him alive… I don’t give a damn if he is a vampire, or what he did, that’s inhumane.” He chambered a round and lifted the gun.
Julian didn’t flinch. His time was dwindling. It didn’t matter if a well placed bullet ended his life a few minutes quicker than nature intended. A shot rang out and he jumped. It took a moment to realize he hadn’t been hit.
Another shot cracked. And another. Something whizzed through the air.
The two men who’d been arguing about him lay on the asphalt and a third lay several feet away.
It didn’t matter. It was too late for him. He lay still, even with the spreading numbness it hurt too much to move. He waited for death to claim him. He was so terribly cold. So … cold.
Was that Ashton and Slade? No. Only shadows. Lots of shadows now.
He wished he could see Saranna one last time.
And then she was there, running down the alley like an angel. His lips curled into a little smile at the image his mind had created. She wasn’t there, but he could pretend she was. He would die with a vision of her as the last thing he saw.
He closed his eyes.
 
BANKS VIEWED the downloaded footage of the blond vampire and his bitch escaping the Security Center’s garage moments before the explosion had destroyed the facility. He’d been shot several times. Hopefully, the son of a bitch had holed up somewhere and died. The men who’d chased him had been killed, though whether the blond had done it or not was unclear.
In case he was still alive, Banks had issued a new warrant with one of the highest rewards ever offered for a vampire. He was worth $100,000, dead or alive, preferably dead.
On a positive note, Banks’ bastard son had been blown into oblivion, so he didn’t have to worry about that little fucker any longer. And the virus formula and data were safely stored offsite.
He’d lost a lot of personnel and some of his staff who’d worked on the rabies project. But they would be replaced. The project would continue as soon as he could get it back up and running.
 
JULIAN SURFACED from whatever dark place he’d lain in and she was there, dozing in the chair next to him.
“I’m alive,” he said with something akin to wonder.
She jerked awake. “You’re back! You came back to me.”
He reached for her hand.
She linked her fingers with his. “I thought I’d lost you. Jason said you’d make it, but I didn’t believe him.”
He squeezed her hand.
“While I have you to myself,” she said. “I want you to know how sorry I am. For everything. You almost died for me.”
“Saranna, it’s over, don’t dwell on it.”
“No, hear me out. You’ve been right all along. I’ll never take stupid chances again. I still want to help, but I won’t do it alone.”
“You mean it?”
“I almost lost our baby. I won’t take any more chances.”
“I love you, Saranna.”
“I love you, too. With all my heart.” She pulled away. “I’ll be right back.” When she returned, Ashton, Slade and Vali trailed behind her.
“Julian, you scared us.” Ashton stood beside his bed.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you guys cared about my half-breed ass.”
“Half-breed?” Surprise flashed across Ashton’s face.
“Yeah, all that human blood … my mother … half-breed.”
“Don’t you know how a conversion works?” Ashton sat in one of the chairs by the bed.
“What do you mean?”
“You aren’t a half-breed. You were before you converted, but after that, your vampire blood destroyed the human blood in your body. You’re full vampire. Didn’t you know that?”
Elation spread through him. He fit here. They accepted him. “I didn’t know.”
“Now you do,” Ashton said. “And we need you. The Resistance needs you. And your mate needs you.”
He looked at his little circle of friends. And knew he belonged.
Julian took Saranna’s hand in his. It all felt so right. Somehow, it had all worked out and he was where he belonged.
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A vampire raving out of his mind was a terrifying thing to behold. Slade wanted to believe the youngster captured on the cell phone video had been tortured to the point that he’d broken. But Slade couldn’t manage it.
Denying the obvious was foolish.
The kid had been sick. No. Not just sick. Mad. As in foaming at the mouth, Cujo mad. And that left only two questions. What had he been infected with? And were the bastards at the Security Center responsible? The implications of the latter triggered icy-spikes of fear to run down his spine.
He wanted to stop thinking about it, but the images were burned into his mind—had been for the past two months. Something asshole-ugly was brewing out there and had the vampire community in its sights. He strode down the street, his boots crunching through leaves fallen victim to the colder December temperatures, while every fiber of his being pulsed with certainty that all hell was about to break loose.
What were the government bastards plotting? While he roamed farther and farther from downtown Seattle, unease ate at him, a crow picking his guts.
Predator instincts on alert, he prowled with the intention of finding trouble, something to ease the ache in his soul. But then, he was only doing what was expected of him. Being a member of the Resistance required more than sitting on his ass.
The feeling that nothing mattered anymore, at least not for him, weighed down on him. He wondered if maybe the solution lay in taking on more than he could fight his way out of.
He cut down a dark side street, then another, and another.
His phone shrilled to life with Iron Man, his ring tone for Ashton. Without breaking stride, he fished it out of his pocket.
“What’s up?” Slade asked.
“That Wolf you’ve been hunting has been spotted on Albert if you’re anywhere close to there.”
“Just so happens I’m about three minutes away.”
“Be careful.”
“Shit. Careful is my middle name.”
“Tell someone who doesn’t know better.” Ashton ended the call.
Slade changed course and took off at a fast pace. If there was one thing he hated more than the government officers, it was the vampires who sold out their own for a government paycheck.
He turned onto Albert and looked for some sign of his target. A silver SUV was parked near a ramshackle house. He squinted to make out the license plate.
Bingo.
Was the son of a bitch in that shitheap of a house? Now all stealth and business, Slade approached the falling apart front porch.
Muted curses, scuffling, a female’s cry came from inside. Someone was getting the shit beaten out of them in there. Maybe worse. And it wasn’t that cocksucking Wolf Guard.
Aggression and anger spurred him into motion. He charged toward the dwelling and up the cracked concrete steps. Yanking the door open, he stopped cold, too shocked to move.
A juvenile vampire lay immobile on the bare, scarred floor. His hands were shackled and blood covered his wrists from the spikes inside the cuffs digging into his flesh. His arms were drawn above his head and held in place by a Wolf Guard while another Wolf pinned his legs down. A third bastard, this one human, a Security Center officer, carved up the juvenile’s guts. A large wad of cloth protruded from the youngster’s mouth—though his muffled cries still escaped. Tears leaked from his eyes and ran down into his hair.
Close to the young male laid the body of a female. Her throat gaped open like an obscene, grinning mouth and a river of blood pooled around her. An infant, still blood-covered from birth, wriggled on the cold, filthy floor beside the female. The newborn’s little face scrunched up and a loud wail burst out of her.
To the side lay the Wolf he’d been hunting. His hands were bound behind him and his feet were shackled. He appeared dazed as if he’d been tased. His glazed eyes met Slade’s. “Please,” the captive Wolf gasped. “Save my son.”
Slightly beyond the Wolf lay another young male. His hands were shackled and blood covered his t-shirt. He didn’t move.
The scent of blood, fear, and mildew filled Slade’s nostrils. Choking him.
Slade processed the scene in a fraction of a second and while he didn’t give two shits about the Wolf, the juvenile was being butchered. With a roar, Slade sprang forward, going for the man with the knife. The officer yanked the blade free, leapt up and spun to meet the attack.
Lightening-hot pain struck Slade’s back. His legs collapsed, spilling him on the floor in a writhing heap.
Someone cackled from behind him.
Slade struggled to roll over, but his limbs refused to take direction under the disabling effect from the shock of an electronic vampire control device. The equivalent of a souped-up taser, the device could take down the toughest vampire in seconds.
The man with the knife grabbed Slade’s jacket and yanked him onto his back. “What the hell we got here?” the officer asked and shoved white-blond hair away from his face.
Muffled cries came out of the juvenile and the captive Wolf Guard moaned.
An unusually small officer, the one who’d tased Slade, snorted and said, “I believe this is a do-gooder of the vampire variety.”
“Sheeeit,” White Hair said. “You know what happens to do-gooders, especially the fanged kind?” He poked Slade with his boot.
Slade growled, but his show of bravado didn’t change the facts. He was in a world of potential fuck-over.
“See if he’s got anything good on him,” the runt said.
White Hair squatted and patted Slade down, deftly plucking his wallet and phone from his jacket. He helped himself to Slade’s cash, counting out the six hundred dollars and divvying up the bills. He quickly tucked away his cut and Slade’s phone. He concluded the transaction with a kick to Slade’s ribs.
Slade bit his tongue to keep a groan locked inside.
“You steal that money?” White Hair asked.
Slade sure as hell couldn’t say he’d earned it working for the Resistance. Better they think him a thief. If they knew he belonged to the Resistance and turned him in for the reward money, he would be executed.
White Hair kicked him again. “Answer the gawddamn question.”
“I stole it,” Slade said between clenched teeth.
“I hate a damn thief,” White Hair said and dropped down on his heels.
Slade wanted to point out that the bastard had no problem stealing from him.
“Cut his damn throat and be done with it,” the runt said.
“In a minute.” White Hair lifted the knife.
Slade’s mind blanked out, in an instant he was fifteen years old again. Ripped from sleep. A dark, snarling face with huge fangs hovering over him. Rancid breath fouling the air.
A siren wailed jerking him out of his stupor.
White Hair hesitated.
“Fuck this shit,” the runt said. “Come on, we can’t afford to get busted.”
“Probably not coming here.” But uncertainty colored White Hair’s voice.
The runt shifted toward the door. “That little fucker made a lot of noise before you shut him up.”
White Hair glanced at the Wolf Guards who looked as if they didn’t give a shit one way or the other.
“Stay if you want,” the runt said. “I’m getting the hell out of here.”
White Hair stood as if indecisive then kicked Slade again. Pain punched his side. He groaned and tried to pull himself into a ball.
“Take care of all of them,” White Hair said to one of the Wolf Guards who immediately drew a weapon.
As Slade watched, the traitor vampire shot the bound Wolf in the head, vaporizing his face.
Oh, Jesus.
The Wolf aimed at the whimpering juvenile who stared with huge pain-filled eyes.
The Wolf squeezed the trigger. A hole appeared in the young male’s temple, silencing him forever.
Slade’s turn. Heart thumping hard, he waited for the bullet that would take his life.
The bark of the gun and burning pain in his temple were almost simultaneous.
What the hell?
He lay utterly still, controlling his breathing, playing dead as blood trickled down his face in a warm, tickling trail.
After the four thugs hurried from the house, Slade lay immobile for long minutes before his limbs began tingling as the numbness from the taser shock started wearing off.
The siren screeched, growing louder. Were the police going to show up? That sure as fuck wouldn’t do him any good either.
He wiped at his temple and his hand came away slicked with blood but the wound was shallow. The bastard had aimed poorly. He forced himself onto his hands and knees then lurched to his feet.
The infant wailed.
Outside the sirens wailed accompaniment.
Oh, hell. What the fuck was he going to do with the infant? He swiped more blood from his temple, side stepped the juvenile, and went to the baby.
Her skin had taken on a faint blue tint. Shivering little hands curled into fists, she squirmed helplessly beside her mother.
Slade stripped off his jacket and knelt on the floor. “It’s okay,” he said. “Uncle Slade is here.” He laid the jacket on the floor and clumsily grasped the cold, slick, infant.
Shit. She was freezing. He wrapped her securely in the warm fleece and gingerly picked her up. She cooed from inside the cocoon. Holding her close, he got to his feet.
The cold felt good on his temple but the rest of him was already chilled. The Kevlar vest he wore did nothing to stop the cold. He held the baby closer. He had to get her someplace warm. His sister would know what to do. Saranna was pregnant. He would take the infant home and let her take over.
On second thought, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. His brother in law, Julian, might not appreciate his already exhausted mate being saddled with an orphaned child. Not that he really gave a fuck about what Julian thought, but he didn’t want to make Saranna suffer any more than he already had.
Who then? He sure as hell couldn’t care for a newborn baby. Most of the females he knew weren’t parenting material. Maybe Jason then. The doctor and his mate would take her. He must know every eligible female within a fifty mile radius.
The sirens drew near, a block away. Maybe.
Slade hurried from the protection of the house and stepped out into the cold, damp breeze. The baby whimpered and shivered inside his jacket.
Blue lights flashed.
He slid around the side of the house and slipped into deep shadows.
He needed a taxi. The doctor’s house was too far to walk in the cold.
Slade hurried, scanning the streets for a cab when it dawned on him that he had no money to pay the fare. Well, fuck. He would have to stiff the driver. That is, if he could find a cab in the rundown neighborhood.
The baby wailed.
“Shh,” he said and patted her through the jacket. She cried harder. She was probably hungry. She needed a female to care for her, not some clumsy-assed male who didn’t have a clue about what to do.
He stopped in his tracks. He did know someone who lived fairly close. What was her name? He struggled with the memory of the female he and his sister had aided five months earlier. Alyssa? Yeah, that was it.
Would she help him? Better question, would she even remember him? She’d been traumatized, half out of her mind with grief over the forced abortion she’d been put through. Did he dare go knock on her door with someone else’s child in his arms?
A cry, weak and wavering came out of the swaddled baby. He didn’t have a choice. The baby needed to be warmed and fed, and there wasn’t a cab in sight.
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