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Dedication



 



To David and Kraig—the most fabulous neighbors a girl could ask for!




Chapter One


 



Aric Christian looked up, but not fast enough.


Boink!


A bullet of pain shot between his eyebrows, and his hands flew to his head. He didn't catch his fall; instead his body crumpled, his vision blurring, white pages raining down on him. Grumbling under his breath, he found himself on the ground, his ears ringing and his sunglasses half twisted off his face.


As his vision cleared, a blond Apollo came into view holding a…football?


“Hey, are you okay?” A broad hand pressed against his forehead.


Aric looked up, ready to complain, but gaped instead, his mouth flapping like a fish tail. He leaned back on his elbows and groaned.


The god hovering over him pushed down on his shoulder. “Hey, you better lay there for a sec. You really got pinged.”


Pinged? What kind of word is that?


Yet the guy was even more good-looking up close, and he smelled nice. Blond bangs fringed china blue eyes, and his lashes were made even more golden by the sunlight. Concern was evident in the downturn of his well-shaped mouth, a kind expression that made him seem generous.


“Hey, do you know your name? Where you are?”


Aric forced himself to look away from those startling blue eyes. By the look of this guy's powerfully built physique, he had to be a jock. And even with Aric's limited experience, he knew jocks weren't the sharpest pencils in the pack. He liked a guy who had some brains, and this one's vocabulary told Aric he didn't have too much going on upstairs. Aric swatted the dude's hand away, then ripped off his damaged sunglasses and waved them in the guy's face. Showing anger was better than showing any kind of attraction. That would be too humiliating. “These cost a fortune.”


That generous mouth now quirked up into a smile, making him appear not the least bit regretful. “Sorry, but you walked right between us.”


“You hit me with your fucking football, and you say it's my fault?” Aric snapped. Then he gasped, eyeing his lab notes sailing across the glade. His stomach plummeted at the sight of all his hard work flying into oblivion. All his sexual attraction hurtled from his mind as he scrambled to his knees. “My papers!”


Another powerful shove on his shoulder and Aric plopped back down onto the grass.


“Stay put; I'll get them.”


Aric watched in fascination as the god dodged flying Frisbees and leaped around barking dogs and students reading on the lawn, scooping the papers into his hands. His graceful movements reminded Aric of someone; he'd seen those moves before… Oh fuck! That jock happened to be the big man on campus and a Heisman Trophy candidate.


Stu Hamilton, the university football team's wide receiver, certainly could move.


Aric stared at the rounded ass flexing so deliciously in snug jeans. A faded black T-shirt barely held in straining biceps and a well-defined chest. All lean, mean, and muscular. His mouth watered at the sight, and a spasm rippled across his groin.


He had one hell of a hard-on.


Not good. No, not good at all.


It had been too long since he had a guy in his bed, and this was too damn embarrassing. Besides, he had enough on his mind without thinking about sex. He pulled out his half-rumpled shirt and covered his bulge.


Aric half crawled toward the grassy area shaded by the overhead palm fronds. He rose and, still wobbly, leaned against the trunk for support. He took in a few deep breaths and tugged down the hem of his shirt. Stu Hamilton would consider him to be on the lowest level of the food chain—most likely a cockroach. The dude was straight and a magnet for every available bimbo on campus. His reputation with girls was as widespread as his sterling reputation as a football player.


Stu approached, all smiles, holding the pile of Aric's hard-earned work. Once Stu got close, the heat radiating off that sculpted body enhanced his true scent. Aric's acute sense of smell dissected the layers of crisp notes: musk and vanilla with undertones of aromatic spice, all hidden beneath a layer of pure male sweat. It bothered him how much detail he could discern with just his nose, something he wouldn't have been able to do just a few months ago.


“Here you go. I think that's all of them.”


Aric blinked back to reality.


Stu handed him the unruly pile with a blinding smile. “I'm really sorry. I hope you didn't lose anything.”


“Just a few brain cells,” Aric grumbled, rubbing the swelling on his forehead, the lump growing bigger by the second.


Stu scratched his head and pointed to the papers. “From the looks of what's written there, I'd say you can afford to lose a few.” Then he laughed, a clear rumble deep within his chest.


Aric's cheeks flushed at the sight of that nice, solid chest.


Stu reached out to touch Aric's forehead. “Wow, looks like you're going to have one big goose egg.”


Aric flinched. “Don't… I don't like to be touched.”


Pulling his hand away, Stu narrowed his eyes but kept his winning smile plastered on his face. “Sorry.” He shrugged but didn't move away. “I'm Stu, by the way.”


Aric lowered his lashes, avoiding that probing gaze. He tugged at the end of his braid, flipping the tail back and forth. Jocks made him nervous and jumpy and stupid. He'd been bullied enough in high school. The memories of being pinned against his locker by their large, hard bodies, his body reacting to all that muscle and heated anger, came rushing back to him.


“Yeah, I know who you are,” he replied, his voice tight.


Aric tried to sidestep away, but Stu stepped into his space, effectively blocking his way. He held his breath while staring into those too-blue eyes, willing his heart to slow down. But sparks of tension blew apart all thoughts in his head. This guy was standing too close, his size too imposing. Feeling trapped like an animal, he didn't move a muscle.


“From the tone of your voice, it seems you don't like me. That's funny because we don't even know each other.”


“I know your type,” Aric muttered, looking down at his feet.


“You always stereotype people?” Stu touched his arm before stepping back.


That single touch from the hunky Apollo was just too much. Aric pushed past Stu and rushed across the glade, not daring to look back.


Stu yelled, his powerful voice booming across the lawn. “Hey, your glasses.”


“Trash them.”


Aric broke into a trot, the sunlight hurting his eyes. Hugging his papers to his chest, he hurried toward the lab, his sanctuary. His breath gushed from his lungs, and he shivered. Fear nudged a warning deep in his gut. Not that he'd always had intuition worth heeding. As the months had passed, he'd discovered he had new abilities. Abilities that were a poor reward for what he was about to become. His secret was deadly serious and deadly inconvenient for making friends or, for that matter, ever thinking of taking a lover.


He skipped up the steps to the entrance of the Life Sciences Building and stopped to catch his breath. He rubbed the bump on his forehead, finding it to be larger than he expected. Despite his cloudy head, everything around him seemed brighter, sharper, clearer, and he felt as exhilarated as he did when drinking blood.


Surely this heighted awareness couldn't be because of Stu Hamilton. That encounter couldn't have been why he felt so excited. He'd far more important worries than satisfying his dick with fantasies over that jock. Real problems—problems a hot football player could never imagine.


But then a twinge of regret squeezed his heart, startling him.


It's not like he had a chance with someone like Stu. The guy was straight. Or if he did sleep with guys, then he was bi. Both red flags in Aric's rule book of dating. He'd learned his lesson with his last boyfriend, a straight guy who went back to his girlfriend after months spent fucking Aric silly.


Shaking his head, Aric erased all thoughts of Stu from his mind. What was important was tonight. Thankfully his professors left him alone in the lab, trusting him to seek their opinions when he needed it. His teaching duties took him into the classroom twice a week but left plenty of hours for his research.


The answers were somewhere in the formulas scribbled across the pages he cradled protectively in his hands. He just had to unscramble, rearrange, think outside the box, and see the truth in his mind's eye. All scientists used their power of intuition.


A smile played along his lips. He was so close to a breakthrough. He sensed it in every cell of his body. Tonight he would begin the first test on a subject. Not a rat or guinea pig or any other creature, but a living human being. Himself. All he needed was to get the correct combination of the cell vector and the cell mutation.


Aric looked up at the sky, the faint outline of the ghost moon visible on the fabric of blue expanse. He had one week until he'd be completely transformed. One week to perfect the formula. If he didn't, Aric the Human would cease to exist.


* * *



“Hey, Stu, toss the ball.”


Stu tore his eyes away from the slim figure dashing from the glade. The guy's lithe body glided with the elegance of a gazelle: long, slender legs with sleek muscles meant for grace rather than brawn; his braid flapping behind his back; the sunlight sparking blue-black highlights off his jet-black hair.


Stu sighed, sweeping back his shaggy bangs. He needed a haircut, but football season was over, and he enjoyed the loosening of the rules. He had a few months of freedom until training camp would start. He pitched the football in the air.


Nick Carlotta easily caught the ball and grinned. “Nice throw. Maybe you should try out for my position next year.”


Nick approached Stu, his six-feet-three frame coltishly loping across the grass.


“Then what would you do?” Stu chuckled. “You're not good at anything else.”


Star quarterback and Stu's best friend, Nick slapped Stu's back a tad harder than usual. “Yeah, and you're such a prize. So that was a dude, right? I couldn't tell.”


Stu smiled at Nick's comment. That dude definitely had to be gay. He was also an obnoxious snob. One of those nerds who thought his smarts gave him permission to be rude. “Yeah, I didn't know at first with that long braid,” he replied with a snicker.


“You thought he was a girl, didn't you?” Nick jabbed his elbow into Stu's side. “You were all set to flirt with him.”


“Shut up. Okay, so I was. But you have to admit, the guy looks girlish. He's one of those brainiacs.”


He frowned, looking past Nick toward the path where the nerd had disappeared. From the gibberish scrawled across the sheets of papers, the dude must be a science major. He hadn't even thanked him for saving his precious work.


“Let's go grab a beer,” Nick said, tossing the ball between his large hands.


“Maybe later. I have a report to finish for lit class. I better get on it.”


“Hey, dude, it's Friday night. You have the weekend to write your paper. Party at Jason's.”


“Yeah, yeah. Text me the address. I'll be there.”


“Amy's been asking about you. She broke up with her slacker boyfriend.”


Stu half listened, not caring about Amy or any other girl. He waved off Nick's attempt at hooking him up with a date. “I'm not interested in getting serious. Why give up my freedom?”


Nick looked at him, tapping his finger to his lower lip, a habit when he wanted a different answer. “Since I've known you, you've never dated a girl more than a month.”


“Not everyone finds their soul mate before the age of twenty.”


Nick shrugged. “I've known Gina forever.”


“Hey, you two are great together. Don't get me wrong; it's just not for me. Not now, anyway.”


Nick let out a gush of air as if to say he'd had enough. “Too busy studying dead poets. No one is going to live up to your romantic nonsense.”


Stu picked up his satchel and slung the strap across his chest, signaling that the conversation was over. He waved good-bye to Nick and headed for the library. The encounter with the nerd-boy left him restless, and he wanted time alone to cool his head. And the surprising heat between his thighs.


But what a vision that brainiac was. A small mole beneath his left eye drew attention to his dark-lashed hazel eyes. A straight nose accentuated a generous, pouty mouth.


A beautiful face and…sweet.


I never saw so sweet a face


As that I stood before.


My heart has left its dwelling place


And can return no more.


Although John Clare's poem didn't account for the guy's vicious tongue. When they had stood under the palm tree, Stu had the urge to smother the will-o'-the-wisp body, overpower that cool aloofness, and break it apart. But there was something else. He had a niggling feeling that something wasn't quite right with the guy. He sensed the fiery anger in those deep golden green eyes, but also fear.


Why am I obsessing over some snobby nerd-boy?


Standing so close to him, he'd caught a whiff of cinnamon, musk, and citrus, his sense of smell always keener than that of his friends. The exotic fragrance reminded him of dark secrets. Nick was right; he'd been studying the Romantics far too long. If his teammates could read his thoughts, they'd laugh him out of the locker room. But he'd never been struck by such a beautiful face—a beautiful face that seemed to be in trouble.


Just thinking about those exotic, almond-shaped eyes, that thick ebony braid, the slender waist and slim hips, made him hot. From what he could tell, the guy's body was all sharp angles that matched his sharp tongue, and from what was scribbled on those papers, he had a seriously sharp mind too.


Intriguing. Sexy.


Nah. Bad news.


Stu brushed back his bangs, now irritated as well as horny. Horny over a guy! He didn't want to go there. He had too many other things to sort out right now.


His role in life had been mapped out since his father had died, and he had made that solemn promise to his mother. Then there was his brother, Corbin, taking care of him, watching over him, smothering him. Sweeping aside all thoughts of his family, he didn't want to think about his obligations. He had a paper to write.


Stu reached the library steps and slipped off his satchel. He looked up at the dark clouds momentarily covering the sun. He sensed that whatever it was about this nerd, it was shrouded in darkness. His inner knowing never failed him. What surprised him was the powerful urge he felt to find out more. He fisted his hands, then sighed and grabbed his satchel, shaking off the warning that this stranger needed his protection.


He jumped down the steps two at a time and sprinted across the courtyard, then passed through the library doors. Tossing his satchel on an empty table, he sat away from the other students, glad to immerse himself in the world of poetry. Yet in the quiet solitude of poetic prose, he heard his dead father's voice telling him fate couldn't be ignored.




Chapter Two



 



Aric stumbled out into the night air. He paused on the steps, clutching the banister. Once he steadied his legs, he'd go back inside and figure out what went wrong. The injection left him sick to his stomach. His white-blood-cell count dipped; his genetic markers continued to morph. He remained a bloodsucking parasite. If he couldn't stop it soon, the transition would be complete.


He pumped a fist in the air, angry at the world, angry at the creature who cursed him. Massaging his forehead, he winced at the tender spot and then grimaced, not wanting to be reminded of this afternoon and his encounter with Golden Boy and his football.


He slowly unclenched his fingers from the rail. What did he expect? It took years to find a cure for a disease. Breakthroughs came few and far between, sometimes never. He had no choice but to swallow his disappointment, go back inside the lab, and try again.


But he'd do it tomorrow.


Having settled on that decision, Aric retrieved his backpack from the lab and left for home. It had been a balmy eighty-five degrees all day, so he'd walked to the university instead of riding his bike. It being a Friday night, few students loitered on campus, turning it into a desolate, shadowy place.


Palm fronds rustled a low moan in the hot wind. His footsteps sounded too loud, attracting attention to himself. Something he didn't wish to do.


Then he smelled it.


His stomach lurched as he sniffed the alluring odor of blood mixed with burned sugar. The hairs on his nape prickled as footsteps whispered behind him. So light a sound, a normal person wouldn't hear it. Along with his heightened sense of smell, his hearing had also become more acute. He had no trouble making out the rhythmic steps following very close behind him. He picked up his pace, his spine tingling with anxiety. Tempted to break into a run, he kept his tempo steady instead. He was vulnerable in open space with no one around.


He veered a sharp left on Tyler Mall, and once he took an immediate right, cutting between several buildings, he began to run. But the footsteps behind him kept pace. Hot air swirled a cloud of the bittersweet odor near his head. Licking his dry lips, he fought down the impulse to turn around and embrace whatever fate offered. As the edges of his vision blurred, his jaw locked in determination. His blood quickened. He focused straight ahead, every fiber of his being on fire from his fear, his desire for blood, his rage at the enemy who had turned him into this half creature of the night.


His body jerked awake as his brain registered a faint tinny bell. Up ahead, a cyclist fast approached on the same path. Hands gripped him by the waist and yanked him away before he could collide with the speeding mass ahead. He yelped, his backpack sliding off his shoulder, his heart lodged in his throat.


“Don't you ever watch where you're going? It must be a habit with you.”


Aric tensed as he recognized the voice. He didn't have to see the face to know Stu held him in a tight embrace. The sweet fragrance of Stu overwhelmed him, and he slumped into the brick-hard chest.


A rush of heat surged up his neck as he realized how close Stu held him. He smelled so pure and fresh. Twisting a strand of his hair, he tried not to think about the hard bulge pressed into the crease of his ass.


Too late for that; his dick stiffened.


Because of Stu Hamilton.


“Let me go,” he said between gritted teeth, though he really wanted to turn around in Stu's arms, kiss the hell out of that sensuous mouth, and bite into that succulent neck.


“Right, I forgot. You don't like to be touched.” Stu shoved him away.


Aric scowled, tugging the hem of his shirt. “Were you following me back there?”


“No way.”


“Someone was.”


Stu crossed his arms, his stance defiant. “Don't flatter yourself.”


“Why are you on campus, then? Shouldn't you be partying or something?”


“I could ask the same of you.” Stu's expression soured. “You can be a real ass, you know that?”


Aric frowned at the harsh statement. He grabbed his backpack and slipped it on his shoulder. “I was working in the lab.”


“I did see a shadow creeping behind you. It slipped behind the Old Main Building. Could have been my imagination, though. The streetlights cast weird shadows sometimes.”


It wasn't Stu's imagination; Aric's internal alarm was firing off a cacophony of bells. And it wasn't human—the repulsive odor; the faint, almost-inaudible steps; the feeling of someone's eyes leaving a trail of flames up his spine…


The vampire had found him.


Aric swallowed the lump in his throat, glad for the cloak of darkness hiding the fear that must have been flashing bright as neon across his face. Maybe he'd go to the coffee shop not too far away. He'd hang out there long enough for his heart to slow down, his head to clear, and for the fucking sun to rise.


“Well, thanks for the rescue, but I better be going.” He started to walk in the direction he'd come from.


Stu stopped him with a strong grip on his forearm. “Where are you going?”


“I'm hungry,” he said, lying. “Thought I'd get something to eat.”


“I'll come with you.”


Just great. But the truth of it was, he was glad for the companionship. Sure, he wanted to get away from Stu—far away. But on the other hand, the eerie footsteps had frightened him. Having someone with him as tall, strong, and buff as this dude might prevent the vampire from attacking him.


“Is IHOP okay?” Aric asked but didn't wait for the answer.


They walked in silence, and once inside the coffee shop, they sat in a booth by the window facing the parking lot. Aric scanned the restaurant, relieved to see the diners all looked normal—ASU students, bleary-eyed and drinking copious amounts of coffee. He would be able to recognize the vampire by his odd amber eyes and the sliver of a scar near his brow, the unforgettable face forever seared into his brain.


No one like that here. Aric relaxed. But not for long.


A group of coeds shouted across the room for Stu's attention, high-pitched voices squealing in delight. A slender blonde got up from her seat and approached them. She leaned her hip against their table, her short skirt riding up her thighs slightly as she laid her hand on Stu's shoulder. Golden hair skimmed the top of her shoulders. A creamy complexion and a smile that lit up the room set her apart from her friends.


“Hey, Stu, why weren't you at Jason's?” As she asked, she glanced at Aric, then dismissed him with a flick of her eyelashes.


“I've been at the library most of the night.”


“It was no fun without you.” As she trailed her hand up his arm, she turned her head and really looked at Aric, this time her eyes more thoughtful. “Who's your friend?”


“Oh, my bad. Amy, meet…uh… You know”—Stu tilted his head toward Aric—“I don't know your name.”


“Aric Christian.”


“Haven't seen you around before,” Amy remarked.


“I don't attend parties.” Aric knew this sounded arrogant, but he didn't hang out at parties, and he certainly didn't hang out with jocks and their girlfriends. And lately he didn't hang out with anyone. So why was he sitting across from this particular jock on a Friday night?


Amy kept a steady gaze on him. “Then maybe you should get out more.”


More irritating than the long-legged blonde was Stu, who suppressed a laugh.


Amy slid next to Aric in the booth, their thighs touching. He frowned, staring down at her short, short skirt riding higher up her thighs. She tugged at his braid, catching his attention.


“It's not fair that you have such wonderful, thick hair.”


Trapped, he scooted farther toward the window. Stu leaned forward, weaving his fingers together, resting his elbows on the table. An impish glint lit his eyes. “Aric doesn't like people to touch him. Not even pretty girls like you.”


“Aren't you interested in girls?” Her voice held a lilting tease as her hand inched near Aric's thigh.


She was an attractive girl. Maybe he'd be tempted if he were straight. But he wasn't. Having had enough of their teasing, he gave Amy a beatific smile, the one that broke many a heart, or so he was told. The sudden intake of Amy's breath told him it worked. He'd caught her off guard, and Stu's eyes widened, uncertainty clouding over those baby blues. He'd rendered both of them speechless. Served them right. He wasn't completely without charm.


“Sorry, I'm not into you.” He patted Amy's hand for effect.


Her eyes grew round and soft. “Are you sure?” she asked, her fingers stroking his braid. “I find you very…exotic.”


“I'm gay, and Stu's more my type; but really, I'm not into him any more than I'm into you.”


“Ouch,” she replied with a chuckle, retreating to the far end of the seat.


Stu lifted his hand in a quick wave, a friendly dismissal. “Amy, it was nice to see you again. Say hi to the girls.” Then he turned all his attention to Aric, ignoring her pout. She slid from the booth and trotted back to her table, her sleek hair swinging in tandem with her swaying hips.


“Why did you send her away?” Aric demanded. “Now she'll think you wanted to spend time alone with me.”


“You already told her I'm not your type, so chill.”


How could he when the weight of Stu's gaze was melting his insides? He felt like a specimen being examined under a microscope, but he was determined to stay on even ground with this jock.


“You could have gone with her. I'm perfectly capable of eating by myself.”


“I'm sure you're quite capable.”


“She's cute enough. Why don't you go out with her? She's obviously interested.” He picked up the saltshaker and turned it around in his hand. The sudden stab of jealousy bothered him. He didn't want to like Stu or be attracted to him in any way.


“She's a nuisance, and you're as good an excuse as any.”


Did this mean Stu would rather spend time with him, or was he merely being used as a defensive strategy?


Stu moved forward slightly. Aric leaned back, finding his closeness rather uncomfortable. Stu was giving off weird vibes. Not exactly like he was interested, but what was with his insistence on spending time with Aric instead of with his friends? It made Aric nervous. The last thing he needed was someone finding out about his problem.


Aric slammed down the saltshaker and slumped back in his seat. Stu ignored his crossed arms and sudden fierce expression, keeping his attention locked on to him. “Who do you think was following you?” he asked, his gaze serious.


Aric glared at him, chewing his lower lip. Seconds ticked by. Stu let the silence prevail. Aric picked up his napkin and crushed it into his lap. “I don't know,” he said finally. “But I felt someone behind me…or something.”


“I did see a creepy shadow slip away, and there was a weird odor.”


Aric's stomach somersaulted. So Stu smelled it too. The vampire had found him. He clutched the napkin, squeezing it into a ball. He rose halfway from his seat, his gaze darting across the room. Any moment now the creature might come through the door. He had to get out of here, back to the lab or his home. Out in public, he felt exposed.


“I'm not feeling so well. I better go.”


Stu grabbed Aric's wrist. “You look too pale. When's the last time you ate? Are you hypoglycemic or something?”


“It's nothing. I feel a little queasy; that's all.” Dizziness came over Aric and forced him back into his seat. So much for escaping; he didn't know if his legs would hold him. He leaned his head against the backrest. His stomach did feel out of sorts. Maybe it would be better if he ate something first. He reached inside his backpack, pulled out a hard leather case, and took out a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. He clutched them in his hand, not putting them on.


“I'll order you some toast. That's always good for an upset stomach,” Stu said.


“Fucking Christ, you sound like a mother hen. I'm fine. I just need some sleep.”


At that moment his stomach growled, and Stu laughed—an honest and heartfelt sound. Aric's carefully built-up wall began to crack. He wanted more than anything to hear that laugh again…and be the cause of it. He inwardly groaned at his stupidity.


Don't get involved. Don't let this guy in. Just don't.


He didn't need a friend.


Stu flagged down a waitress. A no-nonsense woman, her steel gray hair pulled back into a bun, she set down two glasses of water on the table. Flipping open her receipt book, she flashed Stu a genuine smile, erasing years from her face. “What can I get you folks?”


The waitress's wide, toothy grin was all for Stu. Amazed at the effect Stu had on women, no matter what their age, Aric checked his scowl. He sat back and slipped on his glasses to read the menu. More and more, he realized he didn't need them. Now he wore them for show, or maybe because he refused to acknowledge the obvious—he was turning into a freaking bloodsucker.


“We'll have coffee, scrambled eggs, and wheat toast, dry.” He turned to Aric. “That'll be easy on your stomach.”


So much for the menu. But he didn't care what he ate. He slipped it behind the napkin holder and put away his glasses. The waitress came back with a thermos of coffee and left it on the table.


Stu poured two cups, then shoved one across the table toward Aric. “So you have no idea who was following you?”


Aric shrugged. “Probably just my imagination.”


“What about that weird smell?”


“It could have been from an herb or some flowering shrub.”


“Yeah, but—”


“It was nothing, so drop it already.”


Stu relented. “Okay, fine.” He took a sip of coffee, then set down his cup. “I couldn't make sense of those formulas scribbled all over your papers. Are you studying science or something?”


“It's really not that interesting if you're not into it.”


“How do you know what I'm into? For such a brainiac, you assume a lot.”


“I'm getting my PhD in molecular biology, studying molecular mechanisms of various blood cells. Now are you happy?”


“That sounds awesome. So you're smart.”


Aric frowned at Stu's smile. No shit, I'm smart, he thought, but he bit down on his lip to keep from saying something harsh. What did this guy know of hitting the books?


Stu kept talking. “But you seem too young to be working on your PhD. Are you some kind of Doogie Howser?”


“I'm twenty-six,” Aric snapped. “What does my age have to do with anything?”


“It's just…I thought you were younger than me, and I'm only twenty-two.”


Irritation flared in Aric, but he couldn't blame Stu for taking him to be younger. Most people did. It didn't help that he had a scrawny body and had been called girlie more times than he cared to remember. He hated his looks, but at least he'd always been smarter than his classmates. That saved him from being a total loser. As he grew into his gangly frame, guys began to take notice. Too bad it all went down the toilet after that fateful night in Prague.


Maybe it didn't matter in the long run. He never had much luck when it came to relationships. Always choosing the wrong guy for the wrong reasons. He'd believed Devon had been the one, the guy he'd been searching for, someone he could share his life with. And like a grand fool, he'd handed his heart to him on a silver platter—and Devon devoured it.


He had to loosen up, not get so worked up over what Stu said. What did he care, anyway? He'd eat, leave, and never see this guy again. It was time to put the spotlight on Stu.


“Are you going into the NFL?” Aric couldn't give a rat's ass, but he had no idea what to say to a jock. “I've read that scouts are already sniffing around you.”


“Yeah…” Stu lowered his eyes. “It's expected.”


Aric's brows knitted together at the indifference in his answer. He thought Stu would be more enthusiastic.


Stu tapped his ring on the rim of his coffee cup. At first Aric thought it was a class ring, but on closer look, he could see it was embossed with some sort of heraldic form. Before he could comment on it, Stu surprised him—again.


“I want to get my lit degree. I have one more year before I'd even consider the draft. I'm going to England this summer on an exchange program.”


“Don't they play a different football over there, like soccer?”


“I'm studying poetry, not playing sports.” Stu's eyes scrunched as his mouth turned down. “You're really rude, you know that? Not all of us on the football team are dumb jocks.”


“Sorry, yeah…” Aric looked down at his fidgeting hands. “I didn't mean…uh…” He looked up. “You're a poet?” Yet he couldn't visualize Stu as one. Maybe it was his athletic build. Poets were supposed to be anemic-looking, pale men—more like himself, actually, and he smiled at that thought. He couldn't quote Shakespeare to save his life. Were his assumptions about Stu way off base?


Losing the momentum of the conversation, he wished the waitress would bring their food. He could really use a distraction right about now.


Stu crossed his arms on the table. “I want to teach at a university.”


“Professor Hamilton.”


Aric smirked, imagining female students flocking to Stu's class, fluttering their eyelashes at his every word, being drawn to the power of his light manner and openness—much like himself right about now. Stu's attractiveness was like a drug, and just like a drug, a dangerous addiction.


Stu held his cup near his lips, a provocative mouth that was tempting Aric to lean over and kiss it.


“You have a very nice smile,” Stu said. “You'd be more approachable if you showed it more often.”


A wave of heat washed over Aric's cheeks. This guy was causing his temperature to soar to triple digits. Better to ignore the compliment before I make a total fool of myself.


“Who are your favorite poets?”


“That's a hard one. I guess Byron, Keats, Browning.” Stu leaned back and recited,


“But be not that dull slave, who only looks


On Reason, 'through the spectacles of books!'


Rather by Truth determine what is true.”


Brows arched sharply over those inquisitive eyes, and then Stu said, “Elizabeth Barrett Browning.”


Was Stu implying he was too dull, getting his knowledge from books and not from life experiences? He sucked in his annoyance. “I believe reason is the best way of determining the truth.”


“Spoken like a scientist.” Stu studied him intently. “But you must agree, experience teaches far more than something learned from a book.”


Aric poured more hot coffee into his cup, not sure how to answer. He spent most of his life hiding behind books and test tubes. His life experiences had been limited to spending time at home and going to school. Then he'd met Devon. A brief moment in which his world opened up to the possibility of sharing his life with someone.


There was a brief silence. Then Stu ventured a guess. “Hey, are you part Asian? You have an interesting face.”


Aric didn't want to talk about his heritage; it reminded him of his mother. An ache twisted his heart, and he grabbed for the water glass and took several sips.


“Hey, I'm sorry. Did I hit a nerve?”


Aric set down the glass. He wiped away the condensation with his finger. “My mother was Japanese. I take after her.”


“Was?”


“She died last year in a car accident.” The pain was still fresh, the ache swelling in every part of his body. He tried to suppress the image of her smashed car, a head-on collision flinging her body through the windshield, dead on impact. A drunk driver, but wasn't it always?


“I'm sorry,” Stu said. “My dad died, so I know how awful it can feel. When you least expect it, a memory or a smell, and you're back to when life felt safe and secure and sure. What really threw me was how life could change so quickly.”


Aric shrugged away the lump in his throat, nodding in agreement. He missed his mother at odd moments and when he needed a safe haven.


“What about your dad? Brothers or sisters?” Stu asked.


“My father left us when I was young. I don't have any siblings. What about you?”


“My mom lives in San Diego, and I have an older brother in San Francisco.”


An odd look flittered in Stu's eyes at the mention of his brother. Was it guilt, or some other emotion Aric saw in that brief second? From what Aric could tell, given Stu's open posture and ready smile, Stu was the kind of guy who didn't hide his feelings very well.


To Aric's relief, the waitress chose that moment to serve their meals and place the bill in the center of the table. Any more time spent in this jock's company, and he'd be talking too much about his personal life. He didn't want this. After being cursed by the bite of a vampire, his hunger for blood was followed by the need for sexual release. More and more, with each passing minute, he was seeing Stu as someone who could satisfy those needs. There was no denying the magnetic pull he felt. Stu was a stunning young man. But having a fuck buddy would be irresponsible. Aric couldn't live with himself if someone he slept with was hurt because of him.


They ate in silence. Stu attacked his eggs while Aric pushed his around with a fork and crunched down his toast. Every so often he'd look across the table and study the blond god. The guy was easy on the eyes, but that wasn't all. He sensed something deeper, something provocative about him. Stu challenged his preconception of the type of guy who plays football. Aric always thought of them as brutes. Although he didn't really know Stu, he was coming to know what the guy was not—a dumb jock or an intolerant bigot. How could he be when here he was, sitting across the table from a gay man and sharing a meal with him in front of his friends?


Aric finished half his eggs and pushed away his plate. “That'll do it for me.”


“No wonder you're skinny. You hardly ate a thing.”


“No matter how much I eat, I don't gain weight.”


“Do you work out?”


“Don't have much time. Once in a while I'll go for a run, but I'm usually in the lab, teaching a class, or at home studying.”


Stu frowned, rubbing his finger around the rim of the cup. “That's cool, but you don't have much of a life, do you?”


“Not everyone believes getting drunk and screwing around constitutes an interesting life.”


Stu stopped all his motion, his eyes narrowing. “I don't drink all that much or fuck around. You should stop making snap judgments about people.”


With that, Aric picked up the tab, wanting out of the restaurant and away from Stu, who was reading him a little too well.


Aric did judge people. Finding fault in others kept them at a safe distance. He'd lost his father, Devon, and then his mother. Too many losses. Getting too close to anyone now would be insane. Not with his present condition lying in the balance.


Aric scooted out of his seat and headed toward the register.


Stu followed close on his heels. “Hey, I'm paying. My treat for hitting you with my football.” He came up from behind and stood a breath away, so close his whisper tickled Aric's ear. “You're a pain in the ass, but I'll buy.”


Aric ignored his offer and paid the cashier, then turned to face him. “Stop pestering me.” Even as he said it, desire spread across his stomach and left him with an uncomfortable tightness in his jeans. The guy was too damn handsome. The whole package somehow made him weak and wanting and incredibly horny. It had to be his bloodlust kicking in. It couldn't be that he really wanted anything to do with Stu Hamilton. His head and his dick were at war with each other. He turned to leave, but a heavy hand on his shoulder stopped him.


Stu held him in place. “You beat me to the register, but next time it's on me.”


Not likely. No way would there be a next time.


Aric shoved Stu's hand away. “I said stop pestering me.” He pushed open the glass door and stormed out to the parking lot, into a gush of warm, suffocating Arizona air.


Stu sidled next to him. “Do you live far from here?”


Aric pressed his hands to his head. “You're not going to leave me alone, are you?”


Stu grinned. “Nope, I'm not. So I'll walk you home.”


Not only was he unsure if he wanted Stu to know where he lived, he was unsure he wouldn't try to bite Stu's neck and then jump his bones. He'd already spent too much time with him. “All I want is to go home and sleep.”


“It's Friday.” Stu looked at his wristwatch. “Well, Saturday, and you need to chill out, relax. You have the weekend to catch up on your beauty sleep.”


What's with this guy?


Like a stray puppy, Stu glommed onto him. Yet he longed for a warm body in his bed. Just one night of giving in and letting go. A connection would remind him that he was still human. He wavered. “Don't you ever let up?”


“Not when I'm right.”


Aric sighed and turned away. Though his attraction to Stu was growing by the second, he didn't want a friendship with a football jock. They had nothing in common that he could see, and even if they did, nothing would come of it. “Just leave me alone.”


He'd gone too long without blood—and without sex. Stu was too open, too friendly, and had no idea how dangerous it'd be to strike up a friendship with him.


Aric could suck Stu dry.




Chapter Three



 



Aric and Stu hadn't made it out of the parking lot before Stu made his decision. Aric needed his help. Help of what kind, he wasn't sure, but there was something in the way he held his shoulders rigid, his facial expression emotionless. The scent of his fear couldn't be disguised. Stu's finely honed sense of smell had picked it up. His intuition never failed him when he played football. He'd easily sprint across the field—leap above the cornerback if necessary—for the perfect catch, the ball sailing into his reliable hands.


His father had taught him to trust his instincts. For now, he would ignore his promise to his mother. It wasn't as if he were going to take an oath and walk alongside his brother. He suspected Aric had been followed by one of the undead. He'd sensed it. He would find out the truth, and if it was so, he would call on Corbin and step aside.


Stu was aware of the irritation behind those enigmatic hazel eyes. They glowed eerily under the streetlight, reminding him of a night owl, able to see beyond human sight. He shook off the image. Aric looked nothing like an owl. Not with that slender body and pretty face. He supposed Aric would take offense to the word “pretty,” but everything about him seemed almost delicate.


“Look. I'd rather go it alone,” Aric growled, his mouth set rigid and his jaw tense.


Delicate except for his negative attitude. Stu bit back a laugh, keeping his voice casual. “You don't want me to find out where you live?”


“Why won't you leave me alone?”


“Since my football hit you, I'm responsible for you.” He knew that would get a rise out of Aric—as Aric had gotten a rise out of him. Stu had been more than surprised when he realized he'd gotten a hard-on after he'd grabbed Aric out of the way of the cyclist. It was holding that wiry, slim body in his arms that'd caused it. Crazy that a guy would affect him like that, but throughout the evening he'd become aware of a growing interest in this nerd.


Sure enough, Aric bit the hook. “That's asinine. Don't worry; I'm not going to sue you for damages.”


“Then shut up and let me walk you home.”


“You're impossible!”


“It's what makes me a great player.”


“Yeah, I'll bet you're a player.” Aric squinted and looked past Stu's shoulder, his body poised for flight.


Stu placed his hand on Aric's forearm. “I meant a football player.”


“I couldn't care less what you meant.”


And that was a lie. Aric did care, or maybe Stu was only hoping he did. Which puzzled him. He never thought of himself as gay—not like his brother—but he never felt overly attracted to girls. Or guys, for that matter. Well, maybe one or two, but he always kept a tight rein on his sexuality. He'd always been driven to be the best in football, and it left him no time for relationships. Or that's what he'd been telling himself all these years.


For appearance's sake, he dated girls—easygoing girls with no baggage and no interest in a serious relationship. Aric appeared weighted down with a hundred-pound pack of trouble. But why did that matter, anyway? Unless… Oh fuck! Was he actually attracted to Aric? As in relationship attracted? No! It had to be his duty to his father's legacy that made him so curious about this nerd.


Stu leaned in, taking in Aric's spicy cologne, and his heart did a funny dance in his chest. His urge overtook his common sense; without a thought to how Aric would react, he tucked a loose strand of Aric's hair behind his ear, letting his fingers linger at the nape. Two pinprick scars marred the otherwise-unblemished neck.


Aric snapped his head to the side and stepped away. “Don't touch me.”


“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to upset you.” Those two scars were enough for Stu to be certain.


“Then leave me alone.”


“You need a friend.” He meant protector, but he kept that to himself. Aric was too skittish for Stu to confront him about vampires or explain how he knew what the marks signified.


Aric's eyes darkened. “You don't qualify.”


“You don't have a choice.” And for that matter, neither did Stu.


It was remarkable how his life was changing in just one day. A heavy weight fell from his heart. The inner calling of his ancestors was luring him into breaking the promise he'd made to his mother—to never follow his father's path.


The shadow following Aric was most likely one of the unworldly creatures roaming the earth in obscurity. People didn't believe in such myths, but these creatures were real and alive and preyed on human blood.


Aric backed away. “Don't mess with me.”


“I can't let you fight this alone.”


“How do you know—”


A rash of goose bumps raced down Stu's arms. He dropped his satchel and then shoved Aric between two parked cars. Aric's backpack flew beneath the trunk as Stu pushed him onto his knees and shielded him with his body. Aric shook against him, if not from fear, then from anger at being pushed down and trapped beneath him.


Aric jerked wildly. “Get off me, you id—”


A shrill hoot cut off his words. Stu looked up at the night sky, and a spasm of dread pierced his heart. An impossibly huge bird fluttered dark wings as it swooped above his head. The silhouette of its enormous wings and curved talons was terrifying. He'd seen that image before in a textbook he'd studied when he was child.


“Hold still,” he ordered. “That strix is after you.” His father had trained him on the varieties of the undead. Recognizing it as a vampire-strix flying above them, and knowing he had no means to kill it, made him feel powerless.


The strix flew overhead, circling and shrieking its baritone call.


Twit twoo. Twit twoo. Twit twoo.


As it swooped lower, closing in on them, chills swept through Stu. He concentrated on camouflaging them, and their clothing shimmered into the color of the pavement. He could hold the illusion for only a few minutes, but that was enough time for him to summon his totem before the bird caught their scent.


The creature shrieked as it paused in midair. Flapping wings sent a breeze through Stu's hair, and he looked up as its sharp gaze surveyed the parking lot. He closed his eyes and brought forth his spirit animal. When he opened them again, the majestic lynx he visualized appeared before him in physical form. The tuft-eared cat leaped lightning quick into the night sky. The strix squawked and swerved as the lynx lunged toward it.


The strix clawed the lynx's cheek with a sharp talon.


Stu cried out; the deep cut stung.


Aric twisted beneath him. “What's going on? What's that noise? I can't see a thing with you on top of me.”


“Stay put.”


The battle between bird and cat played out, each taking vicious swipes at the other. Wind ruffled Stu's hair, and his body shook from exhaustion. Sweat broke out across his forehead. It had been too long since he'd invoked his totem. He couldn't hold on to the image for long. His breathing became labored, every breath fire in his lungs.


The lynx's final leap shimmered into sparkling dust. But it had been enough. The strix cried out, streaked across the sky, and disappeared.


His presence had saved Aric. For now.


Stu wiped his hand down his face. His cheek throbbed, but the cuts were already healing. Taking in deep breaths, he allowed his muscles to relax. He kept his arms securely around Aric's waist and willed his mind into a quiet state. Once he stopped trembling, he became aware that he was still holding Aric. The awkwardness was lessened by how much he liked this position. Holding the slender body against his—the warmth it generated, Aric's scent—Stu was swaying dangerously toward wanting him.


Reminding himself that Aric was a man did nothing to dampen the newly inflamed attraction. Something about this guy made him want more. More touch, more skin, more taste. It went beyond the need to protect Aric and into another realm he wasn't sure he understood. It was as if his body separated from his mind. Each warred against the other, but his physical self was winning the battle.


“Let go of me.” Aric arched his back and raised himself by his hands, pushing Stu off.


Stu scrambled to his feet and walked away. He needed to cool down and give Aric some breathing room. He looked up at the inky blackness of the sky. Nothing stirred except a few faintly twinkling stars and the blinking lights of landing jets. The strix must have left for his lair. Stu ignored the chills creeping his up spine. A vampire slayer lived for these moments.


He walked over to Aric, who sat leaning back against the truck's passenger door, arms curled around his bent legs. His stubborn chin lifted, and he glared at Stu. Strands of hair stuck out from his braid. Mussed up and vulnerable, he looked as fragile as spun glass.


Aric's sullen expression screamed out to leave him alone, but Stu wanted answers. He leaned on the truck with his hand on its roof, casting a shadow over Aric. “That strix was after you,” he said. “Now will you tell me what's going on?”


Aric looked up. “You have no idea what deep crap I'm in.”


“I think I do. Come to my place. I live alone. You'll be safe there.”


“You don't seem surprised or even shocked by what just happened.”


Aric had every right to question him, but he had to get Aric to safety first. “I'll explain later.” He held out his hand. Aric hesitated but then reached for it, using Stu's strength to stand.


They faced each other, neither one moving away. Aric remained rigid, arms crossed over his chest, dirt smeared on his clothes, his bedraggled backpack dangling off his arm. He looked stubborn and angry and beautiful.


“Please trust me, Aric. I'll help you. I promise.”


“What can you possibly do?”


“Let's go home.”


Stu walked away and hoped Aric would follow. His soul whispered a curious longing for something that was missing in his life. Fate had interfered with his plans for living a normal existence. No matter how deadly, no matter how dangerous, he had no choice but to protect Aric. He was now compelled to follow his true calling.


Lord Byron understood the darkness of the soul. He knew all about dangerous emotions creeping in the dark.


I had a dream, which was not all a dream.


The bright sun was extinguish'd, and the stars


Did wander darkling in the eternal space,


Rayless and pathless, and the icy earth


Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air.


If Stu refused to help his new friend, Aric could expect a life of eternal darkness. Darkness more damning than a sin against a mortal's soul.




Chapter Four



 



Aric looked around the loft, amazed at the spartan decor. It was unlike a typical jock's apartment, which was messy and rank. Despite the austerity, the room welcomed those within its four walls with open arms. The loft sported a bay window that overlooked a courtyard fountain, away from the buzz of traffic off the ever-busy Mill Avenue. Across from the window, a pale oak desk was pushed against a wall, a laptop humming alongside a stack of thick books and papers.


Curious, Aric picked up the top book on the mile-high stack. The Portable Romantic Poets: Blake to Poe. Scanning the other titles, he found more of the same. The screen saver showed an oil portrait of a man from another century.


“Who's this?” He pointed to the screen image. The man had a feminine, brooding mouth offset by a long, sharp nose and severe brows. He wondered if this was one of Stu's favorite poets.


Stu shut the curtains before answering. “That's Lord Byron.”


“Ah, one of your heroes, then.”


“Died at thirty-six. Did you know he was born with a clubfoot?”


“Can't say I did.”


“Imagine having a disability like that during the eighteenth century. Being called a lame boy, ridiculed. But he was handsome and had plenty of lovers.”


Aric turned back to the screen and studied the portrait more closely. He knew all about being teased for being different. A warmth spread across his chest as Stu stepped near him and bent around to shut down his laptop. Their bodies brushed against each other, causing his heart to thump as he caught a whiff of Stu's scent. Aric turned and hurried past him. The sofa looked safe enough. He sat down with a razor-straight back on the edge of the sofa cushion, hands folded in his lap.


“How long have you lived here?” He was surprised Stu could afford such an expensive place.


“I bought it as an investment when I was recruited here. Cor handles our trust, and he's generous.”


Not only was this guy handsome, but also rich. “Cor?”


“Corbin, my brother.”


Aric wished he'd turned down Stu's invitation to stay here. All he could see from his vantage point was the very large king-size bed shoved against the wall, taking up too much space. He swallowed a dry lump stuck in his throat, weaving his fingers together, unable to relax. No way would Stu Hamilton strip naked and crawl under the covers with another man.


He needed to ask so many questions, but being in Stu's presence stifled his tongue. Stu was not forthcoming about his knowledge of the vampire or what happened in the parking lot. Aric had heard what sounded like a battle waging between two ruthless beasts.


The urge for blood was overtaking his control. He was uncomfortable and exhausted. He had to find a way to feed without Stu knowing about it.


Stu opened the fridge and took out two bottles of beer. He handed one to Aric. Aric twisted off the cap and took a long draft. The ice-cold brew cooled his parched throat. Stu sat next to him and swigged his down in seconds. Aric watched the arch of his throat and the thin muscle rising and falling. He glanced away and began to peel the label off the bottle. Aware of Stu's every movement, he tried desperately to maintain his composure, but the night's events had stirred his passions. The embers of lust simmered within him, waiting for any gesture or touch that would set them off. Scooting farther from Stu gave him distance, but it didn't dampen his desires. After chugging down the rest of his beer, he got a light buzz. He set the empty bottle on the coffee table, almost knocking it over.


Stu reached for the bottle at the same time, and their hands met. Sapphire blue eyes met his gaze. He sucked in his breath. Stu's eyes were so bright and clear for such a late hour. Aric raised his hand and rested his fingers on the thread-thin cuts across Stu's cheek. Stu did not move or protest. It had been a long time since he'd touched a man, and he missed the intimacy of such a simple gesture.


From those small cuts, he smelled the faint odor of dried blood. His pulse raced, warning him to escape temptation. “Do they hurt?” He traced the faint lines with his fingertips, then dropped his hand, aware he was being too forward.


“No… No… It's nothing.” Stu's voice came out rather shaky.


Aric pulled back farther, aware he was making Stu uncomfortable. “You should put something on them. They could get infected.”


“They'll heal by tomorrow.”


Aric rose suddenly and strode over to the window to open it. He hoped the fresh air would clear his head of Stu's alluring scent. Looking down on the scene below, he could see the lights illuminating the fountain and the dots of sparkling water spraying upward. Not a soul was about, and a ghostly atmosphere prevailed over the courtyard. He shivered and turned away.


Stu tossed his empty bottle in the wastebasket near the kitchen sink. “I'll sleep on the sofa. You take the bed. I think there's an extra toothbrush in the cabinet that's still in its package. Use anything you find, and take a shower if you like.”


“I'll sleep on the sofa.”


Stu ignored his comment and walked over to a dresser. He opened the middle drawer and pulled out a white undershirt and blue plaid boxers. “You can sleep in these.”


“Fine, but I get the sofa, or I'm going home.”


Stu looked him over, his eyes glittering. “Whatever.” He handed him the bundle. “We'll talk in the morning. You look beat.”


Their fingers touched, and a shock sparked between them. Aric's veins burned with thirst for fresh blood. The temptation consumed him. He grabbed the offered clothes and scurried into the bathroom. Once he closed the door, he sat on the toilet seat and slowed down his pounding heart. He unbound his braid and finger-brushed his hair. He glanced at the shower, wanting to wash away his attraction for Stu. And most of all, he needed relief. The water would muffle any noise he would make.


He found the packaged toothbrush in the medicine cabinet and brushed his teeth. Then he lifted his upper lip and groaned. His fangs had dropped. After placing the toothbrush in a cup, he quickly undressed, then turned on the shower and adjusted the spray. He stepped in and shut the glass door. He knew the drill, and the faster he got on with it, the better to end this hellish day. Tomorrow would bring a fresh hope that he would find a cure.


The hot water sluiced over his body, relaxing his muscles and easing his stress. He picked up the bar of soap and lathered his hands, the suds scenting the steam in vanilla spice. The luscious fragrance wafted around him, reminding him of Stu. God, he had it bad. Just the mental image of Stu inflamed his body.


He pressed his palm against the glass shower door.


His entire body panted.


My blood's enough. It has to be enough.


But soon it wouldn't be enough. The craving was getting worse as each day passed. A need burned inside him for more than his own weak fluid. No longer did it satisfy the lust; it only dampened the need.


His body ached, his hands shook, and it'd only get worse once he turned completely. His craving would consume any guilt he would feel. He'd cease to feel human emotions and become an empty shell of a man. Not a man at all—a creature feared and loathed.


He brought the underside of his arm to his mouth. The humming of his veins echoed in his ears. He bit down—hard.


A blissful pain shot through him. He smiled as his fangs sank deeper into his flesh. A needle-sharp point hit a vein. Red beads bubbled around the punctures. Not wasting a moment, he sucked the warm liquid, its life force nourishing his spirit. All his depression fell to the wayside, replaced by feelings of raw, unstoppable power.


Aric sucked harder, until his veins seized and the thick flow of blood trickled off into his mouth. He lifted his head, licking and swirling the sweet, metallic tang from his lips. As the taste hit his tongue, his body responded, his cock swelling, his balls pulling back. With his bloodlust eased, he now needed sexual release.


Aric tilted his head and sniffed, catching the scent of Stu through the walls. A heady craving to take Stu forcefully shocked him. He glanced at the bathroom door, wishing he'd locked it.


He let his sore arm dangle by his side. He licked the last drops of blood from his lips, his cock throbbing. He soaped his chest, letting the bar slick across his hardened nubs. Prickles of lust shot through his limbs as he slid the bar back and forth. His nipples were sensitive, and he scraped his thumbnail over the one pierced with a hoop. The rough touch made him jerk with pleasure.


He leaned back against the cool tile, and the shock of cold rubbed raw against the heat of his skin. One hand glided past his chest and his stomach and reached for the wiry curls nestling his cock. His other hand, soaped and ready, wrapped around the entire base. He squeezed his dick slowly as his thumb circled the head. Then he teased the slit with his finger, showering him in electric sparks.


His moan echoed across the room.


Too far gone to care what sounds he made, Aric began a rhythm of slow, easy strokes. The image of Stu floated in front of his eyes. He envisioned himself overpowering the jock with the skill of his mouth.


It was wrong…and horribly sexy.


Gasping for a full breath, he stroked faster. He squeezed his eyes shut and let his knuckles graze his balls. Delightful flickers of lust hummed beneath his skin.


His knees buckled, but he managed to stay upright, letting the wall hold him up. His orgasm teetered on the edge of his consciousness. Hair plastered around his cheeks and shoulders. Beads of water dripped on the shower floor, pale pink dots swirling down the drain. The fragrant vanilla steam now smelled of sweat and blood. He was choking on the aroma. He shut his eyes, on the brink of an orgasm.


“Holy shit!”


His eyes snapped open. Stu stood on the other side of the glass door, now open, staring with those all-knowing eyes as the escaping steam billowed around him.


“Oh God,” Aric croaked, his hand remaining on his aching cock. He slid down to his butt, his knees raised, his face bent in shame. Water pounded on his head, splashing droplets down his face.


He couldn't move…speak…think.


“Uh, you need some help?”


Aric's head shot up. “Huh?”


Stu was stripping in front of him. Off came a T-shirt, flying over Stu's head. Next, boxers slid down strapping legs, releasing a glorious cock set in a thick thatch of blond curls. Aric's stomach clenched at the sight of Stu naked, more handsome and beautiful than in his limited imagination.


Stu was trim, lean, and muscular—a powerful golden cat of prey aiming for the kill. And Aric was the meal deal of the month.


Aric choked on air and tried desperately to knock sense back into his head. He couldn't give in. He still had his principles. But the sight of Stu blew apart all reason.


Pale fuzz dusted Stu's broad chest. His face was unreadable except for his eyes, now navy blue, darkened by lust or maybe shock. Aric could believe either, his own senses muddled in a confusion of soapsuds, steam, and desire.


Stu's muscles rippled as he stepped into the shower and closed the door. “God, you're breaking my heart, looking like that.”


Aric hit the back of his head on the shower wall. “Hey, look. You don't have to—”


“Oh yes, I fucking do.”


Stu let the spray wash over him as he knelt before Aric, sweeping his hair away from his cheeks. Aric almost swooned at his electrifying touch. When did he ever swoon? Everything around him became surreal; this naked man in front of him promised so much.


Denial of his urges became almost impossible, but he had to ask. “This is crazy. Have you ever been with a guy?”


“No, but it can't be that hard. We're a lot less complicated than women.” Stu lifted Aric's bloodied arm, a frown crossing his face. “What's this?” He pressed the pad of his finger to one of the fresh puncture marks.


Trapped into this crazy situation, Aric swept aside all common sense. “I'm morphing into a fucking vampire, idiot. Those are from taking my own blood.”


Stu scratched his head. “I thought so.” He wiped the bloodied punctures with his fingers and let the water wash the blood from his hand. “You're feeding on yourself, then?”


Without waiting for Aric's response, Stu stood and shut off the water, then stepped out of the shower and returned with two towels. He draped one around his neck and wrapped the other around Aric's shoulders. He took Aric's hand and lifted him to his feet, whispering, “Let's towel off.”


Aric stared into Stu's guileless eyes. “Didn't you hear what I said? I'm a V-A-M-P-I-R-E.”


“You don't have to spell it out. I'm not a moron.” He lifted the edge of Aric's top lip. “Your fangs aren't that impressive. I've seen worse.” Then he placed a kiss on Aric's cheek, keeping his hands on his shoulders.


What the hell? Now, more than sex, he needed answers. “Why aren't you surprised, shocked, incredulous? How did you know it was a strix? How come you—”


Stu pressed three fingers to Aric's lips, shutting him up. “I'll explain…later.” Then he removed his fingers and replaced them with a scorching kiss.


Aric's questions smashed into a thousand pieces. By the time he pulled away from that burning kiss, he was lost. All he could think about was sex with Stu. “Fine,” he managed to say. “But I want an explanation later.”


Taking Stu's hand, he began his assault on Stu's fingers, his tongue circling the strong digits. It had been so long since he'd pleasured another man.


Stu took back his hand and slid the towel from around his neck. Starting with Aric's hair, he worked the towel downward, the roughness of the fabric stimulating Aric's nipples. “I like your piercing.”


Stu traced the hoop with his finger, careful not to pull at it. Then he bent his head down and sucked the ring and nub into his mouth. Aric gasped, for Stu had quickly discovered one of his weaknesses. He loved his nipples being teased and the simmering ache from a tug of his piercing. Wishing it to go on forever, he groaned without a care as Stu licked the sensitive flesh.


Then Stu moved away, and Aric felt the chill in the air. Stu swept a heated gaze down the entire length of his body. The towel brushed along his nipples again, causing another sweet ache to set off fireworks in his groin. He arched into the towel, and Stu caught on, concentrating on the two rosy circles.


“One of your sweet spots, eh?” Stu bent down again and gently tugged at the hoop with his teeth.


Aric was suddenly hit by a wave of dizziness. Oh, did he want to fuck this guy! His body buzzed from too much excitement. His hands crept toward Stu's ass. His mind was split in half, his cock needing a screw—badly—and his heart wildly in flight. All thoughts flittered and disappeared as his throbbing nipples were engulfed by Stu's warm mouth. All reason ceased between Stu's sucking and licking and the nubby fibers of towel sending lustful prickles of heat down his limbs.


Aric leaned his back against the wall to steady his legs, his heart racing into overdrive. They would never get out of the shower at this rate. Did he even care? Forget the damn bed. Better to take what he could get now before Stu changed his mind.


Aric reveled in the pampering as Stu continued drying him off. Stu knelt to wipe the tops of his feet and slowly moved upward. The tender care was alien to Aric. His muscles tightened as the intensity of desire rippled through him. He was about to pull away when the towel brushed his balls, sending a jolt of lust between his thighs and shaking the core of any resistance he had left.


Stu raised his chin. Pale brows framed thickly lashed eyes. His hand leisurely slid up and down Aric's thigh, teasing as it curved between his legs, nearing Aric's steel-hard balls.


Aric reached down for his cock, but Stu blocked his hand. “Don't be so eager.”


Eager? Hell, he was going to fly out of his skin! Enough of Stu's teasing.


Aric demanded the dominant role in his relationships, never relinquishing his control to anyone. Especially not to someone as young and inexperienced as Stu. Aric jerked the towel off from around his shoulders and let it drop to the floor. He grabbed Stu's wrists and yanked him to his feet, then pulled him to his chest and clamped his arms around his neck.


Aric whispered in Stu's ear, “I'm not into slow.”


Then he kissed Stu—hungrily, greedily, not holding back. The young pup was going to get his first lesson on getting it on with another man.


 



Stu stiffened under Aric's strong grasp, the towel slipping from his hand. Then he relaxed into the demanding kiss, his hands caressing Aric's smooth, damp back. Their tongues met with equal force. Kissing a guy was nothing like kissing a girl. He expected a soft, gentle Aric, not the rough grip and challenging tongue; it was overwhelming, out of control, and a total turn-on.


Aric pulled back, and Stu gasped, surprised by the gulp of air entering his lungs. Aric pinched his ass and slyly smiled.


He laughed at Aric's foxy grin. Gone was the skittish nerd, replaced by a confident seducer of men. At that moment, he understood Aric expected him to be the submissive one. Shocked that he didn't care, he would do anything to keep this devilish guy from escaping his grasp.


For a slim man, Aric held him in a viselike grip. Being held like this, in such a compromising situation, excited him. Aric's restless lips desensitized his skin, leaving a numb buzz wherever those lips touched. He dug his fingers into the lush hair and yanked Aric's head back. The vulnerable curve of Aric's neck was there for the taking, and Stu kissed a trail down to his collarbone.


Aric's hands were all over him—chest, arms, butt, thighs.


Butterflies fluttered in Stu's stomach. He held Aric to his mouth, venturing a kiss. Fingers twisted gently in his pubic hair before resting on the tip of his cock. A moan burst from his chest and reverberated into Aric's mouth. Aric smiled against his lips and ran the pad of his finger across the slit.


He gripped Aric's shoulders, his fingers catching hair, his nails digging into the delicate skin. “Oh God, it feels good.”


A strong hand fisted around his cock. “Are you sure you want this?” Aric nipped Stu's neck, then followed with a kiss to ease the sting. “I can hurt you, you know.”


Hurt? How? Stu stilled. Would Aric suck his blood? Should he care? No way could Aric really hurt him. Stu's kind was immune to a vampire's powers, and anyway, he was too far gone to worry about Aric sucking his blood. He licked his lips, then smiled, half intent on kissing Aric again.


He leaned in, his hands curving the contour of Aric's slender hips. He gripped the taut skin, feeling bone. He didn't want Aric to bolt, but then, he wouldn't. Aric was in control, and if his smile was any indication, he was enjoying himself too much. Looking into Aric's gaze, he saw only desire in those eyes.


“But you won't hurt me,” Stu said. “Whatever you want, I'll do it.”


“The big man on campus willing to submit that easily?” Aric mused aloud, his eyes smoldering.


Steam swirled around them, dampening the walls and floor and misting the glass shower door. The room smelled of sex between two men. Raw, spicy, and heated.


“I'm not such a big man—”


“I'd say you're very adequate.”


A blush seared Stu's cheeks as he focused on his aching cock.


Aric's lips curved into a smile. “You're not a virgin, are you?”


“Fuck no.” Although Stu could count on one hand how many times he'd had sex with women.


Aric's smile twisted slightly. “Maybe we shouldn't—”


Stu lunged into Aric and kissed him, thrusting his tongue inside the moist, bittersweet mouth. That was not all he thrust; he rubbed his erection against Aric's, letting him know how much he wanted this. At this moment, they were the only two people who existed, and nothing else mattered.


He pulled away long enough to ask, “What do I do? Tell me.”


“Just enjoy the ride. I'm surprised you've never been tempted in the locker room. Maybe with your best friend?”


Aric stroked and squeezed Stu's cock, his voice a faint sound in Stu's brain.


“I guess comparing dicks and stuff like that.”


“Sweet. Naive too. You're in for a treat, then.” Aric gave a hard squeeze to Stu's cock before taking both of their dicks in his crafty hands.


That move alone made Stu moan. His knees quivered from the fiery pressure smothering all other sensations. Soap, precum, and sweat gave their passion a silky roughness. The incredible feeling of cock against cock was…so erotic.


Aric's capable fingers seemed to know every nerve ending in his dick. Stu rocked into the tight sheath of Aric's fist. Losing all control, he clung to Aric, who kept up the pulsating rhythm of his hand, deftly stroking them both. Aric's lips and teeth found his neck, his shoulder, his collarbone. Sharp, quick bites. Stu's veins burned with an incredible heat; his head was spinning, and his limbs were growing numb. An exhilarating vibration encased his body, making his groin tight and hot.


Aric moaned as he pulled away. The sudden loss of body contact was staggering, and Stu leaned against the wall for support. He touched his neck, shocked to find no deep punctures or blood. He'd thought…


“I already fed on my own blood. It was enough.” Aric stepped back, licking his lips. “Soap up your cock. I want to watch you stroke yourself.”


Stu picked up the bar, still wet and sudsy, from the shower floor, and stole a glance at Aric. Eyes smoldering with lust locked onto his groin.


“Go on. Get it nice and slick for me.”


Stu fumbled the bar but caught it before it slipped from his hands. He was so turned on, jacking off would take nanoseconds. Yet he wanted this. He'd asked for it. Now he had to perform. A competitor at heart, he would not crumble before Aric.


This was what they both wanted. Any fool could see it.


Stu knew he was being watched, and his senses were heightened as he soaped the length of his cock. He was so close to an orgasm, he almost came all over his hand, but he held it off by clenching his stomach and trying desperately to focus on anything but what he was doing.


Aric stayed in his relaxed stance, arms casually crossed, his cock curved out and waiting. Stu's mouth twitched as he wondered how Aric would taste. He'd never had a cock in his mouth. Hell, he never stroked his dick in front of a guy either.


“Now touch your balls.”


The mention of his privates jolted Stu's groin, almost causing his knees to give out.


Aric's gaze focused on Stu's cock. “Go on.” Aric smiled. “You look fucking awesome.”


Stu had never been watched with such intensity; he found it wildly erotic. Laving his hands with more soap, he looked into Aric's eyes. They shone wicked and playful. Another side of Aric he'd just discovered. He leaned against the shower wall as Aric sucked in his lower lip, grazing it with his teeth. His balls tightened, so sensitive they were ready to burst, and his soapy hand hovered near his groin.


Aric stepped forward. “Touch them.”


Stu lost his breath, then caught it again. It was that sexy timbre of Aric's command that excited him. And the complete surprise that he liked being dominated. Did this make him the girl in the relationship? Was he, in fact, gay? Heat flushed across his neck at the thought. He hated labels. And well, he wasn't anything like his flamboyant gay brother, who flaunted his sexuality. Stu never gave much thought to his own sexual nature. He liked girls but didn't date much, having had only one steady girlfriend in high school. Yet his attraction to Aric pulled at his stomach and traveled lower, leaving no doubt how much he wanted this.


Before he had a chance to think more about it, Aric was standing beside him, guiding Stu's hand. All thoughts crumbled as his fingers skimmed his sensitive skin. Blissful shocks. His fingernails grazed his scrotum. A deep, throaty groan rose from his chest. Shiny pearls glistened on his tip, and his cock strained under the pressure.


Aric stroked his own cock, the look in his eyes smoldering. Stu held on to his control. A man was stroking off in front of him, and it was so fucking sexy. He cupped his balls, rolling them in his palm. He'd masturbated, had girls suck him off, but this…this caused a major meltdown of his inhibitions.


Aric stopped his stroking and moved within inches of Stu. His gaze dropped downward. He squeezed his thighs together while guiding Stu's cock between his legs. He then nudged his hips forward. The sensation sent a thrill through Stu, and he was dangerously close to release as soon as his cock slid between those moist thighs.


“This is safe fucking. You won't get pregnant.” And Aric laughed, so carefree that Stu's heart skipped a beat.


Aric tilted his hips upward a couple of times, giving Stu a hint. Bending his knees slightly, Stu pushed forward, sliding his cock between the tight clench. Oh fuck, the hardness—hot and sexy and slick.


Aric's thighs were hard as granite, making his cock throb with every thrust. Aric's shaft rubbed against Stu's belly, seeking its own pleasure. Stu pressed closer, and he reveled in Aric's tremors, his moist, sweaty skin, and his damp hair flapping against his shoulders.


Aric's hands clawed, squeezed, pinched. They rocked in unison as Stu massaged Aric's back and slid his hands down the sexy contour of his ass, feathering a fingertip across his moist crack. Aric's low moan encouraged him to explore further. Passing up the puckered hole, he then teased the back of Aric's downy balls.


“Oh fucking Christ!” Aric shouted, his face rigid, his mouth panting, and his body convulsing as he ejaculated.


The rapturous look on Aric's face was the most beautiful sight he'd ever seen.


That look alone triggered Stu's explosive release. Blinding, mind-blowing, every nerve popping—he rode it for all it was worth.


They slid to the shower floor, grasping onto each other. Stu buried his head in Aric's wet hair, breathing hard, his body happily sated, his skin tingling from the aftershocks.


Aric stroked his cheek and kissed him chastely on the lips. “Are you okay?”


Aric's concern went straight to Stu's heart.


After a few minutes, he helped Aric rise, and once they rinsed off, they left the shower, towels tucked around their waists. He floated into the bedroom, leading Aric to bed. “You're sleeping with me tonight.” His voice left no room for argument.


Aric crawled into bed and lifted the covers over him. Stu smiled, all his tension from the evening drained away.


Frown lines etched Aric's forehead as he punched the pillow and stuffed it behind his back. “You find me amusing, or was it the sex?”


“No, no.” Stu waved his hand. “I liked it. All of it.”


The thought that maybe he found it too easy flashed in his mind. He settled under the covers and held out his arms. “Come here.”


Aric tugged the edge of the bedspread, covering his chest. “I'm not good at this…this overnight shit.”


Stu folded his arms and rested his back against the headboard. Aric's self-confidence vanished quickly once the scene became personal. What the hell had happened that made him so skittish about intimacy?


“What overnight shit?” Stu asked, keeping any judgment from showing in his voice.


“Sleeping with someone.”


“I know you're not a virgin.”


Aric frowned. “Very funny. I meant spending the night. Afterward.”


“You never had a boyfriend?”


“Of course I have. It's just, I never spent the night at their place or mine. They were always…dating other people or married.”


“So you dig straight guys.” Stu frowned at Aric's secret obsession. So, I must be a diversion, a play toy. He picked at the nubby bedspread. A sour taste settled in the back of his throat. He wanted to be more than someone's toy. Even if it had been for one night and with a guy, it didn't lessen the importance of what they had done.


“Not anymore. At least, not until tonight. And with my, uh, change, I don't go out with anyone. It's not safe.” Aric rubbed his hand over his tired face. “This was a mistake. I went too far. I almost…” A shiver made his hand tremble as he reached out to touch Stu's neck.


“But you didn't.” Stu grabbed Aric's hand and brushed his lips over the mole beneath his eye. He kept Aric's warm fingers safely in his own. “I like you. I like what we did.” A connection had sizzled between them, regardless of their gender. It was wrong to dismiss what they had done as a fling. How could it be when lust smothered his chest every time Aric touched him?


Aric's gaze shifted, his mouth set firm. “You know this was a mistake, right?”


“Why? Because you're turning into a vampire? You don't scare me.”


“I should.”


“Let it go. At least for tonight. Lean on me for a while.” Stu caressed Aric's long hair, still damp from the shower and smelling of vanilla. He pulled him to his side, and Aric tensed but then curled into him. His eyelids drooped; the corners of his lips softened.


“See, you want to,” Stu said quietly.


They shifted their bodies until they lay together. Stu slung his arm over Aric's side, snuggling against his back before he closed his eyes. He should have felt guilty for sleeping with a guy, but as he tightened his hold around the slim waist, a strange peace settled over him. Their bodies spooned perfectly, and that surprised him too.


Warmth permeated Stu's skin, and sleep snared him into its net. Aric's breathing became rhythmic as he drifted, his scent entering Stu's dreams. Keats whispered,


With lips that tremble, and with glistening eye


All the soft luxury


That nestled in his arms.




Chapter Five



 



Aric squinted from the blast of sunlight streaming across the bed and was startled by a pair of arms holding him. Stu was nestled against the length of his backside, one arm slung over his waist, the other cupping his head. His moist breath warmed Aric's neck.


He closed his eyes and enjoyed the odd sensation of comfort. Then he took in the tangled sheet twisted around their naked bodies, the covers crumpled at the foot of the bed. For over a year he'd gone without sex, over three years without love, and now, without hope. Could he dare open his heart?


Not with a straight guy. He'd learned his lesson. One nuclear-like disaster was enough.


“Hey, you're awake.” Stu untangled himself from Aric and sat up, shielding his eyes. “Man, that sun's bright. I should have closed the curtains.”


Aric avoided looking at Stu's morning woody, evident from the tented sheet. “Light doesn't affect me. I'm not Count Dracula.” He shoved a pillow behind his back and arranged the sheet over his waist to hide his own erection. It was embarrassing enough that he'd caved in, and while they hadn't fucked, they certainly had come close to it. He wasn't sure where a person drew the line, but he certainly had crossed it last night.


He gripped the covers. “Can I use your shower?”


Stu grinned, his gaze roaming down the outline of Aric's body sheathed in the white sheet. Aric yanked the rumpled covers higher, the images of a naked Stu branded into his brain.


Stu crawled toward Aric and practically sprawled over him. His scent, sexy and all male, hit Aric in the gut and caught his dick's attention. It didn't help that Stu peered at him with sleepy eyes, mussed hair, and a sexy shadow of a beard. He looked adorable and wickedly innocent, making it hard to remember why having sex with this guy was such a bad idea.


“Why the rush? It's Saturday,” Stu said between pecks to Aric's collarbone.


He pushed Stu away. Someone had to stay in control, and he figured that was his job. He was older and wiser and enough of a cynic.


“My experiments don't stop on weekends.”


Stu frowned. “You're one hard-ass.” He tossed aside the covers. “At least wait for coffee. It'll only take a sec.” He pulled on a pair of boxers he picked up off the floor, his cock tenting the fabric.


Aric watched him make his way toward the bathroom. He reappeared carrying the pair of boxers and T-shirt he'd given to Aric the night before. He never did put them on, and he felt himself blushing at the implication. Christ. He shouldn't have slept with this guy.


Stu tossed the clothing next to Aric and then made his way to the kitchen. With Stu's back to him, Aric could see the muscles rippling in his forearms as he opened a cabinet and rummaged for coffee and filters. He stared at Stu, engrossed in the fluid motions that made the simple, mundane task of making coffee a very sensual dance. His gaze slid down the well-formed body and focused on that tight ass. It flexed as Stu prepared the coffee. Aric was beginning to have more respect for athletic grace.


Turning away from the enticing scene, he threw his legs over the edge of the bed. Standing up, he stretched his arms over his head, every muscle aching from last night. He slipped on the borrowed boxers and T-shirt. He should never have given in to his lust, but being with Stu had made him…happy. And spending the night was pleasant too.


The aroma of dark roast permeated his nose, sparking his brain cells awake. He glanced sideways at Stu leaning his back against the kitchen counter, his ankles crossed.


“Black or white?” Stu asked.


“Black with a teaspoon of sugar.”


“I didn't take you for a sweet man.”


“Too sour for that?” Aric chuckled and sat down on the bed, scooting back to rest against the backboard.


“Wow, you laugh too. You're really cute when you relax.”


Aric stiffened as his humor fled. Cute! He hated how straight guys always compared him to girls. That always got him into a shitload of trouble, attracting curious straights who wanted to experiment with one heated night of sex. Was this all it was for Stu?


“Look, we never should have done…well, you know…in the shower.”


“I know, I know.” Stu waved his hands, dismissing Aric's concern. “You think it was a mistake, but I came on to you, not the other way around. Don't sweat it.”


Stu turned his back and poured two mugs of coffee, then scooped a teaspoon of sugar into one of them. He walked over and handed Aric the sweetened drink, then rounded the bed and sat, the mattress dipping from his weight. He held his mug firmly in both hands, the steam curling from the surface.


“You don't do it with straight guys. At least, not anymore. Right?” Stu took a sip of coffee, licking a drip afterward on the side of the white mug.


Aric stared at the slick tongue lapping up the drip, giving more fuel to his hard-on. Obviously he did do it with straight dudes. And he'd loved every second, every touch, every caress.


“I'm the one who stepped into the shower naked, but I want you to know it wasn't just out of curiosity.” Stu continued. “Well, maybe partly, but I wanted you, or at least my body did.” He frowned, shaking his head. “But no, it was more than that.”


Aric wondered about Stu's implication of it being more between them, but right now he had questions that needed answers. He had to concentrate on the problem at hand. The most important question he wanted answered was what the guy was hiding.


“I don't get you. I tell you I'm a vampire, but I get no reaction. You knew it was a strix that was coming after me. I have no goddamn clue what a fucking strix is. Care to enlighten me?”


Stu sighed, setting down his mug on the nightstand. He rearranged his long legs and sat cross-legged, facing Aric, his hands cupping his knees. “I know all about vampires. My father was a Kresnik, a vampire slayer. When he died, my brother took his place, allowing me my freedom. But before that, Dad trained both of us.”


A sudden headache ballooned in Aric's head. He rubbed his temples, having a hard time believing Stu. It seemed too far-fetched, but then, his condition was even more of a stretch. He gulped down more coffee, hoping the caffeine would clear his muddled brain.


“The Kresniks are an ancient race of slayers. We're born with certain…uh…abilities and are trained in how to kill.”


An icy spasm chilled Aric from the inside. “You expect me to believe you're a vampire hunter?”


Stu mocked a flourished bow, one hand sweeping across his chest, the other almost hitting Aric. “I am. Except I'm not that experienced. That's why I called on my brother. Cor will be able to help.”


Another person knowing my secret! He might as well announce it on Twitter.


“When did you do that?”


“When you went to take a shower. Uh…” Stu's skin flushed a light pink as he touched the cord of his neck. “Before I came in.”


“You expect me to trust him?” Aric was more than a little angry at Stu for confiding in a brother Aric had never met. He was a slayer and therefore an enemy. As was Stu. An enemy he'd spent the night with in a warm bed.


“He'll want me dead.”


“You're exaggerating. He's not going to kill you. He's not like that. You're not a full-blooded strix yet. That's why you lock yourself away in the lab, right? Trying to find a cure? How long do you have?”


“My markers are multiplying fast. I calculate less than a week before I turn completely.”


“Can't you have a complete blood transfusion?”


“It doesn't work that way. It's hard to explain, but in layman's terms, think of it as trying to find an antidote to a blood disease.”


“When did it happen?”


Aric rubbed his eyes, the memory still fresh and painful. “When my mother died, I had to get away.” First he'd lost Devon to a woman, and then a few years later, his mother to a drunk driver. The loneliness had become unbearable. “I took off for Europe, traveling by myself, trying to make sense of things. I was left with a trust fund, enough to continue my studies, live on my own. But I wasn't satisfied with my life.”


Now he knew the tragedy of being dissatisfied. If only he'd stayed home.


Stu rested his palm on Aric's thigh. “Yeah, I understand. Nothing seemed worth the energy when my dad died. Everything ceased to make sense.”


Aric nodded in understanding. He took a deep breath and covered Stu's hand with his own. The contact eased the ache in his chest. He could get used to Stu's friendship.


Moving his hand away from Stu's, he cleared his throat. “It was in Prague. I went to a gay bar and met this…this man. His name was Johan, and he was handsome and charming. I was flattered that such a good-looking guy had approached me. We stole to the alley for a quick…” Aric coughed in his hand, not looking at Stu. “That's when my life went to all hell.”


“He fucked you in an alley,” Stu stated, his face unreadable. “Did he wear a condom?”


“We did it bareback.” What an idiot he'd been not to use a condom, and he would never let anyone take him in the ass again. “You think it's disgusting. That I deserved it.” Because that's how he felt—totally stupid for allowing someone to take him without protection.


“No, no, I don't.” Stu squeezed Aric's wrist. “It's not wrong to want companionship, even if it's only for a night.”


Aric licked his dry lips. He longed for Stu's embrace, where he could feel secure and safe like he had last night. Telling the story brought the memories into full focus. Remembering the hurt scared him and made him feel like a coward.


“I can't explain why I wanted him. Those eyes of his were eerie but compelling. It was as if I was spellbound. Afterward, I threw up and had a horrible headache.” He shivered. “Then I got deathly ill.”


He grabbed the pillow from behind his back and squeezed it against his chest. “When I returned home, I took a blood sample. I was scared I had contracted AIDS, but discovered how whacked up I really was. I've been trying to reverse the effects ever since.”


“Vampires have the power to control people through their voice and their gaze. It's called glamouring. They hypnotize their victims before turning them.” Stu trailed his hand across Aric's thigh. “We'll figure it out. I won't let him harm you.”


“This isn't one of your football games. If I lose, it's game over.” Aric hugged the pillow harder. Stu's knowledge seemed trustworthy. “Why didn't I turn completely when it first happened?”


“The Count Dracula myth is just that—a complete hoax. There are many species of vampires. Some infect their victims by drinking their blood, but not all of them are like that. Johan's a strix, so once you'd exchanged bodily fluids, he infected you. The virus works slowly. It's his semen that does all the dirty work.”


Aric blushed, his hand flying to his neck. He stroked his collarbone and forced himself to meet Stu's gaze. “I have puncture marks on my throat.”


“I noticed them.” Stu swept aside Aric's hair and ran his fingers down the curve of Aric's neck. Shivers of lust rode up Aric's chest, momentarily stopping his heart. He took in a breath and let it out slowly, careful not to touch Stu. It was best to forget about what they had done last night. A second encounter would lead to another, and then another, until he'd find himself entangled in a relationship he couldn't handle.


He swatted Stu's hand away from his neck. “Why did he bite me if it wasn't necessary?”


Stu shifted and stretched his legs across the width of the bed. He arched his body into another stretch, then leaned on his elbows, letting out a long sigh. With his head tilted back, he stared at the ceiling, then began his explanation.


“Blood feeds their life force, but it's the sex that transmits their disease. It's like being poisoned or cursed. Once it happens, the victim's body begins to morph into one of them.” He propped back into a sitting position. “It can take up to a year, depending on the person. When were you taken?”


“Last June, and I'm running out of time. I have the urge for blood, but I can satisfy it by taking my own. Last night was the first time I almost broke my vow not to feed on another's.” Aric hung his head, torn up with guilt and despair. “It's getting harder to resist the scent of another's blood.”


Stu tugged a strand of Aric's hair, luring him into a kiss. A sweet, gentle kiss meant for comfort, not seduction. Stu placed a quick peck on his cheek. “Taking my blood won't hurt me, and we didn't exchange semen.”


Aric blushed at the mention of bodily fluids. Stu patted his shoulder, got up, and brought over the carafe to refill their mugs with hot coffee. Aric was thankful for a reprieve. When Stu returned from bringing the carafe back to the kitchen, he sat at the far side of the bed, cradling his mug in both of his broad hands. An odd pang flared within Aric as he remembered where those hands had been only hours before.


He picked up his mug from the nightstand and brought his nose to the rim. The mug shook in his hands, and he gripped it tighter. The aroma of coffee wafted around him in one long stream of invisible mist. It relaxed him, and he loosened his grip slightly. So many unanswered questions raced through his mind.


Stu asked his question first. “What makes you think you can find a cure?”


Ah, the biggest question of them all. Could he find a cure? And if so, would he discover it in time?


“What's my other choice?”


A low, husky voice broke into their conversation. “If you kill the vampire before you turn completely, you'll be saved.”


A tall figure dressed in black stepped through the doorway, his wavy blond hair spilling down his back, the same scorching blue eyes as Stu's raking Aric from head to toe. Aric clenched his mug and began to fidget under that uncomfortable gaze. So, here was another god gracing his presence. The guy practically preened as he stealthily glided into the living area. Aric scratched his head. He hadn't heard the front door open or close.


“Cor, you came.” Stu set down his mug and hurried to his brother, swinging him into a bear hug. “I knew you'd come. That was quick.”


“I was near here. On business.”


The brothers were a contrast in body type except for the Hamilton eyes and golden hair. Stu stood taller, broader, and more substantial in build, while his brother's slender physique was bound in tight, sleek muscles.


The brother pulled away first but kept his grip on Stu's shoulders. “Are you okay? I was worried.”


“I'm fine. It's Aric. He needs our help. There's a strix after him, and he's running out of time.”


Corbin remained unperturbed by his brother's rambling explanation, as if he heard this kind of news every day. Maybe he did. Corbin's dark catsuit reminded Aric of a ninja from one of those animes. The brother turned his full attention on him. He walked to the bed, took the mug from Aric's hands, and placed it on the nightstand. He turned back to Aric, his lips curved seductively, his hands on his hips.


“You're nice…very nice. But I thought my bro was into girls?”


Aric jumped up from the bed, sidestepping to avoid running into Corbin. His big toe caught in the spilled bedcovers. Corbin sprang forward and caught Aric by the arm, the corners of his eyes crinkled in amusement. “So, you're turning into a strix. Interesting.”


“Can you tell just by looking at me?” Aric gasped.


“By the gold specks in your beautiful eyes.” Corbin laughed a rich, melodic baritone. “Just kidding. I overheard your conversation.”


Aric pulled back and swallowed. What, could the guy hear through the walls? Corbin hadn't walked in but a minute ago. But then, his own acute hearing was becoming more sensitive to outside sounds. If he concentrated hard enough, he could pick up people's conversations from several feet away. Maybe this was also a trait of a vampire slayer?


Aric shrank back from Corbin's gaze. Corbin smiled, but it didn't convey warmth; it was too feral for that.


Two beautiful men were two too many. Making matters worse, Corbin was sending out major gay vibes with the slight flutter of his eyelashes, the intensity of his gaze, and the tease in his voice.


Stu came between them and yanked Aric to his side. He kept his hold on Aric's hand, and the possessive gesture was not lost on either Aric or Corbin. The brother's eyebrows flew up in question, his steady gaze spearing Aric to the floor. He lifted a strand of Aric's hair and let it fall between his fingers.


“Are you just getting up?”


Aric flinched. The amusement in Corbin's voice was replaced by what sounded like an accusation.


Stu lightly slapped his brother's arm. “Cor, don't tease him.”


“I'm not.” He stepped into Aric's personal space. “Answer me. Why are you here with Stu, dressed like that?” He snapped the waistband of Aric's boxers.


Aric glanced at Stu, then back at Corbin, his hands clenched. Corbin's tone rubbed at his irritation, making it blister. “It's none of your fucking business.”


“I think it is.” Corbin's voice turned from serious to threatening.


Aric screwed up his face and raised his chin in defiance. “I don't answer to you.”


Stu grabbed Corbin's shoulder and pushed him back. “Stop it. Are you here to help us or to harass Aric?”


So, the little brother could stand up for himself. Aric crossed his arms and smirked at Corbin, who glared back and then swept his hair from his shoulder in an indignant gesture. “I'm here for you, Stu. You know that.”


“Then stop your interrogation.”


He'd had enough of the Hardy Boys. “I never asked for you to come. Or for Stu to get involved. I don't need either of you to help me.”


The last thing he needed was some naive kid insisting on protecting him and his overprotective brother breathing down his neck. He had enough to deal with in just keeping it together without the added stress of these two. He pivoted around the brothers and reached for the front door. But before he could escape, Stu grabbed the hem of his T-shirt and yanked him back.


“You might want to change into your clothes first.” Stu plucked Aric's waistband.


Aric turned around, face-to-face with his handsome ally. He could scarcely breathe looking into those compassionate eyes. Stu was creeping his way into his heart. But he would be crazy to trust this jock. Stu would only leave him. They always did. That was how it went with straight men, gay men—any man.


He curled his upper lip into a snarl. “I'm going into the bathroom and changing into my clothes. Then I'm going to walk out this door. Once I do, stay out of my life.”


Stu shook his head. “I can't do that.”


Corbin's shadow caught Aric's attention. “Stu's telling the truth. He has no choice. A Kresnik is honor-bound once he gives his word. I'll help you because he's my brother. But I can't let anything happen to him. Do you understand what I'm saying?”


A frosty arrow pierced Aric's heart. The Hamilton brothers were not about to let him go. And Corbin would hurt him without hesitation or remorse if he even hinted at harming his precious brother. Anxiously, he hurried past them.


* * *



Aric skipped taking a shower, threw on his clothes, and fled Stu's apartment. Only once he'd escaped could he breathe easier. His life had just gotten a hundred times more complicated. And as with added complications, stress knotted every muscle in his body. It was best to avoid Stu, at least as much as possible. When Devon had walked out of his life, Aric had made a solemn promise to never, ever date straight guys again. He'd vested himself in his and Devon's relationship and had believed in their love. Turned out he was a fool. And he had other, more serious issues to take care of, which were far more important than wasting time thinking of Stu Hamilton.


Aric slowed his pace as he gnawed at his lower lip. Okay, so he was intrigued by Stu. This whole slayer business came as a complete surprise, as did a naked Stu walking in on his shower. All hot and willing. Christ, that had really thrown him. In just one night, this guy had tilted his world on its axis, and all his secrets had come tumbling out. He had to be more tight-lipped, but he feared it was already too late for that.


Even if Stu and Corbin took their oath seriously, could they really protect him from a bloodthirsty vampire? And if he didn't discover an antibody, he would turn into one of the undead. Instead of protecting him, Stu would be forced to kill him.




Chapter Six



 



Stu lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling. He kicked his bedcovers aside. Hot and bothered by his dreams, he'd awakened drenched in sweat. The images burned into his brain caused his heart to race. Too real, too vivid, too heartbreaking. He'd stood with blood dripping from his hands, the strix's head lolling at his feet. But too late. Aric stood in front of him, larger than life, with burnished amber eyes blinking owlishly in a pale, narrow face. Fangs—sharp, long, and lethal.


He rubbed his throbbing temple, a headache spreading through the haze of his brain. He flexed his hands, trying to bring life back into his limbs. When did it get to be like this? When did the call of his heritage begin blaring louder than brass horns in his ears?


Before his brother left, he'd thrown Stu one of his “we'll talk later” looks. Corbin was not pleased to find Aric in Stu's bed. Stu had known Aric only a day, and already he understood the selfish boy would break his heart. He already missed their bodies touching. And other things—things he tried to reconcile in his foggy brain. These newly discovered feelings startled him, forcing him to reevaluate his perception of himself. Not that dating girls was ever a priority in his life. First, there was football; second, poetry; and then, of course, his family, made ever more important when his father died.


He shoved the pillow over his face and groaned. Thinking of his family brought forth the image of his mom—the disappointment on her face if she ever thought her youngest son walked the same path as Corbin, a gay vampire slayer.


Stu's response to the knock on the door was another deep groan. His brother would not bother to knock, and Aric had fled his apartment so fast, he'd left no trace of his presence. But then he brought the sheet up to his nose and inhaled a rich cinnamon sweetness. Aric had marked it with his scent, and it made Stu feel warm inside.


Another knock resounded throughout the room, and groggily he peeled back the covers and stumbled out of bed. He raised a pair of boxers over his hips before opening the front door.


Nick faced him, the look in his dark, almost black eyes hard as flint. The broad-shouldered quarterback could intimidate the best of men. But Stu was used to his friend's fierce expression. He relaxed and rubbed his stubble while motioning for Nick to enter.


Nick walked in and slung his body onto the sofa. He looped his beefy arm over the backrest and rested his ankle on his thigh. His foot jiggled, but his face remained placid.


Nick never minced his words. “Where the hell have you been? I've been texting you, and you haven't answered your calls.”


“Lower your voice. My head's ready to explode.”


“Late night?”


“Nope. Just couldn't sleep.” Stu sauntered into the bathroom and removed the bottle of aspirin from the medicine cabinet. He dry swallowed two pills and rinsed out his mouth with cold water. Next he ducked his head under the faucet, hoping the icy blast would unscramble his brain. He returned to the living room, a towel thrown over his shoulders to catch the drips from his hair.


Nick had typical Italian good looks and a bold personality to match his broad mouth and lively dark eyes. “You look like shit. Why did you miss the party?”


“Had to finish my report—”


“Amy saw you Friday night with that pretty boy.”


“Yeah, so what? I ran into Aric leaving the library. I bought him a late dinner as an apology. He had quite a knot on his forehead.”


“So why didn't you guys come to Jason's afterward? It was an all-nighter.”


“He doesn't go for parties.”


Nick's eyes flashed. “He's gay, isn't he?”


“So? I've never known you to be a homophobe.”


“Look. You also missed our team luncheon.”


“Fuck. Sorry.” Stu massaged his temple, but the dull pain persisted.


“It was yesterday, retard. The coach sent me to check up on you.”


Nick leaned forward, his feet firmly planted on the floor, his hands on his knees. Stu fidgeted, unable to meet his friend's gaze. He walked over to the window and pulled the curtain farther open. Sunlight streamed harshly through the glass pane.


“Sorry. Cor showed up, and it threw my schedule off.”


“It's not like you to miss out. What's going on with you?”


The seriousness in Nick's voice fueled Stu's irritation. What could he say to get Nick off his back? They were as close as brothers and had become even more so when Stu's father had died and Corbin had left home. His friend had always been there for him, and Stu would do anything for him in return. But to tell him the truth?


Stu ran his hand over his face before turning toward Nick. “I need coffee.”


“Did you eat?”


“Just got up. What time is it, anyway?”


“Noon, you slacker. Shower, and we'll go to IHOP. You look like you need a meal.”


“Not there.” Too many fresh memories would plague him.


“Okay, then Starbucks.”


* * *



Starbucks was located on Mill Avenue, a couple of blocks from Stu's condo. The weather suited dining outside, and they headed for a shaded table situated along the side street. Stu began to feel normal again, the nightmare ebbing into a distant memory.


Aric had gotten under his skin, and that annoyed him. His sexual frustration buried him in that senseless dream. What they had done in the shower had only whetted his appetite for more. The memory of Aric's fingers trailing down his throat, his shoulders, his chest, made his cock wake up. He looked down at his fisted hands, then picked up his cappuccino and sipped the strong brew.


Nick ate his bagel, picking the crumbs with his fingers. Stu felt comfortable with Nick, but did he feel more for his friend? No. As good-looking as Nick was, Stu was sure he didn't want the guy's dick in his mouth or up his ass. So did this mean he was straight, or that Nick wasn't his type?


His own reputation amazed him. People claimed he bedded every available coed on campus, but between football and his studies, he had little time for dating. The million-dollar question was, why did his body heat up with just the thought of touching Aric's hard muscles sheathed in all that velvet skin? No girl ever made him that crazy.


Nick leaned forward in his chair, licking off the last crumbs from his fingers. “Something you want to tell me? I've known you for a long time, Stu. A long time. I've seen things.”


Anxiety struck at Stu's gut, making his stomach plunge. Had Nick discovered his family's secret? Nick had no fucking clue how many secrets Stu had stowed away in the attic.


Stu chewed his lower lip, then spoke. “You've never bothered with subtlety before.”


“You like this Aric dude, don't you?”


Stu's heart leapfrogged into his throat. A tidal wave of fear drowned out all sounds. He frowned as the cup shook in his trembling hand.


Nick aimed his gaze at eye level with Stu's. “I'm your best friend. You can talk to me.”


A reminder, yes, but no guarantee of acceptance. Stu sipped his drink, buying himself more time. He'd never purposely lied to his friend, but this…this could change everything between them. “What are you getting at?”


Nick blushed, much to Stu's surprise. The dude always kept his cool under pressure, even during the times on the football field when they had been behind twenty-one to nothing.


“I saw the way you looked at him…and you don't seem too interested in chicks, not that…” Nick's rambling was worse than Nick's disapproval.


Stu slammed his hand over his friend's drumming fingers. “I just like him. That's all.”


Nick patted Stu's hand. “Hey, lighten up. So you're gay. I can handle it.”


Stu shot back his hand. Being called gay didn't sit well with him. “I'm not a fag.” His brow furrowed. “I'm attracted to girls, I guess.” His voice faltered.


Nick let out an exasperated breath. “Look, dude. You're not very convincing.”


“It's not like I lust after any of our teammates.” His gaze darted around the patio as he lowered his voice. “Or other guys,” he repeated, more to convince himself.


“Glad to hear it. Or else I'd have to beat the shit out of you.” Nick slouched in his seat, his mouth quivering in silent laughter.


His friend was kidding, but it didn't ease his worry that everything might change between them. He said gruffly, “Like you could take me down.”


Nick scratched his chest. “Maybe you're right, and it's just Aric that rocks your world. He's pretty for a dude. And as you said the other day, he's smart. You always dated girls with brains rather than with big breasts.” Nick leaned forward. “When you dated at all.” Amusement flashed across his face. “Have you done it yet?”


A warm ache spread across Stu's chest. Would he have another chance to with Aric? His hand jerked, almost knocking over his cup.


“Well…” Nick leaned back into his chair again, letting it teeter on two legs. “You're red as a tomato. A dead giveaway.”


“It's none of your fucking business.”


Light laughter cascaded across the table. “I guess that's a yes.” Nick sat up, reached for Stu's arm, and took it with a gentle squeeze. He lowered his voice, and his eyes were sincere. “I don't care who you choose to have sex with. You'll always be my best friend. Nothing you say or do can change that.”


Stu was glad to be sitting down, because the relief he felt at his best friend's words left his knees weak. Nick had just accepted Stu's being attracted to a guy, without any condemnation. He wanted to jump over the table and embrace Nick in a big bear hug but thought better of it. The last thing he needed was to freak out his best friend, who was showing incredible understanding.


He looked at Nick's strong fingers and shook his head. “I don't know who I am anymore. It's all so confusing.”


“Stop your pity party. You're going to be the greatest wide receiver the world has ever known.”


But Stu wondered if the NFL was his true path. He loved the sport—the smell of the fresh grass, the thrill of the catch, the camaraderie among his teammates. He'd miss it if he walked away, but his love of poetry had its own seductive siren call. Being an English professor definitely had appeal. And what about his destiny and his promise to his mother? A promise he'd sworn to uphold—a promise he'd already broken.


“It won't work, will it?” he muttered, unaware he spoke out loud.


“Football or me?” Nick grinned, but then his smile wavered. “Not sure, bud. I'm not sure you can have it all. You might have to choose.”


Aric, football, fighting vampires alongside his brother—could he have any of these—especially the last one—without breaking his mother's heart? Corbin and his father had always encouraged his football career, but his mother wanted him to get his literature degree. And not one of his family members wanted him to follow the life of a slayer. But what did he want?


Needing a shave and a shower, Stu shoved the empty coffee cup aside and rose from his chair. “Cor's coming over. I need to go.”


“I haven't seen him in ages. How's he doing? Still breaking hearts?”


Not since their mother kicked Corbin out of the house. Not since his father was alive and their family strong in their unity and love. “He doesn't stick around long enough to find out. I don't think he's ever been in love with anyone.”


“Not like you, huh? The ultimate romantic. Just be careful. Don't fall in love without knowing what you're getting into.” Nick stood and picked up the empty dishes. “I'll bring these in. Meet you on the corner.”


Stu watched Nick disappear inside the coffeehouse, then turned away and walked to the street corner. Cars whizzed by as he waited for his friend to come back. All these people…heading for known destinations. His own destiny was anything but. Whichever direction he took, his life would forever change. Yet he knew deep down his fate had already been decided. He was committed to helping Aric. But all the other stuff…


Nick suggested Stu was falling in love, but that was ridiculous. Stu had just met Aric. What really bothered him was that Nick didn't seem all that surprised by his confession. Because Stu didn't show much interest in girls? Did he always suspect Stu liked guys?


Then there was the dream. It persisted in his mind, an ugly reminder of Aric's precarious fate. Stu had to stop Johan from taking Aric away from him.


Aric was his.




Chapter Seven



 



Eyeing Stu intensely, Corbin draped his body across the sofa. A graceful recline fit his brother; Corbin never slouched. He was too urbane for such a pose. Stu grimaced and turned his back, steeling his shoulders for the lecture sure to come. Only Corbin could make him feel like a kid, with his penetrating stare and sharp tongue. Stu always obeyed him in the past, Corbin being more like a father figure than a brother. But that was ages ago. Stu was his own man now.


“I'm not trying to control your life,” Corbin commented as if reading Stu's mind. He lifted the curtain behind the sofa and looked out the window. “Where were you this morning?”


Stu's neck strained with tension. He turned to face his interrogator, knowing what was on his brother's mind. He'd hear about it soon enough. Better to sidetrack if he could. He forced his voice to stay neutral. Now wasn't the time for arguments. “Coffee with Nick. Did you find out anything useful?”


Corbin wore his hair in a ponytail tied back by a simple leather string. Purple smudges underlined his fatigued eyes. “I haven't dealt with this kind before, so I did some research last night.”


Corbin did want to help, and he would give his life to protect Stu. Stu's anger subsided and was replaced with concern for his brother. “You haven't slept, have you? Sure you don't want to take a nap first?”


“No time to waste. I had to visit the Scriptorium.”


“How in the hell did you do that in just a day?”


Their father had taken them only once to visit that amazing library full of nooks and crannies stuffed with wondrous, dusty scrolls and hand-scripted, leather-bound books. Housed beneath the ruins of a monastery on the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, since the days of Charlemagne it had been hidden from the eyes of the church, known only to a few. The sacred underground was protected by ancient magic and only reachable by bright cones of light, portals older than time. Several were scattered throughout the world, known only to the initiated. Holding Corbin's hand tightly and with his father by his side, Stu had entered the glowing portal. The sensation was like stepping off a cliff—a free fall of pure exhilaration. In an instant, he was standing in the library, his stomach in his throat. It had taken him hours to recover his equilibrium.


Corbin brushed off his concern with a flick of his hand. “I'm fine.”


Stu ignored his brother's reassurance and turned for the kitchen. He poured a glass of filtered water from the sink, then ripped open a vitamin packet and shook the crystals into the glass. After giving the mixture a quick stir, he handed the orange-tinted liquid to Corbin.


“Drink it up. You look wasted.”


Corbin did as he was ordered, then got down to business. “Strix can turn into their totem, but when they fight, they never lose their human form completely.”


“So the giant bird overhead, the one I saw in the parking lot…”


“An owl, grotesque in appearance, I take it. Probably wouldn't have put up much of a fight in that form. Spying, most likely.”


Stu shivered as he remembered the enormous winged bird hovering in the night sky.


“Sunlight doesn't harm them, and they have no weaknesses except to one simple mineral.” Corbin paused for effect. “Salt.”


Stu walked back to the kitchen and picked up the saltshaker from the counter. He lifted the glass container in his hand and peered at the white crystals. “How does it hurt them?”


“It draws out their life force and makes them weak. It doesn't kill them, but it slows them down enough to do damage. They're incredibly hard to kill.”


“So we arm ourselves with saltshakers?” Stu scoffed at the absurd image of them defending themselves with huge shakers of table salt.


Corbin chuckled, but his laughter did not reach his eyes. “That, and a stake.”


“A stake will be enough?”


“If we hit him precisely through that beating organ, yeah. Best to find his lair and attack after dawn. Strix feed at night before they rest. They're more sluggish when the sun rises.” Corbin brushed his pants with his long fingers, then arched in a catlike stretch. He leaned forward and propped his elbows on this knees, lightly resting his chin in his hands. “Let Aric know about the salt and have him carry it with him at all times. At least that will give him a chance to escape if necessary.”


“Why hasn't the strix taken him?”


“Not sure.” Corbin wet his lips with his tongue. “For some reason, it seems he doesn't want him dead.” His gaze probed Stu's face. “Maybe he wants to fuck him again.”


“What?” Stu dropped the shaker on the counter. It bounced a few times and rolled off. He kicked it away.


“Chill, man. He seems to be waiting in the wings. Until Aric turns. It's as if he doesn't want to hurt him. Just scare him a little. Let him know he's being watched.” Corbin's mouth flattened. “What's going on between you and Aric? Did he do something to you?”


His brother's arrogant tone made Stu's pulse spike. “He didn't rape me, asshole.”


“You're not gay like me.”


Stu's jaw tightened. “No, I'm not you. And you don't know how I feel.”


“He's a beautiful boy…very beautiful. Soft, delicate features…incredible hazel eyes…a slender, almost-feminine body, but I bet hard too, and extremely exciting to touch…” Corbin paused, gazing sternly at Stu. “I'm sure he attracts all sorts of curious straight men who want the experience of one night with him.”


“It's not like that.” Stu fell into the nearest chair and propped his feet on the coffee table. Unlike his brother, he drooped in a perfectly inelegant slouch. He picked at this thumbnail.


“Leave him be, Stu. He's dangerous.”


“So are we.”


“We?” Corbin's eyes narrowed. “I'll take care of things. You stay out of it.”


“No. It's my oath, my problem, my choice.” As soon as the words escaped Stu's mouth, he knew he'd spoken the absolute truth.


Corbin clutched the armrest. “You're not one of us.”


“Only because Mom fought me on it. I know you want to protect me, especially since Dad's… But I make my own decisions now.” He ran his hand through his hair, his eyes downcast. “I can't explain it…I can't run away from it.” He looked up. “Dad always said it was a foolish man who believed he could outrun fate.”


“You don't have what it takes.”


“I'm as strong as you, maybe stronger.”


“It takes more than strength. It takes a temperament of coldhearted determination. You're too…kind, good. I fight so you can stay the way you are.”


“You're not my protector. I admire—”


“Don't…” Corbin held up his hand. “There's nothing to admire about a killer.”


A growl rose from Stu's throat. He was tired of being put off. “Either you let me help you, or I go it alone,” he said, firm and determined. “I don't plan on letting you have all the fun.”


Corbin sighed, shaking his head. “Stubborn ass. This isn't a game. It can get you killed, and what would Mom say if I had to bring her that kind of news?”


“You aren't invincible either.”


“She can live with my death, but if something happened to you, she'd die inside.”


“How can you say that? She loves you.”


Corbin fluffed a throw pillow and played with its fringe. He stared hard at Stu. “She also would die if she thought you were like me.”


“You got it wrong. She doesn't blame you.”


“If it weren't for my arrogance, Dad would be alive, and you know it.” The bitterness emanated from Corbin.


Stu wished he could wipe away that horrible night of their father's death, their mother screaming at Corbin, Corbin leaving. Once his brother had walked out the front door, he'd never returned. “You're both too stubborn to talk things through. How can you make up when you never come home?”


Corbin aimed and tossed the pillow at Stu, who batted it aside with ease. Stu sensed him shutting down—his heart, his emotions, his anger.


“Piss off,” Corbin warned. “We need to find the strix, and it'll be damn hard if we don't get Aric to cooperate. How much does he know?”


“I told him the truth. That we're Kresniks, vampire slayers.”


“Does he know why you're so damn good at catching those high-flying footballs?”


Stu bit a hangnail, drawing blood. So he forgot to mention his ability to use the talents of his animal spirit when in human form. “Why should I tell him that?”


Corbin rose and went to the fridge. He opened the door and rummaged through the contents, then took out two beers and twisted open the caps. He took a swig from the longneck bottle and left the other beer on the counter.


Stu sighed and forced himself from the chair. He retrieved the bottle and drank down the cold brew. Once he'd finished, he slammed the bottle on the counter, catching Corbin's attention. The beer did little to relax him.


“Tell me what's really on your mind,” Stu said. “I know you have something more to say to me. Go ahead; lay it on.”


“I don't want to see you get hurt.”


“By screwing Aric? That's rich coming from you. A guy in every port.”


“I've never known you to be attracted to any of your teammates or your male friends.”


“Nor have I been head over heels in love with a girl.”


“You're twenty-two. You're a long way off from needing a steady girlfriend.”


Stu grumbled beneath his breath as Corbin mimicked the posture of their father—thinned lips, hands on hips, back ramrod straight, face shut down but for the fire igniting his eyes. Tension gathered into a hard knot at the back of Stu's neck. The grinding of his teeth forced his voice to come out as a hiss. “Who I choose to spend my time with is my business.”


“Have you thought about Aric's feelings? He's gay, Stu. He can fall in love with you. Then what?”


“Look. We were together one time. We're far from announcing our nuptials. I'm willing to take it as it comes.”


“Did he come on to you?”


“You saw him run out of here. I seduced him. And would do it again in a heartbeat.” Even though Aric had said it had been a big mistake.


Corbin's shoulders drooped. “You drive me insane. Just promise me you won't jump into this…this affair without realizing the consequences.”


“Fine, let's drop it. Anyway, Aric isn't exactly forthcoming.” Stu couldn't help the timbre of disappointment in his voice. “He doesn't want to get involved.”


“Smart guy.” Corbin sighed in exaggeration. “Okay, I'll forget about you and that lothario for now. You better tell him what I found out. And about the salt. In case the vampire's hovering nearby. I'll be keeping tabs on the strix. When I find his lair, we'll sweep in and kill him.”




Chapter Eight



 



Stu hurried down the Life Sciences Building's hallway while glancing over his shoulder. A weird sensation tingled at the back of his neck. He felt the strix's gaze on him, but whenever he turned around, nothing and no one was in sight. Picking up his pace, he rounded the corner, exhaling a sigh as he approached the lab door. He rushed inside and locked the door behind him. He turned on all the lights and then pulled the heavy curtains shut.


Johan seemed satisfied with biding his time, waiting until Aric transformed. But why is what ate at Stu. What was the strix's motive? Thankfully he found Aric safely hiding behind his glass tubes and apparatuses, penciling in a notebook. A glare from the overhead lights flashed on Aric's lenses. Stu smiled at his deep concentration. He hadn't bothered to look up or comment on the full set of lights now beaming down on the counter.


Stu sat on the edge of a desk, in full view of Aric. “I thought I'd find you here. The strix—”


“I sensed him.” Aric kept writing, keeping his head down. “I'm busy. What is it?”


“Aren't you worried?”


Aric looked up from his notebook and slipped his pencil behind his ear. He wore his hair tied back, and his chin jutted out, his eyes flashing beneath the overhead lights. The quintessential nerd made Stu's heart hopscotch across his chest. Maybe liking a guy was strange, but he did want Aric. More than lust, more than desire, this need went deeper, even though he didn't have a name for it.


Aric's voice dripped with heavy sarcasm. “Why should I be, when I have two slayers watching my back? I know you guys have been following me. Johan too. I can smell all of you a mile away.” He slipped off his glasses and placed them next to his notebook. He looked straight at Stu. “Why are you here?”


Stu lifted the bottom of his shirt and gave it a good sniff, hiding his smile. “Hey, this was freshly laundered just yesterday.” Laughing, he dropped the hem and shrugged. “Come on, man. It's been two days since we've talked. I was worried.”


Aric poked his pencil tip back to the paper. “Leave already. I don't need you sitting here breaking my concentration.”


“You admit I'm a distraction.”


“A distraction that's costing me time.”


Stu breezily ignored him. “You need to eat. I'll bet you've been hiding in here all day and haven't eaten a thing, let alone taken a break.”


“I'm not hungry.”


Stu strode up to Aric, removed the pencil from his hand, and set it next to his notebook and glasses. “Cor found out information about Johan that might prove useful.”


Aric sucked in the edge of his upper lip. Interest sparked in his eyes, but he kept the insolent tone in his voice. “So tell me. You're dying to.”


He related what Corbin had discovered, leaving out where his brother had found the information. He curled his hand around Aric's forearm, refusing to release him. “I brought you a present.”


Aric glared at the hand holding his arm. He lifted his chin, stubborn defiance screaming from the depths of his hazel eyes. “Look. I told you—”


“Yeah, yeah, we're a big mistake. This present isn't a love token.” He reached inside his shorts' pocket and pulled out a plastic saltshaker. “Here, take it. It could save your life, and that's more important than declaring my undying affection.”


Aric took the offered gift and held it up to take a good look at it. “What the hell is this going to do?”


“Evil spirits hate it.” Stu grinned.


“Is this some kind of joke?”


“No, no…” Stu shoved his hands in his pockets. “I'm dead serious. It'll repel him or at least render him weak enough to give you a chance to get the hell away.”


Aric gave the salt another look-over, this time with great care. “Interesting. This ordinary crystal, eh? It has a very immutable quality to it.”


The scientist in Aric came out, to Stu's delight. “What do you mean?”


“If you dilute salt in water and let it evaporate, it will reform into its perfect square crystal. Its essence doesn't change.” He stuffed the shaker in his lab coat. “Johan is going to come after me, isn't he?”


Corbin had speculated the strix might want another fuck, but maybe it was more than that. Stu spoke his thought out loud. “Maybe he wants you as his mate.”


Aric blanched. “Why? I don't get it.”


“Neither do I. Must have been quite a screw.”


“Fuck you.” Aric turned his rigid back to him.


“Hey, wait.” Stu rested his palm on Aric's shoulder, and the warmth permeated his hand. He'd been flippant and insensitive, partly out of jealousy, and now he regretted it. “That was uncalled-for, but…you won't let me in. Not even a crack.”


Aric twisted around, shrugging his shoulder to loosen Stu's grip. “We came together because of my situation. You know nothing about me or my world, and believe me, you don't fit in.”


“Our bodies fit. I like you. A lot.”


Aric bristled and wrenched his arm free. “You have a warped sense of attraction. You're a fucking football player, not some male Buffy.”


“I'm a Kresnik. I can't turn my back on you, and neither can Cor. It's how it is, like it or not.”


“Well, I don't like it,” Aric snarled. He reached for his notebook on the counter and held it to his chest, turning his back to Stu. “I'm so close, so close. If I had more time…”


“Face it. You don't.”


Aric turned, suddenly in Stu's space. The notebook slipped and made a loud thump as it hit the floor. Aric bent to pick it up, but Stu stopped him by gripping Aric's shoulder.


Aric shook off Stu's grasp, placed the notebook onto the counter, and turned back to Stu with his arms crossed. “What makes you think you'll be able to outsmart Johan?”


Stu shrugged. “I have certain abilities I haven't told you about.”


“Don't tell me.” Aric groaned. “You can shape-shift.”


“Not exactly. It's complicated.”


Aric put his hand to his head and rolled his eyes. “Fucking Christ, complicated isn't half of it.”


“Every Kresnik has an animal spirit. Cor's is a fox. He has the fox's intelligence. And its cunning and resourcefulness.”


Aric frowned. “And you?”


“My animal spirit is a lynx. I can run and—”


“Leap tall buildings in a single bound,” Aric grumbled.


Stu laughed and shook his head. “I'm no superman.”


“You are on the field.”


“It's why I'm able to outsmart my competition and get to the ball first.”


“What good will any of this do against a supernatural dickhead?”


“We can kill him.”


Aric stuck his hands in his lab coat, looking doubtful but utterly adorable. Stu wanted to kiss him but thought better of it. At least for now.


“And if you do succeed, then I'm free of my affliction?”


His voice was so low, Stu had to strain to hear him.


“I think so.”


“What? You think so?”


“According to the ancient text, yes, you'd be free. But who knows how accurate those books are? Creatures evolve just as humans do. Therefore their powers can morph and change.”


Aric threw up his hands in frustration. “Great. Just great.”


Smiling at the temper tantrum, Stu stepped closer to Aric and caught his wrists. “We'll figure it out, okay?”


Aric lowered his eyes. Stu let go of one wrist and brushed his finger lightly over the delicate skin along the curve of Aric's neck. His mouth hovered near the shell of his ear. He stole a quick stroke down Aric's tense thigh before leaning in. Aric stood completely still, as if waiting, holding his breath. In anticipation?


Stu studied Aric's wan complexion, his thin frame even thinner. “You're pale. You need blood. Take mine. It's more nourishing than your own.”


Aric bared his teeth, his fangs starting to protrude. “No, never.”


“I give it willingly.”


Aric's eyes widened as Stu leaned in and sniffed Aric's scent. He inhaled the spicy musk clinging to Aric's lab coat, and it almost undid him right then. He went for the direct approach. Subtlety seemed lost on Aric.


“Feed on me. Fuck me. I want you to.”


Aric stepped back as if Stu's touch burned him. “Get away from me. I don't want you. Especially not you.”


Stu held Aric firmly by the wrist. “Because you think I'm straight. That's not fair.”


“It's more than fair. It's already more than I wanted, this entanglement. With you, Corbin, and the whole fucking mess.”


Stu was stronger, and his slayer's blood heated, a possessive need for Aric taking over. On the football field, in his studies—in life—he believed in going after what he desired. And what he wanted now stood in front of him.


He attacked Aric's mouth without a moment's hesitation. The kiss burned hotter than ever, their tongues dueling for dominance. He bent his knees slightly, pushing into Aric's groin. A moan rippled from Aric's throat, the sound making its way through Stu's body. He couldn't walk away. He thrust his tongue deeper. Warm, moist—just right; kissing Aric was heaven.


Their chests pressed tightly together, and Aric melted into Stu's body, suddenly all sweet pliancy. Aric tilted back his head, his eyes shining dangerously feral, his complexion flushed.


“I told you no.” Aric gasped as Stu's hands roamed down his ass.


“Your body betrays you.”


Aric narrowed his eyes, his brows rising as Stu pinched his ass. “Are you sure you want me to fuck you?” Aric said. “Do you even know what it means?”


“Sure. You take me in the ass, right?”


Aric's cheeks reddened, and Stu found it cute and beautiful and an absolute turn-on. “I read a couple of manuals,” Stu confessed, a flush warming his own cheeks. “Went to Fascinations. I wanted to learn a few things before…”


Aric smiled, a rare and wonderful glow lighting up his eyes. “You went to an adult book store, bought gay sex manuals, all in anticipation that we might do it?”


“Also bought these.” He pulled out a small tube and a condom from his back pocket and handed them to Aric.


“Christ. You are prepared.” Aric slipped the items into his lab coat pocket.


Before Stu could answer, Aric had Stu's shorts unzipped and, along with his boxers, pushed down past his knees. Stu kicked them off and slipped out of his flip-flops. Aric swiped his arm across the countertop, sending papers and empty test tubes skittering across the surface. He lifted Stu onto the counter with surprising ease.


Stu's balls hung heavy and sensitive, his cock at half-mast but growing. A man was staring at his privates with lust in his eyes, and he was getting turned on by it. He licked his lips in anticipation of letting this man dominate him.


Aric zeroed in on Stu's cock. “I tried for reason, but you won't listen.”


Stu understood Aric's need for control, but it still startled him how much Aric's personality changed when sexually aroused. Gone was the reluctant nerd hiding behind his smart-ass attitude. Was it the strix's fluids coursing through his veins that made him sexually aggressive when aroused?


Aric's eyes glowed eerily, like those of a bird of prey. He licked his lips, and his fangs gleamed bright white, reminding Stu of the danger of his situation. But he didn't care. Maybe he was a fool for falling into the snare of Aric's tempting body, but he had to find out what it meant to be loved by him.


“Let me give you my strength,” Stu said.


Aric hooked a lab stool with his foot and dragged it in front of Stu. He sat and spread Stu's legs apart. Lust rode up Stu's thighs, and the heat settled in his groin. Dizziness passed swiftly into desire. Aric sniffed his skin as he nuzzled the soft inner thigh and ran his fingers down the corded muscle. Stu jerked, and his muscle twitched as a pinprick of pain bit into his flesh. A strange, unworldly sensation flowed through his veins as his blood was sucked from his thigh. Time suspended. He swayed, and then Aric's fangs retreated, replaced by rough lips skimming down the curve of his leg. Deft fingers feathered heated touches along his calves. He clutched the back of Aric's lab coat, the sensations overwhelming him.


He yanked the rubber band holding Aric's lush hair and let the strands flow through his fingers as they fell in waves down Aric's back. Soft and smooth and sexy, like Aric himself. Aric looked up, and Stu smiled at the healthy color of his lover's cheeks. Blood sprinkled dots of red across his lips. He held Aric's chin and led him to his mouth to lick away the specks of blood. The metallic tang hit the back of his throat, and he savored the taste. He had no idea he could ever feel this aroused, this hot, this insanely horny.


He kissed Aric with a sense of urgency and demand for release.


Deep and erotic, the kiss lingered, neither one breaking away. Stu ignored the dull pain of the sharp-edged counter biting into the backs of his thighs, the dull throb of his lower back as he leaned in for the kiss.


Aric's hands circled the base of his cock. Stu gasped as his head jerked back. Aric laughed, his hands now wrapped tightly around Stu's shaft. “I'm a damn good cocksucker.”


Before him was the confident lover who took control and demanded submission. Fine. Stu would give in to him. He enjoyed being serviced.


A tight sheath of flesh engulfed his cock. The motion of Aric's mouth and the hard, firm grip around the base of his cock lit up a million sparks throughout his body. The sight of Aric's head bobbing between his legs almost made him lose control. He burned hotter as Aric gently kneaded his scrotum, cupping his aching balls while that active mouth concentrated on his cock. The slick tongue rimmed the edge of his head, and teeth lightly scraped the sensitive swell before Aric resumed sucking its full length again.


Stu bit his lip, trying for silence, not wanting the hallways to echo with his lustful moans, but it was hard to constrain his voice. He dug his fingernails into Aric's shoulders for leverage and thrust his hips forward into that sumptuous mouth. A fiery heat blazed in his groin. He'd never been sucked off with such expertise. Aric seemed to control his every sensation, bringing him to the brink of orgasm only to allow the feeling to ebb, then slowly building it up again.


Aric pulled back and swept aside the hair falling into his glittering eyes. He grinned, a dangerous smile. He kept one hand pumping Stu's cock, slick with precum. Aric gazed at him and licked a drop of moisture from his lips with the tip of his tongue. It was the sexiest, most erotic thing Stu had ever seen, and he couldn't subdue the strong groan that tore out from chest. Pleasure reamed through him, and he didn't care who heard him moan.


“Ready to experience nirvana?”


Aric deep throated Stu's cock, and Stu shouted out as the sensations set his groin afire. An arm circled his thigh, bringing him closer to Aric. His eyes fluttered shut, thinking ceased, and the world faded away as lust catapulted his body into infinite space. He coiled his legs tightly around Aric's neck, his orgasm sucked right out of him.


Once his breath slowed, he opened his eyes, taking in his half-softened dick and matted thatch of pubic hair. Sweat beaded his skin, causing patches to soak through his shirt.


Debauched and extremely sated, he smiled. “Fuck, you do give good head.”


Aric wiped his mouth with the tail of his lab coat, removing the last of the semen glistening on his chin. His hair was mussed and sexy. He peered at Stu through half-mast eyes, the sight tugging at Stu's heart.


Aric was now standing too far away for Stu's liking. He slipped down from the counter. “It's my turn.”


Aric held out his hand in a stop motion. “Get dressed and go home.”


So, he flipped the switch again.


Stu couldn't understand Aric's hot-and-cold attitude, but he wouldn't put up with it any longer. “I don't think so.”


He shoved aside the stool and moved within inches of Aric. The slight tic of Aric's jaw gave away his irritation, but Stu ignored it. Let him squirm. Aric treated him like a kid, and between Aric and Corbin, Stu was sick of being pushed around. “I'm not leaving, and I doubt you can force me.”


He kept his gaze trained on Aric's face. Smiling at the doubt in those grave eyes, he cupped the pointed chin. Taller by a couple of inches, he liked the slight advantage of his height. “You have too many clothes on.”


Aric shoved his palm against Stu's chest. His upper lip curled. “Look. You had your fun being sucked off by the gay boy. Now get lost.”


Anger flared up in Stu, his skin burning with it. He grabbed the front of Aric's lab coat and pulled him so their faces were level. “You're dense if you think I'll leave.” He traced the curve of Aric's cheek. He moved his hand downward, skimming the thin collarbone, then farther down, teasing the top button of Aric's lab coat.


Aric remained motionless, and Stu took his inaction as a green light. So his lover boy liked to play games. So did Stu.


“You're an idiot,” Aric growled.


“I'm taking that as an endearment.”


Aric winced, and Stu chuckled, enjoying his lover's discomfort. He was going to teach Aric to trust. He reached into the lab coat pocket and removed the lube and condom, then twisted around to set them on the counter. He smiled, knowing how they'd be used very soon. He went back to stripping Aric of his coat, enjoying disrobing his stubborn nerd-boy. Next went the polo shirt, joining the pile on the floor. Aric stood bare chested.


Stu's heart skipped a beat at the sight of the well-defined pecs and flawless skin. The diminutive nipple ring glittered. His gaze latched on to Aric's thick lashes and that sexy mole.


He tugged the piercing with his teeth, getting the response he wanted—Aric moaned, his fingers pressing into Stu's waist. He licked the nub and pulled back. “Like a little pain, huh?” He licked the perfect shell of his lover's ear. “That's kinky. I think I like it.”


Aric grabbed Stu's ass and ground their hips together, the friction exciting Stu. He tilted his head with a sly grin, knowing full well he looked desperately hungry, again.




Chapter Nine



 



Aric didn't know what to do with this boy who was tonguing his nipples, teasing his aching nubs, tugging at his ring. Stu licked and circled around his sensitive nubs, drawing out his lust, snapping each link of the chain around his heart. With every touch of Stu's tongue on his flesh, he weakened. Strained beyond his limits of self-will, his cock flared red-hot.


Fucking Christ, I'm the idiot.


Inexperienced fingers fumbled at his zipper, which endeared him even more to his awkward lover, and he gently swatted away Stu's hand. Stu stepped back and leaned against the counter. He looked elegantly posed wearing only a white shirt opened to reveal the gold hair swathing his chest. Blue eyes more brilliant than sapphires were wide and full of lust, and that mouth—swollen and pouty and greedy. Aric had no chance against this Apollo, who was waiting impatiently, ankles crossed, foot tapping. He looked like a man trapped but not wanting to escape.


Aric unzipped his pants and shoved them down, then toed off his tennis shoes and socks at the same time. Having gone commando, he smiled at the satisfaction in Stu's eyes as his gaze laid into his groin. It was fucking hot to be scrutinized with such intensity.


He pushed aside his doubts. It was too late to turn away from what Stu offered.


Stu licked his lips, his hands clenched at his sides. “God, you're fucking beautiful. And I don't mean it as an insult. You just are.”


The compliment made Aric's heart swell and spill over, releasing a dozen reasons why he should push Stu away. A vampire had no business falling in love with a human. And this human was his natural-born enemy. Stu would have to kill him if he turned toward the dark side. If Stu didn't stab him in the heart with a wooden stake, then Corbin would surely do it with pleasure.


But these reasons fell away as Stu dived down and sucked, nipped, and licked his nipples again.


Aric reached inside Stu's shirt and skimmed the hot, damp skin, giving him more than a reason to continue. How far would his determined jock go to please him? A part of him hoped the threat of his reaming his ass would send Stu running, while his other half fiercely hoped Stu wanted this as badly as he did.


Stu smiled wryly. “Fuck me in the ass. I want to know how it feels,” he said without hesitation, his voice strong.


“What a good Boy Scout. It'll be easier if you turn around and hold on to the counter.”


Stu did as instructed. What did this jock have over him that made him lose all sense of restraint? All Aric could think about was his cock impaled in that firm ass. Stu would be deliciously tight.


Stu turned his head and caught Aric's gaze. “I'm not sure what to do.”


That simple confession softened Aric's heart even more. “Here's a quick Ass Fucking 101.” He petted Stu's firm, round ass. “My fingers will soften you up. Try to relax into the motion.” Leaning toward Stu's ear, he licked the lobe and smiled at the whimpered moan. “I'll go slow…very slow.” He breathed in the delicious scent wafting off Stu's warm skin and nuzzled his face into the sexy curve of his nape. As he laid a trail of quick kisses across broad shoulders, his hand curved possessively over a firm ass cheek. He slid his finger ever so near the moist cleft. His own cock grew big and hard, and it bounced against Stu's ass.


Stu squirmed but kept his hands firmly planted on the counter. He stuck out his ass, and a jolt rocketed through Aric's groin as he rubbed his cock to meet it. He gave his assurance in a barely coherent voice. “If it ever becomes too uncomfortable, just tell me, and I'll stop. Okay?” He decided not to tell Stu about the prostate. Some things were best left as a surprise.


Part of screwing a straight man was the absolute turn-on of fucking a virgin ass. Yet a pang of guilt made Aric hesitate. Was it really okay to take advantage of this young man? Even though Stu certainly didn't hide how much he wanted to be fucked, Aric's age and experience gave him the responsibility of handling this situation the right way. He should have sent Stu packing, but Stu was so damn persistent.


So now, here Aric was, his cock primed for entry, his heart fluttering like a madman's, his head completely off its rocker.


Stu splayed his broad palms on the counter and spread his steady legs. The sight caused a lump to rise in Aric's throat, and he swallowed, desperate to control his trembling hands. He bent over Stu and weaved his fingers through the fine blond hair. A fresh, clean scent whipped around his nose. He could get used to this smell, and he closed his eyes. The aroma overtook him, blocking out all other scents. He was tired of fighting his sexual desires. And this boy was willing and wanting to please.


He ran his hands down Stu's spine. He kissed the vertebrae one by one, trailing his fingers along the path of his kisses. Then he went for Stu's balls.


Stu's head jerked up, and he gasped. “Fucking hell, that feels…ah… You're spoiling me for other lovers.”


Other lovers? Aric stomach clenched, the sudden jealousy bursting through his consciousness. Oh God, not this desire for sole ownership. Not with Stu. Not with a football jock headed for the NFL. He paused, hoping to slow down his heart and cool the heat burning his skin. This was not right—for so many reasons. What if the condom broke? He could infect Stu with the curse if he came inside him.


Aric stepped next to Stu, then grabbed his forearm, forcing Stu to stand.


“Hey, what are you doing?” Stu croaked as he caught his balance with one hand to the counter.


Aric kept a hand on Stu's back while he took in the golden-haired god, his white shirt revealing washboard abs, dusty golden curls, slim hips. His feathered bangs fringed his heavy-lidded eyes. Stu looked debauched and drunk on sex; never had such a beautiful man wanted him.


“I'm trying to protect you from making a mistake.”


“No, you're trying to protect yourself.” Stu emphasized “protect” by giving a firm squeeze to Aric's right ball.


Aric squeaked. “You jerk.”


Stu chuckled in his ear, sending chills of pleasure through Aric.


“You think I'm going to leave once we fuck? I'm not like that.”


Aric's dick ached, his balls tingled, his mind shouted at him to forget his doubts and fuck the hell out of this willing victim. What was he waiting for? “You don't have any idea what you're getting into.”


“I like you. I want you, and you want me. That's enough.” Stu reached for the condom and shoved it into Aric's hand. “Why worry about the future?”


Aric fisted his hand around the small plastic square and shook his head. “I worry about doing something that might turn you into what I am.”


“It's not possible.”


“Huh? But—”


“Later. You talk too much.” He shut Aric up with a kiss.


Aric pulled away to catch his breath—and to give in. The sight of Stu's spoiled-boy pout made him lose any control he had left. He purred as nimble fingers ran down the entire length of his erection, stirring the warmth back into his cock. Stu's other hand remained firmly on his shoulder, keeping him rooted. When Stu's fingers found their way to his balls, Aric let out a full-throated groan.


Ah, so much for holding back.


Stu caressed his scrotum, causing sensual licks of desire to shoot up his thighs. Raspy moans escaped Aric's lips. Keeping his hands locked on to those wide shoulders, Aric held on for support.


Stu rubbed himself catlike against him, hands massaging his chest and sliding across his nipples. Aric's cock grew from the direct contact. It was hard to ignore the inner demon of his heart, poking him with a pitchfork to pay attention to his needs. Unmet lust threatened to erupt into a brushfire. He'd already tasted Stu's blood and semen, and he wanted more.


He backed away, then circled Stu, slowly taking him in. Stu followed him with his eyes, his smile never wavering. He stopped behind Stu and slipped off the pure white shirt, letting it pool at his feet. Stu stood, back to Aric, buck naked.


Aric embraced Stu's waist, the palm of his hands resting on Stu's flat stomach. The muscles pulsated beneath his hand, the fine body hair soft. Then he reached for the lube, already so turned on he could barely think straight.


Stu pressed his backside against him, giving silent permission to continue. Aric placed quick kisses down his spine, eliciting a moan. He straightened up and moved back just enough to coat his fingers with lube, then tossed the tube back onto the counter. Fisting Stu's firm cock, he began stroking it, the slick lotion warming in his hand. As he worked Stu's cock, he used his lubed finger to moisten the virgin entry.


Aric took it slow, easing his finger into the tight passage, letting Stu relax into the bittersweet pain. The smell of sweat and musk mingled its seductive scent around him. Two fingers and Stu tensed.


“Are you okay? You want me to go on?”


“Fuck yeah.”


Aric found the nub of flesh that sent Stu into orbit.


“Oh fuck…” Stu arched his back sharply, his body quivering, his moans riding along the airwaves. “Fucking unbelievable.”


“You like?” Aric teased. He grazed Stu's prostate again, smiling as Stu tensed tighter than a strung wire. He pulled out his fingers and placed his dick at the tight entrance. “This will feel even better.”


Aric noticed Stu's grin as he tore open the condom. Good. The boy still wanted it. He slipped on the latex sheath and dropped the wrapper to the floor. He slid his cock inside the hot opening, then stopped at the first ring of muscle. Stu groaned. Aric stroked the soft strands of blond hair until Stu's shoulders relaxed. He pushed farther in. A wonderful, tight sensation grabbed onto his cock. He gauged Stu's movements, noticing every detail of his pain and pleasure: the growls from deep within, the shivers rippling across his skin, the faster rhythm of Stu's hips bucking forward into the fisted hand and back, spearing Aric's cock farther inside him.


All the while, Aric savored the incredible sense of connection, of their bodies joined as one, their hearts beating in sync—every part of him was on the verge of release.


His orgasm shattered through, hard and sudden. Stu came seconds later.


Barely conscious of his surroundings, Aric hung on to Stu, his cheek resting on his sweaty back. Relaxed and inhaling deeply, he caught the scent of sex. His hand pressed over Stu's heart, and the beats slowed beneath his palm. He kissed Stu's tender skin before backing away.


He grabbed a couple of towels from the counter sink and handed one to Stu. “Use this to clean up.”


Aric slipped off the condom and trashed it in the covered wastebasket. He shook his head. “I still think this was too much of a risk. What if the condom had broken?”


“All Kresniks are born with immunity to the undead.”


Aric's heart was suddenly swept up in his throat, his mind exploding with excitement. “Say that again.” He tried hard to remain calm.


Stu tossed the towel toward the counter, a quizzical twist to his mouth. “I'm immune to vampire bites, viruses, curses—you name it—I can't be turned.”


Immune! Christ Almighty. Stu had just said the magic word. Aric's brain zipped into overdrive, thinking of the possibilities. It couldn't be this simple, could it? He needed a sample of Stu's blood.


Aric shoved his pants up, almost tripping on the hem. His lab coat came next, quickly buttoned in a crooked line. “Get dressed, now!” He rushed to the cabinet and found what he needed. When he turned, he was glad to see Stu sitting on the stool, wearing his shorts and shirt.


He hurried over with the apparatus, then rolled up Stu's sleeve. “This won't hurt.”


Stu eyed the needle and plastic tubing. “What's going on?”


“I need your blood. You just might be my savior after all.”


“You mean you think you can find the antidote from my blood because of my immunity?”


“Yes, yes…yes!”


Aric smiled at Stu, who grinned back with unabashed joy. Aware of how lucky he was to have someone who cared, he had to show Stu how much he appreciated his support. Setting the needle down on the counter, he inhaled and let out his breath slowly. Then he walked over to Stu and brushed away the stray bangs from his eyes. He tilted his chin and kissed him without hesitation.


Hands slipped around Aric's waist and rested there. Aric pressed closer, as if he could not get enough of what Stu offered. Too late for holding back his heart—it had already succumbed. He stroked his lover's silky strands, loving how he could relax with this man. He closed in by wrapping his arms around Stu's neck and letting him rest his head on his chest. For a little while, he would believe in hope and in dreams coming true. Part of him wanted to warn Stu that the fact that they had fucked meant nothing. But that would have been a lie. He knew now it meant everything.


But he would keep this knowledge to himself.


He glanced down at Stu, who, with his eyes closed and his breathing quiet, looked like a child. Aric kissed his forehead, and dreamy eyes opened, showing delight. Stu grinned, and Aric got lost in the dazzling purity of the expression. An eternity would not be long enough to forget that smile.




Chapter Ten



 



Aric wanted to jump up and down, shout to the world, scream at the top of his lungs. Although his blood markers were morphing at an accelerating rate, the serum would be ready for trial tomorrow. He'd tracked his biomarkers carefully. If his calculations were correct, he had a couple of more days before he turned completely.


After Stu had left the lab, Aric had spent the rest of that day working on an antidote, followed by several days and nights without much sleep. He'd kept Stu abreast of his progress by texting, but Stu would show up anyway, insisting on breaks for meals and, well…other things. Comfortable in Stu's arms, Aric hadn't complained…much. Time away from the lab had helped him to refocus once back behind his test tubes.


Aric's feet barely hit the sidewalk, his thoughts flying in all directions. Stu's blood had to be the key to his success. That insane, wonderful, compassionate jock had resurrected his hope in finding a cure. The thought of Stu caused his chest to seize with something close to—


Whoa. How much do I really care?


A small smile forced its way into a wide grin. He liked Stu. It was wrong and stupid and completely crazy, but he'd warmed to Stu's generous personality and his boyish enthusiasm when it came to sex. Aric enjoyed discovering his hidden depths—from his love for poetry to his unusual heritage. His new friend was a cut crystal of surprising facets.


Too lost in his daydream, Aric almost ran headlong into a couple holding hands. As he sidestepped them, the overhead streetlight shone down on the man's face, leaving the woman's in the shadows.


His heart stalled as his eyes met the man's; they stole a glance. Aric's step slowed to a snail's pace. A split second of recognition, then it faded. No, the smile was all wrong, and this guy had blond hair. Aric looked away and walked on as he let out a gasp of air. He clutched his shirt. It wasn't Devon. He told himself again. It wasn't Devon. Devon was thousands of miles from here—and miles away from living a life anything similar to his.


The flying-high feeling suddenly took a nosedive as reality sank in. He bit his lower lip and shook his head. Had it already been three years? Their breakup had been heart twisting for Aric. A volley of accusations had been shouted between them. Even after all this time, Aric's faults were still burned into his psyche. He was too possessive, too needy, too much in love. Devon couldn't breathe, couldn't be himself, couldn't stand it anymore.


How can anyone love too much? And as always in a one-sided affair, he'd been left alone to grieve and have to find his way back from the deadwood that was his heart. But he never really found the path back home. Not until Stu.


He wound his hair into a knot behind his head and slowed his pace. He turned and watched the couple disappear down the street. His shoulders drooped, and he shuffled the last few yards to his house. Would he ever learn his lesson? Again, he was blowing a relationship way out of proportion. He had to break his pattern of falling for the wrong kind of guy if he ever wanted a long-lasting relationship.


Stu was wrong. Their relationship was wrong.


When he saw Stu again, he would tell him they had to part ways.


As if Stu would listen. Aric doubted the golden-haired boy would give up so easily. Behind that all-out dazzling smile and guileless face was a tenacious, stubborn devil. He liked that about Stu too.


Once home, Aric stripped out of his clothes and observed his body in the full-length mirror tacked to the back of his bedroom door. All the excitement of his newest findings drained as he took a good look at himself. It looked like he'd grown another inch, and his arms—were they longer too? As he stared into the mirror, he slowly neared the glass. Hazel eyes were now more golden than green. God, he hoped the serum would be his salvation.


Sickened by the image staring back at him, he slipped on his pajamas. He glanced back at the mirror and groaned at the high-water hem of the bottoms and the too-short sleeves of the top. He flopped onto the bed and stared at the thin cracked line racing across the ceiling. Anxiousness kept him awake. When he closed his eyes, he saw Stu, naked and willing. He hugged his pillow to his chest, then sat up and flung it across the room. It hit the mirror and plopped to the floor. Resigned that sleep was impossible, he threw back his covers and rose from the bed.


He sat at his desk and looked out the window it faced. Resting his elbows on the desktop, he stared out to the grassy yard. The full moon shone on the rangy weeds and stark landscape. He couldn't decide if his being too hyped up was from fucking Stu or from his discovering a serum that could save him. Even after a few hours, Stu's smell still lingered on his skin and made for a beautiful memory. And to think, just days ago all he'd wanted was to be left alone.


And Stu's brother was a strange one. Corbin made him uncomfortable with those all-seeing eyes. And Stu, well…Stu made him confront emotions he'd thought long dead. Stu's coming on to him in the lab the first time had been unexpected and unbelievably sexy. Not at all reticent, Stu had sent shock waves through Aric. A bitter yet wonderful mingling of bodies and blissful release. Sex between them continued to be amazing, and Aric didn't know if he had the strength to walk away.


The laptop's fan hummed, a reminder of why he'd sat at the desk in the first place. He wanted to do a quick search for information on Kresniks—a better way to pass the time than tossing and turning in bed, thinking of one particular handsome jock. He typed “Kresnik” into the search engine but was disappointed to find only a few sites flashing on the screen. He clicked on one site claiming the vampire slayers originated in the north Adriatic peninsula of Istria and the islands off its coast. Croatian and Slovenian folklore stemmed from their shamanic origins. Those born with a caul were destined for the life of a Kresnik.


He continued to read, learning how training began at age seven. He pictured a young Stu studying the ways of killing a vampire with wooden stakes and the properties of salt, but somehow the image didn't fit the blond, blue-eyed football player. Too clean-cut, too naive, too…perfectly normal. Except for claiming the status of a vampire slayer. And having a weird brother who showed up wearing a black ninja suit. Definitely not normal stuff.


He cradled the back of his neck with his hands. Suddenly exhausted, he spied his clock on the nightstand. The digital read 3:10. Another deep sigh escaped him. He taught class tomorrow, and he would be in no shape to think straight if he didn't get some sleep.


He closed his eyes and rested for a few minutes, clearing his mind. Noises were amplified in the dark. The sound of car tires whizzed down the street; a cat's paws scampered across the flat roof. He sat up, startled. The sound of an owl hooting turned his stomach.


Was he here? Had Johan finally come to claim him?


He stepped away from the desk and crouched near the edge of the windowsill to peek out into the yard. Nothing stirred. Scanning the square, grassy expanse, he clamped his fingers onto the sill, and his knuckles began to ache from gripping so hard. The strix had to be watching him. Waiting. Aric shivered.


A thin, tall shadow wavered across the fence, and a tremor raced through his heart at the sight. The dark, stealthy image disappeared behind a bush. Aric's keen night vision spied the intruder, and his nose caught the creature's scent.


Johan!


Memories assailed him in a rush of anguish. The alluring man with odd brownish gold eyes luring him from the bar into an alley, fucking him in the ass, and then the strix's fluids rushing into his bloodstream. Nausea rippled through him. He touched his neck, as if feeling invisible fangs sinking deep into his flesh.


One stupid mistake and his life had been irrevocably altered.


Anger flushed away his fear. Anger at being stalked and frightened and bullied.


He rose to his feet and stormed into kitchen, where he yanked open the cabinet above the stove. Feeling for the carton of salt with his fingertips, he pushed aside bottles until he found his weapon. He poured a handful of crystals into his palm before stepping out into the yard. He was ready for a confrontation with his adversary.


“Show your face, you creep.”


The strix hooted an eerie laugh and took a few steps forward. Johan's amber eyes blinked owlishly at Aric. Feathery brown hair curved along his narrow, patrician face. Thin lips formed an amused smile.


“It's wonderful to see you again, my friend.”


The thick, honeyed voice assailed Aric. Tightening his hand around the salt, he swallowed a dry lump in his throat. Blood pumped hard through his veins, hot, liquid fire—oddly, a feeling similar to when Stu touched him. Strange to think of Stu with Johan standing in front of him.


“I'm not going with you. Leave,” Aric commanded, backed by his courage. He might be weak, but he wouldn't let this creature order him around.


The strix tossed his head back and laughed. Even the laugh sounded otherworldly and…somehow, appealing. Johan moved within inches of him. He glanced at the moon and then turned his mesmerizing gaze to Aric.


Johan spoke with such conviction. “You are already mine.”


“Why me?” The question that had been burning a hole in Aric's gut needed an explanation.


A furrow creased between the strix's eyebrows, the scar preventing one brow from lifting completely. His hands clenched by his sides. A world-weary sigh escaped his lips. He raised his hand, almost painfully it seemed, and let his fingers slide through Aric's hair. “I want you as my mate.”


Aric cringed as he wrapped his mind around Johan's answer. The vampire's touch heated his skin. His mind went numb. He tried for words, but nothing came out, confusion distorting his thoughts.


“You remind me so much of my love.” Johan's index finger touched the small dark spot beneath Aric's eye. “Even the same mole.”


A look of sadness blinked across the Johan's eyes, but his life force and the tempting scent of blood pulled Aric in. Nothing mattered now but having a taste. Lured by golden brown eyes, Aric fought long and hard with all his will against the force of the vampire's magnetism, but his resolve began to weaken.


He took a step forward, closing the space between them.


So close to the strix, he smelled the starch of his black shirt and the waves of lust emanating from the creature's skin, and he sensed the eternal pain of living too long without a soul.


“You can't replace your lover with another man.” Aric tried to reason with Johan. “It doesn't work that way.”


Tears misted Johan's eyes, leaving crystal sparks on his lashes. He held out his hand, beckoning Aric with thin, graceful fingers. “I will take care of you. You are lonely, Aric. Like me, always so alone.”


It'd be so easy to give up. Aric licked his dry lips, and he opened his hand, the salt slipping between his fingers. The mineral scattered as it hit the ground, a sparkling dust rising around his bare feet.


Aric took another step forward.


Sweat stained his pajama top. He smelled fear on his own skin but also lust. His eyes burned with unshed tears. The strix offered blessed release from having to live between two worlds. The burned odor that had wafted around him now smelled sweet. His surroundings faded. The grass, the trees, the sky—they all fell away. All he noticed was the handsome man in front of him. So regal, standing tall and full of confidence. This was his mate, and Johan had come to take him home at last.


Snap went a twig, and Aric's body jerked toward the noise.


Corbin stepped from behind an overgrown bush. Silver flashed in the air. “Is this the one?” he asked, his voice sounding as deadly as the thin, long dagger he brandished in his hand. In his other hand, he held a dart gun, and he now brought it to his lips. A swoosh flew by Aric's ear as Johan easily sidestepped the feathered dart.


Shaken out of his hypnotic state, Aric cried as he stumbled back. Johan lunged forward, baring his fangs, transforming into a lethal bloodsucker. Red flames gleamed in his eyes, and his mouth twisted, contorting his face into an expression of madness.


Aric's breath stalled in his throat at the vampire's rage, all his compassion for the creature turning into a vortex of fear. He gasped for air and stumbled farther back. Sharp fingernails scratched across his sleeve, and pain shot through his right shoulder. His arm stung as he lifted it high enough to toss the remainder of the salt in his hand. Granules floated in a cloud around Johan's head.


Johan shrieked as his wings spread, his body instantly transforming into a gigantic birdlike creature with a human face and body and with sharp talons protruding from his hands and feet. The strix shot upward and into the sky. Corbin leaped up toward the vampire but missed, the arc of his blade millimeters from slicing off the strix's feet. Johan vanished into the night.


“You almost got me killed,” Aric shouted, his voice trembling along with every part of his body, “scaring him like that.”


“He almost had you. One more minute and you would have been lost to us.”


“Maybe not such a bad thing,” Aric grumbled, sick of the whole mess. He smelled his blood before noticing the blobs of red staining his sleeve. He grimaced as the pain finally registered. But that's not all that had registered; he had one hell of a hard-on.


Corbin swept his hair back, a leaf falling from the tangles. “Let's get inside, clean you up. You can thank me properly later.”


“I got a better idea. I'll go inside, and you get the fuck out of here.” That damn righteous bastard had saved him from walking right into Johan's arms. Now he felt obligated toward the jerk.


“You have an antiseptic? Don't want the cut to get infected.”


“Didn't you hear me? Go away.” He made a shooing motion, but Corbin walked past him and through the back door.


What was with these Hamilton brothers? They never listened.


Aric scurried inside and found Corbin in his bathroom, going through his medicine cabinet. Sapphire eyes full of mocking amusement glimmered from behind the mirrored door. “This will do.” Corbin pivoted around, holding a jar of antiseptic ointment. “Take off that rag. It's beyond repair.” His right brow arched. “Maybe it's for the best.” And smiling flirtatiously, he tilted one hip. “I haven't seen pj's like that since Stu was a boy. He was into dinosaurs too.”


Heated cheeks scalded Aric's face. Okay, so he still wore pajamas. And maybe they were childish with their roaming T. rex and his buddy, the stegosaurus. And maybe it wasn't as cool as boxers and an undershirt. But having been washed many times, they were soft as butter and practical. And why did he have to justify his wardrobe? He stared at the bloody rips on his right sleeve. True, he'd never wear them again.


“Maybe I should take you to the ER,” Corbin said, more to himself, as he unscrewed the cap from the tube.


“No. I'll be fine. I heal fast.” He didn't want any doctor poking around and taking samples of his blood.


“Then strip and let me take care of your arm.”


Knowing when he was defeated, Aric shook off his ruined pajama top and bunched it in his hand. Corbin glared at him with such intensity, there was no doubt he sensed Aric's bloodlust.


Corbin swiped a finger across one of Aric's deep scratches, then brought the bloodied tip up to Aric's mouth. “Go ahead and lick it off. You know you want to.”


Aric's dick stirred at the erotic suggestion. His tongue curled in anticipation of the taste of blood. Corbin inched closer, his red-smeared finger nearing Aric's lips.


Aric's veins throbbed. The pulse in his throat jumped as his fangs dropped. Standing so close, his long hair brushing his shoulders, Corbin was enticing him.


He favored Aric with a broad smile, his teeth shining bright white. Blond hair glowed golden beneath the overhead light. Corbin smelled different from Stu, more sultry and exotic and spicy. And he was gay. Anyone could see that. He didn't hide it or make excuses. A perfect fuck buddy. A perfect guy to lose himself in.


So why did perfection seem so wrong?


Aric slapped the bloodied finger away. He turned and placed his hands on the edge of the sink, then bent his head. He was worn-out and far too tired for reasonable thought, and bile rose up to his throat. He pushed it down, not about to throw up in front of Stu's brother. His legs still trembled, the need for blood churning his insides. He fought down his hunger. “Go away,” he hissed. “I don't want you or what you're offering.”


Corbin flipped back his hair. “Fine, but I need to clean you up.” With a soaked washcloth, he wiped off the blood that had congealed on Aric's arm, then, with delicate care, smoothed on the ointment. This gentle action drained what was left of Aric's energy, and his knees gave out. Corbin caught him, scooped him into his arms, and carried him to bed.


Tossed onto the mattress like a rag doll, Aric flinched at the harsh tone of Corbin's voice. “I don't want you messing with Stu. He's got it in his head that he likes you. Don't encourage him.” With hands on his waist and his silver dagger tucked in his belt, Corbin resembled an avenging angel. Stu's protector.


Corbin frowned. “You already got what you need. He told me about the serum.”


Aric brushed his hand over his face, exhaustion taking its toll. “It has to work.”


“Then I'm correct. You don't need him anymore.”


“It's not like that.”


“I don't care what it's like. He's not like us.”


Forcing himself to sit up, Aric winced as a jolt of pain shot up his arm. It hurt like hell. What did this guy think he'd done to his brother? Turned Stu on to the dark side of gayness? He had discouraged Stu, but the dude had insisted on getting involved in his life. And although he'd come to the same conclusion as Corbin—that it was best to let Stu go—he'd be damned if he was going to take orders from this asshole. “Go fuck yourself. It's your kid brother who came on to me. Maybe he's not who you think he is.”


“And who would that be?” The threat in Corbin's tone was unmistakable.


“How should I know? Go ask him yourself.”


“What does Stu see in you, anyway?” Corbin scratched his chin, his eyes a blue-gray in the dim light. “I haven't spent my life making sure he has all the opportunities for a normal life just to have some half-assed punk ruin it.”


“You're a flaming queer, so why should you care?”


Corbin's mouth stretched dangerously thin. Anger flashed a feral spark in his eyes. Aric swallowed hard but held his ground. He wasn't about to be bullied. He met Corbin head-on with his own icy glare.


“Our father died saving my life,” Corbin replied through clenched teeth. “I had no choice but to follow in his path. But not Stu. He's different. If he stays with you, what kind of life will he live? Always hiding the truth from his fans, his teammates. He's straight, Aric. That's as plain and simple as I can be.”


“Get out.”


“And I get no thanks for saving your pathetic life?” Having the last word, Corbin left the house, giving the front door a good, hard slam.


Aric slid out from the covers. He padded into the kitchen, rubbing his throbbing arm. He opened the fridge, rummaged around the carton of milk and the fruit juice, and found the vial hidden in the back. His own blood, fresh from the lab.


He stared at the crimson liquid inside the vial. Tears burned in his eyes. He hated this—this need for blood, this constant craving, the desire for Stu, his nearly surrendering to Johan—all of it.


He had one foot in one world and one in another—not quite human, not quite vampire. But hadn't it always been like that? Even as a child he'd been quiet and introspective instead of gregarious. A smart kid, envied and teased for his feminine looks, his brains, and his desire for boys. Few friends and few lovers, until Devon. His stomach clenched. His ex-boyfriend was married with a kid and living in some innocuous suburb. That image was quickly replaced by a married Stu with children.


If the serum didn't work, then what? His heart broke at the thought of having Stu involved in taking Johan's life. He knew within his heart that Corbin spoke the truth about Stu. He was a bright, honest, beautiful boy headed for an outstanding career in the NFL. There was no room for Aric in Stu's life. All he would be was Stu's dirty little secret.


He popped open the cork and drank the thick, cold liquid. The first few drops seared his tongue, but it was a delicious burn. The blood streamed down his throat and then through his body, igniting his veins. A feeling of euphoria smothered his anxiety. Objects in the dark came into focus. The fresh scent of grass from outside infused his nostrils. The neighbors stirred in their sleep.


He went to the living room and sank down on the sofa. As he picked at a threadbare cushion, his mind raced. He couldn't blame Corbin for telling him to lay off Stu. Stu's future rested on his playing it straight. Stu's becoming a gay vampire slayer wouldn't go over very well in the sports profession.


And a guy didn't just become gay. He had to have the tendencies before. Aric didn't think Stu had those tendencies. The problem was, he hadn't thought at all when Stu approached him, first in the shower and then every day in the lab since. All that slick, moist heat, Stu's smell, their intense need for each other—it had scared him. And yet, hope had found its way into his heart. Taking a chance on a relationship hadn't seemed so impossible.


Curling up, he rested his head on a throw pillow. He closed his eyes and made a solemn promise: Tomorrow he would break off with Stu. He would take the serum, and his life would go back to being normal.


Normal, except how would he stuff his heart back into the closet?




Chapter Eleven



 



Stu paced between the lab counter and Aric. His hair fell into his eyes, his mouth contorted with anger, and all his muscles readied for a fight. He clutched a glass vial, wanting to smash it into the wall. His heart was throbbing painfully fast and pounded in his ears.


He stopped long enough to glare at Aric. “Now that you got what you wanted, you discard me like a piece of shit.”


Aric had shown him the serum—his prized possession—before putting it in the safety-locked refrigerator. Now that he had what he needed, Aric was casually tossing him aside. The mere thought of it made his muscles bulge into tight, angry knots.


Aric stood with his back against the counter, his arms crossed over his chest, his face a mask of indifference. “Cut the drama-queen act. So we fucked. It's not like it meant anything.”


Stu stepped toward Aric and smiled archly. “You're lying.”


“And you're delusional.”


“You care for me.” He stabbed his finger at Aric's chest. “This is about Cor threatening you, isn't it? He told me that he asked you to stay away from me.”


“Did he also tell you we slept together?”


The vial cracked in Stu's hand. Jealousy speared his heart so deep that he almost stopped breathing. He opened his bloodied fist and let the shards fall to the floor. Aric flinched and looked away. The bastard couldn't even look him in the eye.


His mind struggled between rage and despair. What a stupid fool he'd been. Not sure if he hated Aric or his brother more, he had to escape the confines of this stinking lab and Aric, who was looking at him again, cold indifference in his eyes.


“He's gay and quite the lover.”


Aric wouldn't shut up.


“A gay man who knows who he is and what he wants. A real turn-on.”


Stu raised his fist, and something akin to resignation flashed in Aric's eyes. He didn't try to defend himself but defiantly raised his chin. Stu dropped his hand and stumbled toward the exit, bumping into desks and shoving aside chairs.


He needed air. He needed to flee.


A horrible, wrenching pain spread throughout his stomach. He escaped down the hall and kept running. When he spied the bathroom, he pushed open the door, hurried into the nearest stall, and lost his lunch.


Stu remained kneeling, desperate to catch his breath. Tears stung his eyes. Crying like some girl. Nothing had prepared him for this unbearable heartache. He'd never cared that much when he broke up with his girlfriends. Now everything inside of him, everything outside of him—everything—went numb. The same emotions as when his father died. Nothing mattered or made sense.


Bear, know, feel, and yet breathe—into one word,


And that one word were lightning, I would speak;


But as it is, I live and die unheard,


With a most voiceless thought, sheathing it as a sword.


This is how the poets must have experienced love. Lord Byron's words layered in new meaning for Stu.


“Hey, man, are you okay?”


Stu twisted around at the sound of a guy's voice. He grabbed a handful of toilet paper and wiped his mouth, then tossed the wad in the bowl. “Must have been something I ate.”


“Need water or something?”


“Just need a minute alone.”


The guy nodded and went to the urinal to do his business. Once he washed his hands, he hurried out the door, careful not to look Stu's way. Stu sighed and hefted up onto his feet. Splashing cold water on his face, he took a moment to compose himself. Corbin, the bastard. He'd fucked Aric for no more reason than to prove a point.


Screw both of them. They could have each other.


Stu put on his game face and stalked out the door and into the hallway, all his thoughts hidden behind his smiling mask. Too upset, he didn't sense the strix hiding in the shadows…waiting.


* * *



Aric slid down to the floor. He raised his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around his trembling legs. The hurt in Stu's eyes had shattered his heart like the pieces of vial scattered across the floor.


The lie added a heap of guilt to Aric's despair. Struggling for even, shallow breaths, he bent his head to his knees. A searing pain spread across his shoulder blades. He pinched his nose and squeezed his eyes, as if he could squeeze out the guilt from his pores. The image of Stu's hurt expression haunted him. He wished there had been another way to let Stu go, but there was no better way than to shatter his trust. Corbin would deny the lie, of course, but by then the seeds of doubt would have already been planted in Stu's mind. Really, it was the only way—painting himself as the villain. Now he would live with his decision and stuff down any regrets that would come later.


The door creaked, and his head shot toward the noise.


Stu had come back!


A surge of happiness struck his heart. It was foolish to care, but he wanted to play the idiot. The serum would give him back his life, but Stu would give him a reason for waking up each day.


Then the scent filled the room—the familiar, nauseating sweetness.


No, it can't be…


There was nowhere to hide. He cringed as the dark form cast a shadow over him. Sickened by his own cowering, he looked up and met his adversary in the eyes.


Johan smiled. “I cannot have you taking that serum.” He scanned the many vials scattered along the countertop. “Which one is it?”


“I already shot up.”


Fine-boned fingers gripped his arms and lifted him off the ground. Johan sniffed his lab coat, then let go. Aric caught his balance and landed on his feet. His gaze darted across the room, but wedged between Johan and the counter, he saw no escape.


“You have become quite an accomplished liar.” Johan swept his hand through Aric's hair. “Dumping poor Stu with that ridiculous lie. I heard him retching in the bathroom. You really did a number on him. He will never trust another man again.”


Aric's hand became a whip of retaliation as it lashed out. The slap to the bastard's cheek burned his palm. “I'll never give in to you.”


Johan just leered, then yanked Aric's head by his hair. “Where is it?”


Aric hissed as fingernails clawed into his exposed neck. “Fuck off,” he snarled. Johan would never find the serum locked away in the refrigerator known only to Stu and himself. “I'd rather die than be yours.”


“I make the decision whether you live or die.” Johan twisted Aric's head to its side and attacked his throat. Fangs penetrated his neck. Struggling was useless, and excruciating pain spread through his skull. Spittle bubbled across his lips as his lungs shut down.


He'd been so close to a cure. So close to happiness. Now sadness rained down on him, drowning him, because he knew he'd never get the chance to explain the truth to Stu. To tell him how much he'd cared. And had hoped.


The grip loosened, and hands now pressed each of his shoulders. His neck burned as if on fire, but blessedly, there was no more pain. His eyelids fluttered closed as he caught one last glimpse of Johan's victorious smile before his surroundings blurred into utter blackness.




Chapter Twelve



 



Stu hung his head, his lips touching the rim of his beer glass. Several empty bottles lined up along the square table. He sat alone. Several friends stopped by, but his stone-cold smile kept them from sitting down. Except for Gina. Her slim figure perched comfortably in the chair beside him, one leg tucked underneath the other. Dark hair fell in a perfect wave, framing her high cheekbones and toasted brown eyes. Those eyes now narrowed at him, making him squirm.


“Are you going to tell me what's up with you? You practically bit Nick's head off, and now he's sulking in the corner.”


“Go away,” he slurred. He picked up his glass and drank down the last of the suds. “I want to be alone, dammit.”


“I haven't seen you this bad since your dad.”


He peered at Gina and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He felt like shit and figured he looked it too. “It has nothing to do with that.”


“Talk to me, then.”


He snorted through gritted teeth. Talk. Why did girls always want to discuss emotions? “Okay, let me ask you a question.”


“Shoot.”


“What if you found out everything about Nick and you was a fucking lie.”


Gina's lips puckered as she curled a strand of her hair. “Well, I'd probably cut off his balls and feed them to my pet ferret.”


His eyes widened. “Shit, girl. You say that with such conviction.”


“Is that what happened? Aric lied to you?”


“Yeah. So Nick told you about me?”


“Being stuck on some guy? Yeah.”


“It's complicated.” He stared past Gina's shoulder. Less than a week and he was totally into Aric. He had to be gay. No girl had ever trapped him in a net of such intense emotions—lust, passion, a burning need to protect. And the fervent desire to dig deep into Aric's hopes and dreams, to become part of them… That no-good nerd now held him captivated.


Then he remembered the awful truth, and nothing else mattered. “He slept with Cor.”


Gina growled. “I'll help you castrate the bastard.”


“Yeah, but which one, Cor or Aric? I can't figure out who I hate more.”


He jerked back in his chair when he spied his brother walking through the entrance. Corbin headed straight toward him, his hair flying, his steps gliding across the floor.


Stu rose from his chair, gripping the edge of the table for support. The bottles rattled. “Get the fuck out of here,” he bellowed.


Corbin ignored Stu's outburst. He grabbed the back of an empty chair, swung it around, and straddled it. “What's with you? We have to talk.” He turned to Gina and smiled. “Hi, Gina. How's it going?”


The edge of her lip curled as she stood up. “I better go, or I might just make good on my offer.” She winked at Stu and walked away.


“What was that about?” Corbin asked.


“Forget it.”


As soon as Gina was out of earshot, Corbin dropped the bomb. “I saw Johan leave the lab, carrying Aric.”


Stu's heart leaped in his chest as his worst fear was realized. All he wanted was to rush out and save Aric. But all he heard was the echo of his awful words. “So we fucked. It's not like it meant anything.” Let Corbin save him.


Corbin's mouth tensed. “I didn't get a chance to confront the bastard. He took flight, but”—he tapped his nose—“I followed their scents.”


Stu forced out the words that added more hurt to his already-crushed heart. “Why in the hell should I care? You go save his sorry ass.”


Corbin stroked his upper lip, and his eyes squinted. “This isn't the reaction I expected.”


Stu sat back down in his chair. “No? Why did you sleep with him? To prove he's a bigger slut than you?”


“What are you blabbering about?” Corbin pushed away one of the many empty beer bottles. “You're drunk.”


He was not even close to a drunk's need for oblivion. “Aric told me he slept with you. No use denying it.”


“You're both insane.”


“You slept with him, you fucker!” The loud accusation boomed across the room, but Stu couldn't control his anger. “Even when you knew I wanted him…cared for him!”


The stares of several astonished patrons impaled him to the seat. Nick and Gina exchanged looks, shaking their heads. He was making one of those meltdown scenes his mother always deplored. It would be all over the campus in less than a shake of a tail that he was a fag. But right now he couldn't care less.


Corbin grabbed his sleeve and pulled him from the chair, then dragged him out the exit doors.


“Get your hands off me!” But try as Stu might, Corbin was too strong.


Stu's back stung as he was shoved against the stucco wall. Corbin held him with a hand to his chest. “Shut up and listen.”


A concerned gaze pinned Stu. He frowned at his brother but didn't move.


“Listen, you idiot. I never slept with Aric. I admit I tested him back at his place, but he didn't bite. Not one batted eyelash, not one flicker of interest.”


Confusion swept over Stu, his alcoholic haze scrambling his brain. Trying to take deep breaths, he forced his lungs to respond and take in air. He began to think more clearly. Corbin had no reason to lie. If anything, his brother would have baited Aric, tempting him to submit to his sexual advances to prove how unworthy Aric was of Stu. He knew his brother well enough to believe he would go to great lengths to prove his point. But according to his brother, Aric had refused his advances. So if Corbin was telling the truth, then why did Aric tell him such an awful lie?


He rubbed his temple to ease the throbbing ache. Aric's story certainly got rid of him, if that's what he'd wanted…and it saved him from having to fight the strix. Oh shit! The cloud of confusion finally cleared—Aric deliberately pushed him away. To protect him, and not only from the strix but from himself too.


Corbin pinched his arm. “Did he take the serum?”


“Not when I left him. I saw him put it away. In some type of fridge.” Worry crossed his eyes. “Shit, it's locked.”


“I can pick any lock.” Corbin's smile turned serious. “The strix must have found out about the cure. He's keeping Aric prisoner until he turns. We have little time, my bro. Are you in?”


“Fucking right, I am.”




Chapter Thirteen



 



Aric struggled against the ropes and the soft lips nuzzling his neck. Pain and intense weariness kept him from thinking clearly. Stu? No, it couldn't be Stu nibbling on his neck. Stu had walked out after Aric had lied to him about sleeping with Corbin. He groaned, not from the ache of being sucked dry, but from his deceit. The shock and pain in Stu's expression when he'd told him that ridiculous lie sucker punched Aric again.


Ropes bit into his flesh. One was looped around his waist, holding him firmly against a pole. Another tied his hands behind his back. He sat with his legs stretched out, ankles tied together. He raised his head and tried to shrug away those fangs embedded in his throat.


Johan leaned back on his haunches and wiped his hand across his blood-smeared mouth. He was in his human form, his long-fingered hands splayed on his thighs. His complexion was tinted with color, and his owlish eyes stared at Aric in mock concern.


“You taste warm and juicy.” Johan rose to his feet, licking a drop of blood from his bottom lip.


Aric's head felt as if it were full of helium. Light-headed and woozy, he really couldn't bring himself to care that Johan had just fed on him. “Untie me, please. I'm not going anywhere with this headache.” His tongue stuck to the roof of his parched mouth. “Do you have any water?”


Johan walked behind the pole and untied his hands. Aric massaged the welts on his wrists and tried to get his bearings. He looked around; everything seemed washed in musky dampness and decay. He sniffed the smell of ancient memories. They were in an abandoned warehouse. He doubted Stu or Corbin had any idea he'd been kidnapped. Stu… Aric wished more than anything that he could take back every horrible word he'd said to him. Now here he was in the vampire's clutches, and it was too late for what-ifs. Stupid…stupid…stupid. Stupid not to grasp on to something so good. He'd spent so much time feeling sorry for himself that he couldn't see what was in front of him. If he were to escape Johan and his evil plans, he would tell Stu the truth. That, more than anything, he wanted to give their relationship a go.


From a plastic cooler, Johan pulled out a frosty water bottle and brought it to Aric. “This will help.”


Aric grasped the bottle and brought it to his fevered forehead before drinking from it. He let his fingers graze over the two holes on his neck. He winced from the pull of his sore, cramped muscles. After drinking half the water, he set it aside. Johan stood in front of him with a curious expression. Chestnut hair tumbled in reddish waves down his emerald green shirt. An aura of sadness surrounded the vampire. He made a handsome picture except for the fangs protruding from his bold red lips.


Being a bloodsucking parasite had to be depressing.


“Why keep me here? Why didn't you rape me? Take me back to Prague?”


Johan half turned and looked up at the ceiling. “Ah well, that is difficult to answer. It took me a while to find you. Since I am on your home turf, I cannot take you with me until you become a full-fledged vampire.”


A harsh laugh came out as a raw croak. “Christ, you mean I still have free will until then? What a joke.”


Johan's eyes narrowed and glinted a yellow glow. “It's more complicated than that. If I were to take you from your homeland before you turned, you could die.” He threw his hands up. “Look. It's an ancient law. I do not make the rules.”


“Honor among vampires,” Aric said with a sneer. “And you want me alive to be your…uh…partner?” The very idea turned his stomach.


“More precisely, lover.”


Johan smiled, showing his even white teeth—a smile Aric couldn't trust. “I could not take the chance that the serum might work. It's becoming unsafe with the Kresniks constantly following me. It would have been difficult to take you again.”


“If I become a vampire, I might just try to kill you instead.” Aric refused to accept such a fate, being at this creature's side for eternity.


Johan's brow tilted into a half-raised arch. “I will take my chances.”


They sat in silence for a moment. Then Aric asked, “Is Johan your real name?”


Quickly that cheeky smile faded. Johan's voice dropped to a whisper, and his body seemingly curled into itself as he sank to the floor. He crossed his ankles, bent his knees, and shook his head. “It's been forever since anyone has cared to ask my name.”


Aric wasn't sure if he cared or not, but something about Johan's melancholy voice, cloaking him like a shroud of sorrow, piqued his sympathy. In a twisted way, he understood Johan's sadness, for he would soon be the same, wishing for a past long gone.


“I wouldn't have asked if I didn't want to know.”


“It's getting more difficult to remember my past, but yes, it's my birth name. Johan Maier the Third.”


Aric took in the Johan's hands, now agitated and restless. If he could somehow get into Johan's psyche, discover a part of his human self buried within, maybe, just maybe, he could convince Johan to let him go.


“Your name sounds German.”


“Austrian.” A dreamy smile softened the harsh lines around the vampire's eyes and mouth. His eyelashes fluttered as he began to reminisce.


“It's the most beautiful country on earth. In the spring the landscape bursts with color, and oh the scents. Edelweiss, roses, heather…mingled with earthy beech and oak.” He released a sorrowful gasp. “I have not been home for a very long time.”


“Is it because the place reminds you of your boyfriend?”


Johan's eyes blazed with a fiery passion, and his fingers flexed on his knees. A hiss soared from deep within his chest. Aric flinched and covered his neck with his hand. Johan's anger was a solid reminder that he indeed was a vampire to be reckoned with—a swift killer.


“Edward was cursed by the same vampire who cursed me. He begged to be killed, and that evil bastard just laughed in his face.” Johan lifted his hands, and his eyes lost focus as he stared at them. “So much blood. Blood on my hands. I killed him. I pushed the stake through my lover's heart to end his misery.”


Aric shook at the horror of Johan's confession. Living with that kind of guilt would drive anyone insane. “I'm sorry.” So inadequate, but he had no better words of comfort.


Johan's shoulders slumped forward. Defeat clouded his eyes, and he clenched his hands together before speaking. “No more! Do not speak his name again.”


“But I remind you of Edward. That's why you want me as your mate.”


Johan's knuckles strained to bone white, and his voice became hollow and frightened. “I do not want to forget him, but I am losing so many of my memories. What if I do forget?”


Aric was not sure of his feelings toward his enemy, but the hurt and pain in Johan's voice were real. He gentled his voice. “How long has it been?”


“Two hundred and thirty years.”


Aric laughed, despite the situation. “You're an ol' man.”


“Yes, I am immortal, dear one. And you will be as well. I will never lose you to death.”


“I'm interested in another man.” The confession broke his heart wide open for the disappointment and guilt over losing Stu.


Johan reached over and grasped Aric's hands. He held them, stroking gently. “You will learn to care for me.”


Aric yanked them free. “Take a good look at me. I'm not Edward.”


Johan forehead furrowed.


“You can't substitute one love for another. It doesn't work that way.” And as he spoke the words, he realized how true they were. Stu was no substitute for Devon. He actually liked and admired Stu. If anything, his relationship with Devon made him realize how much of good thing he and Stu had. It went beyond sex and into the realm of the heart.


Tears streaked the whitish cheeks and highlighted the spots of color tinting the ridge of Johan's cheekbones. Yes, quite a beautiful man, but no—Aric blinked and chided himself for such foolish thoughts. Not a man, but a vampire. But were he and Johan so different? This could be him in the future, crying over Stu. He wished somehow he could wipe away the deep, piercing sorrow in the strix's heart.


“I do not want to be alone anymore.” Johan's voice broke.


The anguish of Johan's plea tugged at Aric's compassion, his sentiments echoing close to home. No, they were not so different. At one time, Johan had been a human man with hopes and dreams and a love he'd cherished.


Aric leaned back and wiggled his legs to ease the numbness. He didn't bother to ask for his feet to be untied. Instead he ignored the muscle aches as an idea suddenly struck him. “If you could, would you go back to being human?”


Johan tilted his head to one side and frowned. “What you ask is impossible.”


“There's always a solution to every problem,” Aric stated, refusing to believe anything was impossible. After all, he'd developed a serum that could save him from turning into a vampire. If only he'd been able to inject it. The scientist in him wondered what would happen if he injected Johan with it as well. Was there some part of Johan worth saving?


“You experience sorrow for your actions. You shed tears. There's still a bit of humanity within you.”


“I have killed and hunted and converted humans to my side of midnight. I do not have a human soul left to redeem.” Johan licked his lips, his fangs now mere incisors. “Do not taunt me with such foolishness.”


Aric shrugged. “When it comes to scientific study, I'm never foolish. What do you have to lose?”


A loud noise broke their conversation. It sounded like metal scraping against metal. Johan stiffened, and his nose twitched as he sniffed the air. He muttered a curse in a foreign language as he began to transform into a terrifying, birdlike creature. Before Aric could react, two fingers poked the space between his brows, and blackness crashed over him.




Chapter Fourteen



 



The abandoned flour mill was a desolate mass of white concrete. Two massive buildings stood, one a grain elevator with its seven round silos soaring upward. A square tower with four windows set a mile high anchored the south end of the elevator building. Set apart from the mill itself, the silos were connected by a single thick wire hanging from the roofline. It swept across the grounds several feet high and connected with the mill. Stu glanced up, thinking of a high-wire circus act he'd seen years ago.


He shivered as he glanced at his brother. They had dressed in black, the color of stealth. Corbin looked severe in his tight black jeans and T-shirt, his hair braided, his eyes glittering with the thrill of the hunt. Stu had never seen his brother in action but trusted him completely. A hip pack held loose salt, a dart gun loaded with tiny arrows that had been dipped in enough venom to render a berserk vampire unconscious, and a wooden stake that, when struck through the heart, would kill the creature once and for all.


Stu touched his own pack, assuring himself that he carried the same tools plus one more item: the serum. He'd gone back to the lab for it. Luckily Corbin was good at cracking locks, for time was running out. In less than a few hours, it'd be too late, and they'd be killing not one but two vampires.


The dawn slowly turned the skyline a wash of pastel colors. They hid in a shadowed corner by the entrance and waited a moment longer. During sunrise, the strix would be at his weakest. If their luck held, they'd find Johan asleep, stun him with the venom, and end his life with a stake through his heart. It sounded easy enough, but Stu knew better. Nothing about the undead was ever easy. Even their father, a wise yet cautious slayer, had died at the hands of his enemy.


It was agony—the waiting, the wondering, the wishing for action. Stu's impatience ate at his gut. He rubbed the hilt of his dagger, which was sheathed in a leather scabbard around his waist. He'd gladly kill in exchange for Aric's life.


Stu stole a side-glance at Corbin. He returned the gaze, and his mouth softened into a gentle smile. His brother would die for him. No questions, no excuses, no hesitation.


Stu's chest seized with guilt. “Cor, I'm sorry.”


“For what?”


“For thinking you had slept with Aric. I should have known better. You'd never hurt me. Not on purpose, anyway. Not in that way.”


“Don't be too upset with him. I'm sure he told you that stupid lie because he had no other way to push you away.” Corbin took his brother into a hug, then brushed back Stu's hair. “I won't let anything happen to you. Remember our agreement.” He patted Stu on the back before letting him go.


Before Corbin had given him the implements a slayer would need, he'd made Stu take an oath. If the going got tough, Stu was to get Aric away from here and keep him safe. Corbin would take care of the strix. Stu agreed, but oaths were meant to be renegotiated. Sometimes he worried that his brother had a death wish, as if his dying would atone for their father's death and redeem him in their mother's eyes.


“Are we ready?” Corbin whispered, not waiting for an answer as he slipped through the door to the grain elevator. Stu let him take the lead since Corbin had already scouted the buildings and knew his way around.


The odors of decaying rust, rodent droppings, and rotting garbage assaulted Stu's nose, and he held in a sneeze. The inside took on an ethereal quality of gray light and dust. Corbin turned on his flashlight and swept the light around the room. Massive round columns made of concrete rose eerily like sentries. Scattered stone rubble, fallen metal beams, and strange iron outcroppings reminded Stu of an apocalyptic landscape.


Corbin stopped and flashed his light down a pit. “Watch the holes. If you fall in, that's several feet below. I'd hate for you to be eaten by cat-size rats.”


Stu heeded Corbin's advice and carefully sidestepped the dark pits as he wove around concrete columns, negotiating the junk strewn across the floor. Near the left side of the room they came upon a rusted, upward-winding spiral staircase. Rubble covered the first few steps, but it didn't prevent Corbin from hopping gracefully onto the stairs.


Stu frowned as he looked upward. “Are you sure that's where they are?”


Corbin grinned. “Yep. Care to stay in the car?”


“Fuck you.” His brother certainly enjoyed getting a rise out of him. Warily, Stu eyed the broken steps.


“We'll have to go single file. I'll lead. Let's hope ol' Johan is asleep, or he'll smell us a mile away.”


Stu didn't relish the idea of being ambushed, but kept his thoughts to himself. Corbin just shrugged and started up the stairs. Enough light came through the broken roof several stories above them that Corbin shut off the flashlight and stored it in his pocket. He unsheathed his dagger and held it in front of him as he ascended to the second level. His feet barely touched the steps, his lithe body agile and sure-footed.


Stu grabbed the railing, and the whole staircase shook. The groan of shaking metal moaned loudly through the building. They froze and listened for air movement, any noise that would warn them that the strix had heard the commotion.


Corbin turned his head, his mouth stern. “Fucking sakes, Stu. Be careful.”


They had passed the third level when a sweet odor filled the air. Stu's heart swept up into his throat and stayed there. He took a deep breath and proceeded upward. At the next level, he jumped over the railing and landed on the cement floor. Corbin followed. Stu unzipped his pack so he would have ready access to the salt. Corbin had taken out the dart gun and readied it with an arrow. He gripped it in one hand and held the dagger in the other.


They stood silent with their weapons poised.


Half the floor was missing, just like the other levels they had passed. Debris lay in heaps across the stained cement. Strange metal beams were half-bent. The air covered Stu in its cloying, moist breath. He pulled at his collar. His T-shirt was damp. Going inward, he brought forth his animal spirit.


The lynx formed in his mind, a beautiful, strong feline with golden eyes and orange, spotted fur that began to ruffle as the animal readied for battle. Stu's senses became painfully acute; he could discern every noise, smell, emotion. He looked up at the broken roofline. Light twinkled through the twisted rafters.


Nothing stirred.


Stu's hair spiked at his nape. Goose bumps scattered down his limbs. Taking another deep breath, he steadied his hands. He gripped the hilt, ignoring the tickle in his throat. The lynx paced within, waiting for release.


Wild Spirit, which are moving everywhere;


Destroyer and Preserver; hear, O hear!


Shelley's words were appropriate for his restless lynx. His courage became steadfast in his mind. Determination burned deep in his gut.


Stu planted his feet and took a firm stance. Corbin held steady beside him. A whisper of air surrounded them.


They waited.


Suddenly air currents whipped down from above, and Johan shot like a bullet from the dark upper levels, soaring between breaks in the floors. Headfirst, wings spread, talons extended, he headed straight for Stu.


“Above you!” Corbin shouted, pushing Stu aside. “I'll take him. Go find Aric.”


“I can't leave you.”


“Go!”


The cloying sweetness closed Stu's windpipe. He gasped for breath. He was beyond afraid, and his heart remained lodged in his throat. His gaze darted across the room. Right. He had to find Aric. He turned and spied Johan, half man, half owlish beast, taking a swipe at Corbin. Blood seeped from his brother's forehead where the talon struck. Corbin's dagger flashed as he lunged and parried with Johan, who met each blow with one of his own. The frenzied pattern of attack prevented Stu from using the salt or his dart gun. So much for Johan's being weakened by the rising sun. Instead, from what Stu could see, the strix had all his powers at his disposal, and more.


“Go, you dumbass. Now!”


Corbin's reminder startled Stu into action. He sniffed the air and caught a faint whiff of Aric's cinnamon scent from above. Racing up the stairs, he hoped he'd made the right call.


Stu reached the two levels above, and the musky cinnamon scent hit him full force. He vaulted over the railing as his gaze swept across the room. He rushed forward once his keen eyes spotted Aric tied to a rusty beam, his limp body slumped forward. His face was hidden by a cape of black hair. Drops of blood were smeared across his chest.


The lynx roared, its anger consuming him. Stu sprinted across the ground, jumping over pipes and rusty metal debris the same way he would hop over linebackers and defensive ends on the field. His focus was on one goal—to free Aric from his binds.


Claws suddenly ripped cross Stu's back, causing him to stumble. A cry of pain caught in his throat. His lynx within cried out too. Pivoting, Stu came face-to-face with Johan. He didn't have time to worry about what happened to his brother or recoil from the human form with feathered wings and talons. Sickened, he swallowed back rising bile. Calling forth the lynx's hunting spirit, he swung his dagger in one clean sweep across the vampire's throat. Johan howled as he clutched his bleeding wound. A sharp twinge rocked Stu's stomach as his sweaty hands almost dropped the dagger. He dug into his opened pack, scooped a handful of salt, and hurled the crystals into the strix's face. A sense of satisfaction curled around his heart as Johan snarled, his sharp fangs painted in glistening red.


At the sight of those bloodied fangs, Stu's heart plummeted. Was that Corbin's blood? Aric's?


He reached for his dart gun, but a talon swept it from his hand. The weapon skittered across the floor. Too far… Now he had nothing left to fight with but his dagger. He shook with pain, anger, and fear. He'd never been so frightened or so determined. Clutching the hilt, he pushed the knife out in front of him. An inner fire burned and consumed him; the vampire had to die.


Johan rose to his full height. Already the strix's wounds were knitting together. Stu groaned as Johan lifted him by the neck with a single hand, choking off his air. He fought, swinging the dagger, but Johan held him away from his body, the knifepoint missing him by inches. His lungs felt as if they were about to burst.


Slowly, very slowly, his windpipe was being crushed.


As he reached for more salt, a talon pierced his hand. An unbearable pain shot up his arm, and he released a deep, strangled moan. Burnished gold eyes full of madness stared at him. Such a beautiful, deadly creature.


The lynx inside him snarled. It didn't like to be trapped. It didn't like to be suffocated. It didn't like defeat. A surge of strength awakened within Stu. He would not be defeated, not until he saved Aric. Johan's body was still human and had one weakness. He swung his legs together for momentum and buried his knee sharply into the strix's groin.


The strix let out a bitter cry, his body buckling, his stranglehold around Stu's neck loosening.


One chance. One moment. Stu took it.


Using his hands and feet, he pushed away from the strix and dropped down onto the floor. As he rolled and stumbled backward, his eye caught a movement behind the strix. Corbin half crawled across the floor, clutching his stomach, a small cylinder gun poised over his mouth.


Swoosh.


A perfect shot into the neck and the strix fell into a crumpled heap.


Stu went down on his knees. Sweat blinded his eyes, and his throat hurt, but he was alive. As the tightness in his chest eased, his breathing returned to normal. He raised himself to one knee and prodded the vampire with his hand. Relief flooded over him when Johan remained still.


“Circle him with salt.” Corbin coughed up blood as his body folded and sank to the floor.


“Cor!” Stu scrambled to his brother's side. Tears formed in his eyes at the sight of his brother's condition. “How bad?”


“I'll heal, but I need to lie still.” Corbin reached for Stu's shoulder. “I'm sorry, but you'll have to do the rest. Salt first, then see to Aric. Then”—he glanced at the strix, his mouth strained white with pain—“kill him.”


A thin stream of blood curved around Corbin's chin. Stu wiped it with his hand. Taking his brother carefully by the waist, he helped him get comfortable, as much as possible on a hard cement floor. He removed Corbin's T-shirt and gasped at the gaping hole.


“You need a doctor.”


“No,” Corbin rasped. “Go to Aric. The serum…”


Stu cleaned the wound as best as he could with Corbin's T-shirt. “Hold this tight against your stomach.” And he thrust the bunched-up fabric into his brother's hand.


He then imprisoned the strix in a thick circle of white crystals. His hands still trembled, and he closed his eyes briefly to compose himself. Then he went to Aric and cut the cords that bound him.


Aric moaned, and his eyelids fluttered open. Dazed eyes stared at Stu, and his heart swelled with a surge of protectiveness. Musky spice and sweat fragranced Aric's clothes, but so did something else. A different scent. The burned-sugar odor of the strix.


Jealousy coursed through Stu, almost paralyzing him. He touched the puncture wounds on Aric's throat, smudging the droplets of blood pooled on the side of his neck. Two bright red marks against that beautiful, milky skin.


That bastard had been feeding on him, marking him as his own.


Stu wanted nothing more than to wipe away the strix's taint from Aric's body. He embraced Aric as he took control of his jealousy. Now wasn't the time for such emotion. Not when Aric was wonderful and alive in his arms. He blinked back his tears of joy. Tucking a strand of loose hair behind Aric's ear, he kissed the delicate earlobe, then seized Aric's mouth with a hungry kiss. He didn't stop to think or care where they were. Aric smiled against his mouth and parted his lips, allowing Stu inside. Stu slipped his tongue in and tasted the hint of cool water. His chest tightened from the rush of relief in finding Aric alive. Unbelievable feelings of passion and contentment, all jumbled together in a mass of other emotions, took hold of his senses.


Aric broke away first. He fisted his hand near his temple. “Oh my God. I feel like crap, but boy, am I glad to see you.”


“I brought the serum.” Stu reined in his emotions and dug into his pack. He held up the serum housed in a vial and a needle.


Aric grinned. “You're the best.” He stuck out his arm. “Shoot me up. Quick. And try to hit a vein.”


Stu flinched at having to stab Aric with the needle, but he found a vein at the smooth underside of his arm. He took a deep breath and gently slipped in the sharp point, trying to keep his hand steady as it sank into the soft flesh.


“Ouch! You're brutal.”


Stu chuckled and pushed in the plunger. “Serves you right for lying to me and then breaking up with me.”


“Hard-ass.” But Aric's tone had no bite.


“How long before we know if it's working?”


Aric shook his head. “I don't know.” He looked over at Johan, who was still lying unconscious. “How long will he be out?”


“What does it matter? He'll be dead in a minute.” Stu couldn't keep his disgust from entering his voice.


“He isn't all bad.”


“You're sticking up for that bastard?”


“He's complicated.”


Complicated, bullshit!


Stu bit his tongue to keep from saying something he'd regret. Adrenaline still coursed through him, making him jumpy. He fisted his hands and stood away from Aric. He sensed that something about Johan had changed Aric's attitude.


Aric held out his hand. “Help me.”


Stu knelt and positioned Aric so that he leaned against the wall for support.


Aric looked over at where Corbin lay sprawled on the cement floor. “Oh God, is he…?”


“He'll be okay.”


“You sure?”


Stu nodded. “He's in a meditative state so he can heal. He'll come around.”


“And so it's up to you to kill Johan.”


Stu peered at Aric, his jaw tight with tension. What was with Aric's hesitation? “He's a fucking vampire. He has to die.”


“Uh…” Not looking at Stu, Aric gnawed at his lower lip.


Then their eyes met.


“Hey, what's going on?”


Aric reached for Stu's hand. “Do you have to? He's suffered enough without us condemning him.”


Stu glanced at the strix. “He was going to kill you if you didn't go with him. It's my duty. It's what I am.”


He let go of Aric's hand and removed the stake from his pack. Made of exotic black heartwood, it was sharpened to a fine point. Frowning, he turned it in his hand. Suddenly Aric grabbed his arm so hard, Stu almost dropped it.


“Don't kill him!”


Stu cupped Aric's cheek. “I must. We don't know if the serum will work on you. If it does, that's great. But if not, we need to kill him before you turn.”


“If that works, you mean. You said yourself there was no guarantee. And if it doesn't work, then you'll have to kill me too.” Aric lowered his eyes.


Stu's heart turned over. “Never!”


“You said it. It's your duty. I'd be one of them.”


Stu was mystified by Aric's insistence on saving the vampire. He gripped the stake, needing to break the spell Johan had woven around Aric. “His persuasive voice has swayed you.”


Aric's defiant eyes challenged him to a verbal battle. “I'm not bewitched, for Christ's sake.”


“He's tricked you. That's what they do. He's evil, with no conscience. He's better off dead.”


Aric's eyes darkened. “If the serum doesn't work, then promise me you'll put a stake through my heart too.”


The thought sickened Stu. “I can't…”


“Don't you see? Once, he was just like me. We're the same. Maybe he can be redeemed. If the serum works on me, then it might work on him as well.”


“And if it doesn't? He'll harm again. I can't allow that.”


But Stu was confused. If the serum didn't work, Aric would become a strix, and he'd be duty bound to hunt him down. But in his heart, he could never kill him. Aric would never be a monster in his eyes. Is this how Aric was seeing Johan?


Aric carded his fingers through his hair, holding it away from his face. Concern etched tiny lines across his forehead. “Look. You'll have to watch me closely until we see the serum's effects.”


Stu bit his lower lip. The serum had to work. He'd accept nothing less. “How do you feel?”


“Kind of light-headed, a little strange.” Aric rubbed his arms. “I don't feel the urge for blood, though. We'll have to check my markers at the lab as soon as we can get out of here.”


“Can the effects be seen quickly?”


“Yes. I tested it on my blood samples. It stopped the morphing process almost immediately.” Aric stood on his feet and swayed and placed his hand on the wall for support. Stu jumped to his side and held on to his arm, steadying him.


“Take it easy.”


“So what about him?” Aric tilted his head toward Johan. “What are you going to do?”


“If the serum doesn't work, he'll have to be killed.”


“Whatever you shot into him is powerful stuff. Can you keep him sedated? And the salt…that should keep him from using his full powers. Give it at least forty-eight hours.”


Stu hated the thought of disappointing his brother, whom he loved, and Aric, the man he'd come to care for so deeply in the short time he'd known him. Corbin wanted the vampire destroyed; Aric wanted the vampire redeemed. “I don't know what's right anymore.”


Aric caressed his face, and the sensation sent Stu's head spinning. His insides turned to liquid from Aric's touch. His body craved more of what only Aric could give him. That, he believed in.


“Stu, do it for me.” Aric's plea went straight to Stu's heart. “Don't you see what this can mean? You'd be a healer instead of a killer.”




Chapter Fifteen



 



Aric submerged himself in the soothing bathwater until it came up to his chin. Releasing a long, contented sigh, he let his hair float around his face and closed his eyes. The sound of the water coming from the shower was a faint noise in the background.


He thought of the events of the last two days. The results of his blood tests were positive. At the very least, his cells had stopped morphing, and several indicators pointed to his cells returning to normal. He would be able to reverse the effects of his affliction. To what extent, though, he could only guess. Stu had cajoled Corbin into going along with Aric's scheme of trying to save the vampire-strix. He'd injected the serum into Johan yesterday, despite Corbin's skepticism.


Aric let the hot water relax his muscles. He stayed in quiet repose until he sensed a shadow leaning over him. He opened his eyes, and as always, his heart did a funny little hop when confronted by Stu's heated gaze. The sight captured his breath and held it prisoner. Stu's masculine beauty never failed to thrill him. Chiseled pecs framed two perfectly round nipples. Lean but powerful thighs nestled the thatch of gold curls, his cock and balls hanging delectably near Aric's mouth. Aric grinned and patted the edge of the porcelain tub.


Stu sat his firm butt down on the edge. His naked body glistened from his shower, his damp hair curling at his nape. So cute, so sexy, so very enticing. His cock lazily rested against his thigh, content after their sex marathon from the night before. A towel was draped over his arm. Vanilla spice engulfed the mist-filled bathroom. A scent forever absorbed into Aric's skin.


He rested his hand on Stu's thigh, then flung back his hair, spraying water drops all over the both of them.


Stu yelped. “Hey, I just toweled off.”


Aric let his hand curve around Stu's back. His fingers inched lower, then tickled the first hint of Stu's crack.


Stu growled without conviction. “I just got cleaned up.”


“All the better to taste you.” Aric removed his hand from Stu's ass and got up on his knees. He aimed for one of the perfect circles. The nub puckered at the first encounter with his rough tongue. He leaned back and pulled at Stu's waist, unbalancing his agile lover. As Stu fell on top of him, the water splashed in one giant wave over the sides of the tub, flooding the tile floor.


“Hey, man!” Stu grabbed for him, dragging them both under the water.


They reemerged, laughing, hair dripping in their eyes. Blue eyes blazed with pure lust. “You think you can do something like that and not pay?”


Aric certainly was willing to pay the price. He wrung out his hair, raining droplets on the water's surface as he looked Stu over. “What could you possibly do to me that we haven't already done twenty times over?”


Such a wicked grin. Stu had proven his prowess in bed and his willingness for sex play. Nothing fazed the guy. Not that Aric was complaining.


Stu stood and helped him to his feet. Facing Stu, he caressed the burnished gold fuzz sprouting on his cheeks. He kissed the underside of his chin and ran his tongue along his jawline. “You taste very, very clean.”


“Let me take you.” Emphasizing his request, Stu ran the tip of his finger down Aric's crease, then stopped at the tight ring of muscle.


Aric squinted and fell back a step, almost slipping before Stu grabbed his arm. Never had he allowed anyone to top him after that one night in Prague. “Uh, not sure I follow you.”


“I think I'm falling in love with you, Aric. I want to know how it feels to be inside you.”


“Love?” Aric repeated the word, more to himself. Stu was falling in love? Leave it to his ever-so-romantic lover to say it first, though he'd certainly thought he was falling for Stu too. But they had been together only a short time, how could it be love? Wasn't it way too soon for that? Then again, what they had been through in the past few days had brought them closer.


Stu poked the side of Aric's head as he laughed a deep, throaty growl. “Stop, before you drive me fucking insane with all that thinking.” He arched his hips so that his dick nudged between Aric's thighs, a reminder that Aric had better things to do than overthink the situation.


Although Aric still didn't have any idea how they could make a relationship work, now he wanted to try. In an odd way, even though they hadn't known each other all that long, it seemed as if they had been together forever. A good forever. One of those forevers that left a person breathless, but steady on his feet.


Aric swept a loose curl behind Stu's ear. He looked down at their feet beneath the water, then let his gaze roam upward, taking Stu in slowly. The man was fucking beautiful—a Greek god, an Apollo. And to his astonishment, the guy wanted to fuck him.


“Uh, shouldn't we take this slow?”


Stu laughed. “Slow? Too late for that, babe.”


But Aric was still worried that their relationship would harm Stu's chances for a charmed life in the NFL. Before they met, Stu had been a normal, straight jock who dated girls and drank beer with his buds. Somehow, someway, something would come between them.


“What about your coach?”


“Huh?” Stu raised an eyebrow, clearly confused. “My coach? What does he have to with this?”


“What did he say about us?” Stu had told him what had happened at the bar—how he confessed in front of an audience that he wanted Aric. It didn't take long for the rumor to reach Stu's football coach.


Stu shrugged it off. “Nothing I can't handle. If my teammates can't see beyond my dating you, then I'll quit.”


“But that's—”


“My decision. I'm not ashamed of us.”


And that confession captured the final piece of Aric's heart.


Stu kissed him, turning his insides into a smoldering fire. Hands roamed down his back and then lower, where fingers pinched his cheeks, sending an exciting ache through him. Aric plunged his tongue in deeper as he twirled the wet blond strands around his fingers. He yanked Stu forward so their chests collided. Stu's skin was moist and warm, like his mouth, and Aric thought of another place where he'd be just as warm and moist. His cock reacted, and begging for attention, it ground against Stu's erection


The incredible attraction for the man holding him in his arms couldn't be explained by simple bloodlust. Not anymore.


A low growl came from Stu's throat, a primitive sound that alerted Aric; Stu wanted to fuck him in the ass. A sudden flash of doubt skittered across his brain. He pulled away from the kiss. “Let's get out of this tub.”


Stu stepped out without saying a word, dried off, and wrapped the towel around his waist. Aric grabbed a towel from the rack and walked to the living area. The curtains were open, bathing the loft in sunlight. He kicked away his crumpled jeans piled on the floor. Feeling a hand clasp his shoulder, he turned around to see Stu's concerned face.


“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to freak you out.”


“Yeah, well, I'm not good at relinquishing control.”


Stu rubbed his chin. “Look, if you don't want to…”


“It's just…”


“Aric, I am falling for you. That makes all the difference.”


Aric sank onto the edge of the bed and gripped the covers. Every part of him tingled.


Love.


The word scared the hell out of him. But so much had happened in such a short time.


Stu took a few steps forward, closing in. “Cor's always complained about my impulsive nature, but—”


“I like you because of it.”


Stu's eyes took on a feline quality, his body poised to pounce, but then his lips quirked into his usual sunny smile. “Good. Like is a start.”


Aric stood and dropped his towel. He embraced Stu and rested his cheek on his chest. His scent surrounded him in its sultry fragrance. Aric moved his hands in a lazy rhythm up and down that hard chest. Their cocks meshed perfectly. He already knew his lover's taste, smell, touch.


With a husky voice, he spoke the truth. “I trust you with my life. Love me like you want.”


Stu scooped Aric into his arms and let out a gleeful laugh as he tossed him onto the bed. Before joining him, he rummaged through the dresser drawer and found what he needed. He unscrewed the cap from the lube and placed the tube on the bed; then he picked up the condom and handed it to Aric. “Put it on me.”


That sly grin stoked Aric's desire once again, and he grabbed the condom from Stu's hand. There was something extremely sexy about sliding a condom onto a lover's ready and willing dick.


Once in place, Aric sprawled on his back, knees bent, thighs spread apart. Confidence shone on Stu's face as he knelt between Aric's legs. Stu squeezed out the lube and moistened his fingers, all the while smiling that mischievous grin. As Aric watched those fingers being slowly, deliberately coated, his heart beat fast and furious in anticipation. Stu knew how to drive him crazy. He grabbed the headboard rails, never turning away from his lover's heated gaze.


“Fuck me.” His growl came out as more of a groan.


Stu tsk-tsked. “So impatient.”


Aric's dick twitched at the feather touch of fingers running down its length. He shivered. This was going to be a slow, simmering fuck. Christ. He wanted more; he wanted that hot mouth closed around his shaft. Instead the strong hand began to rhythmically stroke his cock. Fingers cupped his balls, the touch almost sending him through the roof. God, he was losing it before Stu even got his dick up his ass.


Stu eased up and smiled. He kissed Aric's hairline, then moved down to his groin and back up to his belly button, where he licked the rim and teased his tongue inside.


Aric squirmed under Stu's mouth and hands. Strands of hair tickled his skin as fiery licks peppered his flesh wherever Stu's tongue roamed. Then that wily tongue moved downward and traced the slit of his cock, his mouth oh so close to taking it completely.


Aric caught a ragged breath that came out a long, impatient moan. “I want you inside me. No more of your fucking teasing.” Stretched out with his legs spread, his submissive posture begged for a cock up his ass. Stu's cock.


Stu pressed his body down on him, covering him in delicious warmth. He scarcely remembered to breathe.


Stu's mouth tickled his ear. “I'm a fast learner, and I paid attention. I'll make you feel good.” Then he unexpectedly slipped a moist finger into Aric's hole.


Aric's muscles tightened at first, but Stu had spoken the truth when he'd said he learned fast. The finger worked his ass with great care, proving he was an A student when it came to sex. Who would have thought this jock would take to fucking a guy as expertly as he caught a quarterback pass?


Stu's eyes shone a shock of blue so bright, it caught Aric's breath.


“You're unbelievably tight.” Stu smiled.


“You talk too much.” But secretly, Stu's sex talk drove up Aric's heat level.


Aric clenched in reaction to another finger being pushed inside his passage. Both fingers went deeper into his moist hole. The thickness was uncomfortable, and the remembrance of that awful night with Johan flickered across his mind. No, Stu wasn't Johan. Stu must have sensed his reluctance, because he paused, waiting.


“Keep going.”


A quick kiss to his earlobe and then a whisper brushed his ear. “Relax, babe. I have you; you're safe with me.”


Aric loosened his grip on the headboard enough for his body to relax as much as it could, considering he had two fingers up his ass. “Go on. I want you.” He lifted his head for a kiss.


Stu met him halfway, cupping his hand behind Aric's neck. The kiss was deep and passionate, and as Stu's fingers kept massaging his passage, the pain soon gave way to intense pleasure, causing staccato moans to ripple from deep in Aric's chest. Breaking the kiss, he stole a glance at the desire brightening Stu's eyes.


Stu balanced himself with one hand on the bed, near Aric's hip. His fingers curled inside Aric and hit his prostate. Aric bucked, and his mouth tensed in sweet pain. Fever swept through his body. One more of Stu's fingers eased its way up into his ass, fully possessing him. He no longer would walk his path alone.


Then Stu slowly removed his fingers and grabbed Aric's dick; he pumped it with hard, greedy strokes. Aric gripped the headboard rails tighter, his body jerking without grace or dignity. Stu lifted his ass slightly and positioned the tip of his cock at the well-massaged entrance. Without thinking, Aric thrust toward it. Christ, Stu was strong—on his knees, one hand lifting Aric's ass, the other hand stroking him as his own cock poised for entry.


Then he felt the thick length stretch his ass. His hips jutted forward and met it greedily, but Stu took his time. Aric didn't want it slow and easy. His blood pounded in his veins; his body was primed for complete submission.


Stu thrust deep and hard and was inside him—completely. His hand slipped from Aric's ass and onto the bed. Aric used his strength to meet the driving force, setting a rhythm between them. Exhilarated, he surrendered, both inside and out. He groaned freely, not caring if neighbors heard his pleasure. Powerful thrusts hit his prostate again and again. He took in Stu, his hair now damp with sweat, uncontrollable curls brushing his pale brows. Stu's bicep strained from his weight as he held himself up with only one hand. The other was busy pumping Aric's dick. His endurance kept up the forceful, rhythmic pounding into Aric's ass.


The sounds of their groans mingling together caused a thousand sensations to ride over Aric. Their scents merged as their bodies became slick with sweat and precum. Aric melted and reached for Stu's neck. He hung on tight, the feel of Stu's body on him—and in him—setting him free.


He rode Stu's cock with abandon. Stu shouted out his name over and over, and moisture warmed the latex, a liquid heat shooting through Aric's groin. He wasn't aware of his own shouts as his orgasm hit. A blissful oblivion. The world around him blanked out, until his eyes fluttered open and he found himself slumped in Stu's arms.


A kiss landed on top of his head, and he felt Stu's smile. He was pleased with himself, and Aric laughed. He should be. That was one hell of a ride.


Aric relished these moments of after-sex intimacy. He'd never had this before, and Stu spoiled him. That was okay by him. He enjoyed his lover's pampering but refused to admit it. At least for now.


Stu kissed him again, this time on the lips, and then flopped onto his back. He placed his arms behind his head, and a smile lit up his face. “I like being on top. You don't mind, do you?”


“Don't make it habit,” Aric said, a tease more than a threat. He did enjoy it, more than he'd thought he would.


He turned sideways and propped himself up on his elbow, resting his cheek in his hand. “This is how much I trust you.”


Stu's eyes widened. “You can't imagine how happy that makes me.”


Aric played with one of the erratic curls plastered against Stu's neck. He loved the way his lover's wispy hair became tight whorls after rigorous sex. He loved how he smelled of sex. He loved…


Stu met Aric's gaze. “Don't get all weirded out by what I'm about to say, but I love the idea that a part of me was inside you. Even if we did use a condom.”


Aric rolled his eyes. “You read too much poetry.”


Stu lazily traced a finger up and down Aric's arm. Aric briefly closed his eyes to the light touches. He couldn't stop his contented whimper. His ass ached pleasantly with the aftereffects of Stu's having been inside of him.


Stu chuckled and recited by memory,


“Feel we these things?—that moment have we slept


Into a sort of oneness, and our state


Is like a floating spirit's.”


Aric gave an exaggerated groan. “Don't expect me to name the poet.”


Stu gently tugged a strand of Aric's hair. “You're a philistine if you can't recognize Keats.”


Aric playfully swatted away his hand. “Don't get so full of yourself.” He rolled onto his back. “I did read some poetry in school.”


“Then prove it.”


Aric closed his eyes, and a grin spread across his face. “I got it.” He blinked and set his gaze on Stu. “Are you ready to be impressed?”


“Hit me with it.”


“The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea


In a beautiful pea green boat:


They took some honey,


and plenty of money


Wrapped up in a five-pound note.”


Aric shrugged. “I thought the owl was appropriate, considering.”


Stu laughed and shook his head. “Very impressive, but can you name the poet?”


“Christ no. Do I get a gold star anyway, professor?”


“Better than a star”—Stu kissed Aric's earlobe, his breath buzzing across his skin—“it's Edward”—he slid the tip of his tongue along Aric's neck. A slow, deep shiver rode Aric's spine—“Lear.” He finished, then went for Aric's mouth, giving him a searing kiss.


Aric drowned in their mingled breaths. When he came up for air, the sincerity reflected in Stu's sweet expression stalled his heart. Soon he'd be spouting his own poetry. Shaking his head, he kept his mouth shut.


Stu suddenly shot up. “Fuck, I forgot about Cor.” He turned toward the clock on the nightstand. “We were supposed to meet him at the mill thirty minutes ago.”


Reluctantly Aric rose from the bed. He stretched his arms over his head and arched his back, easing his muscles. Turning to his lover, he smiled. “Better hurry and change. He's not going to be too happy with our decision.”


Stu got a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Yeah, and I for one can't wait to see his reaction.”




Chapter Sixteen



 



Stu leaned against a rusty pole, watching Corbin pace. Aric was giving Johan another shot of serum as the vampire rested on a cot, drugged just enough to prevent his escape. Johan looked perfectly content. He smiled with an impish glint lighting his eyes. Stu thought how beautiful he looked with his blinding smile—and then thought about his brother's odd reaction to it. Corbin's complexion blanched as he turned away, muttering obscenities under his breath. Stu had never seen his brother so agitated.


“Cor, we can relieve you for a while. Why don't you get something to eat?” Stu asked. Anything to dispel the tension in the room.


Corbin turned to Aric. “This was your damn idea. How much longer do I have to babysit this cretin? My patience is wearing thin.” His hand motioned in an arc, sweeping in the floor of the flour mill.


They had set up a cot for Johan until they decided what to do with him. Corbin had been elected for sentry duty since Stu and Aric had classes and other responsibilities at school.


“It's going to take a while,” Aric replied. “He's been a vampire for a long time.” He patted Johan's arm.


Johan smiled back and squeezed Aric's hand. “Thank you.”


Corbin glared at Aric, his jaw set tight. “I can't stay here forever. I have my work and my life to get back to.”


Johan yawned and lazily stretched his body. He kept his gaze pinned on Corbin. “Bored already? Wish you could run a stake through my heart instead?”


Corbin stalked to the border of salt, shaking his fist. “I still can,” he snarled. “If I had my way, you would be dead. There's nothing to redeem, as far as I can see.”


Stu pushed back from the beam and frowned at his brother's venom. “That's not fair. We've already seen progress. Right, Aric?”


Aric packed away the needle and his supplies. He slung the backpack over the back of the chair before answering. “He's been a vampire for over two hundred years. You can't expect the serum to work overnight. It might take a few months…a year, even.” He frowned, and Stu could almost read his lover's mind—if it works at all.


Aric continued, speaking to Corbin's concern. “Since I've been taking it, I've noticed changes. I feel fewer cravings for blood, and my fangs are less pronounced when I do get the urge. I've checked my blood markers, and they look promising.”


Johan sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the cot, then gripped the metal edge. His usual insolent expression turned serious. “I do feel different, but I smell the scent of all your blood. Very sweet.” His gaze swept over Aric, then Stu, landing lastly on Corbin, and his mouth curved into a sly grin. “Except the smell of your blood nauseates me. Maybe that is an improvement.”


“That does it. I'm killing him now.”


Stu bit back a smile as he grabbed Corbin by his shoulders. “Calm down. He's baiting you.”


Aric shook his head. “Look at the positive signs. He hasn't drunk blood in the last few days, and he's doing okay. He might not completely lose the urge for it, just like I might never be done with it completely either.”


Stu went over to Aric and gave him a tight hug. He stroked his silky hair. “Are you okay?” he whispered into his lover's ear.


Aric pulled back. “More than okay, as long as I have you.”


“Always, babe.”


Corbin snorted loudly. “Cut it out, you two. This isn't a lovefest. We need to make some decisions.”


Stu circled his arms around Aric's waist and pulled him on his lap as he sat in the only chair in the room. “You need to take him home with you. To San Francisco.”


Johan tossed back his hair and laughed. “Oh, you are evil.”


Corbin growled. “No way.”


Seeing Corbin turn several shades of red amused Stu. It served him right for being so uptight. What Stu was about to say would ice the cake. “It makes sense.” Stu shifted Aric to get more comfortable. Aric wiggled in his arms, and Stu's cock stirred. Time to get home, and fast, but first… “I can't watch over him.”


Corbin stalked over to them and peered down at Aric with a fierce look in his eyes. “This was your idea, so you take care of him.”


Aric smiled, and Stu noticed it was one of his incredibly virtuous smiles that never failed to throw people off their game.


“I would”—Aric shrugged—“but I have my final evaluation coming up, and after that I'm going to England with Stu.”


Stu held in his belly laugh, but it was difficult. He'd never seen this much explosive rage within Corbin. Smoke was practically coming out of every pore. Johan could certainly trigger his brother's temper. But it wasn't as if the vampire was giving Corbin much trouble. In fact, he was being quite cooperative. Aric had plenty of compassion for the poor soul and the willingness to overlook the vampire's past. Stu would reserve judgment on how he felt about Johan for a few more months.


“I'll teach you how to administer the serum.” Aric went on. “We'll visit periodically and perform tests to evaluate his progress.” He turned to Johan. “Is this okay with you?”


Stu noticed the evil gleam in Johan's eyes as he nodded his consent. A twinge of doubt about the strix's sincerity crept in, but he pushed it aside. Corbin could handle one recovering vampire.


“It looks like I have no choice,” Corbin stated.


Stu gently nudged Aric off his lap and rose to his feet. Turning toward his brother, he said, “If you're not hungry, we're going.”


Corbin crossed his arms and glared.


“See you tomorrow, Johan.” Stu took Aric's hand, the connection sending a delicious thrill through him.


Johan waved good-bye and lay back down on the cot. He crossed his arms and legs and closed his eyes. Corbin followed them to the staircase in dead silence.


Stu gripped his brother's shoulder. “I don't want to cause you trouble, but you can see this is the best solution.”


“Why do you care how I feel? You both decided this without me.”


Was his brother pouting? “You know I care. But we explained already why we can't do it.”


“So now I'm supposed to set up an orphanage for recovering vampires?”


Stu chuckled. “Not a bad idea.”


Aric piped in. “Isn't it better to heal than to kill?”


“It won't always be the preferred method of stopping them.” Corbin frowned. “I can't turn my back on the old ways just to pacify your beliefs. Not all of them will want to be redeemed.”


Stu took his brother into a hug. He pulled back and saw the concern in Corbin's eyes. “It's just, if we can help some of them, then it's worth a try.”


“I've always said you're too good for this. Go.” Corbin shoved Stu toward Aric. “And Aric…take care of him for me.”


 



Aric curled his arm around Stu's waist. He looked at Stu, who returned his gaze and smiled. As he looked into those beautiful blue eyes, a bolt of understanding struck his heart. Stu would never leave him. Their relationship had the strength of a thousand men.


Aric smiled back at Stu. “Yeah, Cor, I'll take care of him, for as long as he'll have me.”
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