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Dedication
For Judi, who believed in me first, and to Rory, with thanks, for seeing me through.
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The Second Coming
Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre does not hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
Surely some revelation is at hand;
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in the sands of the desert
A shape with a lion body and the head of a man,
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.
The darkness drops again; but now I know
That twenty centuries of stony sleep
Were vexes to nightmare by a rocking cradle,
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?
William Butler Yeats, “The Second Coming"
(First published in The Dial, Nov. 1920)
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Prologue
Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, Southern France
AD 1727
Blood is life.
The flicker of lanterns lining both sides of the center lane cast eerie shadows in the stable Master Nathaniel had converted to slave quarters half a century ago. Garrick lurched down the corridor on unsteady legs. His stomach clenched at the jangle of keys dangling from his fingertips. The screaming edge of hunger spiked into the base of his skull.
But his father's words echoed in his mind.
For once, the cacophony of bloody horror that Nathaniel forced on him every day with his streaming wrist hadn't drowned out the memory.
Tonight, Garrick had come to the stables thirsty.
He ignored the other rooms, empty and silent, to stagger to the last converted stall on the left. One corner of his mouth curved. “Blood is life,” he said under his breath and fit the key into the lock. He pushed the door open.
Squinting against the brightness within, his gaze sought out Luc. Same scarred walls. Same ring bolted to the floor. His glance trailed the heavy links of the chain strung through it to—
"Jesus,” the slave gasped when Garrick's attention finally found him. “What in the hell happened to you?"
Garrick snorted a laugh.
Several days without blood had hollowed his cheeks and sapped the color from his skin. His fair hair stuck out at his temples from the fists he'd clenched in it. His fingers had gouged crescent-shaped grooves into both palms, and without blood to speed his healing, the marks remained. As the temptation to turn built, Garrick had cared less about what he wore too, so his cravat hung in a tangled mess from the gaping collar of his shirt, and his breeches bore gritty stains at the knees from hours spent in prayer at the chapel.
Luc was right.
He looked like hell.
No.
He looked like a slave.
His mouth bowed to a pleased smile. “Nathaniel happened to me."
Luc's jaw dropped.
Garrick chuckled in spite of the weariness that weighed down his shoulders. “I'm to have no blood until I obey him."
When Luc shifted on the floor, his manacles clinked. The slave ignored the grating sound. Instead, his dark eyes narrowed to study Garrick. “How long since you fed?"
Too long.
Garrick's mouth watered as the young vampyr, eyebrow arched in quiet concern, awaited his answer.
Too easy to reach for Luc.
So seductively easy.
The chains wouldn't matter. Not now. Garrick's powers had three hundred years of strengthening. At a stingy three decades, Luc was an infant among their kind. Helpless. Weak. While Garrick had been forbidden blood these past days, fledgling slaves were given only enough to keep them alive and position them under Nathaniel's booted heel.
Luc would never escape him.
Robbed of blood, Garrick felt his vampyr instincts prod his control. Every minute was a struggle; his every breath another skirmish against the brutality bred into the marrow of his bones.
"Garrick?” Luc crept toward him, on his knees since his chains tethered him closely to the floor.
So powerless.
So deliciously vulnerable.
"How long since you last fed?” Luc persisted.
Garrick's mouth thinned to a grim line.
He wouldn't become this vile thing grappling for possession of him. “Five days."
Luc cursed under his breath, the lilt of his southern French accent lending his oaths an elegance that finally gave Garrick the strength to rein in the desperate impulses his thirst provoked.
Luc glared at him.
Garrick swallowed his bloodlust and mustered a self-deprecating grin.
"I have no choice in what he does to me, but you do.” The young vampyr shook his chains in frustration. “Is bending your proud neck a hardship if it means not starving into a desiccated husk, as I have?"
Garrick met his livid stare. “I'm to kill you, Luc."
The slave stiffened to cordwood. His dark eyes rounded.
"He supplied you with more blood this week than you normally see in a year.” Garrick's shoulders jerked to a shrug. “Didn't you wonder why?"
Chains clanging, Luc shoved a shaking hand through his unkempt dark hair. “Who knows why he does what he does."
Who, indeed?
Inhaling a determined breath, Garrick rolled his shirtsleeve up his forearm. “My only regret is I won't make as fine a meal for you."
Luc frowned. “What?"
"Nathaniel won't relent. If I don't kill you, he'll watch me die and kill you anyway.” Garrick raised his hand and bit into the meat of his wrist. Thick coppery blood filled his mouth. He bent to Luc on the hard stone floor. “Drink,” he said, offering the wound to him.
The other vampyr gaped at him.
Foul temper coiled in Garrick's belly when hot scarlet spattered, wasted. “Drink!"
"He'll kill you for this.” Luc shook his head in stunned denial. “He'll kill us both."
"He's killing us already.” He pushed his dripping wrist forward. “You know it's the only way."
Luc's pupils dilated. He shifted his gaze away, but his nostrils flared at the rich metallic scent. “You've had five days without his blood, five days to ease his influence over you. You could break free—"
"Nathaniel's called the other masters to bear witness.” He grabbed the slave by his nape and pulled his mouth to the wound. “Because he senses how near my vampyr is to draining you. Drink, for God's sake. There is no time."
Luc struggled against his grip, but salty, slippery wet slid between his gritted teeth.
Garrick's eyes snapped shut. He focused his flagging energy inward—There. Luc. The only spark of warmth in centuries of cold, cursed darkness. "Too much of Nathaniel's blood pollutes me. I cannot lift my hand against him. You can."
"I don't stand a chance against an elder." Luc's fingers tore into Garrick's biceps—no longer to push him away, but to pull him in. "He'll slaughter me."
Garrick sucked in a breath at the first brush of the slave's mind with his. He'd tasted other vampyr. Nathaniel. His father. So the mental connection opening between him and Luc didn't shake him. But he'd never before felt this...
Familiarity.
This casual intimacy.
With every greedy draw of Luc's mouth, the link building between them intensified and with it, the crushing relief that his prayers had been answered. For once, God had smiled on him. Garrick had waited more than a century for the right moment, the right man.
He'd chosen well.
"Alone, we cannot hope to defeat Nathaniel." Garrick settled to the stone floor, fingers sliding from Luc's nape to his shoulder, urging him on. "But working together? With my blood to fuel you?" His mouth curved as the chill of the stable seeped into his flesh through the fine clothes Nathaniel had provided him. His mind spun at the blood loss, the depleted shell of his body tiring.
Too soon.
He closed his eyes, willing his heart to beat and his lungs to fill. Garrick was strong, but days spent without blood had leeched his vitality from him.
It didn't matter.
If he must die to destroy Nathaniel, then he would die.
Garrick's muscles loosened as Luc fed. His discomfort at the hard cool stone faded. Everything faded except Luc and readying him for battle. "You can defeat him, but you must drink deeply."
Luc's teeth bit into his flesh. "You've little to spare."
Too weak to maintain his hold, Garrick's fingers slid away. "As long as I'm free of him, I'll count my death as the better bargain."
Luc's melodic curses filled his head. "And leave me alone to these heathens? I think not." He fed, though, until he shook with the roiling strength of Garrick's vampyr pulsing in his veins.
Garrick's breath shallowed to a thin rasp.
Luc slowly lifted his mouth from the wound.
"No." Garrick's heart stuttered. "Take more."
Luc unbuckled the sheath of the sword Garrick had strapped to his bulky waist. The blade slid free with a whispery metallic grate that rang tinny in Garrick's ears. “If the other masters are coming, the stronghold will be in an uproar of preparations.” He patted down Garrick's clothes. “Key?"
"Front pocket."
Luc unlocked the manacles that had bound him for thirty years. “He'll have hired men and women from the village to ready the guest quarters. I'll be able to slip in and out without drawing attention."
Garrick had counted on that. "His overseer is organizing villagers and the other slaves in the great hall. Take the stairs in the kitchen instead. Use the servant's entrance to the master suite. Nathaniel retired there to await me." Garrick's stomach pitched at the sick anticipation that emanated from the dark vampyr master. "Surprise will buy you moments, but not enough to finish him. You need more blood."
"Then I'll take it from villagers inside the keep."
Alarm fought boneless lethargy, but Garrick could only seethe at the unease birthing to life within him. "Human blood lacks—"
"Shut up.” Luc strapped Garrick's sheath to his own waist. “I won't kill you, even to take that whoreson's head. I won't trade your life for his. So just shut up."
Dread shivered down his spine.
They must kill Nathaniel, no matter the cost. Not that Garrick wanted to die. He didn't. But he'd give anything—gladly—to gain Nathaniel's destruction.
Luc tested the balance of Garrick's sword by swinging the blade in a graceful arc, oblivious to Garrick's mounting panic.
He'd prepared to die.
He was meant to die!
"You're meant to show me how to stay alive. You're meant to keep others like Master Nathaniel from recapturing me. You're meant,” Luc said, shifting his hard gaze to Garrick, “to repay them for every man they've corrupted."
The sword swung.
The tip bit into Garrick's neck, where his pulse struggled to beat. Feral satisfaction burst inside him.
Finally!
It'd be over.
The madness, the pain, the torture and degradation. Countless months and years of it, his own and the horror visited upon the slaves who hated him.
Ended.
Merciful God, he needed it to end.
But the weight of the sword lifted from his neck.
Thick, hot wet trickled down the column of his throat.
Luc bent to his ear. “You're meant,” he murmured, the heat of his breath washing over Garrick's skin, “to atone."
The young vampyr traced the thin white line that bisected Garrick's cheek with one finger. Then he delivered a mocking slap.
Rage exploded.
White-hot.
Soulless.
Innervating.
In spite of his blood loss, Garrick's fingers twitched. Fury clawed inside him so rabidly that if he'd had the blood to feed life to it, the slave's head would already dangle from his fist. Garrick would tear his arrogant heart from his rib cage and—
Luc chuckled, the egotistical bastard. "That's the Garrick I know and love."
He sucked in a sharp breath.
Love?
Everything inside Garrick halted. Just stopped.
"If plotting my protracted and no doubt painful death gives you the will to survive this, so be it. Far better to focus your bloodthirsty schemes on those who've earned it, though. Devise a few to destroy more masters.” With a fond tap to Garrick's cheek, Luc heaved to his feet. "The rebels won't accept you, but I will. We've work to do, you and I."
Luc slipped from the stables and into the predawn shadows.
Garrick lay motionless in the crude prison cell while his mind reeled.
Luc loved him.
With his blood inside the young vampyr, Garrick knew it was true. He felt Luc's affection every time the slave diverted a slice of his attention through their shared link to confirm that Garrick was okay. He sensed Luc's underlying worry that he had taken too much blood—he hadn't. He recognized Luc's faith in him in the knowledge that the young vampyr hadn't once suspected that Garrick might've obeyed Nathaniel's command.
Luc loved him. Not the warped illusion of love that Nathaniel forced on him—he truly cared for Garrick. As a brother and friend.
No matter who he was or what the masters had chosen for him.
And the young vampyr needed him.
Too young to hunt, an easy target for any rogue vampyr who'd slipped his master's leash, Luc wouldn't last on his own. Few escaped slaves did. The masters wouldn't let him slip away, either. Blaming Luc for Garrick's death, masters would pursue Luc relentlessly and when they found him?
Dizzy with blood loss, Garrick nonetheless shuddered.
He wouldn't wish that fate on anyone.
But Garrick needed Luc too.
He wouldn't yield to the temptation to turn with the young vampyr to steady him. Tending and training Luc would force him to endure the madness that gripped him tighter with each passing day. Luc would comfort him during his wait for a mate too, ease Garrick's loneliness and despair.
He might last centuries.
Awe streaked through the deadweight of his body at the opportunities opening before him, the possibilities of what could be.
Luc was right. The rebels would never accept him, but with the other vampyr as his partner, they'd let him fight. His heart struggled to quicken with his zeal to destroy the masters who journeyed to this damned and forgotten place, drawing nearer by the moment. Masters like Nathaniel who callously killed and discarded the youngest and weakest of their kind.
He'd have vengeance. More, he'd have justice.
If he lived.
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Chapter One
Carbondale, Illinois
Present Day
Lucien kicked the dead vampyr's head and cursed.
Two.
He'd killed two so far and had lost track of Malachi, his new partner, twenty minutes ago when he'd chased a third.
How many of the damned creatures had infested this scrap of southern Illinois? And since when did dark masters ally together? The third Malachi hunted belonged to Krystiyan. The Russian vampyr's unmistakable stench permeated the stable, tickled Lucien's nostrils. "Mal?"
"Stay on mission, Luc. Disable security then free any survivors."
When Garrick had come through with the information they'd needed, Malachi had thoroughly drilled Lucien on their objectives before agreeing to the raid. David's stable had grown fat with humans infected with the vampyr virus, but the dark master had become too unstable to allow his slaves to suffer more than a century before he killed them. His defenses had predictably weakened. When Garrick had revealed a vulnerability in the western fences, Malachi had assigned Lucien his usual task of recovering survivors while the vampyr elder destroyed David.
It had been a good plan.
A solid plan.
A sorely needed victory in the war.
But none of them had anticipated Krystiyan joining David at the heavily fortified estate—Malachi now faced two dark master vampyr rather than one.
Feral warning shivered up Lucien's spine.
Still, he must obey the commands of his new elder.
Turning his back on his screaming dread, Lucien scrambled over the debris that littered the stable's hub and picked his way to the control panel. Malachi was senior headhunter. They worked together well. He and Mal had forged a formidable team, one that had begun to earn as much notoriety as his former partnership with Garrick.
But unlike Garrick, as Lucien's elder, Mal expected his orders obeyed. Without question. Without hesitation. God help him if he failed to meet the elder's expectations, because Malachi wouldn't. His absolute, unbending control grated, particularly since Lucien had fought their enemy longer and under far less supervision with Garrick.
He lifted his sword when he reached the control panel, though. Snarling bitter anger, he slashed down. His arm vibrated as the blade sliced through fragile electronic components to lodge home in the thick wooden struts beneath.
The security system short-circuited with a bright electrical snap.
He mentally retuned his mind to Mal's. "Done."
"Search for survivors."
Lucien's lips thinned, frustration birthing foul and malignant inside him. At his new partner. At the inevitable failure of their mission. "David turned the slaves who were vulnerable. He killed the rest." He yanked his sword from the wall, none too eager to check the cells for bodies. Scenting the air, he mentally amended that: pieces of bodies. "We're too late."
"One of them is still alive. Find him."
Swearing under his breath, Lucien stalked from the hub to the narrow corridor branching from it. Doors lined both sides. He ripped the first off its hinges. His nose wrinkled in disgust at the hard-packed dirt floor, rough plank walls, the harsh glow of a bare bulb swinging high from the ceiling. The neat cot and trunk told him this had been the living quarters of one of the now dead servant vampyr.
Slaves hardly received such deluxe accommodations.
He moved on to the next prison cell and jerked the door wide, unsurprised at the emaciated body crumpled on the ground within, nor the head lying several feet from it. Blood dripped from the stump of the slave's neck to a stingy, dime-sized puddle, mute witness to how thoroughly his master had drained him.
"You can't defeat David and Krystiyan both." He doubted even Garrick would last long against two masters freshly glutted with blood. "Not alone, Mal. I'm—"
"Krystiyan ran." Lucien felt Malachi's satisfaction in the triumphant hum of his partner's pulse. "There's only David now, and he's wounded. Keep looking."
In the next cell, the scattered gobs of flesh that had once been a brother vampyr made Lucien's stomach pitch. David had dismembered him, squashed his head like a ripe melon, torn great chunks from his torso... The slave must have fought like hell to send his master into such a murderous rage.
Which meant he would've made an excellent headhunter.
Lucien tipped his sword in grim salute to the fallen comrade. "They're all dead."
"Find that survivor or I'll take your head myself."
"Damn it, Mal—"
Lucien staggered. Pain spiked just shy of his suddenly pounding heart, but the pain wasn't his. He breathed through it, rubbed at his unwounded chest. "How bad are you hit?"
Agony washed his partner's mind in tumultuous waves. "Doesn't matter."
Lucien pivoted, sword at the ready. "I'm coming."
"David's dead—I'm not. Find that slave. He's important. Don't you feel it?"
He hadn't sensed much since he'd fought beside Garrick, didn't expect to without his old partner's aid. Lucien had lived only three hundred years, and his vampyr hadn't matured enough to draw that kind of power. Not yet.
Still, in the past decades, he sometimes caught vague flashes if he concentrated, a fluttery sensation at the base of his spine. Never consistently and his feelings had never been distinct enough to act upon. He'd try, though. If nothing else, to shut Mal up. After seeing the carnage David had left in the stables, Lucien knew that any slave who had survived would beg for the mercy of death.
His new partner, in the meantime, sprayed blood like a fountain from the hole in his chest and would die within the hour without immediate attention. Mal wouldn't ask for the swift end that a newly freed slave would plead for.
And the rebellion needed Malachi.
Badly.
Lucien closed his eyes, fought to tune his senses.
His brow furrowed to a deep V.
Garrick.
With his mind wide open and searching, his old partner's presence—close, drawing nearer still—flooded his mind.
Luc frowned.
Garrick had surrendered the field of battle almost a century ago, when the blood and sweat of war had proven too rich a temptation to him. Yes, his old elder maintained a loose connection with him and helped Lucien whenever he could. Garrick fed him information that had many times saved lives. Including his.
But he'd done so from afar.
Even Luc wasn't sure where.
Certainly no closer than Mexico. Perhaps Colombia. Or Brazil.
Luc's heart thudded.
What, in the name of holy Christ, was Garrick doing in Illinois?
"Focus, Luc. Don't think. Feel."
He bit back a moan, part relief at Garrick's whisper in his mind, so close Luc felt he could reach out and touch him. Part bone-jarring terror.
Because if Garrick was in Illinois...?
Something was wrong.
Brutally wrong.
Hell was about to descend on them.
With Malachi gutted, hell already had.
"Concentrate!"
His gut knotted. “Malachi—"
"Will survive. I'll not reward him for partnering you by watching him die, but you must heed me, Luc. Time is short."
Lucien shoved a shaky hand through his hair. “All right."
"Close your eyes. Narrow your senses."
Though anxiety thrummed in his veins, Luc trusted Garrick so his eyes squeezed shut at Garrick's familiar litany, but nothing came to him. No shiver of awareness, no shrieking shadow of dread.
"Use our link to tap into my power. As you did when we fought together."
"I remember.” He relaxed the bunched muscles of his shoulders. Sucking in a cleansing breath, he released his tension and worry when he slowly blew it out.
The shiver running up his spine provided only a moment's warning.
He abruptly paled. “Dear God."
He tried to swallow but his mouth had gone bone-dry.
"I couldn't tell you. You would've stepped aside for Malachi."
His stomach rolled and pitched. “You've killed me. The masters will never stand for it. They'll hunt us. You. Me. Mal. They'll pick the flesh from our bones for daring to—"
"I'll pick the flesh from your bones if you don't follow that scent. Now!"
Anger exploded inside him, and thank God for it, because rage at his old partner's deceit lent Lucien the burst of strength he needed to sever the connection with Garrick.
That bastard.
That sneaky, conniving bastard.
Malachi would have never agreed to the assault on David's estate if they had known.
Garrick couldn't have missed it. Not this. No, the elder vampyr would never have mistaken it and had cleverly maneuvered him and Mal into place...
With or without Garrick's prodding, the scent was driving him crazy.
Lucien shook his head to clear it. So he could think. With Garrick evicted from his head, Malachi's more ephemeral presence returned, and with it, his new elder's agony, his weakness.
Garrick had promised not to abandon Mal, but his old vampyr elder was yet far—too far—away.
And their position too vulnerable.
"Get out of here, Mal. Move!" Luc raced to the hub, stumbled across the room. Reaching the other side, he ripped away a desk he'd tossed against the far wall while fighting the two servant vampyr.
A narrow door a yard high and forged of thick, leather-banded steel winked from the shadows. He'd never get through that door, his sword and strength useless against metal half a foot thick. He swept the area with narrowed, searching eyes. There had to be another way.
His lips stretched to a smile.
Lucien retreated a step, raised a booted foot, and roaring violent desperation, kicked once, twice.
The wood under the hinges that held the door in place splintered. He pried at them with his fingers, tips bloodying on edges serrated by rust, but the hinges bent. Moments later, they popped away.
"Find him?"
Lucien ignored Malachi's pained, gasping question. Instead, groaning at the weight, he heaved the wretched door to the side, and retrieving his sword, he bent to a crouch. The door had barred a rough earthen tunnel arrowing down steeply. Lacey tatters of cobwebs hung by dusty threads in one corner. Otherwise, he couldn't see beyond the first few feet of inky black.
The tunnel, long abandoned, had been recently reopened. The musty odor of neglect wafted to him on a miserly breeze from below, but underlying that scent, something more, something that made his blood shriek. He wouldn't be too late this time. Couldn't.
"Hurry, Luc." Lucien's stomach twisted at Malachi's awkward lurching gait as his vampyr elder forced his damaged body to their rendezvous point: the stables. "He's dying."
"Get out of here. While you still can." Lucien entered the tunnel at a low stoop. Loose dirt crumbled beneath his feet, plinking down to the darkness below. "Krystiyan didn't run. He'll return soon, with reinforcements." He scrambled as fast as his awkwardly bent legs would allow, slid, tried to focus whatever fine senses he could muster.
"A woman?"
Lucien winced, unsurprised at the sensitivity of Malachi's vampyr, but hardly pleased by it.
"Master David found a woman."
And Garrick, that sly son of a bitch, had sent them—had sent him—into the viper's nest to retrieve her.
Holy Christ, they were doomed, but Luc couldn't resist the female's call. It didn't matter that he wasn't old enough to be a proper father to her. It didn't matter that he wasn't powerful enough to become the protector she'd need. All that mattered were her weakening cries in his heart and in his head. If he didn't take her as his ward and get her away, she'd die. They'd all die.
So he scrambled down the tunnel.
It widened ahead, spilling into a narrow, circular room with crude stone walls that might've once outlined a well. Lucien dug in his heels to slow his descent and dropped from the tunnel several feet. Skidding on rotten leaves, he avoided slamming into the lump huddled in the stale muck by twisting to a sharp roll. He grunted when the back of his head cracked into unyielding stone. His body jolted to a stop.
Heart thundering against his rib cage, he stared at what was left of her.
She was naked, her slim body shivering between weak, twitching convulsions brought on by the transition. Slashes tore pale skin muddied by dirt and grime. On her back, her legs, the arms she hugged around herself. Bruises flowered sadistic blues and purples under the grit. And the parts of her that hadn't been beaten or shredded had been bitten.
No.
Mauled.
"Can she be saved?"
He shoved Malachi's presence from his mind. If Mal hadn't gutted himself on David's sword, Lucien might've answered. To give her the more powerful elder's blood. Garrick had been right about that. But his new partner was wounded, unable to provide for her.
More importantly, unable to follow.
As Garrick had planned.
Cursing, Luc pushed his sword into its sheath and scooped the female from the dirt and the rot. She shrieked—in terror or agony, he didn't know—but the hoarse scratch of her damaged vocal cords spiked fresh fury through him. How long had she screamed before her voice had deteriorated to that rusty, croaking rasp? “Sh, bebe. It's over, all over,” he lied.
He stroked dark curls from her face and off her shoulders, ignoring slimy bits of leaf and twigs snarled in it. He exposed her mouth first, lips blue from lack of blood. They opened and shut in spasmodic gasps, wounded-animal whimpers emerging from her bruised and bloodied throat. Then her pert nose. Twin threads of scarlet streamed from her nostrils, but it hadn't been broken, so he assumed the virus responsible. Swearing, he pushed her hair past the shell of her ears until her dark eyes stared, unseeing, back at him.
Her emerging vampyr sparked red glints inside them.
Even starved, her transition criminally protracted, she couldn't have been exposed to the virus long. No more than two days. David would've shored up the stronghold's defenses if he'd had more time. Krystiyan wouldn't have been able to breach the increased security, nor would he and Mal have been capable of forcing a way inside.
If the dark master had had her longer, the virus would be changing her instead of killing her.
He punctured his neck with the jagged tip of his fingernail, a small, neat crescent just above his carotid. When fresh, hot blood surged, he pulled her mouth to it. “Drink. To ease the pain."
Her eyelids flickered.
He crooned to her, hoping the gentle tone of his voice reached her. If not, then the acrid scent of his blood. Or the taste of him gurgling against her cracked lips. Anything to coax her to drink, but he needn't have worried.
She fell on his neck like a rabid animal, biting, clawing, scratching for more.
"That's it, chere. Feed.” With his blood now linking them, he concentrated, struggled through the agony of her thoughts to pluck her name from her shattered mind. “I need to get you away from here, Kate. Don't let go.” Gritting his teeth against the pain, Lucien lifted her.
She'd feed as they fled. They couldn't wait.
Krystiyan wouldn't.
When they emerged from the tunnel, Malachi weaved shakily in the stable's sole exit. Sticky black blood sheeted his shirt and seeped into the waistline of his jeans. “She lives, then.” He leaned against the doorjamb, his face pasty white. “Good."
Snarling, Lucien swiveled to place the bulk of his body between Mal and the woman. He anchored her to him with one arm, freeing the other to retrieve his sword. The sharp, metallic slide of his weapon as it slipped from its sheath electrified him. “Don't make me kill you."
"David may have beat you to it, kid.” Malachi laughed, turning to stagger from the stable. “I'll leave a blood trail for Krystiyan, lead him from you as long as I can.” Beads of scarlet spattered on the cool grass as he walked, his gait awkward and uneven.
Lucien followed cautious yards behind. Relief that his partner wasn't fighting him for Kate made him dizzy, but he was young, not stupid. He wasn't foolish enough to put his weapon away yet. Malachi would hunt him for the woman cradled in his arms soon.
His throat tightened.
Garrick hunted him already.
"This is where we part company,” the elder said when they reached the hole they'd cut in the perimeter fence. “I'll go through first, heading west-northwest.” He raised a red-smeared hand when Lucien opened his mouth. “I don't want to know which direction you're going, so you don't need to lie."
He watched his partner's clumsy crawl through the opening. “Thanks, Mal."
When he reached the other side, Malachi struggled, but he finally pulled himself upright. “I'm in no shape to fight you for her, anyway.” Shoulders squaring, he lurched forward one step, then another. “It was good hunting with you, Luc."
Lucien frowned at the wet rattle in his partner's chest. “Forget drawing the others from me. I can outrun them. You can't. Garrick is coming to help you, Mal. Go to ground."
"Death is nothing to be afraid of.” The vampyr smiled, blood foaming pink and frothy at the corner of his mouth. “Even the death Krystiyan would give me would be...a blessing."
Lucien's first responsibility lay with Kate now. He wouldn't risk her, not even for his partner, but the survival of their kind demanded more than the woman in his arms, the females who were so horrifically rare. They needed women. Desperately. But to win the war, they needed soldiers too. “We can't afford to lose you, Malachi."
"Get the woman to safety. I won't die.” Mal shrugged an apathetic shoulder. “My luck's never been that good."
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Chapter Two
Lucien sprawled against the scratchy nap of the sofa. His chest heaved when Kate's mouth released the opening he'd made above his left nipple. The cut wept blood, but her boneless weight told him she already slept, too weak to notice or care.
He closed his eyes.
His head fell back against the couch's spine.
Five nights.
He'd wasted precious weeks circling Krystiyan's search parties and Garrick's ruthless hunt to reach his closest shelter, a derelict basement in Chicago's K-Town. Then he'd shut out the world to nurture and tend to her for five hellacious nights.
He'd cared for the injuries David had inflicted. He'd comforted her through the agony of the transition, murmuring into her hair, stroking and soothing her. He'd coaxed precious drops past dry, cracked lips as hour passed to hour and night melted into night. In the beginning, he'd marveled at how eagerly she'd feasted. Those brief periods of hunger had galvanized him while they'd been on the run, but hope had since become a vague memory.
He was losing her.
During the daylight hours, the pallor of her skin blanched to bloodless alabaster. The purpling of her bruises had intensified, and the slashed skin on her back had ceased knitting. Most telling, Lucien had forced her to feed for the past two days. Before, feeding had been instinctive. Though weakened, she'd fought for survival.
Not anymore.
He ran his fingers through her long, dark hair, comforted by its softness. “I'm sorry, bebe. So sorry."
Once they'd gone to ground in Chicago, he hadn't dared leave her. Garrick prowled, closer by the day, and though Lucien didn't know what had happened to Malachi, whether his partner lived or died, he knew Krystiyan hadn't followed the vampyr elder. The dark master pursued him and the woman instead. Both Garrick and the master tracked him through the scent Lucien couldn't avoid leaving in the human prey he trailed behind them. The Russian's foul odor soon joined Garrick's seductive scent to permeate Chicago's West Side.
Lucien couldn't hunt.
His strength deteriorated with each feeding he missed, and he'd missed too many. He felt the loss in the deadweight of his limbs, the lethargic beat of his heart. Fatigue crept over him, through him, and saturated his every pore and muscle.
His options had dwindled to a blur his mind refused to process.
He needed blood, but he couldn't feed while their predators were so near.
He couldn't run from them either.
Kate's transition had grown more difficult—and dangerous—every night they'd spent on the road to Chicago. He'd flee if he could, but she wouldn't survive if they ran again. Better to starve than allow Krystiyan to snare them on open ground. And Garrick? Damn his conniving, manipulative soul! Luc would fight him, inch by cursed inch, before allowing the vampyr elder to take her so readily.
Instead, Luc had gambled that he was strong enough to sustain them until the search wavered.
He'd been wrong.
He planted a kiss on the crown of her head.
He must call Garrick.
"I have fed richly, Luc, glutted myself for you and the woman both."
His eyes flashed open.
He tensed, tucked Kate against his side.
A startled growl emerged from his throat.
Garrick's eyebrow arched. “You would have called, and I would have answered.” He lifted his arm and slashed at his wrist with sharp incisors. “I found you first."
The metallic scent of his blood burned Lucien's nostrils. “Stay away from her!"
"She's dying.” Garrick shoved his streaming wrist toward him.
Lucien flinched from the first blow of a battle he knew he couldn't win, but instead—
"Feed."
Garrick's fingers dripped sweet crimson.
With the first splash on his lips, Lucien fastened one hand to Garrick's meaty forearm. He held it in his tight grasp, and bending to the wound, he drank.
Had he been so dry? So cold?
He hadn't noticed.
But as blood poured into his ravenous mouth, he recognized the disorientation hunger had wrought in him. If he—a three centuries-old headhunter—was so frail, how much weaker would his ward be?
"Restore yourself, and your ward will feed from you."
She would live.
She must live.
Lucien clamped his teeth into the wound, satisfied when Garrick's breath hissed at the roughness.
He drank.
Within moments, Garrick's strength seeped into his drained body, first as a trickle, then as a flood. Nerve endings snapped. His heartbeat doubled, tripled, until his heart pounded against the wall of his chest as the power of the elder vampyr's blood stirred it to brutal life. Flush with the virus that made them vampyr, Garrick's blood singed his veins like an electric current and so filled him with life, with energy, and blessed God, the power, Lucien sucked greedily.
"Drink deeply. The woman will need it."
With the first urgent demands of his hunger appeased, Lucien slid his fingers into Kate's hair. Cradling her scalp, he guided her mouth to the opening he'd made on his chest.
She sniffed at fresh scarlet gurgling from the cut, her nose wrinkling. They hadn't time to wait for Garrick's blood to steep inside his, but traces of Lucien's familiar scent would tempt her. It had to.
It did.
Kate traced the wound with the tip of her pink tongue.
Lucien's body clenched.
The violent bite of his teeth hurt Garrick, but Lucien couldn't help himself. His former partner had abandoned headhunting—abandoned him—when the temptation to turn had drawn perilously close. Garrick had said killing had become attractive to him. Too alluring. So he'd laid down his sword before he became what they fought to destroy—a monster.
Lucien had understood.
He'd tried.
But he'd missed him, missed his mentor and friend.
And God have mercy, he'd missed Garrick's blood.
He couldn't break free, would savor the feast he'd yearned for. The anticipation of Kate strengthening, taking the undiluted power of elder blood from his veins, maddened him. "Drink, chere. Please."
Her mouth flitted over the opening.
Lucien yanked his from Garrick to sever the link, but his old partner shoved his wrist forward, forcing his blood into Lucien when Kate gently suckled. Lucien's back bowed, nearly unseating her, but Garrick clamped down on her shoulder to hold her to the wound and maintain the intimacy of the connection.
Lucien shouted rage. He choked on hot blood forced past his gritted teeth. Garrick's presence speared through his mind, searching for Kate. Lucien cursed, marshaled his power to protect his ward while she took the sustenance she so desperately needed from him.
Garrick's will battered his. Determined. Violent.
Excruciating.
Nausea coiled like vipers in the pit of his stomach. He clawed at Garrick's wrist, fighting to wrench it away.
Garrick must not reach Kate.
The son of a bitch would fry his brain before he'd allow the link with her.
"Only a moment, Luc. Just to be sure..."
"Get away from her!"
When he launched his body forward, toward his mentor instead of away, Garrick stumbled. His wrist fell from Lucien's mouth. Kate slid from his chest. Once his fist connected with Garrick's jaw, Lucien's gaze darted to where she'd curled into a fetal ball on the stained linoleum.
Cracked and crumbling plaster spilled to the floor when Garrick crashed into the wall. “Enough,” he shouted.
Lucien scooped Kate from the floor and sprinted for newspaper-covered windows—their only chance for escape.
Garrick lashed out his hand and shoved them toward the sofa. “No!"
Lucien used his momentum to pivot, angled his body between Kate and the danger Garrick represented. His lips curled to a sneer. “I'll see you dead first."
"Hold, Luc.” Garrick stepped back, hands raised. “Hold!” Blood slid in a vermillion trickle from his wrist. “Krystiyan is three blocks away. He'll slaughter us."
"You won't take her.” Lucien let Kate tumble to the ratty cushions of the sofa and reached behind it to slide his sword free from its snug hiding place. “I'll have your head first."
Garrick's blue eyes, blank, dead, studied him long minutes. He fell to his knees and clasped his hands at the base of his spine. He bent forward, dark hair fanning at the nape to expose his vulnerable neck. “If you want it, take it."
Lucien tightened his grip on the hilt.
His stance widened for the more powerful blow.
Every instinct inside him screamed for the kill.
That horrifying impulse made the sword bobble in his grasp.
He shook his head, stunned.
Kate was his ward. The responsibility fell to him to ease her transition to vampyr. She was his to care for, his to guide and protect.
That and no more.
Only dark masters forced females to remain with them. Or God forbid, forced a sick travesty of what mating should be. Images flashed through his mind—the masters he and Garrick had hunted together, the vampyr Lucien hunted still. David, who had taken Kate, tortured her...
He dropped one hand from the hilt of his sword to reach for her. “Kate?"
"The others, Luc. They will not be far behind.” Kneeling on the floor, Garrick peered at him through thick, dark lashes. “I won't take her from you, but they will. They'll kill you to take her."
Lucien stooped until his fingers brushed her pale cheek.
"Where will you run that I can't find you? That Krystiyan won't? Let me help. Kill me or let me help you."
"You can't have her."
Garrick's steady gaze never left his. “No. Not yet."
Pain exploded inside him.
Right or wrong, Lucien couldn't bear the thought of losing Kate. She could save Garrick's life, but the need to keep her for himself, his and his alone, still ripped at Lucien's gut. His eyes squeezed shut as he fought for control. Sweet darkness beckoned, the darkness of never, ever letting her go.
But that was a battle to be fought later.
For now, his old partner was right.
Kate must be protected.
He wasn't strong enough to guard her alone, and among his brother vampyr, there was no one Lucien trusted more than Garrick. They must work together—again—to defend her. Take her where Krystiyan and the others dared not follow.
He lowered the sword, dropped it to the floor with a deafening clang. He lifted Kate into his arms. “If she doesn't accept you—"
"I'll beg you for death."
Lucien prayed, when the time came, his integrity would be as strong. “All right."
They drove through the night.
At sunrise, the tinted glass of the SUV couldn't spare her tender skin, so Lucien pulled a blanket over the nest he'd created for them in the backseat. Hour after hour, she woke. And fed. Mile by mile, her mouth moved over his skin, blindly seeking the wound he made for her.
By midday, his strength flagged.
Garrick reopened the wound on his wrist and reached behind him to offer his blood.
Lucien had fed extravagantly, so he fed Kate when she woke half an hour later.
Day faded to night.
He noted the telltale pinking of her cheeks. He tested her back with tentative fingers, pleased and alarmed to find her skin knitting. Pleased, because her body was mending quickly with the aid of Garrick's elder blood. Alarmed, because soon Kate's feedings would no longer be instinctive. Soon, she would grow strong enough to overrule her new vampyr nature.
Soon, Kate would choose.
Excitement made his hands shake. Garrick's presence withered to a minor distraction. All Lucien could see was Kate. All he wanted to see was Kate. Feel, smell, touch—his world narrowed to his ward, and nothing else mattered.
Did humans feel this fascination for their infants? Did they, like he, obsess over their child's every need? He watched her, wondered at her, was struck dumb by the miracle of her. Only awareness of his growing absurdity prodded him to resist counting fingers and toes.
The vampyr inside him had ensured he'd never father children. The virus would not tolerate that waste of precious energy and had sterilized his reproductive system upon his infection to guarantee it. Fuel was used to maintain and repair his body, for that purpose alone, and not even for his benefit.
His prolonged lifespan was a biological necessity—for the virus. Longevity gave the virus the opportunity to search out the meager humans susceptible to it. Survival demanded that it spread, and the most efficient means of doing so was robbing its host of the same capability. The vampyr virus reproduced. Slowly, inevitably.
Lucien never would.
Kate was no less his daughter, though. She was his ward, the child of his heart if not his loins, and soon, the transition changing her from human to vampyr would come to its fruitful conclusion. And if God was with him, she would live.
His eyes met the glacial blue of Garrick's in the rearview mirror. He'd been watching her.
Of course.
Lucien traced the line of her jaw with a finger, gentle so he wouldn't wake her. “What do you think she'll be like?"
The vampyr elder refocused his attention on the highway. “If she survives?"
"No, I wonder what she'll be like if she dies.” Lucien's lips pursed in annoyance. “Stupidity doesn't flatter you, Garrick."
He grunted. “I was smart enough to find you."
Lucien's attention wandered to her chin. It narrowed to a point that would've seemed painfully sharp if not for the concave of a wicked dimple. “I think she'll be fun. Playful."
"Not bloody likely.” Garrick snorted. “Not my mate."
Lucien studied her full, wide lips, plump now and rosy with her body's new supply of blood. When she slept without pain of the transition tormenting her, her mouth curved sometimes, just one corner. More than once, Lucien had wanted to wake her and ask her to share the joke. “You don't laugh anymore. The war took that from you.” His finger traced the upslope of her nose. “I think she'll give your joy back to you."
"Fun is for children. My mate will be steady, single-minded. A hard worker."
Her forehead furrowed to a shallow crease that delighted him. Kate was young for a human, so the line between her eyebrows hadn't etched there, but the promise of it creased her smooth skin now.
Oh, she'd lead them a merry chase, the both of them.
Lucien chuckled, already anticipating it. “Steady? Single-minded? Are you describing your mate or yourself?"
Garrick glared at him in the rearview mirror. “There's nothing wrong with diligence or the resolve to do what must be done."
"No, there isn't, but you insist those qualities and a sense of humor are mutually exclusive.” Lucien grinned. “I think she'll prove you wrong."
Garrick grumbled vague dissent, his concentration returning to highway traffic.
Lucien's attention returned to Kate.
She woke next at midnight. Ferocious hunger twisted her limbs and forced a whimper from her lips. When Lucien urged her to take from a fresh wound at his throat, she balked. Heart beating a panicking staccato, he nudged her mouth back to the opening, but she clenched her teeth and pressed her lips shut.
Lucien held her to the wound. Heart-wrenching minutes passed while his will fought hers.
Her self-control at an end, she reared back, nostrils flaring at the scent of blood. “No..."
He cupped her jaw with a firm hand and guided her open mouth back to his throat. When she involuntarily swallowed the blood filling it, he shuddered. “Yes,” he murmured. “Yes, bebe. Feed."
Yet unable, he knew, to fight the demands of the vampyr inside her and him both, Kate drank.
Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, Southern France
AD 1727
The chill of the stable spiked into the shell of Garrick's body as he waited for Luc.
Waited to live or die.
Waited for his head to stop spinning.
How had Luc known?
Garrick had wanted Nathaniel to pay for the evil he'd inflicted for so many years that Garrick couldn't remember when vengeance hadn't ruled him. He'd longed for justice. He'd needed it more than he had desired his freedom, his life, Luc's life...more than everything else. Or so he'd believed.
After three short decades, Luc knew him too well, though. The fledgling vampyr had realized there was one thing Garrick craved more than revenge—forgiveness.
He needed to atone.
Luc—a lowly slave and the least of them—would help.
So Garrick fought when exhaustion would've dragged him under. He focused the little power remaining to him to force his heart to beat.
And he shared Luc's feral excitement when the young vampyr selected his human prey in the keep. Once he'd drunk his fill, Luc made for the rear staircase as Garrick had recommended. His breath caught when Luc crept through the servant's entrance of Nathaniel's private baths and released in a slow hiss as the vampyr cracked the door to the bedchamber to spy the dark master within.
Nathaniel stood alone, his back turned.
Perfect.
He felt the strain of muscle in his own biceps when the slave lifted the sword. Garrick's teeth gritted with the pendulous swing of the first blow.
Blood.
Spilled blood.
Paralyzing hunger stiffened Luc's body as his master's blood beckoned to him—taunting, cruel, and so horribly good. Mesmerized by the sight and scent, Luc should've been helpless.
As though Garrick would allow Nathaniel that last line of defense. "Kill him." Garrick's mind reached for Luc's, intensifying their connection to shake the young vampyr free of the thrall of Nathaniel's ruinous blood. "Kill him!"
Heeding Garrick's urgency, Luc lifted the sword.
Again.
And again.
The last of Nathaniel's blood influence over Garrick fled, those cords severed by each downward thrust of Luc's sword. After more than a century, Nathaniel's sway over Garrick had run deep. Prizing those threads away? Excruciating.
Garrick would've screamed if he'd had the breath.
He would've gasped, begged, and groaned.
Sweat dotted his brow. His body trembled, too weak to fight the pain. Or accept it.
Sharing Luc's bloodlust at the kill, Garrick felt the young vampyr's exhilaration rocketing through his beleaguered head. Garrick let it take him.
His world faded to black.
Southern Louisiana
Present Day
In the dark hours that stretched after midnight, Garrick parked the SUV in a corner of a highway rest area. Lucien's concentration refocused when he heard the keys rattle as his elder pocketed them. Garrick stared with wary, hungry eyes at Kate in the rearview mirror.
In the hours she'd slept, Lucien had pulled aside the blanket tented atop them, wrapping her nude body in it. Only her dark, tousled head peeked from its cocooning warmth, her skin flush with burgeoning health.
Her bruises had faded from vivid purple to yellow in the past hours. Garrick's rich elder blood and the vampyr virus colonizing her body had seen to that. In a matter of days, if not hours, Kate would be healthier than she'd ever been as a human.
"We have half a day's drive ahead, and you'll need blood. I must hunt.” Garrick stared at her reflection in the rearview mirror. “See that she feeds before I return."
"If she refuses?"
Garrick cursed under his breath. “My control is not as it should be. Do not tempt me, Luc.” He climbed from the SUV but stopped short of slamming the door. He blew out a hard breath and edged the door back open. “When she wakes, tell her...tell her...” He stared into the distance. “I can't breathe without her. I don't even want to.” His shoulders slumped. “If she dies, I die with her. Tell her that."
Lucien watched him disappear in the shadows before gently shaking Kate. “Wake, ma petite. If you don't feed and feed well before he returns..."
He didn't want to consider the consequences.
Garrick was a cool one. The stronger his feelings, the more contained the elder vampyr became. Lucien had seen him unruffled in the heat of battle, composed though surrounded by half a dozen servant vampyr.
But Garrick's legendary control was slipping.
"Wake up, Kate.” Lucien nudged her with his chin. “You must feed."
Her heart quickened.
Her muscles tensed.
He knew she slumbered no more, but her eyes remained shuttered to him, her breath slow and even.
He sliced his chest open and pushed her mouth forward.
She didn't protest, didn't turn away.
But neither did she fasten her mouth to the wound.
"Kate?"
His quick mental probe sought resistance, horror—all the emotions he, too, had experienced at his first conscious feeding.
Instead, he found nothing.
Absolutely nothing.
His breath caught at the terrible black void.
There was no fear. No revulsion or disgust. Where he should've found a chaos of thoughts and emotions, he met emptiness.
His heart froze.
Unable to accept what she had become, her human mind had withdrawn deep inside her, where she waited to die.
Kate had made her choice.
His eyes slammed shut, her rejection a physical ache that wracked him to the bone.
He wanted to wail out his anguish, but he stroked her hair with trembling hands. “You're horrified by what you now realize you have become. I don't blame you,” he said on a low murmur. “Our greatest blessing and harshest curse has been human disbelief. Bram Stoker and your American movies."
His lips curved to a tremulous smile. “Humans have not been kind in their incredulity. They made mythical beasts of us. They say we are killers accursed by God. We change into bats and mesmerize innocents. They claim we are wholly evil, that we aren't even alive.
"But we are neither dead nor undead, as humans insist we must be. You feel your heart beating. Breath stirs your lungs. We are very different from humans, chere, but we are alive.” His finger traced the line of her jaw. “We aren't the monsters that humans portray us, either. In three hundred years, I've never killed for blood. Murder is as reprehensible to us as it is to humans. A sin. Dark and forbidden.
"Do some turn? Humans and vampyr alike surrender their souls to hatred. We are capable of evil—great evil. Both of us.” He blew out a weary breath. “I've hunted those of our kind who choose darkness, and I assure you, bebe, the price we pay is harsher.
"Are we wicked? Damned as humans say?” He drew her limp body closer, taking comfort in her soft warmth. “The Bible says Jesus died so that all sinners may receive forgiveness. We need only accept his gift of salvation by faith, and that I have done, long centuries ago. The cross is my hope and the Lord my salvation. No symbol of his love will ever hurt me.
"We are no more evil than humans,” he said. “We feed from them, but we plant hypnotic suggestions to ease them and dim their memories. Our bite transfers antibodies that enhance their immune systems to speed recovery. Are humans as generous to the livestock they butcher, to the oceans they overfish?"
He snorted. “It is the life cycle of all things, the natural progression of the food chain. I don't fault humans for their horror at submitting as prey to our predator, but never will I agree this makes vampyr beyond redemption and forever removed from God."
He bent close, his voice urgent in the pink shell of her ear. “Return to me, Kate. I ask not for your acceptance of all that you are this moment, this night. I beg you, cherie, to only look inside your heart. If you see evil there, fade away. I'll not pursue you. But if you find goodness, return to me. Trust me to care for you. Trust me to explain all—in time."
Kate's boneless, unresponsive body tore at his heart, his mind, his sanity. “Don't leave me.” His voice roughened with unshed tears. “Please. Don't leave."
With an unearthly shriek of denial, of terror and pain, she contorted in his arms.
She whipped free and clawed her way to the car door.
Lucien reached frantically for her. “Kate!"
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap5]
Chapter Three
Lucien jolted forward, but fear gave Kate more speed than he'd suspected her capable. Her foot connected with his left temple as she scrambled for the door.
His ears rang.
The world shifted out of focus.
Only the crisp chill of the late February night on his skin as she fled the SUV steadied him. “Stop!"
He climbed from the rig, slowing his quick lope to retrieve the blanket that had covered her from the gritty cement of the parking lot. Bunching the blanket in his fist, he spotted her alabaster figure streaking toward drooping magnolias that skirted the rest area.
He sprinted after her.
New hope spiked his pulse and forced his legs to pump faster.
She wasn't running to the highway and possible help there.
Nor was she genuinely running from him.
Kate was running from herself.
"Catch her, Luc. Quickly. I tracked the scent of a rogue vampyr leading into the swamp, but the trail doubles back to—"
Her scream cut off.
Her body crumpled into thigh-high weeds ahead. Overhanging tree branches filtered light from the crescent moon through dead leaves that twisted in the breeze and choked off the moon's feeble glow.
He could not see her.
"Kate,” Lucien shouted, dread turning his blood to glaciers in his veins. “Run! Get up and run."
A black shadow rose above the area she'd fallen. Her hair trailed from the interloper's clenched fist. The silhouette yanked her shoulders and chest off the ground.
"Stop right there.” The shadow held a dagger to her slender neck. Lush ruby gleamed wet and vibrant in a spear of moonlight. “One more step and I'll slit her throat."
Lucien stumbled, but he didn't stop. He snarled instead, rage overwhelming his fear.
"You're killing her, vampyr!” He dug the blade's lethal tip into her carotid. “She'll bleed out if I cut her open. You know I'll do it."
Lucien halted precious feet away. He panted through clenched teeth, his body taut with helpless fury.
"I'm coming, Luc. Distract him."
Kate's hands rose, tearing at the fist in her hair. Her mouth opened to release a shrill scream.
The vampyr hit her.
The sharp crack of his hand meeting her cheek fractured the night, splitting the quiet like a clap of lightning on splintering wood.
Her head rocked back.
Her hands lowered, her keening wail silenced by the blow.
Every muscle in Lucien's body coiled. “For that alone, you will die."
"Maybe. Maybe not.” The shadow laughed. “Move into the light—just one step."
"You'll pay.” He stiffly complied, noting the red mark on Kate's cheek when the wind shifted and moonlight danced across her pale skin. “With blood, you will pay."
"My God. It is you.” The vampyr rogue snapped upright, carelessly jerking Kate by the tether of her hair. “Luc, you astonish me. I wouldn't have believed you mature enough to take a female through the transition, but you must have managed it. You couldn't have stolen her. No elder would have allowed such a weak boy near his woman."
He let the vampyr's contempt stoke his anger. “She's my ward.” Adrenaline pumped through him harder, faster, preparing his body to fight. “And I'm mature enough to take your head... Tobias, isn't it?"
The other vampyr tipped his head in derisive acknowledgment.
Lucien's lips stretched to a feral bow. “I've been looking for you,” he said on a pleased drawl.
"And now I have found you,” the vampyr crooned, voice taunting and cruel. “How many years have you wasted searching for me?"
Lucien tensed. “Ninety."
Tobias's smile bared incisors stained ruddy with blood. “Since Garrick fled the field of battle and we were paired to fight the war together—to your misfortune.” He snickered. “I was disappointed to learn I failed to kill you. Leaving your dry carcass would've paved my way. But I should've taken your head."
Lucien pushed those gut-clenching memories aside and nodded. “It's the only way to be sure."
"Ah well, we were both young and foolish once."
At last, Tobias released Kate's hair, but his knife still stabbed into the soft flesh of her neck. Lucien didn't dare leap on him with the weapon at her throat.
Damn it.
"Have you faired better with Malachi as your elder?"
Lucien bit back a frustrated howl.
Was the cursed traitor going to fight him or talk him to death?
"I need time. Keep him busy."
Tobias spoke of his betrayal as if it were inconsequential, the ambush that had nearly destroyed him as though a schoolyard squabble—and Garrick wanted Lucien to encourage the bastard to chat?
One glance at Kate, dark eyes numb and vacant, persuaded Lucien to swallow his bloodlust. And his pride. “Malachi fights with honor and skill. I trust him with my life,” he said, voice stilted and flat. Then, foul temper got the best of him. “I survived your turning only because I was never so witless as to place the same trust in you. Brother."
Tobias threw back his head and laughed, a twisted, sick sound that made Lucien's fingers shake with the need to wrap them around his throat, choke that roar of snide amusement off with his bare hands.
"Discipline, Luc. Control. Have you forgotten everything I taught you?"
He bristled. "He tried to kill me. If not for Mal, he would have succeeded."
"You were reckless. He hopes to taunt you to that same recklessness now. You risk your ward with these outbursts. Think of her, Luc. Be wary and sly—for Kate. Please."
Tobias's eyes sparkled wicked glee. “You're a petulant child, but a brilliant one. I'll grant you that. I always thought you the brains behind your and Garrick's pairing.” His eyebrow arched. “Where is he?"
"Who?” Lucien feigned a confused scowl. “Garrick?"
"If you have the female, he will not be far."
"I don't know where he is. Ecuador, last I heard. Maybe Honduras. Somewhere in Central America, anyway.” He forced a careless shrug, though his muscles felt rigid as cement. “She hasn't finished the transition from human to vampyr. Garrick wouldn't have had time to reach us and were he close, as her guardian, I'd be the last to know."
"Perhaps.” Tobias leaned forward. “Garrick's a brute, forever muscling in when simple diplomacy would suffice.” He dug the dagger into Kate's throat, and she cried out. Bright crimson trickled down the white column of her neck. “What say you we strike a deal?"
"Bargain? You want to negotiate?” Lucien's lips curved to a sardonic sneer. “There is one female and two of us. What kind of deal can be had? Unless you have the wisdom of Solomon.” He waved a hand at Tobias's knife. “Do you mean to cut the baby—the woman—in half?"
The rogue vampyr wrenched his wrist.
The blade gouged a cut an inch long, too shallow to bleed her out, but no less threatening.
Lucien's heart froze.
Tobias would kill her. Easily. Slaughtering Kate would be no different to Tobias than stomping a cockroach under his heel, but her death would be infinitely more satisfying to him.
Anything that destroyed Lucien was bound to make his old headhunting partner happy.
He tried to swallow, but his mouth had gone bone-dry.
Garrick was right.
Provoking Tobias wasn't wise.
The vampyr glowered at him. “Do not try my patience again, boy. You will not like the results. Nor will your ward."
Lucien's stomach lurched. “We won't need a treaty if you kill her."
The rogue rolled his eyes, huffed out his frustration. “I don't want to kill her. Or you."
Surprise kicked Lucien's adrenaline up another notch. “No?"
"No. Killing each other in battle over her is counterproductive and wholly unnecessary—if we share her."
Lucien reached for the discipline Garrick had spent centuries drilling into him. Tobias's devious maneuvering wouldn't goad him to act rashly—and foolishly—again.
Instead, he studied his old partner.
He assessed.
As Garrick had taught him.
Tobias's skin shone waxy and pale in the moonlight. Not the translucence of a long fast, but a sallow color that told Lucien their arrival must have interrupted his feeding. No rogue vampyr would negotiate at full strength, no matter how little he intended to uphold his part in it. What was Tobias up to? “I fight in the rebellion. You've gone rogue. There can be no sharing between us."
"Think carefully. Use the exceptional brain I credit you with.” His voice smooth and beguiling, Tobias traced the edge of the knife in a curve along Kate's neck, from the lobe of one ear to the other. The blade moved in a pendulous arc Lucien was sure Tobias intended to be mesmerizing.
It made his skin crawl.
It made him want to rip Tobias's arm off and beat him with it.
"You as her guardian, and I as her mate. She can be ours many years. What can you offer her alone? You're young. You haven't thought of building a lair yet. You've nowhere to shelter her. Centuries older, I have such a sanctuary that my dark brothers do not know. Together, we can provide the woman every comfort and the luxury of our combined protection. Garrick would never be so generous."
Lucien's lips thinned.
The blood oath required between paired headhunters, though the link had been long dormant between he and Tobias, still yielded glimpses into his mind, his thoughts, his emotions.
The vampyr fantasized about forcing Kate to kill.
To kill him, her guardian.
To turn.
Lucien's skin prickled with the intensity of Tobias's sick excitement. “You speak prettily, but you believe me simple. No headhunter could ally with a rogue."
Tobias grinned. “Ah, but you are near to turning. Do not think to lie. I can smell it on you.” The knife at Kate's throat slowed to a stop. “Why not? Why shouldn't you turn? Your rebel council is weak. Useless. They'd have us crawl on our bellies like dogs to beg scraps at the humans’ table.” He snorted ripe disgust. “Embrace what nature designed us to be. As I have. The dominant species."
Lucien's jaw clenched. "Damn it, Garrick, where are you?"
"Behind him. Keep talking."
"Hurry."
"I am not so long from the stables that I don't remember it.” He inched forward. “I'm not as close to turning as you wish to believe."
"Now, who speaks prettily?” Tobias held his ground. “Do you lie to me—or to yourself?"
He angled his jaw and waved a dismissive hand to mask the movement of his next furtive step. “Have you collected them yet? Have you tried? Not successfully. If you had, you'd have sent servants to finish me years ago.” Lucien forced a condescending chuckle, horrifically aware of the certainty of that. “And you call me the liar.” He shook his head. “You need to transition slaves to become a master, Tobias."
He hissed furious warning.
Lucien laughed. “You can't, can you? There's still too much of the stables left in you that won't stomach building one of your own. You've tried, but dark as you are, you can't stand to enslave our young as they do."
"I can. I will.” Rage made Tobias's voice shake. “You've been in the stables and lived to escape them. We both watched lesser, weaker vampyr die.” He dipped a finger in the blood spilling from Kate's neck and brought a red smear to his lips to sample it.
A growl worked from Lucien's throat. His muscles tensed, preparing him to strike.
Tobias smiled malicious satisfaction. “The stables are brutal, but nature often is. Only the strongest survive. Only the strongest should.” He shrugged a diffident shoulder. “Which is why you will turn. Unlike that muscle-bound fool Garrick, your formidable intelligence will lead you to the truth: the rebels are losing this war."
Lucien's eyes narrowed. “Our numbers are increasing. Every night more slaves are freed."
"Every night more of you die.” Tobias sniffed his contempt. “Are you not weary of your life in hiding? Do you not tire of running from us? Of constantly bending knee to the precious humans and the weakest of our kind?"
Lucien schooled his feature to a blank mask, fought to disregard the cajoling pitch of the rogue's voice.
He would never reveal his despair to the enemy.
Never.
"I know your frustration, your weariness. I felt it once too.” Tobias tapped the dagger's blade against Kate's neck. “End your torment, my brother. Stop fighting your true nature. There is no need. Together, we can share the female. Join me. Tur—"
Garrick's sword sliced into Tobias's throat.
Blood jetted from his neck to spray his shirt viscous black.
Lucien jerked.
Kate cried out.
His eyes rounded in shocked horror. His mouth worked to complete the dark soliloquy his severed vocal cords could no longer finish. Tobias's grasp on the dagger slackened.
It tumbled from his nerveless fingers to spear into the ground between Kate's feet.
She shuddered, scrambling from the carnage.
Garrick's arm drew back, biceps bulging with the weight of his sword and the strength of his next blow. The blade he wielded hatcheted into Tobias's mangled neck until the rogue's body dropped, his head hanging on to the stump of his neck by tattered bloody sinew. Sheathing his sword, Garrick bent to snag Tobias's hair. “Tend to your ward.” He bunched the fabric of the rogue's shirt in his fist and dragged his crumpled body upright.
Lucien's pulse pounded.
His heart thundered.
Not with the adrenaline rush of battle—with agony.
He'd never admit his hopelessness to the enemy, but he couldn't deny it to himself. Tobias was dead, and thank God for it, but his former partner had been right. Lucien was tired of running. He was sick of hiding. He did despair of winning the war. He mourned each loss as vampyr after vampyr—good men and headhunters—fell to darkness or the battle's slaughter.
How long could they keep this up?
How long could he?
The urgent demand in the blackest corner of his soul prodded his bleak misery, whispered to him to end the struggle. Every hour, every minute, his every breath urged him to forget the war. Forget hope. Seize whatever pleasure he could find in both greedy fists.
He closed his eyes, but Tobias's words echoed in his mind.
"You mistake the lure of turning for true danger of it. At three hundred, we become increasingly aware of the temptation. That is what Tobias scented on you, your growing awareness. My blood runs inside you, none know you better.” Garrick tossed Tobias's head over his shoulder by the nap of the dead vampyr's hair. “You are not as close as you fear."
"It taunts me,” Lucien whispered, shaken.
"It torments us all.” Garrick's attention abruptly focused to Lucien's right. The elder's nostrils flared. He sucked in a sharp breath. His eyes glittered like shards of blue ice. He jerked his head to the side, thick lashes slamming shut. “Take care of Kate. She needs you."
Lucien gaped when he spotted her. Naked, skin glowing luminescent in the moonlight, she crawled away from them on hands and knees that shook so violently he wondered that she could move at all.
Garrick towed Tobias's corpse toward the swamp.
Stiffly.
Painfully.
"Kate.” Lucien strode to her. Astounded to find her blanket still knotted in his hand, he wrapped her inside it and lifted her from the cold ground.
"No.” She batted at his hands and the blanket, but starved for blood, she was no match for him. “Get away from me!"
"You think us evil?” He shook her. Hard. “Garrick."
His steady retreat did not slow, but he lifted his arm.
Tobias's severed head dangled from his fingers.
"That is evil. Not me. Not Garrick. Certainly not you.” He shook her again when her horrified eyes focused on the blood, oily black in the darkness. It streamed from the stump of Tobias's neck as Garrick marched into the magnolias. “We fight that evil every night. Of that much, Tobias did not lie—we are at war. And we are losing."
She froze in his arms, blinked up at him.
He pivoted, furious steps carrying them back to the SUV. “Dark masters enslave young men susceptible to the virus to do their bidding, then slaughter them like cattle to intensify their power. No single vampyr is strong enough to defeat the weakest master, so we fight in pairs. Hide in the day. Attack at night. Always on the move for fear of what they'll do if they find us. When they find us.
"An eternity of time passes with nothing except death, war, and fear to mark its passage. We lack the comfort of friendship because the man you call brother may become the rogue whose head you take tomorrow. Or he may beg you for death to spare you the betrayal of his turning."
He jerked the door of the SUV wide. “And each one of us, to a man, will kill the other at only the hope of finding a mate who will end our solitude, ease our temptation to turn."
"Let me go,” she said when Lucien settled her into his lap in the backseat, her voice a small, desolate whisper.
He exhaled a weary breath. “Ours is a brutal world.” He anchored her to his side when she shifted from him. “But it is one you must accept. Our need for you is too great."
"Please."
He snorted. “Where shall you go, bebe? Dark masters have searched for us since I took you from David's stronghold. To keep or kill you matters not to Krystiyan and the other masters, only that no more of us survive by mating with you. Our fighters, to the last vampyr, will kill each other to reach you too. Both sides of the war hunt you now."
"I don't care.” She pushed against him. “Let. Me. Go."
"And leave you unchaperoned to Garrick?” He tucked her against his chest, where the cut he'd made earlier still seeped blood. “Don't be a fool.” He nudged her mouth to the wound, though she tried to yank her head back. “Drink. Your hunger gnaws at me."
"I'm going to be sick."
This time, when his mind touched hers, he sensed her revulsion immediately. He smothered a burst of relieved, giddy laughter. “Drink."
"I'm not a vampire,” she said, but her body slackened against his. “I'm not."
"You're exhausted. The transition has not gone easily for you.” He kissed the crown of her head. “Just a taste, Kate. To see. To try. Then, you will sleep."
"No.” But she sniffed at the blood trickling from his chest.
He waited.
"I'll throw up."
He smiled. “You won't."
"Oh yes, I will. Seriously. I got beaned in the face with a volleyball once and—"
"You were human then. Now, you are...” He fumbled around the words she was not ready to accept. “You are more."
Still, she hesitated. “What if I don't like it?"
Lucien let wonder spill over him.
He'd forgotten.
So long without intimacy, he hadn't remembered what it felt like to truly connect with another. Yes, he'd had Garrick. For two centuries, Lucien had loved him. He'd trusted his vampyr elder like no other, as a brother, mentor, and friend.
But Garrick had left him.
And this was...different.
One by one, he felt tiny links binding him to her. Caring for Kate, loving her, forged an invisible chain that coiled around all the shattered pieces of him.
She held him together.
She made him feel whole.
"You've fed from these veins for three weeks, ma petite. Trust me. You will not throw up, and you will like it."
She stiffened in his arms. “Three weeks?” She gasped. “How could I be gone...missing...for three weeks?"
His shoulders jerked in an awkward shrug. “Young women vanish every day. Your disappearance was hardly remarkable."
She stared, eyes wide, her skin ashen. “But people would've looked for me. My mother. The police—"
"The police raided David's stronghold while we were on the run, before Chicago.” His lips curved into a tight smile. “No one is looking for you, Kate. They think you're already dead."
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Chapter Four
Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, Southern France
AD 1727
He groaned at the sharp jab to his stomach.
Oh God.
"Quiet! One of the masters has arrived. Do you want him to find us?"
Garrick wanted to sleep for the next twenty years. His head throbbed. His muscles shrieked. He couldn't think through the fog of misery.
But he could wretch up a mouthful of the coppery blood that had been fed to him, smearing dark crimson on the rough wool shirt before him when he opened his eyes.
He slammed them shut again.
His limp body bounced upside down and over Luc's shoulder as the young vampyr carried him toward the lake that skirted the stronghold.
Christ save him.
Nathaniel was dead, and everything of the dark master that lingered in Garrick's abused body was dying along with him.
"Stop whining. Part of me is in you now too."
Garrick struggled for equilibrium in the hellacious agony, though Luc's topsy-turvy grasp as he carried him kept Garrick's senses spiraling. He'd survived the loss of a master before Nathaniel. He knew the torturous leech of the dark master's blood would fade. Eventually.
His stomach knotted.
He groaned again.
Luc cursed under his breath and dropped like a stone behind a cart piled high with hay.
Garrick plummeted with him, sliding off the vampyr's shoulder and onto the hard ground of the outer courtyard. His bones screamed in protest. Garrick only wished he could scream too, but pain locked the air in his chest. Rolling into a fetal ball, he sicked up another mouthful of blood and soaked a palm-sized puddle of dirt viscous red.
"I thought we lost the ability to vomit once we became vampyr." Luc darted a glance at him, then returned his attention to the nickering horses and creaking carriages at the gate. "Guess not."
Brat.
Garrick could've told Luc that, with the death of his master, Nathaniel's blood had rejected its century-long host—him. He could've said that all the dark master's slaves shared some small measure of discomfort, he the worst only because as eldest, he'd fed from Nathaniel most often. He could've told Luc that sneaking from the stronghold was impossible since the alarm sounded in the blood each of them carried in their veins.
Instead, he gritted his teeth.
And spat out another thick glob of congealing blood.
"We'll have to run for it.” Luc refocused his attention from the gate to Garrick. His eyebrow lifted to an assessing arch. “The marsh isn't far, but we'll reach it faster if you aren't on my back."
"Can you walk?"
Garrick uncurled his aching body. He stretched out his legs to test their steadiness. "How far?"
Luc glanced over his shoulder. “Half a furlong."
Over open ground?
Garrick would never make it.
Panic glinted in Luc's eyes, so the slave knew it too.
Slave?
Garrick stiffened his spine, though fresh agony jolted up it.
They'd killed Nathaniel; Luc was a slave no more. If the young vampyr could swing the sword that parted Nathaniel's head from his carcass and carry Garrick from the stink of the stables after? Garrick would damn well reach that marsh.
He squared his shoulders. "Ready?"
Luc nodded.
Garrick pushed himself off the ground. The protesting grind of his knees made his joints feel stuffed with splintered glass. When he would've toppled, Luc draped his arm around his waist to hold him upright. Garrick shivered, fighting another wave of brutal nausea. "You still have my sword?"
Luc's gaze darted to the sheath cinched to his hip.
"Draw it."
The other vampyr shifted to slip the weapon free.
"If I'm too much of a burden and you're forced to leave me, I ask only that you take my head with you." Garrick lifted an arm to wipe sticky black blood from his chin. "Just my head."
Luc's mouth thinned. “Let's go."
They sprinted to the tall grasses of the marsh.
Garrick panted. He swore.
His right leg buckled.
Luc grunted at his weight bearing them down, and fingers clawing into Garrick's side, he dragged Garrick toward the lake. Toward freedom.
They'd crossed precious little of the field when a cry from the gates echoed across the field.
Garrick forced his gelatinous legs to pump, dread prodding his spent body forward. Faster. Must move faster. "They're coming."
Luc's chest rose and fell in ragged gasps.
The footsteps of their pursuers thumped distantly behind them, but no matter the banquet of blood Luc had feasted on, he was a child among their kind. He wouldn't last. Terror boosted the vampyr's pace, his blind fear stinging inside Garrick's head like angry hornets.
The wind shifted.
Garrick's nostrils flared.
The dark, unbearable craving nearly drove him to his knees.
Zechariah.
He stumbled, his feet turning in the direction of that beckoning scent.
Luc dropped the sword to grab him with both hands, dragging him to the shoreline, just a little closer. “What are you doing? Run!"
Garrick's stare swiveled over his shoulder, seeking—
"Stop,” the dark master shouted. “Garrick, stop. Please!"
For the span of one heartbeat, Garrick's eyes played tricks on him, transposing Nathaniel's sly features over Zechariah's face. Though he knew it for a lie—his body burned with the dying embers of Nathaniel's cursed blood—hate knotted his belly.
From half a field away, Garrick recognized the glimmer of remorse in Zechariah's green eyes, but also the red glint of his awakening vampyr when those same eyes swept Luc. “Wait!” The master lifted his hand in pleading appeal to Garrick. And to Garrick alone. “It's not too late, son."
Garrick's jaw hardened.
He glared at the master with icy contempt. “I'm not your son."
Zechariah jerked to a stop, boots digging into the hard-packed earth. “Don't do this.” His gaze flashed again to Luc and again dismissed him. “I can right what went wrong here."
"Come on, Garrick! Let's go."
His heart lifted at Luc's plaintive, insistent voice in his head. Luc. Not Nathaniel, Zechariah, or any of the other masters. Luc, who cared for him, had fought for him, and was fighting for him still.
The corners of Garrick's mouth curved in malevolent glee as Luc pulled him from the dark master. Away from this life. “Don't approach us again.” He jerked his chin at Luc. “Either of us.” He met Zechariah's shocked gasp with a grim stare that condemned he and the other masters to hell. “I renounce all of you."
Zechariah paled. “You can't mean it."
"I cast my lot with the rebellion.” Garrick laughed, a hard and bitter sound that stood the hair at his nape on end. He let Luc maneuver him into the marsh, his stare never wavering from the dark master. “The next time you see me, prepare to raise your sword, because I will raise mine.” Garrick's voice lowered to a throaty purr. “I'll kill you. All of you. Even you, Zechariah."
Southern Louisiana
Present Day
"The police are still stumbling across shallow graves on David's estate. The authorities will need months to sift through evidence to identify his victims,” Lucien said. “Until those DNA results come back, everyone believes you number among them. They think David killed you."
Kate's dark eyes, fringed with sooty lashes, glistened. “Didn't he?"
"You are more than you once were, and the human part of your life is over. There is no going back, chere.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “But your heart is still beating. Your lungs draw breath. My blood runs in your veins. You are alive, and I cannot regret it."
"You can't regret it?” She choked down bitter laughter. “Oh, that makes everything peachy, then. As long as you're okay with it, I mean."
"I'm glad you agree.” He snickered. “If it helps, for your sake, I wish a master hadn't found you first. But for my sake and for the sake of our people, I thank God that I found you as well. I regret how your transition began, but I cannot regret that it did begin. You are only becoming what you were born to be."
Her breath hitched. “I can't do this. I can't be—"
"You already are. You already have.” He smiled. “One step at a time. The rest will come, and we will deal with your new life and your new nature little by little. As you are able to accept it. For now, you need only worry about your hunger."
She shuddered.
He nudged her head into the crook of his shoulder, her mouth temptingly near the blood her body now craved. “Feeding this way is natural for us. Our women are too important to hunt and biologically ill equipped for it. So you will take blood from the vampyr sworn to protect you. That would be me, your guardian, and later, if you choose, Garrick."
"No."
Lucien chuckled at the speed of her denial. “The point is you need never bite a human."
Her body sagged in relief.
"The wound is there, open for you.” He cradled her close to his body and pitched his voice to a soothing rumble. “Four hours ago you began to rouse from the transition. You resisted feeding, but you did drink. Just let the memory come; let it guide you."
"What if—"
"Shh,” he murmured, stroking her hair. “Shut your eyes. Concentrate. I held you just like this, like a child curled on a father's lap. That is what a guardian is: a vampyr father who seeks your comfort and safety above his own. He soothes your fears and eases your passage into the wonderful life awaiting you. A whole new world is just a sip away."
"You'll probably give me rabies.” Her nose wrinkled. “Or AIDS."
Her fingers bunched the material of his shirt, both pushing him away and pulling him in. Lucien would've howled with happy laughter at her perversity if he wasn't sure he'd drive her away, but delight of her lit his heart. “We smell illness inside humans and so avoid feeding from the sick and the dying. Even if I were to take in tainted blood, neither one of us would grow ill. Our immune system destroys rival infections too efficiently."
She hesitated, so long the wait both charmed and maddened him. "You're killing me, cherie. By inches."
"Get out of my head,” she mumbled.
Lucien's body clenched when her tongue darted out to taste him. Her head whipped back at the heat, the power in it.
Deeply embedded in her mind, he shared her stunned surprise and the fierce longing that followed. “I've fed from Garrick these past hours. He's much older than I, his elder blood incredibly rich,” he said, answering her before her mouth grew distracted with unnecessary speech. “You feel a lesser intensity taking it from my veins rather than his, but if you prefer his neck to mine..."
He chuckled when her lips settled against the wound, her mouth drawing gently. He hugged her close. “There's time yet, plenty of time."
Garrick opened the SUV door, the driver's seat creaking under his weight. His glance darted to Kate in the backseat. “Dawn is approaching. Cover her.” He started the vehicle and shoved it into gear while Lucien tented the blanket atop them. “We'll reach Pridemore by noon."
Kate fed.
Muzzy-headed, muscles aching, she stirred against Luc on the bed. He'd draped his arm around her sometime during the daylight hours, anchoring her body to his. After hours that felt like eons on the road and the days at Garrick's isolated property since, she knew Luc's scent as well as her own. She knew his taste, the quick slash of his smile, the warm tenor of his voice...
He yawned, rubbed his jaw with his free hand. "Good evening, bebe." He skated a sleepy kiss across the crown of her head.
She gulped, heart slamming against the wall of her chest as though it meant to flee her body.
She had to get away from him.
She had to.
But to what?
She wouldn't survive on her own. The vampire who'd grabbed her during the drive to Louisiana had taught her that. Others far worse than Luc hunted her, and even if she avoided them, she wouldn't escape Garrick. She had no illusions of that. He watched her, still as stone and just as yielding. She might ditch Luc if she surprised him again—maybe—but she'd never evade Garrick. Nor could she escape what she had become.
Vampire.
"Must we go over this again? So early? We are not mythological vampires. We are vampyr, a race cousin to humans who created those legends to..."
She squeezed her eyes shut and tuned his voice from her mind.
Vampire or vampyr, the harsh truth was no matter how her heart revolted, she hungered. She felt the desire for blood in the scream of her nerve endings. The cells of her body, dry and empty, cried out. She hungered. Oh, how she hungered, and it disgusted her. How could she do such a vile thing, even to survive?
Every time, she swore she'd be stronger. She'd resist. She meant it. Every time.
Then, the craving would start.
And she had learned.
Some appetites could not be conquered. Stubbornness couldn't stand against an elemental instinct to survive. Sheer force of will crumbled in the face of it.
And hunger, too long denied, had teeth.
So far, the need was not so great that she couldn't push it aside. A little longer every night. Kate knew from bitter experience that the demands of her body couldn't be ignored forever, but pride demanded some measure of control. She wanted to live. Enough to...
She shuddered.
Enough to do even that.
But survival didn't have to cost her dignity. Her humanity? Yes. Vampires weren't exactly human, though, so she supposed that was okay. But staying alive wouldn't destroy her self-respect.
As long as she didn't let herself think about it.
Any of it.
If she did, she might go insane.
There was no way vampires could be real. The fact that she'd become one didn't alter her assessment of the situation one bit. If anything, she just dug her heels in deeper.
This was the twenty-first century, not the twelfth. Sure, people pretended to be vampires. A whole subculture had developed around the mythology. Psychic vampires claimed to drain life force from their victims. Kids filed their teeth to give the appearance of fangs, dressed in Goth black, and hung out together in creepy dance clubs. Kate watched the Discovery Channel. She wasn't completely ignorant.
But no one thought vampires genuinely existed.
Not the creature-of-the-night, bloodsucking variety, anyway.
Least of all Kate, and she numbered among them.
Bite a person?
Suck out their blood like some Grade B horror flick?
Uh-uh.
Nope.
She got nauseated when she had a paper cut.
Whenever she tried to imagine biting someone's neck, she flinched.
Feeding from Luc was gut-wrenching enough, and she hadn't needed to bite him yet. So far, he'd bowed to her queasiness and made the wound for her. Thank God. She wasn't ready to face biting, doubted she ever would be. And it wasn't Luc, personally. She couldn't imagine feeding from anybody else either.
She shivered, remembering their driver during the cross-country journey.
Garrick.
No. Not him.
Especially not him.
So, whether she believed in vampires or not, she couldn't run from Luc.
As appalling as the situation was, she couldn't leave him.
She needed Luc for food.
And what of the rest?
Kate had no idea what it meant to be a vampire. Luc could be charming when it suited him. He spoke often of how powerful she would become and the power she already wielded, whatever that meant. When pressed for details, he was as unforthcoming and silent as the stony Garrick, but these things were important. She'd decided to live, damn it. She needed to know how.
What were the rules?
Crosses wouldn't hurt her. Luc had proven that by asking Garrick to show her the gold crucifix he never removed from his neck.
Her jaw had dropped at the miniature Jesus hanging, beaten and dying, then at the grim hulk of a vampire. “You're Catholic?” Shock had streaked through her like a lightning bolt. “You can't be Catholic. You're a vampire."
Luc had laughed. “He was infected before the Reformation. Of course he's Catholic. A devout Catholic."
Garrick had nodded. “Most elders are."
"But...but..."
Devout Catholic vampires.
A bubble of hysterical laughter had worked up her throat. Horrified, she's slapped a hand over her mouth to smother it.
Luc had frowned at her. “You won't remember Malachi, but we were raiding together when I found you. Mal was a priest before he was bitten. He ministers to us: Mass, marriage, baptism, confession... He'll shepherd you too, if you like."
Kate frowned. “I'm Baptist."
"Saints preserve us, a Protestant.” Garrick's mouth had twitched suspiciously. “You'll convert."
She snorted. Whitcombs had been Baptists for four generations, and Baptist she would stay. They could make her a bloodsucking vampire. They could change that, and she could live with it. She could try. But they would not dictate her faith.
That was only one rule of her new existence, though.
What of the others?
What about garlic?
Could she eat it?
Could she eat normal food at all?
And what about the sun?
Both Luc and Garrick were determined to keep her out of direct sunlight, but it didn't seem to bother them. Garrick's skin glowed with the sun-kissed bronze of a killer tan. The sun obviously didn't hurt him.
Why the paranoia for her?
Luc had cackled gleefully at some of the superstitions. No coffins, he'd promised. “Entering a house you haven't been invited into isn't polite,” Luc had said, then grinned, “but I'm frequently rude.” Kate had seen her own reflection in the bathroom mirror, so that wasn't true either.
Kate's waking hours had become an endless monotony of unanswered questions, necessary questions, questions Luc claimed he'd answer when she was ready.
So she resisted the urge to run.
She needed those answers.
Even when she felt the wispy slide of satin sheets against her bare skin, she didn't so much as flinch. He was dressed, at least, and in the brief though seemingly endless hours David had imprisoned her, Kate had learned the prudence of assessing a situation before acting impetuously. Impulses, uncurbed, could hurt.
She needed to know more, and she was determined to focus on that, not on the overwhelming urge to flee, shrieking, as fast as her legs could carry her.
Considering she'd never awoken in a man's bed before, Kate thought she was managing pretty well.
"Non? Never?” Luc chuckled. “Garrick will be pleased."
She froze at his amused drawl, her instinctive dread almost overriding whatever sense of self-preservation David might've beaten into her. She bit her lip until she drew blood and controlled the urge to run, though it was a near thing. Thank God for bravado. Given a choice between a bluff and a cringe? She'd brazen it out every time. “Yeah, well, if you think that makes me a virgin, you're going to be sorely disappointed."
"Garrick's too lusty for a shivering virgin, and I've no patience for soothing one." Luc flashed a wicked grin. “Don't worry, bebe. You suit us both perfectly."
Kate pushed down abrupt screaming fear.
Blustering through this? Not smart. But analyzing her circumstances wasn't going to work either. Thinking wouldn't save her life because thinking—- for instance, thinking that Luc had read her mind, which of course he couldn't—thinking like that only encouraged her to run.
So she wouldn't think. Not about Garrick. Not about the stranger she'd slept with—
"My blood runs in you, ma cherie. We are strangers no more."
She gasped.
Oh God.
He could read her mind.
Her eyes narrowed.
No, he damn well couldn't. That was impossible, and it would stay impossible, thank you very much. Everybody knew stuff like that just didn't happen. It wasn't real—
She winced because, hey, vampires weren't real either, right?
The reality she'd known and the one Kate had experienced over the past days waged war inside her until she couldn't stand the jarring, discordant clamor inside her head anymore. “You can't read my mind. Nobody can read minds. I've asked you repeatedly to stop. So stop it. Stop it right now."
He hugged her. “We are linked by my blood. As your guardian, living inside your mind is natural to me, as well as necessary for your care and protection. I can no more stop than I can stop breathing."
Her mind kept spinning, overwhelmed with ideas and fears she couldn't deal with. She just wanted to be normal again.
He snorted. “Normal is overrated. And irrelevant. You are no longer human, chere. You are vampyr. Strong. Powerful. Immortal by human standards. Even weakened by the transition, you are greater than Garrick and I combined. You are the most powerful of all vampyr—an unmated female."
Blah, blah, blah.
Pretty talk.
Empty words.
Kate sighed.
"Relax. You are safe now—free to explore your new nature."
Free.
Lord, how she wished she was free. She'd walk out the door and right back to her apartment on Pennsylvania Avenue. To the generic cubicle she shared at the office, to her cantankerous Mazda. She even missed her Visa bill. “I wish I could call home to let my mom know I'm okay. She must be frantic."
"We've discussed this.” He frowned. “It's not healthy—or wise."
"I don't see where it'd hurt.” She scowled at him.
"Your mother is a remarkable woman,” a deep, rumbling voice called from the shadows of the doorway.
She froze.
Garrick.
She hadn't seen him much since Luc had carried her from the garage into these rooms several nights ago. A part of her had hoped to never see him again, had hoped he'd left while she'd slept, fed, and slept some more. But another more sensible part of her must have known. Over the past nights, both she and Luc had moved around the suite of rooms, he supporting her as she'd walked on unsteady legs to rebuild her strength.
But she's avoided that door, the very door in which Garrick lingered. The door to outside.
The door to freedom?
No.
Kate might've become a vampire, but it hadn't made her stupid. That door didn't lead to freedom. It led to all the scary things and what she didn't want to face.
Like him.
"She's organized volunteers to walk David's estate in a grid and asked for more people to finish the job on Larry King tonight.” He stepped into the room. “To help bring you home."
Her fingers dug into Luc's stomach.
Garrick's shadowy bulk advanced on them.
"Shh, bebe. I am here."
"Garrick,” Luc said in soft warning.
"The search has been impeded by the discovery of the other bodies. David liked to play with his food.” He made tsking sounds in the back of his throat. “But still, she hopes. You can see it in her eyes. She's accepted your death. Her grief is...obvious. But her most desperate wish is to find your body and evidence that you did not suffer."
Kate blinked, her heart seizing in her chest.
Dear God, her mother.
He was talking about her mother.
As bad as this had been for her, it was probably killing her mom. With her brother in Milwaukee and her father long gone, Kate was all Mom had left. She'd be devastated.
"I don't believe she'll rest until she has safely planted you in the ground, but you are not dead, so she will not rest. She'll continue fruitlessly searching until she dies.” He shrugged. “Remarkable, remarkable human."
Wetness gathered in her eyes as his words sliced deep. Because she knew her mother would. Search. Until her last dying breath.
"It's all right."
"You're scaring her,” Luc growled.
"No.” He sat on the bed and traced a light finger down her shoulder.
She pushed into Luc's embrace at the unwelcome heat that sparked in her belly at the caress, tried to slow the sudden thunder of her heartbeat.
Oh God.
Not good.
Not good at all.
"I didn't frighten Kate. I hurt her. Is that not so, love?"
She buried her nose in the crook of Luc's neck to hide from the implacable blankness of Garrick's gaze, but there was no hiding the betraying quiver that raced though her body.
Luc's arms tightened around her. “I won't warn you again."
Ignoring Luc's threatening snarl, Garrick stroked a lazy hand down her arm to her hip. The contrast of his cutting words and the silky seduction of his touch scared her. Aroused her. Damn it all to hell. She stifled a whimper but couldn't stop the shivering, didn't even try.
His lips curved to a smile. “Mourning her human life is normal, but returning to it? Permitting these fantasies is dangerous, Luc."
"Don't be an ass.” Fury roughened Luc's voice to a tight rumble. “Master, human, or rogue, none of them followed us. She's safe here. We've time for Kate to grow accustomed—"
"Only as little as my patience allows."
His hand tightened on Kate's hip, fingers digging deep into her flesh. So much Kate feared the other vampyr might tear her from Luc's grasp.
Fear?
That quickening of her pulse couldn't be anticipation.
Surely not.
Certainly not.
To hell with the wicked tingle working through her traitorous body. Forget the hollow ache balling the pit of her stomach. Garrick absolutely was not turning her on. No way.
He was cold. Pitiless.
And seriously scary.
He was enormous. Kate had heard people were shorter historically, that men and women grew taller as the centuries passed. Luc, who skated only a couple inches above her five and half feet, gave that vaguely recalled factoid credence, but Garrick blew the theory out of the water because he was a mountain. Huge. At a guess, he towered several inches above six feet, but nobody would ever mistake him for a basketball player. Nope. He was solid muscle, not sculpted like a weightlifter so she knew the mouthwatering physique hadn't come from a gym, though his shoulders were as impressive.
Not that she'd looked.
Much.
But holy crap, the man was built like a tank. Who could blame her for checking him out? With eye candy like him hovering in the background, she'd have to be dead not to look, and as Luc constantly assured her, vampire or vampyr, she was very much alive.
Alive and drooling over Satan incarnate.
Her hormones had apparently recovered from the whole turning-into-vampire thing, but her common sense? Uh-uh. Not a lick. Every time he got anywhere near her, a flash of heat streaked down her spine, and no amount of arguing with herself dented the constant arousal that was becoming her new best friend.
Not cool.
She was supposed to be scared—No! Kate genuinely was scared of him.
She was.
The scar that bisected his left cheek and eyebrow disturbed her. Luc had told her that she needn't fear scarring from her time with David, that vampires didn't scar, and she'd seen twisty ropes of her mending skin smooth to threads with her own eyes. Soon, the marks would be gone. Her appendix scar was fading too, and she'd had it since she was twelve.
Yet Garrick's scar remained, a jagged white slash against his bronzed skin.
Kate's mother had drilled manners into her as a child, but she never would've found the courage to ask how Garrick had acquired the scar regardless of her mother's stubborn standards of proper behavior. Whatever had caused it, whatever had gotten the best of Garrick, Kate decided she was best ignorant of.
It wasn't just his physical presence that made her heart pound when she sensed him nearby, though. It was the whole package. He seldom spoke and even more rarely to her, which was a relief because if he ever stared at her with those dead blue eyes, she might scream. During the trip from Illinois, she'd never seen him shaken, never seen him smile, or heard his laugh. He was gorgeous. Very true. But she suspected Garrick could kill and never warrant a single raised blip on a heart monitor. He had the emotional range of a Cuisinart.
So now she was drooling over a spine-meltingly sexy Satan incarnate who also happened to be a sociopath.
Great.
This vampire thing just kept getting better and better.
"Now you're scaring her,” Luc said, his voice low and threatening.
Garrick caught her staring at him and arched an eyebrow.
Cheeks burning, she glanced quickly away.
She was scared all right.
Scared of the heat spreading through her hypersensitive body, scared of the electric tingle of awareness that made her feel so unbearably empty. Scared to feel all these wonderfully feral urges for—hello—a freaking vampire who had the charisma of a small kitchen appliance.
He'd touched her.
A casual stroke of one hand.
One.
And she was melting into a needy puddle.
Yeah, that was pretty fucking disturbing.
Garrick's grip eased on her by slow, steady degrees.
She released the breath she'd been holding in a quiet rush and almost freaked because she couldn't tell if the churning in her stomach was relief or disappointment.
"You're young, Luc. You've yet to experience how the need eats at your honor, your sanity. After five centuries, you too will welcome death or madness. Didn't you wonder how I found you so fast? I was in America in hopes Aidan would take pity on me and grant me the dignity of death. Had you not found Kate, we would have stood before the rebel council, you with your sword. To take my head."
He threaded his fingers through the wispy ends of her hair.
Kate stilled, prey sensing the predator set to pounce, and angled her jaw toward him because, God, that felt good. Oh, and because she was a silly twit. A slutty one too.
Mustn't forget that.
But she wanted him to tunnel his hand into her hair, pull her mouth to his. Her lips parted at just the thought of what he'd taste like, how soft his mouth would be, but so deliciously demanding.
Wanton need skittered up her spine.
"I would have thanked you for that kindness.” Garrick laughed, a toneless, chilling sound that made the hair on her nape stand at attention. “You may take my head yet. Mark my words—I am not to be trusted."
His hand fisted in her hair.
She squeezed her eyes shut.
Her body tensed in anticipation. Oh yes, anticipation. Kate was a realist. Call a spade a spade. So what if he was a psychopathic Cuisinart? She wanted him.
But he didn't pounce.
Luc shifted beneath her instead.
Garrick released her.
When her eyes flashed open, the edge of Luc's dagger drew a bead of blood from Garrick's jugular.
Her heart jumped.
Her mind screamed no, and a tight ball of panic lodged in her throat as she imagined the knife carving through his throat.
"Not as sexy as a sword, but the blade will separate your head from your shoulders nonetheless.” Luc's smile didn't reach his eyes. “And I won't care if you thank me."
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Chapter Five
He'd do it.
Kate didn't know where the dagger had come from, but she read the truth in the ruthless glitter in Luc's black eyes. He'd slash through Garrick's neck with the same ease he'd spread butter on warm toast.
Kate gulped. Sick terror churned in her belly, not of Garrick but for him.
"Time is a luxury my control can ill afford. You understand that now?"
In spite of the dagger or perhaps because of it, Garrick's gaze, always before so carefully empty, shone now with an agony of need and encroaching madness that ripped at Kate with the same ferocity as her fear. She should be afraid of him. And she was. Her mind shrieked in warning, but the awakening arousal inside her wouldn't be denied, nor could she turn away from the torment he'd kept hidden away.
She lifted her hand, reaching for him before she realized she'd left the cradle of Luc's embrace. She slid to Garrick, so close she steeped her senses for the first time in the woodsy, earthy scent of him, and her touch skated the hard line of his jaw.
Her eyes focused on the droplet of blood the dagger had released. Shaking with nerves and need, she batted the blade away. She swept rich scarlet onto the tip of her finger, distantly surprised by the slick heat. Kate drew it to her lips and licked the drop clean.
Her eyes snapped shut.
She sucked in a sharp breath.
Because it was good.
He tasted of heat and extravagant ferocity. The sharp slap of brutality that spiced his blood only added to the banquet even so stingy a sampling offered her. Where Luc's blood was a safe harbor, Garrick's was a tempest of dark promise.
She wanted more.
She needed more.
Shivery hunger streaked up her spine.
Her lashes lifted so that Kate stared into the dead blue eyes that had so frightened her before. Hers widened in stunned wonder. “You're bleeding."
She leaned forward to lick the wound clean.
"God have mercy.” Garrick's body tightened. His hands fisted at his side, muscles cording. “Do something, Luc, or I swear before Holy Jesus—"
"No.” Luc grabbed her arm to jerk her back. “No, bebe."
"What? Wait. Don't.” Her voice quavered when Luc yanked her to his side. “I didn't—I want..."
She didn't know what she wanted.
Images, sensations—they all crowded her mind, made thinking impossible. Her body sang, as though long slumbering, she'd finally awakened. “Luc?"
Hissing curses through clenched teeth, Garrick lurched toward the door. “For God's sake, Luc, she—I could've—"
"Me? You! She doesn't understand how dire our circumstances are, but you do. She's barely recovered from what David did to her—"
Ripped free of Garrick's enthralling blood, still aching from the taste of it, she struggled in Luc's tight grip. She wanted nothing more than to be away from them both. She flattened her hands over her ears while they railed and cursed each other. “Stop it. Stop, stop."
"Shh, Kate. It's all right. We've finished, I swear it.” The glare he focused on Garrick spoke otherwise, but Luc used the knife to slash at his neck, opening a vein. He pulled her to him. “Drink."
"No!” She didn't want Luc's blood.
She wanted Garrick.
She stiffened.
Of course she didn't want Garrick's blood.
She wanted to run away.
Didn't she?
Luc pressed her to the wound, and the hot, coppery taste of his blood filled her mouth. She would've resisted, but the smell of him hearkened to hazy memories of comfort and affection. The fierce arousal that had flamed so hot banked to a low burn.
Sighing, she nestled into Luc's neck.
"That's it, ma petite. Take what you need." He stroked her hair, cupped her cheek in his palm.
"You'll need blood. Come to the library.” Garrick paused in the doorway. “Alone. She's safe for now."
Luc lifted a languid hand to wave him out.
Neither man believed the lie.
Nor did Kate.
Garrick sprawled on a leather chair angled to form a conversation pit with an overstuffed couch he'd chosen for the library. He'd decorated the room with a blend of feminine prints, flounces, and light colors with sparse touches of oak and buttery leather to add texture. Glass-fronted shelves lined three walls floor to ceiling, the fourth wall tinted glass. Beyond it, the bayou at midnight was a wonder of nocturnal creatures and violent spears of green that faded to inky shadow.
He'd worked on this room alone for fifteen years.
But he worried about the chair.
"Have you lost your mind?"
"It's the way of our people."
Luc paced behind the couch, running anxious fingers through his dark hair. “Our people are brutal, primitive, and completely uncivilized."
Garrick chuckled. “You must meet Peter.” At the young vampyr's questioning frown, he tipped his head toward the swamp. “The pack's alpha."
"Weres.” Luc shuddered, staring into the darkness. “They're out there? Now?"
"Yes.” His head fell back. “They are most eager to meet my Kate."
"I don't want those animals anywhere near her. I don't know what you could've been thinking.” Luc scowled. “And she's not your Kate."
"She never will be, mine nor anyone else's, if you refuse your responsibilities as her guardian.” His gut clenched. “If you turn."
Luc rubbed his hand over his face. “I was in Nathaniel's stable thirty years. You were there how long? A hundred?"
"One hundred and sixteen.” And another hundred and forty with his first master, before Nathaniel. Garrick had spent a quarter millennium in slavery—almost as long as Luc had been alive.
"And still you demand this of me.” Luc's gaze skittered away. “Don't you remember it?"
Garrick stared at him. “I try not to."
Luc grunted. “Perhaps to someone else, I could do it."
"Nathaniel has been dead three centuries, Luc."
"We killed him."
"Yes. We did. He's dead, but until you leave what happened in the stable behind you, Nathaniel's poison lives on. In you."
He threw frustrated hands in the air. “Oh, for God's sake. Not that again."
"Yes, that again. The scars you carry from Nathaniel are keeping me from my mate, and if we must, we will deal with them one by one."
Luc's black eyes pleaded with him. “You can't expect me to drain you. You'd hate me for it."
"I'll hate you if you don't.” His lips thinned. “What happened in your suite should convince you of how perilous our situation is. My strength must be tempered."
"Physically, you are the stronger, but I'm clever. I managed her—and you. My blade was to your throat when you needed to be checked, was it not?"
"You bested me.” Garrick chuckled at the perverse combination of irritation and pride that made his chest swell. “But you must not depend on me to underestimate you again. My instincts cannot be reasoned with, Luc. I won't be able to resist them much longer. When I get past your sly defenses—and I will—how will you stop me, a creature who's seen over five centuries? You're barely more than a child."
Luc frowned. “I was never a child."
"No, you weren't.” Garrick's smile faded. “One of my many sins. Don't make me pay for it now."
Luc crossed his arms, his troubled stare returning to the bayou.
"You know our kind, what we are. What I've become.” Garrick's hands fisted on the arms of the chair. His stomach roiled with sick dread. "For God's sake, help me."
Luc's shoulders slumped. His breath left him in a defeated rush.
Anticipation and terror made Garrick's heart pump faster, but with it, a cunning compulsion he hated. Because Luc would do it, and the young vampyr trusted him too much.
Garrick slackened his body, muscle by muscle, while Luc circled behind him. “If you've ever any doubt,” he said as Luc tipped his head back, baring his neck, “you need only drain me entir—"
"Shut up."
Luc's warm breath fanned the skin that covered his pulse. Anxiety and the fear no former slave could ever relinquish unfurled in the pit of his belly. Garrick gave the terror free rein of him. Luc would scent it on him. The young vampyr's horror might make him sloppy, give Garrick an advantage.
That didn't make what was to come easier to bear. Cold sweat beaded his forehead. “Be careful.” His voice shook. Buzzing filled his ears. “Take what you must, but don't leave me helpless."
"Don't fight me.” Garrick's eyes snapped shut when Luc's incisors scraped his neck. “I can't do this if you fight me."
"Wait.” He couldn't mislead him, couldn't use their blood oath to manipulate him. “I—"
Luc's teeth pierced his neck.
Garrick's body jerked.
The guilty admission he'd thought to make died on his lips as Luc's ruthless mouth sucked and pulled at the wound. His knuckles whitened against the arms of the chair.
Wood cracked under the pressure.
Garrick groaned as the first deadening effects of blood loss sapped his strength. His grasp on the armrests loosened. His limbs grew unbearably heavy. His heartbeat slowed. His lashes fluttered, then fell, the energy required to keep his eyes open too burdensome for him.
Minutes later, Luc lifted his head and mentally probed his old partner to ensure his body had suitably weakened. “Garrick?"
"Send Kate."
Luc strode from the room, the young vampyr's body vibrating with the influx of power from the feast of Garrick's blood.
Then Garrick set the cunning beast hidden inside him free.
At the door of the library, Kate fidgeted with the hem of the sweatshirt Luc had found for her and wished for her own clothes.
The bathroom of their suite had been stocked with every kind of luxurious bath oil, lotion, shampoo, and soap. Lush perfumes and powders had filled the cabinets. Candles lined the Olympic-sized tub as she'd soaked the ache from her muscles, but when she'd crawled from its depths, the dresser drawers held nothing except expensive sachets. The suite contained not a stitch of clothing, not so much as a stingy pair of panties.
"I can't keep walking around dressed like a bed,” Kate had said to Luc, glaring.
He'd smirked at the sheet she'd temporarily wrapped toga-style around herself. “Why not? It's a good look for you."
She'd scowled at him. “I'm not amused.” She pulled another dresser drawer open while he chuckled. Nothing. Annoyance prickled, and she encouraged the self-righteous indignation because, for now, it was stronger than her panic.
"Don't vex yourself. Garrick must have something serviceable in his rooms.” Luc had pulled her trembling body to his, kissed her temple. “I'll find clothes for you."
He'd returned with the oversize Notre Dame sweatshirt she now wore that draped low on her thighs, striped pajama bottoms with a drawstring waist still in the package, and thick wooly socks. She felt ridiculous rolling the cuffs of the pajama bottoms and shirtsleeves to fit her much smaller frame, but at least she was decently covered.
Staring at the beam of light shining from the cracked library door, Kate was grateful because she would have never found the courage to push past the door in a sheet, no matter how decadent the satin.
Her breath caught when her eyes adjusted to the brightness of the room. “Wow."
Her feet seemed to sink to her ankles in the deep pile of the carpet when she stepped inside. Her gaze focused on a shelf to her left. She traced the grain of solid oak, enjoyed the smooth stroke of burnished wood under her fingertips. Recessed lights inside the etched glass doors of floor-to-ceiling bookcases highlighted first editions and slim leather volumes that probably cost more than her Mazda.
Her fingers itched to open the case, slide one of the rare books from its home, but she didn't dare. Luc said Garrick had created overseas holding companies for her after they'd arrived. Among their kind, men rather than women traditionally provided a dowry as a guarantee should a pair-bond fail. So ownership of the estate and its contents had been transferred to her, but...
It wasn't real.
She didn't own the house. She didn't own the antiques that adorned every room, or the art, or the fleet of jeeps in the garage, and especially not the eye-popping yellow Mustang convertible enshrined in one corner.
"None of Garrick's wealth is stolen,” Luc had told her. “Stealing from our prey would raise human suspicion, which our kind can't afford. Even dark masters avoid it. So like the rest of us, Garrick hid away whatever appealed to him, but also coins, buttons... Given time, mundane items often become priceless collectibles."
Kate couldn't bear thinking about it.
So she concentrated on the books.
Lusted after the books.
On her salary, she'd been lucky to scrape together the cash for paperback novels and the occasional luxury of a crisp new hardback.
Handle these treasures?
No way.
She might smudge them.
She squinted at volumes on the nearest shelf.
Jane Austen. Bronte. Charles Dickens.
"What? No Nora Roberts?"
"The library displeases you,” Garrick said from behind her.
She whirled, her gaze lighting on the questions glittering in his glacial blue eyes before skittering from his languorous form sprawled in a chair. She took a step toward the relative safety of the hall before her mind overruled her instincts. Luc had sworn that Garrick wouldn't present a threat, and her guardian stood sentry in the swamp outside, just in case. Her gaze flicked to the wall of windows.
"I am here."
Emboldened by Luc's whispery presence, she made herself move forward, but her bravery limited her to the shelves along the circumference of the room. “The books are...uh...great.” Hey, she liked the classics. Sometimes. She liked lots of things sometimes. “Very...uh...impressive."
"If you can order this Nora Roberts online, the Kindle on the desk is yours,” he said, his voice warm and sleepy, “I'll be an attentive and resourceful lover to you, Kate. Whatever you lack, if it's mine to give, I promise you'll have it."
She stilled, her fingers frozen on the surface of a heavy oak table. A Kindle? Her heart skipped an ecstatic beat. Oh my God, he didn't play fair, but she couldn't be seduced by electronics. Even rocking, gotta-have-it electronics. She glared at him. “Don't."
"I love you."
"You don't know me well enough to like, much less love, me.” She shifted on her feet, discomfited by the dizzy rush his husky voice provoked inside her. “And I definitely don't know you."
His eyebrow quirked. “You don't believe in love at first sight?"
"Please.” She rolled her eyes. “You're about as romantic as a colonoscopy."
"You don't know me, remember? I could be.” The corner of his mouth curved to form a sexy grin that made her stomach flutter. “The vampyr in me knows you. Very well. You feel it too. You're edgy, breathless. The tingling sensation under your skin. Your vampyr is new to you, but she is hungry. Come here, love. End this."
She lifted her foot, already anticipating the hard demand of that wicked mouth, but caught herself before her first step fell.
She squared her shoulders, stiffened her spine.
He chuckled.
Her eyes narrowed.
She'd liked him better when he was a Cuisinart.
"If I'm to have whatever I want, whatever I lack, why don't I have clothes?” She jerked her jaw toward the forbidden Kindle on the desk. “You've gone to great lengths to provide everything else I could possibly need."
He blew out a long breath, lashes shuttering his piercing blue eyes from her, but Kate pressed on. “I understand that sizing clothes would've been a problem, but nightgowns are one size fits all. Basic T-shirts—"
"My weres are procuring your wardrobe as we speak."
"That doesn't answer my question, does it?” The self-righteous exasperation felt good, so good she almost missed what he'd said.
Almost.
She paused.
Frowned.
"Did you say weres?"
"Don't leave the house until you've taken more of my blood.” He lifted his eyelashes to stare at her. “It isn't safe."
She felt the color drain from her cheeks. Her head swam. “Wh—"
An unearthly howl broke the night, raising gooseflesh on her arms. Her gaze flashed to take in the obsidian midnight beyond the windowed wall. “Wolves? You've wolves here?"
Sudden understanding made her heart freeze.
Weres.
As in werewolves.
Her wide eyes focused on the darkened windows of the bayou. “Dear God. Luc."
"They won't hurt him. He's fed from my blood often. My scent's all over him."
A great gray beast that might've been a wolf had it not been so enormous and his head so misshapen crept from the swamp and into a splash of light cast from the tall windows, open to catch the night breeze. Everything about the animal was wrong. The legs were disproportionately long, with sparse gray hair over hard sinew. The barrel of its chest narrowed like a wolf's, but when it turned malevolent yellow eyes on her, the animal's snout was blunted. It didn't extend as a wolf's should. The ears were low on his head, along the sides where a human's would be rather than peaking on top. Still, Kate couldn't describe the creature as anything other than lupine.
It was magnificent.
It was terrifying.
It stalked the length of the windows, very much the predator.
And it stared, unblinking and ferocious, at Kate.
Alarm made her pulse hammer.
"Go away, Peter. You're scaring her."
The beast's sly mouth curved, and his eerie yellow eyes laughed at Garrick's boneless weight in the chair.
Garrick's nostrils flared as he stared down the wolf.
Kate bit her lip.
Merciless glare never leaving the beast, Garrick slowly rose from the chair. The air around him crackled with unspoken menace.
Kate's skin prickled. Her hands rose to her chest, her heart having halted within it. This couldn't be happening. Vampires did not stare down werewolves in creepy swamps, and if they did, secretaries who didn't rate their own cubicles did not ever get front row seats.
Her gaze darted from man to wolf and back again.
The wolf blinked.
"Kate."
Oh, holy God.
She crossed the library on gelatinous legs that threatened to collapse beneath her. When she reached Garrick, he nudged her behind him. “Say hello to Peter, the were alpha. He won't hurt you. Because if he or any of his kind touches a hair on your head, I'll slaughter them. All of them."
She shivered at the icy warning in his voice.
Garrick glared at the wolf. “To the last whelp."
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Chapter Six
Garrick's arctic glare never left the animal. “Kate? Say hello to Peter."
"Hi.” Her hand clutched at Garrick's biceps, learning—finally—the shape and feel of his hard muscle. He was built, God help her, with the strength and graceful power that had always appealed to her. She peered at the beast around his reassuring bulk.
"Peter, meet the mistress of Pridemore,” he said on a growl, “and exercise manners heretofore lacking, for it is by her forbearance and hers alone that you and your pack remain."
The wolf blinked his yellow eyes.
At her.
Kate's grip on Garrick's arm tightened.
"Easy, love,” he said under his breath.
The wolf's head dipped a stingy inch in salute before he pivoted and leaped into the bayou beyond.
The breath left Kate's lungs in a pained whoosh.
"Wait."
Twin points of yellow blinked at them from the concealing darkness of the swamp. Another pair of eyes joined the first, then another. And another.
The bayou filled with hostile, glaring eyes. Kate shook so forcefully she pressed her body to Garrick's to stay upright, though he must hear the thundering of her heart, feel it pounding against his spine.
"Steady,” he whispered. “It's almost done."
Ten sets of preternatural eyes studied them what felt like decades. Though she quivered under the scrutiny, Garrick's body was solid and sturdy against hers. He wouldn't waver. He'd never fold. She sensed it as surely as she felt the fluttery rabbit of her pulse in her veins. He'd stand there for epochs, if that was what it took.
Not Kate.
She couldn't stand the giddy hostility coming from the wolves hidden in the shadows.
Was it fear anymore? She didn't think so.
At what point did terror become so ordinary one hardly noticed it?
Kate had evidently surpassed that point.
She couldn't tolerate the challenging glares anymore. So she closed her eyes and let her cheek rest against Garrick's shoulder, concentrating instead on his heady scent and the steady beat of his heart.
Nobody smelled like Garrick.
Nobody.
Not even Luc.
It did something to her, his scent. Like a drug, it intoxicated her. Made her want things she shouldn't want. Ridiculous to be so enraptured by his smell, but with her nose pressed close, the thin layer of cotton was no barrier to her greedy senses.
Heat coiled low in her belly, beading the tight points of her nipples and slicking the walls of her cunt. He smelled that freaking good.
The battle-ready tension seeped from his body by slow degrees. “They've gone."
She rubbed her cheek against his shoulder blade, settled her hand more firmly at his waist. Didn't care about the damn wolves. She was tired. Vampires, werewolves, blood, the constant warnings and threats—weariness beat at her, drained her, left her weak and vulnerable.
Garrick towered above her, though, unfazed and insurmountable. He was an anchor, his body a support she could cling to. His scent and his heat wrapped around her, filling the empty places inside her. “Don't,” she said when he shifted.
He smiled. “To move to the couch.” His arm snaked around her, holding her to his side when he staggered those few feet.
The awkward lurch of his steps sent a frisson of alarm through her. She raised her gaze to his. “Garrick?"
When he sank to the cushions, he pulled her down with him.
She went.
Of course she went.
God, she'd follow that scent anywhere. And at the moment, with him was where she most wanted to be so she nestled on the broad expanse of his chest. Her fingers curled into his shirt, exploring the contours of his muscle beneath. “You stumbled. Why?"
"I need blood.” When she stiffened, he laughed. “That wasn't a demand. Or a request. It's a simple statement of fact.” He rubbed her back, an intimacy that should've worried her but somehow didn't. His touch sapped the tension from her. “I played to Luc's horror of the stables,” he said, “but it didn't sway him. Curse him for more ruthless intelligence than I credited him. Again.” The corners of his mouth curved into a self-depreciating smile.
Kate lifted stingy inches from his chest. “Luc's okay?"
"He was to be detained to allow us no more than a few moments’ privacy.” He toyed with her hair, twining it around his finger. “Luc will rejoin us—annoyed but unscathed—soon."
She wanted to believe him. She wanted nothing more than to curl into his side, listen to him breathe, and just not think anymore. But as frustrating as Luc could be, he was her only lifeline in this weird new world. “They truly won't hurt him?"
"I'll never lie to you.” He brought the curl to his mouth, his nose, sniffed. “You smell like vanilla. And of me.” He flashed a grin. “You smell of me."
The smile, his lighthearted chuckle convinced her. If werewolves were chewing Luc to teeny bits, Garrick would've been stoic, silent. His normal creepy self. He might be one of the Borg, but she couldn't believe he'd be so relaxed if Luc were in legitimate danger. He cared about Luc in his bizarre vampy way. “I smell like I marinated in a vat of Bath & Body Works products. I do not,” she said, arching an eyebrow, “smell anything like you.” She ought to know, because Garrick smelled freaking awesome. Bath & Body Works never made a lotion or spray that smelled this good. Ever.
"Perfumes and lotions wash away.” Garrick's mouth curved to a wry grin. “You took my blood earlier. My scent is inside you now."
Damn, she wished he hadn't said that. Her pussy, already damp, went mind-numbingly wet at the idea of taking his smell inside her. Not just his scent, but him. There was nothing Kate wanted more than his sex smells painted all over her and splashed deep in her body.
Garrick buried his nose in her neck and inhaled lustily. “No man—not even I—can long resist a woman who carries his scent. Which is why Luc is only to be briefly detained. You aren't yet ready to bear my need for blood and sex, nor I yours."
She shivered at the passion that roughened his voice. Ready? Oh, she was more than ready. For sex, anyway. Blood? Not so much. “Could you be a little less Night of the Living Dead here? Just for a while?"
"For you, I almost wish I could, but you are vampyr, Kate. As am I. We can't change what we are.” He rolled her hair from his finger, brushed the curl across his chin. His blue eyes focused on hers, not icy as before. Hot arousal glittered in them, but his stare wasn't as terrifying as she'd once thought it might be. “What did Luc tell you before sending you to me?"
His low rumble didn't fool her. Garrick was digging, but for what she didn't know. She'd play along, though. Too weary to fight a battle she'd lose, she was doomed either way. Might as well enjoy the ride. “He told me not to go anywhere near you."
He looked at his body stretched across the length of the couch and hers nestled atop him. “I see."
Her lips curved. “Don't gloat. It's unattractive."
"You find me incredibly attractive, or you would have never taken my blood earlier.” But his eyes sparkled with boyish humor when he said it. “Did he explain why he didn't want you close to me?"
"So you wouldn't suck all my blood out?"
He arched a skeptical eyebrow, waited.
Kate frowned.
So much for her fun.
"He said he didn't want you smelling me,” she grudgingly admitted, “or me smelling you.” She frowned because Luc had been more concerned about her getting a whiff of Garrick rather than the other way around. “He said it was too risky."
But it didn't feel dangerous.
It felt amazing.
"He did explain, then. In part.” Garrick shrugged. “Humans are drawn to mates by superficial appearances. Vampyr are not. As we mature, our faces and bodies adapt, chameleon-like, to hide us among our prey—not to appeal to mates. Our kind is attracted by smell and by taste instead. You've tasted me, which is why you find me appealing even when I gloat. I can smell my blood inside you, which is why you are driving me out of my head.” His hands moved up and down her arms, sending shivers of tingling heat up her spine. “What else did he tell you?"
Why did she feel like he was playing with her?
Because he was.
She glanced away.
"Kate?"
She didn't like this game anymore. “He said I shouldn't look into your eyes."
Garrick's finger nudged her chin, forcing her stare back to his. “And?"
She scowled at him. “He didn't say why."
"But you know. Don't you?” he said on a low purr.
She ripped her gaze from his and tried to pull away, but he held her fast.
And she found out fear wasn't beyond her, after all.
Neither was anger.
She scowled. “Stop it."
His fingers moved to caress her nape. “Males are the hunters among our kind. We develop hypnotic abilities to lure our prey to us. Though you are now physically vampyr, your mind is still very human and therefore vulnerable. But you know I haven't exerted any influence over you."
She glared at him. “If you succeeded, I wouldn't know the difference, would I?"
"You are no hapless human. You are vampyr. Of course you would sense it. But I haven't lured you to me."
"I haven't needed to."
Her eyes snapped shut.
Her insides turned to jelly.
Dear God, he could talk to her as Luc did.
Or rather as he didn't.
In her head.
"You took my blood. Only a drop, but enough to forge the link. Look at me, Kate."
"No.” She swallowed the boulder that had lodged in her throat. Her pulse rocketed. Her body shook.
Garrick could slip into her head whenever he liked.
He could know anything.
Everything.
His thumb brushed her neck in a soothing stroke. “Look at me. Please."
She shook her head, then relented when his stubborn silence stretched. “Why should I?"
"So I can apologize."
Her eyes flashed open. She gaped at him. “What?"
He simply stared, the blue of his eyes like ocean waves lapping on a sandy beach—warm, liquid, pure. “I upset you. Please forgive me."
Kate's muscles eased. The knot in her stomach unfurled, and her pulse slowed to a normal, steady thrum. “You're hypnotizing me now, aren't you?"
"Yes.” His eyes shone, irresistibly gentle. “I only wanted to show off, love. Impress you. I didn't mean to frighten you."
Curiosity overwhelmed fear. “Could I fight it?"
He reached again for her hair, playing with the ends for long moments before finally answering. “Yes."
"But I wouldn't win.” She studied the planes and angles of his face, but his carefully schooled features revealed nothing. “I could fight it, but I wouldn't win."
"Power intensifies with maturity, and few unmated males survive as long as I have."
"You won't say it, will you?” She laughed, reluctantly innervated by the display of raw power. Crap, that was hot. Psychotic. But hot.
He cocked an eyebrow. “Would you rather I lie and let you believe I cannot care for and protect you? Or tell the truth that will scare you when I remove my influence?"
She bit her lower lip, her laughter seeping from her. “Should I be afraid?” Luc had sworn she had nothing to fear from Garrick. She should be wary, yes. But not scared.
"Would you like me to stop?” He released her lock of hair.
It would be easier for her if he didn't, but Kate rarely took the smoothest route on general principle. “Yes."
"All right.” He pulled her down to his chest to hold her to him. “Do you feel a difference?"
Her pulse hummed with arousal, her nipples beaded to tight buds, but nothing inside her indicated fear. Horny, sure, and increasingly so. She'd rip his damn clothes off if the irritating knot of hunger didn't soon loosen, but nothing inside her screamed in terror. “Not really."
He stroked a lazy hand up her spine. “My scent comforts you. Wait. Your fear will come."
She doubted it.
That was scary.
"Garrick?"
"Hm?"
"You didn't answer my question."
"What question, love?"
"Should I be afraid of you?"
He didn't answer, not for long moments. “I made Luc promise to spare me the horror of turning,” he finally murmured. “He is the one creature I'm incapable of raising my hand against, but I made him swear it in blood—an oath our kind cannot easily break.” His lips curved to a crooked smile. “Until I mate, Luc can kill me whenever he chooses. Handily. So no, you need not fear me. It is I, Kate, who must fear you.” He kissed the dimple on her chin. “But I won't let you distract me. What else did your guardian tell you?"
She studied the first button of his shirt as prickling unease stirred inside her. Somehow, for whatever reason, Garrick had given Luc power over him. The power to destroy him. The knowledge should comfort her, but it didn't. Instead, her nerves shrieked so fiercely she almost asked Garrick to mesmerize her again to relieve that disconcerting alarm. But she was no coward. “Does Luc know? That he can...hurt you?"
"I answered your question, Kate.” His eyes shone with an implacable glint that brooked no argument. “Answer mine. What other instructions did Luc give you?"
She swallowed convulsively, glanced away. “He said not to let you take my blood."
And Luc had been right.
About all of it.
She should've stayed far away from Garrick, werewolf or no werewolf. Even if he hadn't mesmerized her until just a moment ago and had stopped when she'd asked, she should've been more careful. The rest may not matter so much, but this? Placing herself in a position that practically invited Garrick to bite her? That failure was unforgivably stupid. Had either she or Luc believed she could handle the vampyr, no matter that he'd been drained near-bone-dry of blood and weakened?
They were fools. Both of them. Regardless of the power Garrick claimed Luc had over him, Luc wasn't there now. Only she was, and Garrick's firm grip indicated he didn't intend to let her go anytime soon.
He could bite her whenever he liked.
There wasn't a damned thing either she or her guardian could do to prevent it.
The fact that her vulnerability turned her on even more?
Petrifying.
"That didn't take long.” He threaded the baby-fine hair at her nape in his fingers. “Your mind is your own, and already, I terrify you. But there's no need for Luc's wariness or yours. You'll be stronger soon, better able to tolerate the shock of mating. My control is not so fragile as to fail to grasp that.” His fingers stilled. “Did Luc explain why he does not want me to taste you?"
She squirmed, because tasting sounded a whole lot sexier than biting. “No.” Needs collided within her, the urge to flee batting against the impulse to stay in his arms. To let him take her. God, she wanted him. “He just told me not to let you bite."
"You tasted my blood. My blood scent inside you marks you as mine. It's not a strong mark, one that will require reinforcing, but...” He inhaled, nostrils flaring. His eyes glittered predatory satisfaction. “Your vampyr accepted me as your equal—your mate—the moment you tasted me."
She stiffened. Her jaw dropped. Her equal? Since when had Kate ever been as strong and as powerful as Garrick, much less Luc? Never.
And what was this mating crap?
Sex she could handle. The longer she nestled against his hard body, the more she wanted to rub against him, to take his cock in her hand, into her mouth. To make him as crazy as he was making her. But mating?
Mating sounded a lot more involved than the mindless fuck her body craved. “I didn't know—"
"That doesn't change what is.” His hand framed her face, forcing her gaze to his. “A drop of your blood is all it will take to mark me as yours. To seal us. Once we're sealed, there's no stopping it. We will mate."
When his weight shifted beneath her, she grabbed his shoulders to steady herself. He rolled her beneath him, his weight pressing her into the couch. The bottom dropped out of her stomach when the ridge of his cock pressed into the V of her thighs. “Garrick."
"I want to be yours, to bear your mark,” he said against the lobe of her ear. His mouth nuzzled the wispy hair he found there. “I need it.” He trembled against her. “But as strong as your new instincts are, you're not physically or mentally ready for mating. When you are, you'll know. We'll both know. Until then, I won't taste you."
She wanted to believe him. “Then what—Why—"
He chuckled into her hair. “I want to neck."
She froze, a bubble of dubious laughter working up her throat, though she tried to smother it. “I beg your pardon?"
His warm breath bathed her earlobe. “I want to hold you.” His mouth brushed the tender skin underneath, forcing a whispery sigh past her lips. “Kiss you.” His hand settled at her hip to squeeze. “Touch you."
She stiffened when his lips settled on her neck, her hands pushing against him when he drew her skin into his mouth. Then she moaned with pleasure as his tongue darted out to sample her skin.
Not her blood.
Her skin.
"Human or vampyr doesn't matter when it comes to this.” He slid his hand under her sweatshirt to caress the flat stretch of her stomach. “Let me show you how good our mating will be."
She shivered as he traced his lips along the line of her jaw. Aftershocks of shivery sensation spread everywhere his mouth and his clever fingers touched. She'd never felt anything like it, nor wanted something—someone—more. She didn't know half of what he was talking about. Didn't care. As long as he didn't stop kissing her. As long as he kept touching her. Her hands no longer pushed him away but drew him closer. “Garrick,” she said on a throaty whisper.
"Rick,” he said against her mouth, his tongue testing her bottom lip so that she trembled and shook. “For five hundred years, I dreamed that someday I'd have you beneath me and you'd call me Rick."
His mouth settled on hers. Kate's mind spun dizzily past her at the taste of him, the feel of his tongue sliding past her lips and twining with hers.
She should've been afraid. A wise woman would've been wary, but Kate couldn't be wise, not when his mouth was doing such wonderful things to hers. Her world narrowed to the silk of his hair in her hands as she urged the kiss harder, deeper. The hot, too-sensitive quiver of her skin wherever he touched. The glorious weight of his hips when they aligned with hers, and the sweet, sweet ache that weight birthed inside her when his cock rubbed at the damp heat of her pussy through frustrating barriers of fabric.
She whimpered in protest when his mouth lifted, then moaned as he scattered kisses along the column of her neck. His tongue stabbed into the hollow of her throat, and she shuddered. “Rick,” she whispered, giving him what he wanted.
Under her shirt, his palm glided over the curve of her breast. When her back arched into his touch, welcoming him there, Garrick groaned. “Yes, love. Show me what you need."
He found her nipple, already pebbled, and when he rubbed it between his fingers, heat poured from her breasts to her cunt in a rush that left her giddy and breathless.
It was too much and far too soon, but Kate didn't care. She fisted her fingers in his hair to guide his lips back to hers, and when his mouth captured hers, she lifted her hips to his.
This time, he shuddered.
She ripped her mouth free, only to trail it down the corded muscle of his neck. Her tongue laved his skin to take in the earthy flavor of him. Sharp. Pungent. He moaned when her teeth brushed his throat just under the collar of his shirt.
She liked it.
A lot.
So she did it again.
Garrick's hand raced from under her shirt to grope at his own. He cursed when his awkward fingers fumbled with the buttons.
His jaw clenched when she slid them free herself with a whispered, “Let me."
Inch by wonderful inch, she spread his shirt wide until the full expanse of his chest lay open to her. She lifted her fingers to light on his hard muscle, and he jumped. “Your hands,” he said when she looked at him. She smiled and his eyes snapped shut. “You're driving me insane."
Considering how her blood boiled in her veins and her skin screamed wherever he touched, Kate thought him not crazy enough, so she smoothed her lips across his chest. “I love the taste of you."
He sucked in a sharp breath.
When her tongue darted out to circle the flat disk of his nipple, fingers twining in the curls of his chest hair, his palm cupped her head to hold her to him. “Don't stop."
As if she would.
She sucked his pebbling nipple into her mouth, teasing it with her tongue, her teeth—
"Let go of her, you bastard."
She shrugged away the hand that clamped down on her shoulder, holding firmly to Garrick instead. He was where she wanted to be, with his warm, silky skin finally under her fingers, her mouth on his flesh.
"Wait, Luc. You don't know what you're doing."
"I know I'll take your head if you don't get off her right now."
Kate reluctantly shifted her interest from Garrick's chest. Fingers digging into his sides, she hissed at Luc and the sword he wielded.
Luc froze.
His jaw dropped.
"What've you done to her?"
Garrick stroked her hair, and she purred low in her throat, rubbed her cheek against his skin just below his nipple. “Kate's vampyr is stirring. She's reacting instinctively. If you ever loved me at all, Luc, don't move."
"You're molesting my ward, and I'm not to move? Draining you hasn't affected your hormones, but it's made you feebleminded."
"I'm fine. Go away, Luc,” she mumbled, but all she could think of was Garrick, touching him, the feel of him touching her. She wanted him inside her, his cock piercing her through. Nothing else mattered. Garrick might let Luc interfere, but Kate wouldn't. Garrick could make him go away if he wanted. She just needed to convince him to make Luc go.
She flicked his nipple with the tip of her tongue.
A vein throbbed at Luc's temple. “Get off her. Now."
Garrick's lashes drooped with the erotic attention her mouth lavished on him, but he rubbed her back in frustratingly gentle strokes. “Her vampyr is too strong. She—"
"Final warning.” Luc swung the sword in a practiced arc inches from Garrick's left ear.
"No!” Kate snarled at the sword, the blade sharply menacing. She sank her teeth into Garrick's chest. He grunted, then threw his head back. Intimately linked with him, she shared his fierce wonder, his exhilaration, the pleasure and pain that rocketed through him. Her gluttonous satisfaction, his—who could tell? It was one and the same. They were one and the same.
Kate vaguely heard the clatter of the sword dropping to the floor. Luc's shadow cast over her when he stumbled forward. “God help us. Bebe, no."
"Don't. You'll hurt her,” Garrick said through clenched teeth when Luc reached for Kate. She growled at him, sucked, and greedily swallowed the precious blood that spilled from Garrick's chest. “She'll fight if you try to take her from me."
"I nearly drained you dry an hour ago. She'll hurt you. Maybe kill you."
She wouldn't. She'd never hurt him, never in a million years, but... It was so good. The taste she'd had earlier was a wretched shadow for the feast his body offered her now. The power and life fermenting inside him lashed out at her, sucked her in. Maddened her. She was drowning in him. Gleefully drowning.
Luc crouched beside them, rubbed his eyes. “I should kill you myself.” Instead, he shoved his wrist to Garrick's mouth.
Fighting for breath, Garrick arched an amused eyebrow.
Luc scowled. “I drained you earlier, so it's your blood anyway. You could say I just borrowed it.” He winced when Garrick's teeth penetrated the meat of his wrist. “Besides, I need the stronger link to reach Kate."
She knew only the hot splash of Garrick's blood at the back of her throat, the salty flavor of him. She loved the feel of his fingers digging into her scalp, pushing her to drink deeply, loved the wild beat of his heart just under her cheek, loved his decadent smell... More.
"Kate."
She ignored Luc's intrusion, focusing on Garrick and the banquet his body offered her.
"Come away, cherie. You aren't ready for this."
She knew the bite of her teeth hurt Garrick, but she couldn't help it. Luc would take her away. He must not take her away.
"Your presence only threatens her, Luc."
Luc cursed him but nonetheless drifted to the distant reaches of her mind.
Kate felt his fury pound like rolling thunder.
She paid him no mind.
She groaned against Garrick's chest, drunk on the strength of his elder blood and the heavy weight of his hips pressing her into the couch, the hard length of his cock rubbing her slick, sensitive clit.
"That's it, love. My blood is yours. My body is yours. Feed..."
When finally her body slackened against his, her mouth less avid on him, Garrick released Luc's wrist.
She curled into him, equal measures sated and exhausted.
He smiled at her. "Don't sleep, love. Stay with me."
She sighed his name, her eyelids unbearably heavy.
Luc jabbed at Garrick's hip with an angry elbow. “Will you please get off my ward now?"
"You know what must be done.” Garrick stroked her hair. The comfort of his body warmed her, reassured her.
Luc shrugged. “You marked her before. Nothing has changed."
"To leave it unfinished, after she's tasted me twice now and so thoroughly... I cannot."
"If she doesn't accept you when it's done, your life is forfeit. Have you forgotten? You'll die, Garrick."
"Without her mark, I'm dead already."
She blinked the numbing effects of fatigue away. “Garrick?"
"Don't be afraid.” He tipped her head up with a finger under her chin, skated a kiss across her lips. “I need to be yours. I must be yours.” He flashed a stony glance at Luc. “Even having fed so richly, she's little to spare. I won't take much."
His mouth teased hers with playful, nibbling kisses, but she stiffened in his arms, eyes widening with sudden alarm. “You won't what?"
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Chapter Seven
Luc held her hand, toyed with her fingers. “You've taken his blood, his mark. He must have yours."
Kate's frantic gaze focused on Garrick. Her heart beat a rabbity staccato against her ribs. “You're going to bite me?” She pinned Luc with the same horrified stare. “And you're okay with this?"
"You haven't fully recovered from David or the transition. You should've been stronger. He—” Luc sneered at Garrick's glare, but he amended himself nonetheless. “We should have been more careful.” Luc shrugged a stiff shoulder. “But he's right. You've taken his blood twice. Your vampyr has chosen. Interfering with the pair-bond would be dangerous. Without your blood, I won't be able to control him."
She squirmed beneath Garrick's heavy weight, so pleasing and wonderful before. Ominous and frightening to her now. “Don't bite me, Garrick. Please."
"Remember how it felt when your teeth sank into me. The thrill of me in your mouth, filling you, inside you."
She shivered, because she did remember.
"It was the same for me. The pleasure you felt at the taste of me, I felt as well. Your mouth was so voracious I was drunk with it, so much I didn't notice Luc's approach. Delight in you stunned me and staggers me still. Do you not feel my body trembling?"
She felt it. Oh, how she felt it, and the delicious quiver taunted her. But tears welled in her eyes just the same because she remembered the agonizing stab of incisors into her skin as well. Luc thought she'd forgotten, and truthfully, she couldn't remember much.
Thank God.
But that, she recalled. With perfect clarity.
The horror.
The bone-melting fear and torturous pain.
Over and over and over again, the dark master had sunk his teeth into her, and she'd prayed for death that had cruelly escaped her.
Tears burned her eyes. "It hurt."
Luc winced at the sickening flash of memory. “He's dead, bebe. He will never hurt you again."
"David's bite was an abomination, a rape of what should have been beautiful." Garrick's tongue whirled over her pulse, coaxing, seductive. “Feeding from Luc, you've shared his care and comfort, but with me...” He shuddered. “Biting is natural for us, a pleasure. Sexy. You shared it with me."
His teeth scraped lightly over her skin, and she gasped, desires stirring in her. Fear warred with need. "I'm scared."
Luc kissed her fingers. “You'll like it. I promise."
"Trust me."
Trust him?
Sure.
Why not?
She choked down bitter laughter, but really, what choice did she have?
What choice had she ever had?
"You are vampyr, an unmated female. You alone have the power to draw us, to summon and command. Do you believe I would survive if you turned me away? That I'd want to?” Garrick's lips skated along the line of her jaw, and he chuckled when she shivered in response. “The power is yours; the decision is yours. My life is yours."
Kate's head swam.
That was it?
This was the mysterious power she yielded?
If she blew Garrick off, she killed him?
What kind of sick choice was that?
"There's more, much more." Luc squeezed her hand. "But for now, yes, you hold his life in your hands. Is that not enough?"
She didn't want it, this so-called power. She hadn't wanted any of it, but she was a powerless to prevent Garrick from taking her blood as she'd been to stop David from making her a vampire to start with. To stop the others from pursuing them. Command? If any of this had been hers to command, she'd have ordered the bloody vampires—all the bloody vampires—to leave her the hell alone.
But that wasn't going to happen, so she turned away, leaving her neck bared to his mouth, deliberately vulnerable. Her muscles coiled tight. She held her breath and squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the torturous jab of invading teeth.
And waited.
And waited.
Instead of stabbing his incisors into her throat, he danced his lips to her ear and sucked her lobe into his mouth to nibble sensually.
The intimacy of his hot breath shocked her.
Her eyes flashed open.
He traced the shell of her ear with his tongue. “Your ears are your weakness, love. I hear the quickening kick of your heartbeat when I touch you here,” he whispered and kissed the sensitive flesh behind her dangling lobe.
Pleasure streaked through her.
"I can scent your blood rushing below your skin. Right here.” He nipped lower on her throat, not breaking the skin, but arousing her unbearably instead. “You smell of woman, my woman. Of me."
She gasped his name.
He licked at her neck. “You're shaking. Part of that's fear. But another part, an increasingly larger part of it, is anticipation."
When Garrick brushed his lips over her pulse point, she couldn't stifle a soft moan. Her fingers threaded into his hair—to hold him there or yank him away she didn't know, because as soon as her hands filled with his soft, dark curls, she could think of nothing beyond petting him, stroking him.
Tingling want skittered through her. Her hips shifted restlessly, rubbing against his rigid cock.
He stroked his cheek against her skin and purred against her throat like a well-fed cat. “Your vampyr needs to mark me, Kate. Craves it. Do you?"
She didn't know what she wanted.
She just knew that she did. “Please."
His mouth opened over her neck. His tongue traced a lazy trail over her skin so that her flesh burned for him. So that she burned. Her back arched, bringing her body close to his, seating his dick against her wet pussy—where she most wanted him to be.
She hated the stupid clothes she'd insisted on. They should be gone. She needed them to be gone so she could feel him against her, feel him gliding hard and deep into her. "Rick."
He groaned. "I love you, Kate." He sucked the tender skin of her neck into his mouth.
He was so hot and so hard, his lips unbearably soft. Kate's mind spun past her. Drunk on sensation, she couldn't think, couldn't think—
His teeth slid into her.
She cried out.
"Bebe?" Luc leaned over Garrick's shoulder, hovering over them both. Concern sparked in his dark eyes.
She sucked air into her lungs, panting through parted lips as Garrick sipped at her. Where she expected pain, she found desire. Mind-numbing, soul-consuming desire that ate at her far more rapaciously than Garrick's gentle sampling.
Cradling Garrick's scalp in her fingers, she shoved his mouth hard against her throat.
Garrick needed no further encouragement. He growled once, low and deep, then gulped from the wound he'd made. "You feel it too. The passion, the power. There is nothing we cannot be together."
"Ease back, Garrick. Her body can't afford this,” Luc said, but his voice sounded far away and at the moment, unimportant.
"Say yes. To me, to us."
She whimpered at the licks of need that pulsed through her every time his ravenous mouth drew at her neck. The pleasure built like a flash fire, intense and violent, catching her up in its heat, destroying her.
"Listen to me, Garrick. Listen and heed me. You're killing her."
"Say yes."
Darkness crushed in on her, flirting with her vision so the urgent lines grooving Luc's face blurred. Her fingers felt cold and awkward in Garrick's hair. Her lashes drooped and shuttered her eyes.
All that mattered was his husky voice in her head, the insatiable pull of his mouth on her throat.
"Kate?"
"Do you understand me, Garrick? Release her. It isn't time!"
She smiled. "I don't want you to stop."
"Your vampyr is very strong." He chuckled against the punctures he'd made. "But Luc's right. I'm killing you." Garrick kissed the wounds, sending another frisson of pleasure through her, but Kate was too drained to shiver or sigh.
"That wasn't so bad."
"I have my moments."
Kate curled in a chair in the rooms she shared with Luc, trying and failing to read Jane Austen while Luc studied squiggling loops of topographical lines on the map he'd stretched over a desk. Luc had discovered the bundle of maps and other assorted papers at their door shortly after waking. Heavy red ink traced the swamp's entry points, the most accessible exit routes in green—
Garrick's escape plans.
In case Krystiyan or the others tracked them to Louisiana.
Luc penciled notes directly on the map and sometimes scrawled on scattered sheets of parchment surrounding him.
The scratch of lead jangled Kate's fraying nerves.
Stupid vampires.
Stupid bloody war.
"He's hunting, chere,” Luc said without glancing up. He leaned over the map instead. “You'll be more at ease once he returns."
Kate scowled at her guardian.
Tried to focus on her brand-spanking-new Kindle.
Though she probably should've started on the new Susan Elizabeth Phillips instead, Pride and Prejudice was her favorite of the classics. The Bennett sisters never disappointed.
But Kate couldn't concentrate.
Her skin felt too tight for her body.
Her pulse raced.
She'd shivered inside Garrick's sweatshirt only yesterday, but even the plain black T-shirt and plaid boxers Luc had fetched from Garrick's rooms upon waking that evening felt oppressive and sweltering.
Luc sighed. “The wait would be more comfortable if you'd change into the clothes his weres procured for you."
When they'd returned from the library the night before, her closets had been stuffed full. Hangers had been draped with midriff blouses and flowing skirts in every color of the rainbow, sheer fabrics and stunning silks. When she'd lifted her fingers, tips skating over the filmy material, her heart had skipped a giddy beat at the decadence.
But...
When Kate had slid one of the dresses free, she'd gaped at the provocative cut.
Her cheeks heated.
Though the soft cotton of Garrick's T-shirt abraded her skin and the loose fit of his boxers felt too binding, she wouldn't so much as look at the sultry dresses and skirts. No matter how much the smell of him lingered on the clothes she'd borrowed or how greatly that scent taunted her.
Kate refused to wear the other clothes.
Any of them.
"You've been sealed, bebe. You can't run from that forever."
"I'm not running.” She tossed her Kindle aside. “I'm just not cooperating."
He arched an eyebrow. His mouth curved. “You can't defeat millennia of biological evolution either."
She rose from the chair, crossed her arms, and glowered at him. “Maybe I'm a fan of intelligent design."
"All right.” He laid his pencil aside. “Then you were both intelligently designed to mate once your bite transferred your mark to one other."
She sniffed in disdain.
Kate didn't understand this marking business, and she didn't particularly want to.
Luc sighed. “The virus adapts to our bodies and our unique histories over time, but even in the beginning, minor mutations operate as a signature that allows us to distinguish between each other. Though Garrick and I spent two hundred years hunting together, and though I fed from him often, his vampyr remains very different from mine. Those differences allow us to speak to one another.” Luc tapped his temple.
She raised her hand. “Don't start."
"You must learn and accept.” Luc's lips thinned. “The virus operates as a filter in our minds, only allowing us to link with those of our kind with whom we are most intimate—vampyr we've shared blood with."
She stepped back when he rose from his seat, her heart abruptly stuttering in her chest. “I mean it, Luc. Stop it."
"Mating increases the intensity of the link exponentially. When you tasted him, his virus became part of your body, but the bond was fragile. If I had run with you then, Garrick would have followed, but without your virus in him to cement the link, we might have evaded him. That is no longer possible. You've fed too deeply. We've no other course except to allow your mating to proceed."
"So that's it? I don't have any choice about it?” She considered throwing the damned Kindle at him. “I'm stuck with a guy I don't even know if I like until I die, which just for kicks will be,” she said, angling her head to the side in mock contemplation, “a hundred gazillion years from now.” Her lips curled to a tart smile. “Wonderful. Peachy. Thanks."
"Temporarily, yes, you're stuck with him. I told you that biting triggers our mating instincts and warned you to go nowhere near Garrick.” Luc glared at her. “Instead of, for instance, rolling around on the couch with him like a hormonal teenager the moment my back is turned."
Kate scowled. “There were extenuating circumstances."
"His weres kept me busy for only fifteen minutes, cherie.” Luc crossed his arms over his chest and frowned thunderously. “Fifteen minutes. If I hadn't returned early when I suspected the weres spying on me suggested Garrick wasn't as physically incapacitated as I'd believed... Good God, bebe, what were you thinking?"
She winced, principally because at the time, she hadn't been.
Thinking, that is.
But Luc wasn't nearly done yet. Not by half. He'd been ranting and railing at her since the night before, and his ire had thus far shown little sign of lessening. Kate squirmed in her seat, wishing she'd kept her big mouth shut, and at the same time, fighting the urge to slap him silly. He and Garrick both. The wretches.
"What if I hadn't evaded my were babysitters as easily as I did? If I'd taken ten minutes more to reach you? What would I have found in the library then?” Luc paced the bedroom of their suite, body tense, his steps rigid. “Mark my words—you would've been blood-mating."
"I would not!” Kate protested, though she had no idea what blood-mating was. Didn't sound fun, so no matter how far she'd crossed the line, she was pretty sure she wouldn't have taken it that far. Rather than owning up to her share of the mess, she stabbed an accusing finger at Luc. “We were just kissing until you showed up."
Of course, this was all his fault.
Kate hadn't quite worked out how yet, but she was reasonably confident that Luc and Garrick were entirely to blame.
Luc's snort of disbelief argued otherwise. “You wanted him? So much you couldn't abide three simple rules? Fine. You have him, and I'll tolerate no more complaints about it."
Kate leaped to her feet in righteous indignation. “Freaking werewolves threatened me. Werewolves, Luc!"
He rolled his eyes. “They challenged Garrick as your potential mate, not you. You were never in any legitimate danger.” Luc's eyes narrowed. “Linked as we are, you knew nothing would keep me from you if you were at risk."
She glanced away. Did she know that? Really?
Luc flinched. “Kate?” He crossed to her, drawing her into his arms and against his chest. "I'll always return to you, anytime you need me." He brushed a rough kiss at her temple. “Mating with him won't change that."
She hugged him to her, comforted by his touch, his scent. She hated that Luc was furious with her and was furious with herself for being so foolish.
"I worry for you, chere, because you were mortal short weeks ago. You don't yet know how our world operates or your place inside it.” He pushed out a long breath. “But your ignorance isn't entirely responsible. You made a mistake, yes, but new instincts drive you.” His muscles uncoiled. “Your vampyr is far stronger than I suspected, but I should've recognized that. You've shown signs from the beginning."
She tipped her head up to stare at him. “Signs?"
"Others have not followed."
Her nose wrinkled. “Other vampires, you mean. But there have been others. Tobias—"
Luc waved a dismissive hand. “He wasn't looking for you. He was running from headhunters and other rogue vampyr. We traveled the same roads to avoid them. Considering how far we traveled to reach Garrick's sanctuary, crossing the path of a rogue was unavoidable."
"But—"
"We've been at Pridemore over a week. The estate should be crawling with vampyr seeking a mate by now, but none have answered the call. Because you are not drawing them."
More vampire voodoo hoodoo?
She blinked at him. “I beg your pardon?"
"It's no mythological power, no ‘hoodoo,’ as you call it.” Luc smiled down at her. “It's simple biological engineering. Vampyr females are rare, an instrument of population control. Too many of us would endanger our human prey population or, God forbid, stir the humans from their complacency to hunt us. What good would be served if all lived, only to die of starvation or worse?
"So, in his wisdom, God created males who cannot survive long into full adulthood outside a pair-bond, perhaps to spare us an eternity of solitude. But there is also a scarcity of women susceptible to the virus. Males who survive infancy focus their entire being on mating: learning skills necessary to protect and provide for a mate, building a sanctuary for her, but most importantly, competing against one another to find her. They absolutely will not stop until they have mated. Or died."
Kate shuddered in quick fear.
Luc mentally chuckled. "Garrick is old, powerful, cunning. You need never be anxious that he will fail you."
"He will fear it enough for you both."
Kate's lips thinned to a waspish line. She didn't want to think about Garrick. “What does this have to do with me attracting other vampires?"
"Vampyr, cherie. Not vampires."
She cocked an eyebrow at him. "Whatever."
He grinned. “Females are scarce and after the infection, very weak, but from the moment the transition has ended, females summon males to them.” When she opened her mouth, he touched a gentle finger to her lips to silence her. “Another biological tool of survival. Females need mates as much as our men do."
"I don't need a mate.” She frowned. She didn't like that idea. Didn't like it at all. “Why should I need Garrick when I have you?"
Luc rested his cheek on the top of her head. “I am your guardian, Kate. I gladly give you the blood of my body, and I will fight to the death to protect you. There is nothing I will not do for you. I'll love you until I die."
She fidgeted in his arms, almost wished she could tell him she loved him too. But she didn't. She barely knew him. Worse, she was scared of him. Not as scared of him as she was of Garrick. But a vampire was a vampire was a vampire.
Curiously, though, she believed him. In his twisted vamp way, Kate believed that he did love her. That he would protect her. “Then I don't need anybody else. As long as I have you."
"Finding a ward eases our loneliness, but it only delays the inevitable. In many ways, becoming your guardian has intensified the attraction to turn, keep you for myself. It's what makes mating so perilous, not just to the warriors who fight one another to reach you, but for guardians as well. If I were a few decades older, my temptation might've proven too terrible to resist.” He tipped her chin up with one long finger to force her gaze to his. “You need Garrick. To protect you from me."
Fear slithered through her. It iced her veins and made her head ring. “You wouldn't hurt me.” She gulped. Not Luc. Anyone but Luc. “I don't believe it."
"Right now, no. Thank God for Garrick. He steadies me. He's so damned noble. I'd rather die than disappoint him.” Luc laughed. “But if the temptation grows stronger than Garrick's hold over me..."
He shook his head. “You've taken my blood too often. You're completely vulnerable, your mind an open door to me.” His lips curved, but his smile quavered. “Lucky for us, your vampyr has already chosen, so neither of us need worry. The fact that no other vampyr have tracked us here proves it."
Kate closed her eyes against the anxiety twisting her gut. Luc's Yoda-like platitudes meant little to her. Only the threat. The screaming, terrifying threat that Luc might one day turn against her too. “I don't see what that has to do with anything. We're in a swamp. Nobody's going to find us in a swamp."
"No human,” Luc corrected. “But an unmated vampyr male?” He kissed the tip of her nose.
Her eyes flashed wide.
"For an unmated male, no hiding place is too remote."
Her stomach clenched. “But how?"
"Some of the pull is pheromones. This I know, because I followed your scent down the tunnel at David's stronghold. But I was already close. Scent only pinpoints a female's exact location. The initial draw happens here.” He tapped his head. “The virus awakens some part of the female brain that screams like a siren. We all sense it. We know when a female has become vampyr. We all, from the newest fledgling to elder warrior, follow that signal. Where we are, what we are doing is immaterial. Africa, Europe, Asia, the moment your transition ended, you should have begun luring vampyr the world over to you."
"And therein lies your power."
She averted her eyes from his. Power? What power?
If she had so much power, she'd thus far been able to exercise little of it.
"Garrick found us—found you—before your transition had finished. His senses were so attuned to yours, he tracked you before you should've been capable of calling males to you. Your human mind can't understand it, but he really does love you. There is nothing he wouldn't give you, nothing he would deny you."
Her lips thinned. “Except freedom."
"If doing so wouldn't mean your destruction, I don't believe he would deny you even that."
"He would die. Do you understand? He would set you free if he had the power to do so, though it would mean his death. But he would gladly do it, because you wished it. Do you not comprehend the danger you pose to him?"
She rolled her eyes. “I'm hardly a threat to Garrick."
Luc snorted. "Because you do not love him!"
"Our males need the hope of the pair-bond to sustain them into full maturity, to prevent them from turning out of despair as Tobias and so many others have, but after the transition, our women feel nothing for us except horror and stark terror."
Kate's lips pursed.
She could hardly argue with that.
"You are hesitant, but the vampyr inside you is not. Your vampyr scented Garrick as one strong and powerful enough to protect you. Your new instincts drove you to take his blood in spite of your apprehensions. And mine. Your vampyr marked Garrick as your mate when you took his blood and she will not stop until you've given him what he needs. Not just your blood and your body, but all of you. Your heart and your mind."
"Garrick couldn't be less interested in my heart. Or what's in my head.” She raised a silencing hand when Luc opened his mouth to argue. “Oh, he's determined to see through the whole mating thing. I'll give him that much. But I—me, who I am—I'm an inconvenience. A necessary evil."
"You are no evil to him. Inconvenient? Yes. You aren't the woman he would have chosen for himself, but you're exactly the woman he needs."
Luc exhaled a long breath. “You're right, though. You are extremely necessary to him. Vital. If your mating fails, you can choose another. He cannot. He will die. So God leveled the playing field for us. While mating, your fear will lessen and die, replaced by instincts more fundamental. More basic. Your vampyr will ease your apprehensions until they fritter away and make Garrick as essential to you as you are to him. It's already begun."
She shifted in his arms, anxious at his implacable tone. Luc, who she'd come to depend on in the crazy world she's stepped into, had a core of unbending steel. “Essential? I still don't get it. You've explained the why, but not the what. Not the how."
He frowned. “You refuse to accept what you do not wish to see so plainly before you."
"Tell me!"
He cupped her cheek in his palm. “You will taste our need. I don't know how long—a couple weeks. No more than a month.” He shrugged a shoulder. “Clothing will become more unbearable, too abrasive for your increasingly sensitive skin. The heat need not precede marking. Obviously. You've stripped out of your clothes in your sleep since we arrived—"
"Heat. Did you say heat?” Her heart stuttered inside her chest. “Like a cat?"
"No, bebe. An alley cat will lift its tail for any tom. Your body, your blood will be for Garrick only. Soon, you won't even tolerate me.” His mouth crooked to form a sad smile. “You are for Garrick and for Garrick alone. No other will satisfy you, and your desires, Kate, will be ravenous."
With only the stern warning to remain within the house's interior—unnecessary since she recalled the wolves that prowled the swamp with perfect clarity—Luc left Kate to her own devices. The uncommon freedom should've felt liberating. Between Garrick and Luc, Kate didn't think she'd had more than scattered minutes to herself in weeks. And the house was fun to explore. The place was huge, two stories, with narrow windowed corridors along the perimeter so that the large rambling rooms in the center were protected from the sun.
At least Luc had finally given her that answer.
The virus destroyed some sort of enzyme in her body during the worst of the infection's onset. Without the enzyme, her skin had no defense against ultraviolet light. It wouldn't char her to a pile of ashes like in the horror movies, but the burns could be dangerous for a new vampyr like Kate if competing secondary infections weakened her. Luc promised that she'd be able to do all the things she'd enjoyed before. Beach volleyball. Hiking through the mountains. Baking next to a crisp, clear swimming pool on a blistering summer's day. But her body would take a few years to replace the enzyme the virus had destroyed. Until it did, she needed to be careful. Very careful.
Garrick had designed his home to best protect her tender skin.
He had been careful for her.
He seemed to have considered everything, from the basest considerations to the most extravagant. Fresh flowers filled vases. Fabrics draped in lush abundance. Lovingly preserved antiques mingled with contemporary pieces that were as comfortable as they were beautiful.
Her nervous, darting gaze reviewed one room after another, but her attention refused to settle.
Kate's skin felt too tight. When Garrick's sweatshirt and loose pajama bottoms grew too coarse, she returned to her suite to reconsider the clothing the weres had brought for her.
She'd never worn anything so risque in her life.
Her wardrobe had been selected, apparently, to tempt Garrick.
She laughed bitterly.
Did the weres not know she would soon start tearing at him like an animal in heat?
Perhaps.
Only yesterday, she'd shivered inside Garrick's sweatshirt.
The weres had provided suggestive, flirty dresses of the sheerest fabrics—in March—and her skin still felt too hot, too flushed, too...everything.
Tears of humiliation burned in her eyes, but Kate brushed them away with determined hands and reached for a pale blue sundress, the most conservative piece among the lot. Spaghetti straps plunged to a narrow bodice that lifted her breasts and showcased cleavage Kate hadn't realized she possessed. The fitted waist tapered to a V, showing off her flat stomach. The flaring skirt emphasized the curve of her hips, and high cuts in the fabric flashed glimpses of her legs and thighs.
The weres had brought neither slips for under the dresses nor shoes, but Kate didn't suppose she'd need either. It wasn't like she'd need to worry about the sun outlining her legs through skirts for a while, and who needed shoes? She didn't dare leave the house.
The only pantyhose she found were a lonely pair of thigh-high fishnet stockings.
Unacceptable.
She stuffed them back into the drawer.
Turning, she started, then gaped at her reflection in the full-length mirror on the closet door.
That enticing creature couldn't possibly be her.
Her hair was mud brown, had always been a lackluster mud brown. She'd certainly never had chocolate highlights or shades of toffee in it, nor had her loose, unruly curls ever given her hair so much body, so much life. Her eyes seemed darker too, her lashes thicker, her lips fuller.
She knew her own face. Her features hadn't changed, though she might be tempted to believe so given that everything else in her life had. But that was her same pert nose, same dimpled chin. Same giraffe neck...
She simply felt differently about them.
Confident.
Though imperfect, certainly attractive.
Exploring her newfound self-assurance, she studied her reflection and shifted on her feet so that the part in the fabric of her skirt flared to display the same legs she'd shaved since she'd turned ten. They'd always been long, the bane of her existence. She'd felt like a stork.
Until now.
Wow.
She examined her hips as well—the hips she'd inherited from her mother and her grandmother before that. Too generous, she'd thought in her kinder moments. Fat, she'd vowed at her most self-critical.
In this dress?
Wrong!
Combined with the miraculous lift the bodice gave to her breasts, the rounding of her hips was devastating. Alluring.
Garrick would love it.
The smile on her lips quivered but did not falter.
With every passing hour, each minute, Kate's body confirmed what Luc had told her. She wanted Garrick. She'd only meet him a week ago. She didn't love him. She wasn't even sure she liked him. But she did want him, the desire for him building moment by moment, with every beat of her heart.
She hated him for that.
He'd known.
Garrick had tricked her into biting him. She understood that now. All his pretty words about waiting until she was physically and mentally ready, giving her time, the mind-bending kisses to entice her—they were all lies. His every word, every action had been choreographed to bring her to this point.
Kate would spend the night with Garrick.
If she believed Luc—and she did—she'd spend the next several weeks in his bed.
She hadn't long resisted her new need for blood, so Kate had few illusions that she'd withstand her traitorous body's demands for the Machiavellian vampire either. Not when she felt desire for him clawing at her already. She wouldn't be able to fight the instinct to seek him out much longer.
Mortified embarrassment had paralyzed her at first. Not only by what was happening to her, but by what she'd already done. Goodness gracious, Luc was right—she'd rolled around on the couch with Garrick like a horny teenager. She barely knew the man! And if Luc hadn't interrupted...
Kate shook her head to clear the unwelcome arousal stirring at just the memory of how he'd made her feel.
She wasn't a prude. She had exercised a moderate degree of discretion in her old life, sure. With STDs and HIV, casual sex was nothing short of suicidal, but she dated. She'd had lovers—in the context of a serious relationship.
Her normal discrimination and caution just seemed to evaporate every time Garrick happened to be nearby.
Once her horror that the man had turned her into a tramp faded, terror had taken over. She didn't want to be attracted to him. She didn't want these feelings churning inside her.
But Kate was a grown woman.
One who realized that life seldom asked her what she wanted.
Now, she was simply resigned.
The virus would drive her to Garrick, so to Garrick she would go. She couldn't fight it, couldn't change it.
That didn't mean she accepted it.
The virus—and Garrick—would tie her to him with sex, at least temporarily. Could be worse. At least he wasn't a troll. If you ignored the whole vamp thing, Garrick was actually a gorgeous guy. Tall, muscled. A thick pelt of dark hair and fathomless blue eyes.
Too bad he was such a jerk.
He would touch her body, and judging by their kisses in the library, Kate would enjoy that. Very much.
But no matter what Luc said, he wouldn't touch her heart. She wouldn't allow it.
And her mind would remain her own.
Kate turned her back on the man as efficiently as she pivoted from her reflection.
She walked with determined steps from the closet to the jewelry chest by her vanity table. One drawer after another slid open to reveal pendants, earrings, and bracelets, some heavy with semiprecious stones as big as the tip of her thumb.
Ick.
What she wanted, what she needed to truly set the dress off was...
Aha.
She lifted a gold chain as fragile as a baby's breath from its hook and fastened it around her neck. A delicate cross rested just above the swell of her breasts, understated but very much a defiance she relished. The perverse irony of the tiny gold cross and the legendary vampire aversion to them pleased her. A Protestant cross, no less, empty to emphasize Jesus's finished work as opposed to the Catholic crucifix Garrick never took off, with its suffering Jesus hanging from it.
He hadn't converted her yet.
She smirked at her reflection in the mirror.
Nor would he.
She'd walked halfway to the den where the men waited before she realized she'd dressed for him. For Garrick. Even her Protestant cross, especially her cross—to defy him.
To her credit, her pace slowed only a little.
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Chapter Eight
Garrick scented Kate before she crept into the den—or rather shifted foot to foot at the door. Luc pretended to watch an American stock-car race on the widescreen TV. He pretended to tend the fire in the massive stone hearth. They both noted her change of clothes, Luc with the defeated droop of his shoulders, Garrick with the abrupt hardening of his cock.
"Kate?” he said, his voice pitched low and beckoning.
Her gaze darted to greet his, her pupils dilated so wide with equal measures arousal and terror they appeared black.
She hadn't fed tonight. Luc had thought it best to wait, to force her to come to them. If not for the hunger no new vampyr could long deny, Kate might've hidden from them, too miserable and afraid of what was happening to her to reach out for the comfort both were desperate to give her.
As it was, she'd waited four gut-wrenching hours before seeking them out. The translucence of her skin spoke volumes of the battle she'd waged inside herself before succumbing to her body's need for blood.
Had she succumbed to her body's need for sex—for him—as well?
She held Garrick's stare as she stepped forward.
"Kate,” Luc murmured from his chair.
He read the answer in her eyes before she shifted, gliding to Luc instead.
Garrick turned his head away rather than watch her climb into her guardian's lap. Disappointment squeezed the air from his lungs. She'd drink from Luc this night, but Garrick vowed it would be the last. She belonged with her mate. With him. He jabbed at the glowing embers of the fire with the fireplace poker.
"Patience, Garrick. How many times have you warned me—"
"Shut up." He glared at Luc as he settled his mate against him, tucked her lips against his neck. "Just shut the hell up."
Eyes glimmering with silent laughter, Luc bent his head to Kate as she nuzzled the pulse at his throat. “Make the wound, bebe."
She stiffened in his arms, murmuring in protest when his hand held her lips to his neck.
"You must learn this skill, to make the bite not only painless but pleasing. You hurt Garrick last night."
The horror he felt filling her mind hurt him worse. "Luc."
"It's true and you know it."
"The pain wasn't as terrible as Luc portrays, love, just a small sting—"
"Left to you, she'd rip your throat out, and you would apologize for so rudely staining her dress while you bled out. I've time for this lesson, one of many I should have taught before she mated. This, she shall learn."
Garrick jammed the poker to the fireplace and settled back on the thickly carpeted floor. He leaned against one of the chairs he'd arranged before the hearth, spreading his legs to shift his rigid dick for comfort. He stared into the licking flames, letting it mesmerize him, praying it would, but Luc's murmured instructions drifted in and out of his mind through the link they all three now shared.
"Rushing sound, just under the pulse. Listen, Kate. Do you hear it?"
He grunted, focusing on the flickering tongues of oranges, yellows, and reds.
"Let the sound and his smell guide you. The weres he feeds on give his blood a particularly sharp scent, a wildness."
"There's power in were blood." Garrick intruded only into Luc's mind, reluctant to disrupt Kate's concentration. "You've benefited from it, as has she."
Luc tucked Kate close to his neck, continuing the lesson as though Garrick had never interrupted "Artery is best. His neck, wrist, or his thigh."
"How badly did I hurt him last night?"
"I ache at just the memory of how good you felt feeding above my heart." Garrick let hunger, his need of her wash into her mind, shared his desire with her so she'd know what he said was true. "I want it again. I want it now, so much I can hardly breathe."
She gasped, her pulse quickening.
"Be quiet, Garrick." Luc scowled at him from the chair.
He smirked. "When I'm loving you, bite me anywhere you want."
"In passion, by all means, bite his damned dick off if it makes you both happy."
Garrick laughed, felt the ungentle push of Luc crowding his presence to the perimeter of her mind and, so pleased by Kate's instant response to him, allowed it.
"But when you feed for sustenance, you must pierce the neck, wrist, or thigh." Luc glared at him. "Not his thigh."
Garrick mentally withdrew from them. Luc knew her hunger and his, his awesome crushing hunger, and so also knew this would be the final time Kate would choose her guardian's blood.
Luc was friend enough for Garrick to admit they'd robbed the young vampyr of that. Luc should've had weeks longer with Kate. Weeks of her softness while he introduced her to what it was to be vampyr, weeks of her soothing company while he maneuvered Garrick to mate with her. If Luc hadn't been so young, had he not stubbornly remained at Kate's side and nearly killed the two of them in Chicago...
Garrick sighed.
No, he would have interfered had Kate's guardian been fledgling or ancient, ally or enemy.
He was not a patient man. Not when it came to Kate.
Too young to be a proper guardian or not, Luc deserved better than the terror and hardship of fleeing from Krystiyan only to lose Kate upon reaching the safety of Pridemore. Luc had endured full measures of the difficulties and suffering involved in fostering a ward, but precious little of the joys.
So Garrick slipped from Luc's mind and hers.
He kept his gaze focused on the fire instead, though his body tightened by painful degrees as Luc whispered his endless instructions.
Did he not believe Garrick would never tutor Kate of her new nature? When Garrick had mentored Luc through his fledgling years himself?
Intermittent words and phrases broke his concentration, the same words he had spoken to Luc when he was young and they both were fresh from Nathaniel's stable. How to feed, the mechanics of it. The harsh warnings against making the kill while feeding and so becoming as Nathaniel—hunted and beyond redemption.
Dark.
Lost.
Ah, but there were so many things Kate need never be troubled. She'd never hunt. Never. Garrick had heard rumors of women who hunted, but he did not believe the tales. Females fed from the males who protected them and those males alone.
In truth, Kate must be protected from the humans whose blood sustained them, so weak and vulnerable a female's new vampyr was. Someday, she might grow resilient enough to stand against them, but not for many years. She must also be guarded against the masters who stalked vampyr and human alike. They'd kill her if they could, Kate and any other female who helped the rebels elude them.
But she had power, great power, and great blessings to accompany them. Every male, mated to her or not, would die to shield her from the dark masters who sought their annihilation. And in time...
Garrick had heard legends.
Every unmated male had.
Gossip whispered in darkened bunkers about women who set fires with their minds, who manipulated the eye's blind spot to conceal her and her mate. Females who could kill humans or drive vampyr mad simply by looking at him, whose songs could lure unwary dark masters to their doom and whose tears healed all but the most grievous wounds.
But they were only tall tales, ghost stories told among vampyr like those told by frightened children around crackling campfires. Garrick didn't believe half of them.
No one knew what mature females were capable of.
No unmated male had ever seen one.
As soon as their mating finished, pair-bonds vanished, and who could blame them?
Garrick didn't.
He wouldn't risk Kate on his home turf where headhunting brethren remained familiar with his habits, his favorite haunts, his preferences. Any one of them could turn, and Garrick wanted Kate as far removed from that threat as possible.
Regardless of its opulence, Pridemore served as a temporary sanctuary for mating and as his bride price to Kate should their mating fail.
He'd built his permanent lair in Brazil.
Already, he plotted their journey deep into the jungle. Fully mated, Kate would begin drawing power, but in Brazil, her powers, whatever they may be, would rapidly surpass his.
That much, he did know.
Males were built to hunt and to fight—a last line of defense.
Females developed the powers necessary for concealing mated pairs. Simple logic told him so. Pair-bonds were never sighted, and males, already mature at mating, were incapable of hiding them.
Garrick's eyes snapped shut when he heard the clumsy slice of Kate's teeth into Luc's throat. He sucked in a hard breath at his reprimand, her bite's withdrawal.
"You nicked the vein, Kate. You must pierce it. Do not rush. No matter your hunger, you must take your time, assess sound and scent for precision. Garrick will not complain, because he is your mate, but you'll hurt him unnecessarily. You wish to cause him pain? Again."
Her teeth sank deep.
Garrick's jaw clenched.
His cock throbbed.
He could try to distract himself with the awesome wonder his mate would become, but nothing eased the hunger for the woman Kate was now.
"Good. A near-perfect bite. Meticulous. An easy glide through the skin. But do you feel how unnaturally my blood splashes to your throat? It should flow smoothly. The angle of your jaw is too high. That will not hurt Garrick, but it will make your feeding awkward, less satisfying. He is your banquet, not a burger and a side order of fries. You must concentrate. Again."
Every bite was excruciating for Garrick, arousal ripping through his body. With each too brief sample of the sustenance she craved, with every withdrawal of her mouth as she tried to meet Luc's exacting instructions, Garrick's desire built. So finely tuned to her mind and body, Kate's hunger became his. And her hunger, already denied four hours this night, was voracious.
In the end, all he could do was fist his hands and silently beg for it to be over.
"Excellent. No tearing of the skin whatsoever."
His control snapped.
"Feed her." Garrick's eyes narrowed on the two of them, Kate's face pale and drawn against the seeping punctures she'd made, Luc's teasing but no less feral grin. He regarded Garrick with one arched eyebrow. "Feed her, or I swear by all that I am, I'll—"
"Drink, bebe,” Luc said, pushing her mouth to his neck. Kate's lips fastened to the ravaged flesh. “Drink deeply, for your mate's discipline is not as it should be."
Garrick jerked his head away.
He stared once more into the flames, but his pulse pounded. His blood thundered in his veins as the unbearable sounds of Kate's feeding taunted his overstimulated senses. The whispery draw of her mouth, the quiet slide of her tongue on the wound, her faint hum of satisfaction as Luc's strength filled her. All maddened him. Desire was an insatiable beast inside him, no stranger to him but never so violent. He sucked in life-giving air through his clenched teeth, fought to tame his greed because Luc was right. His control was a tenuous thing.
He must not frighten Kate.
When she'd drunk her fill, Luc set her firmly to her feet and staggered from the chair. “Much as it pains me, I must feed from his weres to restore myself.” He nudged her toward Garrick. “Go to him. He needs."
She studied him while Luc glided from the room, drawing the door shut with a muted click that resounded like cannons in the charged atmosphere he left behind.
Garrick glanced away. He didn't dare look at her, helpless to conceal lust from his eyes, his face. His whole body tensed when he heard the rasp of her skirt brush her hips as she crossed to him. When she stood between his parted knees, Garrick's determined focus on the fire in the hearth never wavered. He refused to allow his eyes to feast on her smooth, trim legs. He wouldn't as much as glance at the graceful turn of her ankle as she edged a toe forward to trace his thigh.
"Kate,” he muttered under his breath in harsh plea.
She sank to her knees before him.
His eyes snapped shut.
"Rick.” Her small hand retraced the trail her exploring foot had made. “Here?” Her fingers lingered over his inner thigh, where his pulse throbbed, so fiercely she must feel its beckoning call through his clothes. “This is where Luc does not want me to bite. He thinks my mouth there might incite you. Push you beyond the limits of your self-control."
His heart slammed against the wall of his chest. “At times, Luc can be very wise."
Her hand brushed his khaki pants, against his straining cock.
He sucked in a hard breath, his gaze flashing to meet hers.
Her eyes were fully dilated. Her chest rose and fell in shallow pants, her skin flush with the desire raging inside her. “Do you burn?” When she leaned forward, her breasts grazed his chest. Her already pebbled nipples scraped through the material of both his shirt and her dress. “I do."
She reached for his zipper.
He grabbed her wrist, handcuffed it with his fingers before she pushed him too far. “The feeding stirred your vampyr."
Her eyes flashed brilliant with temper. A low, sexy protest rumbled in her throat.
Garrick's pulse skyrocketed. “Luc can be very, very wise."
Her small teeth nipped at her bottom lip. Buried deep in her mind, he shared her edgy restlessness, the jittery vibration of her body. “I hate it. You did this to me, and I hate it. It's not fair that you don't feel the same."
He leaned forward to sweep her lip, soothe the small injury. “Oh, but I do. I've wanted you for five hundred years."
"You lie,” she said, her eyes sparking indignant fury. “How could you want me for centuries when I'm only twenty-six years old?"
"I don't want to fight. Not tonight.” He manacled both wrists in one hand, and with the other, he stroked her soft, dark hair. “What you're feeling is natural. Inevitable. Resenting it, or me, won't change what we are."
Wetness gathered in her eyes, but obeying the screaming instincts inside her, Kate angled her cheek into his touch. “You did this to me. You did this, and you have to make it stop.” Her voice broke.
"I will.” Praying for more control than he'd mustered so far, he lowered his hand to her breast and cupped its lush weight. Perfect. Her shape, her fullness, the way her breast molded to fit his palm. When her back bowed to push her body into his touch, he shivered because he'd never felt anything so awesome, so right. Her tight nipple stabbed into his palm, begging his attention. “Your vampyr is incredibly strong."
She lowered her hips over his, and her slick, damp heat settled over his dick. He winced, struggling against the urgent desire that exploded through him. “Forget what I said about Luc,” he said through clenched teeth. “He's a fool. I'm a fool. This is happening too fast."
Her full, red lips curved to a delicious bow. “Not nearly fast enough."
The wet heat of her clawed at him mercilessly.
He wanted to beg.
Instead, he stiffened his spine and said, “You won't provoke me."
Her chest rose and fell with ever-increasing pants while his fingers plucked, rubbed, and caressed the aching peaks of her breasts through the thin fabric of her dress. “Won't I?"
"No.” The impassioned glaze of her eyes, the rushing of her blood called to him, but as lusty as the vampyr within Garrick was, the man who desired her as his mate wanted her mind and her heart more.
"If you provoke me, I won't do this.” His hand left her breast to slide the first button of her bodice free, then the next. “You want my mouth on you."
"Yes,” she moaned with a husky abandon that made his blood roar in his ears. “No,” she said. “I hate you."
"I imagine, right now, that you do. Come here, love."
Sliding the bodice of her dress wide, he pulled her forward to flick the bead of her nipple with his tongue. She squirmed in his arms, arching her spine to best offer her breasts to him.
Desire, raw and untempered, coiled in his gut and made his hands shake. His tongue laved her nipple, his teeth lightly scraped, and he groaned low in his throat. He released her hand, and her fingers speared through his hair to pull him more tightly to her. “You like this?” he asked, his hot breath fanning her sensitive skin so that she whimpered. “I know that you do."
"Tell me."
Her hands fisted in his hair, her fingernails digging into his scalp. “Don't,” she said through parted lips. "Don't you dare tease me."
"I'm not teasing you,” he said against her nipple, drawing it into his mouth to suckle. “I'm teaching you to enjoy how I touch you. Not because you body needs it, but because you like and want it."
He shifted to lavish her other breast with the same enflaming licks and nips. When she cried out, Garrick pulled back and slammed his eyes shut. “You like how I make you feel when—"
She yanked his lips back to her tit. "More."
Laughing, Garrick surrendered to her vampyr and the leashed demands of his body. "Then more you shall have."
He sucked at her, hard and ruthless, so that she shivered and moaned. He jerked the bodice of her dress down her arms, leaving her bared to the waist.
"No,” she panted in heart-wrenching protest when he drew back to stare at the swollen red pout of her nipples. “Don't stop."
"You are beautiful.” He gritted his teeth against the need to take her. His finger traced the damp wet circle his mouth had left on her. His heart raced in his chest at her greedy, responding moan. “Why should I not look my fill?"
"I need...” she said and, trailing off, bit her bottom lip.
It was the worrying of her lip that did it, that soft show of vulnerability that stripped him to his core. "Touch me, love. I know what you need."
Her fingers released his hair and dropped to his shirt. Staring into his eyes, so much he was lost in her, he waited, chest heaving as Kate fumbled with the first button, then the next and the next until her shaking hands spread his shirt wide.
He smiled at her gasp, at the reverent glide of her small hands on his skin. They left a trail of quivering flesh wherever her caress explored.
Garrick had coupled with other women.
Not many.
If his faith hadn't forbidden casual sex, his heart would have. He'd lain with women when the need to share some sort of intimacy—any intimacy—had driven him to desperate facsimiles of it. He'd given them his body. They'd yielded theirs, but no matter his lover's skill or her beauty, he'd walked away empty. Cold. As alone and lonely as he'd ever been.
He wasn't cold now.
Garrick had been with more talented and inventive lovers, but none who melted him as she did.
"You wanted fair. This is fair, Kate.” He loved the way her dark eyes narrowed on him, sparkling with both defiance and suspicion. Loved how she shifted nervously over him, though it pained his aching, needy dick and taxed his control considerably. He loved how she wrinkled her nose in disapproving wariness at him. He loved. “However, wherever I touch or look at you,” he said, heart swelling inside him, “you may touch and look at me as well."
She licked her lips.
"Truly?"
If it killed him. “Yes."
Her mouth curved to a feline smile that seared him to the bone.
She captured his wrists and, testing, drew them behind him to the base of his spine. He shuddered when she reached around him, at the brush of her breasts against his chest, soft as velvet and just as warm.
His eyebrow arched when she tried and failed to manacle both of his hands there. “Your hands are too small, love."
She scowled at him.
Oh, how he loved her. “But I will not move, if that is your wish."
"It is."
"Trust me."
Left with little choice, she withdrew her hands to splay them across the expanse of his chest.
His muscles bunched in anticipation.
His nostrils flared.
His heart thundered under her palm like a racehorse given its head.
She eyed him, her brow lifting to a skeptical arc.
"I won't move. I swear it."
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Chapter Nine
With a disbelieving sniff, Kate stroked his skin. Her curious fingers traced the hard curve of his shoulders, skimmed his flat brown nipple. She tested the baby-fine hair on his chest before lowering her hand to outline the abs defined by his taut stomach.
Garrick quivered at the tender investigation, then moaned, but he remained still as stone no matter how much he ached to thrust up against her, to feel her slick heat against his cock. He clasped his hands at the base of his spine until his muscles corded.
He would not reach for her.
If he tore every ligament in his arms to stop himself, he would not.
Because she touched him now not because her vampyr drove her to seek him. She explored him because the woman underneath her body's urgent demands wanted to know her mate. He wouldn't think of it as wishful thinking. Couldn't. If her vampyr had driven her to him, wouldn't her touch demand? Would not her caress show her greed? Instead, her fingers skated light and gentle over his heated skin. Slow. Tempting. As a lover's should be.
So he gave her what she needed.
He saturated his senses with the scent of her wafting around him, let her hands stoke the desire that fired his blood and set him to trembling. “Kate,” he finally whispered.
She bent to his stomach and, starting at his navel, trailed her tongue to the small of his throat in one long sensuous lick.
Garrick's body tautened like a drawn bow.
He threw his head back. He groaned at the sizzling jolt of pleasure that flashed through him.
"You liked that, yes?” she asked, voice husky and wanton in his ear. “I know that you do. Tell me."
Though his body screamed an agony of need, Garrick chuckled at the words she repeated back to him. But unlike Kate, he obeyed.
"Your hands are like fire on me, your touch so light it maddens me, and your mouth—” He shuddered, closing his eyes against the desire that swamped him, only to force his heated gaze to hers so that she, too, saw his hunger naked and glittering. “I'd kill, gladly, to feel your mouth on me, tasting me again."
She smiled, circling his nipple with one finger. “Here?"
His lashes fell so that he stared through passion-drugged slits. “Yes."
She dipped her head.
Garrick's eyes snapped shut.
Her tongue darted, laving him.
Garrick wondered that the back of his skull didn't explode for the miracle of sensation she stirred in him. His blood roared. Pleasure teased his every nerve ending, and when her mouth settled on his nipple to gently suck, he tensed in helpless anticipation. "Bite me, love. Please."
Her gaze shifted higher to meet his, her rosy lips a breath from his skin. "So greedy." Her mouth curved to a taunting bow that rocked him, but when her teeth scraped, then finally jabbed into him, the shallow pinpricks she made mocked his mounting need.
When she sipped the miserly drop she'd released, Garrick's control snapped.
A feral growl escaped his throat. His hands lunged from behind his back to her hips so that he could seat her firmly atop his cock. She rubbed against him, welcoming his hardness through the frustrating barrier of his trousers.
Garrick rolled on the floor, pushing her into the carpet beneath him. Kate licked and nipped at him unabated, squeezing her thighs around his hips. She lifted hers, thrusting her drenched pussy against him.
His mind spun.
His hands shook.
She wanted him. Almost as desperately as he wanted her, but it couldn't be all physical. The mind-melting passion that churned and pitched and boiled inside him—inside them both—had to run deeper.
"Kate."
She released his nipple, obeyed the low, rumbling command in his voice.
"Look at me."
When her gaze met his, passion glittered in her stare like stars on a moonless night, sharp and so pure she staggered him.
"I've dreamed about this, about you, for centuries. Let me love you. Trust me to care for you, protect you, keep you safe. My heart is yours. My life is yours. My body is yours. Choose me, Kate. Choose me."
She arched her back, offering herself to him. Her breasts brushed the heated skin of his chest, scalding him with her fire so that they both burned. Mindlessly burned. "Yes."
Garrick took her mouth, sweeping his tongue inside to tangle and dance with hers. He tasted his blood on her, in her. Gluttonous pleasure at her eager lips, her welcoming body, the wonderful sounds she made in the back of her throat, they fed his desire, as he fanned hers.
Kate wrapped her arms around him, crushing her delicate body into his. Their lips molded. His mind reeled at the amazing softness of her breasts against his sensitized skin, the voracious play of her sweet, sweet lips. She kissed him as though she meant to consume him, mind, body, and soul. Her mouth devoured him, destroyed him, made his hands urgent and awkward when he tore her skirt away, desperate with the need to feel the smooth sweep of her bared thighs cradling his body in hers.
She mewled in protest when he tore his mouth away. “Rick."
"I have to—” Garrick bent his head to her breast, taking her nipple deep into his mouth. He slid his hand over the creamy stretch of skin his clumsy hands had revealed when he'd pushed the damned skirt away, loved the bunch of her flexing muscles when he licked and sucked her nipple.
But it wasn't enough.
When she groaned at the erotic attention his mouth and tongue rendered, he arrowed his fingers through the drenched nest of curls at the apex of her thighs. She bucked into his touch, crying out in stunned delight.
"I love you." He squeezed a finger into her cunt, bit her breast so the hot splash of her blood filled his mouth. He sucked ravenously at her, sliding his finger in and out. Urgent. Hot. Demanding. She writhed against him, wanton and so sexy in her need that fierce wonder flooded him, made him shiver and shake.
She screamed when the first orgasm tore through her.
Garrick was far too hungry, his own vampyr roused to giddy, greedy life. Primitive instincts he couldn't control, didn't even want to, rose up inside him to greet hers, revel in the impatient response of her body to his and the mind-blowing pleasure he could wring from her. Bring to them both.
He eased another finger inside her.
She groaned his name. “Please."
He released her nipple to skate his lips down her belly, driving her up, relentlessly up once again. “I intend to. Please you. Quite thoroughly."
Garrick buried his mouth in her cunt, staggered by his first unbelievable taste. She buried her fingers in his hair to push his ravaging lips and rapacious tongue more deeply into her cloying heat. He sampled, tasted, and feasted on her clit while his fingers danced inside her. She bucked and writhed, alternately demanded and begged.
But in the end, she was his.
All his.
Kate's back bowed. Her nipples beaded to bright scarlet. Her swollen mouth widened to a shocked O. Her muscles dragged greedily at his invading fingers, tightening...tightening... She stiffened, her body clenching in the throes of exquisite release.
"That's it, love,” he murmured into her sensitive, quivering flesh. Intimately linked to her, he shared her intense joy, her mindless passion. “Give it all. Give me everything."
She lay boneless, still quaking with the force of her release when Garrick's lips lighted on the flat stretch of her stomach, the curve of her hip. “You see how good it will be between us? Your vampyr is nothing to fear, nothing to hate or resent. Your body demands this pleasure, and I give it,” he murmured against her skin, his fingers yet inside her. She tossed her head back on a low moan. “You feel better, yes? The craving has become more tolerable?"
She sighed, her body curling to better seek his. “I feel so empty."
He kissed her pussy, staggered by the sexy scent of her. “I'll fuck you once we're mated."
She angled her hips into his palm, sliding his fingers deeper inside her. “Fuck me now. I can feel how much you want me."
He sucked in his breath at the strength, the intensity of her vampyr. She might be momentarily pacified by the shattering release his mouth and hands could give her, but not for long. She needed more. She needed him, his cock slipping inside her and driving them both to madness. As did he. “Kate?"
"Yes,” she hissed, bewildered with desire, with their passion. Her hips writhed against his hand, seeking fulfillment once more.
Garrick knew she was far past reaching, as lost in the urgent lust her vampyr wrought inside her as he was. Kate's mind had given way to the new and awesome demands of her body. Her heart couldn't accept him to mate, not yet.
But her body would.
"We must share blood twice more, I from you and you from me,” he said, sliding his tongue along her thigh.
She groaned.
"There will be no more you, no more me.” His mouth found her pulse throbbing just beneath her satiny skin. “Only us. Just us,” he said and sank his teeth into her.
Ecstasy tightened her muscles as his fingers drove her higher. His mouth drew at the wound on her thigh with ruthless determination. She ground her hips into his palm and rode his fingers, seeking the mind-shattering release she knew his touch would give. As he sucked and pulled her life's essence from her, Garrick thrust his fingers into her wet heat, harder, faster. Her heart thundered, muscles contracting.
She shouted his name with the brutal slap of her climax.
Garrick eased his fingers out of her, stroking and petting her supple skin. Hers dived into his hair, holding him firmly to her as he fed.
And fed.
And fed.
Her blood beat sluggishly in her veins, tiring.
Weakening.
In her mind, sharing her thoughts, her stunned and reeling emotions, Garrick felt the sweet exhaustion of her pleasure washing through her first. He wondered, too, at her weary satisfaction, her awe at the heights to which she'd soared.
Her heart skipped a beat. Her limbs slackened, too tired even to support their weight. Her fingers, only moments before so strong in his hair, so demanding that he drink, loosened.
"Rick." She called to him, afraid now of the ever-increasing drain on her body, the light-headed chill that invaded her senses as both passion and blood loss demanded their due.
The suckling draw of his mouth did not slow, did not falter. "Trust me."
Her skin paled, the pink glow of health sapping from her. Her hands fell from his hair, too frail to maintain her light grasp on him. "I'm dying."
"Yes. I know."
The waning whisper of her mind held no alarm, no surprise, just a stunned recognition and acceptance that made Garrick's blood run like molten heat in his veins.
She trusted him.
With her life.
Garrick fed at the wound, reveling in the taste of her. "You are my miracle." He immersed himself in her flavor, the feel of her soft body, the musky scent of her sex. Her heart fluttered, struggling for survival. Still, his mouth worked her flesh, demanding her blood, every dizzying drop. "I love you, Kate."
Her breath hitched and slowly hissed from her parted lips.
Her chest didn't rise.
Her heart didn't pump.
Garrick lifted his head, staring at her dead eyes, her translucent skin, the limp weight of her body. Astonished joy flooded him.
And dread.
"Stay with me, love."
"Rick!"
He rose from the cradle of her thighs, and gathering her lifeless body to his, he sank against the chair. Fingers shaking, he slashed at his chest, just above his heart. "Drink." He rubbed his blood to her pale lips. Shifting his hand to her jaw, he settled her slack mouth to the wound. Stark, viscous red bathed her neck as their shared blood surged from his torn chest, precious little sliding down her throat.
"You killed me!"
Her sense of betrayal speared through his mind with such ferocity, panic crippled him. For one heart-stopping moment, he couldn't think, couldn't move. He could only feel, drown with her in her wounded grief. Her turmoil and the rabid chaos teeming inside her paralyzed him.
Fear lodged in his throat.
He couldn't breathe.
Without her, Garrick didn't want to.
He shook off the numb terror, nudged her mouth more firmly to the wound he'd made for her. "Don't leave me, love. You have to try."
Too much blood trickled from his chest to hers, but a thin stream dripped down her throat. "Your vampyr needs so little to restart your heart. Swallow for me, Kate. Live for me."
Her heart quivered. Embedded in her mind, he felt it shudder violently, then gather to pulse one frail beat.
That first punch of power hit Kate like a kick in the gut.
It knocked Garrick flat.
His teeth clenched.
His muscles coiled.
Her mouth sprang open to suck in her breath, and she choked instead on the blood pouring from his wounded chest.
"Your body will absorb oxygen from our shared blood. Don't try to breathe. Just drink." His hand shook as he stroked her hair, urging her to swallow, weakly swallow, just a little more. His heart twisted at her fragility. It jumped at the gentle tug of her mouth on his skin and sang when she sipped at him. "You are so beautiful—"
"You killed me!"
He threw his head back and laughed at the furious accusation of her voice in his mind. He didn't even care that she bit into him. The small cruelty thrilled him, for it meant her strength was restoring, their shared blood refilling her. "Yes, I killed you, and you've my undying devotion that you returned to me."
"You—Luc—the both of you are psychopaths. This is insane. Don't ever do that again." She sucked greedily at his chest, her vitality building. Her ashen skin flushed to a healthy glow. Her lax fingers abruptly sprang wide, then clutched at him. They dug into his side like talons. And her smell...
Garrick's body slumped. His breath left him in a wild rush at the heady scent intensifying around them. If she'd driven him mad with wanting before, Garrick knew there was no hope for him now. He'd never resist the subtle musk that perfumed the air around them. Or her.
Thank God he didn't have to try.
Humming low satisfaction, he threaded his fingers through her hair, pushing her mouth forward so that she gulped at him.
"You taste...different. Better. Why do you taste so good?"
Garrick smiled into her hair, woozy now from blood loss himself. She needed every drop, as much as he could give her, and he'd lost too much coaxing her unresponsive body to feed.
"It is the flavor of our mating, of our joined blood.” He let his eyes drift shut, let the ecstasy of her rapacious mouth take him. “You and I, our blood mingling, merging.” He made a hungry sound in the back of his throat though her pace slackened, her thirst finally easing. “That is what you taste: our mixed blood. By virtue of it, we essentially become one being. Blood mated."
She shivered in his arms.
"You were mortal only a few weeks ago, Kate. No matter all that's happened since, your mind remains very human. Give it time.” He gathered her close, enjoyed the soft weight of her in his arms. “The transition changed your body. Your thoughts, perceptions, how you understand the world, these adapt to suit your new nature more slowly. Blood-mating seems bizarre and barbaric to that human side of you, but your vampyr was ready. And eager."
He laughed when she glared at him. “It's completely natural for our kind, I promise."
She wiped at her ruddy chin, shuddered. “This is so not natural."
"For us, it is. Natural and necessary. Our longevity requires the deepest of unions between us. Total physical intimacy. The act of sex, of making love, is not enough. Our minds, our hearts, and our bodies must be as one."
"Flesh of one flesh,” she murmured, glance shifting away.
"Bone of my bones, Genesis 2:23.” The corners of his mouth curved to a tired smile. “The Scriptures speak of Eve's union with Adam, their marriage, as so. Humans aspire to attain it with sex alone, but vampyr have mated much more intimately for millennia."
"Killing somebody is not intimate. I don't care who or what you are.” When she looked up at him, exhaustion shadowed her eyes with faint blue smudges. “You should have told me. Given me some kind of warning."
"Knowing it must be done and understanding why doesn't make it easier.” Garrick breathed in her scent, their mingled scent now, held her to him. “I was terrified."
Her eyes widened. “You?"
"I'm not impervious to fear, Kate.” He tangled fingers slicked scarlet with hers. “Especially where you are concerned."
"Link with me."
She slowly shook her head but didn't tug her hand away.
"You criticize me for failing to prepare you for blood-mating. Maybe justifiably so. But when I offer to open my mind to you, you will not seek to know my thoughts, to share what I feel.” He arched a sardonic eyebrow. “Were you this contrary when you were human, or is it new?"
She scowled at him. “You are such a jerk."
He chuckled, his delight with her lifting his heart. How could he not love her? How could his heart not race to have her in his arms, glowering at him, after such a harrowing ordeal?
They'd lived.
She'd blood-mated to him, and they'd survived it.
So he laughed, hugged her to him, and gave himself up to his relieved satisfaction.
Her frown gradually smoothed. “You should do that more often."
His lips curled to a wry grin. “Kill you?"
She aimed a punch, her fist brushing his biceps. “Laugh,” she said. “You should laugh more often."
"You should link with me more often."
Her nose wrinkled. “Now who's being stubborn?"
"I need that intimacy. We both will now. More and more." He brought their intertwined fingers to her pale, blood-smeared cheek. "One heart, one mind, one body."
"Remember?"
Her gaze drifted from his. “I don't like you in my head. I don't even want Luc rattling around in there."
He tried to understand.
He really did.
But she'd been deeply embedded in his mind and he in hers during their blood-mating only moments before. Instinctively, she'd sought him out, and they'd been as close as two of their kind could be. The mind-numbing perfection of it still rattled him. "Why not?"
She focused a frigid glare on him. “You're not supposed to be in my head. That's impossible."
"We are very possible." He stared into her dark frustrated eyes, traced their conjoined fingers along the line of her jaw. "You must come to terms with what you are and what we, together, are capable of."
"I don't—"
He arched a cool eyebrow. "Link with me."
"This is just sex, and don't look at me like that,” she said when his brow furrowed. “You started it. You and Luc both. You got that heat thing started, all these hormones driving me crazy when you knew I hadn't even decided if I liked you yet.” She focused dark, defiant eyes on him that glinted with rising fury. “Which right now, I don't. Like you. At all."
She shoved at him. “You wanted sex? Fine. You've got it. There's not a damn thing I can do to stop it.” Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Mentally? I can't keep you out of my head, no."
"But what I'm thinking and feeling is my business and none of yours, pal."
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Chapter Ten
Garrick moved her into his rooms that night.
Kate glared at him. She glanced over the edge of her Kindle to sniff regal disdain at Luc and Garrick both as they gathered her few favorite things—the jewelry she'd shown any preference for, a fleece throw she'd curled up in when she read on the loveseat, the pillow she'd liked on the bed she'd shared with her traitorous guardian. They shoved everything in a box that would be hauled to the private suite she'd share with Garrick.
Kate said nothing.
When Luc had asked her what she'd like to keep, she pressed her lips together and focused her attention on Elizabeth Bennett and Mr. Darcy. Pride and Prejudice, she could deal with. A pair of stubborn vampires? Not so much.
"If we've left anything behind, I'll bring it to you." Luc draped acres of diaphanous skirts over his arm while Garrick pawed through the jewelry chest, selecting and rejecting baubles at random. “You're only moving to the other wing of the house, bebe."
This, of course, would go hand-in-hand with the I'm-not-abandoning-you speech he'd treated her to earlier.
She snorted.
Maybe he wasn't abandoning her, but he certainly seemed eager to abandon her virtue.
Not that Kate was feeling particularly virtuous.
After three orgasms in the den, she should be satisfied. Hell, considering Garrick had killed her, she should be exhausted, but irritation poked and prodded at her while the men packed. Annoyance chewed at the edges of her illusion of disinterested contempt.
She was still horny, damn it.
The shower Garrick had taken to clean up their sticky blood after mating hadn't erased his sexy smell. Her mouth watered at the scent that wafted from him each time the air stirred as he passed by. She shivered at the tang of new sweat. His natural musk tickled her nostrils and made her ache.
The discernible bulge of his cock behind the fly of the sturdy blue jeans he'd changed into didn't help.
She'd felt that dick rubbing her clit, traced it through his trousers with the palm of her hand. But she hadn't seen it. Or tasted it.
The lack was making her crazy.
Luc and Garrick unceremoniously moving her into his rooms was making her crazier still.
She wanted his cock in her mouth, but she also wanted to slap both men silly for treating her like an ottoman they could nudge from room to room as the whim struck.
"I would never mistake you for a piece of furniture."
Garrick beamed a lecherous grin. “And you can have my dick whenever you like."
Luc grunted. “I hope she ties it into a knot."
Kate scowled.
Thunderously.
Focused on her Kindle.
Elizabeth didn't know how good she had it.
At least Mr. Darcy didn't have fangs.
Garrick snickered.
Her lips pursed. Instead of concentrating on the words on the screen, she pictured dead baby ducks and her grandmother's voluminous underwear.
Luc frowned. “Your bath didn't scrub away your scent either. You won't kill his erection while he can smell you, but I may never get hard again."
Kate added elderly nuns in crisp black robes to her mental imagery. And the Saturday-afternoon line at every cash register in Walmart.
Garrick laughed.
Luc rolled his eyes.
"This is the last of it,” he said, folding a heaping stack of dresses over the box Garrick hefted off the desk. “Let's go."
Kindle in hand, she trooped on wooden legs behind them when, arms laden, they marched from Luc's rooms into the interior of the house. She followed them through the double doors of Garrick's master suite and settled in the center of his king-size, four-poster bed to sneer at them as they salted the things they decided she should have in Garrick's living quarters.
Garrick shot her a sly smile when he scattered her toiletries on the bathroom vanity.
As if her shampoo sharing counter space with his shaving cream meant anything.
Brows beetling, she returned her attention to the non-fanged Mr. Darcy.
When they'd finished, Luc gave her a stiff, one-armed hug she didn't return.
"I'll come back tomorrow—and every day thereafter—at sunset to visit. We'll talk."
Yeah, like he'd told her so much thus far? Like how powerful she was? So much more powerful than the two of them, wasn't that his spiel? Yet they'd moved her into Garrick's rooms without so much as a by-your-leave to her.
Sure, she was powerful.
Right.
Luc cupped her cheek. “Don't make this harder for me than it already is."
Her eyes squeezed shut.
He was leaving her, then.
He was truly leaving her.
Anxiety tightened her stomach.
"I'll never leave you, bebe." His fingers traced the line of her jaw. “Choose him. Or not. The decision is yours.” He blew out a sharp breath. “I give you this freedom, in haste, but while I'm still steady enough to offer it."
When her eyes opened, his glistened. “Staying with you now would be the worst sort of sin. So I need to go,” he said. “Please understand."
She didn't, but her heart softened at the pain that grooved deep lines at the corners of his mouth.
"I will—always—be yours."
The mattress dipped under Garrick's weight, and her pulse raced when his scent washed over her anew. His big hand settled on her knee. "Your link to him fades as ours grows stronger, but you must see how keenly this hurts him."
Kate didn't like her guardian or Garrick very much at the moment. They were arrogant and domineering. They didn't explain anything, then used her ignorance to leave her out of decisions as though she were a callow two-year-old. And she was heartily fed up with the two of them controlling her life.
Luc's heartache still twisted inside her gut.
She'd meant to send him away with a cold shoulder, but she dipped her cheek into his palm, nestling into his touch. “Lucy, you got some splainin’ to do,” she said, curving her lips to a tremulous smile, but the best she could muster. “Tomorrow."
His shoulders slumped as tension fled his body. He gulped. “Tomorrow.” When he bent to brush a chaste kiss on her forehead, she leaned forward. “I love you, Kate."
"I know."
Garrick's fingers tightened on her knee, then released her. “I'll walk you out,” he told Luc.
Kate frowned at her Kindle as the two of them spoke in low voices at the door. Garrick pulled Luc to him in a warm hug, fondly thumping his back. Comforting the bloody vampire for walking away from her, no doubt.
They'd done it again.
Snatched control of her decisions, her life, away from her.
She scowled.
Tossed the Kindle with the equally moronic Mr. Darcy aside.
She stared at the strong line of Garrick's spine instead, enjoyed his broad shoulders. She studied the lush curve of his ass in soft, faded denim and his ridiculously sexy bare feet. Even his hair, mussed from his shower, made her fingers itch to slide through its rich, decadent silk.
She watched him say good-bye to Luc.
And wanted.
Most of these past days had revolved around what she didn't want. She hadn't wanted to become a vampire or leave her old life behind. Moving to a creepy swamp with a bunch of werewolves certainly hadn't been her idea either. Going into heat like a damned alleycat? Not only no, but hell no. As sexy as he was, Garrick was probably the last guy on earth she would've hooked up with too. She hadn't chosen Luc for a protector, but the only safe harbor she could lay claim to was now walking away from her.
Garrick pulled both doors shut with a muted click.
She certain didn't want the arousal that burned inside her.
Not for him.
Anybody but him.
She watched the graceful bunch of his muscle as he pivoted to face her across his bedroom. Alone again, at last. Kate's nipples beaded to aching points.
Her blood heated.
She hadn't chosen him, but he was the first and only thing since this sorry mess began that she did want. Genuinely wanted. With every flutter of her racing pulse and each throb of her galloping heart.
She wanted him.
And by God, this once, she'd have him.
Her lips curved to a feral bow. “Come here."
His eyebrows arched.
She rose to kneel on his bed and lifting her arms, she tore her T-shirt over her head to send it sailing across his eerily spotless bedroom. She squared her shoulders, arching her back a little so her boobs thrust out, pleased when his gaze fastened on first one, then the other before meeting her stare again. His blue eyes darkened with lust when her fingers rose to tweak one nipple, the jolt of pleasure sizzling from her breast to cunt in the span of a heartbeat.
His delicious chest rose and fell in shallow pants. "Mating isn't just about sex."
"Don't pretend you don't want me.” She concentrated on what she needed most, and skimming her mind as she'd known he would, Garrick flinched as though he'd been struck.
Kate laughed, low and sultry.
When he looked at her, his eyes sparked red.
His rapidly disintegrating control sent her own arousal spiraling. “I said come here."
"I won't fuck you until we're fully mated. I mean it, love."
"Good that I'm not interested in fucking you at the moment, then, isn't it?" Her fingers fell from her nipple to the waist of the boxers she'd begged from him, and under his rapacious stare, she inched the boxers down her hips, slid them down her thighs. She bared her pussy to him in wanton invitation.
His body tensed. His hands fisted at his sides. “Take them off."
Crap, the man was hot when his voice lowered to that needy, growling rasp.
Kate's head spun.
"Off. Now."
The walls of her cunt clenched at the husky order echoing in her mind, but two could play at this game. "You first."
His eyes narrowed.
But he lost the shirt. He stripped the buttons free and ripped it down his arms.
Good God, his muscle made her wet. Instantly wet. Fierce arousal slicked her pussy and set her body to trembling. Her gaze traveled every inch of his muscled arm, from his thick wrist to the bulging sinew of his shoulder, then back again to savor the contours of the other arm in turn. Her scalp tingled because she could already imagine his fingers tunneling into her hair and those arms guiding the pace she set.
"Kate."
His low moan shuddered through her, but she abandoned the bed, scooting to the edge of the mattress so she could slip the boxers past her knees and kick them away. She dropped to her knees on the smooth oak floor. "You know what I want."
His fingers plucked at the button of his jeans. He slid his zipper down with a tinny rasp that cut through the panting silence of the bedroom and locked Kate's breath in her throat.
Her mouth watered when he—finally—stalked toward her.
His hand dived into the gaping maw of his jeans to ease his cock from confining denim.
Dear God, but he was beautiful. Hard, thick, the bulbous head of his dick flushed purple with arousal, and Kate licked her greedy lips at the glistening precum gathered in the slit.
That was what she wanted.
To swallow his cock down and trace each vein with her tongue. Take him deep into her throat.
Garrick groaned wanton lust. His fingers wrapped around his gorgeous cock and gave it a slow, lazy pump.
Kate stared up at him.
"Open your mouth."
She parted her lips.
He stepped forward and fed his dick to her.
She moaned at the first salty taste of him. Her tongue dipped into his slit to lap it out, hungry for more as his musky sex smells enveloped her and became the air that she breathed. Intoxicating. So achingly wonderful to her. What she wanted? At that moment, with his dick sliding in and the husky sounds he made when she teased the underside echoing in her ears, Kate felt like sucking him was all she'd ever need. Garrick's cock pushed deeper filing her mouth. His fingers dug into her hair. She hummed happily, lips sealing around his length.
Her cheeks hollowed.
His dick hit the back of her throat.
She opened wide, eager to drive him out of his fucking mind.
For Kate, sucking cock wasn't just a pleasure. It was an avocation, one she loved and excelled at. There was nothing like taking a prick deep, swallowing to massage the tip and the husky groan he made? God, who wouldn't want that?
Kate loved to suck cock because when she did...
Rick was at her mercy.
He was hers to toy with. To pleasure. To tease. She could bring him to spine-melting climax in seconds—or long minutes. She had the power, skill, and desire to bring him to his knees.
She wanted to rock his world.
"You already do,” he said on a harsh pant.
When he slowly drew back, her tongue chased his dick. She licked. She sucked. She ran her tongue over the sensitive head.
And moaned out her feral delight along with him. "Holy crap, you taste as good as you smell." And she hadn't believed that possible.
Her fingers lifted to cradle his balls.
He shuddered.
Pushed back into her.
The fierce pleasure inside him poured through the link they shared, and she fed her own giddy arousal to him.
"God, love. Your mouth." Garrick grunted, thighs shaking, when she swallowed around his cock again. “Not going to last."
Pride, joy, lust—they all burst inside her. She redoubled her efforts, sliding along the length of his dick, her lips sealing to create the sweetest suction as he fucked in and out of her. "Want it. Want you."
No, it wasn't want anymore.
Need.
She needed him to shoot inside her, his dick spurting thick, salty semen into her throat and coating her tongue with the bitter taste of him. Kate had tasted his blood, had savored and treasured every drop, but she wanted it all. Everything he had.
His body quaked, muscles rigid as cement. "Christ, have mercy. The way you talk... You're going to make me blow."
"Yes."
He shook his head. "Too soon." His hips bucked into her face to thrust deep. Deeper. “I never want this to end."
"It doesn't have to." She gently kneaded his balls, rolling each in her fingers, while her other hand slid down her stomach and into her nest of curls to tease her slick, needy clit. "You said I could have your cock any time I wanted. Your blood, your dick—mine."
He groaned out mindless lust. “Yes. Fuck, yes."
Deeply buried in his senses, Kate felt his orgasm nipping at the base of his spine, clawing to tear free. She shared the dizzy, soul-shattering rush. Sucking his dick, his precum flavoring her mouth, she rubbed her tingling clit, and primal pleasure jolted through her. "Give it to me."
He pushed forward, burying her nose in his wiry bush of hair.
Her lips stretched.
His muscles tensed.
Busy fingers working her sopping pussy, riding the sharp edge of release, she looked up.
Because she wanted to see it take him.
Kate's orgasm knotted her belly. She needed to come, but she wanted to share that with him too. So she waited. Licking and laving his rigid length, she stared at the grimace of pleasure that made his eyes go black.
"Oh Christ, love. Now!"
His cock pulsed, shooting the first salty strings into her mouth. He roared, pushing his hips into her.
Kate's vision grayed.
There was only pleasure and soul-obliterating release.
Her husky whimpers. His hoarse moans.
His cum pulsing into her mouth and sliding down her throat. Her musky sex scenting her damp fingers.
He cradled her scalp, hands shaking as she sucked down every drop, then licked him clean. And kept licking him. Loving on him. Until his dick softened, the attention she gave him flirting with over-stimulation to his hypersensitive tip. Chest still rising and falling from her own orgasm, she let his dick slide from her lips.
Garrick stared down at her. A bead of sweat slid down his temple and traced the line of his scar. "Love you." He closed his eyes, his fingers in her hair petting her. “God, how I love you,” he said when he managed to catch his breath.
Finally sated, she leaned her forehead against his thigh and adored the heady scent of their spent sex. “I heard you the first time."
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Chapter Eleven
Kate burrowed into the warmth of the comforter, surprised but not alarmed to find the other side of the bed empty. Garrick hadn't left her once in the past week, not while she was awake, at least. She knew he must, because he had given her his blood every night, and strong as Garrick was, even he must feed.
If nothing else, to maintain his stamina.
Kate's lips curved to a lazy smile at the delicious weight of her limbs, the sated exhaustion of her body, the mere memory of what he'd done to her, what she'd done to him, and how he made her feel.
Glorious.
Maybe Garrick was right. When need made her skin itch and her nerve endings scream, no, being a vampyr wasn't so great, and Kate resented it, him, everything. But wow, did she feel wonderful now.
She'd needed.
Garrick had provided.
Beautifully, generously.
Just as he'd said.
No reason to muddy up perfectly good sex up with messy emotions.
She all but purred as she stretched, slow and indolent, on the bed and still stubbornly refused to lift her too-heavy eyes. Why risk disrupting this magical feeling?
Content.
Kate sighed into her pillow, hugging it to her. Had she ever felt so perfectly content? Given how frequently instinct and the demands of her body had driven her to Garrick over the past days, this easy sense of satisfaction seemed foreign to her, but she felt it nonetheless, more than she ever had before.
Did she want Garrick still?
As before?
Yes.
Even more so.
Though he gave her pleasure night after night with his hands and his talented mouth, Garrick still denied them both the fucking they both craved. He said she wasn't ready, that when the time came she would know, and insisted they'd make love after their blood-mating was completed.
Kate was almost 100 percent sure that was bullshit.
Oh, she wasn't physically strong enough to revive him yet. That much was true. Her body had healed, rejuvenated by leaps and bounds during the last several nights. She'd feasted on him. Unapologetically. As far as Kate was concerned, it was Garrick's fault for getting her in this condition to start with, so who cared if he was forced to range farther and hunt more voraciously in his daily pursuit for blood? Garrick was a predator, through and through. He'd kept apace with her hunger. And his. That was all that mattered.
Still, the sly vampyr was holding out on her. Blood, she could have. In greedy abundance. Orgasms? Every night, he wringed them from her until her body slipped into sated exhaustion. But he refused to slide inside her, take her as they both wanted, and forget what Garrick had said. There was no reason to deny the inevitable. She wanted his cock in her. Badly.
She had to admire his duplicitous genius.
The man was using sex to lure her to him, to draw the both of them more firmly together. By the time her body was capable of resuscitating his, they'd both be crazed with lust to fuck each other, while at the same time, they would be as intimate as two beings could be.
Kate intended to savor every moment. The mind-bending passion that flared between them now, and the passion to come. Other than the whole bloodsucking-creature-of-the-night business, he wasn't too bad, really. She'd seen worse. She'd dated worse. She wasn't going to fall in love with him, no way, but she'd relented about opening her mind to him once she realized she'd been treating him like a vibrator. Garrick was still a jerk. But she'd been acting like a bigger one. Letting him in her head, just a little, wouldn't hurt. Besides, sharing odd casual moments with him felt...nice. As long as her heart wasn't in danger, why not? She could play well with others when the situation demanded it.
Her heart already thudded with want of him, but along with arousal lived confidence and anticipation. He would return to her. Soon. And he would do lovely, lovely things to her. Where once, she'd feared fucking him, Kate now longed for it, more and more each night. Maybe tonight, he'd bend. Maybe tonight, he'd thrust his cock inside her and—
"Ah, Sleeping Beauty awakes."
Kate's eyes sprang open.
Across the room at the fireplace mantle, a woman in faded jeans, hiking boots, and a fraying flannel shirt traced a finger along the nub of a candle they'd burned last night. Her hair shone honeyed gold, cut short to frame her pixie face in a sophisticated style Kate would've never been able to pull off, but then, Kate would've never been able to leave the first four buttons of her shirt undone either. The woman's eyes flashed feral yellow, her cheeks flushed, her lips full and red. They twisted to a smirk. “Hello, dear,” she said, scraping a long scratch on the candle wax with one sharp fingernail. “I thought it time we meet."
Her sultry, mocking soprano made Kate's stomach clench and instinctively, her mind sought out Garrick. Every sense in her demanded him there, her intuition shouting cold dread. "Rick!"
"He's busy, darling, hunting with the pack,” the woman said as though reading her mind, but Kate knew that wasn't possible. Only Garrick and Luc could link with her. Only they had shared blood.
"Interrupt if you must, but really, can you deny Garrick the sustenance he requires to see to your...urges?” The woman ticked her fingernails across the row of candles as she strolled along the mantle, nearer now. So close Kate clutched the comforter around her throat and shifted higher on the bed, uncomfortably aware of her nakedness beneath. “You've been very, very demanding."
"Kate."
The relief of his presence in her mind eased the tension in her shoulders, and suddenly, her fear made Kate feel foolish and small. Waking up to find a stranger in her bedroom had unsettled her, but she wasn't a child. Garrick swore she was safe at Pridemore. She believed him. An entire pack of werewolves patrolled the estate, and if any threat managed to penetrate their defenses, Luc and Garrick, powerful vampyr both, were never far. Either man would die before risking her safety or allowing harm to come to her. If Kate was sure of anything, she was certain of that.
Yet she still cried like a terrified toddler to Garrick because some woman wandered into their private rooms.
Big deal.
She wouldn't be on the estate if she didn't belong there, if Garrick, Luc, and the weres all hadn't carefully vetted her.
Kate stiffened her spine. She was tired of being scared, sick of feeling vulnerable, ignorant, and weak. Something about the stranger rankled, but with so many to protect her, she couldn't be in any legitimate danger. She could handle one irritating woman by herself. Without Garrick or anyone else.
"Never mind. I shouldn't have bothered you."
"Who are you?” Kate asked, proud when her voice didn't quaver.
"Pardon my manners.” The woman smiled, sly and devious, as she meandered around the room. “I am Olivia, alpha female of the Pridemore weres, mated to Peter,” she said, an abrupt hard glitter in her gaze, “for now."
"I didn't know wolf packs had female alphas.” The other woman's hand rose to touch a narcissus blooming in a crystal vase, lowered to stroke the fine grain of the armoire. Proprietary. Aggressive. As though Kate were the interloper, not she.
But if Olivia was a were, then she had promised to protect her, from Garrick himself if necessary. She had nothing to fear. “I'm Kate, but you already know that. Pleased to meet you."
Olivia scowled, her fingers curling to claws on the polished oak.
A cold shiver sprinted up Kate's spine.
"Kate? You are anxious. Why?"
She must have committed some grave faux pas by not showing the proper deference or respect or whatever it is an introduction to the lead were female warranted, but biting her lip, Kate wondered what she was supposed to do. What could Olivia—or any of them—expect? Luc didn't tell her anything, didn't want anyone else around her, and Garrick was worse.
How was Kate to learn how to live as a vampyr and move in her new world if no one gave her the chance? Frustration gnawed at her, but resolution overwhelmed it. Opportunity, thy name is Olivia. And if Kate had failed to adhere to the appropriate etiquette for meeting the pack's female alpha, Olivia would have to live with the disappointment. Until last week, Kate hadn't believed werewolves existed.
"Kate!"
"Oh, for pity's sake. It's nothing, just some woman. You know, if you and Luc would tell me what—"
"Woman?"
"I'm pleased to meet you as well. Finally. While Garrick hunts, I thought you and I might become acquainted.” Olivia's mouth tightened to a wooden smile as she yanked a tall, slender bottle of massage oil from the bureau where Garrick had left it. Olivia turned the bottle end over end, her hands careless and impatient. “Just us girls."
Garrick mentally cursed. "Olivia slipped away."
Kate stared at the bottle and tried, very hard, to remember that she was safe.
Perfectly safe.
Completely safe.
It didn't work.
"Garrick will be back.” Kate's heart thumped, her pulse quickening. Olivia glared. Kate wanted nothing more than to run from the hatred she saw glowing in those yellow eyes. Suddenly, handling Olivia by herself didn't seem like such a hot idea. “Any minute, he'll be back."
"Please come home."
"He's running with the pack, dear, who are now encamped on the other side of the estate. By Garrick's order. He said the two of you needed privacy. Can you imagine? Privacy. From the weres who have vowed to protect you.” Olivia's eyes widened in pretend dismay. “No, he will be a long time yet in coming. As will Peter."
Kate's alarm blossomed to full-blown terror.
"You must not be afraid, love. She'll scent it on you. Luc is already in the house. See the bathroom door?"
It cracked a silent, stingy inch behind Olivia, who paced at the foot of her bed.
"Stay where you are, bebe."
"Luc will kill her if she gets too close."
She gulped, fisting the comforter in her clenched fingers as Olivia stalked back and forth. She couldn't deny the trill of alarm that kicked her pulse into the stratosphere, but she didn't want the woman killed. “I think you should go."
Olivia halted, pinning her with a malevolent stare. “I do not care what you think.” She closed her eyes and blew out a furious breath before opening them again. “There is no need for Garrick or Peter to upset themselves. I've no intention to hurt you. If I had, I would've killed you while you slept. Tell him that."
Kate focused on the bottle clasped in the other woman's hands so her behavior wouldn't give away Luc's presence in the bathroom. God only knew if that would provoke Olivia further, but Kate wasn't willing to risk it, so she watched the other woman's knuckles shine white against the bottle, amazed that the glass didn't shatter under the pressure.
"Tell him!"
Kate blinked. “What?"
Olivia growled in frustration, a rough harsh sound that raised the hairs on Kate's arms. “Garrick speaks to you.” She stabbed a finger against her temple. “Tell him I mean you no harm. Only to talk. Now."
"Rick, tell me what to do!"
"Okay,” she said, pitching her voice low and reassuring.
"There is no need for this, you understand, this...this...melodrama the men have created. We are both women, are we not, sisters in a sense? Of course, we are! I would never hurt you. Why should I? So I can be punished? Tossed from my home?” Olivia snorted. “You are mistress of Pridemore. I am alpha female of Pridemore's weres. Building friendship is in both our best interests, so we should act as friends."
"We're in the house."
"Friends talk."
Kate's throat tightened. Her lips parted to catch her breath, and her heart thundered so loudly she knew Olivia must hear it. “All right,” she said, though every instinct in her demanded she flee. “Let's talk."
Olivia's eyes sparked in triumph, the corners of her mouth kicking up to form her first genuine smile. “Yes. Let's.” She returned the bottle to the bureau and leaned against it. “You are enjoying your stay at Pridemore. The house, the grounds?"
Kate gaped at her. She couldn't help it. The woman was a nutball, pure Grade A psycho. One minute, Olivia prowled like a lethal predator and the next, she was a welcoming hostess? “I...uh...haven't been here long,” she murmured, floundering. “Garrick told me not to go outside the house yet. I haven't left his suite in days."
Olivia shrugged a negligent shoulder. “Ah, well, the heat makes slaves of us all.” She arched a smooth eyebrow when Kate's jaw dropped. “You think vampyr the only species to experience what you have?” Olivia chuckled. “We weres feel it too. For different reasons, but what we experience is the same. The vampyr blather on about love and union of the soul.” She sniffed in snide contempt. “Just between us girls, we know that's a load of crap, though. Doesn't matter if we walk on two legs or four, it boils down to two things: lust and hormones. Love is nothing more than whatever it takes to part us from our panties. Case in point,” she said and waved at Kate cowering in the covers. Olivia beamed a lopsided grin that didn't reach her eyes. “See? We have already discovered common ground."
The door leading from Garrick's suite of rooms into the remainder of the house cracked silently open. "We are here."
"Kate!"
She yanked her attention to Olivia. She seethed, eyes glaring. “The men are near. I can smell them. Tell them to stay away or—"
"Or what?” The door flew wide. Peter stalked through, his eyes hard and flinty. “Think carefully, Olivia. Any threat to the mistress of Pridemore threatens the pack, and any threat to the pack is eliminated. Without mercy. If Garrick won't demand it, I will."
"I did not threaten her. We were only talking.” Olivia took a step back in retreat before she squared her shoulders and stood her ground. “You've no right, Peter. None."
"You preyed upon her while her mate was away.” Luc stalked into the room from the master bath. “That is threat enough."
Olivia's jaw dropped, her face paling.
"I'm your alpha,” Peter said on a low growl. “I've every right to demand blood for the danger you've brought down on us."
"He doesn't mean... Surely, he won't..."
The sick fear pinching the features of Olivia's face confirmed Kate's horrified suspicions. "Garrick?"
Garrick eased through the door and smiled at Kate. “Come to me, love."
Olivia's shoulders slumped. Tears pooled in her eyes.
Kate shifted on the bed, fidgeted with the comforter. “Don't let him kill her."
Garrick reached for her. “Olivia violated pack law. Even if I wanted to interfere, I would not."
"But he'll kill her!” Kate rose to her knees on the bed, cover clutched to her chest.
Garrick shrugged. “She should not have dared to come to you while I hunted."
Lucien nodded. “Let the weres settle this, bebe."
Kate gulped, shaking her head in stunned denial.
Peter stalked to Olivia, jerked her by the arm to face Kate. “She begs for your life. She wouldn't if she knew. Tell her."
Olivia jerked her head from side to side, tears streaming down her pale cheeks.
"Tell her!"
Scowling at Peter, Garrick anchored the comforter more securely around Kate. “This is pack business. Do not draw my mate into it."
"Don't kill her, Peter. Please."
"She draws herself into it. Control your mate, vampyr, and I'll control mine."
Olivia winced as Peter's fingers dug into her arm.
"And you've controlled your mate so well thus far?” Garrick lifted Kate into his arms. She struggled, but his muscle tightened to unyielding bands. “Kate, stop. Your human mind revolts, but there are reasons, prices that must be paid to keep order—"
"For me, Peter."
The were snarled.
Garrick's body tightened like a clenched fist. “Olivia believed herself mistress of Pridemore because I bedded her. That ended years ago, but Olivia refused to accept it. She came to you while I fed out of jealousy and spite."
Luc's furious eyes narrowed on the sobbing were. “She sought you out to reassert her claim to not only Pridemore, but also to your mate."
"I wouldn't have hurt her,” Olivia said. “I just wanted things back the way they were before—"
Peter backhanded her.
Kate gasped at the sharp crack of his palm meeting her flesh.
Olivia's head whipped back, an angry red mark marring her cheek.
"Your selfishness endangered the pack! You think many vampyr would offer us sanctuary?” Peter shouted. “If Garrick tosses us out because of your betrayal, as he well should, the pack would return to the streets. Like dogs. Hunted by the rest of his kind, maybe hunted by him."
Kate's stomach pitched. “Garrick, no—"
"Quiet, love."
Olivia crumpled to the floor, folding her body over Peter's feet. Ugly sobs tore from her throat.
"What would happen to our children, Olivia? Without his mark protecting them, what will happen to them? Our daughter? Our son?"
"I'm sorry,” she said, sniveling.
"You're sorry? Sorry?” Peter kicked at her. “You risked us all!"
Kate stiffened.
"No, love. Watch. Learn."
"Which says nothing of the bonds you broke with me.” He bent, grabbing Olivia by the jaw to jerk her tear-stained gaze to his. “I never asked for or expected love. You think I don't know you endured me only because I am the price you pay to have no other master? I knew. We all knew.” He shoved her away. “I didn't expect love, nor do I want it, but I do demand obedience. You'll die for failing to give it to me."
Kate buried her nose in Garrick's chest. "Make him stop."
"Because of you, contenders in the pack will think me weak, challenge me as alpha. And fight to the death for it. They'll die! Our best and strongest men will die, when the pack needs them most, because you couldn't keep your—"
"Peter.” Garrick skated a kiss across the crown of Kate's head. Luc nuzzled the palm of her hand, crooning to her.
The were growled out anger and frustration, then taking a deep breath, he strode to Garrick, to Luc. To Kate. She cringed in Garrick's arms, but Peter ignored it, stroked her hair with clumsy hands. “For your sake, I won't make an example of her. I'll kill Olivia quickly. For you."
"No matter what he says, he'll kill her because of me, and I couldn't stand it. I couldn't. Please understand."
"I do, love." He sighed weary acceptance. "I do."
"Don't.” Kate shifted her gaze from Garrick's chest to Peter's resolute one. “I'm begging you. Please."
"No, bebe. You cannot conceive of the repercussions of what you ask."
Peter's eyes shifted to meet Garrick's, though his hand continued to pet Kate. “Olivia's death would torment her,” Garrick said. “Her heart is tender."
"Too human.” Deep grooves of angry disapproval bracketed his mouth, but Peter's hand remained gentle on her. He cursed under his breath, long and fluently, until finally, he kissed her temple. “You cause me much trouble, and in the end, you'll wish I hadn't spared her."
Behind them, Olivia moaned in terror.
"But for you, I will."
Relief poured through Kate, made her dizzy and weak. She tried a smile. “Thank you, Peter."
"You interfere with pack law.” His eerie yellow eyes focused on Garrick, cold and implacable.
"Yes.” The stare Garrick returned was just as steely. “And you yield for love of her."
"I yield because I choose to yield.” Peter brought her hair to his nose, sniffed. “My reasons are my own. Irrelevant.” He smiled, a wicked curve of lips that made Kate's blood ice. “I demand my boon, Garrick. You. In Olivia's stead."
"Agreed.” Garrick's eyes narrowed. “Take your bitch away. Kate needs me."
"An hour, then. Come to the camp. It may dissuade them from challenging me.” Peter nodded to Luc, who lifted and partially dragged Olivia's tightly balled body toward the door. “Bring your mate."
"Leave Kate out of this.” He returned her to the bed, tucking a lock of her hair behind her ear. “Tonight has upset her enough."
"It's my boon, and I say she comes.” Peter glared with cold yellow eyes from the door. “You are too easy with her, Garrick."
Garrick blew out a pained breath. “Kate will be there."
"I'll be where for what?” Kate looked at him with wide eyes. “What's going on?"
He stripped out of his shirt, crawled under the comforter beside her, pulled her hard to his chest. "Feed, love."
"Tell me! What's he going to do?"
He threaded his fingers through her hair, cradling her scalp to push her mouth to his throat. "Feed, Kate. I need it as much as you do."
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Chapter Twelve
Kate should've been grateful.
She'd never been outside the house. Before she'd become a bloodsucking vampire, she'd never traveled farther south than Memphis, and the sights and sounds in the shadowy bayou dazzled her. The light of the fingernail moon washed the drooping vines and clumps of moss in a soft inky silver. The shiny eyes of the night creatures both fascinated and frightened her. Even though spring hadn't begun, at least not back home, the subtle scent of jasmine wafted through the air here, teased her nostrils. A stray cricket chirped. Something plopped into the water to her left, adding to the symphony of insects and rustling animals.
She'd never been in a boat either, though she wasn't entirely sure this one qualified. Since it had no motor, Luc poled them through the dark, weed-choked channels of the marsh.
Still, it was a new experience for her, and Kate loved exploring new things.
She would finally meet the weres too. All of the weres. To date, she'd only seen Peter and Olivia. They hadn't left her with the greatest impression of their kind, but meeting a bunch of werewolves? That should be exciting. Given that the pack was sworn to protect her and she knew she was safe with them, she ought to be exhilarated.
Kate shivered.
Though she tried to be, she wasn't grateful.
Or impressed.
Or excited.
She was terrified.
Garrick had left their rooms after an hour, as promised.
"It's not much farther. Look.” Luc pointed to the north. “You can see the flicker of their campfires."
Garrick had told her nothing, her guardian less so. Which meant what was coming must be unspeakably horrible. Trepidation snaked up her spine. Her stomach rolled with sick anxiety, her mind torn between wanting desperately to know what would happen once they reached the orange glow approaching through the tangled vines and instinctively recoiling from it.
Kate knew what a boon was. Or rather, she knew what it was supposed to be. A prize or treasure among thieves or pirates. Maybe?
But a pirate treasure wouldn't make her nerve endings snap with fear. It wouldn't make her pulse skitter and race, nor set anxiety to writhing in her stomach like one of the swamp's slithering snakes.
Luc poled to a dock where three men awaited them.
One caught the rope he tossed to shore and tied the boat to the roughly hewn wood.
Luc leaped to the dock on nimble feet.
When one of the men reached out to help her ashore, Kate cowered back into the boat. Why she should be repulsed by the touch of another, Kate didn't know. She only knew that she didn't want the men, any of them, near her.
Luc stepped in front of the weres. “I'll tend to her. Gather your cloak, bebe."
Luc had pressed the blasted thing on her. “For Garrick.” Black as sin and warm, smooth velvet, the hooded cape swathed her in shadow from the crown of her head to the tips of her feet. She assumed the luxurious fabric was intended to conceal her from the weres as well as keep the night's chill from seeping into her bones. But she felt like the grim reaper. The material chafed at her tender skin too. Nor would any covering impede the gooseflesh that pebbled her skin or the shivery dread that streaked up and down her spine.
She was cold.
So cold.
She needed Garrick.
She wrapped the heavy folds of fabric around her legs so she wouldn't trip, careful to reveal not so much as a square inch of skin as she climbed from the boat. She let Luc hand her to the dock and edged as far as possible from the men sent to guide them.
They stared at her, feral yellow eyes solemn but curious.
"Luc?"
"Stay close to me." He tucked both of her hands through his arm to escort her behind the silent threesome. They followed a crude path cut into the undergrowth. Luc rubbed heat into her icy fingers until the path widened. "Speak to no one. Keep your cloak gathered around you. I'll do my best to see that none of them touch you."
"Wha—"
"Your mating to Garrick is not yet finished." He drew her into a clearing lit by pagan oranges and yellows from a central bonfire. Perhaps two dozen women, men, and half as many children milled around its circumference, normal-looking people dressed in normal, everyday clothes. They could be anybody. Everybody. The harried waitress who topped off your coffee. The cop writing your speeding ticket. Any of the kids would've fit in their choice of playgrounds across America.
As one unit, they stilled and stared.
At her.
Kate's breath froze in her chest.
Luc guided her forward. "God help us if Garrick's vampyr feels his claim on you has been challenged."
Peter emerged from men clustered on the other side of the central fire wearing nothing except frayed denim cutoffs and a grim slash of a smile.
Kate recoiled against Luc when he strode toward them. "Steady."
Upon reaching them, Peter dropped to his knees in the dirt. He bent his head until his brown hair feathered inches from her feet, leaving his neck vulnerable and bare. Kate jumped back, but Luc's grip on her tightened, holding her in place. "Do not be afraid."
The others circling the fire fell to their knees as well. Man to woman to grubbiest toddler bent their heads, bared their necks.
The flickering light revealed in stark detail a network of scars, both old and new, that marred Peter's flanks, his shoulders, a mass of hard ridges and poorly mended skin circling his neck. Kate shivered inside the heavy cloak as though a cold dead finger had drawn up her spine. "I don't like this. Make them get up."
Luc's mouth curved to a pleased bow. "No. This is better than we had any right to expect."
A line furrowed her forehead.
She was no sycophant to be bowed down to. Kate bent, reaching for him. “Peter."
The were's head snapped up, preternatural eyes glimmering.
"No!” Luc pulled her back a step. "Do not speak, Kate. Do not speak!"
"You've not prepared her.” Peter's lips twisted to a stiff smile. “You and Garrick both are too soft with her."
"She is only weeks out of a transition begun by a dark master—"
Peter's hand chopped through the air. “Save it.” Rising from the dirt, he cocked his head instead toward the other end of the camp. His nostrils flared. “It's time."
Luc pulled Kate back against him, wrapping his arms around her so tight she could scarcely breathe.
Olivia emerged from the darkness, naked and shivering. A pair of weres bore her to the central bonfire, dragging her while she sobbed and wailed.
Disgust curled in Kate's stomach. “Luc—"
"Do not speak!"
"But she's naked!"
"Be grateful I ordered the rest of the pack into clothes.” Peter's lip curled to a sneer. “You should have prepared her, vampyr."
Luc shook her within his steely embrace so hard she bit her lip. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. "If you cannot hold your tongue, Kate, I swear before holy Jesus I will gag you."
"Garrick felt otherwise."
"They are not fully mated yet. I would've smelled it on him."
"They will be."
"Why can't I speak? And why aren't we mated?"
Peter watched with cool, assessing eyes as the pair of weres manacled Olivia's hands to a pole topped with thick silver chains in the center of the camp. She screamed when the metal touched her wrists. “Until they've mated, you remain her guardian. The responsibility is yours. You should've prepared her.” He smiled as the paired weres stepped away from the pole from which Olivia now hung, her grubby toes digging into the ground below. “Control her. Or I will."
"Control yourself, were, and your people. Or Garrick will."
Peter arched an amused eyebrow, but he pivoted on the balls of his feet to stalk to the central fire. And Olivia. He circled her, crowding her dirt-streaked body as she hung there, helpless. He sniffed and growled low in his throat while she sobbed.
Kate's heart tore. "What—"
The restraining arm at her waist tightened. "You must not interfere. Say nothing. Do nothing."
One of the men who had guided them from the dock plodded to Peter's side and waited.
He cradled a whip in his hands.
Kate's eyes widened. Her body collapsed against Luc's in revolted disbelief. "Luc!"
"Be still. Watch. Only watch. Garrick demands this of you."
At Peter's nod, the were lifted the weapon high and presented it to the pack. A pitted, bloodied club formed the handle. Cables of leather streamed from one end. Shards of silver along the length of each cord glittered and shone in the feeble moonlight, catching fiery red and orange glints from the bonfire.
As one, the pack cowered from the weapon.
Kate swallowed back bile, but she didn't fight Luc's imprisoning grasp. She had no fight left in her. Helpless horror numbed her to the marrow of her bones and held her captive more tightly than her guardian ever could. "Please, God. No."
The were with the whip bowed to Peter and head bent, blindly offered the weapon to him with hands that visibly trembled. When Peter took the whip, the other scrambled backward and into the crowd gathered around them in a loose semicircle.
"Pack is inviolate.” Peter stroked the whip as his eyes sought each of the weres surrounding him. “Pack provides safety, but pack demands our obedience—even to death—because, ultimately, the survival of our kind lies only within the bonds of pack.
"Olivia broke pack. Olivia betrayed and jeopardized us all. Olivia is alpha no more. I revoke her right to pack and its security. She will pay dearly for the danger she's brought down on us."
He nodded to a roundly pregnant redhead while Olivia shrieked and pulled at the manacles at her wrists like a wounded animal. “Elise, you and the whelps are excused."
Tears burned Kate's eyes as the woman gathered the children and ushered them away with nervous hands.
When they were gone, Peter caressed the hilt of the weapon with hard, callused fingers. “Traitors to the pack court silver and the scourge.” He kissed the club of the whip. “As with our forefathers, so goes with pack Pridemore."
Olivia howled in terror. She jerked against the heavy silver links binding her wrists.
"Peter, alpha to pack Pridemore,” Garrick's husky voice called from the surrounding darkness of the bayou. Kate's heart stuttered when he strode forward. Naked, his skin glowed bronze by the firelight, beautiful and brutally vulnerable. When he fell to his knees before Peter, head bent low, panic washed hot and urgent through Kate.
"No! No, no.” She scrambled and clawed to reach him, but Luc's grasp refused her, holding her as securely as a million chains. “Garrick!"
Garrick's muscles went rigid, but he did not move.
"Please, no..."
"Shh, bebe. He made his choice."
Peter trailed the leather cables across Garrick's naked shoulders.
Garrick winced.
The were smiled. “Speak, vampyr."
Kate's heart felt as though it had been ripped from her chest, bleeding and bloodied in the ground at her feet. "Let them have her, Rick. Please. I don't care, not if it means—"
"I offer my body as proxy."
Her eyes snapped shut.
"For the silver and the scourge, vampyr?"
"For the silver and the scourge."
"You understand that, living, Olivia cannot return to pack and neither be released to betray us again?"
Tears leaked from Kate's eyes.
What had she done?
Oh God, what had she done?
"Yes."
"Chain him."
Sobbing, Kate collapsed, would've fallen to the ground in a boneless heap if not for Luc's iron grip on her.
Olivia screeched when the clink of her chains fell away, the metallic rattle resounding in Kate's ears. She couldn't bear to look, to see, and her eyes focused only when she heard Garrick's grunt as the weres secured him to the pole in Olivia's place. "What's happening to him?" She rubbed the watery blur from her eyes, her heart seizing at the grimace of pain that etched grooves on Rick's face. "Why is he hurting?"
Luc's Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed, his eyes sick and desolate when they shifted away. "Garrick has fed from his weres too often. Silver pains him."
They dragged Olivia to Peter and dumped her at his feet like so much garbage. She curled to a fetal ball, rubbing her wrists, now raw and bloodied.
"This traitor is as an example to us. She is a prisoner, our enemy. Not pack.” Peter kicked her. She cried out but did not move to evade the blow. Peter jerked his head to one side. “Tie her over there."
The weres dragged the hysterical woman into the shadows, but Kate didn't care what happened to Olivia anymore. Her attention was for no one else. "Rick."
"I love you, Kate."
She met his gaze across the camp. The pain glittering in his eyes ripped at her, leaving her wounded and aching.
His returning stare glinted with stony determination. "And you will love me."
Peter stood before him, lips curling to a derisive sneer. “His woman comforts him.” He flipped the whip in warning, once, twice. “Let her comfort him when he is blooded and more dead than alive. Turn him."
Kate's gut clenched, but Garrick didn't resist when they shoved him around so that his resolute eyes were hidden from her and his back and bare buttocks were presented to Peter.
And his whip.
The were drew his arm back.
Kate cried out with the crack of the first blow.
Garrick's body bowed.
He threw his head back.
Thin stripes spilled fresh crimson from the meat of his shoulder blade.
He groaned, a low, broken sound that pebbled her skin with gooseflesh and made her stomach roll with sick anxiety.
"Garrick!"
Peter's mouth thinned to a grim line when he shifted his gaze to them. “Hold her, vampyr,” he said, voice deep and menacing.
When he brought the whip down again, Kate screamed.
And screamed.
Every lash spouted blood, tore chunks of flesh and spattered gore. Garrick groaned, then shouted and finally screamed as blow after blow after blow shredded his back, his shoulders, his ass and thighs.
Unable to deal with the unfolding horror, Kate's mind shut down, leaving only her vampyr, a feral and rabid thing inside her. She shrieked and clawed and bit to reach him, but no matter the damage she inflicted on Luc, he wouldn't release her.
Garrick's body crumpled under the onslaught, dangled from the cruel silver that chained him. Peter slowed only when Garrick's flesh was a mass of bloody ribbons and his screams tapered to weak moans.
Panting, Peter nodded grim approval. He shoved his hair from his eyes, smearing bright crimson across his forehead. The cords of his whip dripped fat beads of blood to the dirt. “Turn him."
"No!” Kate shrieked.
She surged forward one step, two, in spite of Luc's death grip on her.
He abruptly shoved.
Off balance, she stumbled to the ground. Luc's body crashed down on her, knocking the air from her lungs so that her enraged shriek cut off. Still, she scrambled, sucking in much-needed oxygen.
"Damn it, vampyr. Hold her, or you'll kill us all!"
"Kate,” Garrick groaned as they turned him. “Look at me, love."
Her gaze flashed to his. Her struggle—and her heart—stopped at the dark, mesmerizing depths of his eyes. There was pain in them, unfathomable pain, yes, but above and beyond it, love glowed warm and pure. His love called to her, commanded her, begged of her.
"Look at me.” His chest rose and fell with hard, labored pants that he blew through lips he'd bitten through. “Look."
Lost in Garrick's eyes, Kate was only marginally aware of Peter lifting the whip, of the subsequent blows that sliced Garrick's chest and thighs open. She moaned under her breath when the agony of the beating washed over him, but her stare held nothing except soothing warmth, tenderness. The caring and calm acceptance he needed to endure the hellish torture.
Garrick held Kate with his eyes so no screams tore at his throat, and Peter tired, the intervals between strikes longer, the blows less fierce. “Enough,” the were finally said, though the damage to the front of Garrick's body was far less than the bloody mess he'd carved into his back. Peter handed the gory whip to a blood-specked were. “Fetch the wolfsbane."
Garrick flinched, breaking eye contact.
Kate cried out.
"It's almost done." Luc lifted from the ground by slow, cautious degrees. His hands vised over her slender arms to prevent her from breaking free. "Don't fail him now."
One of the weres passed a slim brown vial to Peter, and when he snarled in warning, the pack fell back a step.
He pulled the stopper free.
"What is it?” Kate whispered, her voice rough, raspy from screaming.
Luc shuddered and didn't even reprimand her for speaking aloud. “Poison."
Peter swung the vial in an arc, flinging fine white powder over the streaming wounds on Garrick's chest from shoulder to hip, then again, left to right. The powder pasted on his blood-slick torso.
Garrick's head drooped.
Then fell.
His whole body collapsed, what little strength he'd had remaining in him fled.
"It is finished.” Peter shoved the cork back into the vial, now emptied. He nodded to the pair of weres who'd chained both Olivia and Garrick to the pole, and maintaining a wide berth from Garrick's poisoned chest, they worked at the locks at his wrists with gloved hands.
Peter tipped his head to Kate and Luc in an informal bow. “His proxy is fulfilled. The vampyr is yours."
She tore free of Luc's restraining grasp.
Sobbing his name, Kate ran.
Mindless of the poison, she caught Garrick into her arms when his hands were set free. His body crumpled onto hers, too heavy for her. They both dropped to the blood-soaked ground. He groaned fresh agony.
"I'm here. I'm here." Weeping at the pain she caused him, she used the hem of her cloak to wipe at the sticky paste of wolfsbane on his chest.
"Give him your neck. Your blood will strengthen him, buy him time.” Luc gathered Garrick, and Kate crouched atop him, into his arms. The muscles in his neck corded, but he lifted them both. Garrick's body convulsed at the new assault on his raw and bloody wounds. “He can't wait. Do it now."
"Kate..."
She slid her fingers to his nape, urging his cracked and bloodied lips to her throat. "Drink."
His teeth stabbed into her. "I love you."
She stroked his hair as Luc carried them into the swamp. "I know."
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap15]
Chapter Thirteen
They nursed him through the night and into the next hellish day.
"He needs blood. Oceans of it.” Luc eased Garrick to the mattress, mindful of the pulp his back had been reduced to. His skin should have air to heal, but Luc had sworn the poison that had seeped into his chest deserved more immediate attention. “Peter never would've given so much to his own kind. Bastard."
"Kate?"
"I'm right here." She brushed his hair from his face with a gentle finger. "Luc checked your back, but he's finished. Rest now."
She shook her head. “He won't die. Vampires don't die."
Luc laughed, a hard, brittle sound that set her stomach to roiling. “I assure you, bebe, we can and do die."
She glared at her guardian. “Then I won't let him."
"I've fed from the weres and hunted the towns close to Pridemore as much as I dare.” Luc shifted foot to foot in the door days later. “The local population can support a more intense hunt, but we can't risk the exposure. That's what the masters are searching for—overhunted ground."
She lay with Garrick in a tangled heap on their bed, their arms and legs, their bodies intertwined. The intimacy argued against every human notion in her to hold herself back from his injuries to avoid jarring the raw, bloody wounds.
But Garrick wasn't human.
He didn't need her caution.
He needed the familiarity of her touch, her scent.
He needed her blood.
Kate's hand poised a stingy inch above his slack mouth. Only wild desperation could've forced her to bite the seeping punctures into her wrist, especially since the virus healed those wounds so rapidly they closed within minutes unless reopened. She'd gagged the first time she'd bitten her own flesh, her stomach literally turning in horror at what she'd done, and man, had it hurt. Not that she'd ever expected it not to. She'd stabbed her incisors into her wrist until she drew blood. Of course it'd hurt. Only a moron would believe otherwise. Luc and Garrick had made it look so easy, though...
Blood slipped in a slow plopping cadence from her dangling fingers to his lips.
Well, whatever her reticence, her initial gut-wrenching reluctance, she'd overcome it long since.
She'd torn the ragged punctures in her wrist back open countless times in the past hours, felt the cumulative blood loss in the weary beat of her pulse, the heavy drag on her body, the fatigue that made clear and coherent thinking nigh impossible.
Still, Garrick did not stir. “It's all right, Luc. Go."
He frowned at her. “I'll return as soon as I can."
But he didn't leave.
She curved her lips, tried to hide her exhaustion from him. “You're headed north, toward Westwego. A lot of bayou, but not many homes until you get closer to New Orleans, which is too dangerous. So you'll range a farther, wider circle, stick to the rural areas to avoid drawing attention. You could be gone several hours. I know, Luc. It's okay."
His lips thinned to a harsh, disapproving line. “No, it's not okay!” He beat a fist against the frame of the door.
Kate's temper snapped. “He needs blood, and I can't get it for him, Luc."
"Do you think he'd thank me for jeopardizing your safety?” He jerked a furious shoulder. “If another of our kind stumbles on Pridemore while I'm gone, you'll be vulnerable."
Her mouth curled to a chiding sneer. “His damned werewolves will protect me.” The pack of weres had sworn to lay down their lives, if need be, to defend her. Perversely, she believed they would.
But these were the very same weres that had poisoned Garrick and flogged him within an inch of his life, so it was hard to feel magnanimous.
Breath by ragged breath, she felt Garrick slipping away from her. Heartbeat by stuttering heartbeat.
He was dying.
She was powerless to stop it.
Even Luc, who had worked so feverishly to heal Garrick at first, had pulled back as his condition had worsened. The only reason she'd persuaded him to hunt for fresh blood to replenish Garrick was her threat to do it herself if he refused.
"It'd take the entire pack to take one of us down. The masters draw nearer in their search for us, every day, and they've armies of servants and slaves with them.” Luc swore under his breath. “Leaving you is too great a risk."
"You almost starved the both of us to death in Chicago because you were afraid to leave me. Don't make that mistake again.” She glared at him. “Get out of here, Luc. And don't come back until you have blood for him."
"I'll hunt for more blood,” he said, dark eyes narrowing on the slow trickle that spattered to Garrick's lips, “if you give him no more of yours."
Her brow furrowed. She bit back a curse.
He meant it.
She didn't need to link with him to know by the rigid tension in his body that her guardian meant every word. Even if Garrick died before he returned. Even though his death would spell their doom.
Luc's caution would kill them all.
"I'm fine."
"Kate,” he growled in warning.
Her lips pursed. “Oh, all right. Have it your way.” She yanked her hand back, rubbing her wrist to speed its healing.
Luc's head dipped to a sharp nod. “Don't think to reopen the wound once I've left.” He tapped his temple with his finger. “I'll know."
Watching his retreating back, Kate was painfully aware that what he said was true.
Luc would know.
If she gave Garrick a drop of her blood, her guardian would race back to her.
Kate was counting on that.
But, alone in their rooms after he'd gone, she waited.
She whispered to Garrick. Murmured into his ear. Caressed his unresponsive body. She reached out to touch his mind more tenaciously and more often. "Hold on, Rick. Just a little longer."
Of course, he didn't answer either her soothing touch or her urgent mental pleas.
Garrick hadn't stirred since the day before.
More alarmingly, his presence had faded then disappeared from her mind too.
She hadn't told Luc. Hadn't dared. Mating to Garrick, it was she, rather than her guardian, who now had the stronger connection with the elder vampyr. As Garrick had weakened, Kate's link with him had outlasted Luc's, but no matter how she'd tried, she hadn't been able to reach Garrick for hours. Already fighting against a hunt to restore his blood, Kate had used her intimacy with her mate to conceal their increasingly dire circumstances from Luc. So he would do what she could not. If he'd known, there was not a promise or threat in the world that would've parted Luc from her.
So far, so good.
Garrick was still dying, but she'd persuaded Luc to relent. To hunt.
Voraciously.
She kept a loose connection with her guardian in the background of her mind. Not because he'd insisted on it, though he had. Not to ease his acute and mindless fears, though it did. Definitely not to quiet her alarm and trepidation. Nothing could do that now except Garrick's survival.
Kate maintained the link to monitor Luc's hunt.
She felt the thrumming increase in his pulse when he found and fed from his first human. If she trembled when her guardian moved on to a quick second and third victim, if her heart clutched in horror to be so exultant at his success, nobody knew it but her.
The shivery, soul-numbing terror she'd felt, too, when she'd been stalked as human prey faded in comparison to Garrick's overwhelming need.
But as Luc's body vibrated with the influx of energy, of life, when he hurried on to track another victim, Kate tucked her head into the crook of Garrick's shoulder for comfort.
Because his deadweight, the slackness of Garrick's body, tore at her more fiercely than the unmitigated panic of the humans Luc fed from. In her guardian's head, sharing his thoughts, she'd felt their fear. Their apprehension.
She should be revolted.
Sickened by the efficiency of Luc's merciless pursuit of blood.
She wasn't.
She was too relieved.
Luc's quarry sacrificed only a unit of blood each, a short ten minutes of their lives.
Garrick's death would cost much more.
Besides, it wasn't all that bad for Luc's prey.
Kate had also shared their crushing relief, had known their peace when her guardian had mesmerized them to complacency for the feeding. The memories Luc supplanted to replace those of the hunt weren't anything like Kate's horrendous experience when she had been bitten.
It's not like the humans were being callously traumatized.
Kate's snuggled closer to Garrick, basked in the warmth of his body, the comfort of his scent.
Maybe it was time she finally admitted, if only to herself, that something inside her had shifted. In the past days and hours, she wasn't sure when, she'd changed. Fundamentally.
She couldn't lie to herself.
Not anymore.
She was no longer human.
Oh, if she stepped back, tried for a little clinical self-evaluation, finding pieces of herself that held on to her non-vampyr sacred cows wouldn't be difficult. Her heart still seized in fright at the vampyr that had mysteriously become as important to her as her next breath, wondered in stunned dread that Garrick had become so vital to her so quickly. Drinking blood was just as gut-wrenching, the werewolves equally bizarre, and she absolutely detested either Luc or Garrick crawling around in her head. Those things bothered her. Those things shook her to her core.
Other things didn't.
And should have.
Luc hunting for blood?
Nope.
Garrick needed it, so Luc preying on humans wasn't just an absolute necessity—it was a welcome development.
Connecting with her guardian?
Even when doing so meant sharing his thrill of the hunt?
She sighed.
That didn't bother her at all.
If anything, she encouraged and prodded Luc's feral anticipation to hasten him along.
Kate wasn't human anymore, no.
She was a vampire.
She shook her head against the cradle of Garrick's neck and shoulder.
No, if she was going to do this, she'd do it right.
She wasn't a vampire.
She was vampyr.
And as long as it'd taken her to come to terms with that, it was time both Garrick and Luc realized it too.
When Luc had glutted himself on so many humans his body shuddered with the power infusing it, Kate lifted over Garrick's chest.
The wolfsbane Peter had flung on his open wounds had raced into his bloodstream, polluted his body, saturated his tissues and organs. Burning pain had progressed to prickling weakness that had hardly been slowed by the blood she'd given him. His pulse had dwindled to a shallow, thready rhythm. His chest struggled to rise and fall.
At least after caring for Garrick and sharing his experience through their link, she knew what to expect when the wolfsbane hit her.
Kate leaned close to his neck, listened hard for the failing beat of his heart.
Killing him would be easy.
The trick would be reviving Garrick before the poison paralyzed her heart and lungs along with his.
She frowned.
No, the trick was timing it to ensure Luc returned to Pridemore in time to fetch the antidote the pack had adamantly refused Garrick.
The weres had denied treatment that would help her mate.
But they wouldn't deny it to Kate.
Not after they'd sworn their loyalty to her.
Luc had been cursing “the damned savages” when he'd let that slip. The pack wouldn't save Garrick, because he had stood in Olivia's place and substituted for her still. The weres would've executed the female alpha, so they'd done all they could to execute Garrick in her stead.
But they'd never, ever allow Kate to be killed along with him.
Her lips curved to a sly smile.
Garrick wasn't the only vampyr who could equal Machiavelli's ruthless deceit.
She bit.
Her mouth began tingling within moments.
Then burned.
Dear God, how it burned.
The shrieking pain built like fire, blistering her lips, scorching her tongue, but she fed at the wound, pitilessly sucked the life's blood from Garrick's overburdened body.
When the scalding sensation streaked from her mouth to spread over her skin, she re-tuned her mind with Luc's, only now leaving herself wide open to him. And so introduced her guardian to the excruciating snap of taut nerve endings. She shared the torturous, crippling clench of her stomach when the poison reached her internal organs.
"Bebe, no!"
She lifted from Garrick's neck, hers corded to ride out the hellacious pain. He was dead. He had to be dead, but groaning out her anguish, Kate straightened the stiff claws her fingers had curved into, forced them to move to the punctures she'd made.
"Oh God, what've you done?"
She ignored Luc's horrified moan, his fear. Instead, she moved her fingers over Garrick's neck. She needed to check his pulse. Her other hand unfisted to settle over his chest. Though the pain was hideous, she ignored her guardian's mounting terror and bent low to Garrick's mouth, pressing her ear to his nose to feel for his breath.
She had to be sure.
Her heart slowed while she patiently waited for any sign of life from him.
Precious seconds ticked by.
Nothing.
"Hold on. I'm coming. God help me, I'm coming."
Triumph glittered along with agony in her eyes. Because while hers struggled, skipped an increasingly lethargic beat, Garrick's heart didn't beat at all.
With more effort than Kate would've believed possible, she lifted her hand from his chest, fisted it to make her veins swell to prominence, and brought her wrist to her mouth. Her teeth slashed, making a clumsy wound that gushed scarlet.
"Hurry," she mentally whispered to Luc, teeth clenched as she shoved the spurting wound to Garrick's pale lips. "I don't know how much longer I can last." Then she shut her guardian out, ruthlessly closed her mind against him.
Not knowing if she lived or died would spur Luc to greater haste.
Besides, her guardian was so distraught, she couldn't afford the distraction.
Instead, she focused her entire being on Garrick.
She rubbed her blood against his mouth, angled her wrist so her jetting blood filled it. Her body weaved shakily, but she fought the poison's ruinous effects on her heart and lungs. She concentrated, struggled to break into his thoughts, the closed-off portions of his mind. Too much blood spouted from her body, streaming wasted down his chin.
She almost wept at the feral punch of his roiling emotions when he finally let her in. His desperate need, the giddy relief. And overriding both, his awesome love for her. If she wasn't so annoyed by the certainty that he'd planned this all along, Kate might've reveled in it. But right now, she was too scared. "Feed, Garrick. Feed, or we both die."
"I won't let you die, love. I couldn't. Any more than you could bear watching it kill me."
When she stroked his trachea to stimulate the pharyngeal reflex, he swallowed, weakly swallowed.
Relieved tears burned her eyes. "Did you have to make this so scary?"
"If blood-mating didn't terrify us, more would die attempting it." His hand lifted moments later, clamped her wrist to his ravenous mouth. He groaned gluttonous satisfaction. "What took you so long?"
Kate glared venomous hatred at Peter as he sat across the living room from her. Sat? No, he sprawled, arm curled around the little redhead he'd introduced as his new mate. The were woman, already swollen with child, quivered against him, shooting terrified glances at Kate.
As though Kate had been the one to inflict the vicious beating, had spilled Garrick's blood, torn his flesh—
"Kate?” Garrick handed her the coffee service he'd retrieved from the kitchen upon the weres’ arrival and, wincing, eased himself down beside her on the loveseat. He leaned cautiously against the sofa cushions, bare chested because the slashes across his back remained too tender to be covered with a shirt, the slashes Peter had whipped into him too raw. But Garrick only nodded to the pair of weres once he'd settled in the most comfortable position possible, which wasn't very given the extent of his injuries. “Serve them."
Eyes narrowed to angry slits, she shifted forward to pour.
Garrick flinched.
She whipped her attention to him, stricken. "We shouldn't do this. You're in no condition to—"
"Pour the fucking coffee, Kate,” Garrick said through gritted teeth.
Peter snickered.
Tight-lipped, Kate sloshed hot coffee into two delicate china cups.
"Elise takes hers light, with two sugars.” Peter's lips curled to a sly grin. “I like mine black."
Biting her tongue to restrain a scathing retort, Kate added a dollop of creamer and twin sugars to one cup before shoving them forward. Hardly gracious, but the best she could summon at the moment. Kate ignored both weres, taking special care in remaining as still as she could as she settled back on the couch. Garrick kissed the crown of her head in mute gratitude.
Peter sipped at his cup. “Thank you, Kate. Elise?"
"Thank you."
"Ah, the mouse squeaks."
Garrick growled her name in warning in her mind, but outwardly, he tucked her against his side. She tried to ease her weight from him. “I'll hurt you.” Even the lightest of touches must hurt, but he tugged her adamantly to him.
He stared with grim determination at the weres. “You're worth it."
"Show them you cherish the body that endured a beating for you."
Kate flashed her eyes up to his, hers wide and glimmering with sharp regret. "I do! If I had known...I would have never..." She swallowed the lump in her throat, still aching and wounded by all that he'd suffered.
But she obeyed.
Careful not to aggravate his injuries further, she snuggled against Garrick, burying her face in his chest so the weres wouldn't have the satisfaction of seeing her cry. "I'm so sorry."
"So. When's Elise due?” Garrick said tipping his head toward the were female, his free hand stroking Kate's shoulder.
"Any day now,” Peter replied, his voice a lazy drawl. “Twins."
"Congratulations, Elise. Peter will be a fine protector for you and your children."
The mouse sneaked a peek from the crook of Peter's arm. “I'm very grateful to him.” Then she shoved her nose back into the shadowy bulk of Peter's body, trembling visibly.
Garrick squeezed Kate's shoulder. “We're very sorry for your loss."
Peter grunted. “Barry was a good man. A strong member of the pack. He will be missed."
Kate turned her eyes away from them all.
"Kate."
She ignored Peter.
Hated him.
"You can't go on punishing him, love."
Though she knew she hurt him, Kate curled deeper into Garrick's embrace when she heard the rustle of his clothes as Peter stood, heard the were's whispered reassurances to Elise before he circled the coffee table to crouch at her feet. “Won't you even ask what happened to Barry? This woman's mate. Father to her children."
She cringed when Peter's clumsy hands stroked her hair. “You hurt him,” she said. The pain and the guilt of it made her eyes burn.
"Yes, I did. The flogging would've killed a were and standing in her stead, should've killed Garrick. But he survived.” His hand paused in her hair. “As you wished."
Garrick stroked her arm. “Olivia defied Peter's authority. For the good of the pack, he needed to establish order. Without control, at times harsh control, a pack spirals into anarchy and chaos."
"Even after beating Garrick within an inch of his life and dousing him with our entire supply of wolfsbane, Barry challenged me for alpha. He doubted I could maintain pack discipline. He leaped on me after Luc dragged Garrick's bloody carcass away."
Kate jerked her gaze up from Garrick's side, stunned.
Peter cocked an eyebrow, slid his turtleneck down his neck to reveal violent tears.
Kate gasped.
Lines etched at the corners of his mouth as he eased the turtleneck back up to hide the devastation. “The bite of a were doesn't heal well. Or quickly."
"There are more, Kate. Luc tended to him—"
"Barry was a fierce challenger.” Peter tossed an approving nod over his shoulder to Elise, who sniffled and wept on the couch inches away. “You've every reason to be proud. He fought well."
"He was your lieutenant, your second-in-command. You trained together. Of course he fought well."
"Barry all but ripped out his throat. See how he favors his side? Lift his shirt, and you'll find the hamburger Barry chewed Peter into."
"I killed him. I didn't enjoy it. Barry was my friend, but I killed him because alphas fight to the death. I had no choice.” He jerked his head to Elise, sobbing behind him on the couch. “I took her under my protection so the rest of the pack wouldn't retaliate. I loved that crazy bastard, but now that he's dead, and with Garrick still flinching from the punishment I inflicted on him, the other men have submitted. Even weakened by Barry, they won't attack me. They don't dare."
Tears welled in her eyes. “You could've died."
"Weres are brutal by nature, love. As are we vampyr. Your human mind balks at the violence, but you cannot change it."
Peter snatched her hand, cradling it against his jaw. “Forgive me.” His tortured eyes pleaded with hers. “For what I did to your mate."
Kate tried and failed to swallow the hard knot in her throat. “You hurt him."
"Yes."
"But what I asked hurt you. Hurt the pack. I should've been the one beaten and—"
"No!” both men roared, eyes rounded in identical horror. Peter's hand squeezed hers like a vise, and Garrick's arm around her crushed her to him.
"I swore loyalty to—"
"As your mate—"
She pressed her fingers to Garrick's lips. “I'm sorry I didn't trust you."
He kissed her fingertips. “I love you, Kate."
She lifted the hand Peter petted and brushed a kiss across his fingers. “You suffered because of me.” Kate swallowed hard but met Elise's gaze. “You and your children suffered because of me. Ignorance is no excuse for what my behavior cost you. I am so sorry."
Elise's gaze flittered to the floor. “You are pack."
Peter's body slackened. “You are mistress of Pridemore, mistress of my pack.” He hesitated. “Mistress of me."
Though it must've pained him, Garrick stiffened beside her, growled.
Peter's gaze dropped, and he laid his head in Kate's lap, baring his neck to Garrick.
She didn't know much about anything, but she did know that was an incredibly stupid thing to do.
But Peter bared his neck, left himself vulnerable to Garrick. And waited.
Garrick's hand rose.
"No!"
Peter tensed.
But the blow didn't land.
Instead, Garrick smoothed his fingers over Peter's hair.
The were angled his head so that he could lick Garrick's fingers.
"Of course, you love her, Peter. As you love me."
"Yes.” He sighed with giddy relief, nuzzled Kate's thighs with his cheek and his chin. He grinned up at her. “Don't ever be angry with me again."
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Chapter Fourteen
"You should be ashamed of yourself.” She glared at the wrinkled map stretched between Luc's hands, the sheaf of papers scattered around him. She wanted to rip the lot into tiny pieces. She wanted to feed every sheet into the fire that crackled and snapped behind them and watch them burn. Sneering ripe disgust, she tugged at Garrick's rock-hard biceps instead.
He arched an amused eyebrow. He stood immobile under her irritated yank, his feet rooted into the deep pile of the carpet in the den where she'd found them.
Mentally laughing at her.
Which just annoyed her more.
Stupid vampires.
She leveled her frigid stare on him, too, for good measure. “Disgraceful. The both of you."
Unsettled by the deepening intimacy that had followed the completion of their blood-mating, Kate had asked Garrick to leave her an hour ago.
Once she'd moved into his rooms, they'd rarely spent a moment apart. She'd turned to him often, for blood, for release when desire stirred to fever pitch. She'd eventually gotten used to the idea that she couldn't fall asleep without him, his scent enfolding her. Sometimes, she just needed the comfort of his smile. To hear the rumbling tenor of his voice. Being away from him, out of his sight, jarred her nerves, set her senses to shrieking. Garrick seemed to understand. He seldom left her.
But her mind had remained her own.
She'd been able to shove him out of her thoughts whenever she wanted.
Not anymore.
His thoughts and emotions had become a white noise in the back of her mind, a constant she couldn't shut out no matter how hard she tried. Time apart, no matter the cost to her jangling nerves, had seemed like a sensible approach to get the man out of her head. Desperate. But rational.
Or so she'd thought.
Luc and Garrick both had been distraught at the dangers blood-mating posed to her from the beginning. So soon after her transition from human to vampyr, they'd said her body was too depleted to risk blood-mating again to reinforce the bond. She had to grow stronger to finish it. They'd sworn to wait until the two vampyr were positive her body could tolerate the burden and bear it well.
Too bad they hadn't consulted her.
She smiled with malicious glee at how easily she'd outmaneuvered them.
Then her nose wrinkled.
Too bad she hadn't consulted them.
Turned out the pair of them had been right about the physical drain on her body. Luc had been horrified when she'd drained Garrick to share the ruinous effects of wolfsbane on his body. Kate was half convinced the strength Garrick had drawn on to return to her had been spurred by his fear that the poison seeping into her might kill her rather than him. Probably because it almost had. Even under Garrick's care and vigilant attention, Kate had nearly died.
She shivered.
Still, neither man had ever hinted that blood-mating would intensify more than their physical union.
They'd focused on the physical hazards.
Not a word about the mental and emotional ones.
She hadn't been prepared.
Not for that.
She sighed.
She didn't understand why they'd been so fearful of the physical aspect of blood-mating. She had to admit that, yeah, things hadn't gone so hot at first. For a few heart-stopping minutes, until Garrick had fastened his mouth to her wrist, she'd been sure that, rather than saving him, Kate had killed them both. Scary. But most of her new life was.
Kate—and Garrick—had survived blood-mating, though. With her body to share the burden of poison polluting his, his strength had returned at an incredible rate. Just as she'd suspected. The weres wouldn't spare medicines to heal Garrick, but they'd been desperately eager to give Luc whatever he needed to save her.
She'd outsmarted them all.
She'd been pleasantly surprised to find she enjoyed the escalation that cementing their blood bond had wrought in her physical ties with Garrick.
Kate liked listening to the faint echo of Garrick's heartbeat. She'd grown fond of the steady thrum of his pulse alongside her own. She reveled in the heady bouquet of his scent now always with her. Inside her. An integral part of her. Still couldn't fall asleep without his arms around her, but at this point, she didn't want to.
And boy, hadn't that been a vicious blow.
She'd anticipated their bodies working in harmony with each other, the physical unity between them.
She hadn't anticipated the mental one.
The psychological union forged by completing their blood bond had set her already precarious equilibrium floundering. His mind in hers, intimately joined and now cemented, had raised the fine hairs at her nape to urgent attention from the moment Kate had realized she couldn't push Garrick away.
She'd hoped that the separation from him might help her regain her distance.
Allow her to harden her heart.
Steel her mind.
So although the notion of his being out of her sight pained her, she'd asked him to go earlier that evening.
If he wasn't near her, his warm eyes on her, his ready embrace so close, maybe she'd be able to shore up her defenses. She'd plant her feet on solid ground again. She'd sort herself and her wildly chaotic emotions out. She'd been so sure.
She'd been wrong.
He was in her head.
To stay.
She couldn't shut him out.
And Kate had grown more and more certain with each passing minute that the only solid ground she'd ever find was at Garrick's side.
He was where she belonged.
So she'd come to him.
Only to discover, while she'd been struggling toward her earth-shattering epiphany, Luc and Garrick had been busily plotting their stupid war.
She glared at him.
"You are such a jerk."
Garrick chuckled. "Am I allowed to link with you, then?"
"No." She pulled at his arm.
He didn't budge.
"You were whipped within an inch of your life a few days ago. And poisoned!” Her lips thinned. “You should be resting. Rebuilding your strength. This is ridiculous. Outrageous. Even for you,” she said, accusing eyes flashing at Garrick.
"We haven't allowed the war to intrude on you. The rigors of mating, adapting to your new nature, they are trial enough.” Luc darted a glance to Garrick, then settled back in his chair. “Fighting hasn't ground to a halt, bebe. The war goes on, and as long as it does, we must be wary."
Garrick nodded. “Masters hunt us."
Kate rolled her eyes. “According to you, they've hunted us all along.” Mindful of the circle of welts Peter's silver manacles had burned into Garrick's wrists, she snatched at his fingers and dragged at them. He simply smiled at her. “An hour of downtime won't make any difference to your war, and it'll do you a world of good. Come on."
He dug in his heels, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Downtime?"
"Entire minutes when neither one of us is sucking blood out of the other. No whacked-out vampire mojo. No werewolves either. No war."
"Masters are drawing closer. I was careful while I hunted for him, but not enough.” Luc frowned. “They haven't tracked on to us yet, but they will. We need to prepare."
"You are such a drama queen, Luc. Don't think I haven't noticed that about you."
He scowled at her.
Ignoring her guardian, she focused on Garrick instead. “You can do what regular people do for sixty lousy minutes without life as we know it coming to its bitter end in some grand vampire apocalypse.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “And if that's too much of a stretch, you can damn well pretend."
The corner of his mouth kicked up.
"And you have to keep your pants on."
He laughed.
"Zipped too."
A boyish grin lit his face, softening his autocratic features. "What's the fun in that?"
She glowered at him. "I took care of the poison, but you're still too beat up from Peter's whip. No sex. So can it."
"I will never be so weak or damaged that I don't want you, love." His fingers covered hers, his hand squeezing hers with easy affection. His eyes shone, sparking with wry humor.
Embedded in his mind as he was in hers, Kate felt his bright pleasure like a kick to her solar plexus.
Just when she thought he couldn't surprise her, that he'd never catch her off guard again, he floored her.
Garrick was happy.
For the very first time, he was truly and genuinely happy.
Lighthearted even.
She gaped at him.
"You bring the worst out in me."
Then he winked.
"All right. Let's give it a try,” he said. “I can't guarantee you the human perception of normalcy, but I can give you ours. For the next hour, we'll pretend there's no war."
Luc bolted upright in his seat. “We've evacuation plans to review. We may need them. Garrick! Where do you think you're going?"
"To show Kate the garden.” He lifted their joined hands to his lips, kissed her fingers. “With any kind of luck, she'll seduce me. Don't wait up."
The night sang.
A light breeze stirred needles in scraggy pines along either side of the flagstone path and swished spears of prematurely green foliage underneath.
Still shoeless, she felt the stone smooth and cold against the soles of her feet. Garrick slung an arm around her shoulders and when she shivered, pulled her against the furnace of his body. “Stay close to me. The early spring brought on the first blooms, but the nights can still be cool,” he murmured into the shell of her ear. “Your eyes have adjusted now, yes?"
She nodded.
The half-moon washed the planes and angles of his face in an eerie, muted silver.
The night was alive with nocturnal creatures.
Kate was too disturbingly aware that she was now one of them. Rather than wallowing in the strange turn her life had taken, she sank blissfully into the warmth of his embrace. She'd hauled him out, away from his war. The least she could do was pretend to be normal too. “Tell me about your garden. You don't strike me as the digging-in-the-dirt type."
He chuckled. “Usually, no. The garden began as a practicality. For the weres,” he said at her bewildered gaze. “See the hood-shaped flowers that run down those stalks there?” He pointed to sprays of drooping blue ahead. “That's Aconitum, also called monkshood from the shape of the bloom.” His brow winged up in droll mischief. “You'll know it as wolfsbane."
She shuddered.
"They're among the first to come out every spring. The flowers are beautiful in the moonlight. Poisonous but beautiful.” He smiled down at her. “And necessary. Every pack needs wolfsbane to keep its weres in line. Which is why I began these woody shrubs.” He tipped his head to stems that barely reached her knees off the path to their right. “They'll grow almost as tall as you are. By midsummer, they'll be dotted with dull purple bell-shaped flowers."
She bent to take a better look. “What is it?"
"Belladonna."
She jerked back.
"I see you've heard of it.” He laughed. “I grow belladonna, deadly nightshade, to treat accidental exposure to wolfsbane. The pack's whelps know to steer clear of my garden, but wild patches have seeded and spread to high ground in the swamp. I thought it wise to provide the pack with the ability to make medicines. Just in case."
She gulped and then stood. “But isn't belladonna poisonous?"
"In this form? Very. But atropine, a thoroughly modern medicine, is derived from it.” His mouth curved. “You tricked the pack out of its supply of belladonna, love. It saved our lives."
Poison to treat poison?
She shook her head in amazement. “Are all of the flowers deadly?"
"Most of them are ordinary,” he said, “but I developed a taste for more exotic plants once I'd gone beyond gardening for practical purposes and decided to incorporate a moon garden into the grounds."
"What's a moon garden?"
Smiling, he held her hand, leading her down the path. “Just a little farther. You'll see."
The path widened to a small clearing beyond a bend ahead, and as she drew nearer, the scent of jasmine and roses tickled her nose. When she rounded the curve, her eyes widened. Her heart fluttered in her chest.
Flowers, white and luminescent by the soft glow of the moon, seemed to float in the air, green stems and leaves lost in the darkness. Five-pointed stars, blooms drooping from shadowy vines, and trumpet-shaped blossoms shimmered magically. Shiny leaves she recognized as silver sage clustered beneath, joined by gray sprigs of lamb's ears and others she didn't recognize.
"A moon garden is one designed to be enjoyed by moonlight, Kate."
Her heart skipped a beat.
He'd planted a garden she could take pleasure in, even at darkest midnight.
Because she wouldn't be able to tolerate the sun until her skin recovered, which wouldn't happen for years.
Roses climbed a shadowy trellis behind a swing hanging from a tree to one side. Carnations in enormous terra cotta pots bracketed each end. And before them, he'd tamed the swamp into an ornamental pond dotted with white blossoms that climbed inches above the water.
The night was perfumed with a heady mixture of rich fragrances. Her calf brushed against potted elephant ears marching in a line down the entrance to the magical world Garrick had created, the heart-shaped leaves like velvet on her skin.
"I start most of the flowering plants from seed, then transfer them once the danger of frost is over. Without the early spring, I wouldn't have dared transplant so soon, but I couldn't wait for you to see it.” He grinned. “The five-pointed stars with the dark pink centers? They're four o'clocks. They bloom in the afternoon and close up at dawn. It's still too soon for night phlox or my angel's trumpets, but they're night bloomers too. That vine? Night-blooming jasmine. It's flowering, but it won't really take off for another couple of weeks."
Awestruck—and humbled—she took in the banquet of lush blooms and spears of silvery plants.
"How long have you worked on this?"
He shrugged a diffident shoulder. “I needed something to do while I waited for you."
Emotion tightened her throat. “You did this for me?"
"Of course I did it for you.” He looked down at her, tucked a lock of her hair behind one ear. “I can be much more romantic than a colonoscopy."
She laughed at his crooked smile, the mischievous sparkle in his eyes, but that glimmer slowly faded, replaced by beseeching warmth. His hand lifted to cup her cheek, cradling her jaw so that his thumb stroked her smooth skin. “Just give me a chance, Kate. That's all I've ever wanted."
Her shoulders sank. “You want a lot more than a chance."
"You're right. I want an end to this bloody disaster of a war. No more killing. No more brutal slavery and death. I want a home. A safe haven for my weres, for weres everywhere, and a sanctuary for Luc to mature into adulthood.” He bent so that his forehead kissed hers. “But none of it would mean anything without you. Give me the chance to win you, Kate. Let me prove myself to you."
His eyes glimmered in the silvery darkness, bluer than any sky Kate could remember, purer than the sunlight she could barely recall and hardly missed. The love shining in his stare warmed all the cold spaces inside her. Made her heart wish for more and fear it all at the same time. “But we've mated,” she said, waiting in trembling anticipation of his mouth on hers. “I killed you and brought you back. It's done."
"Our blood-mating has ended.” Gaze never faltering from hers, he slowly shook his head. “Another step, an important one, but blood-mating completes only the most elemental aspects of pair-bonding among our kind."
She gulped, heart knocking against her ribs. “There's more?"
His lips curved. “You know there is."
That was the problem.
She did.
And she wanted no part of it.
She pulled away from him, jerked her glance away.
She crossed her arms over her chest, and without his body's shelter against the night's chill, she rubbed to warm herself. “Talk to me."
He sighed.
She moved to the bench that had been strung to the tree with chains to form an old-fashioned swing. Goosebumps pebbled her skin when she settled on the seat. She shivered when it swayed. So cold. Without him, she was so cold. “Tell me about your war."
He hung his head, shook it. "Kate."
She flashed eyes that spit foul temper at him. “We're supposed to pretend to be normal, Garrick. One hour. You agreed to give me one hour. Would it kill you to stay out of my head for sixty lousy minutes?"
"We're supposed to pretend the war isn't knocking on our door too."
"Your rules, love. Yours,” he said, voice tight with aggravation.
Her lips pursed. She knew she was being unreasonable, but that didn't seem to matter. “If they're my rules, then I'm allowed to change them whenever I see fit."
He pivoted, shoved his hand through his hair once he'd turned his back on her. Snarling, he jerked back around to face her and marched several steps forward. He jabbed an angry finger at her. “You are so frustrating!"
She arched a cool eyebrow. “Stay out of my head, and I'll be the soul of peace and tranquility. Butter wouldn't melt, yadduh, yadduh, yadduh, blah blah blah."
He stared at her.
The glitter in his eyes softened to a gentle sparkle.
His mouth quirked.
He threw his head back and roared with laughter.
Kate's heart lifted.
She couldn't help but grin in return when, shoulders still quaking, he planted his hands on his hips and snickered gleefully. “You're impossible. Insane. Completely irrational,” he said. “Worse, you're driving me stark-raving mad right along with you."
She snickered, amused at her own perversity. And his. “Better find yourself another vampire girlfriend, then."
"I don't want another vampire girlfriend, and doesn't that say a lot about my state of mind,” he said, chuckling. His eyes abruptly narrowed at her violent shiver. “You're freezing. Scoot over.” When she did, he plunked next to her on the swing, tucked her to his side.
Her body stopped shaking.
With him beside her, his heat enveloping her and his awesome scent wrapped around her, the night wasn't so bitter cold.
Not anymore.
"We're going to be okay, Kate. We'll drive each other crazy.” He kissed the crown of her head. “But we're going to do just fine."
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Chapter Fifteen
She arched her spine, panting out exquisite release as Garrick skated his mouth up her quivering stomach. When he brushed his jaw against the curve of her breast, she tossed her head and moaned out her passion. "Bite. Please."
His teeth scratched the swell of her breast, releasing a taunting, miserly drop. “Stay with me, love,” he said after he'd licked it free, his breath warm on her skin, voice raw and husky.
Kate shivered. Frustrated delight reignited her desire to flashpoint. "Rick."
His weight settled in the welcome cradle of her thighs as he moved his body above hers. "Stay with me."
Her eyes snapped shut at the wondrous pleasure, to have him there, where she most wanted him. Hard as steel, his body aligned with hers so his rigid cock slid against his bared cunt. She fought the instinct to lose herself in the tremendous feelings he stirred inside her. Instead, she opened her eyes, unwilling for even one stingy second to forego the luxury of looking at him. Face-to-face, her greedy stare met his. His eyes focused hot and needy on her as they made love.
They shouldn't be loving each other at all.
Not for lack of desire.
His craving and hers hadn't lessened since the first heady night her vampyr had driven her to him. No, the physical distance between them had simply focused their need for each other. Intensified it.
But she'd tempered that yearning.
Kate rather than Garrick had denied them the joyous fucking their bodies craved. They waited to recover from Peter's poison and for the stripes the were alpha's whip had flogged into Garrick to mend.
She wanted him.
Kate seemed to always want him.
She needed him more and more with each passing moment, every hour.
But she wouldn't—couldn't—allow their passion to consume them. Not until his body had healed.
She would never, ever carelessly endanger him again.
Garrick hadn't been that patient.
He'd tolerated the physical distance from one another only until they'd returned to their rooms from the magical moonlight garden he'd created for her.
Six days.
Six days since he'd faced the whip and the wolfsbane that had nearly ended them both.
But it hadn't killed them.
It had made them stronger.
Healed or not, the wait was over.
They lay, bodies entwined and slick with sweat, in front of the roaring fire he'd built in their bedroom's hearth, clothes now scattered about them in reckless abandon.
"I love you, Kate.” His mouth moved over hers in an aggressive, claiming kiss. “I need you."
When she dug her fingers into his sides and her thighs squeezed his hips, he flinched. “Your back,” she murmured at his sharp hiss of pain.
"Forget my back,” he said on a low growl.
His hand stroked down her shoulder to manacle her right wrist in his grasp. Then he reached across her quivering body to handcuff her other wrist.
Helpless.
Kate knew if she tugged, he'd release her, but her vulnerability felt good.
Right, somehow.
With him.
Only, forever, with him.
Instead of pulling from his grasp, she smiled.
His lips curved into an answering predatory bow that took her breath away.
He gently pushed her arms over her head and held them there. “Hook your leg around mine, love."
Her eyes widened.
Her breath caught.
"Garrick?"
With his free hand, he shoved her left thigh into the tangled blankets, well away from the slashes that had been torn into his hips and ass. “You'll hurt me,” he said, his eyes glittering sharp arousal when he stared down at her, “if your hands and legs are free when I fuck you."
Her pulse rocketed.
Her hands, tightly locked in his grip, shook.
"Your other leg, Kate.” He nudged her with his hip, though the brushing contact with his torn skin made him wince. “Anchor your leg. If you cripple me, I won't be able to make love to you again after."
She sucked in a shuddering gasp.
So long.
He'd made them wait so long.
All the nights, the endless nights, they'd reveled in his talented mouth and hers, the impassioned skill of his hands stroking her, her touch exploring him. His body had become more familiar to her than her own. She'd learned what pleased him, what pleased him best, and he'd mastered the responses he could wring from her like a maestro. There had seemed little end to the pleasures they could give each other.
But he'd robbed them of his dick sliding and spilling into her. The final consummation of the soul-deep bond between them would await the success of their mating, he'd vowed. Over and over and over again.
But he'd also said in the garden that they hadn't finished mating. That blood-mating hadn't ended it.
"No, we haven't finished mating, but I can't stand it anymore. To hell with it. If our mating fails, I want to carry the memory of fucking you with me. I want that much before I die."
Her heart hammered against the wall of her chest, but his eyes shone the love he'd sworn was hers from the first.
Her senses swam because this time, she believed him.
He loved her.
He truly loved her.
Her.
Not the idea of what she was, the survival a mate represented. Right now, he didn't care about winning her loyalty or her trust. He wasn't focused on seducing her or plotting how best to tie her to him so he could go on fighting his infernal war.
He didn't love the woman he thought she should be either.
He loved Kate. The woman who screwed up his carefully laid plans more often than not. The one who made him laugh when he didn't want to laugh, who'd towed him away from his bloody vampyr scheming to walk with her in the moonlight of his creepy-romantic garden. The Kate who'd compared him to colonoscopies and kitchen appliances.
She was the last person in the world he should have ever considered remotely attractive.
But she was the one he wanted.
God help them both, because more and more every night, she was coming to realize that he may be the man she wanted too.
Had she really likened him to a Cuisinart?
One of the Borg?
Why?
She hardly remembered those awful and mistaken impressions of him. She couldn't have been more wrong. He wasn't flat or emotionless. Oh, he still occasionally presented the cold, detached persona that had so misled her at first, as it had no doubt fooled countless others before her. But he wasn't cold or callous or any of the other things he'd pretended to be. Far from it. Garrick's heart was so open and giving, so vulnerable, he had to protect himself, guard his soft, sensitive core. Too many of their kind would hurt him if they could. And had.
With her, he'd shielded his heart most fiercely. She had the power to hurt him as no one else could. Not even Luc, who could kill him. No, he'd hidden and zealously protected his vulnerable center from her, most of all, because only Kate had the power to destroy him, body and soul.
He'd scared her. From the beginning. Garrick had terrified her in ways that made her body shake, that set her nerves to shrieking and scrambled the chaotic mess of her heart, of her mind.
He still did.
But not as before.
Then what he was had petrified her. Vampire or vampyr had made no never-you-mind to Kate. He was no less a predator, inhuman, one who pitilessly stalked her. He'd sucked her blood, for pity's sake. Who wouldn't be afraid of that? Worse, he'd exercised some weird and intense vampire mojo on her that had swayed her to bite him too. Everything that had followed had grown increasingly alien to her, progressively disturbing.
He'd represented more than just a personal threat.
In her mind, Garrick had come to embody the vicious brutality of the new life she'd been dragged into.
But she'd scared him worse.
Far, far worse.
She'd terrified him to the very essence of his being, in his heart of hearts, to the farthest reaches and darkest corners of his mind. And though her fear had lessened over the ensuing days and weeks, his hadn't. His reeling panic had only increased a thousandfold.
She understood that now.
What he was—vampyr—didn't frighten her anymore. She was vampyr too. More and more every day. The clarity that lack of fear allowed her let her see things she never could have grasped before.
She'd terrified Garrick from the tips of his sexy dark hair to the soles of his feet, with far more mind-numbing horror than she'd ever been able to muster.
She was everything he'd believed he didn't want.
That hadn't mattered.
He fell in love with her anyway.
So what if she was mouthy? A wee bit irrational? Unpredictable and frequently absurd? He loved her because she was impulsive, odd, and all those other things that drove him crazy. If she didn't make him a little nuts, she wouldn't be the woman he needed.
But to leave himself open?
Vulnerable?
To her?
Kate was lucky he hadn't taken off running the first time she'd equated him with a food processor.
Garrick had pushed, always pushed her to trust him. If she'd heard him say it once, he'd said it a million times: trust me. Over and above all else, he'd worked to win her trust.
Maybe, just maybe, he hadn't genuinely needed her to trust him.
He'd never needed her trust at all. Not to initiate their mating, not to deepen the bond between them, and definitely not to cement his heart with hers.
No.
Garrick had never needed her trust for that.
She had needed his.
Kate had been the first to bite.
And the second, for that matter.
Garrick had bitten her, taken her mark, only when the lack would've been too perilous. Luc had sworn he wouldn't be able to control Garrick unless she'd marked him, but Kate recognized that for the lie it was. Whether Luc realized it or not, her guardian would have never been able to manipulate Garrick, unless Garrick wanted him to. His overriding affection for Luc controlled Garrick. Blood never would.
Looking back, it was so crystal clear to her now.
Without her mark, Garrick would've been no more dangerous to her or Luc than he was right now. Or ever had been.
But she would've been dangerous. Oh yes.
She would've been downright treacherous.
To him.
A terrible, knee-watering, mind-numbing risk.
That second time...
She'd bitten Garrick after Luc had weakened him.
She might've killed him.
Luc had replenished him, yeah, and Garrick had bent. He'd taken her mark.
But what if he hadn't?
What if Garrick hadn't bitten her?
What if he hadn't taken her blood and belonged to her in the only fundamental way vampyr could?
God only knew what her instincts might have driven her to do to force him to take her blood next.
Garrick bit her, not because he'd sought to rush the relationship building between them and certainly not because he'd become some incredible danger to her.
He'd bitten her because she'd become a danger to him.
Kate had been the first in blood-mating too.
He'd drained her. Killed her and brought her back.
From her human perspective, from the outside looking in, Garrick had appeared the aggressor.
With her new vampyr eyes, she could see that what he'd done hadn't required any special courage on his part. By then, he'd known her vampyr had chosen him, that she would trust him with her life. Goodness gracious, her need for him had been ripping her apart. Of course she'd returned to him. Garrick had known, without a shadow of a doubt, that he'd revive her. Easily.
Not so, he.
Physically weak, she wouldn't have been able to resuscitate him in the beginning, when he'd killed and revived her. Only now could Kate admit that she'd barely managed it nights ago, after feasting on his blood for so long, her body strengthened by his.
But Garrick had done it. Initiated their blood-mating.
For fear that her instincts might drive her to try it if he didn't. Try it and kill them both.
And he'd feared that until the end.
If the damned weres hadn't tried so hard to kill him, Garrick might never have trusted her to drain him and bring him back. Deep down, her big scary vampire had been mindlessly terrified that she wouldn't fight to save his life. That she wouldn't be able to, yes. More importantly, that she wouldn't want to.
Staring down at her now, his blue eyes glittered with desperate hunger, the same hot desire they'd wallowed in these past days and weeks. And alongside it, flashing bright and urgently, his fear.
Garrick was afraid. Still. He was mortally afraid that if he gave her what she wanted, surrendered to the awesome passion that consumed them, he'd have nothing. Nothing to tempt her to remain with him.
She'd shut him out of her mind as much as she could, from her heart.
Though he'd begged her to give him a chance, she'd closed herself off.
She'd given him nothing.
Except this.
Her body.
Her desire.
And it terrified him.
Though she trembled, more afraid than she'd ever been in her life, she opened her mind to him. Linked. She shared his bone-melting fear, the hopeless ferocity of his yearning. His dread.
She curled her knee around his to lock it in place, away from the bloody gashes that had been torn into his ass and thighs. She tried to smile, but her lips quivered. "Trust me."
He sucked in a harsh breath at the smooth glide of her presence into his mind, his thoughts, the turbulent scatter of his emotions.
He eyes snapped shut.
He flinched.
When she reached up to cradle the hard line of his jaw, he shuddered. “It's all right, Rick."
Chest heaving with the force of his need, he shook his head. “No, it's not okay. You're not supposed to—"
"Be inside your head?" She gave his jaw a playful nudge. “That's my line."
He laughed, but when he finally opened his eyes to look at her, it didn't reach his eyes. “I tried to tell you.” He swallowed convulsively. “After we blood-mated the first time."
"I wouldn't link with you then." She traced the line of his calf with her toe, smiled when he shivered in reflexive pleasure. "I will now." She was delighted more by his hot glance flaring back to greet hers. “Does it usually happen like this?"
"I don't care anymore.” His head dipped to graze his lips over hers. “I'm tired of being afraid. I just want to be with you. Let me love you, Kate."
Fierce longing exploded inside her when she felt his cock probe her slick, hot core.
She sighed his name.
His mouth covered hers, his tongue slipping past her lips to dance with hers. "Leave me to die when it's done. I don't care. As long as you fuck me now."
Pinned down by his hands, his body, her mind totally open to him, Kate had never felt so defenseless and exposed.
Or so gloriously alive.
Impossible to keep her mind closed to him. Impossible not to drown in the tumultuous sensations and emotions that rocked him. Urgent passion saturated his every thought. His awesome, crushing joy when his dick stretched her cunt. His wild delight at her trembling when he slowly, ever so slowly filled her. His bone-melting gratification when his hips met hers and he slid home.
She shared every sensation with him, each pounding beat of his heart. They were cousin to her own. The delicious riot of lust that rocked her mirrored his. The identical stunned satisfaction that flooded her to be his, finally his, and his wonder to belong, totally, to her as well. The shivery feel of his cock pushing inside her cunt. Hard. Claiming.
Overwhelming.
To them both.
She wanted to be as close to Garrick as his next breath.
His next heartbeat.
She wanted him so far under her skin that he'd never, ever find his way back out.
Her passion fed his, their need for each other climbing higher and higher.
His hips stilled, his dick solidly rooted inside her. He stared down with eyes that glittered. “I belong to you,” he said, chest rising and falling in labored pants. “Our linked minds, bodies, and our blood are my marriage troth to you."
"Trust me." She reared up to brush her mouth over his. "Just this once, Rick. Please."
When she nudged his jaw aside, he moaned. “I love you,” he said when her teeth sank into him.
Hot, coppery blood filled her mouth in a gluttonous flood that sent her senses flying. He trembled with violent pleasure as he eased his dick out of her. He pushed home, and linked to him, she shared his amazed pleasure as he pierced her through.
"God, how I love you,” he said, losing himself in the awesome miracle they created together.
She fed from him, welcomed his driving, maddening thrusts with equal ferocity, identical wonder.
He loved her.
With his mind, his body, his heart.
All of him.
When he stiffened above her, ecstasy sweeping over him, the staggering pleasure took her as wholly and completely as it had stolen over him. She ripped her hands free of his imprisoning grasp to encircle his neck. She stroked his hair while he quivered and shook, kissed the punctures she'd made at his throat as his dick spurted and spilled into her. Splashing his cum, his scent deep inside her.
And in that moment, tenderness destroyed her. His, hers, who could say?
The scent of his spent sex triggered her orgasm. Her body clenched. Her breath locked in her chest. He bucked his hips, shoving his still-pulsing cock deeper, and her world disintegrated, only to refocus on the hard weight of his body blanketing hers.
Panting, his body still quaking at the intensity of his release, Garrick shifted his head to stare at her.
Kate's warm gaze met and welcomed the stunned awe that sparkled in his. "Your heart is safe with me, Rick. You are completely safe with me."
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Chapter Sixteen
Much to Kate's amusement, Garrick rejoined Luc in the den after the loving was done. Sated, she couldn't move a muscle. Didn't want to. But she'd known he couldn't stay away, not from his war. Not for long. No matter what it cost him. So she'd laughed like a loon when Garrick had crawled from their bed. Groaning wretched exhaustion, he limped around their bedroom to gather his clothes.
"I have to,” he said when he'd pulled jeans over his hips and wincing, tucked his spent cock inside. “Luc's right. The masters are close. Failing to heed that danger, not preparing for it, would be inexcusable.” He brushed a kiss across the top of her head. “Rest. I'll be back soon."
She'd returned his smile, but sleep was out of the question. So she'd lit fragrant candles in the master bath and filled the tub, soaked the ache from her gloriously overtaxed body.
At least, she'd planned to.
"We have company." Garrick's mind whispered to her short moments after she'd slid into the deliciously steaming bubbles. "Only Luc and Peter for now, but others are on the way. I'm afraid our time together, just you and I, may be over."
"Not if you don't want it to be." Kate climbed from the tub, lips pursing to an annoyed line as she reached for a towel. "Whoever it is, kick them out. Sic Peter on them. I don't care what you do, just get rid of them."
"There are matters beyond the realm of my control, love." His warm chuckle rolled through her mind. "Though I am flattered you believe me so powerful."
She stumbled back to their rooms and yanked the closet door wide to snatch one of his shirts.
"No, something pretty. You meet the prince of the rebel council tonight."
She glared at the shirt. "I don't care who he is. He's interrupting. You said we'd have another week. At least another week."
"Aidan would not intrude unnecessarily. I know you are disappointed. As am I. I wanted nothing more than to spend the next week fucking you, but our people have need of us."
"Of you, maybe." She put the dress shirt back on its hanger and reached into her side of the closet. "I'm just an ornament."
"Without you, there is no me, and soon, you will develop powers of your own that far surpass mine."
"Blah, blah, blah."
His mental chuckle made her smile. "We are in the den."
"Stupid vampires,” she muttered under her breath, choosing, then discarding sundresses, flirty skirts and finally settling on a gauzy dress of the palest gold. “Prince of the rebel council,” she said, her tone scathing, as she tugged the scrap of a dress over her head. The fabric draped sparingly from her neck to the vague shadow of cleavage left by her unbound tits, gathered at her waist, and flared at her hips.
Weeks into their mating, Kate still hadn't seen a bra or a scrap of underwear, so she did without both. Probably would've ruined the lines of the dress, anyway. Someday, she'd have to remedy that sorry situation, insist on comfortable, casual clothes. Just the idea of sturdy denim made her wince, but she couldn't run around like a refugee from a lingerie catalog forever.
"Kate?"
She drew her hair into a long ponytail at the base of her neck. "Whoever bought my wardrobe should be shot."
"You're beautiful, as you well know."
She added small gold hoops to her ears. "That's the problem. In this dress, everybody knows."
"Aidan mated to Isabel and sees no other. Come to me, love. I need you."
Rolling her eyes, she left Garrick's rooms and stalked to the den.
"Headhunters again,” an unfamiliar voice drawled from across the room. Kate's step faltered. She halted in the door, her blood freezing in her veins. She examined the figure standing at the stone hearth.
The man was tall, his hair fair, short, and expertly styled to emphasize honeyed highlights.
Highlights?
A vampyr with highlights?
Wait.
A vampyr with a stylist?
The stranger braced his hand against the mantle to lean, but muscles coiled beneath his tailored suit as though prepared to leap to the attack. No polished urbanite, no metrosexual was he. The stranger was like a sleek cougar encased in Armani.
And his dark, dark eyes focused immediately on her. “This must be Kate. Congratulations. Though long from battle, Garrick is our best and strongest warrior. He will serve you well."
"Don't be an ass, Aidan,” Garrick said from the chair by the fire. “You're giving Kate a lousy first impression of you and the council both."
"I interrupted your mating. A lousy first impression is unavoidable, but you knew we wouldn't stay away."
"Not long enough."
Luc scowled at them both. “Council is aware of the circumstances of Kate's transition, the rapidity in which Garrick took her to mate..."
Kate shifted on her feet as her glance shot between the arguing men on the other side of the den. Garrick had pushed his chair back from the fire, into the shadows of the corner and far from Luc, but the stranger, the prince, was too close. Within arm's reach, if Kate were to go to Garrick as she wanted.
Not that she feared Aidan.
Garrick would never let him hurt her. Never.
She just didn't want to be anywhere near the other vampyr. She didn't want to be in the same room and certainly not within reach. Even the thought nauseated her.
All she needed was Garrick, but that damned vampyr was too close. Need and frustration warred inside her while they argued, incessantly argued. It made her quiver and shake, feet planted in the doorway as though stuck in cement.
"It's okay.” She whipped her head around. Peter's lips bowed to a gentle smile. “He won't touch you."
Aidan stiffened, frowned. “I'd never lay a finger on any woman except Isabel. What on earth have you been telling her?"
Garrick ignored all of them, his attention instead focusing on her. His lips curved. His arms opened wide. “Kate."
Peter guided her, keeping his body between her and Aidan as she crossed the room and settled, with a sigh of relief, in Garrick's welcoming embrace. She curled into his chest, exactly as she'd wanted. If she nestled her cheek into his shirt, her entire world became his seductive scent and the comforting beat of his heart.
"A were protecting one of our women. From me, of all people. Truly, Garrick, you go too far."
He rubbed her back, sending shivers of pleasure up her spine. “Kate has more reason to trust Peter than any of our kind."
"You hunger, love. Drink."
"But he's a were!"
Peter growled low in his throat.
Kate sniffed at the crook of his neck, because he was right. "I can wait."
"I apologize, Peter. You seem a nice enough fellow, but... They're animals. They don't even—"
"I'm painfully aware of your position, Aidan, as you are of mine. Debating it now would be pointless and would also offend my friend,” he said, nodding to Peter, “not to mention distress Kate."
"I can't wait, love. We can't. Feed from me."
"In front of Peter, maybe, but..."
"Again, my apologies.” Aidan bowed to Peter.
"The council suspects our mating. So soon after your transition, the estate patrolled by weres, and God knows I was perilously close to turning, all valid reasons for the rebellion to be wary. The intimacy of the feeding will convince Aidan and the council far faster than words that you remain with me because you wish to be."
"They'd take me away." Kate focused on him, her pulse skyrocketing with renewed anxiety. "He's here to take me from you."
Garrick breathed her name. "Aidan came to assess the situation, to act only if he saw evidence you were being held against your will."
She bit her lip. Hard. “You won't let him."
"Never,” he said, blue eyes steady on hers.
"Promise me. I couldn't stand it if—"
"Kate.” His fingers rose to catch her chin. "When are you finally going to trust me?"
She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. "Don't."
"Feed, love. Your hunger beats at me." When he led her mouth to the pulse throbbing at his throat, her tongue tasted his skin. Her nostrils flared at the scent of his blood rushing just underneath, and she listened to the pulsing of his veins. Every night, it was the same, the terrible hunger only Garrick could appease. Kate welcomed it now, the need, recognized her lust for him as both lover and provider as yet another of the many ties that bound them together. She cherished her intimacy with him and wanted, always, more of him.
She sank her teeth deep.
He sucked in a harsh breath, not at the brutality of the bite, for Kate had learned over the past weeks what pleased him, but because she'd learned those lessons perhaps too well.
Kate's head swam as his strength flooded her, her fingers curling around the tender skin of his neck as she drank. He wrapped his arm around her, leaning back into the shadows and angling his body to give them what little privacy he could. “Weres are different than vampyr, Aidan, but different does not equate to barbaric or wrong."
"Do not forget our behaviors and traditions can be uncivilized, too,” Luc said.
"Yes.” Aidan swallowed. “Well.” He shook his head. “Vampyr can hardly be held responsible for sins committed by the dark masters when we fight against—"
"What of the sins of the rebels themselves?” Peter asked. “Weres fight only to protect our hunting grounds, our pack. Vampyr fight one another for mates. Which says nothing of the way you treat your women."
Luc glared. “Our women are our most cherished treasures."
Peter snorted. “You don't marry your women. You abduct them."
Aidan glared.
"He's right,” Garrick said, and Kate laughed against his neck.
"And how do you raise your young? Not at all. Women are hunted by masters and rebels alike, until she's mated—as a child! And your men are left to be tortured and bled dry in prisons you euphemistically call stables.” Peter's lip curled to a sneer. “I've killed members of my pack for a lot less."
A vein throbbed at Aidan's temple. “We choose a mate for love rather than strength and physical stamina."
"Your hormones choose your mates. Love comes later. Much later."
"Garrick loves me.” She lifted a finger to trace his full lips, her heart leaping at the sparkle in his blue eyes.
"But you don't love him."
Her smile faltered.
"No, she doesn't. Not yet.” Garrick kissed her fingers, his warm stare never leaving hers. “It's all right, love.” He threaded his fingers through hers, brought her hand to his jaw to cradle her palm there, comforting her as well as himself. “Your vampyr has chosen. You want me, need me. You trust me with your life and your body. It's enough."
"Who's to say I don't love my mate? I could love Elise. I'm capable of it.” Then Peter cocked his head, considering. “She's loyal, obedient. A proven breeder."
Aidan snickered. “You just described Isabel's favorite mastiff."
"I am were,” Peter growled, “not your mate's pet dog."
Kate ignored them, her attention, her heartache focused on Garrick. "No, it's not enough."
"It is. For now." He skimmed a kiss across her mouth and turned to address the two men. “Stop it. Both of you. Your bickering upsets Kate."
"This vampyr's determination to take her from us, from her home, upsets Kate."
"We won't take her from Garrick. She's obviously happy mated to him, but the rebellion cannot risk her with your kind. She must be protected."
Kate breathed his name, heart twisting in her chest.
"Aidan, why must you always pester Garrick's poor weres?"
A tall blonde stood at the door, glaring grim reproach at Aidan before tipping her head in greeting. “I apologize for my mate's behavior, Peter. His manners are deplorable."
Aidan bristled, body tensing as he raced to the door to aggressively shield her body with his. “You were to stay at the hotel.” He pivoted and planted his feet wide, his stance alert and defensive.
Peter smirked. “And he claims I'm barbaric."
Aidan flashed sharp white teeth. “Get out."
"Stop it, you great idiot. Peter likes me. He won't mistake me for his lunch. Garrick? Help?"
Kate swallowed the lump in her throat, eyes burning as she stroked and petted him. "I care for you. You know that I do."
"Peter is right. Barbaric or not, it's the way of our people. You'll love me eventually, love me completely. Until then, I've love enough for us both."
"It hurts you. I can't stand that I hurt you. Let me..." She brought his mouth to her neck.
"You are my beating heart."
Kate sucked in her breath as his teeth penetrated, feeling the powerful punch of pleasure in the pit of her stomach. “As you are mine,” she whispered into his hair.
"Oh, look. She's falling in love. How wonderful,” Isabel said, peering around Aidan's bulk only to shoot a glare up at him. “And you wanted me to stay home."
"You're being sentimental and foolish.” Aidan pulled Isabel into the shelter of his body. “They're mated. Of course, she loves him."
"No.” Peter's gaze studied Kate and Garrick sipping from her. “But she's starting to."
Isabel sighed. “Isn't it romantic?"
Aidan's eyes narrowed. “Garrick! You've had weeks to love her and centuries to love her still. Get over here. We've a war to run."
Chuckling, Garrick kissed her throat. “The prince bellows, love.” He rose, lifting her to stand beside him.
Fear and uncertainty curled in her stomach, and she reached for him, burying her nose in the crook of his arm. “Don't leave."
He frowned. “With so many others close, your vampyr feels threatened. That's natural, but you must fight those instincts. They are mistaken. Remember my feelings. I won't give you up. Understand?"
She nodded.
And held on to him tighter.
In the end, they gathered in the kitchen, the men separating to the breakfast nook just across the eat-in bar. Even Peter. Aidan protested, but Garrick overruled him. “You interrupted our mating, and you know as well as I what that normally means. Kate's vampyr is stirring."
"Need I remind you that you will soon become a member of the council? That we discuss vital war plans? Our unmated males are not privy to this, and you wish to share it with a were?"
"As her guardian, Luc would have been a comfort to Kate, but out of respect for the council, I asked him to go to the were camp. Because he is unmated and may someday turn. My weres, however, couldn't care less about the war."
Peter nodded. “Weres see your war as a vampyr affair and a vampyr affair only. Our sole interest is staying out of your way."
"They've been quite content to leave us to it, and the pack will ally with no other vampyr, much less a master, so you risk no spilled secrets. Peter reassures Kate in Luc's stead.” Garrick glared. “He stays."
In the kitchen, Isabel leaned against a marble countertop. “Why do you suppose the men outfit our homes with kitchens? It's not as though we need food."
Kate fidgeted at the island separating them from the men, struggling against the chaos of emotions tumbling inside her. Garrick loved her. He did. “I baked cookies for Peter and his mate once."
Isabel shuddered.
She tried to be friendly, forced her lips to curl to a smile though her thoughts skittered restless energy and her pulse raced. “Garrick helped."
"Oh, I would've liked to have seen that.” Isabel laughed. “You are blessed in him, Kate. Garrick's one of our best. I only wish my Aidan would heed his advice more often.” She shrugged. “Once he's mated, perhaps they will all listen."
"All?” But Kate's focus was on Garrick, the defensive stance of his body, the sweep of his angry hand as the men argued in low voices.
"The council.” Isabel crossed to take her hand.
She jumped, startled.
"I'm sorry we interrupted your time with him, more sorry than I can say, but the masters hunt Garrick more than any other. I'm convinced it's his fondness for the weres that so alarms them. Makes him unpredictable. They can't align the Garrick they knew with the man he's become."
Isabel darted a guarded, though no less curious, glance at Peter. “Masters hunted weres for millennia, stomped them out wherever they could find them. But your mate overcame his prejudices. He built a bridge, reached out to them. I think the masters fear Garrick will influence the rest of us into allying with the weres as well.” Isabel's gaze returned to Kate. “Fully mated and allied with the council, he presents a far greater threat to them. They hunt the two of you, and by our reports, have tracked you to Louisiana."
Kate bit her lip. Her nostrils flared, trying to scent him, but too many smells—the woman's subtle perfume, the other's more masculine tang, the pungent fragrance of Peter's were—they crowded in on her, hammered at her senses.
His gaze found her. "Easy, love. I'm right here."
"The council fears for your safety."
Her skin itched. Her pulse shrieked vigorous warning, and no matter Garrick's whisper of assurance in her mind, nothing could stop the creepy-crawly snake of anxiety that hissed and coiled inside her. “I don't care about your council or your stupid war."
"Kate.” Isabel held her hand when she tried to yank it away. “Look at me.” When her eyes searched for Garrick instead, Isabel squeezed hard, and Kate gasped, shocked. “It will get better."
Kate pulled her hand.
Isabel's grip tightened.
"Let go of me."
"I know it doesn't seem like it now, but you'll be better able to handle his absence soon. You won't be so disturbed by the rest of us. What you're feeling is natural, but that does not change the fact that you are in danger. You must help us convince Garrick to allow us to protect you. Bring the weres. I don't care. Whatever it takes. We've found an isolated spot for you to finish your mating safely, in privacy. Just ask him to let us help. He'll listen to you."
Peter growled from the breakfast nook.
Kate's heart thundered in her chest. She yanked at her hand. “Garrick!"
Isabel released her. Hands raised, she stepped back.
"Kate?” Garrick strode to her, wrapped her in his arms, Aidan close behind him.
"What did you do?” Aidan said, glaring foul temper at his mate.
"She and Garrick shared blood in the den. Her vampyr should have been appeased.” Isabel sighed. “Obviously not."
"Why couldn't you leave this to me? You've made it worse. They'll never come with us now."
"You can't protect her.” Peter stalked into the kitchen, eyes narrowed to slits. “You don't mask your scent. If my pack hadn't followed your back trail to muddy your smell, masters would crawl the grounds of Pridemore already."
"It'd take a were to sniff us out, and none of the masters have allied with your kind. I'd know."
Peter laughed bitterly. “You know nothing."
"Hold on to me,” Garrick murmured to Kate, gathering her closer, but she still trembled. Why couldn't she stop shaking?
"Forget weres. You endanger her further the longer you remain.” Peter tapped his chest, the ropes of muscle and flesh that covered his heart. “Her vampyr cannot tolerate it."
Kate's eyes squeezed shut. Her fisted hands rose to her temples, pressing furiously to ease the awful racket in her head, but nothing worked; nothing helped. Her skull throbbed, full to bursting with scents, sounds, too many people talking, always talking. “Make it stop."
"Garrick—"
"Get out.” He lifted her into his arms. “All of you."
Kate eyes snapped shut. Her nails dug into his neck to bind her to him, but the sounds in her head only echoed in more harsh discordance. Aidan's determined plans for their protection. Isabel's fear. Peter's snarling, territorial anger. Their emotions crowded in on her, buzzed around her mind like swarming bees. "It hurts."
"She's too vulnerable, and you tax your strength to defend her.” Kate cringed from the hand Aidan slapped to Garrick's shoulder. “You can't protect her alone."
"We won't be alone.” Garrick jerked from Aidan's touch. “Peter."
The were shoved the vampyr prince aside.
"Tell the council I've gone to ground with my mate.” Garrick strode to the door. Each step stirred nausea in Kate's stomach. “I'll kill any man who tries to follow. Even you, Aidan. Especially you."
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Chapter Seventeen
Jeeps, trucks, motorcycles, boats, and every other manner of vehicle began trickling from Pridemore at dawn. Children and their mothers were the first to leave, followed by the pack's lone unmated female.
"I sent Leona with Taggart,” Peter told Garrick as he unrolled a heavy carpet.
Garrick lay on it, snickered. “They'll have mated by Tuesday.” He opened his arms and Kate, eyes dazed and glassy, curled atop him. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. Her thighs squeezed his hips. “They'll be mated or dead."
"That's the idea. Watch your feet.” Peter rolled the carpet around them.
Kate shuddered in the inky darkness.
"Hold on to me, love.” He nudged her chin to the crook of his shoulder.
Kate didn't need blood.
She needed him.
Just him.
But his blood would comfort her. Comfort them both.
Her teeth sank into him.
"Luc's gone?” he murmured, rubbing a lock of her hair between his fingers as she fed.
"Half an hour ago. Thank you for asking him to accompany Elise.” Kate's teeth mauled his neck when Peter lifted them and, stumbling under their combined weight, carried them outside.
"Thank Luc. When I drafted you to double Kate's security, he insisted on chaperoning your mate.” Garrick grunted when Peter dropped them, ungraciously, in the back of the jeep chosen for the trip. “He's growing fond of weres."
Garrick barely heard Peter's snort through the thick layers of carpet. “He's no different than every other vampyr. He thinks weres are primitive, savage. Little better than vermin."
"I don't think you're vermin. Nor does Kate."
"You're not typical vampyr."
In his arms, Kate drifted to sleep. “Neither is Luc.” Garrick waited until he heard the creak of Peter settling into the driver's seat and the jeep door slam. “If it makes any difference, Luc thinks we're all uncivilized, were and vampyr alike.” He laughed. “Himself included."
The engine roared to life. “He wouldn't have considered protecting a were as a thing of any great importance if not for your influence. For that, I'm grateful."
After working through the night to ease Kate after Aidan's harrowing intrusion, Garrick was bone-weary and spent. His exhaustion was nearly as complete as his mate's. He felt the pull of slumber in the increasing weight of his limbs. The heaviness of his lashes made keeping his eyes open impossible. “His vampyr is maturing. Luc will begin nesting soon. He'll build a sanctuary for his future mate.” Because his faith in Peter was inviolate, he didn't fight sleep's deadening effects, let his body go lax. “Your pack has grown fat with restless weres searching for excuses to challenge one another. Dangerous. And unnecessary."
"I don't trust Luc."
"God forbid.” Garrick chuckled, letting his fatigue sweep over him. “Your trust should always and only belong to me."
"And Kate."
"And Kate,” he agreed, pulling her tightly against him. “Your confidence in Luc isn't mandatory. Or preferable. You need only allow the weres in your pack to trust and ally with Luc themselves."
"I've been considering that,” he said after long moments.
"Good,” Garrick said, his words slurring. “While you are, remember that I'll become a member of the rebel council soon. My influence is spreading."
"That's one way to win the war."
Garrick grunted sleepily. “I've always thought so."
Peter drove through the morning and into the afternoon. He stopped for gas, ate whatever the stores inside offered, and checked his rearview mirror often. He doubled back on his route what felt like a thousand times, speared the jeep to exits at the last moment when he reached the highways. If the bloody vampyr had sent a tail, Peter lost him miles and hours ago.
The sun was just sinking below the horizon when the weight of the bundle in the back shifted. “We're outside Lubbock, Texas.” Peter flicked on the blinker, changed lanes. “I'll pull over when we leave some of this congestion behind."
Garrick didn't answer, but Peter didn't expect him to. Kate's husky grumble as she, too, awoke whispered in his ears. He needn't focus his were senses to detect the brush of her lips against the shirt covering Garrick's chest, but their gruff good-evening greetings to one another wouldn't prevent the vampyr from seeing to the mechanics of Pridemore's relocation to Arizona, if his attention were required. It wasn't. Peter and Garrick had grown comfortable with each other over the years. If unexpected problems had arisen, Garrick knew Peter would've mentioned them. Otherwise, neither were nor vampyr felt the need to fill long silences with idle chatter.
Which was why the lethargic rustle of the carpet stilled when Peter next spoke.
"How deep do you expect your influence on the council to run?” He kept his tenor even, casual, but his knuckles on the steering wheel shone white. “Short-term.” Long-term, Peter had faith that Garrick would sway them. If he'd entertained doubts on that account, his pack would've abandoned Pridemore years rather than hours ago.
But he'd never dared to hope change might come in his lifetime.
"I haven't been accepted into the council. As in the governing of your kind, mine has a great many rules to be followed. Rituals to complete."
Peter's lips thinned in annoyance. “Your war has been an advantage to my people. While the vampyr fight one another, they've little interest in hunting weres."
"I've defended your pack for centuries. Then, my protection was vital, but I'm aware of how little I've been needed since."
Peter snorted. “I'm not stupid, Garrick. The pack isn't reconsidering our alliance. Knowing you, this was probably part of your master plan. So save your infernal tact and diplomacy."
"I'm practicing for the council."
Peter's mouth quirked. “God help me. I've allied with a politician."
Warm laughter drifted from the rear of the jeep.
The smile faded. “But you agree that, strictly speaking, continuing the war is in the weres’ best interests."
"I admit in the past the masters hunted your kind for sport."
"By the rebellion, we were nearly extinct.” Peter hadn't lived in those days, but like his fathers before him, he'd memorized the horrors that had been inflicted on his people. He'd passed the bitter warnings on to his children. “There were only dozens of us. Dozens.” His voice shook. “You know how difficult breeding is for us! We were that close to dying out."
"It wouldn't be like that."
"When your war ends, it will be exactly like that.” Peter squeezed the steering wheel with clenched hands. “Oh, my pack will be safe, tucked behind whatever gilded cage you have planned for us—"
"You're free to come and go, Peter, whenever you like. Your son and daughter chose to live in the city and visit only when their beast forces them to hunt."
Peter glared impotent fury at the road. “Their beasts require no more than a few freshly butchered steaks. Laurel prefers her protein wrapped in cellophane, and Cole hates the bayou, always has.” He shrugged a stiff shoulder. “They returned to Pridemore only to maintain the strength of your mark."
"They'll always have it. If it's more convenient, I'll go to them in the city."
"Your scent is their leash.” He pounded on the steering wheel. “Why do you fight so hard for your freedom, yet blind yourself to the slavery you've created?"
"Do you think I want this? That I ever did?"
"Garrick."
Kate's soft reproach jabbed at Peter's temper. Humiliation shredded him, made his voice sharp, cruel. “You claim to hate our vulnerability, but you're eager to exploit it."
"I'm not exploiting you. I suggested Luc as another protector to branch out your pack, increase your numbers. I'm doing the best that I can!"
"I love you, Garrick. I do.” He nosed the jeep into the lot of an abandoned department store, shoved the gear into park, and exhaled a weary breath. “But your best isn't good enough."
Peter heaved himself from the seat, and rounding the jeep, he hauled the rolled carpet from the back to the cold hard cement. He unfurled the trailing edge, and Garrick's furious jerks did the rest.
The vampyr glared at him from the rectangle of carpet, but it was the sympathy in Kate's stare, her hand a gentle restraint on Garrick's shoulder that undid him.
Garrick's eyes narrowed to slits. “What do you want me to do?"
Peter jerked a shoulder and glanced away. “What can you? As you said, you've done your best."
"And as you said, it's not enough,” he said through clenched teeth. “You obviously have an idea, and I'm all out of them. Let's hear it."
"How deep will your influence on the council run?"
Kate rose to her feet, crossed her arms, and glared at the both of them. “He's listening, Peter. Talk to him."
"Before we left Pridemore, Tim came to me. He's young, but born to be an alpha. He'll approach Luc in Arizona, with my blessing. If Luc is willing, my pack will divide. But that's only two alliances.” He darted a glance at Garrick. “I know of seven alphas, seven other packs, who'd ally with vampyr if they could."
Garrick rested his head against his bent knees, scrubbed tired hands across his face. His shoulders shook. “Seven. Luc's makes eight.” He didn't bother to try to smother his hopeless chuckle. “You don't ask much. That would only cover...what? The whole of New England? Why not all of America? Why not the world?"
Peter bristled. “The more of us who strike alliances, the less dark masters hunt us. One or two packs are slaves. We are confined to our cages, the limited territory our one or two protectors can guarantee our safety, but seven packs? Eight? Ten? We'd have a larger area of security, and with so many protectors, alliances would be a choice rather than a lack of alternatives."
"Ten now.” Garrick groaned.
"Seven,” Kate said, her touch whispering in his hair. “He's only asking for seven."
"It's not too vast a number.” Peter's forehead furrowed. “Seven is attainable."
Garrick tipped his head back and howled mirthless laughter. “The rebels are a minority, Peter. Why do you think I chose to build Pridemore in a swamp? To hide from dark masters and rogues.” He swiveled his gaze to include Kate. “To hide all of us.” His shoulders slumped. “You speak of freedoms I don't possess."
"Seven new alliances and Luc's eight will win your war for you, vampyr. That's almost ten of your kind strengthened by were blood.” Peter paced, excitement glittering in his eyes. “And we can fight. We want to fight. Imagine it, Garrick. Headhunting elders fueled with were blood, joined in battle with hundreds of beasts."
"You'll fight by the hundreds.” He blew out a dispirited breath. “And die by the hundreds."
Peter shrugged a diffident shoulder. “We die anyway."
"Your blood is valuable to us, Peter, but it doesn't make you impervious. Your bodies are fragile. Against the masters? Their servants? You'd be slaughtered and draw their attention back to you. Have you considered that? Your numbers rebounded after the masters focused on the rebellion, but they'd hunt you again. Not just your warriors, your women and children too. The were population recovered thanks to the war, but not enough to join it. The risks are too high."
"Better to die for hoping too much than be killed for fearing it.” Peter shook his head. “No. Some of us will hide among your kind. We won't all be out in the open as we were before. We'll survive."
"We aren't headed to Arizona because they suck at staying alive, Garrick. If not for their ancestral grounds, we would've been trapped in whatever Aidan had planned for us. You said so yourself."
"I designed the bug-out when Pridemore was still an empty bog, love.” His lips twisted to a crooked smile. “I selected the cave complex in Arizona because of its comfort value to the pack. Not because I was desperate and had no other place to go."
"Still. On their own ground, they'll know how to take care of themselves."
Garrick's heart hurt. "I planned that too. If Pridemore fell, I needed to give my weres the best shot at surviving my loss. I owe them that much."
Peter scowled. “Weres have little to lose by joining the war and the world to gain. Why can't you see that? Together, we can make a stand against your dark masters. We can defeat them."
Kate worried her bottom lip. "It could work, couldn't it?"
"I'm counting on that, but it's too soon." Garrick raised a hand. “You're assuming I'd find vampyr willing to tolerate a were pack. Notice I said tolerate. Not welcome. You've spoken to Aidan, seen his prejudices, and he's our prince. How likely is it that I'll be able to net you seven new alliances?"
The alpha's lips thinned. “If we can change Aidan's mind, the rebels will follow. They always do."
"Results persuade the prince. Results and little else.” Garrick stood, snaked his arm around Kate to pull her close. “If the seven alliances you speak of succeed, if they show the council that were support strengthens headhunters for the fight and adds a layer of safety while we mate, Aidan might bend, but he won't promote pacts with weres among our kind until then. He won't help us."
"Your prince won't bend, but you did. You can't be the only one, not after so many generations have lived and died at Pridemore.” Peter aimed a vicious kick at one of the jeep's tires. “Do you not know any of your damned vampyr brothers who'd take us?"
Beseeching, Kate reached out to him. “Peter.” Kate move from the cradle of his arms to Peter to ease the worst of his temper from him.
"You forget what I am. What I've been.” Garrick glanced away, unwilling to meet the questions in Kate's gaze. “I fought for the rebellion. They allowed that. But I never fought with them. They accepted Luc, but not me. Never me."
When he peered through dark lashes, Kate had laid her cheek against the were's shoulder. Her fingers smoothed up and down his arm, quieting him. Peter's body vibrated with anger, but he'd reigned himself in. For her. “I was tolerated, Peter. But only tolerated. If not for Aidan, the rebels would've killed me before I met your forebears. They don't trust me. How could they? I was never one of them."
Peter's awkward hands lifted to stroke Kate's hair. He nodded silently at her. “You will be."
"I will be.” He shifted on his feet. “But not yet."
"You're wrong.” Peter snorted disgust when Garrick opened his mouth to argue. “To most of them, yes, not yet. They trust you as much as they'd trust me, which is not at all, but some of them...” He waved an accusing hand. “They are like Luc. You are an example to him, to them, of a new way to fight the war."
"They are exactly like Luc.” Garrick threw frustrated hands in the air. “Little more than children!"
"Too young to be tainted by old prejudices.” Peter smiled. “According to our pack lore, you were the same age as Luc when you approached us with your ridiculous notion to ally."
Garrick glowered. “Strengthening our youngest and weakest warriors would aid us in ending the war how?"
"Your young are paired with your elders. They'll see the difference we make. All we lack is the opportunity to prove our worth. Little by little, we'll convince them."
Garrick knew what he said was true. He'd spent centuries scheming those same schemes. Alliances with weres would turn the tide of the war. Not win it. Garrick placed a lot of faith in his weres, but he was too painfully aware that much more would be required to end the bloody catastrophe of the rebellion.
But it was a beginning.
Something to build on.
Something to give the rebels sorely needed hope.
But was it time?
The idea had come to him in Nathaniel's stable, when he'd been as trapped in slavery as any other rebel. He'd bided his time, waited. For Luc. After their escape, he'd dared to court and ally with his weres, although Aidan had scrutinized his every move. He'd trusted that the council's perplexity, their bafflement, would outweigh their sense of danger.
His risk had paid off.
The rebels had every reason to destroy him, but ultimately, Aidan hadn't killed him. The puzzle of what he could possibly be up to with the weres had been too compelling.
So Garrick had tended his pack. With Pridemore as sanctuary, he'd watched them grow from the four he'd begun with to dozens. The pack had grown too large for Peter, but it had splintered before, many times over. Some had stayed in Louisiana, near the protection of his blood if not his home. He sent others on.
Those were just the packs he'd nurtured.
More dotted the globe.
Would their numbers hold?
Under the slaughter of war, who could say?
When push came to shove, the rebels were in more danger of dying out than the vulnerable and powerless weres.
"Every pack would need remote, rural territory for their hunting ground,” he finally said, “but our kind is safest in cities. The countryside is left to our youngest, those still too weak to fight in the war. None of our soldiers will have homes to offer you."
"We don't need homes. Land, the kind we require, is plentiful and cheap."
Garrick chuckled. “Pridemore was not cheap."
Peter rolled his eyes. “A small price to pay, but a lucrative investment. One that has paid off a millionfold."
"I agree,” he said. “They won't."
The were blew out a frustrated breath. “We are not without our own resources. Allying packs can return to their ancestral grounds, as we are, until they've proven themselves worth the expense of new land."
"What advantage would that hold for the weres? Why should they be tempted to swear loyalty to their enemy and go to war to die for them without a land guarantee?” Garrick snorted. “If I'd made such a paltry offer to your forebears, they would've chewed me to a bloody pulp. Justifiably. It's insulting."
"Let me worry about that. You worry about finding seven vampyr who will honor their promises to provide land when our packs have earned it."
Garrick studied his old friend. “You're determined, then."
"I am.” Peter returned the assessing stare with equal fortitude and resolve. “I know war. My children know it. I want more for my grandchildren. It's time."
"All right.” Garrick dipped his head. “I'll try."
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Chapter Eighteen
The jeep lurched through rocky canyons. It raced down dry washes, but theirs was among the most direct of routes. They reached the jagged mountains of Peter's ancestral home hours before dawn.
"This is unbelievable,” a were shouted from high above when he lowered a rope ladder to them. “Why didn't you tell me that we descended from the Anasazi?"
Peter cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Because we don't, Tim."
Kate squinted up at the were's dark silhouette, a black speck against the starlit sky. She didn't want to guess how far up the sheer cliff face the were was, how high the ladder rose as she grabbed the first rung. She wasn't afraid of heights, but the one-hundred-yard climb—or more—intimidated her. Maybe if she distracted herself...
"Who are the Anasazi?"
"They were the early Native Americans in the Four Corners region.” Garrick said from behind her, matching her pace up the ladder. “They coexisted with weres centuries before Europeans explorers stumbled across America. The Anasazi and weres traded peacefully with each other at first, but when the Anasazi population exploded and drought hit, resources became scarce. The Anasazi attacked."
Peter made his way up the ladder behind Garrick. “One by one, they drove our packs from the homes we'd carved into the mountains, so they could steal our caves to hide their crops while they fought one another for the best land, more water."
The dark shape above stared down at his alpha while the three of them ascended. “The Anasazi disappeared in the mid-1200s."
"Yes.” Peter laughed. “They did."
"And you claim the vampyr are bloodthirsty.” Garrick snickered. “At least we don't eat the bodies of our enemies."
Kate halted, hand frozen on the ladder. She gaped down at them. “What?"
"What?” Tim repeated from above.
"We don't eat humans. Usually.” When Garrick stopped, his progress impeded by Kate's, Peter shoved at his foot. “The Anasazi should've never dared to seize our homelands. Only a fool comes between a were and his territory. They deserved a great deal worse."
Kate felt her eyes widen.
Shrieking alarm warred with her disgust. “You ate them?"
"I didn't. My forefathers did.” He glared balefully. “We're almost to the top. Keep moving."
"The weres made examples of a few settlements in Colorado, then set a handful of survivors loose to tell the rest that the weres were coming. The Anasazi didn't stop running until they hit the plains, or so his ancestors and their pack lore said.” Garrick tapped her ankle to prod her along. “Come on, love. You won't find any picked-over bones up there. By the time the weres fought their way this far south, the caves were empty. I promise."
Kate made herself climb the last several feet, accepting Tim's hand up when she reached the top. Gasping for breath, she settled on the gritty stone while the younger were helped Garrick and Peter.
"Archeologists have debated what the evidence of Anasazi cannibalism signified for years.” Tim pulled Garrick up. “I studied each of the theories in my Paleo-American Studies class and earned an A on a term paper for arguing that the cut marks and pot-polishing of bone fragments showed widespread executions for witchcraft."
Peter, the last to breach the summit, laughed. “Just goes to show you that fancy degrees don't trump pack lore, boy."
"Have the rooms been readied?” Garrick took Kate's hand when Tim nodded, leading her to another, blessedly shorter, ladder that guided them higher still.
"Vampyr take all the fun out of history, Garrick.” Tim scowled up the ladder at him. “You know that?"
Grinning, Peter slapped a hand on the were's shoulder. “At least you got the widespread executions right."
Kate lay atop him, eyes closed, sleepy and sated as he traced his fingers up and down the bumps of her spine.
They'd climbed, moved deeper into the cave complex, then climbed some more. After the first sets of ladders, they'd used stairs cut into rock that had been weathered by what must've been hundreds if not thousands of feet. Her mind still reeled in amazement at the blend of simplicity and ancient sophistication in their new home. Living quarters clustered around a wide gathering area that looked natural, while manmade, or rather weremade, rooms spilled into one another above and around it.
Far from the burning sun, the room she and Garrick shared was primitive compared to their suite at Pridemore, a cube about ten square feet that had been equipped only with a lantern and a pile of blankets for them to create their bed. But with such fascinating new surroundings to explore, restless after the hours spent rolled in musty carpet in the jeep, Kate hadn't wanted to sleep. She'd examined the walls by the dull glow of the lantern instead, imagined she could still make out the primitive tool marks cut into the stone.
Then Garrick had taken her into his arms.
She still hadn't been interested in sleep, but she also hadn't cared about examining tool marks either.
"I love you, Rick."
His lips curved to a smug smile when she looked up at him. "I know."
She laughed, twisting her finger around wispy chest hair to give it a sharp tug. “You're still a jerk."
"Yeah, but I'm your jerk.” Grinning, Garrick fisted his hand in her hair, urging her lips to his. “Come here.” She sighed when his mouth covered hers, his tongue tangling lazily with hers. "Tell me again."
"I love you."
His body rolled her beneath him, his talented lips never leaving hers. "Again."
"I love you." The weight of his hips pushed her into their blankets. His hard cock slid against her clit, birthing new lust inside her, licking like fire in her veins. "I love you."
"Show me."
When she woke, Garrick had gone, but vague voices echoed nearby.
The weres.
Through the long, delicious night, when Garrick hadn't been making love to her or she to him, he'd spoken of how he'd lived among them before she'd come into his life. He'd hunted the swamps with them, talked around their campfires, wept at the deaths of too many of their babies, and celebrated with the pack when their few children survived. Garrick himself had trained Peter to battle opponents on two legs rather than four, with first bare hands, then sword.
"Peter came to me when I couldn't fight the war anymore, years after I was forced to abandon Luc. So long without Luc, I didn't want to live anymore. Peter wouldn't leave me, though. He came, night after night, until he finally cut his own throat and made me feed. And when it was over, we cried like little girls."
Male laughter filtered down the dark tunnels to her.
Garrick would be with them now.
He loved them.
"I love you as well."
She smiled, inhaling his scent and the heady scent of their sex from the comforter he'd finally pulled around them at dawn. "Garrick."
His answering chuckle reverberated through her mind. "Insatiable wench."
"Yeah, but I'm your insatiable wench." Laughing softly, Kate rose from the bed, searching for some sort of clothing and finding none, wrapped the comforter around her instead. She ignored the camp lantern Garrick had left for her. Flicking shadows from the were's central fire beckoned through the rabbit's warren of rooms.
She recognized familiar voices in the steady murmur of the pack as she crept near. Garrick's low rumble. Peter's sly laugh. Nearer still, she smelled the pack: the woodsy aroma of the central fire flavored with mesquite, the primitive tang of were blood recently spilled for her and Garrick both, his unmistakable earthy scent.
Kate's pulse skittered and raced at only the smell of him.
Garrick.
Rick.
Her lover, her mate.
How had she ever lived without him?
Her life before seemed a pale shadow, a vague memory, as though that life had belonged to someone else, someone far removed from who she was now.
Toeing carefully over loose gravel on steps leading down to the main cavern, Kate supposed that was essentially true. That other life was far behind her because the old Kate was far behind her. She was someone else. Something else. She was vampyr, and though Luc had finished the transition that Master David had started, Garrick had shown her the beauty of what she could be, the awesome miracle they were together.
He was her life.
He was her everything.
"I'm so grateful for you, love. And proud. You've accepted so much of our world and in such a short time. But I'm greedy man, and I waited too long for you. Come to me, Kate. Come just a little farther."
She stepped from the dark corridor, into the light of the were camp.
Her jaw dropped as hot embarrassment flooded her.
She snapped her eyes shut.
At least, she did until Peter's bark of laughter tickled her ears from across the cave. Pride jerked her chin up, her eyes opening so Kate could glare at him.
But Peter wasn't laughing at her.
He hadn't noticed her.
Snickering sly mischief, the were wrestled a grimy seven-year-old to the ground and tickled the boy's side in wild abandon. “Say Uncle, you ill-bred beast, or I'll sic your alpha on you."
"You're my alpha, Uncle Pete."
Peter grinned slick triumph. “Ha."
"That was a sneaky rotten trick.” The boy jabbed at Peter's sides with sharp elbows and scuttled precious inches away. “Mom, Uncle Pete cheated!"
"If Scott shifts, you'll be the one to deal with him.” A plump blonde feeding wood into the central fire spared a brief glance at the tussle. “I mean it, Pete."
Peter pounced on the boy. “Beg for mercy!"
You could almost forget that the whole lot of them were naked.
Almost.
A pair of women, naked, skinned a jackrabbit and tossed the bloody carcass to a teenage boy, also naked, who slit the stomach and scooped out still steaming entrails.
A toddler, endearingly naked, slept on a pile of blankets near the fire, thumb tucked into her pink mouth.
An older boy of ten, sullen and very naked, kicked at a stack of kindling and glared furious mutiny at a girl, prepubescent, but alas, naked, who stuck her pink tongue out at him while she draped the earbuds of a tinnily thumping iPod around her neck.
Gwen Stefani. No shit.
Kate was sure her eyes had popped out of her head.
The best thing to do was back away. Return to the small room she shared with Garrick. Quietly. So no one would see her. Just lift the comforter a bit so she wouldn't trip and back sloooooowly—
"Shifting rips clothes they can't afford to replace, so they do without them in camp. Clothing is an affection of humans and vampyr, but not weres. Most of them consider clothes annoying, uncomfortable, and unnatural. Several have argued that covering the body God blessed us with is a sin."
She jumped, a choked squawk emerging from her throat, then scrambled to anchor the comforter around her when it slipped down one shoulder.
Garrick stood, gloriously naked, at the other side of the fire. “Kate."
"Don't make a big deal of it. You won't embarrass the weres, but you could offend one or two of them."
"The pack wondered when you might make an appearance."
She kept her stare centered on Garrick when she lurched forward. As long as she looked into his eyes, she wasn't looking at...at...
Nope, she was better off focusing on Garrick's face.
His lips curved in open affection. His eyes glimmered, brimming over with love. Her fingers itched to brush away the lock of hair that had fallen over his forehead. “I appear to be overdressed,” she said, moving into his arms.
He brushed her temple with a kiss, hugged her to his side. “No. You're perfect."
"They understand. We are not weres, after all. Your body is just for me."
She arched an eyebrow. “And you?"
He sank to a pile of blankets and gently pulled her down with him. "Pridemore's weres have seen my body for centuries. Covering it at this late date would seem bizarre to them." He frowned. “If it bothers you..."
"No,” she said slowly as she cuddled into his chest, cherishing the strength of his arms around her. “Well, maybe."
"Yes."
"Okay.” He tugged the comforter firmly around them both.
Peter laughed, and this time, his dark eyes sparkled wry amusement at them instead of the squealing boy he'd hefted to his shoulder. “Modesty, Garrick?"
He smiled into her eyes. “I prefer dignified."
"Aidan will like that.” Peter eased the boy down to the ground. He playfully swatted his rear to nudge him toward two other fussing whelps. “A member of the council shouldn't mix with mangy were rabble."
"I like mangy were rabble.” Kate sniffed at Garrick's neck, the steady pump of blood under his pulse both innervating and comforting. "You're on the council now?"
"We both will be." He tipped his chin to give her seeking mouth better access. "Every vampyr gains a seat on the council upon mating."
"Mangy were rabble,” Peter said, still snickering. “But you chose Garrick too. Doesn't say much for your taste.” He made tsking sounds in the back of his throat and planted his fists on his hips. He shook his head in mock regret. “You'll have to keep a watchful eye on your mate, Garrick. She's exhibiting a distinct lack of judgment in her associations."
"Some"—Garrick moaned softly when she only smirked at Peter, then let her teeth slice into Garrick's neck—"might say sitting on the council is a poor association."
"No were is saying it. Thinking it. But not saying it.” Peter plopped down on the comforter next to them, groped for Kate's hand. “Bloody war. Bloody vampyr politics.” He played with her fingers. “Stand or fall, the pack is with you."
Garrick arched an eyebrow. “We'll never be able to return to our home in Louisiana now that the dark masters have found it. Pridemore is lost."
"But you didn't lose us.” Peter laid his head on his thigh. “You'll make another home for us. If you haven't already."
Garrick grunted, stroking Peter's hair.
Vampyr thought weres primitive?
Savage?
Uncivilized?
Had any of his own kind ever placed so much trust in him, had so much faith? With so little reason?
Peter had lost his home. The whole pack had. The were camp at Pridemore hadn't been much by human or vampyr standards, just a collection of campers and trailers in a useless patch of swamp, but Pridemore had represented the peace and security that forever eluded weres. Because vampyr masters had hunted them. For sport. Yet generation after generation, his weres had never faltered from his side. Many of Peter's forebears numbered among Garrick's fondest and most loyal friends. As did Peter. “Everyone's accounted for then? No stragglers?"
"No.” Peter shrugged a lazy shoulder. “Luc and Elise haven't made it yet, but theirs was the longest, most circuitous route. They should take another day or two.” He shifted, exposing his throat. Not to offer his blood. Garrick had fed richly upon rising. No, Peter offered him his tender, vulnerable neck to show his devotion. “We're all here, to the last whelp. Wherever you go, we will follow."
Garrick traced a finger up and down Peter's throat. “Good."
With Kate sipping at him and Peter's love unshakable, even in this dry, barren cave in the rocky desert, he had never felt so content. “When Luc arrives, the four of us will decide."
"Decide what?” Kate asked. She licked the wound she'd made on his neck.
Once he'd committed to the cause of the slaves, Garrick had never questioned his loyalty to the rebellion. His single-minded goal, his purpose for centuries, had been to acquire a mate to gain his seat on the council. He'd fought endlessly. Rogues. Masters. Himself. He'd worked to persuade the others to accept the weres. To give them all a chance to win the war and gain their freedom.
But now, there was Kate.
And his responsibility to his weres had never weighed heavier.
"We'll decide where we go from here."
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap21]
Chapter Nineteen
Garrick moaned in his sleep, forehead furrowing at the tight, agonized cry echoing in his mind.
"Must not call Garrick. Must not call Garrick. Must not—"
Cold sweat beaded his skin.
"Oh, God. Please. Not again."
His back bowed, body writhing inches from Kate's, blankets tangled and twisted around his hips.
"Not my eyes. Dear God, not my eyes!" Desperation and fear pitched the voice higher, the thoughts pushing louder, faster into his skull. "Must not call Garrick. Must not call Garrick."
His hands fisted in the sheets.
"No. Don't!"
He bolted upright at the mental scream, heart rocketing in his chest. His eyes flashed open.
And the scream went on.
And on.
Kate picked her way through the maze of rooms to the were camp in the central cave. She rubbed her hands together to try to stop the shaking, but her stomach trembled. Her pulse madly raced. “Garrick?"
The glow of the campfire flickered against the walls ahead, but no busy noises greeted her as she neared. No children laughed. No murmurs of muted conversation, no footsteps of sentries coming and going to their posts, no click of firewood gathered, none of the camp sounds she'd grown so quickly accustomed to.
Fear unfurled in the pit of her stomach, made her belly roll sickly, but she walked into the camp with determined steps.
The weres stared at her, unblinking, even little Scott, the most mischievous of the whelps. Wary sorrow glimmered in their preternatural eyes as she came to a shuddering halt. Her fingers rose to twist, like nervous birds, at the base of her neck. "Garrick?"
"Here, love."
He sat on a barrel someone had scavenged from God knew where. Elbows on his knees, he rubbed a hand over his eyes. The pack's fighting males surrounded him, rubbing his calf with a pale cheek, curled at his feet, desperately tucked into his side. Peter's head lay on his thigh, while tears streamed from his were eyes, all the worse for the silence of the alpha's weeping.
She didn't need any special sense to feel the grief that tore through all of them, including Garrick.
Especially Garrick.
She stumbled to him, dropped to her knees. Clasping his meaty wrists, she pulled his hands away. Swollen and red, his crystal blue eyes stared bleakly back at her.
"It's real, then."
"They killed Elise first. They cut the twins she was carrying from her body and—"
"Peter.” Garrick's hand descended, fingers skimming his hair. He turned his face into Garrick's side and sobbed. “I'd hoped the link between Luc and me was the stronger, that I could shield you from the worst of his...” His voice trailed off, dazed with a hurt too great and too horrible to comprehend. “I failed him. And now, I've failed you too."
She reached for him, cradling his jaw in her palm and leaned forward until their foreheads kissed. His pain-wracked eyes saw nothing save her and she him. “I know now why winning the war is so important to you. What they're doing to him...” She shuddered, blinking tears from her eyes because Garrick needed her to be strong.
"But you haven't failed me, Garrick. I haven't felt a connection to Luc in days. It's not his thoughts I'm sensing, and I thank God for that. I thank merciful God that you're able to shield them from me, because I don't think I could bear his torture. But it's not his pain I'm feeling. Not his. It's yours. Do you understand?"
"I understand you are hurting. As is he. And it is my fault."
"No."
"I'm your mate. It's my right to share this burden with you.” She shook him. Hard. “As it was Luc's right to share the burden of seeing to my safety until our mating had finished. We all have responsibilities, each for one another, and we welcome them as evidence that our love is active and strong. This is not your fault."
"You don't know. You couldn't.” He sought her lips for comfort. “Masters don't work together. Two sometimes strike a temporary alliance, to achieve a single, short-term purpose. Perhaps to destroy a nest of freed slaves. But that's rare. Very rare."
He drew back deliberate inches, a world of hell shining in his blue eyes. “Four masters are holding Luc. Four. They're torturing him in hopes his agony will draw us to them. They grabbed Luc to get to me."
Aidan arrived at dawn.
The prince strode into the cave like visiting royalty. Which Kate supposed he was, in his weird vamp way. But when he looked so cool, so calm, every hair in place, Armani-slick and smooth down to the tips of his Italian shoes, she couldn't help the resentment that slapped at her.
Garrick had grown steadily quieter in the past hours, his skin sallowing to ghostly alabaster no matter how she'd urged his mouth to her throat, her wrists, her breast. The lines around his mouth had deepened to grooves her lips couldn't ease. His hair spiked at his temples from the countless times he'd run his shaking fingers through it.
What made irrational fury spike through her like nails was that Pridemore's vampyr and weres had descended into a hell she wouldn't wish on Satan himself. Yet this vampyr, this bloody prince, calmly marched to stare down at them, where she, Garrick, and the weres lay together. They'd intertwined atop communal blankets to offer whatever solace could be had to one another just to make it through the next minute. Just one more minute. Then another. And another minute more.
Aidan looked down through his designer sunglasses, his features a placid mask.
His nostrils flared to scent the air. “It's all right,” he shouted toward the cliff face and the ladders there. “They've fully mated."
With an enraged shriek, Kate launched herself at him. Her fingers curved to claws, and she would've done her best to dig furrows into that too-perfect face, gouge an eye from his arrogant head. Garrick had told her the prince was older than even he. Kate knew the vampyr was a great deal more powerful than she was and would've likely batted her attacks away handily, but she'd have tried.
Garrick caught her to him, rolled, and used his weight to hold her down.
"Get off me! Get off. I'm going to kill that slick son of a bi—"
Garrick's mouth fused with hers, cutting off the hysterical tirade and at the same time, subduing the outburst she hadn't the energy to feed.
"Shh, love. Easy. Aidan brought help. He meant only to tell the others your vampyr would tolerate them."
Distraught tears flooded her eyes. "How dare he intrude? After you warned him not to follow, after he brought the masters down on us—"
"The masters would have found us had they tracked us through the prince or our blood trail when Luc and I hunted. They're cutting off his fingers to make him cry out to me. Can you doubt the lengths they'll go to find us?" He buried his nose in the crook of her shoulder when the scream inside her transformed to a broken sob.
"I called him, love,” Garrick said, sheltering her with his body, “because we have no other choice."
"Must you be so insensitive?” Isabel, elegant in a crisp, cream-colored pantsuit, scowled at Aidan when she reached his side. The woman darted a glance warm with concern at all the Pridemore refugees, vampyr and were alike, before finally settling her gaze on Kate. “I often want to kill Aidan myself."
Another vampyr appeared behind her shoulder. He pushed wiry glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Most of us do."
They held the council among the twisted blankets on the cave floor. Aidan simply pulled up Garrick's discarded barrel, fastidiously brushed it off, and sat above them, like a king on his throne.
The rest of the vampyr, four men and two women, perched on the edge of the blankets or the stone floor, to varying degrees of discomfort that the wary glances they flashed at the weres indicated were hardly physical.
Suspicious eyes watched Peter nod. The vampyr tensed when all but the pack's adult males crawled from the twined mass blanketing both Garrick and Kate. They relaxed only when the other weres began seeing to the camp. Fires were rebuilt. Sentries posted. Children busied.
And the soldiers were left to their war.
"We realized something had gone wrong when our headhunters spotted weres searching secondary roads in the Western states—"
"Wait."
Cocooned in the warmth of his arms, Kate peered at Garrick, surprised at the steel in his tone.
Aidan's eyebrow arched. “Yes, Garrick?"
He nodded to the scrawny vampyr, the one with the glasses that kept slipping down his nose. “Not that I don't appreciate that Elliot is very probably the most brilliant of our kind,” he said and tipped his head to indicate another vampyr, this one solid muscle and pure lethal grace. “I realize Malachi is among the best of our warriors, and he was the last to be paired with Luc. I will be grateful for and remember any aid they choose to offer—"
"As will my pack,” Peter said.
"But they are not council. Unmated."
Kate blinked up at Garrick. "And this is important why?"
"Watch. Listen."
Aidan's mouth curved to a feral smile that made her shiver. “Your weres are not council either. I didn't ask you to remove them."
Peter snorted in disgust, burrowed closer to Garrick's side.
She glared at Aidan. "Your prince is insufferable. You should've let me hit him."
Garrick's mental chuckle warmed her. "For better or worse, he's your prince too."
"Luc is unmated, of no particular importance to the rebellion. He is my problem and mine alone.” Garrick stared at first Elliot, who fidgeted, then Malachi, who sat stonily silent. “The weres are mine as well. These vampyr are not."
"Malachi is not just among our best. He is our best.” Aidan stared, his dark eyes keen. “While you mated, the masters searched for you. They raided, one by one at first, then by twos and threes.” He paused, waiting for some reaction from Garrick.
"He won't get one."
"I've always known the masters would push aside their petty differences and work together if universal need surpassed self-interest. I'm surprised you didn't."
"I feared it, yes.” The prince shrugged. “They haven't cooperated with one another since the rebellion began, though, and never like this. We weren't prepared.” He glanced away, swallowed thickly. “They slaughtered us."
Garrick flinched.
"The survivors selected me to represent them.” Malachi shrugged, and taking a deep breath, he squared his shoulders. “Luc was also my partner. I won't abandon him. I can't. You trusted me enough to be his elder in your stead, but I'll take your blood to provide my guarantee. I don't want to, but I will. If that's what it takes to prove my loyalty."
"You see how determined the headhunters are to help you? You know how extraordinary that is,” the prince said. “Don't be a fool."
Garrick stared long moments.
Kate fidgeted.
"I accept."
Startled, she turned in his arms to face him. "You trust him?"
Malachi exhaled, reluctantly stood.
"I trust no one."
"Sit down, Mal. Your word, sworn on your faith, will be your bond."
He nodded. “I vow before holy God that I will keep your secrets, Garrick, and the confidences of this council. To the grave."
Garrick ran a soothing hand up and down her arm. "He'll die to fulfill any promise he's vowed before God. My involvement, at this point, is irrelevant." Garrick jerked his head at the other vampyr, the scrawny one. “And Elliot? He was selected as well?"
"No.” Aidan glared at Garrick, as though daring him to object. “He belongs to me."
Garrick stiffened.
The muscles in the arms he'd draped around Kate molded to steel.
Peter's wide-eyed stare flashed to the scrawny vampyr, who blushed to the roots of his curly brown hair. A rough growl vibrated the were's throat and brought the hairs at Kate's nape to urgent attention. Her heart beat faster, her breath a quiet gasp.
The pack's other males retreated valuable inches from the vampyr surrounding them. As a unit, their bodies tensed to abrupt alert.
Elliot paled.
The remaining pack members fled the cave, swooping up whelps with them.
Dear God.
"They won't attack. Will they?"
Garrick watched the pack maneuver to better fighting positions, his features studiously blank. "Not without my orders."
"Honestly, Peter. That was rude,” Isabel said with a disapproving scowl.
"Since when do rebels enslave their young?” Even Kate could see the were alpha vibrate in equal parts fear and aggression. “Masters are dark. They are all dark."
"Stand down, Peter,” Garrick said, his voice pitched to a low soothing rumble, but his grip on Kate didn't slacken. “Let him speak."
"Why? You won't believe me.” The prince waved a hand to Elliot. “Perhaps you'll believe him."
"Aidan hasn't turned,” he said on a quick rush, “but he is my master. I've been courting him for years."
The adoring glance he shot at Aidan held so much admiration and frank devotion Kate squirmed.
"Why shouldn't I pursue him? Are any of us older than Aidan? More powerful?” The scrawny vampyr smiled, flashing brilliant white teeth at Garrick. “Actually, the legends about you and Luc gave me the idea."
Garrick frowned. “Explain."
The young vampyr pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “When you and Luc partnered together, no rogue could touch the two of you. No other headhunters could match your skill. You were unstoppable, but when you went to ground to wait your mate, Luc weakened. Not that he was an inferior hunter. He was adequate, but that makes my point. He wasn't as agile, as strong, as proficient."
"I must admit, the boy recognized an incongruity I hadn't. I had my eye on you, Garrick, but not your partner. Not Luc,” Aidan said. “Even paired with you as his elder, he should have fought less skillfully. He should have been weaker. As he was when you went to ground."
Elliot nodded. “I realized, all those centuries, he'd been feeding from you."
Kate's forehead furrowed.
Of course Luc fed from Garrick.
Garrick grunted. “Hunters swear a blood oath, a necessary evil."
"Necessary only once. You fed him before every fight, didn't you?” Elliot paused, waiting for a response that didn't come. “I know I'm right. You rationalized it at first. Luc was practically an infant among our kind when you escaped the stables, or so the legend goes. He would've died if you'd left him, but you wanted vengeance. To fight beside you, Luc would've needed strengthening.” Elliot shrugged. “So you made him better. More powerful. Just...more."
Garrick glared, first at Elliot, then at Aidan. “I was never Luc's master."
"No,” Elliot said, leaning forward. “You were his father."
Malachi yawned.
"Every dark master keeps a stable of males to man his defenses, to tend his stronghold, and as a hasty blood meal to increase his fighting strength when needed. But every once in a while, one of those slaves pleases his master. He begins tutoring the slave, grooming him, feeding him."
"Yes, we know,” Garrick said. “Servant vampyr. We've all destroyed the poor wretches."
"But there are stories about masters adopting servants. A son who enjoys greater autonomy than servants, more short-term power due to more frequent feedings from his father. The master gains a valuable assistant who is absolutely obedient to him. The more blood he gives, the greater the son feels compelled to obey. It's really an elegant arrangement."
"Luc was never a servant either."
"No, you took it that legendary step further,” Aidan said. “Except you didn't force him. Luc wanted to be stronger. He wanted to please you. He was your son in every way that counts, because he wanted to be."
Garrick stared at Aidan. “Why?"
Aidan spread his hands. “You said it yourself. He's the most intelligent vampyr I've ever known. We don't dare lose him."
Garrick nodded. “Okay.” He glared at Elliot. “Why?"
"Protection.” He shrugged. “And power, I admit. Have you ever fed from an elder?"
Garrick's face went stony. He glared at Aidan. “Not recently."
Elliot's head bobbed up and down. “Total rush. And when I'm older, stronger, Aidan will help me develop powers it'd take decades to learn on my own.” His eyes shone suddenly with far more wisdom than his years. “A guy like me doesn't stand a chance at winning a mate. If I'm smarter than the others, if I know best how to use the power I can muster, if Aidan helps me at the right time... Maybe. Just maybe."
Aidan smiled at Elliot, a gentle curving of his lips. “He belongs to me, Garrick. You've no cause for concern."
"He's not your son?"
Aidan's lips thinned in irritation. “No."
Puzzled, Garrick studied the prince.
"If there are no other objections? Fine. Let's begin."
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Chapter Twenty
Hours later, he slipped from the pallet of blankets he shared with Kate, tugged on a pair of jeans, and padded from the alcove he'd chosen for them. With so many strangers in camp, the weres were restless, but short of an arched eyebrow from Peter as he passed, no one paid attention to him.
Good.
Garrick was nervous enough.
He headed deeper into the cavern complex.
His heart quickened as he bypassed rooms where other vampyr lay, those who hadn't chosen to wait for dusk to begin their tasks. Malachi wouldn't be there. Stoic as ever, he'd slipped away to pair up partnerless headhunters the moment their plans had been drawn. Some lingered, though.
Not many.
But some.
When the maze of rooms branched, he veered left and saw the light of their fire within moments. His feet slowed. His anxiety was natural, but no matter how his nerves shrieked to turn around, go back, he kept moving forward.
Toward Aidan's camp.
When he reached the entrance, he froze. Candles flickered on thin ledges lining the chipped wall, giving the area a soft glow. Thick, woven rugs blanketed the stone floor. Isabel had kicked off her respectable low-heeled pumps, but otherwise lounged contentedly on a makeshift bed of downy comforters. Engrossed, she licked her finger and turned the page of her book—something heavy and musty-looking.
"Garrick.” Aidan met his gaze in the reflection of a mirror fixed inside the lid of a traveling trunk stood on end. “Come in.” He unknotted his tie and arranged it on a bar installed above where the jacket he'd worn earlier hung. Garrick spotted shoes below, fine leather slid into wooden forms in a drawer that gaped at the bottom of the trunk. The crisp scent of cedar tickled his nostrils.
Garrick's heart pounded.
Aidan and Isabel had entered the caves empty-handed.
They hadn't carried so much as a ballpoint pen.
God help him, had Isabel done this?
He'd heard the rumors, of course. Young vampyr thrived on tales of what females were capable of, the powers they developed. Part of him still believed some of those legends. Logic dictated that a nugget of truth must be buried in them.
Garrick hadn't anticipated that he would be confronted with a display of those powers so soon, though.
His face blanched.
Good Lord, was that Garth Brooks?
His panicked gaze swept the cave, and yes, there it was, an iPod perched high atop a jagged shelf in the rough stone walls.
Garth assured all and sundry that he had “friends in low places."
Garrick's eyes snapped shut as he struggled against the alarm flaring inside him.
Isabel's powers were foreign to him, but his own Kate would one day learn them. Some of them very soon. He should feel comforted by the exhibition, pay attention to what his eyes and ears told him. When Kate began drawing power, he wanted to be in a position to support her and smooth her way. She'd accepted much, tolerated a great deal, but emerging skills like these would terrify her.
Almost as much as they terrified him.
But not nearly as much as Isabel herself did.
Not even close.
He abruptly shook his head, tried to clear it.
He must stop acting like a child.
Garrick had much more pressing reasons to dread this encounter than wallowing in foolish, irrational fears. Isabel could hurt him, badly, if she so chose, true. Very true. If she wanted him dead, there was no doubt in his mind that he would be. Probably before he realized he was in danger.
But he was no threat to Aidan.
So Isabel wouldn't harm a hair on his head.
He was reasonably confident that nothing would happen in this room that he hadn't already given his tacit approval of, simply by seeking them out.
That merited all the mind-numbing, blood-freezing horror he could muster.
Not Isabel.
He meant to move forward.
He wanted to move forward.
His feet just didn't seem to obey him anymore.
A cold bead of sweat trickled down his spine.
Aidan shot an amused glance at Isabel, who closed her book. “Much as it pains me, I'll give you your privacy.” She slipped into her discarded shoes and smiled. “I wouldn't have expected you to be so shy, Garrick."
"Don't tease him, dear. He might bolt,” Aidan said as rolled his sleeves up tanned forearms sprinkled with fine fair hair. But he grinned.
When she walked to the door, where Garrick still stood stubbornly rooted, Isabel stretched on tiptoe to brush a kiss across his cheek. “A little premature, but welcome to the council,” she said, eyes twinkling. “Go ahead.” When he still couldn't force himself to enter the room, she laughed and called over her shoulder as she left, “You'll like it, Garrick. I promise."
Aidan slid off his watch, laid it aside, and lifted a hand to loosen the first three buttons of his shirt. “That's better.” He shot Garrick a curious glance, then walked on stocking feet to a camp chair Garrick hadn't noticed before.
Until then, maybe it hadn't been there.
His stomach lurched.
Aidan settled in the chair, waited expectantly. “I can't come to you, Garrick. It doesn't work that way. Your blood oath must be freely given."
He gave a jerky nod, and pulse hammering a thundering crescendo, he finally crossed to him. Dropping to his knees when he reached Aidan was not a problem. Garrick was certain his legs would no longer hold him upright.
Aidan smoothed Garrick's hair with the tip of his fingers. “You're shaking."
His tongue unglued itself from the roof of his mouth. “I'm nervous."
"So I see.” Dark eyes never leaving Garrick's, he reached for an ornately carved box lying on a tall rock beside them. From it, he withdrew a silver thimble with a single lethal barb extending from its tip.
Garrick stiffened.
His heart rabbited in his chest.
Only his stunned horror saved him the monumental embarrassment of fleeing, grabbing Kate, and running as far as his legs could carry them. Thank God he'd knelt because if he'd been standing, Garrick didn't think even the shock would've spared him. He would have fled. No matter how great their need of the council, every instinct screamed for escape.
He ripped his stare from the lancet, focusing instead on Aidan, whose features were as cool, as placid as ever. If he kept his eyes on Aidan, maybe—just maybe—he could hold himself together.
"You know what this is, of course,” he said.
Garrick felt part of himself slipping into Aidan's eyes, a peaceful calm settling over him. If it had been anyone else, he would've fought the compulsion. But he didn't resist. He didn't dare. “I know what it is."
Aidan slid the weapon over his index finger. “No arguments?"
Garrick swallowed convulsively in spite of Aidan's soothing influence. “None."
"Then you've no reason to be nervous."
His control slipped. “I've every reason,” Garrick said, unable to smother the foul temper in his voice but glad, at least, that he'd repressed the sneer that wanted to accompany it.
Aidan paused, lips curving in wry amusement. “You've done this before, vampyr. No surprises for you. That's more than the rest of us could claim."
"Is that why you chose it? To taunt me?” Fresh panic spiked his pulse. “To punish me?"
Aidan's brow furrowed. “You are our brother, Garrick. No matter what you were before, you've proven yourself since. You paid your debt, many times over.” He nodded to the miniature weapon on his finger. “This is no reprisal. We've all been bled by it. We've used the lancet in the ritual since the council's infancy."
Garrick flinched.
Panic consumed him.
His body trembled so violently he wondered that he didn't simply fly apart. “You didn't salvage it from Nathaniel's stronghold,” he said over the buzzing in his head.
"No.” Aidan shook his head decisively. He reached forward and cursed under his breath when Garrick cringed from the hand that bore the lancet. Instead, he awkwardly grasped his shoulder with the other. “You are our brother. I would nev—"
"Nor Isaac's?"
Aidan's grip on him tightened, his stare glittering sharp regret. “Nor Isaac's."
Garrick's eyes snapped shut.
"We adopted their customs, the ritual.” Aidan's grasp loosened. “But that is all. I didn't steal the lancet from them."
Relief crushed him. His ears rang. “Then I can bear it,” he finally said, though he wasn't sure he could at all.
"You'll bear it more easily if you allow my influence to quiet you."
His heart sank. He hadn't realized he'd crowded Aidan's sway from him, hadn't intended to. That failure spoke volumes of the wounds he'd fought too long and hard to hide. They'd mended. Luc had seen to that. But not without scars.
He opened his eyes, tried for a smile though he knew his was a travesty of it. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I...freaked."
Aidan stared down at him, his eyes glittering pity.
Which made it all the worse.
"Not that it was a simple thing for any of us, but you'd done it before.” Aidan's lips twisted to a bitter smile. “I thought it'd be easier for you. That this,” he said, nodding to the lancet, “its familiarity, might be a comfort."
Garrick fought the horrendous pain that roiled inside him, struggled to overpower his instincts. Every one of which screamed against leaving himself vulnerable to Aidan again. “It'll be a comfort to me after."
Aidan snorted at the lie. “If I could spare you, I would."
His eyes narrowed. “Then you're a fool."
"Garrick."
The callous reprimand in Aidan's voice startled a low growl from him, but he choked it back.
Aidan's fingers rose to his chin, forcing Garrick's gaze to meet his.
Nausea churned his stomach at the poisonous slide of the lancet's silver against his skin.
"I sense your grief, and I wish I wasn't the cause of it. But I will not tolerate defiance. Not now. Not ever. Do you understand?"
Perversely, the severity in his voice, the unbending steel that glinted in his glare steadied Garrick, shattered the walls his instincts had erected around him.
Aidan's soothing influence poured over him as a flood.
Garrick knew Aidan felt it when his lips slowly curved. “Good,” Aidan said, gently tapping the barbed tip against his cheek. Garrick shuddered, equal parts fear and relief. “Very good. After these many centuries, I finally begin to understand you."
Garrick quivered, even under Aidan's mounting influence. “I'm glad somebody does."
"You are as glad of it as you were to see the lancet.” He chuckled. “But what we like isn't always what we need."
"No, it isn't."
"You are a case, Garrick. Truly, you are. Good to know the one they chose is as screwed up as the rest of us.” His dark eyes sparkled wicked merriment. “You cannot possibly imagine how much that endears you to me."
"No, I can't.” He ignored his embarrassment, let himself sink under Aidan's pull. “But I can feel your amusement. Share it if I like."
Aidan's eyebrow arched. “I forget how dangerous you are,” he said but ruined the effect when he laughed. “But not to me."
Garrick shook his head. “Not to you."
"Let us both hope, then, that I live up to your expectations."
Aidan reached for his hand.
Garrick's breath caught.
He stroked his wrist, the touch feather soft. “Would you have come to us so quickly if Luc hadn't been taken?"
"I would've eventually. I need the security.” He shivered. “But I would've avoided you as long as I could."
Aidan shrugged a lazy shoulder. “I'd guessed as much."
Unbearable heat built over his pulse point. Garrick winced at the sharp stab, but the pain was brief, then gone. He promptly dismissed it. “Would you have come so swiftly to Luc's aid if helping me save him didn't guarantee me to you?"
"Of course not.” Aidan shifted Garrick's streaming wrist so that rich scarlet spattered, wasted, to the floor. “Your price is dear. Many will die."
"More lives would be sacrificed if the rebellion failed or, God forbid, the war marched endlessly on.” He fisted his hand so that his muscles strained, forcing his blood from the wound with greater haste. “You would not have expected me to sell my freedom so meanly."
"Even this,” Aidan said, tipping his head to the blood pooling on the stone below, “doesn't buy your freedom.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Just your loyalty."
"You have that,” Garrick said, the first tugs of faintness dragging at him. “You always have."
"Perhaps."
"There is no perhaps. Luc was a rebel, so I became a rebel."
Aidan shrugged. “Before Luc, then."
"Before him, no man was more tightly bound in chains than I. You were shackled by blood.” He swayed, crippling lethargy sweeping over him. “What enslaved me was far stronger: love. The kind of love that is difficult to sever and impossible to destroy."
"Impossible?” Aidan shifted the barbed fingertip over his own wrist. “Still?"
Garrick blinked him into bleary focus. “Still."
Aidan hissed as he punctured the unblemished flesh of his wrist.
Garrick stared, transfixed, at the lush crimson pouring from the small, neat hole that pierced Aidan's wrist. He inhaled to take in the metallic scent. Startling, the hunger that the sight and scent of the elder's blood birthed inside him even after so long.
With more effort than he would've expected, he lifted his chin and stared directly into Aidan's dark eyes. “I need your blood."
Aidan's gaze on him gleamed dark and triumphant. “Then take it."
Garrick's head dipped to the wound.
His body unclenched at his first draw on Aidan's wrist. His muscles uncoiled. Fear that had held him captive long centuries abruptly loosened. The relief, to be finally free if only to serve another master, made him giddy. “They won't snare me again. Not now."
"Speak to me in the way of our people, Garrick." Aidan urged his mouth back to the wound.
He didn't consider refusing him. "I'm free of them." Joyful wonder burst through him like sunlight through a storm cloud. Invigorated him, nourishing his soul as Aidan's blood restored his body. "Finally—forever—free."
"Yes. Today, you are truly one of us." He felt Aidan's smile in the thrum of his pulse. "Unless one of them kills me to break the blood bond between us, anyway."
Garrick recoiled, the pit dropping out of his stomach so suddenly even Aidan's influence couldn't prevent his wild-eyed stare.
The corner of Aidan's mouth tipped to flash a crooked grin. He ungently nudged Garrick's mouth with his still streaming wrist. "Drink. The more my blood runs in you, the more vigorous your tie to me becomes."
"Your position is too precarious to risk a meager sampling. Drink deeply."
He drank, but terror squeezed his chest. He couldn't breathe. "They wouldn't."
But he knew in his heart they would try. Garrick was not so naive as to believe the masters would let him go easily. He understood them, what they were capable of, too well. "They can't."
"You focused too blindly on your goal. That single-mindedness was necessary to attain it, but now that you have, you must steel yourself.” Aidan's fingers whispered through his hair. “The slaughter of our headhunters, the abduction of Luc, these are just the beginning. Far worse awaits us—and you. Stay on your guard, Garrick. Be ready."
"We won't desert you. Remember that."
He shivered, his fear a tangible thing. "The rebellion needs you. We need you. I can't let you die. Not for me."
"Your concern is moving. Truly, it is."
"I'm very glad I didn't kill you,” he said, his voice low and satisfied. "But you worry needlessly. The masters won't kill me. My father wouldn't allow it."
Garrick's body jerked. His mouth tore from the wound, a dazed rumble slipping from his lips as, eyes wide and uncomprehending, he gaped at Aidan.
"You didn't think me capable of organizing our motley crew of weak, half-starved slaves, did you? If you'll recall, the rebellion failed under my so-called leadership." He rubbed at his wrist, careful to hold it away from his body so no blood dripped on his clothing. "After the masters scattered us, our hopes resurrected only because of his guidance. His governance. He told me how to regather them, what to do to transform slaves to soldiers."
"Every prince must have his king, Garrick."
His jaw worked up and down, but his voice failed him. Words flitted in and out of his mind, but none of them made sense. “Jesus,” he finally managed on a prolonged wheeze.
"Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain. Exodus 20:7.” Aidan glowered at him. “God will not hold you guiltless. And your king even less so. Mind your tongue, vampyr."
He staggered, reeling. His strength left his body in a frenetic rush.
His butt kissed the floor, but his eyes didn't leave Aidan's.
"You have a king?"
The prince's scowl shifted to sardonic amusement. “We do."
His hands rose to his temples to hold his chaotic thoughts inside him, physically if necessary. “I have a king."
Aidan nodded. “Yes."
He rubbed furiously at his eyes, sure there must be some manner of trickery in Aidan's response.
"You've my blood in you, Garrick. Link with me and know what I speak is true."
But Garrick didn't need the link.
He knew Aidan wouldn't lie about this.
He just couldn't wrap his mind around it.
A king.
No.
Not just a king.
He knew what this meant, the only thing it could possibly mean.
An ancient.
The rebellion, the cause of the slaves, had been championed by an ancient.
He'd never dared to entertain the notion that any of those stories could be real. Humans had their folklore, seemed to need fantastical myths and legends. His species derived from them, so why should vampyr be any different? Silly vampyr mythology. Or so he'd convinced himself.
He'd been so sure.
"He's quite fascinated with you, Garrick, has been from the beginning."
He shook his head. Violently.
Aidan grinned so wide he beamed. “Take another minute to steady yourself. He warned me the shock would be brutal to you especially."
Garrick breathed in through his nose, out through his mouth. “Do the masters kno—” He frowned. “No. Of course, they don't. If they knew, they'd go to ground and take our enslaved young with them."
"Awareness of him would embolden our unmated males for the fight, but even they cannot know, can never suspect. They may turn and warn the dark masters, become masters themselves. You must never speak of him outside the safety of the council.” Aidan's hand fell to Garrick's shoulder. “You and I, we are the key. He's told me that much. All was uncertain until you mated, until we knew you'd survive, but you have joined us. You are one of us now in every way.
"We've hard, bloody work ahead.” Aidan squeezed his shoulder. “But we will win the war, Garrick. We will, all of us, be free."
He gradually returned Aidan's jubilant smile.
For the first time, Garrick believed.
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Chapter Twenty-one
Caravans of RVs, campers, and battered trucks pulled into park facilities within a fifty-mile radius of Gettysburg. Jobs were abandoned, homes left vacant.
A traveling carnival cancelled Atlanta and steered eighteen-wheelers laden with Ferris wheel components and the mechanical detritus of amusement park rides to Pennsylvania. It was too early to head north, too cold for locals to try their luck at darts, shriek inside Tilt-a-Whirls, or steal kisses from young wives tending toddlers on the merry-go-round. But Marsh Brothers Unlimited employed no less than three packs rigidly segregated by function: food vendors, game trailers, and ride operators. All three had elected to answer Peter's call.
Loners on motorcycles answered as well.
A pair of alphas shepherded two whelps to the female's mother in Maryland. They ignored her sires’ condemning disapproval for the thousandth time, and grinning at one another, checked into a discount motel.
America's weres converged on southwestern Pennsylvania.
A Walmart parking lot provided adequate cover for transportation and extra vehicles. A rusty blue pickup arrived every thirty minutes, and small clusters of silent men and women climbed into the back. They piled out again when the truck reached a crossroads nearby. They faded into neat rows of shoulder-high pines on a Christmas tree farm. Some stripped, piling neatly folded clothes near a marker known only to them before shifting. Others waited.
As one, man or beast, they headed west.
A mile away, Peter divided them with a silent jerk of his chin. Men and women to the left, shifted weres to the right.
"I'll organize the packs, separate those providing blood from those who come to fight,” Peter said, picking at a loose stone in the Arizona dirt.
"We'll need warriors more,” Aidan said. “We should feed from humans to protect your numbers."
"I disagree. Peter swears the weres will come. I believe him.” Garrick's eyes swept the cave, stone walls flickering yellows from the campfire. “There's great power in were blood, Aidan. We'll need every advantage."
"You'll need both, warriors and providers,” Peter said. “The ones who can shift in spite of the blood loss will fill gaps during the attack."
The prince frowned, the stiff set of his shoulders reluctant. “Agreed."
Arm looped under the sagging shoulder of a too-pale blonde, Tim dragged his fellow were to a corner of a neighboring field. His sweeping gaze ensured a plentiful supply of meat. Steam from several pulpy chunks melted islands of violent green in grass otherwise encased in a crust of frost. Some of the resting weres picked at the bloody sinew. Others lay on the ground or leaned against trees, lungs fighting for breath. A few groaned, bones elongating, chest compressing as they shifted.
The shaggy were pivoted and returned to the feeding base. A vampyr hissed to his left, releasing a brother were who fell to the bitterly cold ground. Flush with power, the vampyr stumbled too.
Tim's lips stretched to a smile.
Pussy.
Peter yanked him to a stop when he grabbed the fallen were. “It's time."
He nodded.
When Tim finished shifting, the vampyr had cleared the feeding base, and a magnificent gray animal, Peter's beast, loped yards ahead to a thicket of underbrush where the acrid scent of weres focused and intensified.
Fear and bloodlust zinged through Tim's re-formed body like an electrical charge.
He followed.
Peter's lipless, misshapen mouth peeled back to reveal sharply pointed teeth. He growled, nipped at a couple weres to cement dominance, sniffed at others. Tim smelled a few prancing weres as well. The greetings were ritual, necessary. His acute nose detected the subtle musk of their excitement. The baser part of his beast insisted he revel in the heady mix of foreign scents, but Tim resisted.
His preternatural eyes studied his alpha instead, every growl, every sniff, every proud toss of Peter's head. Because one day, he too would lead a pack. If tonight ended favorably, that day could come soon.
Peter's blunted nose finally lifted. His breath huffed three short bursts that plumed the cold air.
The weres, as a unit, slinked to the tree line, spread out at even intervals. Taking position, Tim stared across barren fields used for tourist parking during summer reenactments and awaited the signal.
A barn stood against the wispy reds and oranges of the setting sun a couple of acres distant. The structure towered four stories, weathered gray with time. Acres of flatland stretched out before him, intersected only by a two-lane road little traveled except during the first week of July.
Tim had minored in history at Tulane, enjoyed all aspects of it. He had especially taken to studying the Civil War, so he imagined this was how Armistead and Picket had felt facing the enemy across a similar plot of land, only stingy miles distant. General Picket had been excited, sure of victory. Tim recognized that same eager confidence in the vibrating body of the were next to him.
Tim was more realistic.
Like Armistead, he stared across that field and saw bodies littered, hot blood steaming before it'd been spilled.
They'd be slaughtered.
But the weres must make this charge. For the rebel vampyr, it was a just a rescue operation. For a beloved friend of a much-needed leader, sure, but this battle was minor, wouldn't affect their war.
For the weres, this battle meant everything.
To pass the time—how much longer could they afford to wait?—he counted shadows lingering near the barn door. Five. No six. He shook his head when a pair of slaves exited the barn, sticking close to its silhouette as the sun dipped to the horizon. The pair made the grand total eight.
Eight to their ninety-four.
The last rays of the sun glinted off the metal barrels of automatic weapons held in the slaves’ hands. The guns, no doubt, had been armed with silver.
They'd all be armed with silver.
Tim and the rest of the weres would just have to run like hell across the flat acres and pray the enemy were poor shots.
It wasn't a baseless hope.
Bullets didn't kill vampyr.
Swords did.
Swords that cut through sinew and vertebrae to sever heads from the enemy's nigh-immortal body.
Neither rogues, headhunters, or dark masters had bothered with anything more modern than the traditional two-handed sword. Because to this day, vampyr were their own worst enemies. Marksmanship was only important for taking down weres. That skill hadn't merited pursuing among vampyr since they'd dipped arrowheads in silver and laced the shafts with wolfsbane.
At Peter's quiet coughing bark, Tim sprang forward. He stayed low to the ground, his paws racing to match the sudden dash of his heartbeat. Weres on either side of him stayed close to the ground too, but surprise carried them pitifully short yards before one of the vampyr at the barn shouted.
Bullets pinged the frozen earth twenty feet in front of him.
Tim let loose the feral snarl he'd been fighting to contain and, forgoing safety for speed, rose precious inches from the earth. The extra height gave his legs freedom to sprint. His strides lengthened, leaving several less courageous—or less foolhardy—weres behind him, but Tim didn't care. The hunt was on him. Bloodlust jabbed him, catching him by the throat. Prodded him on. His mind focused on one thought and one thought only: prey ahead.
He growled in sheer joy.
And ran.
His pace didn't falter when the first sharp whine met his ears, followed by the scent of fresh blood in his nostrils. An awkward, crashing roll of animal flesh resounded behind him, followed by a thin scream as a silver bullet forced the shift back to human form.
Poor bastard.
Without his beast, the enemy could pick him off at their leisure.
Another cry.
Another were fell.
Tim veered as bullets chewed the ground around him, ducked to the left, and almost tripped over the were flanking him. Blood jetted from the hole that bloomed in the beast's temple. The spray of bullets tore the foreleg off the next were in formation, and Tim leaped over his body, twisted in midair to reorient his path to the barn, and raced on.
Where were the rebel's infernal headhunters?
Down the increasingly ragged line, Peter's gray beast darted forward. His alpha's murderous howl cracked the frosty air. Forcing his legs to pump harder, faster, Tim threw back his head and joined the chorus, spurring himself and the others on the last hundred yards.
Prey ahead.
Fresh kill ahead.
Meat.
Ahead.
Peter grinned at him across empty feet that had minutes before been crowded with sprinting weres. He jerked his head toward a vampyr servant who'd foolishly advanced past the immediate proximity of the barn. His weapon spit silver fire at them.
Tim huffed feral acknowledgment, then swerved so that his forward momentum carried him where his alpha needed him to be.
The vampyr never saw him coming.
Tim veered at a steep angle from the slave's left, bunched his hind legs, and sprang.
His powerful jaws crunched through bone while screams from the rear of the barn reached them.
"Their search for you decimated the headhunters,” Malachi said. “Few pairs survived."
"We can't risk those still intact, even for you, Garrick,” the prince said.
"I wouldn't let you.” He nuzzled Kate, let her scent comfort him. “The war must go on, whatever happens to Luc. Or me."
"Yes. The war must continue.” Aidan exhaled a frustrated breath. “Malachi will match up single hunters as quickly as possible."
Malachi studied the rough terrain map they'd arranged on the cave floor. A large rock rested in the center, a stand-in for the barn where Luc was being held. Twigs marked outlying rows of trees, and a shallow furrow scratched in the dirt represented the secondary road that passed by the master's improvised prison. Malachi speared a stick into the ground behind the rock. “We'll hit them there, from the west. When the were diversion builds steam—"
"It's no diversion, vampyr.” Peter smiled, a sly curve of his mouth. “We'll break through their forward defenses. Count on it."
"Good.” Malachi grunted. “Because launching an attack against four masters is suicide."
"Sheer lunacy.” Elliot's head bobbed up and down. Then, he glared at Aidan. “Don't you dare keep me out of the action. I want in. I mean it."
"You're in a distressing hurry to die for a vampyr.” Aidan chuckled. “Don't worry, boy. This time, you'll fight."
Elliot's hands, slippery with sweat, struggled for purchase on the hilt of his sword as he followed Malachi's march through the hole they'd blasted through the barn wall. Fire curled bright red around jagged splinters of wood. Emaciated slaves tied to gnarled posts inside shielded their eyes, slunk back from the deadly rays of the setting sun that filtered through the smoke and haze.
Malachi lifted his sword high. "Stay close, kid. The prince would be annoyed if his new pet was killed on my watch." He slashed down, severing the chains of the first group. The slaves cowered for a moment, then, realizing the vampyr wasn't going to kill them, scampered into the chaos of flames. Guttural shouts and the thunder of gunfire resounded out front.
Malachi stalked to the next group.
Fighting panic, Elliot went with him.
Headhunters poured through the burning hole of the barn wall behind him.
Malachi's sword rose again.
Elliot's senses shrieked fierce alarm, so he pivoted, instinctively parrying a blade that would have sliced through Mal's spine. Steel clanged. The vibration resonated up Elliot's arm so fiercely he feared the joint might pop out of socket, but he gritted his teeth, held the position. "I'm not Aidan's pet." Grunting, he threw off the dark master's weight.
Malachi arched a cool eyebrow over his shoulder. "Prove it." He set the slaves free, leaving his back unguarded.
Again.
Elliot wanted to run as far and as fast as his feet could carry him. Instead, he planted them wide, dug in his heels, and prepared for the next rushing attack.
The dark master charged again, blade swinging.
Elliot's knees buckled under the force of the blow, but he blocked it.
More newly freed slaves fled into the mayhem.
Elliot gripped the sword in both hands to meet the next thrust. The blades locked in a cacophony of sharp metal. Roaring primal fury, he pushed to throw the dark master back and pulled himself upright, bracing this time to slash his sword in offense instead.
He blinked when a blade speared neatly through the master's chest from the rear. “Got him,” Garrick shouted over the master's shoulder. “Set, Elliot."
Set what?
He didn't care.
He channeled his rage and pierced the dark master through, impaling him on his blade.
Garrick slid his free.
Malachi yanked him down a split second before Garrick's sweeping sword would have severed his head as well as the dark master's. Chest heaving, he sprawled in the dust, blinking at the fuzzy image of the head bouncing across the floor. It came to rest against the bottom spoke of a crumbling ladder, the vampyr's teeth still gnashing.
His new partner dragged him upright and, looking in his eyes, squeezed his shoulder. "Set means your blade will set the enemy for your partner's killing blow." Malachi grinned at him, chuckled. "It also means duck."
"That's one.” Garrick strode past and kicked the head out of his way with a booted foot. “There are three more."
Elliot snagged his glasses from the dirt. One of the lenses had cracked. He shoved them onto his nose, anyway. “Three more.” He straightened his shoulders and slid his sword free of the master's headless carcass. He stared at slick red staining the blade. This was what he'd wanted, what he'd demanded of Aidan, to fight. To learn the mechanics of survival and of war.
So far, so good.
He wrapped his fingers tightly around the hilt.
"Okay,” he said. “Three more. Sure."
A were emerged from the smoke, his mouth ringed bloody scarlet, his gray-pelted chin dripping strings of sinew.
Garrick kicked at dirt and rotting straw on the barn floor, revealing a trapdoor. “Get out of here, Peter. And you,” he said, glare slashing to Elliot, “get up that ladder.” He jerked the door open.
Still snickering, Malachi pushed him forward. “Let's go."
While he scrambled up the ladder, Elliot's wide eyes watched Garrick arrow his body and drop like a stone through the gaping hole in the floor.
Malachi prodded him forward, shoved. “Move!"
"They'll be disorganized. Scattered,” Aidan said.
Garrick stared at the crude map they'd made on the floor. “Peter will eliminate as many servants as he can in front. The headhunters will gain entry from the rear. They'll free the slaves to feed the chaos, take care of the servants retreating from the were assault and any surprises on the ground level."
The prince nodded. “Garrick, you'll go in with them."
Kate ignored the rocks and sticks that so fascinated her mate. Instead, she studied a rough sketch Garrick had made of the interior. “Are you sure the building is this big?"
His lips quirked. “Positive."
She frowned at the paper. “We'll never find him in time.” The scratches of lead outlined clusters of ragged boxes, spears of nested traffic cones, and dusty piles of foul-weather gear. “Not in this mess."
"They won't kill him unless they suspect the battle isn't going in their favor,” Elliot said. “Luc's far too important to them alive. They'll need him to try to distract Garrick, weaken him."
Garrick winced.
"You'll find him. Luc's taken a great deal of your blood. You'll track on to him quickly,” Aidan said.
"Like a homing beacon.” Malachi clapped him on the shoulder. “Fighting is always chaotic. It won't take much to build the confusion to mass pandemonium. That will buy you the time you'll need."
"Mass pandemonium.” Isabel smiled. “I like the sound of that."
"Try not to scare the children, dear.” Aidan took her hand in his, kissed it before his gaze returned to the others. “They won't expect us to use our women."
The side of the barn exploded, raining down burning timbers and shards of wood.
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Chapter Twenty-two
Feet braced wide, Garrick sank to his thighs in a mound of loose trash in the storm cellar below. A lonely can pinged down the pile, disturbing paper, aromatic diapers, and an army of empty water bottles. The garbage skidded, a landslide that shifted the heap awkwardly left.
Garrick jumped free, crouched.
He waited precious seconds.
Assessed.
A rat scurried in retreat, nails clicking on discarded plastic.
The explosion above came as a muted roar. He stooped, lifting his elbow to shield his head from clods of dirt the blast loosened to pelt down on him. He blinked, clearing the grit of falling debris from his eyes, and in a brief flare of light from the fires that had begun burning above, he spotted a decrepit door in the shadows ahead.
"Luc?"
He ignored his stinging eyes—dear Lord, the stench—and the screams that followed the battle in the barn overhead. Instead, Garrick marched over a gauntlet of refuse that crunched under his booted feet. Luc remained stubbornly silent, but his pain and misery emanated from that direction in nigh crippling waves.
"I'm coming, Luc. How many are there?" He ripped away the two-by-four the masters had jammed into iron slats pockmarked and grainy with dull rust. "Talk to me. Focus. Help me save your life."
He ripped the door open.
The young vampyr's agony, unshielded, flared out to Garrick like a nuclear detonation.
He stumbled to his knees.
He clenched his teeth, body tensing.
No killing blow ambushed him, though.
No lethal blade sliced down.
Grateful, his eyes snapped shut. The unmitigated suffering that broadcasted from Luc paralyzed him, and moments later, when he could function again, Garrick's lashes slowly lifted.
The room was empty.
Deserted save for...
Good God, what was that thing?
His sword dropped from nerveless fingers.
He lurched forward, fell because he'd forgotten the pain had driven him to his knees.
So he crawled.
He crawled through the garbage, in the dirt, to the bloody lump of twisted limbs and flesh that had once been Luc.
He was...raw.
Bloody.
Every patch of exposed skin seeped sick, glistening red. His body was a roadmap of shallow cuts that trickled, slashes that gushed scarlet. If there was an inch of him that hadn't been carved, cut, and sliced, Garrick couldn't see it. Smashed bone and violent bruises completed the rainbow of devastation that had been inflicted on him.
And it all leaked blood by the quart.
By the gallon.
Garrick scrambled, leaned over him, but he was terrified to touch him, to risk worsening his pain. But he had to. He knew he must. Luc was alive, but he wouldn't survive long without aid. Garrick needed to turn him, evaluate his injuries.
"Sweet Jesus. Please.” The words weren't a curse, but a desperate prayer. He reached a shaking hand toward him, hot tears burning his eyes when his fingers sank into the pulp of Luc's mutilated bicep.
Garrick jumped at Luc's mental scream, but he knew kindness lay in speed, so he rolled the young vampyr from his side to his back, though his stomach churned and twisted at the agony it caused him.
He groaned aloud when he saw what they'd done to him.
Bone gleamed crude, mocking white from a gash that split his face in a gouging diagonal from temple to his chin, identical to the scar marring Garrick's own face. But where Nathaniel had spared Garrick's eyes, the masters who'd imprisoned Luc had shown him no such mercy. His eye was a bloodred orb, the eyelid bisected though pasted roughly together by a thin crust of putrid, blackening goo. They'd blinded his other eye as well, vivid ruby starbursts competing with cloudy gray specks that cast gut-wrenching shadows on his retina.
Garrick had known.
The masters had taken great care to ensure he'd known when Luc had been blinded. How they'd hurt him. Why. Just as the masters had made him screamingly aware of each severed finger. There was not a single torture inflicted on Luc that Garrick hadn't shared.
Every cut.
Every blow.
Every horror.
But knowing and seeing the final results were entirely different nightmares.
Garrick was sickly relieved that they'd fouled Luc's eyes.
At least the young vampyr wouldn't see the damage they'd done to him.
That torment was for Garrick alone.
As it should be.
"It's over, Luc. I'm here now."
He wouldn't be able to answer.
Luc had chewed his lips to bloody ribbons, and his jaw hung at an odd, loose angle, obviously broken. When Luc's mouth opened, fighting for air, Garrick flinched at teeth absent, cracked, and splintered to jagged shards. If that devastation hadn't prevented speech, the razor-thin cuts circling his neck from ear to tattered earlobe would've. Garrick hissed in a sharp breath at the marks that sliced his throat, visible even through the thick wash of blood that dried and flecked to his shoulders.
The misery he'd endured didn't end there, though.
No.
Hurting Luc, torturing him, hadn't been enough.
They'd devastated him. Broken bones jutted from both arms, tearing through ravaged skin. One knee bent to an awkward unnatural angle. His chest gurgled, his lungs pierced by God knew how many shattered ribs.
Without his vampyr, Luc would have—and should have—died. Even with the virus, Garrick was dumbfounded to find him still alive. His elder blood couldn't hope to repair this. No matter how long Luc lived after this, the virus wouldn't grow new fingers for him, couldn't mend this level of damage and destruction. As it hadn't healed the cut Nathaniel had sliced into his own face long before Luc. When Garrick had fought and failed to save his own father.
Luc, too, would scar.
But he was alive.
Like Garrick, he no doubt wished for death, longed for it.
But he'd survive.
He had to.
"Kill me."
The anguish in Luc's plea galvanized Garrick, prodded him to action. He ripped his shirt over his head, bunched it, and wiped sticky blood from the young vampyr's throat. “I won't let you die, Luc."
His stomach rolled when he realized one gouging slice had partially severed his vocal cords, but he dabbed at the wound. His mouth tightened to a grim line. “If I have to drag you every inch of the way, kicking and screaming, I swear before Holy God that you will live."
"Please."
When he pushed Luc's scarlet-stained hair from his eyes with a shaking hand, the sour scent of the blood that had soaked into his shirt from Luc's neck finally pushed through his dazed senses.
Garrick froze.
His eyes widened.
He reached forward, unwilling to grasp what his fingers, slicked vermillion, told him, the reeking aroma that wet his hands sweet, faintly nauseating. And horrifyingly familiar.
It wasn't Luc's blood.
"Get away from me."
He shoved the bunched shirt down Luc's ruined torso. He mopped the blood into the cloth and brought it to his nose to inhale deeply.
His breath left his body on a broken moan.
His shoulders sagged.
"Please, get away."
When his horror-struck gaze lowered to what was left of Luc, when he saw the word they'd carved into his chest, Garrick flinched.
"I am unclean."
Agony tightened and choked his throat, but he complied. He backed costly inches from the wreck of Luc's body. "The masters fed their blood to him, Aidan."
Far above, the prince answered him. "Yes. I know."
He rubbed at eyes that burned with the crook of his elbow. "They made a slave of him. To all of them."
"The one you killed was Jonas. Malachi and Elliot have cornered another master in the hayloft and a third, whom I believe to be Krystiyan, left a blood trail so thick he won't last the hour even if he manages to elude your weres. But he won't escape." Garrick felt the prince's sharp regret. "In the confusion, Zechariah slipped away. I'm sorry."
He squared his shoulders, sucked in a steadying breath. "Their heads are mine and mine alone. No one takes their heads except me."
"I'll make sure the others know. You'll have your vengeance, Garrick. This much, I promise you."
He shoved himself upright and snatched his sword from the floor. He gazed down at the bloodied, beaten shell that contained the boy he'd met in Nathaniel's stable, the friend who had saved Garrick when he only wanted to die once they were free. One of the few genuine friends Garrick had ever had.
"If you can't bring yourself to kill him..."
Garrick pivoted. He strode from the dank, dark room on determined feet though every sense in him revolted at leaving Luc in that unspeakable hell. "No."
He sensed the prince's heaving sigh. "Very well. I'll kill him for you."
Reaching the piles of garbage in the antechamber, he looked up, wild eyes searching for a rope, a ladder. Something. Anything. The masters would've needed some means of going up and down to the cellar to torture and feed their prisoner. "I'll have the head of any man, woman, or were who touches him."
A rope, thickly knotted at even intervals, fell from above. Aidan stared down at him. “I know you love him, and I am more sorry than I can say. But you can't leave Luc to live like that,” the prince said when Garrick had sheathed his sword.
Grabbing the rope, he heaved himself up, hand over hand. “How do you know what condition he's in?” he panted through gritted teeth as he climbed.
"You've my blood in you, vampyr."
"Even if he could recover from...that, he is lost to us. We've captured the remaining two masters, but if you kill them as you killed Jonas, Luc is no less a slave to Zechariah. Life, for him, has become the greater cruelty.” When Garrick reached the lip of the trapdoor, Aidan offered him a hand up.
Garrick brushed it aside. He pulled himself to the floor of the barn and swung his legs over. “It will be the greater cruelty only if I don't destroy the masters who enslaved him. All of them.” He scrambled to his feet, slid his sword free. It felt right in his grasp, gave him the control he needed to keep going, no matter how his heart ached.
"Elliot was right. Do you understand? He was right.” Garrick met the heart-wrenching sympathy in the prince's gaze. Determination stiffened his spine. “Dawn is hours away."
"You risk much.” Aidan frowned. “To what purpose? Even were you to succeed in releasing him from his slavery to the masters, would Luc thank you? His vampyr won't heal him. What kind of life could he hope to have as he is now?"
Garrick's features twisted to a fierce scowl. “What wouldn't you do to save Elliot's life? To save Isabel's? If she were lying below, crippled and dying, what wouldn't you do to save her?"
The prince's eyes narrowed. “Isabel is my mate.” He shook his head. “Elliot is not."
"If you're not willing to die for Elliot, you've no business fostering him. He'll come to love you that much, if he doesn't already.” Garrick blew out a frustrated breath, his grip on his sword tightening. “Why do you think I lasted as long as I have?” He jabbed the tip of his sword down so it pointed belowground. “I won't watch him die!"
"Garrick?"
He spun around and snarled when he spied Kate's lithe form in the barn door. “What are you doing on a field of battle?” he said through clenched teeth. “Two masters live, and another has escaped. You aren't safe."
She planted her hands on her hips, eyes glinting mutinous temper. “If it's safe enough for her, it's safe enough for me."
Beside him, Aidan sucked in a sharp gasp. “Isabel!"
The prince's mate strode across the smoky room, stepping delicately around a charred, headless corpse. “Oh, be quiet, Aidan. I've ten times your power. I'm perfectly capable of protecting myself and you if need be."
Garrick left the pair to bicker and walked to Kate instead. He grasped her arm, but not in anger. His fear was a terrible black void inside him that sucked all warmth and vitality into its greedy maw. “That is not so for you, love. Your vampyr is new, your power nascent.” He tipped his head to Isabel. “Someday. But for you, not yet."
What he wanted, more than anything else, was to pull her into his arms and just stay there. Forever. He'd give anything to just rest his forehead to her shoulder, feel her fingers twining in his hair and just weep. Pain squeezed his throat. “I can't lose you too."
Color drained from her face. “Luc?"
"He's alive. For now.” Garrick's head jerked in a stiff nod when a pair of beasts appeared at her side. “Peter will see to your safety in my stead. Tim?"
The gray beast plopped in the dirt by Kate, but the much younger black, coat streaked with gore and mud, fastened his teeth around Garrick's fingers to guide him to the fields to the east.
"Time is a luxury Luc can ill afford.” Garrick pulled his hand away. “Run. Find the injured master. I'll follow."
When he returned, Peter sprawled, naked and smeared with mud, at Kate's feet in the barn's smoldering interior. His chest heaved in exhaustion, his body spent, but a wide smile stretched across his soot-streaked face. Kate, Aidan, and Isabel argued in low voices, paying no attention to the blood-spattered were.
Garrick wouldn't ignore the traitorous mutt.
Fresh fury made his blood pump urgent haste, made his grip on his bloody sword contract and compress with the demanding rhythm of his heart. “You deliberately disobeyed me,” he snapped at Peter.
The were focused happy, adoring eyes on him. “I shifted, and she didn't blink. None of them did."
Garrick's lips pulled back in an enraged snarl.
"Oh, put a sock in it.” Kate shoved at him when he would've kicked foul temper at Peter. “If I'm not safe under the care and protection of your stupid prince—"
Aidan glowered. “I resent that."
"You resemble that.” Kate turned eyes that flashed wrath and indignation on Garrick. “He thinks you should kill Luc.” She crossed her arms and glared, the determined jut of her chin daring him to agree. “He won't let me near him."
If his heart wasn't breaking, he might've laughed at the livid tap of her foot, but instead, he tugged her hand from her chest, cradled it in his. “Luc's too dangerous."
"He would never, ever hurt me.” She yanked on her hand, but he didn't release it. “And no matter how you try to shield me from him...” Her dark eyes glistened. “He needs me."
Garrick swore, fluently, under his breath. He'd pushed Luc's cries for help to the perimeters of his mind while he'd pursued Krystiyan. The young vampyr was fighting the compulsion, but his sly mental pleading for help alternated with increasingly faint warnings to stay away. Garrick had finally caught up with Krystiyan, taken his head, and released Luc from that master's influence. Only then had Luc found the strength to once again demand death to end his torment.
He'd shielded Kate from that slice of hell, but he should've guessed she'd sense his growing need to respond to Luc's anguish. To go to him. Comfort him. Beg his patience while Garrick worked to free him from the dark master's ruinous, enthralling blood.
Kate's nature was too loving, too giving.
She'd pay no heed to Garrick's equally steadfast refusal to do any of those things.
"The masters who still live will use him and our love for him to trap us, if they can. Even with his body a crippled wreck, they'll force him to attack anyone who draws near him now." Garrick squeezed Kate's hand. "Luc would not forgive me if I risked you. He'll hurt you. Right now, he'd hurt all of us. He can't help himself."
Tears spiked her eyelashes. “But he's dying."
Garrick tore his glance away, felt the pain slice deep. “Yes. He is."
The prince clapped a hand to his shoulder and frowned at a sudden crash from the floors above. He scowled at the shouted curses that filtered down to them. “You'd better hurry. Malachi and Elliot won't be able to keep the third master cornered much longer."
Garrick jolted under Aidan's grasp and gaped at him.
"She thinks it might work.” His lips thinned, his glance darting to Isabel in annoyance. “I think you're both crazy, that Luc will hate you for it, but I sent hunters to track the fourth who escaped. They may have picked up a blood trail heading south. If you kill all four masters, at least Luc will be free. As she reminded me,” he said, dipping his head to Isabel, “isn't that what we're fighting for?"
Emotion choked his throat. “Thank you."
Aidan laughed, but the brittle sound lacked any trace of amusement. “You have until dawn.” The tight pinch in his voice brooked no argument. “If it isn't finished by then, I'll destroy your brat vampyr myself."
Kate bit her lip. “Luc doesn't have that much time."
Isabel wrapped Kate's hand in her elegant fingers. “The boy is your guardian, yes?"
Her brows furrowed. “Yes."
The other woman smiled. “Then he will survive long past sunrise. If you bind him to you."
Kate blinked. “I can do that?"
Garrick gaped. “She can do that?"
Isabel nodded at Kate. “It won't be easy, and his blood doesn't run in my veins, so I can't do it for you. But I'll show you."
Kate pushed Garrick to the ladder. “Go."
He skated a kiss across her warm lips. “Save him."
Sword in hand, he climbed.
"Close your eyes."
Isabel sat beside Kate in the dirt and rot of the decrepit barn. She coughed at the smoke from smoldering embers of the explosions. The metallic reek of spilled blood, vampyr, were, but none of it Garrick's, made her stomach ball into a hard knot. The clash of metal and the shouted curses of battle rang in her ears.
But Luc, so close she could feel pale shadows of his torment and pain casting a funerary pall over her, was slipping away.
So she lowered her lashes.
"Concentrate,” Isabel said, her hands gently clasping Kate's fingers. “Remember what you felt when Aidan and I interrupted your mating in Louisiana. The tangled jumble of each of our scents. The clamoring echo of our voices in your head."
Kate shuddered.
Her belly roiled.
"While we mate, our senses are wide open. Naked. To best equip us to search out and forge the connection with our mates. Once we've cemented the pair-bond, our senses focus on him and shut everyone else out, but that first rush of seeking, of chaos, is a skill we never unlearn.” Isabel squeezed her clasped hands. “Use that instinct, that untapped power, to reach your guardian."
Kate's eyes flashed wide. Unblocking her mind amid battle and bloody war? With vampyr and weres all around them hurt, some of them dying? “Oh my God."
Isabel's shoulders bunched, stress lines grooving her mouth. “Do it. Or watch him die."
Shuddering in stark terror, she shut her eyes. “Crap, this is going to hurt."
"Most likely.” Isabel sighed. “But that boy single-handedly dragged Garrick from the thrall of the dark masters and kept him alive while the rest of us failed him time and again. We owe him for that."
Kate gulped. “I owe him."
Isabel patted her hand. “Then concentrate. Tune everything out except the sound of my voice. Focus inside you first. To the center of your being. For some of us, our core is in our minds, the seat of our thoughts. Our intellect. For others, it's here.” Kate shivered as Isabel's palm settled on her chest, above her pounding heart. “The source of our spirit and our emotions."
Kate didn't hesitate. “My heart."
"All right. Gather your energy there. Imagine you are created of light, a cloud of soft diaphanous light."
"Okay.” Kate didn't understand how this could help Luc, but she envisioned the rough shape of her body, filling it in with ghostly pinpricks like starlight shining through wispy clouds.
"Pull the light tightly to you. Draw every iota of what makes you who you are, and funnel it to your core. Pack the light; compress it. As though you could fashion it into a pressurized ball, each spark of light making the ball burn brighter. Can you do that?"
"Yes.” Kate pretended the kernel of light at her center was a magnet that could pull the tiny pixels of her spirit in, and as soon as she visualized it, the gossamer threads that comprised her body streaked to her heart in a giddy rush.
Soft warmth filled her chest.
"Kate?"
Though she felt increasingly disconnected from her physical body, she nodded. “That was intense."
"You're quite gifted for a fledgling vampyr. Learning that trick took me days and weeks of practice.” Isabel chuckled. “But if you've done it right, that was the hard part. The rest is easier. Unbar your senses, dear. Unlock your mind to let us in."
Quivering nervy reluctance, Kate did.
Instead of the wild, blaring cacophony that had assaulted her in Louisiana, the world seemed to brighten. The sounds of battle grew louder. The thunder of her pulse resounded like cannon fire in her ears, and the thick coppery scent of blood saturated even the air she breathed.
But her belly didn't pitch. Her head didn't shriek or throb.
She could function.
"Very good. Now find him."
Kate's mouth opened, her whispery breath pulling in and out.
That's all?
Just...find him?
Mated to Aidan, Isabel may be the strongest and most powerful female vampyr in the universe, but she sucked as a teacher.
"How?” Kate asked.
"His blood, his vampyr, is inside you. He's part of you and always will be. Let instinct guide you home."
Kate allowed her world to expand out from her immediate surroundings. She ignored the beckoning call of Garrick—her true home—fighting in the floors above to arrow below, to the damp stench of Luc's prison cell.
She couldn't see him, but she could feel him.
And what she felt—Luc's agony, his misery—made her breath wheeze past her lips.
"He's damaged. Garrick coddled the boy, so the devastation the masters inflicted on him almost certainly scarred him, especially now when his pain is so fresh and new."
Kate frowned. “I can't see him."
"I'm not talking about his body, dear.” Isabel patted her leg. “Push past his torment. Quick. Like a laser. Straight to his core. Don't give him the opportunity to lock you out."
Far above her, Kate's body tensed, but her spirit, who she truly was, lingered in the cellar with Luc. She stabbed into him. Fast. As Isabel had said.
Just like that, she felt him around her. Luc's scent filled her nostrils. The aching love he felt for her bloomed in her soul. His grief and misery cocooned around them, but deep inside her guardian, in Luc's center, who he truly was waited. And who he truly was?
Beautiful.
Worth fighting for.
Isabel's voice hummed low and indistinct in the background.
Kate tuned her out. She didn't need the other vampyr's instruction anymore. She knew what to do.
Safely enfolded in Luc's heart, Kate imagined him as the diaphanous cloud of light and slowly, carefully, began coaxing the shattered pieces of him to her.
"You're my father in every way that ever counted, and I will not watch you die. I love you, Luc."
She held him together.
And she would move heaven and earth to someday make him whole.
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Chapter Twenty-three
Headhunters skirted the gymnasium and spread out to circle the school. Some dabbed injuries that dripped blood in the breathless lull before dawn. Others stared, still as stone, waiting. Garrick strode to the door of the deserted parking lot, snapped the padlocked chain threaded through the handles, and yanked the door wide. Two or three of the rebels that crouched in position were so new, their skin would smolder when the sun finally edged over the horizon.
But they would stay.
And bake.
The perimeter would remain impenetrable. The ground under his feet vibrated with the force of the headhunters’ fury.
None would enter save Garrick.
None would leave except Garrick.
No matter the cost.
Regardless of the battle to come, the rebellion would not—could not—allow Zechariah to live. He would answer for the crime perpetuated on Luc. The master would be punished. Made an example of.
Striding down a darkened hall, Garrick slowed when he neared the school lobby. A man had been propped just under a glass-encased bulletin board of school notices and announcements printed on paper in neon blues and greens. The human's dark hair was peppered gray, his glasses askew on his nose. His uniform of sturdy work clothes told him the man had been a janitor; the glint of gold at his fingers indicated he was a husband. Likely a father. Maybe a grandfather.
Heart heavy, Garrick dropped his sword, unmindful of the discordant clang when it hit the floor and vibrated against the utilitarian tile. He'd carried the weapon for centuries. Its weight had become a familiar friend, the balance and grip as intimate to him as his own arm. But the sword was unnecessary now. He wouldn't need it. When he discarded the weapon, it ceased to exist in his mind. Trivial. Unimportant.
Instead, he planted a boot against the wall for better leverage, and wrapping his fingers around the hilt, he pulled a second, superior sword from the janitor's skull. Zechariah had threaded the blade down the man's spinal column, so Garrick grunted, strained. Moments later, the weapon dislodged from its sheath of bone, slid free.
The janitor crumpled to the floor.
Garrick hefted the weapon, swung the longer blade in an experimental arc.
It felt good in his hands.
Right.
Even after all these years.
His nose lifting, he scented the air, pushing past the dead human's lingering odor of blood and excrement. His head swiveled to the right. Locking his fingers around the hilt, he marched on wooden legs down a locker-lined corridor, following the trail Zechariah had left him.
When the hallway branched, Garrick turned down a side corridor, unsurprised to find the master slouched against a wall of frosted windows that flanked a glass door at the end. His pace didn't slow, though dread weighed his feet. He didn't stop until he reached where Zechariah lay, back pushed against the cold glass. The master's legs sprawled inches from Garrick's booted feet.
"You found it.” He tipped his head at the blade in Garrick's tight-fingered grasp. “Good."
The muscles of his arm shook. His head buzzed. Nausea clenched his stomach. Another, grittier part of him pushed the queasiness aside as unimportant and stared, unblinking, at the master. “Stand up."
Zechariah's lips curved. “In a minute."
Garrick kicked his foot, snarling frustration when the attached leg flopped loosely, accepted the blow. “Get up, damn you."
The master stared up at him, his body lax and vulnerable. “I'm unarmed.” His green eyes shimmered in unconcerned amusement, his chin jerking to the seeping, bloody hamburger a were had chewed his side into. “Wounded."
Garrick had been fighting the sinister temptation of his blood scent since he'd crossed onto the school grounds. Since...forever. His mouth watered, his saliva flush with the virus. Need snapped his nerve endings, screamed through his pumping blood. So far, he'd resisted. Kate loved him, so he'd resisted. “What do you want?"
"It's been a long time, Garrick.” He sighed. “Too long. I've missed you."
In spite of the decimation of headhunters and weres in Gettysburg, in spite of what they'd done to Luc, Garrick had missed Zechariah too. And loathed him for it, almost as much as hated himself for his weakness. “The building's surrounded."
"I know. I hope they allotted the more sheltered areas to the youngest vampyr.” His eyes twinkled. “The burns will make them useless for weeks. What a waste."
Fury snapped at him. “It's their blood. Theirs to sacrifice. Theirs to squander."
The master sighed. “If that's what so concerns you, I won't compel them to offer it. If you fail to kill me, they will—kill us both, if it comes to that.” He chuckled. “Don't worry. Toying with the slaves doesn't tempt me. I never intended to escape them. Or you.” He flashed a lopsided grin. “And I certainly didn't go to all this trouble to debate the war with you, as delightful as that prospect might seem."
Garrick stared at him.
Hated him.
Loved him.
"What do you want?” he repeated.
Zechariah shrugged. “To talk."
He growled. His feet widened for the more powerful blow; his fingers wrapped tight around the base of the sword.
The dark master raised a hand in warning. “My weres wouldn't like that, son."
He froze, chest heaving in hard, eager pants.
"I, too, discovered they can be useful creatures. They've grown quite fond of me.” Zechariah lowered his arm, leaned forward. “If we talk first, my pack has agreed to pledge to you after. I also reserved my strongest slaves from that bloody disaster in Pennsylvania, so you stand to gain more of our kind to the rebellion."
He regarded Garrick with cold, calculating eyes. “You must agree I did well designing an inheritance to most entice you. I understand you that much, more thoroughly than I once did. Does that not earn me fair hearing?"
The muscles of his arms trembled with the effort to resist slashing the blade down, slicing through meat and bone. “If I don't listen?"
"I didn't anticipate Aidan allowing juveniles to join rank with the headhunters. Many will be killed.” The master frowned. “Probably a good many. I don't want that."
He wouldn't.
Dead vampyr were a waste of blood.
"But it's out of my hands. The weres are in position, waiting to see what you'll do. So... Will you speak with me? As we once did?"
Garrick stared, his gaze guarded. “And after?"
"If you want my head, you're welcome to it."
Garrick's gut knotted, but he lowered his sword by slow, careful degrees. The master's piercing green eyes followed his every move, watched as he bent and gently placed his sword on the cold tile.
He smiled. “I knew you'd be reasonable."
Garrick sat on the floor. He propped his forearms on his raised knees, let his fingers dangle between them. “Why?"
"I told you. I've missed you."
His head shook. “No. Why did you...do what you did to Luc?"
Zechariah steepled his fingers. “I liked him, Garrick. He's not what I would have chosen for you, but he does love you."
He choked on the grief tearing at his throat. “Then why did you hurt him?"
The master scowled. “To draw you to us, of course. You'd have hardly come otherwise."
"Torturing Luc was the fastest, most efficient means of getting to me. I hate it, but I understand that. No, I mean the rest.” He jerked his gaze away. “Why did you force your blood on him? And for God's sake, why did you let the others give him theirs?"
"As much as that infant loves you, Garrick, I love you more."
His shoulders slumped in defeat.
"You don't belong with the slaves. You never have. They are incapable of appreciating you, of understanding and loving you as we do. You were our son. Two masters chose you before you'd reached your maturity. Two!"
He whipped his stare back to Zechariah's. “Nathaniel was no father.” He glared venomous hatred. “Not to me."
"You're right. He wasn't. Nathaniel was too sick, too twisted to be a father to anyone.” He exhaled a weary breath. “I'm sorry for what he did to you. We all are."
"Is what why you didn't hunt me? Why you let me live?” Garrick sneered. “You pitied me?"
"Not pity.” Zechariah's jade eyes glimmered his shame and sorrow. “Remorse. After Nathaniel, no one could deny we'd failed you, and your weapons could never be as sharp as our regret. How could we condemn the pain that drove you when we had inflicted it? We'd earned your wrath. I'm only grateful you destroyed as few of us as you have."
Zechariah blew out a hard breath. “Each of us hoped when we sensed you approaching that your fury had reached its end. That you'd forgiven us and had finally come home.” His glance darted away. “Many masters died longing for your return, hoping you'd chosen him as your father. Gladly. I, too, will die gladly."
"Is that all this was?” Garrick's stomach clenched. “A twisted scheme to orchestrate a master's noble death? To die with honor at the hand of a son?"
Zechariah's eyes narrowed in irritation. “Not just any son. Bad enough that the slaves so underestimate you. Don't disrespect me by carrying on as though I know no better. As though you know no better. You are far, far more, and have always been more, than any master's son.” He paused, chuckled. “I know it's incredibly rude to mention it, but I must know. When Aidan approached you to join their silly council—"
"I will not speak of it,” Garrick snarled, interrupting the master before he said something that provoked him beyond what he could bear.
"No, I suppose you won't.” When he coughed, blood frothed at the corner of his mouth. “Just tell me this much. A final boon before I die.” He studied the younger vampyr with heartbroken eyes. “How could you do it? Knowing what you were meant for? What you are?"
He averted his eyes, unwilling even now to face the master's hurt and disappointment. “That's over. Ended,” he murmured. “As dead as my father."
"No, it's not!” Zechariah slammed a weak fist to the tile floor. “Isaac is dead. No one is more sorry for that than I, but you are still very much alive. He wouldn't have wanted you to die along with him. You can still have the station and the power that Isaac, that everyone, planned for you."
"Don't you hear when I speak? Do you ever listen?” Garrick's head darted up. “I don't want your bloody title! The position, the power—I don't want it."
Zechariah glared. “You did, once. Before Isaac—"
"I loved him. I would have given him anything, done whatever he asked. Even that,” Garrick said, disgusted by the desperate appeal that made his voice husky. “But I never wanted it. Those were my father's dreams, his desires."
"Whether you wanted it or not, you would've nonetheless taken power when the time came to please Isaac. If only Nathaniel hadn't killed him."
"If not Nathaniel, one of the others would've. You hated him as fiercely. All of you did.” His eyes burned with an old anguish never forgotten. “I loved him, and you killed him for it."
"Yes. We did.” His bloodied lips curved to a sad smile when Garrick stared at him, stunned. “Didn't expect me to admit it, did you, boy?"
Zechariah laughed, harsh wet coughs racking his broken body. Garrick gritted his teeth while he waited for the master to wipe misted blood from his chin. “I'm dying. What harm is the admission to me? Yes, I'll confess. Every master wanted your father dead. He insisted that we wait until you'd matured. Reasonably so, in retrospect. But jealousy blinded us. We believed Isaac selfishly kept you from us. Not for our benefit and certainly never yours. Some whispered that when you attained your majority, that even then, Isaac would not share you."
Garrick liked to think so. He nurtured the hope that, if Isaac had lived, he would have been unable to part with him, that he'd have denied the others in the end. But he knew his father's ambitions for him too well. “Isaac had begun preparing me. Before he died.” He wouldn't think about that. He couldn't. “He couldn't wait for me to be ready."
Zechariah blew out a ragged breath. “I was as blind as the others, sick with my envy and distrust. Only Nathaniel was twisted enough to act, but we all, in our hearts, rejoiced when he destroyed Isaac. Of course we hated him. Isaac had you."
He swallowed convulsively, braced himself. If he were to ever find the answer to the one question that had haunted him these long centuries, Zechariah would give it. He had to try. “Why?"
"Why did Isaac have you?” Zechariah's brows furrowed in confusion. “He bit you. You were his son in every sense. Ours by adoption, his by nature."
Garrick shook his head. “I know why I was Isaac's son. I mean... Why did you want me to be yours?"
A perplexed line furrowed his brow. “I don't understand."
"What made me special? So special that you were all willing to father me?"
"After all this time, you still do not grasp how unique you are,” he murmured, voice low with sad affection. “You love, Garrick. What you felt for Isaac was so open, so genuine. But the true miracle is that your love wasn't selfish. You loved Isaac best. You loved him most, but you loved me as well. I know you did."
Garrick didn't try to deny it. “I did."
"You still do."
He couldn't deny that either, but it hurt too much, so he simply glanced away.
Zechariah lifted his bloody hand, reached out for him. “Come here, son."
Refusing him was surprisingly easy. “No."
"I love you. As your father loved you."
"I believe you."
"No, you don't!” he said, wetness gathering in his eyes. “I made a mistake. A horrendous mistake that cost you the one you loved and robbed me of you these many years. I've paid for that, Garrick. More than you know. I've suffered every day for how dear the price my self-absorption exacted on you."
"But I learned.” A tear slid down Zechariah's bloodied cheek. “A bitter lesson, but I learned it. I know better now what it means to love. I understand Isaac's devotion to you as I never did before, how deep it ran. I can love you like that."
"How can you still be so blind?” Garrick shook his head in amazement. “You claim to regret the destruction of my father. Yet you stole Luc from me, tortured and ruined him."
"If you had not felt so alone after Isaac was killed, you would have never attached yourself to an insignificant, inferior slave in Nathaniel's stable. I should have appreciated how lonely you were. I didn't then, but I understand it now. I do. You taught me loneliness all these years you rejected us for the slaves and the rebellion. But we need not, either of us, continue suffering this way. You aren't alone, Garrick. Not anymore."
"I haven't been alone. I had Luc,” he said, though the master would never, ever understand. He slowly rose to his feet. “You say you have learned, but I have as well. From Luc, the slave you discarded as insignificant and inferior."
Instead of reaching for Zechariah's raised hand, he hefted his sword. “Luc showed me that he could care for me and ask nothing in return. He taught me that others would sacrifice for me. For me! It was he who hauled me from the stables after I'd helped him kill Nathaniel, he who saved me when I begged to die. He kept me alive those first terrible years when it would've been safer for him to abandon me. He was the son I failed to be. Because he deserved nothing less, I became the father you should've been.” His eyes sparked urgent fury. “And you've destroyed him!"
The master jerked as though he'd been physically struck.
Garrick focused past the hilt of his sword, his cold and dispassionate eyes studying him. “You've learned nothing, Zechariah. Yours is a destructive love. I want no part of it."
"Then I have no desire to continue this misery called life. You may consider our bargain fulfilled.” Anguish that death could not ease glittered in the master's green eyes. “I ask only that you finish me quickly."
"Can you stand?” he asked, willing at least to offer his old friend that much. To die as a man, as a warrior.
Zechariah's muscles tightened and coiled with the effort of trying to push himself upright, but with a weak grunt, he slid back against the glass door. “I cannot."
Garrick's sword arm raised.
"I owe your Luc,” the dark master said with a body-racking shudder, “for saving your life. I cannot approve of him. But if he spared this cursed world your loss, I want you to know that I do regret ruining him."
Garrick's eyes snapped briefly shut. Zechariah was sorry for decimating Luc. Not because he finally realized Luc's life had value. Never that. To acknowledge that a slave had merit beyond his usefulness to his superiors would invalidate millennia of ugly and brutal prejudice masquerading as noble heritage.
No, Zechariah regretted the blasphemy he had perpetrated on Luc only because Luc had served as a means for sustaining the life the masters credited above all others—Garrick's. Even at this, his bitter end, Zechariah was too invested in his narrow-minded bigotry to recognize that the slaves were more than tools.
Accepting that was as close to genuinely understanding him as Zechariah had ever been capable, Garrick jerked his head in a stiff nod. “Thank you."
The ancient vampyr lifted his chin. “Tell me just this once? Before I die. Please."
Garrick swallowed the tight ball of grief that lodged in his throat. “I love you, Father."
Yelling out his pain, his anger, he swung the blade.
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Epilogue
Howler monkeys shrieked. Something heavy and dense crashed through the tangled underbrush to their right. The jungle at dusk was as alert and alive as the bayou Garrick had left behind in Louisiana. A chorus of buzzing insects, stalking predators and rustling greenery faded to black and silver as the sun dipped and finally fell.
Chest laboring in great pants even after these many months, Luc slowed the hard pace he'd set. He leaned against a vine-wrapped tree, eyes staring dead and blank. He bent over, hands dropping to his knees to rub viciously at the ache there as his lips—bisected by a white ridge of scar tissue that ran from temple to chin—separated to suck oxygen into his lungs.
Garrick, hardly taxed after the run, dropped to a fallen log facing him. "Shall I call the weres?"
Luc cursed him with his eyes.
Garrick rejoiced.
Three months ago, they'd feared, even with the aid of were blood and as much as Garrick himself could spare, that Luc's vampyr would not be able to heal his blindness.
He didn't speak. He rarely did now, and he'd ruthlessly closed his mind from both him and Kate as soon as his severed vocal chords had knitted enough to produce a hoarse rasp. But Garrick read his fury and frustration in the cold glitter of his eyes, the stiff set of his shoulders, the white shine of his knuckles fisted against his crippled knees.
Three fingers on each hand.
Not five.
Garrick's stomach rolled with sick shame at his failure to protect him, at the damage that had been wrought on the young vampyr's mind and body to draw Garrick out.
So much pain and suffering.
Garrick could almost endure it—almost—if the damage had only been physical. But what they'd done to Luc's spirit was a constant, throbbing ache. When hopelessness and despair threatened to overwhelm him, Garrick fell back to repeating what Kate never stopped insisting, never stopped believing: "Give it time, Luc."
"Time?” He laughed, a hoarse, brittle sound that shivered up Garrick's spine. “Yes, I've centuries to endure yet before you're forced to break your damn vow and take my head."
Garrick flinched, though pleased that Luc at last seemed ready to speak more than reluctant monosyllables. “Every night, you heal further. Your body may still recover,” he said, but Luc's silent sneer bespoke the lie.
His recovery had slowed in the past weeks, his body's ability to repair itself sharply declining. The setting sun no longer brought the hope of another milestone of shattered bone knit together, of torn muscle and sinew mended. Luc worked now to adapt to his body's new limitations: his limp, the loss of his fingers, the ropey scars that made drawing humans to him for blood a grueling ordeal.
"I am a monster."
His heart wrenched at even so glancing a link with Luc's shattered mind, the crushing grief, self-loathing, and pain, but just as quickly, Luc shut him out.
When Garrick could stand to look at him again, bear the horror of the burdens he had placed on the young vampyr, one of Luc's remaining fingers traced crude white stripes the dark masters had engraved into his chest. They'd sliced deep, devastating his internal organs to carve the mocking word there for all eternity:
SON
"Thank you, Father."
Garrick hung his head low, took the sharp lash of Luc's ruined voice as punishment he well deserved. “I love you,” he said. His bitterly strong and healthy voice lowered to a husky rumble in a pain that rivaled Luc's. “Too much to watch you die."
"Your love is too costly,” Luc snarled. “Can your love give my fingers back to me? The headhunters won't have me, not with maimed hands. I can't defend myself, much less go to war.” He fisted a crippled hand and slammed it into the tree. Wood splintered. “A vampyr who cannot fight is useless. Impotent. Less than a man."
"You will grow stronger.” Garrick swallowed the boulder that had lodged in his throat. “Every night, you grow stronger."
"Can your love give me a mate?” he demanded. “No female could love this...thing...I've become, and even if a female were willing to look beyond the scars, her vampyr would never accept mine, never accept blood that's been mutilated and wasted."
"Your healing is not yet complete. Give it ti—"
"No woman can bear look at me!"
Garrick's nostrils flared, scenting Kate before he detected the faint rustle of her clothes as she glided from the shadows.
"I look at you.” Kate walked to Luc. “And my vampyr likes you just fine."
"For God's sake, don't touch me.” When Garrick glanced hopefully up, Luc had twisted away from the tree and backed a rejecting step in retreat. He visibly shuddered, both three-fingered hands lifted to ward her away. “Don't. I am unclean."
Kate didn't heed Luc's warning. Her arms snaked around his torso, wrapped around his damaged body to hold him, her cheek resting on the damning word carved into his chest. “You are what you have always been. My guardian. My friend."
"Garrick.” He kept his arms raised, the muscles of his neck cording in his effort to resist holding her, gaining comfort from her.
"The masters’ blood taint is long gone from you. Whatever you believe of yourself, of what you fear, you must entertain no doubts of that. They are dead. They can't hurt you anymore."
Luc's eyes rounded in desperate entreaty, his Adam's apple bobbing when he swallowed. “Father. Please."
Garrick exhaled a tired breath. “Come to me, Kate."
She sighed, brushed a chaste kiss across the brand on Luc's chest, but when Garrick lifted his hand to reach for her, she came into his arms. He tucked her against him, sniffed, enjoyed the fresh feminine scent of her hair. “When do you want to leave?” Kate stiffened against him in mute protest. "No, love. He needs to go."
Luc's stare glittered. “Tonight."
"No,” Kate shouted, her small hand tightening on his bicep. “Garrick, you can't let him, not this quickly. He's barely recov—"
"Shh,” he said calmly, smoothly, his gaze never leaving Luc's. Crushing relief devastated him, made his body far weaker than the maimed vampyr before him. "Thank God." Garrick fought tears and won. Barely. "Look at him, Kate."
She opened her mouth to argue.
He stopped her with a subtle stroke of her hip. "He's challenging me."
Kate's eyes studied Luc under her lashes. "He knew you wouldn't let him go tonight, for my sake if not his." Garrick felt the first stunning sweep of relief rush through her as intimately as he'd felt his own. "His pride is returning."
"Just look at him. My son."
"No."
Luc glared indignant fury.
The tips of Garrick's lips curved a minute degree. “You'll remain long enough to give a proper good-bye to your ward, or have you forgotten her?"
"Of course not.” He flushed an angry, embarrassed pink. “How can I forget Kate when you never let me?” he said waspishly.
Kate's lips thinned. “I hadn't realized I'd become such a burden to you."
"That's not what I meant.” Luc swung his gaze to Garrick in silent, reluctant appeal.
He arched an amused brow. "You dug yourself into this. Dig yourself out."
"One week. You'll give Kate one week."
"And see that you do not part on bad terms."
"Fine,” Luc said woodenly, but Garrick detected the quickening beat of his heart, felt the urgency the younger vampyr felt to depart.
"I've secured property for you in America, the Southern Appalachians. An abandoned mine will provide an adequate sanctuary for you, and two hundred acres of virgin woodlands to rebuild your strength, to train, for your weres to hunt."
Luc's body snapped to attention, his nostrils flaring foul temper. “I'll go where I want, without your bloody were babysitters."
"I'll tolerate only so much rebellion from my son, Luc,” Garrick said, voice steely and implacable. “Until you mate, I release you, or you kill me to regain your freedom, you will do exactly as you are told. Do you understand?"
He bared his teeth, smothered a harsh oath.
"You're too hard on him, Rick."
He kissed the crown of her head. "If I were softer, we'd lose him."
"Luc."
He planted his three-fingered fists on his hips, his eyes shooting daggers at him. “I hate you,” he finally snarled.
"I know.” Luc's loathing and disgust shredded him. “Say the words."
He glared long minutes, but finally, mouth twisted to a fierce scowl, he dipped his head an infinitesimal degree. "I'll feed from the weres to speed my healing. I'll grow strong. I'll learn to fight better than I fought when my body was whole. I won't risk myself or the weres you entrust to me. I will live. Because you demand it."
"I understand."
Garrick studied him then, the infuriated angle of his jaw, the proud steel of his spine. He understood better than most how much this hurt him, this yielding of control over his life to another, even to him. They'd shared the same stable once, enslaved by the same master. They'd killed him together, gained their first taste of freedom together. They'd hunted dark masters as partners until the call to turn had proven too great for Garrick, and for the first time, ever, Luc had been alone.
Garrick had not stolen a son from the dark masters.
He'd regained the son he'd already, once, set free.
He could not, would not lose him again.
He nodded to the jungle with a jerk of his head. “Go. Feed."
With a low growl, Luc melted into the surrounding shadows, but he did obey.
Kate released a long breath, relaxing into him. “Do you think he'll be all right?"
"Yes. No." Garrick pulled her closer. “I don't know."
"Are you all right?” she said against his neck, her pink tongue tracing his pulse point with arousing tenderness.
"I have your love, the devotion of my weres, and Luc lives.” His shoulder jerked to a shrug. “None of our kind has ever been so blessed."
She chuckled against his skin. “None of our kind has ever been so greedy."
"True.” He smiled. Already, his heart lifted. For her. Because of her. “And that's where the rebellion went wrong. Slavery taught us to expect little, to hope for little. The war has given us a chance for more, but we've been too scared, too beaten down to grab it. If we don't reach for much, reach for all they have taken from us, the masters have won."
"Like I said." She scraped her teeth along his throat. "Greedy."
He threw back his head and laughed. "For you. I want more for my mate than crude survival and centuries of hiding from bloody war. I want a world of fierce, greedy love, so much you grow drunk with it. Someday, I promise you'll have it."
"You've already given it to me. Whenever we touch. Every time you breathe."
"Stop teasing me, love.” He anchored her to his body, cradled her scalp with his palm. “I need."
Her teeth sank into him.
He stiffened, mind reeling in awesome pleasure.
And as she sipped at his neck, loving him with her heart and her soul, Kate gave that world to him too.
THE END
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