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A Chance for Us

 

By Jake C. Wallace

 

New Vampire Justice: Book Two

 

Love between a young man with a broken mind and the jaded New Vampire Justice officer who cares for him might be the last hope to stop a human-vampire war….

Justin Masters is stuck in a nightmare. Waking after seven years in a catatonic state, he falls desperately in love with the straight NVJ officer who saved him. Between that and dreams of being tortured and taking pleasure in the pain, which bleed into his waking hours, Justin’s sure he’s starting to crack.

The growing unrest in the vampire world should be Max Kincaid’s focus, but Justin’s struggle, along with Max’s confusing feelings for his ward, have him reeling. When Justin’s attacked, his resulting needs might be more than Max can fulfill, but he’ll be damned if anyone else will touch Justin.

As the NVJ investigates humans missing from a high-end bite club, they uncover a deeper plot that traces back to Justin. If those who want him have their way, there will be bloodshed. Justin and Max are in a fight to save Justin not only from those who would use him, but from his own mind.




For my sister, who’s always been there, even during the tough times, and accepts me for who I really am. She has no idea how much that means to me. Love you, sis.




CHAPTER 1

 

 

JUSTIN MASTERS needed something to clear his spinning head. He was having another bad day, one of the worst he’d had in weeks. He clutched his knees to his chest, squeezing as tight as he could, the pressure making it hard to breathe. His fingers were knotted together and ached. His need to feel anchored, tethered to the earth, was like a hard lump rising in his throat. He bit the inside of his cheek, the pain cathartic. Any moment, he was sure he’d be stuffed back into his head, trapped and helpless as he had been for over seven years.

That period of time held only memories of fear and anxiety and pain. If someone were to ask him where he’d been and what he’d done, he couldn’t answer, but ask him how he’d felt and the words would be incongruous with one another. While he recalled fear and pain, he also recalled warmth and safety. Now he struggled every day to keep from returning to that vaguely remembered version of hell.

Until five months ago, he’d been nearly catatonic, a prisoner in his own mind, drifting, fearful, mindless, knowing he was alive in some reality, but not having a coherent thought to make sense of anything around him. Then he woke up. Slowly, painfully, he came back to reality in a body seven years older than he remembered, to the fact that his mother died while he was away, and to Max, a vampire.

Like a newborn babe opening his eyes, Justin recalled his first clear vision of Max, the New Vampire Justice Lieutenant, with the kind blue-green eyes, round wire-framed glasses, wavy, shoulder-length blond hair tied messily in a ponytail, and a smile that immediately warmed the coldness of Justin’s last seven hellish years. The man Justin currently awaited to enter the room where he spent every day, useless and cast aside. Justin wasn’t on top of anyone’s list. Just a collateral human the vampires had rescued in their battle with the evil Jameson Merrick, the man who’d tried to use Justin’s former boyfriend, Carson Locke, to gain the power to rule the vampire world.

Just Carson’s name sent a shiver of fear and confusion through Justin. At sixteen, he’d fallen in love with the reclusive, beautiful Carson, the Tabula Rasa vampire whose bite could turn a person into a mindless, reprogrammable husk. But six short months later, they were both kidnapped. Justin could still recall the moment when Carson was forced to bite him, which sent him into those seven years trapped in purgatory.

Shit, speak of the devil. Carson stood in the doorway with an NVJ officer, no doubt coming to save the day. He owed Justin much more than that. Justin glared at his former boyfriend as he rubbed his palms over his thighs. The constant, dull ache in his thigh bones was a relentless reminder of the gunshot wounds from their kidnappers when Carson had refused to bite Justin. Justin closed his eyes as visual memories of the searing agony and terror of knowing he was going to die ramped up his anxiety. He’d loved Carson, and had felt responsible for their situation. The pain in Carson’s eyes, his tears as their kidnapper commanded he bite Justin or allow him to die, still haunted him daily.

“I-it’s okay, C-Carson,” Justin whispered. “G-gonna ki-kill me anyway.”

He’d given Carson, a Tabula Rasa vampire, permission to bite him, had known that acquiescence meant death. The pain of two gunshots in his thighs assured that he was ready. But Justin hadn’t died that day when Carson sank his teeth into his neck. What had happened was worse than any death he could have imagined. With one bite, Carson had killed Justin while his body lived on.

And then he’d woken up to no memories and Max. Seven years after Carson bit him. A miracle, he’d been told. Why had he woken? No one could explain past the fact that Carson, with some scary, ancient thing inside of him, had entered the building where Jameson Merrick had held Justin and an NVJ team, including Max. Carson had pulled Justin from one hell to live another.

Justin gasped in a breath. Fuck, he’d done it again. Max would be pissed when he got there. And he’d come because he was the only one who could help. Then he’d see that Justin had gotten lost in his head again, lost in the nightmares of his past. Max would want to know why he hadn’t used the techniques from his therapist, Walt. Justin grunted. They never worked. But it didn’t matter. He was too far gone to get back on his own. At that point, only physical pain or being wrapped up, practically restrained until he couldn’t move, would center him and bring him back to reality.

Great, there was Doc talking with Carson. Doc’s solutions always came in the form of a needle. Drug him. Justin banged his forehead against his knees. Maybe he could bang hard enough to knock himself out, maybe have a stroke, become a vegetable like Tommy Dennison upstairs. Then Max wouldn’t be burdened with a dependent head case. Max was always pushing Justin to be more independent, rely on himself more. Max, who’d rescued Justin, taken him in, held him whenever he thought he’d shake apart, helped as Justin relearned to take care of himself, his cooking, his laundry, and, hell, even to go outside without falling to pieces. Max’s bid to stop Justin from relying on him was like a knife to his chest.

Justin had fallen in love with Max. Max who was caring, attentive, unflappable. Justin had fallen in love with his crooked grin, his wavy blond hair with the sides that always escaped his ponytail, the way his glasses were always askew, his quiet and contemplative demeanor. Justin believed Max didn’t see a potential lover in him, but a needy little brother. Despite being only two years younger than Max, Justin was still that sixteen-year-old, but now in a man’s body. He couldn’t make it through a day without somehow clinging to Max. What kind of life was that for a straight man who wasn’t even related to Justin?

His chest tightened and pushed his rate of breathing higher. Something horrible was going to happen, and it wouldn’t be his own death as he hoped. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, and was going to lose it big-time. Again.

 

 

MAX KINCAID shuffled through the papers on his desk, searching for the report on a missing human. He was dead tired. Sleep had become a commodity during the last five months. His usual good mood was in the crapper, and he needed a vacation. Fat chance of that. His team had been appointed by the director of New Vampire Justice, Carina Williams, also a member of the president’s cabinet, to clean up the corruption left behind by the former Director for the Advancement of Vampires, Jameson Merrick. Everyone on Max’s team, which included a half-dozen NVJ officers, had moved their lives to Washington DC, a place Max hated with a passion. He was knee-deep in political bullshit and people—fucking people everywhere crammed into a sixty-three-mile area. He’d grown up outside of Utica, NY, which could be considered large for a city, but Washington was just too much. And if it was too much for him, he knew it had to be terrifying for Justin.

Director Lincoln Samuels—Max still laughed at the title his best friend had acquired—had moved New Vampire Justice Headquarters from the center of the city to southwest DC on the Anacostia River. Taking his entire task force to DC was dependent on stipulations agreed to by the entire team. In the end, the NVJ headquarters housed several DC NVJ teams, the new Center for the Advancement of Vampires, and a state-of-the-art clinic headed by Simon “Doc” Reynolds, separate apartments for the task force and their families, and amenities such as a gym, cafeteria, and an Internet café. Max and Justin had settled into the fortress, which had become a sanctuary for both of them.

Max pulled off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. If a minute went by that he didn’t worry about Justin, it would be a fucking miracle. In the past five months, Justin had made incredible strides in emerging from a body on autopilot. God, it seemed like a lifetime ago Max’s team had been ambushed by Jameson Merrick while on a retrieval mission for Justin. Shoved alone, or what he thought was alone, into a small cinder-block room, Max had found Justin. While he’d aged from pictures Max had seen, Max knew it was him. But he hadn’t been prepared for the state Justin was in.

Justin’s greenish-hazel eyes, dull and lifeless, had stared out into nothing. No emotion. No sign his mind was even in the room. If not for breathing, he could have been mistaken for a statue. A very handsome statue with his creamy skin, freckles dotting his nose and cheeks, which matched his sandy-red hair, and slim body.

Even though Justin wouldn’t respond, Max had spoken about anything and everything, anything to drown out the quiet. At night when the temperature dropped, Max held Justin close to his side, sharing warmth to stop Justin from shivering. Even when night ended, Max still held him, as Justin rested his head on Max’s shoulder. Eventually he had looked up at Max. That’s when he’d caught the cognizance in Justin’s eyes. Hearing Max say his name had brought a frown to Justin’s face that quickly faded. Justin had snuggled in closer and placed his hand on Max’s chest.

Max recalled how that gentle touch had caused his heart to skip a beat. Even then that memory stirred something inside. He wished he could make sense of—

The ringing of his phone saved him from his memories.

“Kincaid.”

“Hey, princess, we’re all in the conference room. Think you could join us?” Lincoln asked with a faux sickly sweet tone.

“Waiting for my engraved invitation, sweetheart.”

Lincoln snorted. “Consider this your invitation. Drag your ass.”

Max hung up the phone and rummaged through the files, finally locating the one he wanted. After grabbing a cup of synthetic blood, he sauntered down the hallway. No way was he rushing for Lincoln. He might be a director in the NVJ, but to Max, he was still the skinny kid from down the street Max could beat up. Well, until they hit puberty, when Lincoln shot up to over six feet tall in a year and a half, towering over Max. But if they tussled, Max wouldn’t go down easy.

All eyes were on Max as he entered the conference room. Doc, wearing his white lab coat, smirked knowingly from his seat next to Lincoln. Max wondered if he slept in it. Next to Doc, John Dennison wore his usual scowl. The rest of the team were seated around the table: Taylor Myers, Maggie Wright, Tia Warez, Dwayne Simpson—who was the newest human member—and, shit, lab technician Casey Daley. Max hadn’t expected her to be there. She smiled sweetly when he glanced her way. He nodded in greeting, maybe a little too sharply, because her smile wavered. Lately, her innuendos about resuming their former relationship had increased. He figured the excuse that he needed time to adjust to DC and Justin was wearing thin.

“Thanks for joining us.” Dennison scowled deeper. “Some of us do have shit to do.”

Max overcame the urge to give the uptight man the middle finger. He was a good officer, but a shitty vampire. How his wife put up with him, Max would never know.

“Yes. Try to be on time.” There was a twinkle in Lincoln’s eyes as he pushed a folded piece of paper down the table. Max snagged it but didn’t bother to look. After Max’s last late arrival, Lincoln had bet Max he’d be late again. He was now on the hook for beer and wings.

“Okay, let’s get started.” Lincoln opened a folder before him. “As you all know, we’re getting more cases and don’t have the manpower to handle them. I’ve brought on three new hires, vetted by Max and myself. Here’s their information.” He dropped a pile of papers into the center of the table, and everyone grabbed a sheet. “They all have excellent backgrounds. Two are currently NVJ, one from Buffalo, the other from Charleston. The last one is former military.”

Heads went up at that last bit of info.

“You hired a human?” Tia asked, scorn visible on her face.

Leave it to her to shout out her opinion. She harbored no love for the Nons—a vampire term for humans. Seemed her entire family were anti-Non. Not unheard of, but vampires had assimilated into human culture and most just wanted to live a peaceful and successful life. That wasn’t easy given that vampires weren’t afforded the same rights as humans. Banned from serving in the military, holding office, accessing human doctors and hospitals, along with dozens of other illogical discriminations, vampires weren’t thought to be of the human race by some radicals. Elongated pointy canines and the need for specific proteins found in blood were the only differences between them. Seeing their “fangs” when they smiled or spoke or the fact they drank blood were the only ways to tell vampires and humans apart. Vampires relied on synthetic blood to fulfill their need. Not human blood. Biting was illegal except in a sanctioned bite club. Max shuddered at the thought of biting and sucking blood from another person.

Dwayne waving his hand at Tia caught Max’s attention. “Hey, Tia, human here.” Dwayne smiled wide. He loved pushing the Nons racism button with Tia. If anyone knew about racism, it was Dwayne, who was both human and black.

Tia looked him over, her scorn fading. “Yeah, well, I don’t think of you as human. You’re just Dwayne.”

That got a tense laugh from some around the table. Apparently, Dwayne had broken through her prejudices, but only concerning him.

When Tia looked to Lincoln, he narrowed his eyes. “You got a problem with who I hired?”

Tia gritted her teeth, no doubt to keep from mouthing off to her boss. He was some scary shit when he got pissed.

“No, sir.”

“Good. Keep it that way. We were brought to DC to clean up Merrick’s mess and the corruption that went along with him, and to find the three hundred missing vampires. In five months we’ve located or confirmed the deaths of three-quarters of them, took down a dozen or so of Merrick’s conspirators, which included politicians and influential leaders across the country, and we’ve reestablished the NVJ as a by-the-book agency.”

Max snorted and there were covert laughs around the table. Not always so by the book, but close enough. Lincoln glared at them, then smirked.

“But we’ve still got work to do, and we need all the help we can get. We’re receiving more requests from the Nons police. Three calls just today from Metropolitan PD asking for help.” Lincoln pointed to Max, and everyone looked at him. “Max has a new case involving another missing human at the Mystique. Over 60 percent of our cases now involve both humans and vampires. Having human team members will be an asset when dealing with some of those precincts that tend to be more vampi-phobic.” Lincoln ran his hand over his short hair. “We’ve definitely landed in Oz and been smacked with culture shock. It’s a different climate here than in Utica. There we had a greater acceptance between vampires and humans, while here the sides always seem to be clashing. Something’s gotta give.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair, throwing down his pen.

“What is the main theory about the rise in cases?” Maggie asked. Out of all the team members, Max found her the most personable and stable. They all had their issues, some more than others. Out of all of the team members, she was the officer he’d pair with when there was trouble.

Dennison grunted. “What do you think? Power. The place stinks of it, and everyone wants in. I figure most people here would sell their mothers to increase their cash flow. It’s the culture, and now more vampires are moving in to get their share. When they aren’t getting it, they’re fighting back. It’s all going to come to a head, and only one side can come out on top.”

Max shot Lincoln a look of surprise and got one back. Was this increasing violence between vampires and humans Jameson Merrick’s predicted downfall of the vampire race? Vampires fighting for equal rights caused vampi-phobes to fight back, all fueled by inequality and fearmongering by politicians and the media. Subjugate a group long enough and they will inevitably fight back. Jameson Merrick had fought back, with the ultimate plan of vampire domination—well, that and being a psychopath. Claiming that Nons only paid lip service to equality for vampires, Jameson predicted the destruction of the vampire race. Funny, because Merrick unleashing an ancient power inside of Carson to strip humans of their power could have meant death for both humans and vampires if Carson hadn’t gained control. In the end, Merrick had been killed by his own creation.

What if…. No. Merrick couldn’t have known the future, even being a shaman who possessed some powers to manipulate energy. Anyone could proselytize the current tensions coming to a head. But total destruction?

Max looked at the folder he’d brought as Taylor reported on an incident with the Nons police. In the folder were reports and investigation notes from the Metropolitan PD of a missing human last seen in a bite club. With the information about the bite club, the case immediately went to the Metropolitan Unified Police Agency. The MUPA was formed out of necessity when turf wars erupted between Nons police and the NVJ after its creation in the seventies. Liaisons—just a fancy word for mediators—reviewed all cases involving both humans and vampires and then, based on certain criteria, assigned cases to the appropriate agency. A middleman in law enforcement, Max hadn’t experienced altercations with Nons police, but the turf wars still existed.

The case had come to the NVJ due to the bite club. Nons police had no jurisdiction over bite clubs and couldn’t legally enter one for purposes of investigation. Devon Hastings was last seen at the Mystique, an exclusive bite club dead in the center of DC on 1432 Pennsylvania Ave. SE. The fifth human missing from the same club in less than a year with no solid leads.

“Max?”

Max looked up and saw Lincoln pointing to the door. A young NVJ rookie stood by the door, her eyes wide. “Lieutenant Kincaid. You’re needed upstairs.”

“Fuck,” Max muttered as Lincoln gave him that knowing gaze.

He didn’t care what Lincoln thought of Justin. He was a responsibility that Max had to see to the end.




CHAPTER 2

 

 

“GET THE fuck away from me!”

Justin couldn’t let anyone touch him, didn’t trust them. He felt like bugs were crawling under his skin, like he couldn’t control anything, like he couldn’t breathe. His thoughts raced, tumbling one over the other, and they wouldn’t stop coming. This was worse than it had ever been, and he’d let it get that bad.

“Calm down, Justin. No one’s going to hurt you.” Walter, who happened to be on-site that day, had come running into the room like some kind of professional hero. Fuck him. Fuck them all.

Justin knew what was coming if he didn’t calm down, if he didn’t “self-regulate,” as Walt liked to call it. How could he self-regulate when his mind was a fucking blender set on frappé? Nothing made any sense at the moment, nothing but… Max.

Why the fuck did he have to depend on the one person who didn’t want him, who wanted him to get better so he could get rid of him?

Justin punched the cinder block wall, the pain rushing into his hand and arm. Maybe he broke some bones, but it didn’t matter. Even if he had, they’d heal three times faster than other humans. It had been that way since he’d woken. Bruises, cuts, sprains, breaks to bones didn’t matter; they all healed freakishly fast. And no one knew why, not even Doc, who was supposed to be some brilliant vampire doctor.

“Justin!”

Carson stood in the doorway, keeping his distance, as he should. This was all his fault, and Justin would have taken his anger out on him if Carson wasn’t some kind of super vampire.

“Go away, Carson! This is your fucking fault! You stole my life!”

The hurt couldn’t have been more apparent on Carson’s face if he’d cried. Then it was gone. The stare from his brown eyes was intense. At least he didn’t have the red irises and black tattooed language all over his body anymore. That had been way creepy.

A buzzing sound filled Justin’s head and dizziness hit him hard. Justin staggered back. Carson frowned, and the annoying sound expanded and filled Justin’s head. Carson was trying to enter his head when he wasn’t supposed to be using his powers. They’d been fucked-up ever since his battle with Jameson Merrick, to the point he had nosebleeds, high blood pressure, and exaggerated weakness when he accessed them. One time, the entire right side of his body had been temporarily paralyzed as if he’d had a stroke.

“Carson, stop that crap. You’re gonna hurt yourself, you idiot.” The pressure in Justin’s head increased, pain coating his skull. “Stop!”

Carson’s body jerked, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He crumpled to the ground and wasn’t moving. Fuck, what had he done?

One of the officers hanging back rushed to Carson. “Shit. Get Doc up here. And don’t tell Lincoln. He’ll freak.” The other rookie officer in the hallway took off.

Justin’s anger was replaced by fear, fear that he’d screwed up and hurt Carson. Had his anger caused Carson to pass out? Justin just wanted to feel safe and not so confused all the time. Backing into the corner, he slid down the wall, crouching on the floor. Cradling his head in his hands, he tried to catch a thought, calm his breathing, keep his mind from crumbling back into nothing.

“Justin? Hey.”

Justin curled tighter into himself. So many times, he’d jumped into Max’s arms when he was too far gone to get himself back. But that was before he knew Max only thought of him as a responsibility, probably a burden.

Max touched his shoulder, and warm tendrils flowed over his skin. Damn, he didn’t want to like the touch, and he wanted to pull away. But already his heart was slowing and his breaths evening out. Max was there, and he would be safe.

“Talk to me.” But Justin didn’t know what to say.

“What happened to him?” Justin heard Doc ask, probably looking Carson over.

“He was trying to calm Justin, and then he collapsed.” Of course Walt would rat him out.

“He knows he’s not supposed to try to link with anyone’s mind. I think he just passed out.”

“What the fuck? Carson!” Lincoln roared. Justin looked up to see him kneel over the unconscious Carson. “What the hell happened?”

Well, Justin might be safe with Max there, that was, until Lincoln killed him. Justin grabbed Max’s hand in desperation, the connection settling his mind.

“I didn’t touch him,” Justin whispered, and his body shook harder.

“I know. It’s okay.” Max’s gentle gaze, his abject expression of concern, went straight to Justin’s heart. Why couldn’t Max see him, love Justin as much as Justin loved him?

Max sat behind Justin on the floor, pulling him back against his chest. Max wrapped his arms tightly around Justin’s body, his grip unrelenting, near painful. Max’s legs followed his arms, wrapping around his waist, hooking at the ankles. Justin focused on the Converse sneakers Max wore. The snug embrace immediately lowered his rate of breathing, and the confining immobility was like a shot of a relaxant. He shuddered from the full body contact.

Resting his chin on Justin’s shoulder, Max whispered, “It’s going to be okay.” The soothing tone rolled over him. “I promise.”

Justin knew that no one could promise him that. He needed to get back to their apartment, but there was no way he was getting away so easily. Anything he said to defend himself, Lincoln would throw back at him. Not that the director was ever really mean to him. Commanding, confident, maybe even arrogant, but generally fair. Except when it came to Carson. No one fucked with Carson.

 

 

IT HAD taken a while for the drama to calm down, but Justin was finally in his bed at the apartment he shared with Max. To Justin’s relief, Carson woke and confessed that he’d tried to enter Justin’s mind before he passed out, clearing Justin of any wrongdoing—well, not all of it. He’d freaked out and pulled most of the building into the uproar, if you went by John Dennison’s side of the story. At least this time Doc didn’t need to drug him.

Max, in his usual caring and helpful manner, led him back to the apartment, never once raising his voice or chastising him. He never pushed, never questioned Justin, never tried to force him into talking, explaining, into doing anything. Sometimes that calm demeanor made Justin want to scream, get him to react. Say anything, something.

His head was partially clear. Settled was all he could call it, but it wouldn’t last. His meltdowns would get old fast. Sooner rather than later, Max would pawn Justin off on someone else. He had to get his shit together, but he didn’t know how.

 

 

MAX LEANED against the kitchen counter, arms crossed, staring at the floor. Lincoln and Carson sat at the table. Doc rested his hip against the center island. The situation felt like an intervention.

“His episodes are getting worse,” Doc said, breaking the silence. “While they aren’t as often, they’re increasing in magnitude. And his last brain scan was off. I didn’t like the look of it.”

“What do you mean?” Carson was pale, with large, dark circles under his eyes. He looked as if he were sick with something. He never should have tried to intervene with Justin.

Doc sighed. “I’m not sure. Since he woke up, the scans have always had anomalies, but lately there are more.”

Carson rubbed his head. “Maybe that’s why I couldn’t get into his mind. I wanted to calm him, but when I tried, it was like something shot into my head, and I was out.”

Lincoln scowled at Carson in a loving manner. How he managed that, Max had no clue. “You shouldn’t have been trying to do anything, baby. You could have caused permanent damage. We don’t know why you’re having these serious reactions when using your powers, but why risk it?”

“Because I can’t not help. I can’t not try.” Carson looked down. “If I have to live with the crap Jameson shoved into me, I should be able to use it for some good.”

Lincoln’s face softened, and there was that guilt again. Guilt for feeling what Carson was going through was his fault. Lincoln put his arm around Carson’s shoulders and drew him close, kissing him on the temple.

Lincoln was a Sanatore vampire, one of six known species of vampires with some kind of special ability. For Lincoln, his blood could heal other vampires, but with a price. Healing Carson had bonded them, but no one could have predicted Carson would be the reincarnation of a vampire never seen before. A Salutem, as Jameson had called him.

“Are you okay, Carson?” Max hated to see Carson so drained. He’d lost his ability to affect objects with his energy after defeating Jameson. Entering the minds of others, sensing their thoughts, moods, and intentions was still possible, but to the detriment of his health.

“I’m good,” Carson said a little too quickly.

“No, you’re not. You need to stay out of Justin’s head.” Lincoln looked to Doc.

“Is Justin dangerous?”

Max shot him a look. “He’s not dangerous. He’s more scared than anything.” And who could blame him? There were times Max just wanted to wrap him up tight and keep him safe, but that wouldn’t help him become an independent human.

“I can’t answer that. The instability of his thought processes is certainly affecting his recovery. But why they’re unstable is unclear to me. I don’t know anything about individuals who’ve suffered the effects of a Tabula Rasa bite. We all know how rare they are, and their bites are even rarer. There’s no record of anyone ever recovering. Maybe having been under those effects for so long is having a negative impact. Or….”

“Or?” Max prodded Doc to continue.

“Something could be keeping him from healing on an emotional level. Thoughts and feelings and emotions can affect brain waves, can keep someone stuck where they are.”

“But he’s seeing a counselor, right?” Carson asked.

Max ran his hand through his hair, pulling a large chunk from the ponytail. He yanked the elastic band out in frustration and threw it onto the counter. “I’ve attended some of his counseling sessions lately, and they’ve been rough. His emotions and moods are all over the map. One second he’s laughing, then yelling, then crying. His reliance on me for keeping an even keel is… problematic.”

Doc raised a questioning eyebrow. He did that often instead of asking for clarification.

Lincoln had no issue asking. “Problematic?”

“I’ve been there from the beginning, from the moment he started becoming cognizant of the world. He feels safe with me because he’s latched onto me like I’m a mother duck.”

Lincoln laughed. Max bristled, causing Lincoln to raise his hands in supplication. “If you think he sees you as a mother, then you’re sorely—owww!”

Carson gave Lincoln a death glare. And for several moments, they stared at each other.

Max rolled his eyes. “It’s not polite to speak telepathically to each other when others are in the room.”

“I concur. If you have something to say, spit it out,” Doc said.

Carson’s face reddened while Lincoln held his usual stoic expression. Neither budged. Then Carson spoke. “Let me talk to him.”

Max choked on a laugh. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. He was pretty pissed off at you today.”

Lincoln turned to Carson. “No way. You aren’t going near him.”

Carson glanced sideways at Lincoln and then waved Max’s concerns off. “He needs someone to blame. We’ve had a few civil moments in the past few weeks. Besides, if he’s angry at me, I might actually get something out of him. I knew him before all of this happened to him.”

Loved him, Max thought, then shook off the odd thought.

“Just let me try. What could it harm?”

“I don’t want you to get hurt, baby.” Lincoln rested his forehead against Carson’s and cupped his cheek. Max pursed his lips at their show of affection. They loved each other deeply. Max feared he’d never have that again. He’d already lost the love of his life to cancer. He hadn’t found anyone special since Grace.

“I have to try to help him, and I promise, just talking, no use of my powers. Justin’s right. I did this to him.”

“Forced to do it,” Lincoln added.

“Still. I have to try.” Carson put on that pathetic, mushy, pleading expression that Lincoln fell for every time.

Lincoln nodded. “I’m going to be right here, though.”

“No, you’re not. He won’t hurt me or anyone else. So you’re going back to work.” He pointed to Lincoln and then looked to Max and Doc. “And so are the rest of you. I can take care of myself.” Carson stood and ended the conversation.

Max coughed out the word, “Whipped.”

Lincoln growled and stood with a menacing glare. “Fuck you, Kincaid.”

Doc and Max both laughed heartily and followed Lincoln from the apartment. Before he closed the door behind him, Max looked back at Carson, who was waiting quietly in the living room. Max debated what to say, but in the end just closed the door.

 

 

JUSTIN HEARD the front door shut and shot out of bed. Max never left without telling him he was leaving. When he pulled his bedroom door open, he gasped, seeing Carson standing there.

“Oh shit.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Can we talk for a minute?”

Justin wasn’t sure how to answer. He’d seen Carson dozens of times around the NVJ. They’d even exchanged a few words once Justin overcame the panic attacks caused by seeing his former boyfriend. But now they were alone.

“Where’s Max?” Justin looked past Carson but didn’t see anyone. Why would Max leave him alone with Carson? If that wasn’t a kick in the teeth.

“He had to go back to work—you know, save the vampire world and everything.”

Carson’s quip fell flat with Justin. “I’m tired. Maybe we can talk tomorrow.” Please leave. Justin could already feel his skin starting to crawl, a precursor to losing his shit. Twice in one day might get him shoved into a bed in Medical with a Thorazine drip.

Carson cocked his head. “I won’t hurt you, Justin. I just want to talk.”

Carson stepped away and moved to the couch. Justin, knowing he didn’t have a choice, carefully tread across the blue area rug, soft beneath his bare feet. He sat in the chair farthest from Carson. It wasn’t that he was afraid Carson would hurt him. Logically, he knew that he wouldn’t. The illogical, primal part of his brain was what was on alert. There was no arguing once it targeted a possible threat. Walt told Justin he had an overexcited fight-or-flight reflex due to the traumatic events of his past with Carson. When he asked Walt how to fix that, he said something about restructuring thought processes, but Justin had been only partially available that day for conversation so he couldn’t recall much. With Carson there, Justin was on high alert and focused.

Carson wore his usual jeans, T-shirt, and runners. Carson worked in some capacity for the NVJ, but didn’t wear the NVJ uniform—black T-shirt with NVJ in white letters across the chest and black cargo pants tucked into military-style black boots. Maybe, Carson thought, along with his dark hair, it was too much black, or maybe he was bucking the system.

“How’re you doing?” Carson leaned back against the couch, no doubt to appear less threatening. He and Justin were about the same height, but seeing Carson so tall, filled out, and matured as a man was still startling. They’d been intimate, short of intercourse, at sixteen, but Justin felt he didn’t know the man before him anymore. His love for Carson was in the past with that boy he’d met jumping a fence.

“Good,” Justin blurted out, almost forgetting to answer.

Carson studied Justin silently. That caused the bugs under his skin to scurry. He eyed his bedroom door and the sanctuary behind the wood with longing.

“You wanted to talk?”

Carson merely nodded and continued staring. Justin flicked his thumbnail to center himself. Jesus, why was Carson staring?

“I can’t read you.”

“You’re trying right now? Isn’t that kind of rude?” Just because Justin wasn’t as together as the rest of them didn’t mean he didn’t have a right to privacy.

Carson looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m not trying to read your mind or anything, because we know how well that goes for me. Just trying to get a general sense of how you’re feeling.”

“You sure you should be doing that? You tried to get into my mind earlier and look what happened.” That had been annoying, and Justin didn’t want him to try again.

Carson leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I did because I wanted to help you to calm down, that’s all. Even though I can influence the thoughts of others, I would never do that without permission unless it’s an emergency or, well, if the job requires I do so. Or if I want my head to explode. I just wanted to send you calming thoughts, and I was afraid you were going to hurt yourself.”

Probably more like he thought Justin might hurt others, but he kept his mouth shut. If he ever hurt anyone, Max would surely toss his ass to the curb.

“It didn’t work.” Nothing worked. Maybe heavy-duty medications would, which scared him to death. They’d doped him up once, and the effects had come too close to how he’d felt when he first woke. Foggy, spacey, confused. He didn’t need any reminders.

“No, it didn’t. I was blocked from going in too far. I’m not sure why, but it could have had something to do with the state you were in.” Carson chewed on his bottom lip, and Justin knew exactly what that meant.

Justin grunted. “You don’t believe that.”

Carson looked surprised. “How did you know—”

“You chewed on your lip. You always did that whenever… well, you know.”

A grin split Carson’s face. “You remember that, huh?”

Justin remembered his life before being bitten, the memories clear. But there were times when fractured memories flooded his mind. Their familiarity was fleeting and hadn’t come from his precatatonic state. Were memories surfacing from the black pit hiding those seven years? Had Carson seen any of them? There were some things about him no one should ever know.

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I want to stroll down memory lane.” Because that would just be hellish.

Carson grimaced. “Right. Well, I’m not sure why I was blocked, but when I tried to push against the resistance, what I got in return was like… feedback, you know, like from a sound system.”

“To me it sounded like a buzzing sound. Made me dizzy.”

“You can’t stop what’s happening, I mean, the panic and fear, can you?”

Justin frowned. “Of course I can’t. Do you think I would run around acting like that if I could help it?”

“Sorry, that sounded like a question but was really meant as a confirmation. Your lack of control overwhelmed me. When I tried to find a source, I couldn’t pinpoint any.” Carson wrinkled his brow, as if he felt sorry for Justin.

“You felt that?” Justin had lost count of how many times he’d failed to convey that state of chaos in his head, and here Carson had experienced it firsthand.

“Yeah, I did, and I have to say I don’t know how you handle it. I mean, it’s what I imagine having a tornado in my head would feel like.”

Justin sank back against the chair. He was so tired, and speaking with Carson only added to his fatigue. His life was fucked-up, he was sure, beyond any means on earth to repair it.

“I also learned something else that has me worried for you.”

Of course there had to be more. “Don’t tell me, I have a tumor or mad cow disease or something equally fatal.” Morbid jokes were all he had at that point.

“No. But I know how you feel about Max.”




CHAPTER 3

 

 

JUSTIN’S HEART seized, and he jumped from the chair without thought. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Carson stood as well, probably sensing Justin’s plans to run. Had he told everyone about his feelings for Max? Had he told Max? He’d be mortified.

“Don’t freak out, okay? I just want to talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk about. Max took me in and helped me. That’s it.”

Carson’s face showed he was calling bullshit, but Justin didn’t care. It was none of Carson’s business.

“Okay, I can see how freaked you are about this, so I’ll just say one thing. Be careful. Max is….” Carson’s gaze flitted across the room, stopping on the top of the bookcase by the chair. The picture of Max’s dead wife Grace was the only item of any interest among the books.

Grace. That was all Justin knew of her. Her name, what she looked like, and that she’d died. Max never spoke of her… ever.

Carson leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “He’s confused. Grace was sick for a long time, and he took care of her. He’s only dated a few other women since then.”

No lack of innuendo in that statement. Did Carson think Max had taken Justin in to atone for being unable to save his wife? A second chance? “I know he likes women, and it doesn’t matter why he took me in. I don’t expect anything from him.” Justin pushed out Carson’s suspicions trying to take root in his head. He did love Max, and he thought that someday the man could love him back. He believed Max interacted with him, talked to him, and touched him in a way that differed from the others in his life. He needed to be right about what he felt from Max.

“I didn’t mean to upset you. I just don’t want you to expect too much of Max and get hurt.”

“I won’t. I’m sorry, I really need to go. Thanks for your concern.”

Justin rushed to get to his room before he lost it in front of Carson.

“Justin. Stop.”

Why he obeyed that command, he had no clue.

“I want you to know how sorry I am for what I did to you. I know it doesn’t mean much, but….” Carson’s lip quivered.

Justin looked hard at Carson, trying to see the boy he once loved, but he’d changed so much. Maybe if he still had that boyish look, that thin frame, Justin could see him. Maybe it would be easier for him to connect the two.

“I….” Justin frowned. Why let Carson suffer any more because he couldn’t sort his own thoughts? “Listen, you were forced to do what you did. Monrovia had already shot me twice in the legs and was about to shoot me in the face right in front of you. You saved me from that, and….” He couldn’t say he was glad he hadn’t died, because that was a lie. “You’re feeling guilty for something you couldn’t prevent. I don’t blame you, Carson.” That part was true, but when he had to blame someone, Carson was the logical person.

Justin stepped into his bedroom and shut the door before Carson could say anything more. He leaned against the wood, creating a barricade in case Carson tried to enter, but he heard the front door shut. Justin could finally breathe again. He focused on a single photo of him and Max pinned to his wall. Justin didn’t own many things. Not much to own when you had only just returned to the land of the living, but of all of his meager possessions, that photo was what he cherished most. That photo, with Max’s arm around his shoulders, both of them smiling, was a snapshot of what Justin wanted to be with Max. A happy, smiling normal couple in love.

How he would get there when he was a broken-down mess was beyond him.

 

 

MAX STOOD before the doors to the medical wing. What Doc said about Justin’s brain waves and their irregularities had niggled at Max and blossomed into fear. Justin had already been through hell and back and didn’t need anything else messing with his head.

He pushed through the doors into the quiet unit. Mostly the medical wing was for treating the NVJ officers and their families. But given that there were far fewer options for medical care for vampires than for humans, the unit was open for acute care, and from time to time, a civilian vampire with serious issues received treatment since Doc was a specialist in such things. Today, there was only one patient, and since it was lunchtime, Max knew where to find Doc.

Max made his way to the farthest room down the hallway. He stopped before the observation area’s windows and looked in. Doc sat on a stool next to the bed, his lunch laid out beside the patient. As he ate, he talked to Tommy Dennison, who remained motionless, eyes closed as if he were asleep. But he wasn’t merely sleeping. He’d been shot in the chest when everything with Jameson had come to blows. In the following days, he’d suffered a stroke and a severe infection and hadn’t woken since. Doc and Tommy had something in the past between them, a serious kind of something with love, and had just reconnected when, bam, Tommy was shot.

Max knocked on the window. Doc turned, smiled, and then waved him in. Max entered and stepped up to the bed.

“Hey, Max. I was just regaling Tommy Boy here with tales of the world as we know it. Wasn’t I?”

Doc patted Tommy on the shoulder, and his eyes opened.

Max jumped in surprise and pointed to the vampire who was supposedly in a coma. “He opened his eyes!”

Doc nodded with a somber expression. “Yeah, Tommy Boy can open his eyes.”

As Max looked closer, he noticed the vacant look in Tommy’s eyes as he stared at the ceiling.

“But… how can he open his eyes when he’s in a coma?” Max couldn’t believe Tommy opened his eyes.

Doc sat back on his stool. “Minimally conscious state. There are many stages of coma. He opens his eyes, and there are times he can even track people and objects. He makes facial expressions. His favorite lately is frowning. He can even answer yes and no questions occasionally, though without much reliability, but he’s not what we consider awake.” Doc rested his hand on top of Tommy’s. “Sometimes he’ll even hold my hand.”

Man, that had to be rough, to get a response from someone you love, knowing they aren’t aware you’re there. “Will he eventually wake up?” Max recalled Grace’s last days in her fight with cancer. She was in and out of a coma due to brain swelling. Worst time of his life. Max had done exactly what Doc did. He talked to her, touched her, because that’s all he could do. He’d never felt so helpless, and there had been no hope because Grace was dying, but maybe it was different with Tommy.

Doc got off the stool and gathered the remnants of his lunch. He patted Tommy on the shoulder. “See you in a bit, Tommy Boy.” He motioned for Max to follow him.

On the way down the hall, Hilary, one of the nurses, stopped them. She smiled wide, and Max returned the smile.

Doc tossed his lunch in the garbage can. “We need to turn Mr. Dennison in a half hour. I’ll be back then. I left a list of labs, so please draw those now and get them to Casey.”

“You got it,” she said. “Max, you going out on Friday? A bunch of us are going into the city for drinks. Want to join us?”

Max had only been half listening. “I’m sorry. What?”

“Drinks Friday night in the city. Come along.” She leaned closer, and Max could smell her perfume.

Justin wouldn’t be able to handle a bar filled with noise and people. “I can’t, but thanks for the invite.”

When she pouted, Max crinkled his brow and wondered what was up. “If you change your mind, let me know. Bye, Max.”

“Yeah, see ya, Hilary.”

When they arrived at the main reception area, Doc leaned against the front counter. “Seems like someone’s got a crush.”

Max sucked in a breath and shook his head. “What? No… I don’t, I—”

“Calm down, Romeo. I wasn’t talking about you.”

Max shoved his hands into his pockets, unsure what to say to that.

“Hilary was flirting with you, in case you didn’t notice.”

“I didn’t.”

Doc cocked his head, his gaze on Max, but he didn’t speak.

Max cleared his throat, feeling as if he were under a microscope. “I wanted to talk to you about Justin. What you said earlier about his brain waves being off. Is that bad? I mean, he’s not going to go back to the way he was, right?” Max wasn’t sure he could handle seeing Justin like that again.

Doc crossed his arms. “I don’t think he will. What I said this morning was the truth. I don’t think this is an indication that his recovery is reversing. But what is happening, I haven’t been able to pinpoint.”

Max nodded and chewed on his lip.

Doc leaned closer. “Listen, if it would be easier on you, I could move him here. We have the rooms in the other wing that are set up like regular bedrooms. He’d be comfortable, and you wouldn’t have to deal with the disruption to your life.”

Max’s mind reeled at the thought of not having Justin in his apartment. It wasn’t right. It just wasn’t. “No. He’s mine.”

Doc’s eyes widened.

Jesus, what was he saying? “What I mean is he’s mine to take care of. I can’t just abandon him. He trusts me and I’m….” Fuck, what was he?

“You’re what, Max?”

Yeah, what, Max? What the hell are you to Justin? Damned if he knew, so he came up with the best thing he could think of. “I’m like his big brother… family. He doesn’t have anyone.”

Doc narrowed his eyes. “A big brother, I see. Okay, big brother, just be careful with him. His reality may be different than yours.”

Max frowned. “I don’t know what that means.”

“Hey, Max.”

Max turned to see Lincoln waving him out of Medical. “Got your new recruit here. Let the good times roll.” He grinned wide, exposing his fangs. Max rolled his eyes.

“Be right there. See ya later, Doc. Thanks.”

“Later.”

Max joined Lincoln in the hallway along with the tank standing beside him. The human was large, and his muscles bulged everywhere. He had to have at least a forty-five-inch chest. And his neck was as thick as a tree trunk. This guy was a serious gym rat. His hair wasn’t more than light bristle on his head. On the side of his face was a jagged scar reaching from his temple over his cheek and jaw, ending at his collarbone. The scar pulled down one side of his mouth in a permanent frown. He wondered if it was a combat wound.

“Lieutenant Max Kincaid. Wesley Reiser.”

“Welcome aboard.” Max shook the large man’s hand. He was average height, but what he lacked in height he made up for in width.

“Call me Wes.”

“All right, ladies, you both get the pleasure of heading down to the Mystique.” Lincoln handed a file folder to Wes. “Read up on the way.”

Max grunted. The Mystique was high-end, for the wealthy and influential. “Aren’t the higher dregs of society your domain?”

Lincoln made a sour face. “Yeah, well, I’m spreading the shit around. Don’t get your boots dirty. When you get back, we need to talk about a lead concerning another possible location set up by Merrick.”

That snapped Max’s head up. “Seriously?”

Lincoln visibly stiffened. They’d been trying to locate the last of the missing vampires, dead or alive. Max knew Lincoln wanted alive, since he’d made it his mission to find a little boy named Manuel Hernandez, one of the missing vampires. His mother had died helping Lincoln and Carson escape from the NVJ building when they’d been held captive by a corrupt director of the NVJ. Lincoln had promised her he’d find the boy.

“Yeah, but probably dead like most of the others. I don’t hold much faith in the lead either. Check in when you get back.” He walked away.

Max smiled at the newest team member. “Follow me. We’re going to the Mystique.” Max turned and headed for the elevator with access to the garage.

“The bite club?” Wes asked as he followed.

Max smirked and nodded. “Yeah, the bite club.”

 

 

JUSTIN NODDED off shortly after Carson left the apartment. He slept soundly until his regular dream—or more like nightmare—started again. The same as usual, he was in a darkened room with one light shining on him. Reclined in a chair, like one you’d sit in at the dentist, but he was laid out naked and restrained, so not a dental visit. Red and black wires attached to white pads were stuck to different parts of his body. Those wires led to a machine to the left of him. Horrified, he saw those pads were also attached to his penis, his balls, and his nipples. What the hell were they there for? He didn’t even want to guess.

The voices of a few people murmuring came from beyond the pool of light, the darkness masking their faces. When he tried to move, nothing happened. Nothing at all. Not a flinch or a twitch. Even his eyes were immobile, his vision limited to straight ahead and whatever he could see in his peripheral vision.

His breath caught. He tried to shout, but his mouth wouldn’t move, and no sound came out, not even a squeak. Trapped in his own body. He could breathe, swallow, blink, but nothing voluntary, nothing within his control. His breaths increased, a gasping sound filling the air as the terror took over. At that point in the dream, he always woke, sweating and shaking and terrified. But this time the dream didn’t stop there, and he feared he wasn’t dreaming.

As his chest heaved, a beeping noise he hadn’t noticed increased, keeping time with his heart rate. A vein in his neck pulsed with each pump of his taxed heart. Had he fallen back into the comatose state? Was he trapped in his head again, his ability to command his body gone? Any memories he had that he could attribute to being catatonic could only be described as trying to see underwater, the vision blurry and the sounds muffled. But right then, every one of his senses were turned up on high, and he could see clearly, smell, feel, hear as if he were there.

He needed Max, wanted to scream for him, but only harder puffs of air came out of his mouth. Movement to his side caught his attention. A large body came closer. A man. He wore a black leather mask that covered his entire head and face. His T-shirt and jeans seemed out of place in what Justin believed to be a hospital.

“Hey. Welcome back,” the man said in a deep voice. So familiar that he started to relax. “Just calm down. I’ve got what you need right here.”

Welcome back? What the hell did that mean? Where was he? What he needed was to get out of there, but he couldn’t do anything to help himself or even plead for mercy.

The man disappeared and then reappeared to his left. He flicked a switch on a large black box and fiddled with the knobs and buttons. Some of the wires attached to Justin’s body were plugged into the machine. An overwhelming mix of emotions ran through him—anticipation, relief, dread, elation. Somehow, he knew what was coming, as if it had happened before.

“Now I know this isn’t your favorite, but last time you took some major voltage. Even I was amazed at the pain you endured.” The man leaned close to Justin’s face, his breath hot and stinking of something spicy. He instantly knew that he hated the man and needed him at the same time. “It was beautiful how you suffered for me last time. I do enjoy these times when you’re awake and in pain. A shame you won’t remember it.”

Justin wanted to scream, but he knew he wanted the pain more, needed the agony, and had no fucking clue why. He just needed it badly.

The man grinned. “Pain is the key.”

He flipped the switch on the machine. Not just pain. Searing agony, like hundreds of needles, plunging into his cock, his balls and, ohhh, his fucking ass. His hole was stretched wide by something large, jolts of electricity attacking him from the inside. He couldn’t move away from the source, couldn’t scream. The pain was relentless, and his mind scrambled to make sense of the overload. His head spun as the pain intensified, radiating from his groin, tingling, clenching muscles, pulling skin tighter. His cock wasn’t just in pain. It was on fire. A cold sweat broke out across his skin. His legs shook. His nut sac spasmed. The pain pushed him further into his head. His thoughts jumbled, and his hyperventilating pushed his dizziness.

In the midst of the attack, his limbs lightened, feeling as if they were lifting away from his body. He was hard, throbbing, blood pumping into his engorged cock, the head deep red, precum pouring from his piss hole and pooling on his abdomen. Gods, how he needed to come. Would have done anything to get there. A wave of pleasure rushed over him, a ball of energy expanding so massively in his groin that he was sure he’d explode.
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