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One




Lucas

Ben and his mate talked quietly in the living room as Brennan stared at me. “Lucas? What is it?” he murmured. But it didn’t matter how low he spoke; Ben could hear him, and I didn’t miss him glancing our way confirming it. 

“His mate is feral,” I whispered back, not giving as much care to Ben’s feelings as I should have. He was my longest and dearest friend, and he had no choice in choosing who his mate was. Fate and our stupid genetics took that choice away. But it didn’t mean I had to like it.

“He’s in control,” Ben repeated for what had to be the hundredth time in the month they’d been here.

It was supposed to be a holiday visit, but things changed while they were here. “You know as well as I do if The Twelve suspect you have brought a new vampire into a populated area, especially a populated area they have influence in, they’ll destroy you both.” His eyes glowed red, and I knew from experience Ben was past the point of talking. But lucky for me I also knew he’d never hurt me or Brennan.

“I won’t hurt anyone, I swear. I’m trying, but the need is too strong. Ben, he might be right, maybe we should leave?” his mate Leon pleaded. His skin had yet to lose the look of someone recently dead. For some newly turned vampires, everything they’d put their body through was wiped away and restored, but since Leon hadn’t been feeding regularly for the past two weeks, his body was starting to look like someone closer to dead than alive.

“You can’t make that promise. We need to take you out to a remote location so you can feed on wildlife in the area. The longer you wait to feed, the weaker your resolve will get. Until eventually none of us will be able to stop you when you go on a murderous rampage. And for sure that will get the attention of the Consortium.”

“Lucas, what are you doing? Leon is trying. He’s been doing all he can to stay in control,” Brennan said, and when I met his eyes, I felt bad about my outburst. In this room were my closest friends. I didn’t want to hurt any of them, but I also didn’t want to have to clean up the mess of a vampire who was obviously not ready to be in a populated area. “When I was first changed you forced me to comply with the rules, and even when I was human and doing all I could to destroy myself, you never gave up hope. Hope is what Leon needs now.” Brennan settled his hand on mine, and I knew between him and Ben, this was a losing argument.

“Leon, I’m sorry. My words are not meant to be hurtful, but if you cannot control yourself, we will all pay with the end of our existence. And I can promise you it won’t be a swift demise.”

“I already died slowly, there’s nothing the Consortium can do to me that Samuel didn’t already do. But I won’t risk any of you, or my mate.” 

Ben’s lips curled as he listened to Leon speak, and he moved to his side. “Nothing will ever hurt you again.” Ben stood in front of Leon and shielded him from Brennan and me.

“Ben, Lucas would never hurt Leon. But even you must have noticed how much he’s declined since you’ve been here. He needs to feed. The synthetic blood is fine for us, but his need is too strong. He’ll be better once he’s fed,” Brennan said, always the calming voice of reason. Which was the total opposite of his human self.

“We’ll leave at dusk. The four of us will take my car and we’ll drive deep into the forest. Then Leon can hunt all he needs to satisfy his thirst.” I left no room for argument or discussion—in a few hours, we’d leave.

Leon’s breath came faster, and his eyes grew dark black. “Soon, Leon, I need you to control yourself a little while longer,” Ben soothed him. Leon tried. He squeezed his eyes shut as his lips curled back revealing his fangs.

Brennan reached for my hand, and I wasn’t sure if it was to calm himself, or me. But I gripped it like the lifeline his touch was, and hoped the dark would come soon.

“Lucas, he’s trying,” Brennan said, and I knew his words were true, but I’d seen what could happen when a feral vampire was set loose on a human population. It was how I’d been turned, and I wouldn’t allow it to happen again.

“I promise you, he won’t kill any humans while we’re here,” Ben said. “If there are any human deaths, the two of us will disappear and you’ll never see us again.”

He’d always been such a good friend. From the first day we met in a desolate forest so long ago, I’d at one time hoped he could be my mate, but we both knew that bond wasn’t shared between us. We’d found our true mates, now our time was spent making sure the two of them stayed alive and avoided the influence of the ruling society of vampires who loved nothing more than a reason to destroy. “I don’t want that. But I also don’t want to attract the attention of The Twelve.”

“Let’s worry about all that after he feeds. Things are different with a clear head, and Leon can’t wait any longer,” Brennan said, while watching Leon.

“If only we could make the sun go down a little faster,” Ben said.

“Leon, I know synthetic blood hasn’t worked for you, but we have plenty. Why don’t you drink a few pints of it to keep your mind off your thirst. Believe me, I know what it’s like to need another hit.”

Leon had been panting, his nerves strung tight, and his hands flexed at his sides while he held himself back, but at Brennan’s words he stopped. He appeared frozen for a moment until his eyes moved to meet Ben’s.

“I don’t want to kill. Please, get the synthetic blood. I’ll try anything.” His body was locked down and I knew as well as Ben did, the moment he relaxed he’d be bursting through the door whether the sun was out or not. He urgently needed to feed.

Brennan hurried to the small refrigerator we kept just to store the synthetic blood. When I worked at the ER here, I could normally get away with a few pints, but not the amount Leon needed. He was beyond having enough to hold him over. He threw two bags to Leon without even heating them, and they were drained before he threw the next two.

Leon had yet to move from where he stood, but he had relaxed slightly. “It’ll be okay. Only a few more minutes now,” Ben promised, but still kept his distance. He had to be ready if the worst happened and he needed to restrain his mate.

All at once we felt it. The sun had set, and it was safe. It was a sense we all shared, and it didn’t matter if we were in a house like this with windows treated to protect us from the sun’s rays or if we were buried deep in a cave, we all knew when the sun was down.

“Leon, we’re going to run, it’ll be faster for you, but you will not under any circumstance harm a human on the way to feed.” He didn’t look at me, and he hadn’t yet moved from where he was still locked down. I looked to Ben for guidance, but he was focused completely on his mate.

His eyes glowed red, and his lip curled showing his fangs, and I knew the only thing that could help was to let him hunt. I glanced at Brennan who was moving toward the door, and in a blink, I was at his side. He unbolted the door and met Leon’s eyes.

“I’m going to open the door. I want you to run as fast as you can to the east. I’ll be right behind you, and so will Ben and Lucas. We won’t let anything happen. Now go, Leon. Go feed.” He flung the door open and the instant there was enough space for him to slip through, Leon was gone in a burst of wind. Brennan was on his heels with Ben fast approaching. I pulled the door shut and hurried to catch them.

We were nearly to the edge of town where the deep forest held a bounty of animals for Leon. He sped up, and as soon as he broke through the line of trees, I smelled it. The scent of nearby humans, and the sound of more than one beating heart.








  
  
Two




Ben

Leon instantly changed direction, driven by the sound of heartbeats and the scent of humans. No matter how much I’d tried to teach him to avoid them, the part of him that he had no control over pushed him forward. He was far faster than me, but I knew if I didn’t stop him, tonight would be the night his short afterlife ended. 

Lucas burst past me and gripped the back of Leon’s hair. Before Leon could brush him off, he was flung backward and nearly into my chest. He landed in a crouched position, fangs out, and ready to fight Lucas for the fresh blood he knew was close enough he could hear the blood rushing through their veins.

“If he cannot control himself, you know what needs to be done,” Lucas said again. He’d said this to me many times since we’d been staying with them. He stood in front of Leon, my mate, and it took everything in me to not shove him aside. But he was my friend, and even if the very essence of our existence dictated that we be solitary creatures, I cared about him.

“Leon, please calm down. We’ve talked about this. There will be times when you’ll be near enough to humans to smell them, but you have to be strong. It’s not worth destroying everything in your world for a small amount of blood,” Brennan said from behind Leon.

“Tell your mate to move or I will destroy him,” Leon growled and crouched lower, his muscles coiled to strike. But he wouldn’t win against Lucas, and I couldn’t let either of them be destroyed.

“Brennan, get away from him,” Lucas growled as he lowered his stance and prepared for the attack that Leon seemed intent on escalating.

“He doesn’t want this, Lucas. He can learn to be stronger. But he needs a chance. You gave me a chance,” Brennan pleaded. He knew what Lucas was capable of, and even though he’d never cross his mate, I doubted he’d be able to stop Lucas if he truly wanted to destroy Leon.

“So thirsty,” Leon groaned.

“Let me help you,” I said, and held my hand out. His eyes shot to me, and in a flash, he was next to me, his face burrowed into my neck.

“Please help,” he whispered.

I scooped him up and ran. We ran in the opposite direction to where I knew the humans were possibly camping or maybe just out spending a few hours in the forest. Either way, I wasn’t willing to let this mistake happen again. Leon clung to me and kept his face hidden while holding his breath. I knew he was ashamed of his behavior. He’d worried so many times about this exact thing happening, but I’d convinced him he could handle it.

“I’m sorry, love. I’ve let you down,” I whispered against the side of his head.

He clung to me even tighter, but stayed silent and didn’t move. Lucas ran to my right with Brennan right on his heels. Finally, we burst into a clearing just as the darkness was complete, and we’d be hidden from any creature who would try to conceal itself from us. The humans would remain unharmed and alive, never realizing how close they were to danger.

“Is it safe?” Leon asked and cracked his eyes open to look.

“Yes, there are no humans out this far. Hunt. Eat until you can’t eat any more.” He was off like a shot into the woods, and I knew it wouldn’t take him long to find a meal.

“Ben, let me help Leon. I know he doesn’t know me well, but I think I can help him hone his abilities and control his thirst,” Brennan said as the three of us stood waiting. None of us suffered the intense need for blood that Leon had. Brennan and Lucas had incredible control and were able to live among humans without a problem. I wanted that for him, for us, but I wasn’t sure it was possible.

“I’m not sure anything can help him. He was created by a creature who was filled with bloodlust. What if that part of the monster was passed on to him?” I’d had this thought many times but had never voiced it out loud. Lucas looked at me, gauging my reaction to my own words, while Brennan’s brows creased with worry.

“That’s not possible. We don’t pass on any of ourselves to the vampires we create. If we did—well, imagine all the chaos that could cause.” Lucas didn’t believe his own words, and he knew I knew it. But I didn’t want to challenge him in front of his mate.

“His creator had the ability to take a vampire’s skill from them by drinking them dry. Is it so hard to believe those same abilities could be passed on with the change?” Lucas didn’t answer, and I knew eventually we’d have this conversation again. “The way I feel for him goes beyond a bond. Even though everything in me compels me to be with him, my heart also commands the same. I love him, Lucas, and I couldn’t bear it if he were destroyed. There must be a way to help him find some control. We can’t live in the middle of nowhere for all our existence.”

Lucas’s eyes softened, and he squeezed my shoulder. “I know, friend. In many ways, the bond takes away our choice and our freedom, but my heart is also involved with Brennan, and I’d gladly die to save him.”

“Please don’t speak like that, either of you. We need to figure out a way for Leon to gain enough control to be near people without wanting to make a meal of them. I notice his thirst seems unquenchable. Has he ever not wanted to feed since he was created?” Brennan asked and took Lucas’s hand.

“No, he’s been insatiable since he was turned. I’ve never seen a vampire who is never satisfied. It seems there’s no end to his need,” I admitted.

“Do you know if he had any medical conditions before he was turned?” Lucas asked, always thinking about every situation through the eyes of science.

“I’m not sure. He remembers some of his past, but more when he was a child. You could speak to him and see what he knows.” If anything would help, I was willing to try it. I loved my mate and wanted to spend eternity with him, but the thought of living an eternity on watch for any chance he’d take to feed on humans was not a future I relished.

“I think we need to expose him to more of the human world. But in a controlled manner. The way you’re living now isn’t any way to live. The two of you haven’t been outside the house for weeks,” Lucas said.

“What kind of ‘controlled manner’ do you mean?” I tried to keep my voice measured, but any threat to my mate brought out the worst of me.

“We should start slow, maybe go down to the waterfront at night where he can still smell humans, but there won’t be as many of them around,” Brennan said. “Maybe his bloodlust is more an addiction that he cannot get control over?”

“Is that possible?” I asked Lucas.

Lucas considered it before he answered. “We don’t know why we’re dependent on blood, or why we were created that way. But I wonder if maybe it does have something to do with the addictive part of our brains. Maybe that part is enhanced with the change?”

There were things I learned through my work with the Consortium that Lucas had no clue about. But right now, he was more correct than he knew, and admitting that was on the tip of my tongue. But then Leon appeared next to me.

“I’m sorry,” he said to us all. “I heard your idea, Brennan, and I’m willing to try anything to stop this constant craving. Blood is all I can think of.”

“Then we’ll see what we can do to change that,” I said before pulling him into my arms.
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Lucas

Brennan was worried. He’d experienced how horrible this life could be, and I didn’t want my only friend to experience the loss of his mate. He’d worked with the Consortium for years, so I found it strange that he didn’t have knowledge of the causes behind bloodlust. But he was still playing both sides of the game. On one hand, he respected the Consortium, and their ability to keep the peace with a species that had to kill to survive. But they also destroyed any vampire they deemed unworthy and studied any vampire with a skill they thought would help them. It was a fine line, and not an easy one to balance. 

“What are you thinking about?” Brennan asked. We’d gone back home after each of us had fed, and now the two of us relaxed in our room after showering.

“I nearly ended him tonight,” I whispered, ashamed of my own words.

Brennan climbed over the top of me and straddled my legs. “He doesn’t blame you. Leon and I have talked a lot while they’ve been here. He hates what he is.”

I considered his words. He’d said this a few times, and I trusted Brennan. He wouldn’t say anything that would put either of us in jeopardy, even if it meant he’d be hurting his friend. “We have to help him. I can’t imagine what it would do to Ben to lose him.” Ben and I had always been close, but his normal easy-going nature had shifted since he’d found his mate. Now he was always on alert, and always watching everything around him. His strength was as a tracker, but after finding his mate, he’d truly become the hunter the Consortium had wanted him to become.

“He’s not bad. He just needs help. I think we need to treat it like addiction and see if that works. Maybe slowly introducing him to humans will numb his desire to kill them,” Brennan said, before he leaned in and kissed me. His tongue swirled with mine, and even though he’d brushed his teeth, I could still taste the blood he’d drank earlier. “I needed help too. Dying was all that saved me.”

It sounded so odd to hear him say those words, but we both knew they were true. His addiction to heroin was leading him down a road that led to his ultimate death. Picturing him in the room where they’d drained his blood still elicited a protective response from me. It wasn’t enough to destroy some of the vampires responsible. I wanted to destroy them all. “One day, they’ll pay for what they did to you.”

“Don’t worry about that now. We need to help Leon, and I think tomorrow is the perfect opportunity. We can all go down to the waterfront late at night. I don’t want to chance there being anyone nearby. I think it’s a good idea for us to drive there earlier to give him time to acclimate. We can see how he handles it.”

“Do you think it’s possible?” I’d seen other vampires who were never in control enough to be trusted in the human population, while others blended in seamlessly. Brennan and I were perfect examples of that. His parents had embraced us both, knowing he’d had to change to live, and they’d accepted the fact he and I were mated. Even if they didn’t understand what all of that meant, they were glad their son was happy—and alive.

“If he wants it bad enough, anything is possible. You didn’t want to be attracted to me, but it happened anyway.” He grinned when he said it, knowing full well neither of us had a choice in choosing who our mate was.

“You pushed me away so many times. You don’t know how hard it was to stay away from you,” I whispered, before taking his lips in a heated kiss. “There’s nothing in this world I want more than you.” I trailed my nose along the line of his jaw and forced myself not to bite him. Sometimes there was no controlling the urge to claim him again.

“I just wanted to know you were serious.” The smile in his voice made me happy. He was so different from he’d been when we first met.

I pulled away enough to meet his eyes. “I wanted you from the first time I saw you.” Kissing along his jaw, the breath he didn’t need sped up. “I had to force myself into my office to stay away from you. The nurses were curious why I kept checking on you so many times. I think they thought I didn’t trust them to take care of you the way I wanted them to.”

His eyes flashed with hurt as he was lost in thought for a moment. He flinched before meeting my eyes again. “I hated the person I’d become. You’re the only one that was strong enough to save me from myself.”

“I love you. I’m sorry you had so many challenges when you were human, but I like to think all of them led you to me in the end.” He kissed the tip of my nose, and this time when his eyes met mine, they were filled with the fire of lust and want I’d come to expect every time we had a moment alone.

“Fuck me, Lucas, show me who my mate is.”

I flipped us so he was now underneath me and threw his left leg over my shoulder. Without any warning or preparation, I buried my cock in him. Both of us groaned at the rush of sensations. His back arched, and his eyes squeezed shut, leaving his neck perfectly exposed for me. I struck then, and bit him, not holding back as I pulled some of his precious blood from his body.

He grunted, but not in pain. He pulled me closer with both his legs, and without warning, I thrust into him as hard as I could. Sex with my mate was an experience that was new and exciting every single time, and something we both craved. Licking his wound, I sealed it before moving to his mouth and sharing the taste of his sweet blood with him.

“Harder,” Brennan groaned against my lips.

Gripping his hands, I held them both above his head as he reacted to every movement of my body, perfectly in sync with me and giving me exactly what I needed. “I love you, mate.” His eyes fluttered open, and I imagined him as he looked when he was human, but then I remembered he’d never looked as healthy and alive. His addiction had been slowly killing him and taking him away from me.

“I love you too. Even if you hadn’t been my true mate, there’s no one else I’d rather spend my eternity with.” He rolled us to the side, and now he took control. Riding me as fast and hard as I’d pounded into him. He shook his hands free and stretched his arms above his head.

“Beautiful.” I groaned and knew I wouldn’t be able to hold off much longer. And he knew it too, so he doubled his efforts and guided my hand to his own straining hardness. With barely a brush of my fingers, he finished across my chest just as I released into him. The sensations and emotions immediately consumed every sense, and it took me a moment to come back to awareness.

“You in there, old man?” Brennan asked as he tapped on my forehead with his finger. I grabbed his hand and flipped us over again, so I was on top of him. “Ready for round two?” I asked, making him laugh.

Later in bed, I worried about Leon’s desire to feed on the humans in Eureka and wondered if we could stop him. They had reduced him to the animal that some of us fought, while others of us rejoiced in. And ultimately, he’d need to choose which direction his life would lead, and Benjamin would have to decide if he could deal with that decision.

Mated or not, a vampire had to be destroyed if they were deemed a threat to our carefully hidden society. Ben knew this, and since the Consortium wouldn’t allow him to leave the organization, his mate would need to learn control, or be destroyed.
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