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Chapter One

 

 

It was a lovely morning for vengeance.

The rising sun shed its light upon the Romanian countryside, gleaming on emerald grass and dew-covered wildflowers. However, the picturesque view only merited a cursory glance.

Lillian cursed as she stumbled up the hill. She dug the heels of her hiking boots into the damp earth to keep her footing. With a firm grip on a finely carved oak stake, she approached the ruins of Castle Nicolae.

Even amidst the pinkish glow of the early dawn and the cheery melody of birdsong, the pile of gray rubble looked ominous. Lillian gulped a deep breath of morning air and suppressed a shiver as she pulled the castle schematic out of the pocket of her light summer jacket. According to the diagram, the chasm leading inside was right in front of her.

Her target lay below, in the bowels of the ancient fortress.

Shoving the schematic back in her pocket, she pulled out her phone and texted the AIU headquarters. I’m going in.

Her phone vibrated a reply: Invalid number.

Huh? Double-checking to make certain she texted the correct number, she tried again and received the same error message.

Mouth dry, Lillian eyed the castle. Was he somehow doing it? She shook her head. That would be ridiculous. It was probably the rural location. He shouldn’t be able to mess with her if he was asleep.

By all reports, the vampire had been comatose for centuries, only waking once a year to feed. Last month, he’d killed the wrong person.

Thumb stroking the stake, Lillian growled through clenched teeth, “Your murderer will not go unpunished, Dad. Radu Nicolae will die today.” Fierce gratitude flowed through her when the AIU director permitted her to take this assignment, despite her lack of experience. He must have understood that this was personal.

With grim determination, she groped along the cracked stone until she found the entrance, a narrow fissure in the rock.

Shadows closed over her as if encasing her body in ice. She pulled out her Mag Light, illuminating the treacherous tunnel with a bluish LED glow.

Though she tried to walk as quietly as possible, rocks and debris underfoot marked her progress with skitters and crunches. Darkness chased away the meager rays of sunlight as she descended further into the heart of the ruins.

After contorting her way down through the twisting passage, crumbled rock gave way to smooth stone steps coated in a fine layer of charcoal. There had been a fire here long ago.

Heart pounding in her throat, Lillian made her way down the stairs and found a clean chamber.

No ashy residue or cobwebs remained. A row of backpacks, ranging from new to old, lined one wall. An ancient prison cell dominated the other. She swallowed at the sight of the rusted iron bars. This must have been the castle dungeon. There was even a fireplace with a stack of wood beside it. A closer look revealed that most of the firewood consisted of sharp stakes.

Lillian shuddered, her palm sweating around her own stake. How many people had tried to kill him, only to die in this place? Choking vines of doubt wrapped around her lungs. If all of them had failed, what chances did she have of surviving? Rage singed the edges of the vines. So many deaths. She had to stop him.

At last, Radu Nicolae’s slumbering form came into view. Lillian’s lip curled with scorn. This was the big scary monster? The creature seemed already dead. It lay still, pale, and emaciated. Its cheekbones gleamed in sharp relief above a dark scraggly beard.

Her fingers trembled as she shone the light on the vampire’s face. A gasp caught in her throat as she saw his hair. A shade of darkest chocolate, it lay like a silken waterfall in rich waves on the stone slab, incongruously beautiful compared to the rest of him. Without thinking, she reached out to touch those tresses, to see if they were soft as they appeared.

The sight of the stake in her fist made her snatch her hand back. Her stomach churned in revulsion at her insane impulse. What was I thinking? This monster killed her father. She was here to destroy it, not pet it.

Maybe it was another mind trick of his. Some sort of preternatural defense mechanism.

Gritting her teeth, Lillian set the flashlight on the slab so the beam pointed over the vampire’s supine form. She removed the mallet from her pack and positioned the stake above his heart.

Shoulders vibrating with tension, she raised the mallet and paused to savor her vengeance.

She brought the mallet down.

Instead of crunching bone, her scream rent the air as those lashes lifted to reveal glowing black eyes. The vampire bolted upright.

Fangs gleamed in the darkness, and Lillian was yanked into the monster’s embrace. The stake and mallet fell from her numb fingers.

The flashlight clattered to the floor, casting her and the monster in blackness. A feral growl rumbled inches from her ear, sending shivers down her spine.

Fangs pierced her throat, sharp pain exploding in her flesh. The sound of swallowing roared through Lillian’s consciousness, heightening her terror.

He’s killing me! Oh God, I failed, Dad. I’m so sorry…

Her life flashed before her eyes, along with a barrage of random, inane thoughts, like the mournful fact that she’d never have ice cream again.

Then the pain abated, and strange sensations crept in. His rhythmic sucking at her neck bled away her panic and tightened things low in her body. The vampire relaxed his grip on her ribcage. One hand stroked her back while the other caressed her hair. His rock-hard erection pressed against her body. Her clit throbbed. Moisture seeped between her thighs. Of their own volition, her hands gripped his shoulders, pulling him closer. Terror clashed with her body’s arousal. What sort of magic did he have to elicit such an illogical response?

A low moan escaped Lillian’s lips even as her mind screamed, “No, I can’t be enjoying this!”

Then all was blackness.

[image: Image]

Radu Nicolae removed his fangs from the Huntress’s neck with a curse. Something was very wrong here, and he would keep this woman alive until he got to the bottom of it. As he gathered her into his arms, he mentally perused all that he’d seen in her mind.

The first indication that something wasn’t right was her employers claiming he’d killed the woman’s father. Radu remembered all the men he’d killed in the last century. This Joe Holmes had not been one of them. And even if he had killed the man, why did this company of Hunters send an inexperienced woman to kill him?

For centuries, the most skilled Hunters had tracked him to his lair, only to die under his bite. This Lillian Holmes was not a Hunter at all. She was a scientist, as had been her father. From what he pulled from her mind, they had been studying his kind, with no intention of killing them.

So, why, after her father disappeared, did her superiors pull her aside and lie to her? Why did they send her to hunt him, thus assuring her death? Radu’s fingers clenched around the woman’s arms. They’d wanted her to die. That much was obvious. And they presumed to use him as a pawn for that end. A growl of fury escaped his throat at the presumption of this AIU…this Abnormal Investigation Unit. Lillian whimpered, and Radu loosened his grip slightly.

They would pay. That much was certain. Nobody used him. It seemed he would emerge from his rest sooner than planned…and for that, he would need his strength. Radu licked the blood from his lips, savoring the sweetness.

Lillian would help him rejuvenate, but he would not be able to feed on her alone. What he had taken from her had revived him greatly. He flexed his muscles, enjoying the new strength coursing through his veins. It was enough for him to venture out and hunt for himself.

He frowned. He would also have to procure nourishment for Lillian. A definite inconvenience, but one that would hopefully be worthwhile.

Radu buried his face in Lillian’s hair, inhaling the scent of strawberries that was almost as delicious as that of her feminine arousal. His cock stirred again at the memory. She’d wanted him, despite how hard she’d tried to fight her desire. Temptation flared to convince her to give in, but Radu shoved the thought aside. For now, it was enough to enjoy the warmth of a woman in his arms. It had been far too long.

As he awaited nightfall, Radu used the mental connection from feeding to probe Lillian’s slumbering mind, absorbing her language, her emotions, and her memories. She was another American, from some strange, vast place on the other side of the world. He’d devoured a few of those, and learned the odd way they spoke.

Lillian’s intellect astounded him. It was amazing how far science had progressed over the centuries. And the studies done on his kind…hell, this woman held more knowledge about what he was than he did.

And just as she’d demonstrated, she had no experience hunting vampires. She and her father had studied them. Images danced in his mind: blood dripped on panes of glass and then magnified to the point where it looked like nothing he’d ever seen before.…Lillian smiling as she typed strange symbols on a screen that somehow transmitted to her father…Lillian and her father studying a black-haired infant in one of those steel and glass chambers before taking it to a cozy cabin, where Lillian sang and rocked it to sleep.

Radu frowned. He had also been taken from a cold, hungry place in infancy and brought into a warm, loving home. Along with…

Another of her memories came to him, sending the breath from his body. It was impossible! Files, pictures, and names that Lillian had read aloud skittered across his vision. Silas McNaught…Akasha Hope…Razvan.

There couldn’t be any other vampire by that name.

Lillian knew of his twin brother!

Radu closed his eyes, his heart clenching like a fist in his ribcage. He hadn’t seen Razvan in centuries, not since their parents were killed when their castle was put to the torch. Not since Razvan killed the woman he’d loved.

Lillian had information about Razvan’s existence. She’d read his name from one of those pieces of paper that mortals had started using.

Radu would make her tell him his brother’s location. It was past time for a reckoning.

As darkness neared, he lifted Lillian in his arms and carried her to the cell in the corner. He would not let this woman get away from him.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

Lillian awoke to the sound of splashing water. Her head felt like a lead weight as she lifted it from the…pillow? She leaned up on one elbow, opening her eyes. The sleeping bag slid off her shoulder, exposing her to the chill of the chamber. Reflexively, she pulled the cover back up to her chin…and that’s when she saw the bars. He’d locked her in a cage.

Scrambling out of the sleeping bag, Lillian seized the bars and shrieked, “Let me out of here, you son of a bitch!”

The vampire sat with his back toward her, facing the fireplace, which was now lit with a merry blaze. The shadows were too chaotic to see what he was doing.

“You will not talk about my mother in such a manner,” he said in a deep, forbidding tone.

Lillian nearly choked in outrage. “That’s rich, coming from the bastard who killed my father.”

He turned to face her, and her eyes widened. His face was lathered with shaving cream. The vampire pointed a wicked-looking old-fashioned razor at her. “I am not a bastard. My mother and father were wed. Furthermore, I did not kill your father, Lillian.”

Her mouth opened, but no words came while she reeled in shock as his words registered. He spoke English, albeit with a thick accent and a rough voice, as if he hadn’t talked in a long time. “How do you know my name?” she demanded.

“I saw everything in your mind when I drank from you.” He smiled, dragging the blade across his chin with sure strokes. “And we will discuss many things I found there. But first, I must procure supplies and nourishment for you.”

Lillian shuddered, disliking the effect his voice had on her. “I’m not taking anything from you.”

His smile widened, black eyes filled with dark promise. “Oh, but you will. And I will take much from you as well. It will be enjoyable for us both.”

Heat filled her face as she remembered his fangs in her throat and his erection grinding against her. To her relief, the vampire turned away to rinse the razor in a bowl of water before he continued shaving. The rasp of the blade and the crackling fire only emphasized the awkward silence.

Too soon, Radu finished. He turned to face her again, and Lillian gasped at his transformation. Though still full of sharp angles and hollows, his face had lost its sunken appearance. Now, framed with that lush, dark chocolate hair, that visage could give a model a run for his money…an evil model, anyway. Those long eyelashes and sensuous lips did nothing to mute the malevolence of his black eyes.

With predatory grace, he grabbed a long black coat, shrugging it over his lean, muscled form. Reaching into one of the newer backpacks left by the hunters he’d slain, Radu withdrew a protein bar and a bottle of water and approached her cell. “This should tide you over until I return with more fitting sustenance.”

She ignored the items he held near the bars. If only she had her stake…though since vampires had superhuman strength, he’d probably just break her wrist. No, she wished she had a flamethrower.

His inky brows arched above midnight eyes. “Very well, but when I return, you will eat.”

Lillian lifted her chin and mustered her most defiant glare. Radu’s lips twitched, and he placed the food and water through the bars of her cell before disappearing from the room in a blur of preternatural speed.

Left alone, she collapsed to her knees and shuddered uncontrollably. He wasn’t going to kill her. Her eyes darted from the sleeping bags to the food. Her trembling increased, despite the growing warmth from the fire. No, he wasn’t going to kill her. What he had planned was much worse.

The vampire intended to keep her alive to use as a food source…and likely for sex as well.

The prospect of being raped was horrifying on its own. But being raped by an inhuman monster added a whole new dimension to the terror. Most revolting of all was that her body had responded to him.

Why? Although it had been a long time since she’d been with a man, surely she wasn’t that hard up.

His earlier words suddenly rang in her mind. I didn’t kill your father, Lillian.

Was it possible that he told her the truth? Radu was over a thousand years old, one of the oldest vampires documented by her organization. Vampires grew more powerful with age, so Radu had to possess incredible strength and other abilities…like mind control.

For all she knew, he could convince her that up was down and the sky was green. So what reason would he have to lie?

But if Radu hadn’t killed her dad, then who did?

She didn’t know how long she spent huddled in her cage, growing colder as the fire burned down. Trapped with nothing but her racing thoughts.

By the time she heard footfalls approaching the chamber, her head jerked up in a mixture of trepidation and anticipation for this to be over with.

Radu held a large sack in one arm and had a bundle of wood in the other, propped upon his shoulder. He carried the weight like it was nothing, a reminder of his inhuman strength.

“I’ve brought you food and more blankets.” His voice slowly lost its husky rasp and took on a rich, melodious timbre. His face and body had also filled out, losing the rest of that emaciated look. From his healthy skin tone, it was clear he’d fed on some other hapless person.

He looked breathtakingly handsome. And Lillian hated herself for the observation. Radu dropped the firewood by the makeshift hearth and then knelt before her cage with the bag.

“Here.” He pulled out a carryout restaurant box that smelled heavenly, along with utensils wrapped in plastic. Then he set down a small tub with an elegant logo that made her blink.

“You brought me ice cream?” She couldn’t fight the disbelief in her voice even as she struggled to imagine him walking around in a grocery store like a normal person. How had he paid for everything? How did he even know how to shop in the modern world?

He nodded. “When I fed on you, I heard you thinking that you would never be able to eat it again.” He rubbed his hand on jeans that he may have taken from one of his recent victims. Unbelievably, his lips curved up in a boyish grin of wonder. “It’s very cold.”

Infuriated with her maddening response to him, Lillian scooted back against the wall of the cage and crossed her arms. “I won’t touch any of it.”

A shiver rushed down her spine at the thought of him being in her mind.

He cocked his head to the side, and something that looked like hurt flashed in his black eyes. “Why not?”

She rolled her eyes and fought to not show fear. “Because you might have drugged or poisoned it.”

His brows creased with confusion. “And why do you think I’d do that?”

She crossed her legs and hunched over smaller. “So you can knock me out and rape me.”

He bared his fangs and growled what sounded like a curse in Romanian. “I do you a kindness, and you accuse me of something so despicable? I am not an animal. I am a man.” He tapped his chest in primal emphasis. “I’ve never forced a woman in my entire life. Women clamor for a night in my bed.” His teeth flashed in an arrogant grin before his brows once more drew together in anger. “First, you accuse me of murdering your father, now you accuse me of rape.” The last word ended in a snarl, and his next turned into a roar. “What have I done to deserve such abominable assumptions?”

The metal bars of the cage dug into Lillian’s spine as she tried to shrink further back, her heart in her throat at the sight of his glowing eyes and consuming fury. Licking dry lips, she spoke softly. “You drank my blood and locked me up.”

“You tried to kill me,” he countered, eyes narrowed as he pointed an accusatory finger. “Yet despite that, I am saving your life instead of killing you.”

Lillian frowned in confusion. First, he was indignant at her assumption that he’d rape her, and now he was claiming to save her? “What do you mean?” she asked cautiously. Vampires were said to be manipulative. She mustn’t forget that.

“You are a scientist, not an experienced Hunter, yet your employer told you a lie and sent you to kill a vampire as old and powerful as I am.” He paced before her cage like a panther stalking its prey. “There is only one conclusion to be made from that.”

Horror clawed her throat as Lillian digested his words. “Oh my God. You think they sent me here to die.”

Radu nodded, his eyes full of sympathy and then anger. “They wanted to use me as their pawn. And it nearly worked.” He looked like he wanted to say something else, then he shook his head and crouched in front of the cage, never breaking his hold on her gaze. “You’ve lost a great amount of blood, Lillian. Please, eat. And then we shall talk. I have many things to ask you.”

Mind still reeling with the possibility that her own superiors had set her up to die, Lillian opened her mouth to argue, but to her humiliation, her stomach rumbled when he opened the carryout box to reveal some sort of noodle dish that made her mouth water. “What is that?”

“Halushki.” He held out the box and a plastic fork. “Eat.”

Her ravenous hunger, coupled with Radu’s genuine anger at the idea that he’d drug her, compelled her to relent. Besides, she was too dizzy from blood loss and missing breakfast and lunch to be able to think straight about vampires and government conspiracies. Taking the box and a fork, Lillian took a bite and moaned at the taste of garlic, onions, and butter.

She looked up to see Radu closing his eyes in such abject pleasure that she blushed, feeling like a voyeur. Then those hypnotic black eyes snapped open, and he gave her that boyish smile again.

“When you eat, I can taste,” he explained before pointing at her fork. “Take another bite, please.”

For a moment, Lillian considered refusing. Why should she give him any pleasure when he held her captive? But her hunger, combined with her fascination at this new phenomenon, compelled her to comply. Watching Radu’s blatant ecstasy as she chewed the food, her mind tried to work out a scientific explanation for his being able to taste her food. Transmitting thoughts via telepathy sort of made sense when observing electromagnetic brain waves. Was she somehow emitting a wave that sent a neural pulse to his taste receptors?

Radu interrupted her thoughts. “This ice cream. I want to try it.” He held out the tub.

Normally, Lillian wouldn’t dream of spoiling her dinner with dessert, but the stuff would melt if she didn’t eat it soon. Setting down the half-finished haluski with a touch of reluctance, she picked up the ice-cold pint. The label was in Romanian, so she couldn’t read it, but the picture made it look like vanilla. A safe choice.

It wasn’t just vanilla. It was the best damn vanilla she’d ever had in her life. The flavor burst over her tongue like a revelation. Radu made a low sound that was more fitting to the bedroom than during a meal. Her loins tightened immediately.

Lillian bit her lip against the arousal. This had to be the most messed up situation she’d ever been in. Here she was, telepathically sharing a meal with a vampire she’d originally come here to kill. Getting turned on by him even as he had her locked up like an animal. Can anyone say Stockholm Syndrome?

Melting ice cream dribbled on her wrist, breaking off the thoughts. Not wanting such deliciousness to go to waste, Lillian quickly polished off the rest of the carton, ignoring the inevitable surge of brain freeze.

Radu suddenly groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. “La naiba, woman, what is that?”

He was able to feel that too? Despite her own pain, Lillian couldn’t help laughing even as she wondered how far the connection went. If she stabbed herself, would he experience that too? What about cramps? That brought on another gale of laughter. 

“Brain freeze,” she gasped between heaves of hysterical giggles. Served him right. “It happens when you eat cold things too fast, but I was only doing what you told me.”

“I did not say to eat so quickly,” he said with such a deep scowl that another burst of laughter exploded from her. “This is not something to laugh at. You have pain too.”

“It doesn’t last long.” Even as she spoke, the pain faded away, leaving them both relieved…until Lillian realized she’d been laughing at a thousand-year-old vampire. She sobered immediately, justifying her actions aloud. “And for your information, it is perfectly normal to laugh in times of crisis. It’s the brain’s way of protecting itself from too much stress.” And if this wasn’t stress of the highest degree, she didn’t know what was.

From the way his brows drew together in consternation, she inferred that he didn’t understand half of what she said.

“You should let me protect you instead,” he grumbled. “That way, there will be no pain.”

“Protect me?” She fought a blush, reminding herself and him of the situation. “You said you planned to feed on me again.”

He shrugged, indifferent to her disbelieving tone. “Yes, but I will take away the hurt next time, and I won’t drink too much.” His expression darkened as he changed the subject. “Now we talk. What do you know of a vampire called Razvan?”

Lillian blinked in surprise. She’d been expecting him to expound on his theory that the AIU wanted her dead. Should she answer? Why not? She didn’t have much information anyway. “That was one of the vampires my father had a file on. But he burned it three years ago, for some reason.” She frowned, mind turning over the information. Had what had been in the file gotten Dad killed? Did the AIU also have info on this Razvan? He hadn’t been in the vampire database, but perhaps he was in a classified file above her clearance level.

“Where is he?” Radu interrupted her musing.

“Somewhere in the Northwest, but I can’t remember exactly where.” Desperation welled in her belly. She needed to get out of here, go through her father’s things, and track down his killer. Find out if Dad had been to Romania, or if Radu told the truth.

“Northwest of what?” he demanded.

“The United States. It’s a huge part of the country, so I’m not very helpful.” Now that he’d brought up this other vampire, she had a lot of new questions, but… “Why do you ask?”

“Razvan is my brother.”

Her jaw dropped. “You have a brother?” When he nodded, she frowned. “But vampires can’t reproduce sexually. How can you have a sibling?”

“We were…what is the word you use? Raised by a man who was not our natural father. A vampire who Changed us when we became men.”

“Oh, you were adopted.” Lillian struggled to word her next thought carefully. “Do you think your brother may have killed my father, and the AIU confused him with you?”

“It is possible. We do look alike. And it wouldn’t be the first time Razvan murdered someone.” His eyes blazed at the last, making it apparent that the someone he referred to had been important to him. Brushing his hair out of his face, he met her gaze. “But I don’t think your employer confused anything. If they’d meant for you to come out of here alive, they’d have prepared you better. Given you more information, better weapons. I know of the things mankind can use to kill.”

The logic slapped her in the face. Why else would they allow an inexperienced scientist to attempt to take out an ancient vampire? And she wouldn’t have even asked to be sent on this mission if Director Bowers hadn’t told her that Radu had killed her dad. Then there was her sudden inability to contact the AIU headquarters once she arrived at the castle. Now the truth was clear as one of her microscope slides. She was an idiot for not seeing it in the first place. Was she truly a dumb blonde to let her desire for revenge cloud her reasoning? Or was it because she spent more time with cells and microbes than people?

“They killed my father,” she said tonelessly as rage coiled inside her.

Radu nodded. “I think so.” Before she was able to react, he reached through the bars and took her hand. Rubbing his thumb lightly across her wrist in an attempt of comfort, he looked down with an agonized frown. “My mother and father were murdered too.”

Lillian’s shock at his touch disappeared with his words. “By who?”

“A mob.” Slowly, he withdrew his hand and clenched his jaw. “It was a long time ago… and it might have been my fault. Either way, there is naught to be done about it now.” He looked up from where he crouched and met her gaze. “But for you, vengeance is possible. As I said before, I do not like being used. Therefore, I shall help you...” He bared his fangs in a grin. “Once you help me find my brother.”

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Radu had to bite his tongue before he said anything more. What had possessed him to tell her about his parents? Much less his incapacitating guilt?

What did she think of him now? He tried to read her mind, but it had been too many hours since he drank from her…and he’d used the last of the power to find out what ice cream tasted like. Unfortunately, he couldn’t drink from her until tomorrow at the earliest…and to be honest, it would be best to wait for the night after that. He didn’t want to deplete her.

Instead of prodding him about his past, Lillian stared at him with such shocked disbelief that he had the urge to laugh. “You think I can take down a government agency? Do you have any idea how big and powerful they are?”

“They are humans.” He let all his scorn flow into his words, tamping down a twinge of unease. Humans had managed to kill his parents.

“So am I,” she countered. Her blue eyes flared in challenge.

Radu’s lips curved upwards, despite himself. Yes, she was. Delightfully warm, delicious…and vulnerable. Yet that mind of hers held more power than she was aware of. The things she knew of his kind shocked him.

When Radu didn’t remark, Lillian shifted in the cage with a sigh. “First, I want to find out why they killed my father and then tried to eliminate me.”

“Did your father keep secrets from this AIU?”

A dry laugh emerged from her pink lips. “That’s the thing. He had so many secrets that I have no clue where to begin. We had our own research projects separate from the AIU, and Dad had things going on that even I don’t know about, like that file on your brother.” A line formed on her smooth brow. “But the AIU’s job was only to observe and study preternatural beings. They were a peaceful, passive organization.”

“They aren’t anymore,” he reminded her, pointing at the stake on the floor. “You said he burned the file he had on my brother. I also saw other names in your mind. What about this Silas McNaught and Akasha Hope?”

He practically saw the thoughts churning in her brain, lighting on something when her eyes widened. “Akasha was a mutant of some sort, and my father had the opportunity to study her when she was in military custody. Another of his side ventures.” A flash of discomfort flitted across her features as if she didn’t approve of Akasha being studied. “He sent me all of his data…and he helped her escape.” Her unease bled away, and she sounded more confident. “Silas is a vampire and involved with her somehow. Dad convinced Silas to give him some of his blood in exchange for him covering up the escape.” Her frown returned. “But he wasn’t operating as an AIU agent when he did that. It was a freelance job of sorts. Even the military was unaware he was there, aside from the sergeant that asked for his aid.”

Radu nodded, impressed despite himself with Lillian’s father’s wit and willingness to help his kind. He recalled another of Lillian’s memories. “What about the infant?”

Lillian’s face went white as it had been when he’d drained her blood. “The infant?”

“I saw you and your father removing a baby from a…” He fumbled for the word. “Laboratory and taking it to a secret house by a lake. It had black curly hair and green eyes.”

“Kiara,” she whispered, somehow paling further. “If the AIU learned about her…” She shook her head. “No, then it would make no sense to kill either of us. They’d want our research. They’d also want the baby. Dad already placed her in a safe foster home because it was too dangerous for us to keep her.”

Something about her tone alarmed him. “What is so special about this baby?”

“She’s the daughter of Silas McNaught and Akasha Hope.”

Radu’s breath fled his body. “The child is half-vampire.” How in the seven circles of hell was such a thing possible? Although his kind was able to engage in lovemaking, their wombs and seed were barren, much to his mother’s heartbreak.

Lillian nodded. “A hybrid.”

“And you and your father stole their daughter.” Radu looked at her with new eyes. Was he foolish to ally himself with her? What kind of a woman was she?

She shook her head so rapidly that her hair formed a cloud the color of a sunset. “No! They don’t even know about her!”

That was far from comforting. “Though the father’s ignorance is understandable, how could a woman be unaware that she’d given birth?”

“Akasha didn’t birth her. We used her eggs that Dad harvested when she was unconscious and then fertilized one with sperm cells I’d manufactured from Silas’s blood.” Lillian’s eyes took on that look of zeal she imparted whenever speaking of her studies. “We implanted the embryo into a surrogate mother and monitored everything.” 

Although Radu didn’t comprehend all the words she’d used, he understood her meaning. His own mother had been heartbroken that she could not bear children of her own. That was why their father, Alexandru Nicolae, had taken Radu and Razvan. How would Crina, his adoptive mother, have felt if the technology had been there to have children of her own blood? Radu would have either been devoured by wolves or frozen to death if that were the case. The woman who’d birthed Radu and Razvan had been unable to feed two extra mouths, so they’d put Radu outside to be offered to the spirits. Crina told him when he was a young boy. Alexandru had then stolen into the peasant’s hovel and taken Razvan from his cradle, leaving behind a bag of gold.

Shame coiled in Radu’s belly. During a spiteful argument, he’d lied and told Razvan that he was the one who was sacrificed. Either way, both twins were spared when Alexandru had taken them to give his bride the sons she’d so desired.

Shaking off the memories, he turned his ire back to Lillian. “Yet you kept this child secret from her parents.”

“I didn’t want to!” she said so vehemently that he believed her. “But Dad insisted.”

“And do you plan on rectifying this matter?” he prodded. “Will you tell this mutant woman and her vampire mate that they have a daughter?”

Biting her lip, she nodded. “I only hope they do not kill me, especially since I have no idea where their baby is.”

“I won’t let them harm you.” The severity of his vow gave him pause. Radu heaved a sigh, slightly ill with this talk of secret, scientifically wrought babies, and returned to the topic of his missing twin. “What did Razvan’s file say?”

Lillian shrugged. “Dad almost slapped my hand when I tried to look at that one. He said it was too dangerous. All I know is that Razvan is often connected with reputed psychics.”

Radu chuckled. “Wise advice. Even as a youth, my brother was clever and powerful.” He frowned. “What are psychics?”

“People who can read minds like you…or do other things, like see the future.”

He nodded as comprehension dawned. “Ah. We referred to those sorts as witches. We used to kill them on sight before they could use their powers to find out about vampires.”

Yet his twin had been using them in his efforts to find him for the past seven centuries. In fact, one had been prodding for him only a few nights ago. But Razvan’s efforts would never succeed as long as Radu didn’t want to be found. After the deaths of his parents, his grief had been too great to bear facing the world.

Now, however, Radu was ready to face his twin.

“I still can’t figure out why they wanted my father and me dead,” Lillian said. “I need to get to our safe deposit box. Our house is out of the question, but his secret lab might still be uncompromised.” She moved as if to stand, then slumped where she sat. “But I don’t know how the hell we’re supposed to get back into the states. Since I’m supposed to be dead, the AIU would be alerted if I use my passport, and you’re so old you don’t even exist on paper.” She squirmed on her sleeping pallet. Her face was suddenly pink as strawberries and cream. “I need to use the bathroom. Will you let me out?”

It took him a moment to grasp her meaning. “You need to relieve yourself.” Reaching in his pocket for the key, he unlocked the door and seized her hand in case she tried to bolt. “I will take you outside, but if you try to escape, you will not like the consequences.”

Instead of humble acquiescence to his warning, she frowned up at him. “If we are to be working together, why keep me locked up in the first place?”

He cast her a cynical smile. “Forgive me if I do not quite trust you yet.”

As Radu led her out of the chamber and up the cracked steps, he couldn’t help but succumb to a thrill of pleasure at the warmth and softness of her flesh in his grip and the heady scent of sunshine and wildflowers emanating from her hair. Rampant lust roared through him that only his honor would suppress. However, that did not deter him from plotting ways to seduce her.

He grinned at Lillian’s gasp when they turned down a corridor, and he hefted a heavy rock the size of two men to reveal a tunnel leading out into the night.

“That is much easier than the way I came in,” she whispered.

He chuckled. “Yes, although I do appreciate the meals, I do not make it a habit of making it easy for Hunters to find me.”

When they emerged outside, Radu led her to a copse of bushes. “I will turn around to grant you privacy, but if you flee, I will catch you.”

Even in the darkness, he saw her crimson cheeks. Once she’d attended to her needs, she paused in the foliage. Radu’s muscles tensed in preparation to give chase. Then he heard her heave a sigh and return to his side. His shoulders relaxed as relief and elation bubbled within him.

But when he turned to escort her back to the castle, Lillian stopped and placed her hand on his bicep. “Do I have to go back in that cage already? I’d really like to stretch and have some fresh air.”

Her soft touch and imploring gaze made his chest tighten. “Very well.” 

Truly more time outdoors would benefit Radu as well. He’d only been steadily emerging from his hibernation for the past year. If he was going to be taking this woman to a strange country across the sea, he needed to become acclimated to this loud and busy place the world had become. His first venture to procure food for Lillian had jangled his nerves so severely that he never wanted to enter civilization again.

Yet, as Lillian and Radu walked in silence, side by side, he realized that being awake was not all bad.

“When will we leave?” she asked suddenly.

He halted his steps. “I do not know. It will take me some time to adjust to this new world. Much has changed since I went to ground.”

Her blue eyes flashed with defiance. “You can’t keep me locked up forever. I need to get out of here, avenge my father’s murder, and find Akasha and Silas to tell them about their baby.”

Before he formed a retort, she took off running into the underbrush. Heaving a sigh, Radu allowed her to run several paces before he took to the air and flew above her. He wobbled slightly, still growing used to flying again.

He landed in front of her, opening his arms as she crashed into him. “What did I tell you about running?”

She squirmed. “Well, I can’t just give in like a stupid sheep.”

Her movements against him made his cock harden painfully. He spoke through gritted teeth, clinging to a single thread of sanity. “While I admire your spirit, that does not change the fact that I’ll have to keep you in your cage.” And safe from me. “Now be still.”

Lillian gasped as he rose into the air. Radu couldn’t hold back a gratified smile as she clung to him tightly. His erection pressed against her thigh, her heat filling him with drugging need. From her intake of breath and crimson cheeks, he saw that she felt it too. But he didn’t apologize. He was a man, after all.

By the time they landed, she was trembling like a mouse. Radu ran his hand through her hair in an attempt to soothe her. Not releasing her hand, he led her back into the castle ruins and down to his underground lair.

Biting back a chuckle at her mutinous pout when he led her back in her cage, he then set about making her prison more comfortable. Opening the bags he’d taken from Hunters who’d tried to kill him over the decades, he gathered up six more sleeping bags and tossed them into the cage to soften the hard stone floor. Another search through the castle and he found a chamber pot and a dusty chair.

Lillian turned her nose up at the chamber pot as he smirked and built up the fire to warm the cold chamber. Finally, she heaved a sigh of resignation and began unrolling the sleeping bags and laying them atop each other to make a bed.

“I have no idea how we’ll get back in the states in the first place,” she said.

The deep thought in her voice gave him pause. “What do you mean?”

“Borders are heavily guarded these days, and airport security is extremely tight.” Her shoulders slumped with doubt. “Since you don’t have any ID, the US wouldn’t allow you entry. That is, if you would even be allowed to get on a plane from here. And if I boarded a plane, the AIU will find out that I’m still alive.”

Radu had a basic understanding of what planes were, so he nodded. “We need new IDs, then.” He’d seen a few of those small plastic rectangles with pictures and writing on them.

Lillian nodded. “And money and passports and…” She spread her hands helplessly. “Countless other things. I’m not sure if we can do this.”

“We will find a way,” he said firmly, settling back in the chair and watching her eyes flicker with rapid thoughts.

Suddenly, Lillian jumped up so quickly she nearly hit her head. “Oh shit, my phone!”

“Your what?”

“Open my bag. It’s a plastic rectangle, light blue case.” The urgency in her gaze compelled him to do as she asked.

He found the item she described and held it up questioningly.

“Destroy it,” she whispered.

That was easy enough. Radu crushed the thing with a squeeze, splinters of plastic digging into his palm. Dropping the fragments on the stone floor, he smiled at her. “Why did you want me to do that?”

“They probably used it to track my location,” she told him, fear reflecting in her large eyes. “They might have even had it bugged to record my voice, though hopefully it was muffled in my bag. I should search the rest of my stuff for bugs.”

“Bugs?” he inquired, irritated at his lack of understanding so many words.

“Recording devices, so they can hear what I say.”

“Ah, I am familiar with this recording.” A few of the Hunters who’d tried to kill him had carried devices that absorbed spoken words and sounds and stored them on little plastic rectangles they’d called tapes. “Do they make them so small now?”

Lillian nodded. “May I have my bag so I can check?”

Radu raised a brow and searched the pack first, remembering her previous escape attempt. After removing an object that contained a knife and several other tools, so she wouldn’t be able to pick the lock, he passed her the bag.

He watched her carefully examine each article of clothing, probing the seams with a tight look of concentration. Radu suddenly wished he could experience that intense, probing touch on his body. Unfortunately, she made it clear that she didn’t want to touch him, no matter her earlier response. That didn’t stop him from wondering if it was possible to change her mind.

“Okay, everything seems clean.” She rolled her eyes. “I guess they didn’t think I was smart enough or a big enough threat to make sure you killed me.”

He smiled. “Now you may prove them wrong.”
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