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“SLADE, YOU WITH me?” 

I looked up. “Sorry, Aiden. Could you repeat that?” 

It was early, around eight a.m. Liam and I were sitting in the Conference Hall in the castle, waiting for Lucian and Dr. Shephard. Talia, who’d gone to the airport to pick the two men up, had called a few minutes ago to inform us that they’d be arriving shortly.

Aiden, who was wearing casual business attire - a black sweater and gray dress pants - stared at me for a few seconds. “Are you okay? You’ve been unusually quiet this morning.”

I hadn’t told anyone of what I’d learned of Talia, that she was really Vanessa. I was still trying to come to grips with it myself. Although, I’d wanted to confront her last night, I’d forced myself to walk away, especially after hearing her confess her love to Lucian Tepes. 

“I just want to make sure that neither of you reveal what we’ve found out about Lucian and his true intent,” he answered. 

“You mean how he’s trying to get you to fund an operation that could eventually be the end of all Lycan?” I said, disgusted. “Don’t worry. I’m on your side. I’ll do whatever it is that you want me to do.”

“All I want is for the both of you to just keep it cool. You do that and everything will be fine,” he answered.

“Do you think it’s a good idea that I be present at this meeting?” I asked, surprised that he’d requested me to be there.

“Of course. I need a vampire in the room. One that’s formidable and trustworthy. I also would like to hear your opinion on everything, afterward. Both of yours,” he replied, looking at Liam. 

“So, we’re just going to play the game?” said Liam, yawning. “Pretend we’re interested and be all chummy with Lucian Tepes or Frazier or whoever the hell he’s claiming to be?”

“Most definitely,” he replied with a smirk. “I want to see what kind of a mad scientist Lucian has dug up and find out if it’s really possible to create a hybrid.”

“To be honest, I think the last thing that the world needs is another immortal, one that’s half-vampire and half-Lycan,” said Liam, crossing his arms over his chest. “There’s too many of us as it is.”  

“I agree,” I said. “And what a wrecking ball on humanity this could turn out to be.” 

I imagined a hunter with a Lycan’s outrageous appetite and wondered if the hybrid would also need blood to sustain life. If that was the case, then the future would be very bleak for humans. 

“It can’t happen, obviously,” said Aiden, pulling out his phone, which was vibrating. His eyes widened when he noticed the caller. 

“Who is it?” asked Liam.

“Someone we don’t hear from every day,” replied Aiden, answering it. “Torin? How’s it going?”

Liam and I glanced at each other. Torin was the middle brother, one who I’d only met a handful of times. From what I remembered, he was the most serious one in the family. He also had the worst temper.

“How long has it been?” I asked. 

“Months,” replied Liam, his stomach growling.

“You should really eat something,” I said.

“Yeah, I know,” he replied, looking owly. “Nice of Aiden to forget the donuts. I thought most morning meetings included Long Johns, bagels, or some kind of damn coffee cake?”

“I usually don’t attend these things,” I said. “So, I wouldn’t know.”

“Liam, quit your whining and keep it down; I can barely hear Torin,” said Aiden, holding his mouth over the phone.

“Give me food, my brother, and I’ll be happy to shut up,” muttered Liam. 

“Don’t worry, it’s coming.” Aiden removed his hand. “Sorry, go on, Torin.”

We listened to the conversation and it was obvious that Torin needed help. From what I remembered, he currently lived in the United States and was some kind of a bounty hunter.

“What’s going on?” asked Liam, after Aiden hung up with him.

“He’s having issues with one of his clients,” said Aiden. “Serious ones. He needs to get out of town.”

“Sounds like a lady is involved, too?” asked Liam.

“Isn’t there always, when it comes to you two?” replied Aiden. 

Liam chuckled. “Animal magnetism. Anyway, you should talk. You’ve got an entire harem of women waiting by the phone for your calls.”

“I don’t know about that,” he replied, holding back a smile.  

“Oh, yeah you do. Even Melody was drooling over you last night.”

“The American girl that arrived with you, yesterday?” asked Aiden, looking surprised. “The blonde?”

“Yes, but then she realized who the real stud of the family is,” he said, puffing out his chest. “And almost attacked me last night.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, scrolling through his phone. “She made a move on you?”

“You could say that.”

He grunted. “You actually stopped a female from throwing herself at you. You?”

“Hey, I do have morals, Aiden,” he said, frowning. “Sure, she’s a pretty face, but even I know that it wouldn’t be right to jump into the sack with her. Not after what those two girls have been through. She’s extremely vulnerable right now and if we had sex, she might develop feelings for me and I don’t want to hurt her.”

Aiden gave his brother an appraising look. “I’m glad you’re thinking with the head above your shoulders this time, Liam. I have to agree, those girls have lost so much that becoming intimate with either one of them would be very irresponsible. They need friends that they can trust. Not a lover who’ll move on to a new conquest in a few hours.”

“I’d wait a week,” said Liam, smirking. “But even that would be hard.”

“Exactly. That’s why you need to keep your distance, at least in that respect. If you find yourself slipping, which I can see that happening, just remind yourself that it would do more harm than good, to sleep with either of them.”

I suddenly felt guilty for my actions with Chelsey. Not only had I made love to her, but I’d taken her virginity, which was still pretty sacred, even in this day and age. Then there was the thing with Vanessa; if I were to be honest with myself, everything that I thought or felt, the night before, was now clouded with doubt. 

Liam, as if sensing my debauchery, stared at me for a few seconds, an inquisitive look on his face.

“What?” I asked, waiting for the grilling.

“Where did you sleep last night, my friend?” he asked, delivering it.

“Sleep? I didn’t sleep. I don’t really need to.”

“Okay, let me rephrase that – where were you all night?”

I snorted. “You sound like a nagging wife. Why do you care where I was?”

“You didn’t happen to end up in bed with your betrothed, did you?” he teased.

“Just because you’re a sex fiend doesn’t mean that everyone else around here is,” I said, not answering the question. “Anyway, you already know of my views on sleeping with mortals.”

“From the way you were eyeballing Chelsey, last night, I’d say those views are wearing thin.”

“She’s a beautiful girl,” said Aiden. “And I have to say, I may have noticed something between the both of you myself.”

“What you noticed was my hunger for blood and nothing more,” I said, wishing they’d just let it rest.

“Bullshit,” said Liam, smirking at me. “You might be a vampire but you’re still a man, and you can’t tell me that you haven’t thought about slipping it to her.”

I grunted at his choice of words. “Maybe I have. Maybe I haven’t. It doesn’t matter as long as I don’t, right?”

“Just admit it,” he prodded. “There’s no shame in wanting to have sex with a beautiful mortal girl like her.”

“Leave him be,” said Aiden, noticing the way my jaw was clenched. “The important thing to remember is that neither of you give in to temptation,” he said, as he texted someone a message. “Just pretend that they’re both my daughters and that I’d beat the hell out of you if you were to touch either of them.”

“If I was afraid of you, it might work. I’ll just pretend Melody is my sister from now on,” said Liam.

“You must have it bad for the girl,” replied Aiden.

“They have it bad for each other,” I said.

“I’m a horny bastard. What can I say?” said Liam, smirking.

“A shameless, horny bastard,” I added. 

There was a sudden knock at the door.

“Come in,” said Aiden, setting his phone down.

The door opened and Talia stuck her head in. “We’re back from the airport. Are you ready for them?”

“I think the real question is – are they ready for us?” said Liam grunting.

Talia smiled. “I guess we’ll find out.”

I stared silently as she led them into the room and made the introductions. Lucian was tall and thin, with whitish blonde hair, blue eyes, and a sharp nose. When our eyes met, a flash of coldness flickered in his but faded quickly. Dr. Shephard was a short, heavy-set man with glasses and a beard. He looked to be in his fifties and smelled like sweat and Vicks. 

“Please sit down,” said Aiden, motioning toward the empty, brown leather seats across the table from me and Liam. 

“Would anyone like anything to drink?” asked Talia, smiling warmly. Her hair was pulled back into a bun and she wore a black skirt with a cream-colored silk blouse. Yesterday, I wouldn’t have glanced twice at her or her clothing, but today, everything about her seemed electrified.  

Dr. Shephard cleared his throat as he set his briefcase on the conference table. “If I could trouble you for some tea? I’m feeling a little under the weather and I think it would do me good.”

“Of course. We have black or green-tea. I’ve heard that they are both good for colds,” she replied.

He nodded. “Yes. Either would be great. Thank you.”

“Of course. Anyone else? Coffee? Soda?” she asked. “Iced tea?”

“I’ll take something,” said Liam. “Some bottled water?” He looked at Aiden. “You also mentioned there would be food?”

“I did. Could you also check on that, Talia?” replied Aiden.

“Of course. The deli just delivered the food to the kitchen, I believe. I’ll have the sandwiches and cookies brought into the conference room,” she answered and then looked at me. “What about you, Slade? Did you want anything?”

What I wanted was to talk to her alone. To explain myself and find out why she was portraying her sister. To find out why she’d lied and hadn’t just confronted me in the first place, about sleeping with Talia. Had she done that, all those years ago, things might have been different. Hell, they would have been different.

“Slade?” she asked again, her smile faltering as I stared at her with all of these questions whirling around in my head. 

Liam kicked the side of my foot. 

“No. I’m good,” I said, looking away. “Thank you.”

“Let me know if you change your mind,” she said, turning toward the doorway.

“Don’t forget the food,” called Liam. “I’m about ready to pass out, I’m so damn hungry.”

“Hungry like the wolf, aye?” asked Lucian.

“Good one,” said Liam, dryly.

“Try not to pass out or bite someone’s head off before I get back,” she answered, leaving the room.

“So, you are obviously living the dream,” said Lucian, smiling across the table at me. “Everywhere I turn, the teenagers in England are raving about your newest hits, especially the girls. What’s it like being idolized by hundreds of thousands of panting, hot-blooded females?”

“It’s challenging at times, but we somehow manage,” said Liam, smiling arrogantly.

Lucian chuckled “From what I’ve heard about the Lycan sex-drive, I’m sure you manage very well.”

“I can hold my own,” said Liam. “Don’t be jealous.”

“Why would I be jealous?” asked Lucian.

“Vampires have always been jealous of Lycans.”

Lucian and I both rolled our eyes.

“Don’t listen to Liam, he’s ornery. He likes to pick on people when he hasn’t eaten,” said Aiden.

“No worries,” said Lucian.

“Lucian, have we met before?” I asked, wondering how he’d managed to snake his way into Vanessa’s life in the first place.

“No,” he replied. “I don’t think so.”

“Lucian is from America,” said Aiden. “Maybe you two have crossed paths when you were touring?”

“No, I don’t think that’s it,” I said. “You do look familiar though. Have you ever met a woman by the name of Faye Dunbar?”

“I met her a couple of times. She’s a shape-shifter?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Remarkable,” said Dr. Shephard, unwrapping a throat lozenge. “I’d love to meet a shape-shifter. Can you set up a meeting, Lucian?”

“Probably, although I wouldn’t recommend it,” he said. “She’s a volatile woman. Don’t you agree, Slade?”

“So you’ve already heard about the encounter we had with her?” I asked, amused. “It’s just amazing how word travels so quickly.”

Lucian smirked. “Talia mentioned it.”

“You two must talk quite a bit,” I said.

He shrugged. “Just lately. Anyway, the only reason that this came up in conversation was because Talia wanted to warn me about the woman. If she were to learn about Dr. Shephard and his research, Faye might get involved. From what I hear she’s a power-hungry bitch and never accepts the word ‘no’ for an answer.”

“You’ve heard correctly,” said Aiden. “You don’t want to work with her. Which brings us to why we’re gathered here, today. Why don’t you tell us about your research, Dr. Shephard?”

He opened up his briefcase and took out two folders, sliding one of them over to Aiden. “Inside you’ll find all of the research and lab results regarding my studies on a possible cellular mutation of Lycan and Vampire DNA.”

“Mutation, huh? How does that come about?” asked Liam, smirking. “Rent a hotel room, lock them in a room together and tell them to get busy?”

“Even if they did ‘get busy’, it wouldn’t work,” said Aiden. 

“Correct,” he replied. “Female vampires are barren. They can’t even produce an offspring with their own kind. Their eggs are dead. However...”

“However, what?” asked Aiden, staring at him curiously.

“It’s my belief that a newly turned female can still produce a child within a specific time frame,” said Dr. Shephard. 

“What kind of a specific time frame?” I asked.

“During her ovulation period,” he replied. “In other words, if she becomes a vampire during that time, her recently released egg can still be fertilized.”  

“But, this is just speculation?” I asked, although it did sound like an interesting theory.

“On the contrary, my tests show that a female’s still healthy enough to conceive during that time,” he replied. “It’s pinpointing the exact ovulation period and fertilizing the egg that is the tricky part.”

“What about her uterus? Would she be able to carry a baby to term?” asked Aiden. “Or would it die, along with her remaining eggs?”

“The lining of the uterus has prepared itself to protect that last egg. Should it become fertilized, the egg will travel and imbed itself inside of the mother’s womb.  It is my theory that once it’s attached, her vampire DNA will help protect the fetus from dying, almost in the same way it heals itself after a serious injury.”

“But this is just a theory?” I asked. “You haven’t achieved a pregnancy yet?”

“No we haven’t. But, you have to admit, it’s a good theory,” said the Doctor, his eyes twinkling.

I didn’t say anything, although I had to agree with him. It sounded very plausible.

“Have you done any testing, yet?” asked Liam.

He nodded. “Yes. Of course.” 

“From what I’m seeing, he’s tested on humans already,” said Aiden, frowning down at the paperwork.

“They have been willing research participants,” said the scientist. “And no harm has come to them.”

“Let me get this straight,” I said. “You’ve been turning women into vampires just to try and get them pregnant?”

He nodded. “Yes, as I’ve said, they’re willing.”

“They receive a substantial payment for their participation, along with new vampire DNA,” added Lucian. “Which is another reason he needs more funding.”

“How many women have you tested on?” asked Aiden.

“Three, so far,” he replied.

“How much are you paying them?”

“I paid the last one, one hundred thousand dollars,” he said.

Liam whistled. 

“At least you’re not snatching them off of the streets,” I said, watching Dr. Shephard’s face closely. “Right?”

“I am a scientist. Not a criminal,” he said firmly.

“Whose sperm have you been using to try and impregnate the test subjects?” I asked.

Dr. Shephard looked at Lucian.

“Yours?” asked Aiden, biting back a smile. 

“You’ve still got some swimmers down there?” asked Liam. “Well, I’ll be damned. I thought you were a few centuries old.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Lucian, looking irritated. 

“Unfortunately, his swimmers have been ignoring the egg,” said Dr. Shephard. “As have the sperm from the other two male vampire test subjects we’ve used.”

“Have you tried removing the eggs and fertilizing them by hand?” asked Aiden.

He nodded. “Once the egg is removed from the vampire’s body, you can’t put it back. The new DNA doesn’t recognize it. It actually sees it as a threat and then it dissolves the egg.”

“So, in other words, there’s no way to impregnate a female vampire with vampire sperm?”  I asked.

“On the contrary. It’s possible for them to impregnate a newly changed female or a mortal, if their sperm cooperates, but it’s a very rare occurrence. Anyway, we need your help. I believe that we’ll have greater success using Lycan sperm. Not only are you able to impregnate your own species, but you can also impregnate a mortal female,” said the scientist. 

“In other words, our sperm pack a more powerful punch than Fang-And-Company?” answered Liam.

“Exactly,” said the scientist, chuckling.

“Even so, don’t you think that this is a long shot?” asked Aiden, closing the folder. “And you’re throwing away a lot of money?”

“No, I don’t. I believe that if I have the right test subjects, we can create individuals who will have the best of both of your worlds. We can even clone them, if that’s a route you’d be interested in, after we’re successful.”

“Why?” I asked, feeling the hair stand up on the back of my neck at all of the talk about cloning and mutation. “Doesn’t the world already have enough monsters?”

“I have to agree with Slade,” said Aiden. “Tampering with vampire and Lycan DNA, in order to create a powerful hybrid, doesn’t sound like it would be in any of our best interests. Then to clone them? For what? An army?”

“You’re not understanding the importance of this research,” replied Lucian, looking frustrated. 

“I understand its importance. I also understand the dangers,” said Aiden. “I want to thank you for flying all the way to Dublin and sharing your project with us. Unfortunately, this just isn’t something I’m interested in investing in.”

“Why?” asked Lucian, looking shocked. “Do you know what this could mean for the future of both Lycan and vampires?”

“I do and that’s why I’m going to have to decline,” said Aiden. 

“That’s fine,” said Dr. Shephard, packing up his folders. “You were our first choice, but not our only one.”

“By creating this hybrid, which I can only assume will need to consume blood to survive, you’re playing with fire, Dr. Shephard,” said Aiden. “And I know that this sounds like such a cliché, but you’re going to get burned. Your entire race is going to get burned. You’re making a mistake.”

“I don’t agree,” he replied, standing up. “But that is my opinion. You’re entitled to your own as well.”

“You’re the one making a mistake,” said Lucian, as Talia entered the room, followed by a servant pushing a cart of food. 

“What mistake is that?” asked Talia.

“Mr. Rylan isn’t interested in investing,” said Dr. Shephard, grabbing a tissue from the conference table.  

Her eyes widened. “What? Why not?”

“Because Aiden isn’t interested in funding something that would eventually be a threat to everyone in this room,” I answered for him.

“Precisely,” said Aiden. 

“Why would you think that?” she asked him.

“How could you not think that,” he answered dryly. “Dr. Shephard wants to create a hybrid using two different races that were never meant to breed. I don’t want to be part of that.” 

“Do you realize that you could potentially make an ungodly amount of money by investing in this project?” asked Lucian. “You really want to throw that opportunity out the window?” 

“I don’t care about the money. I care about the future of my friends and family. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” said Aiden, looking at his watch. “I have a conference call scheduled in thirty minutes which I need to prepare for. Talia, can you show them to their rooms?”

“Sure,” she answered, looking troubled.

“Feel free to use our limo if you wish to do any sightseeing during your stay,” said Aiden. “And if you’re in need of anything else, please contact Talia or one of my other staff. Even though we couldn’t come to an agreement on the project, you’re guests here at Rylan Castle and I want you to enjoy yourself.”

“Thank you,” said Dr. Shephard, looking exhausted. “I think right now, I’d just like to lie down and rest.”

“Good idea,” Aiden replied and then looked at me and Liam. “You two can leave, as well. I’ll catch up with you both later.”

Liam and I stood up.

“Help yourself to the food,” said Aiden, nodding toward the cart. “I know you’re fading away over there, Liam.”

“You think?” Liam grabbed a plate and started loading it up. “Hell, I should just take the entire cart with me.”

I grunted.

“What about you, Dr. Shephard? Would you like something to take up to your room?” asked Talia.

“I’m not really hungry,” he replied.

“Are you sure? I can have the chef prepare some soup for you,” said Talia. “Like chicken noodle? It might make you feel better.”

His eyes softened. “Thank you. That would be very kind and it actually sounds wonderful.”

She looked at Lucian. “I’m sure we can find something for you, as well.”

“I can manage on my own,” said Lucian, his tone a little brisk. 

She laughed nervously. “Okay. Well, let me show you to your rooms.”

Lucian turned to me. “If you’re hunting later, Slade, let me know. I’d like to accompany you.”

“You mean for blood?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t hunt for my blood supply.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Really? Not even for fun?”

“It’s only fun for the consumer,” I replied. 

“Not if you know what you’re doing,” he answered.

I smiled coldly. “Oh, I know what I’m doing. I just have too much respect for humans to take what they wouldn’t normally give freely without being charmed into it.”

“Oh, you’re one of those,” he mocked. “A Human-hugger.”

I shrugged. “I find no shame in being ethical.”

Talia snickered.

I raised my eyebrow. “You find that humorous?”

She smiled. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh, but you have to admit - it’s easier to have compassion for them when you’re engaged to one,” added Talia.

Lucian’s eyes widened. “You are? Do you plan on making her immortal?”  

“Only if she wants it,” I replied.

“When she begins to age, her vanity will kick in and I can pretty much guarantee that she’ll be begging for you to make her immortal,” he answered. 

Chelsey didn’t seem the type of girl who’d beg for anything, and that was one of the things that I found attractive about her. “Maybe. How long are you planning on staying?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Our plane leaves tomorrow evening,” said Lucian. “For New York.”

I wondered if Talia would leave with them. It seemed like the three had accepted Aiden’s refusal without much of a fight, which seemed a little odd to me. They’d risked quite a bit to set up the meeting and something told me that they weren’t finished yet. Especially Talia, who had been deceitful from the start. I decided we needed to hash things out sooner rather than later.  
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LUCIAN AND DR. Shephard followed me quietly up the staircase, toward the bedroom chambers. I knew that the doctor was disappointed about how the meeting had gone down, but I knew that Lucian had to be seething inside. This project meant everything to him and he’d put so much time and effort into getting me the job with the notorious Aiden Rylan. Sure, I’d passed the interview and had given an award-winning performance as an aspiring Research Analyst, but he’d set it all up. To have it fail so easily wasn’t something he was going to accept. From the look he’d given me in the conference room, I knew that he was already blaming me.  

“This is your room, Dr. Shephard,” I said, opening up the chamber door. “They’ve already brought in your overnight bag from the limo.”

“Thank you,” he answered, moving around me to go inside. “Oh, there’s a fire. Splendid.”

“I’ll have your soup brought up when it’s ready,” I told him.

“Thank you,” he replied, turning to look at us. “We’ll that didn’t go well, did it?”

“Not to worry,” said Lucian in a low voice. “As far as I’m concerned, our business here is not finished.”

“You have a plan?” he whispered.

“Of course I have a plan,” he replied.

Dr. Shephard nodded. “Good. We also need to find females for the experiments. Have you been working on that, too?”

“Of course. We’ll have some lined up by the time we return to the states,” said Lucian.

“Good. Do you think they bought the part about the money being for them?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t it?” I asked, surprised. From what I understood, the girls undergoing the experiments were paid handsomely.

Lucian turned to me. “Don’t worry, they’re rewarded with the gift of eternal life.”

“But, they receive no money?” I asked.

“We need the funds for other things,” said Lucian. “Like the new facility in London. That’s not yet paid for.”

“Why didn’t you tell them the truth then?” I asked.

“Because if Rylan knew the truth, not only would he say ‘no’ to the project, he’d try and stop it. He can’t ever find out the truth,” he said, staring down at me as if I was dense.

“What is the truth?” I asked, although I already knew the answer – the girls were being charmed into the experiments.

“I’ll leave it up to you to explain,” said Dr. Shephard, closing the door on us. “I need to lie down.”

Lucian’s eyes bore into mine and he smirked. “You’ve already figured it out. Now,” he said, grabbing me by the elbow. “Show me to my room. You and I have some of our own business to discuss.”

“It’s down the hallway,” I said, still troubled. The fact that the girls were basically being hypnotized into becoming vampires didn’t sit well with me. They didn’t have a choice in the matter, which truthfully, I hadn’t either. But, it had saved my life. This was totally different.

“Which one?” asked Lucian.

I pointed to the one farthest down the hallway, next to mine, and he guided me there, his hand holding me firmly as if he was afraid I’d fly away. After we entered the chamber, he locked the door and then turned to me, his face a mask of anger.

“I know you’re angry,” I started, smiling up at him nervously. “I’m sure we can-”

“You’re sure?!” he interrupted. “Just like you were sure that we’d have him eating out of our hands?”

“I never said that,” I protested. “I said that he seemed interested in the idea and that I thought we’d have a good shot at getting him on board.”

“Obviously he’s not,” snapped Lucian, rubbing his jaw. “So, we’re going to have to go with plan ‘B’.”

“What’s that?” I asked, not having heard of any other plans.

“You’re going to have to do whatever it takes to convince him to change his mind.”

“Okay, I’ll do my best. I’m sure if I talk to him about it, when he’s not with his brother or Slade, he might be more open-minded.”

“No, you’re going to do more than that. Tonight, you’re going to seduce Mr. Aiden Rylan into signing on with us.”
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