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CHAPTER 1


The streetlights played over the sidewalks and
alleys as Killean stalked an outlying area of Boston for his prey.
The prey he was hunting had left his rundown building ten minutes
ago. The man may be some of the worst the human race had to offer,
but still hesitant to take this irrevocable step, Killean hung back
from going after him.

Now he was stalking the man through this
downtrodden area of the city where he spent more time avoiding
rats, feces, and garbage than he did people. Boards covered most of
the windows of the dilapidated buildings.

Killean stepped to the side to avoid a
yellow food wrapper the wind blew across the broken sidewalk. It
caught on a chain-link fence and flapped in the breeze. The
crinkling of the paper was the only sound on this forsaken stretch
of night-drenched land.

Shoving his hands in his pockets to ward off
the unusual chill in the mid-May night, Killean’s thoughts drifted
to the letter he’d left for Ronan only hours ago. With that letter,
he’d most likely severed his bonds to the only family and friends
he’d had for centuries, but though he tried not to think about
them, his written words replayed in his mind on an endless
loop.

My mate is one of the hunters taken by Joseph and
his Savages. I’ve tried to leave her to her fate, but I can’t. What
we’re doing isn’t working, and we both know it won’t. The only way
I’m going to find her is to go into their world. It’s the only
chance I have of saving her.

I WILL come back from
this.

K

And he would come back from this,
somehow. He didn’t care what it took; he would not become
one of the monsters he’d spent his entire life hunting and
destroying.

But the only way to find her is to
become a monster.

That was true, but he would do whatever was
necessary to enter the world of the Savages and find his mate. And
he would be strong enough to pull himself back from the killing
once he located her. He didn’t let any doubt of that creep into his
mind; if he did, he wouldn’t be able to go through with this, and
then his mate would be lost forever.

My mate.

He shuddered as he recalled the beautiful
hunter with her clover-colored eyes and shining auburn hair pulled
into a bun. He’d never wanted to encounter his mate; he far
preferred life alone and not having a woman interfering in it.
However, he’d always figured that if he did stumble upon her
one day, he would merely avoid her and not complete the bond.

After encountering his mate, he’d done well
at avoiding Simone as she made things easy on him when she split
off from Nathan’s faction of hunters and left with another group.
As far as he was concerned, it was good riddance until Joseph
captured her.

Then no matter how much he didn’t want a
mate and certainly not a hunter one, he knew he couldn’t
leave her to the fate Joseph intended for her. He was a selfish
bastard, but he could never live with himself if he didn’t try to
save her from Joseph’s nefarious clutches, even if she was a
hunter.

His life had been far from easy, but being
saddled with a hunter mate was one of the cruelest blows
fate ever dealt him. At least the horrors in his past had ended;
this one could last for an eternity as he assumed that Joseph, or
one of his Savages, already turned her into a vampire.

If she’d remained mortal for a few more
years, or married another hunter, Killean didn’t know how he would
have reacted to that knowledge, but he’d been determined to let her
live out her mortal life, far from his immortal one. Then Joseph
went and fucked up his plans.

And now Simone was most likely a
vampire.

The reminder she’d probably been turned by
someone else caused his hands to clench until the veins in his
forearms stood out. Not only had the Savages most likely changed
her, but they’d probably done so in the most excruciating way
possible and thrived on her agony as well as her powerful, hunter
blood.

He wouldn’t have turned her; he would
never have let their bond progress that far, but the idea of
someone else doing it made him want to tear the heads from every
pathetic human scurrying past him.

Depending on how far Joseph’s cruel
transition of vampires into Savages had progressed with Simone, it
could already be too late to save her. She could already be a
Savage. Plus, from what he’d seen of the pristine little hunter, he
doubted she’d be able to survive what Joseph and the Savages would
do to her with her sanity intact. She’d reminded him of a doll when
they first met; he imagined she was a broken one by now, but he
still had to try and save her.

Turn around. It’s not too late for
you. There is no reason you should sacrifice everything you’ve
known for a woman you kissed once and whose kind you
despise.

His steps slowed until he stopped. A thin
woman pushing a shopping cart that clattered in and out of the
cracks nearly crashed into him. She gave him the finger and cursed
him with a mixture of English and some other language that he
couldn’t quite place before shoving her cart around him.

Standing in the middle of the sidewalk,
Killean considered what he was doing. He owed Simone nothing. Their
relationship hadn’t progressed to a point where he would be lost
without her. He could live out the rest of his life without her and
remain the same, or nearly the same, as he’d felt like crawling out
of his skin since their kiss.

At night, his dreams were plagued by the
beautiful hunter and the things he wanted to do to her. Their kiss
had been the first time in nearly a hundred years a woman aroused
him. His dreams had left him hard and on the verge of climbing out
of bed to search for her. He spent the rest of those nights lying
in bed, cursing himself, fate, and her.

Then she was taken, and the dreams stopped
because he barely slept anymore. In the time since they captured
her, he’d done nothing more than pass out for fitful bouts of sleep
before rising to search for her again. Worry consumed him for a
woman he didn’t know.

Their relationship hadn’t progressed far,
and he may be able to go on for centuries without her, but he could
never forsake his mate to a fate worse than death.

But sacrificing yourself for her?

He didn’t know what else to do or how else
to get her back. In the week since Joseph captured the hunters, the
Alliance had hunted for them, but they’d smacked into nothing but
dead ends. There was still a chance Killean could save her from
becoming a Savage, but if she stayed with Joseph much longer, that
chance would vanish.

That knowledge propelled him into motion
once more.

Fuck! He owed Simone nothing, yet he
continued until he tracked down the human he sought in an alleyway.
Killean slid away from the dim glow of the streetlights to stand in
the shadows cast by the two buildings while he watched the human
he’d marked for death.

This man and nine others were on his list of
possible victims. He didn’t plan to kill them all before seeking
out Joseph, but he wanted options if it did become necessary for
him to kill so many.

Once he decided this was the course of
action he would take to find Simone, he spent a few hours yesterday
researching some of the worst of humanity. This man, Arlo Holt, was
arrested for rape five days ago. It was his sixth arrest for the
crime, and yesterday, it was the sixth time his victim dropped the
charges. Killean didn’t know what Arlo did to those women to get
them to change their minds, but he suspected it was nothing
good.

And those were only the six women who
reported him, Killean was sure there were more who hadn’t. Not only
was rape one of Arlo’s favorite pastimes, but he also had a
penchant for assault and battery, robbery, drug possession, drug
dealing, and DUIs.

If he had to kill, then Killean would at
least keep it to the worst forms of human life. It was a small
piece of twisted, moral judgment—and he was the last vampire who
should be passing judgment on anyone—but he could live with himself
if he stuck to men such as Arlo.

Arlo spoke in a low whisper with a young kid
who resembled a walking skeleton instead of a human being. They
stood between two dumpsters overflowing with trash and rats that
didn’t care about the presence of the humans. The skeleton handed
Arlo some money and received a small bag of white substance in
return.

The skeleton slunk away with his head bowed.
Arlo started toward Killean and was nearly on top of him before he
realized Killean was there. The man, in his mid-twenties, came to
an abrupt halt when he spotted Killean.

“I’m closed for the night, buddy,” Arlo’s
racing heart belied the bravado of his tone.

“I’m not here for what you’re selling,”
Killean replied.

Arlo’s hand fell to the gun tucked into the
waistband of his jeans. Killean followed his movements, but he
didn’t try to stop him from pulling the gun. He didn’t care about
the weapon; he was far more interested in Arlo’s blood.

His fangs throbbed as his gaze fell to the
vein in the side of the man’s neck. He regularly fed on humans, but
this was the first time he’d be able to let go of all the restraint
he’d kept himself under for over four hundred years. The first time
he could give in to the impulse to kill that had obsessed him for
most of his life.

Before Simone haunted his dreams, graphic
images of murder, death, and copious amounts of blood sliding down
his throat had filled them. He’d woken from them drenched in a cold
sweat, with his fangs fully extended, and his fingers digging into
the mattress to keep himself from launching out of bed, fleeing
into the night, and slaughtering every human he came across.

On those nights, his dreams were so vivid
that he woke with the coppery scent of blood in his nostrils. Over
the centuries, they’d nearly hurled him to the brink of madness
more times than he could recall, but because of Ronan, and the
mission he’d accepted when he joined with Ronan, Killean somehow
kept himself from unleashing his murderous impulses.

But tonight, if he went through with this,
he wouldn’t have to restrain himself anymore. In his life, the only
thing that excited him more than this knowledge was the kiss he’d
shared with Simone.

It could already be too late for her. You
don’t have to do this.

But as he thought it, he knew there was no
other recourse.

“Hey, asshole, get out of my way,” Arlo said
and waved his gun at Killean.

Killean seized Arlo by his shirt and
propelled him into the brick wall of the nearby building.

“What the fuck, man?” Arlo complained, and
lifting his gun, he pressed it against Killean’s chest.

Before Arlo could pull the trigger, Killean
gripped the barrel and wrenched the gun from his grasp. Arlo’s eyes
rolled as sweat beaded his forehead and he squirmed in Killean’s
grasp. The rapist and drug dealer punched Killean in the cheek.

Killean could have dodged or blocked the
blow, but he gladly took it, and the next one Arlo delivered. The
punch of a human was nowhere near as strong as the many he’d
received from Savages over the years, but he welcomed the blows. He
planned to end this man’s life, the least he could do was take a
few punches from him.

“Get off me, man!” Arlo yelled.

“Calm down,” Killean commanded as he allowed
his ability to manipulate the minds of others to slide free; Arlo’s
struggles eased when Killean took control of him.

Killean breathed in the scent of Arlo’s
blood. Unlike his customers, drugs didn’t taint Arlo’s blood, and
the coppery tang of his blood called to Killean. His fangs
lengthened and saliva filled his mouth as his heart raced with
excitement. Killing Arlo would finally set him free of the constant
struggle dominating his life since he became a fully matured
vampire at twenty-four.

Don’t do this! You can find another way!

The tiny piece of conscience he still had
pleaded with him, but his conscience had never been much guidance
in his life. His loyalty to Ronan, and his mission to destroy
Savages had kept him on the straight and narrow, until now.

Ronan. His friend, his mentor, and
the man who had saved his life more times than Killean could
recall. The man who would ruthlessly hunt Killean and strike him
down for choosing this path.

I will come back.

No one has ever come back from being a
Savage before.

And no one has ever endured the things I
have and survived before; if anyone can do this, I
can.

“Easy,” Killean said when Arlo started to
thrash again.

He’d inadvertently pulled back his control
over Arlo while wrestling with this decision and asserted it again.
He may be about to step over the threshold from vampire to Savage,
but he wouldn’t inflict unnecessary suffering on another, at least
not yet. Who knew what he would do after he killed, but for now, he
would retain this piece of his barely there humanity.

Realizing he was going around in circles
with himself and he couldn’t stand here all night, Killean pushed
Arlo’s head to the side and sank his fangs into the man’s throat.
Arlo remained unmoving and unaware of what Killean was doing as he
eagerly consumed the blood until Arlo’s pulse weakened.

Stop!

Killean’s fangs almost retracted as he
neared the line between what he was and what he would become. Then
Simone’s eucalyptus scent, and the sweet taste of her lips, danced
across his memory. His mate was trapped and being abused. This
man’s life was nothing compared to hers.

And who are you to judge that?

I am no one. I stopped being someone when I
was a child.

But for those few seconds, while he stood on
the beach with Simone in his arms, he’d been someone again.
For the first time since he was seven years old and his world fell
apart, he’d felt as if he finally belonged somewhere, and that was
with her.

No matter he despised her hunter blood, no
matter he would never claim her as his mate, he couldn’t abandon
her to Joseph.

Instead of stopping, Killean bit deeper and
Arlo sagged against him. Arlo’s heart thudded, stopped, thudded
again, and then gave one more limp beat before ceasing.

A moment of panic descended over Killean as
he irrevocably stepped away from his old life and into this far
more turbulent and uncertain one. Who and what would he become
now?

He would return from this, but he didn’t kid
himself into believing he could ever be the man he’d been before
committing this act. This death of a human would forever change
him, but what it would transform him into remained to be seen.

The panic vanished when power unlike
anything he ever experienced rushed over Killean and the last of
Arlo’s life filled him.

Gasping, Killean pulled back to stare into
Arlo’s sightless blue eyes. Guilt tore at his insides as he
released the man and let the body slump to the ground.

But despite the self-hatred and uncertainty
battering his brain, he gathered Arlo’s body, disposed of it, and
went in search of the next name on his list.

One victim would not be enough to make him a
Savage.



CHAPTER 2


Chained to the wall, the cold concrete floor leached
the heat from Simone’s body. She had no idea where she was, and
she’d given up caring. The parts of her that weren’t freezing hurt
so bad it felt like someone was taking a knife and slicing it
across her vertebrae before leisurely flaying the skin from her
bones.

In the beginning, she’d welcomed the times
when these monsters would come, undo their chains from the wall,
and take them to the bathroom. Now she dreaded those breaks as it
felt like her legs would shatter whenever she walked. She couldn’t
recall the last time she showered, and her stench filled her
nostrils. She’d always been meticulous about her appearance and
upkeep, but if it meant she didn’t have to move, Simone didn’t care
if she ever showered again.

The chains of some of the other hunters
imprisoned with her rattled as they shifted position, but she
didn’t move. Moving only brought more misery. Instead, she remained
huddled while her scorched skin felt like it would crack and fall
off her body. Except her skin wasn’t burnt, it just felt that way.
Her flesh was the same as always, or almost the same.

Before these Savages captured her, her skin
had been that of a hunter, and now it belonged to a monster. A
ravenous monster.

Her cramped stomach spasmed at the thought
of feeding the beast, but what it required to fill it was no longer
the food that sustained her for her entire life. Now only blood
would suffice to ease this awful gnawing in her belly.

Without thinking, Simone went to bite her
lip and whimpered when the fangs that descended days ago sliced her
bottom lip for the hundredth time. She wasn’t sure if it really was
a hundred times or not, but her mouth was so raw it sure felt that
way. The taste of her blood made her stomach cramp tighter and did
nothing to ease her endless hunger.

A hunter nearby started crying, and another
barked at them to shut up. Those were hunters talking to each other
that way. Hunters!

She’d never heard her kind speak to each
other in such crass ways. Hunter society was one of politeness,
respect, and propriety. Hunters did not exhibit such crude language
and disrespect. Hunters did not tell each other to shut
up.

But these hunters were turning on each other
like a pack of rabid dogs. Her hunter family was spiraling into
this pit of desolation with her, and it was breaking them. She
wanted to cry for those who had perished in the raid that landed
her here, and for the fellow hunters trapped in this nightmare with
her, but she didn’t have enough fluid in her body to produce
tears.

Simone’s thoughts drifted to her mother. She
knew her mother wasn’t here, but was she somewhere safe, or did she
die during the raid the Savages launched against the hunter
stronghold?

They were questions she might never know the
answers to as there was nothing she could do while chained in this
place. Nothing she could do until she was free, but she had no idea
how to get free.

In the beginning, some of the hunters tried
to escape when they were unchained to use the bathroom, but their
struggles never amounted to anything more than being bloodied by
the gleeful Savages who beat them. Now no one had the strength to
resist anything done to them.

Simone had tried to run once, but the ease
with which they subdued her, as well as the hands grasping at her
breasts while her captors unnecessarily groped her, humiliated her
into submission. She hadn’t resisted again.

And besides, Simone had no idea where to go
if she did get free, she’d simply needed to try. She would have
hated herself if she didn’t, because she knew what these Savages
planned for her and everyone else here. They were going to starve
her and her fellow hunters until they were so mindless they didn’t
care who they killed to get blood.

In the beginning, she was determined not to
become one of them. Then that sick monster, Joseph, had some of his
fellow bastards hold her down while he drank from her. The
excruciating agony of the experience nearly drove her insane. Not
only had he drained her until she teetered on the brink of death,
but he’d forced his putrid blood down her throat afterward.

She recalled only anguish when he finished
and the transition took over. All her bones had felt like they were
breaking before fusing back together. Her muscles twisted and bent
into something else. Yet somehow her body retained her Simone
shape, but she wasn’t the same Simone.

Everything she’d always known was gone, and
now there was only cold, anger, terror, and hunger. The rare
times she slept, she dreamed about the blood they’d given her when
she first woke from the brutal change her body endured. It was the
only substance given to her since she awoke, but she recalled the
sweetness of it on her tongue and the strength of it filling
her.

She hated herself for it, but she’d greedily
consumed every drop of that blood and been thirsty for more.

Things had been horrific so far, but they
were only going to get worse. Once they set her free, Simone didn’t
doubt that no matter how much she tried to resist, she would jump
on the first human she came across and sink her fangs into their
throat.

Even as she hated herself for the weakness,
her heart raced with excitement at the thought of blood. If she
could reach the vampire chained next to her, she would sink her
fangs into his throat too, fellow hunter or not, it no longer
mattered. The beat of the hearts surrounding her had become another
form of endless torment as she listened to the blood pulsing
through her neighbor’s body.

But they were chained in such a way that she
couldn’t reach him, and they couldn’t get at each other. She had a
feeling they’d be tearing one another apart otherwise. She quivered
at the horrific image while she licked her upper lip over the blood
such carnage would produce.

A small commotion amongst the others barely
penetrated the blanket of depression and starvation enshrouding
her. Footsteps thudded against the concrete floor, and it wasn’t
until those closest to her scuttled further into the shadows, that
she tried to lift her head. It felt like a fifty-pound weight was
tied to her skull, but somehow, she got it upright.

When her vision blurred, she blinked at the
approaching group of men coming down the long tunnel until she
could finally see again. Her eyes drifted to the tall man in the
center of the group. There was something oddly familiar about
him…

She frowned as she tried to recall where
she’d seen him before, but starvation made it difficult to process
her memories. Then the man slowed as he approached her, and she
realized he was naked.

She hadn’t believed it possible, given
everything she’d been through since being taken by these monsters,
but Simone blushed and diverted her eyes from him. However, in
those few seconds, the image of his lithe, chiseled body was burned
into her mind. It was the first time she’d ever seen a nude
man.

“Hunters,” Killean sneered. Though he showed
open disdain to the Savages holding him captive, fury churned in
his gut as he gazed at his chained mate.

The word and the familiarity of the voice
caused Simone to forget about her embarrassment and lift her head
again. Curiosity tugged at her as she was struck by the whim to see
more of him, but Simone kept her gaze off the naked man’s body and
focused instead on his ruby-colored eyes.

Then like Moses parting the Red Sea, the fog
clouding her memory pulled back. Killean!

The scent of ocean air drifted over her as
she found herself standing back on the beach with this man before
he kissed her. Simone almost felt alive again as she recalled the
delicious heat of his lips on hers and the thrill of her first
kiss.

She’d never experienced anything like the
intensity of his kiss. It had been amazing until it ended. Then
he’d looked at her like she was some disgusting form of slime
before ordering her back to the hotel. She’d been so humiliated and
angry, and she’d never wanted to see him again.

But seeing him here brought a surge of hope
rushing up from the bleakness encompassing her life. This man was
one of Ronan’s Defenders! Had he come here to free them? She’d
given up hope of being discovered so many hours ago, but had
someone finally found them? Were they going to be set free?

Her hope vanished when she took a good look
at the vampire with the scar. That scar sliced straight down from
his deep brown hairline, through his right eyebrow and eyelid, to
the center of his cheek where it stopped. How he hadn’t lost his
eye when he endured the injury, she didn’t know, but he hadn’t.

The last time she’d seen him, his eyes were
the color of gold; now they were the red color she associated with
monsters. Then he’d been one of Ronan’s men, an ally to the
hunters, but now he stood in the center of her enemies, and he
didn’t wear chains.

She didn’t understand what was happening or
why he was here, but instinctively she knew he wasn’t the same
vampire she’d encountered on the beach. She sniffed at the air;
however, trying to differentiate his resin scent from the garbage
stench of the rest of these monsters was impossible.

Killean held Simone’s white-blue eyes before
turning away. Unlike a vampire, whose eyes became red with emotion,
hunger, or loss of control, a turned hunter possessed that
striking, white-blue color.

If he didn’t stop looking at her, he would
go to her, tear the chains from her thin wrists, and rip her away
from the others. He wanted to demolish this place with his bare
hands, shred the Savages closest to him, and rain down Hell on all
those who’d harmed her, but he was vastly outnumbered, and they
would stop him before he could free her.

And if he tried to free her, he would give
his real purpose for being here away. He’d sacrificed himself and
his relationship with the Defenders to make it here; he wouldn’t
let it be for nothing. No matter how much it killed him to do so,
he had to restrain himself from going after her.

The image of her wrists chained to the
concrete wall next to her head, and her white-blue eyes, haunted
him as the Savages started walking again. He gritted his teeth and
forced himself to continue with them.

The last time he’d seen Simone, she was prim
and proper in her ankle-length dress with her hair in a bun. The
sun’s rays playing across her hair brought out the strands of
copper, mahogany, and vivid red in it. Her demure dress and placid
demeanor did nothing to hide her beauty, but judging by the ardor
of her kiss, they did conceal a passionate woman yearning to break
free of the confines placed on her by her hunter heritage.

He’d barely recognized the woman trapped
here. Dirt and blood caked the black, floor-length dress she wore.
Streaks of brown and red marred her delicate features, and her
previously glorious and bound hair tumbled around her shoulders and
down her back in lank, greasy locks that appeared to be a dank
brown rather than the glorious auburn they were.

She was as far from the ice princess hunter
image she’d portrayed on the beach as she could get. Simone was no
longer a pretty dolly, and though he’d always believed he would
relish the sight of a humbled hunter, he loathed the broken
air surrounding her.

He had to get her out of this place, but
first, he had to stay alive, and to do so, he must keep walking
away from her. These Savages were taking him to Joseph, and if
anyone could see through the new role he was trying to portray, it
would be his fellow fallen defender.

Trying to portray? You’ve killed
seven men in the past two nights.

The reminder of that death didn’t bother him
as much as it had in the beginning. He’d killed those who deserved
it. Four were child molesters set free because of overcrowded jails
or technicalities, two were convicted rapists on the streets for
the same reasons, and the other was Arlo.

He’d fed on one of the rapists hours ago,
and when he finished, he felt ready to try his hand at tracking
down these Savages and handing himself over to be brought to
Joseph. At first, he’d been afraid they might try to kill him, and
he’d have to destroy them and find different Savages, but after a
phone call, they agreed to do it.

Killean suspected they’d called Joseph and
their leader demanded they bring Killean to him. If it were a
setup, Joseph would get the chance to destroy one of Ronan’s men,
and if it wasn’t, Killean could be a significant asset to whatever
Joseph planned.

When the call ended, the Savages bound,
gagged, blindfolded, stripped, and searched him before shoving him
into the trunk of a car. He had no idea where they were, as they’d
driven around for hours. These bastards had either taken the most
confusing route they could before bringing him here, or they’d left
Massachusetts far behind.

Wherever they were, he was alone here, and
if he couldn’t convince Joseph he was one of them, he would die
soon.



CHAPTER 3


Killean glanced at the concrete walls surrounding
him as the Savages slipped out the door behind him. The room they’d
led him into was circular, and the gray walls were bare. Like the
hallway where Simone was chained, recessed lights set into the
concrete ceiling cast a dim glow across the desk in the center of
the room and the man sitting behind it.

Everything he’d seen of this place had a
bunker feel to it. Judging by the scent of damp earth he detected
beyond the walls, they were underground. However, instead of the
stale air of the old sewer tunnels where a nest of Savages had been
discovered, the air here was fresher and, he suspected, filtered.
The temperature in the place was also comfortable and must be as
regulated as the air.

They may be below ground, but this was most
certainly no sewer tunnel or any other tunnel running beneath the
city. But then they could be far from Boston.

“Killean,” Joseph purred.

Rising from the black leather chair he’d
been perched on, Joseph stood behind the massive, walnut desk in
the middle of the room. Joseph planted his hands on the desk and
leaned forward as his gaze ran over Killean’s naked frame. Killean
suspected part of the reason they’d stripped him was to intimidate
him.

It hadn’t work. He’d endured far worse
humiliation and degradation in his lifetime; this was nothing in
comparison.

Holding out his arms, Killean turned in a
slow circle before facing Joseph again. “Do you like what you see?”
he asked.

Joseph’s smile revealed the tips of his
glistening fangs. With his golden-brown hair brushed back from his
face, the narrowness of Joseph’s features was more noticeable. At
six foot two, Joseph was an inch shorter than Killean but stockier
in build and about ten pounds heavier than Killean’s
two-hundred-ten-pound frame.

“Ah, Killean, I never would have guessed
you had a sense of humor,” Joseph murmured.

That was because he didn’t have one.

“So why have you come to us?” Joseph
inquired when Killean didn’t respond.

“You know why.”

“Do I?”

Killean hadn’t spent much time with Joseph
when they were Defenders. Joseph had spent most of his time in the
training facility with the recruits, most of whom were turned
vampires rather than purebred ones.

At the time, turned vampires were allowed to
train with the Defenders to fight Savages, but only purebred ones
made it into their inner circle. That changed when Joseph started
creating Savage vampires and the Alliance formed. After he turned
Savage, Joseph had recruited some of his old trainees to join his
new cause.

“I am moving on from Ronan,” Killean
stated.

Joseph surveyed Killean again. “You are one
of Ronan’s most loyal supporters.”

“I was,” Killean corrected. And I
will be again. “But not anymore.”

Joseph’s gaze dipped to the scar on
Killean’s chest. Killean didn’t look down at the faint white circle
almost directly over his heart; he’d seen the thing too many times
over the centuries.

“And why is that?” Joseph inquired.

Killean glanced away in what he hoped
appeared to be shame. Acting had never been a skill of his. He’d
never seen a reason to pretend about anything; he had no choice
now. “I slipped up and killed.”

“You killed a human?” Joseph inquired.

Killean met Joseph’s eyes again. “Yes.”

“Ronan would forgive one slip up.”

“It was more than one.”

“Ah,” Joseph murmured as he lifted his hands
from the desk and formed his fingers into a teepee beneath his
chin. He studied Killean with an air of amusement. “Did you slip
up, Killean, or did you give in to your desires? We may not know
each other well, but I’ve never seen you with a woman, so they are
not what you wanted most after maturing. Perhaps you seek pain, but
I believe bloodlust and killing are what you battled over the
years.”

Joseph’s attempt at trying to have some
insight into him made his blood boil, but he’d thrown himself into
this game, and Simone’s life depended on him playing it well. “I
slipped up, and then I gave in.”

“It happens to the best of us. Once we get a
taste of the power killing gives us, we only want more.” Joseph
licked his lips as he lowered his hands. “It is such a
rush.”

Killean’s fangs tingled as he recalled the
flow of hot, fresh blood sliding down his throat along with the
life force of his victims. It disgusted him, but excitement slid
over his skin as the memories of those deaths danced through his
mind. Though Killean would never admit it to the prick, Joseph had
guessed right about him and his bloodlust.

Upon reaching maturity, all male purebred
vampires experienced three things: they stopped aging, their power
increased every year they grew older, and they started to want
incessantly for something more. Some sought out sex as often
as possible, others pain, while others craved blood or killing.
Some female purebreds also experienced it, but not on the same
level as the men.

When he stopped aging, Killean’s thirst for
blood and killing amped up tenfold. It had taken everything he had
not to give in and slaughter everyone he encountered after
maturing, but the centuries-old words of his father, also a
purebred, stopped him from doing so.

When he was a boy, Killean’s brother once
asked their father why he didn’t kill the humans he fed on? Killean
had lifted his head from the book he was reading to hear his
father’s reply.

“Because killing them would make me a
monster, son,” his dad replied as he ruffled his brother’s hair.
“And we don’t want to be monsters, do we?”

“No, we don’t,” his brother solemnly
replied, and Killean gave a brisk nod of agreement.

His father had looked back and forth between
them while he continued speaking. “No matter what becomes of you
when you grow older, you must never give in and kill those weaker
than yourself. You must never kill a human unless it is
necessary for your survival. It would make you less of a vampire.
Do you understand?”

“Yes, Papa,” they replied in unison.

His father never revealed what happened to
vampires who killed humans before he died, probably because they
were children when he passed, but his warning guided Killean
through the turbulent years of his twenties, thirties, and forties.
And then, when he was fifty-two, exactly four hundred years ago, he
encountered Ronan.

Ronan had taken him in and taught him more
about himself and the nefarious impulses he battled. He trained
Killean to focus his bloodlust on killing Savages and given him an
outlet for his dark urges. With the Defenders, Killean finally
found a place to belong and friends who became family over the
years.

If it hadn’t been for Ronan, Killean would
have eventually caved and started killing, but Ronan saved him, and
Killean would always be grateful for that. And now, not only had he
let his father and Ronan down after all these years, but he’d
become the one thing he’d vowed never to be.

Self-loathing swelled within him, but then
he recalled Simone chained to the wall and the desolation in her
white-blue eyes. There had been no other choice. He may not be able
to get her out of here yet, but he’d located her, and that was much
more than he would have accomplished had he remained as he was. And
now that he’d found her, he would get her free.

“Hmm,” Joseph murmured as strolled out from
behind the desk. His eyes reddened with every step he took toward
Killean. “You know, when a turned vampire becomes a Savage, they
still don’t possess the ability to scent a Savage like us purebreds
can.”

Killean’s shoulders went back as Joseph
neared and the increasing scent of garbage wafted to him. The
rotten aroma wasn’t as strong as before Killean turned into a
murderer, but it was there. This ability of the pureblooded
vampire was the reason he’d chosen to kill instead of trying to
fake his way through this. He hadn’t known if a purebred retained
their ability to scent out a Savage or not once they became
one.

He still didn’t know. Just because he could
detect the aroma of refuse on Joseph and the other Savages, didn’t
mean all purebreds retained the trait. He might not have killed
enough yet to drowned out the stench of the monsters among
them.

Then Joseph stopped before him and leaned
close. Hatred slithered through Killean. He was a killer now too,
but this piece of shit was the reason he stood here. If Joseph had
been strong enough not to give in to his impulses, if he’d never
declared war against Ronan, hunters, the human race, and everything
they’d always known, Simone wouldn’t be here, and neither would
he.

No matter what happened, Killean wouldn’t
allow this monster to live.

Joseph stopped only a couple of inches away
and sniffed him. Killean managed to keep his revulsion from showing
on his face as Joseph rocked on his heels, clasped his hands behind
his back, and grinned.

“Well, Killean, your aroma certainly has
changed.”

So, Joseph can still scent Savages
even though he is one. And Joseph had murdered far more humans
than Killean, so that meant the trait never vanished.

Killean killed those humans in case Joseph
retained this ability, but he felt no relief that their deaths
hadn’t been unnecessary. If Joseph scented a Savage on him, that
made Killean one of them.

Not one of them. I will come back from
this!

He told himself this repeatedly, but he
didn’t know how accurate it was anymore considering he was already
impatient to feed again.



CHAPTER 4


Joseph sauntered away from him, around the desk, and
opened a door on the other side of the room. “Bring my friend some
clothes,” Joseph commanded the woman standing outside the door. She
hurried away as Joseph turned to another woman. “Bring us some
refreshments.”

“Right away,” she murmured.

Joseph closed the door, lifted a wooden
chair from the shadows beside the door, and set it at the desk and
across from his chair. “Sit, Killean,” Joseph said as he walked
over and settled into his chair.

Killean glanced at the closed door behind
him. He could feel Simone out there, suffering. But the only chance
they had of making it out of this mess was for him to learn more
about what was going on here and the weaknesses of this place.
After his betrayal, he would return to Ronan with as much
information as he could gather.

Killean strode forward, pulled out the
wooden chair, and settled onto it. Questions spun through his mind,
but he’d never been much of a talker. Smelling like a Savage or
not, he would draw Joseph’s attention if he started peppering him
with questions about his plans and who was the real
mastermind behind this. No one in the Alliance believed Joseph was
working alone in this.

Killean remained mute while he folded his
hands and rested them on his bare stomach. Joseph’s mouth quirked
in an amused smile that vanished when a knock sounded on the door
behind him.

“Come in,” Joseph called.

The door opened to reveal the second woman
Joseph had spoken with. In her pale hands, she clutched a glass
decanter full of blood. Placing two glasses on the desk, she poured
the liquid into them. Killean’s nostrils flared when the scent of
it hit him.

“We’ll go hunting in a bit,” Joseph said as
he pushed one of the glasses toward Killean. “Until then, this will
have to suffice.”

Killean rested his fingers on the glass to
push it away; instead, he found his hand gripping it, but he didn’t
recall giving his fingers the command to do so. Refusing will
only make Joseph suspicious.

But that wasn’t why he was holding the
glass. No, he was doing that because the blood called to him like a
siren called the ships.

What am I becoming?

What you made yourself into.

It was the truth, but before killing, he’d
been sure he could control himself better than this. He felt no
control as he lifted the glass and sipped the room-temperature
blood. It was not the live, warm vein he craved, but it helped to
ease some of his burgeoning hunger.

The first woman returned with a set of
clothes. When her gaze raked over him, it lingered on his crotch,
and she licked her lips. Killean didn’t acknowledge her stare or
try to cover himself. Like almost all the women he’d encountered
over the past hundred years, she held no interest for him.

The only woman who had ever mattered was
chained to a wall in the next room.

Joseph’s serving woman, or whatever she was,
placed the clothes on the desk in front of Killean; he ignored
them. He wouldn’t give Joseph the satisfaction of putting them on
now. Killean took another swallow of blood and steadied the
trembling in his fingers when he set the glass on the desk.

“Leave us and the blood,” Joseph commanded
the two women.

The woman set the decanter on the desk and
followed the other one out of the room.

When the heavy metal door closed behind
them, Joseph clasped his hands before him. “Does your abrupt change
of loyalty have anything to do with the fact Ronan and the hunters
are working together?”

Killean kept his face blank while his mind
reeled from Joseph’s question. How did Joseph know they’d formed an
Alliance with the hunters? But he supposed any of the hunters
chained up out there would willingly spill the information if they
believed it might save them.

Idiots.

Killean hadn’t planned to reveal this
information to Joseph, but if the Savage already knew about the
Alliance, then he would use it to his advantage.

“I have never hidden my dislike of the
hunters,” he said.

“No, you haven’t,” Joseph agreed. “We rarely
worked together, and even I knew you harbored a greater dislike
toward them than the rest of us. Perhaps it has something to do
with your scars.”

Inwardly, Killean seethed at Joseph’s
attempt to analyze him; outwardly, he remained utterly
composed.

“Ronan should have taken your feelings into
account when agreeing to work with them,” Joseph said. “It cost him
one of his most loyal and vicious fighters.”

“There is no stopping Ronan when he sets his
mind to something.”

“Very true. So, tell me, where is Ronan
hiding now?”

Killean had expected questions such as this
and prepared for them. He hoped he was a better actor than he
believed. “And how would I know? As soon as I left, Ronan would
have changed locations. Maybe before he became mated he would have
stayed, but he’d never risk his mate by keeping her somewhere
Savages could find.”

“Then where was he, Killean?” Joseph
inquired with a lethal gleam in his eyes.

Killean smiled as he leaned back in his
chair. “I’m sure you can understand that, for now, I will be
keeping some things to myself, Joseph. I will not divulge all my
info to you as I’m sure you have plenty you will keep from me too.
Unless you intend to tell me your exact plans for those hunters and
all the others you’re turning into Savages as well as where we
are?”

Killean practically saw Joseph’s desire to
destroy him burning behind the Savage’s eyes. But instead of trying
to attack, Joseph leaned back in his chair and rested the tips of
his entwined fingers against his chin.

“While I still have some knowledge you want,
I have a better chance you’ll keep me alive,” Killean
continued.

“I plan to keep you alive anyway. Two fallen
Defenders working together to bring down Ronan is far better than
one, but I understand your reasoning.”

“Good. Once we establish a more mutual
trust, we can discuss this again.”

Joseph smirked. “That shouldn’t take long.
Do you really think Ronan moved?”

Killean wasn’t sure, but he doubted it.
They’d just established a shared compound with the hunters; it
would be difficult for them to pick up so many lives again and
relocate them, but Ronan would do anything to keep Kadence
safe.

Maybe he was wrong, and they had left, or
perhaps he was only hoping Ronan had enough faith in him to delve
into this world of Savages and return from it without betraying the
Alliance.

He didn’t know if he deserved any faith as
he gripped the glass and brought the blood back to his mouth.

• • •

Simone lifted her head when the hunter beside her
shifted. She looked toward where she’d seen Killean vanishing into
the room where the Savage who’d done this to her always went. She
hoped they both choked on the next person they ate.

“Simone,” someone croaked; their voice was
so dry it could have belonged to a mummy recently roused from the
dead.

Gradually turning her head, she met the gaze
of Dallas as he stared at her from inhuman, white-blue eyes. She’d
forgotten he was the one chained beside her. Those eyes should
freak her out more than they did, but she couldn’t bring herself to
care about the strange color on the man she’d briefly considered
her leader. When she left Nathan behind, it was to follow Dallas to
a stronghold he established in New Hampshire.

She never should have left Nathan and the
others, but her battered pride compelled her to go. Pride, a sin
she’d believed herself above experiencing, and something she never
realized she possessed until Nathan chose a vampire over her. She’d
never been in love with Nathan, but she’d spent most of her life
with the expectation she would marry the leader of all the hunters.
All those in their stronghold had believed the same thing.

But the blow her life took that day was
nothing compared to the devastating mess she found herself
embroiled in now. Even if she had been prideful when she was raised
better than to give in to such a shameful emotion, and when she
should have been happy Nathan found love instead of wallowing in
the imagined life she lost, she didn’t deserve this.

No one deserved this.

And now Killean, the only man she’d ever
kissed and who made her feel a hint of passion about anything in
life, was one of the monsters keeping her here. Tears clogged her
throat, and if she wasn’t as dehydrated as a raisin, she might have
cried for the first time since finding herself here.

Hopelessness and self-pity swamped her. She
hated herself for the emotions, but she couldn’t shake them. She
saw no way out of this debacle, and she dreaded becoming one of the
foul-smelling creatures keeping her here.

Even if she could come up with an escape
plan, she’d never been a fighter. She’d taken some of the
self-defense classes Nathan imposed on the women in the stronghold
after Kadence ran away, but she’d hated every second of them.

She was born and bred to become a wife, not
a fighter or killer. Cooking and sewing were where she excelled.
She’d been the epitome of the perfect student and destined to be
the mother of the son who would one day rise to take his father’s
place as the hunter leader.

Then Nathan fell in love with another, and
all her dreams crumbled. She left the stronghold so she wouldn’t
have to be reminded of that every time she saw Nathan and Vicky
together. She left so she wouldn’t have to take another class on
how to punch, kick, and stab something.

She left because, if she wasn’t going to
become the wife of the leader, she planned to resume her old life
as much as possible. She’d never liked change, and the changes
Nathan was implementing on the hunters were too much for her.

But they were far less than the changes
shoved onto her in this hellish place. And soon, if she didn’t do
something, she would become one of these monsters and what remained
of the woman she was would be destroyed forever.

“Simone,” Dallas croaked again.

“What?” she asked and was appalled to
discover her voice sounded as bad as his.

“That vampire they brought in was one of
Ronan’s men, wasn’t he?”

Simone tried swallowing to wet her arid
throat; it was pointless. “Yes.”

For a second, hope shone in Dallas’s eyes.
“Do you think they sent him in search of us?”

Oh, how she wished that were true, but
though she was many things, some of which she hadn’t realized until
recently, she wasn’t delusional. She’d seen Killean’s eyes, and
though he was nude, he wasn’t chained. Recalling his cruel
dismissal of her after they kissed on the beach, she knew if anyone
was going to join these monsters, it was him.

“No,” she rasped. “He’s here for an entirely
different reason.”

Noise on her left drew her attention to
Killean and Joseph when they emerged from the room. Killean had
clothes draped over his arm, but he remained as bare as the day he
was born. Again, she felt a hideous blush creeping up her cheeks
and ducked her head. What was it about him that always unsettled
her so much?

Killean stared at Simone’s bent head as her
shoulders hunched forward. Her profile revealed the delicate slope
of her slender nose, high cheekbones, and the curve of her full,
pink lips. In his lifetime, he’d encountered numerous beautiful
women, but none had affected him as she did.

He felt no desire for her, not while she was
like this, but protective urges he’d never known he possessed
rolled through him. He wanted to go to her, draw her into his arms,
and shelter her from this atrocity, but he was caught in this
hideous pit of helplessness until he could figure out a way to get
her free.

“They’re future puppets and nothing more,”
Joseph said. “Come, let’s hunt.”

Killean forced his attention away from
Simone to follow Joseph past the hunters; all fifty of the ones
taken from the New Hampshire stronghold were here. Some of Joseph’s
flunkies trailed them down the long, concrete corridor. No other
rooms or tunnels branched off this one, and every ten feet a
recessed light cast a dim, yellow circle onto the concrete. A
hundred feet from the end of the corridor, the line of hunters
stopped, but empty chains continued to dangle from the walls in
wait for future victims.

When they reached the end, Joseph stopped
outside the large steel door there. “You should probably dress for
this,” Joseph said. “I don’t care if you run around naked for the
rest of your life, but you’ll only draw the attention of the humans
we hunt, and not in a good way.”

Killean couldn’t argue with that, and since
he was ready for more than blood in a glass, he lifted the
brandy-colored shirt he’d been handed and tugged it on. It was
constricting across his chest and shoulders, and the sleeves ended
an inch above his wrist, but the jeans fit well, as did the socks
and boots.

“I’m sure you’ll understand that you’ll be
blindfolded and put in a trunk again,” Joseph said when he finished
dressing. “And that once we get where we’re going, you will be
watched. You are not to ask anyone any questions about where we are
or try to escape. I’m sure you understand that these rules will be
enforced, and you will be monitored until a more mutual trust is
established.”

Everything inside Killean rebelled against
the knowledge that he would have no freedom outside of this place,
but he gritted his teeth and replied. “Of course.”

Joseph gestured to the Savages, and they
tied a blindfold around his eyes before slipping a sack over his
head and pulling the string tight around his neck. Killean didn’t
protest that they cut off some of his air supply; he was sure it
was done on purpose, and he would not give them the satisfaction of
bitching about it.

The door clanged open and fresh air washed
over him. Killean scented the air to try to decipher some clue as
to where they were, but all he smelled was grass, the sharper aroma
of wild animals, and a nearby fresh water supply. He heard no
nearby traffic, but crickets chirruped loudly, and the wings of
bats or birds fluttered overhead.

“This way,” Joseph said.

Someone grabbed his elbow and guided him
forward. Instead of asphalt or stone, grass crunched under his feet
as he walked. Wherever they were, it was a rural area, and he
suspected it was far from the city. He stopped when his knees
bumped against the bumper of a car and someone guided him into the
trunk.



CHAPTER 5


Killean stared at the weak light in the ceiling as
he lay motionless with his arm draped across his forehead. He was
slipping further down the rabbit hole of Savagery and tonight
hadn’t helped him.

They’d driven for at least an hour before
finally stopping. Before removing him from the trunk, they pulled
the sack off his head but kept the blindfold on until they stood
outside the back door of a small nightclub. Killean never glimpsed
a license plate or the name of the club before the door opened and
he was led inside.

He’d been brought to the club to hunt, and
with Joseph and two other Savages monitoring his every move, he had
to kill. It was what they expected of him; it was why he was here.
And if he didn’t kill someone, then they would destroy him, and
Simone would be lost.
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