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Shadow

The blood ring’s underground operation was like walking into hell on earth. Dark, disgusting, and loaded with the metallic tang of blood in the air. 

I went into the depths of darkness willingly, because my cousin Sadie had asked for my help. And my aunt, Sadie’s mom, had been held prisoner down in the underground for almost twenty years. 

Twenty years. We’d only just learned she might still be alive. That fact was nothing short of a miracle. Bringing down those vampire leeches was worth anything to me. Even if it meant my life.

I followed Sadie and her bounty hunter team down the manhole, past the vampire bar I often frequented with my clients, then kept going. Past the point I’d ever gone; past the point of no return. We climbed down into yet another level of darkness. Then, after killing a vampire and breaking into the blood ring’s guarded rooms, we stepped through the huge door designed to keep everyone out. 

I crept along the hallway like a rat, quiet and quick, and kept a lookout while Sadie and Vincent rushed forward, speaking in hushed tones to the women we’d come to save. Witches, who’d been kept down here by the vampires and hooked up to machines and tubes so they could be drained to within an inch of their lives, and then drained again. Over and over. Unwilling blood donors for the wealthy vampires’ tastes.

I rounded a corner and the hallway opened into a chamber where there were three women. None in this chamber were my aunt. But then my attention snagged on one of the women. She was lying on a bed, strapped to a machine that was syphoning her magical blood from her veins. She was so pale she was practically the same color as the once-white sheets, and even in the dim light of the room, I could see the weakness in her body. The frailness in her muscles. 

How long had she been down here? And what had she endured?

I could barely take my eyes off her. The pull toward the woman was so strong; so all-consuming.

Sadie was untying the pregnant woman on the next bed. Vincent stepped over to my woman... 

I shuddered.

My woman.

Yes. She was my woman. My mate. 

No! I’m not meant to have a fated mate. 

My abomination of mixed genetics should never have created a person such as myself, let alone allowed Fate to hand me a woman as precious as this one.

Surely, Fate could not be so cruel to this poor damaged soul as to shackle her with me as her mate?

I took a step closer, watching as Vincent withdrew the needle from her arm. I felt it again—an undeniable desire to grab her and hold her close. I would kill anyone who threatened to hurt her. 

My body trembled as I walked forward on unsteady legs, desire coursing through me. Every instinct in me was fighting the urge to snatch her from Vincent. My various shifters snarled and hissed. I could barely stand the buzz in my mind.

But they were all in agreement about one thing. They wanted—no, they needed—the woman lying on the bed in front of me.

She was dying a slow death, and if we didn’t get her out of here and to medical help soon, she wouldn’t make it. My mate was in danger of dying before she and I ever introduced ourselves.

“I’ll take this one,” I growled out once Vincent had detached the needles from her skin. I bent over her and didn’t hesitate as I lifted the woman into my arms. 

She moaned softly as I transferred her from the rancid bedding and encouraged her to lean against my chest. The stench of waste filled my nostrils. 

I held my breath, my shifters flinching at the smells of the room. But when she turned her head and pressed closer to my shoulder, nuzzling in like a small kitten, a deep shudder of happiness pulsed through me.

Damn it all. I was never meant to feel any of this.

“Tony and Travis. Take these two, and go with Shadow. He knows the way to the hospital,” Sadie said, and I nodded as I turned back toward the exit.

I did know the way. Taking the injured women to the hospital had been my idea. And there was nothing—literally nothing—I wanted more than to get my mate out of here and secure medical help to ensure she could recover.

The two beefy bounty hunters Sadie had brought with us picked up the other two women who had been on the draining machines in this room. One was extremely pregnant, and the sight of her belly made my heart pound and anger pulse through my gut.

What sort of monster would do this to a helpless woman? Rape her until she was pregnant, then steal her baby for its blood? All the while draining her of vital blood, too.

Vampires...

I held my mate tighter to my chest and clenched my teeth. “Let’s go.” 

I forged forward, back the way we’d come. Tony and Travis joined me, and we headed down the dark tunnel and through the iron door, making our way up toward the light. Ahead of us in the tunnel, three vampires suddenly loomed. 

“Oh, fuck,” I said, slowing my steps and considering options.

“What is it?” Travis asked, staring ahead.

The two hunters wore night goggles to help them see in the dim light. My shifter genetics included both fox and hare, so my nocturnal vision made the need for goggles redundant.

“Vampires.”

The woman in my arms was barely conscious, and yet she whimpered when I lay her down near the wall, as if she couldn’t bear to be parted from me.

“I’ll be right back,” I whispered to her, then stepped back into the firing line. 

“You two stay with the women,” I told Tony and Travis. “I’ve got these guys.”

Three vampires were going to test my skills. Probably to the point of breaking them. But no matter what happened to me, I’d never fought for anything more important than the mate a few feet away from me.

I took a breath and clenched my fists, determination pulsing through me. They would not get to her.

“Here,” Travis said, pressing a gun into my hand.

I lifted my arm and fired at them, relieved to see my aim was true for at least one of the vampires. The silver bullets hit the central vampire in the chest. 

I squeezed the trigger over and over. One, two, three, four.

The other two vampires darted out of the way as the middle one went down, turning to ash.

I threw the gun to the ground as the remaining vampires launched at me. I slid to the side, pulling my knives from the sheaths strapped to my thighs.

I sliced through the air. A sharp bite sank into my lower leg. I slid out of the way of whatever that was.

One of the vampires swung at me. I dodged, coming up under him to land a good jab into his throat. The other vampire leapt at me as I twisted, but he managed to wrap his arms around my chest from behind. He bore down.

I cried out as my ribs broke, the bone-cracking pops sounding like death popcorn in my head.

I threw back my head, hitting and dislodging the vampire, then took a swing at him with my silver knife. I scored a direct hit and he crumbled into ash behind me.

I panted hard, sweat forming on my forehead.

My leg was bleeding, and already infected from what I was pretty sure now was a vampire bite. I wouldn’t die from that—I’d built up a pretty good tolerance to them—but it burned like hell.

The third vampire lunged at me and punched me in my already-broken ribs. Excruciating pain rolled over me. I dropped to my knees, clutching my ribcage. The world around me swayed. The vampire slammed his fist into my head. I rocked to the side, stomach churning, and slumped forward.

Maybe I wasn’t going to win this fight after all.

The vampire stepped in front of me. He opened his mouth and exposed his teeth, triumph in his feral eyes.

Travis and Tony darted in from both sides. They grabbed the vampire, yanking him back. The vampire twisted and thrashed in their hold, but they tightened their grip on him.

“Stab him!” Travis yelled.

With effort, I pushed to my feet. I staggered forward and, using the last of my strength, slid my knife directly into the vampire’s eye socket.

He crumbled into ash. I stumbled backwards, my head swimming. 

“Thanks, guys,” I panted, reaching for a lighter in my pocket.

I flicked the lighter, a huge flame rising from the silver square I’d carried with me for over a decade.

“You seriously stopping for a smoke?” Tony said.

I chuckled, not surprised they couldn’t see my injuries. 

“No. I need to cauterize the bleeding from my leg, or I’m not gonna make it.”

There was deathly silence as I held a silver dagger to the flame, got it red hot, then took a deep breath. I’d used a lot of mental tricks over the years to deal with the chronic pain my birth condition gave me. But this was going to sting like a mother fucker.

“Want me to do it?” Travis asked, walking over.

“No... I...”

Maybe it would be easier if he did it.

Travis read my hesitation correctly, took the blade, squatted down and pressed the blazing hot metal against my leg.

I swallowed the scream that rose and clenched down on my jaw while swimming through the levels of consciousness. I refused to pass out.

“One. Two. Three.” Travis pulled the blade away and stood. “And I thought the stories about you were exaggerated.” 

He chuckled before patting my shoulder. “You’re the toughest bastard I’ve ever met.”

“Thanks,” I managed to say, the pain beginning to recede.

I reached down and touched my leg, and my broken ribs reminded me of why that wasn’t a good idea.

At least the bleeding had stopped.

I tried to take another breath.

Shit.

Small, slow breaths. One foot in front of the other.

“We’ve gotta get out of here before any more come.” Tony rushed to pick up his witch.

I limped over to my mate, but Travis bent over, picked her up, and deposited her into my arms.

I opened my mouth to thank him, but he was already picking up his witch. “You’re right. We better go.”

I nodded, sealing my pain barriers into place inside my mind. This was going to hurt, but once out in the fresh air, I’d feel better. No matter what.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

My mate put a hand on my neck, and that small warmth and attempt at comfort made the walk to the first ladder almost bearable.   

“Back up the ladders,” I said, as I stood at the bottom of the entrance and glanced up. “We’re gonna have to work together to get them all up safely.”

Travis nodded as he hoisted his very pregnant witch up his chest. “I’ll need help.”

I didn’t want to hand my mate off to either one of the shifters again, but for her safety, it would be smarter to have them help. “I’ll climb up first, then lift the women through the hole.”

“You sure you’re all right to do that?” Travis said, nodding at my chest. “You took quite a beating before.”

I shrugged, ignoring the screaming from my broken ribs and the blood soaking my clothes. “Pain and I are old friends. I can do it.”

Tony walked closer. “Do you want me to pass her up to you?”

I gripped my mate tighter in my arms. Putting her in a fireman’s carry, then hoisting her up through the hole probably wasn’t the best option for her.

“Ah, yeah. But can you hold yours as well?”

“I can stand a little,” my mate whispered, my wolf shifter senses keen enough to hear her.

I glanced down. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “As long as I can lean on him.”

I didn’t like that idea. What if she fell? “No. If you’re strong enough for that, I can carry you over my shoulder, and you can crawl through the hole when we reach the top. Okay?”

She nodded. “I can do that.”

Her voice was sweet, but so broken it made my heart ache.

“Let’s go then, beautiful.” I gently maneuvered her over my shoulder, which would free up my hands to climb the ladder.

A loud bang sounded from the direction we’d come. I turned toward it, staring into the darkness.

“Should we go back and help?” I asked, speaking my thoughts aloud. 

Travis grunted, shifting his witch. “We can. But we’ll have to leave these women here.”

The three women began to sob. Including my mate. That settled things. Sadie and her mates would have to look after themselves now. I turned toward the ladder.

“They’re on their own. The goal was to rescue these women, and we’re doing that. Let’s get going.”

I re-settled my thin, fragile mate over my shoulder and began to climb, one hand at a time, dragging my bad leg up each iron rung. Pain splintered through my back and I clenched my jaw, refusing to let the agony win.

I’d taken some hits, sure, but nothing that wouldn’t heal. 

I reached for some of my limited magic and found only a tendril curled inside me. I focused on the warlock within me and pushed the healing magic through my body, soothing some of the breaks and hoping the internal bleeding would stop, or at least slow down.

My breathing became a little easier and the sharp edge to the pain dulled. Then the magic was gone, depleted. I had nothing else left to give.

I reached for the next rung and pushed up with my good leg. Three more to go. I hauled my mate, whose name I didn’t even know, up the final rung, until my head was through the hole. 

My lungs strained as I heaved in a breath. 

“Can you... get onto the floor?” I asked as I climbed up the final step.

She rolled to the side, landing beside the manhole and curling up into a ball.

I groaned as I surfaced through and sat down on the concrete floor, breathing hard. I would have been seeing stars if the small amount of magic I’d used hadn’t reduced the pain to a reasonable level. 

“Bring her up,” I called to Travis, who held the pregnant woman.

I dragged my legs up through the hole so I would be able to reach down and pull her up. 

My broken ribs would hate me for what I was about to do, but I would deal with that tomorrow. For now, I had people to protect. 

“Are you okay?” I asked my mate, then shook my head. “I’m sorry. That is the most ridiculous question.”

She unfurled, like a flower in the sunshine, then wiggled around so that she was still lying down but was no longer in the fetal position. 

“I’m Katie.”

My mate had a name. 

I smiled despite the pain that rolled through me. “Nice to meet you, Katie.”

“Thank you for saving us... I don’t know your name.”

“Everyone calls me Shadow.”

“Hmmm... but that’s not your name.”

I opened my mouth, but I wasn’t sure what to say. I never used my real name. Ever. 

Travis hauled himself up the ladder, one rung at a time, barely holding his witch since he needed two arms to climb. She clung to his neck while he tried to hold her in place with his elbows.

“Just a little bit more,” I called, as I reached down to grab onto her.

She extended her thin arms up to me and I grabbed a hold and pulled her up as gently as I could. She weighed less than Katie, but looked nine months pregnant. That could not be a good sign for mother or child.

Travis groaned and came up through the hole after her.

“I’ll help Tony,” he said to me as I wheezed through the pain in my lungs. “You wanna start moving?”

I nodded and pushed myself to a stand. “Yeah, I can do that. I’ll carry Katie to the entry point, then we can all climb out together.”

I picked up my mate once more, and the pain began to ease. Was she working a spell on me? She was a witch, after all. Or was it simply the feeling of holding her against my body that was working its own magic?

I limped past the vampire bar, sticking to the shadows as Katie buried her head in my neck and trembled. 

“Don’t worry,” I whispered to her as we grew closer to the final ladder. “No-one’s going to hurt you now.” 

And no-one would. Ever again. I’d make sure of it. 

We reached the entrance point and I leaned against the ladder, closing my eyes as exhaustion washed over me. “We’ll wait here for Tony and Travis. They won’t be long.”

“Thank you for saving us,” Katie whispered.

I pulled her tighter against me. “I’m sorry it took us so long to find you.”

I had so many questions I wanted to ask her, about how long she’d been down there and what she’d been through, but now wasn’t the time. If she really was the mate I believed her to be, in the long term I would find out everything, and hopefully I would be able to help her heal.

The sound of footsteps met my ears and I straightened up to better see the people who approached us.

It was Tony and Travis, carrying their witches.

“You okay?” Travis asked me. “You want me to take the lead?”

I shook my head. “I’m fine. This is the easy bit now. We just need to get up into the sunlight, where most vampires don’t dare to tread, then make our way to the hospital. It’s about three blocks down.”

“You don’t think we’re gonna be spotted?” Tony asked. “The three of us are carrying women covered in dirt and blood.”

I grunted as I lifted Katie against me. “There’s no choice. We have to risk it, and we need to move fast, because once the Vampire Fathers find out what we’ve done, they’ll be after us.”

Katie moaned and quivered in my arms.

I straightened. “No more talk. Just follow me.”

Somehow, I managed to get up the final ladder and into the sunlight, hauling my emaciated mate through the hole. She gasped and rolled onto her belly the moment we surfaced, shielding her face from the light with her hands.

Shit. I’d forgotten about the fact that Katie probably hadn’t been in natural sunlight for a very long time.

I stood over her, in the direction of the light, creating some shade. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “Help the others. I’ll be fine.”

I got to work lifting the other women up through the hole, and then, as an unlikely group of six, we hauled ass through the city. We made our way past a throng of people who stared openly at us. At least they didn’t try to stop our progress.

“Not long now,” I whispered to Katie, whose face I could barely make out under the layers of blood and grime.

She clung tight to me as I carried her through the crowds to the only hospital in the city the vampires didn’t own.

It was run by warlocks, who were the most hunted species in the city.
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Shadow

“So, you’ll help me, Shadow?” Sadie had asked, only a few days ago.

I’d looked her straight in the eye. “To find the people responsible for your father’s death? And have the chance to maybe rescue your mom?”

She’d nodded. “Yes. I want to kill the ones responsible, and if they’re part of a corporation, take them down too. Are you interested?”

I’d grinned. “Abso-fucking-lutely.”

Now look where that fateful conversation with my cousin had gotten us. Sadie and her three mates were fighting for their lives somewhere down there in the underground, and thanks to her inviting me on this do-or-die mission, I was running—well, limping—through the streets with my newly found mate in my arms.

I shook my head. Who would have thought it? Sadie had three strong, paranormal mates. A wolf, a dragon and a vampire. Who’d have thought that would be possible? Not that she’d had a choice about it. Fate had decided for them. 

Fate was a fickle bitch. Probably why I was still single.

Or had been, until now. What had the gods been drinking the day they decided I, with all my screwed-up hodge-podge of genes, should have a mate as beautiful as the one I held in my arms?

“In here,” I said as we ducked down an alley that had magical wards engraved into every door and brick. 

Travis and Tony faltered, but then followed me.

The wards kept vampires out and could detect ill-intent. I was happy to see the two bounty hunters passed the tests of the warlock who’d set up the wards.

I stopped and turned when we came up against a steel door with a shimmer of magic passing over the handle.

“Where are we?” Katie asked. “I can feel... familiar magic...”

“Somewhere safe for you.” I pressed my hand to the metal panel in the wall. 

The door slid open and a man I knew well stood on the other side. He’d put me on my ass in several scuffles, and patched me up when I’d been close to death. I owed him. 
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